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Abstract

The Role of Folklore Study in the Rise of
Russian Formalist and Czech Structuralist Literary Theory

by
Jessica Evans Merrill
Doctor of Philosophy in Slavic Languages and Literatures
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Irina Paperno, Chair

Russian formalism and Czech structuralism are understood to have initiated the study of
literature as a self-sufficient discipline by applying linguistic concepts to the analysis of literary
texts. This dissertation seeks to enrich our understanding of this development by examining the
transition from linguistics to literary theory from an intellectual-historical perspective. My thesis
is that folklore study played a crucial role in the rise of formalist and structuralist literary theory
by serving as a mediating field between language and “high” literature. Folkloristics, which
traditionally approached its subject matter through linguistic theory, understood verbal art to
behave like language—as an impersonal repertoire of poetic forms which adhere to regular laws
governing their usage and evolution. This body of scholarly work provided early literary
theorists with a model for theorizing literature or art as a law-abiding, “scientific” object of study
akin to language. The transfer of ideas from the field of folkloristics to literary theory was the
product of scholarly training, personal intellectual exchange, and institutional affiliations. In the
first chapter I focus on Viktor Shklovsky’s use of A. N. Veselovsky’s writings to develop a
universalist theory of narrative structure in his Theory of Prose. Drawing on Roman Jakobson’s
The Newest Russian Poetry and his work on the Cyrillo-Methodian legacy, the second chapter
illustrates parallels between Jakobson’s conceptions of literary value and literary evolution and
the work of his teacher V. F. Miller. The last chapter argues that Jan Mukatovsky’s Aesthetic
Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts drew on P. G. Bogatyrev’s functional structural
ethnography and compares their respective conceptions of the semiotic collective. By tracing
these intersections, we can see how the emergence of theory intended to explain “high” literature
was galvanized by moments of contact with folklore studies. Highlighting the role that
folkloristics played in the work of these three pioneering literary theorists (Shklovsky, Jakobson
and Mukartovsky) allows us to better understand the emergence of twentieth-century literary
theory as an autonomous discipline.
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Introduction

The intellectual movement known as Russian formalism is widely understood to have
laid the foundations for modern, twentieth-century literary theory. The formalists established a
set of theoretical precepts and a methodological approach aimed at defining literature as a self-
contained field of study.' They sought to create a science of literature by approaching their
subject matter as a special field of linguistic production within which they sought commonalities,
patterns, and laws of development. In the spirit of the methodological development of linguistics
and sociology, the formalists strove to treat literature as a social fact in the way that Ferdinand de
Saussure approached language, or Emile Durkheim approached the collective consciousness.
This meant, first and foremost, abandoning the understanding of the literary text as a
manifestation of the genius or psychology of an individual and substituting in its place a
conception of literature as a unique phenomenon defined by discoverable general principles.

In the theoretical work that resulted, the formalists articulated a variety of highly-
influential postulates which I take as my starting point. Of central importance is Viktor
Shklovsky’s now-famous argument that to study art, one must focus on its “devices” [priemy],
rather than the relationship between the art object and its real-life referent. In their analyses of
what made prose fiction different from other modes of writing, Shklovsky and other formalists
articulated the distinction between “plot” [siuzhet] and a non-artistic sequence of events [fabula].
Roman Jakobson argued that “poetic language” differs from “practical language” by virtue of the
fact that it calls the reader’s attention to the very structure of the poetic utterance. He and other
formalists also produced a number of influential theories about the principles that underlie
literary history. Over the course of the 1920s, the focus on the formal attributes of literary texts
gave way to a view of the literary work and the literary field as an internally-organized system.
This turn was taken up as a fundamental tenet of Czech structuralism, a movement which
succeeded Russian formalism in the late 1920s. The Czech structuralists applied this systemic
model not only to literary works, but to other artistic media such as theater and film. This work
was foundational for the twentieth-century study of semiotics—the application of the concept of
the linguistic sign to the realm of culture.

The theoretical development of formalism and the continuation and further development
of its premises in Prague are the subjects of much excellent scholarship. The foundational
monographs on these movements appeared between 1955 and 1989.% In subsequent decades
scholarship on the formalist and Czech structuralist movements has increasingly shifted in a
historical direction. A number of books and articles have been published which treat the role of
politics, intellectual history and biography in the development of individual formalists’ and
structuralists’ work.? Building on this scholarship, my dissertation seeks to explain the

! Terry Eagleton’s widely-read Literary Theory: An Introduction (University of Minnesota Press, 1983), for
example, identifies the publication of Viktor Shklovsky’s essay “Art as Device” (1917) as modern literary theory’s
point of departure.

* These include: Victor Erlich’s Russian Formalism, History, Doctrine (Mouton, 1955), Peter Steiner’s Russian
Formalism: A Metapoetics (Cornell University Press, 1984), FrantiSek Galan’s Historic Structures: The Prague
School Project, 1928-1946 (University of Texas Press, 1985), Jurij Striedter’s Literary Structure, Evolution, and
Value: Russian Formalism and Czech Structuralism Reconsidered (Harvard University Press, 1989).

? Monographs that focus on the intellectual biography of Russian formalists and Czech structuralists include:
Jindfich Toman’s The Magic of a Common Language: Jakobson, Mathesius, Trubetzkoy, and the Prague Linguistic
Circle, (MIT Press, 1995), and Carol Any’s Boris Eikhenbaum: Voices of a Russian Formalist (Stanford University
Press, 1994). Many articles and archival sources relating to the formalist movement have been published in the



emergence of key concepts of formalist and Czech structuralist literary theory, described above,
as products of specific scholarly institutions and intellectual traditions.

It is commonly known that Russian formalism and Czech structuralism were closely
associated with three scholarly societies. The first two, formalist societies, were formed in St.
Petersburg and in Moscow on the eve of the 1917 revolutions. The origins of the better known of
the two, the Society for the Study of Poetic Language [Obshchestvo izucheniia poeticheskogo
iazyka] (OPOlaZ), reportedly lay in a meeting between Victor Shklovsky and the philologists L.
P. Jakubinsky and E. D. Polivanov in 1914.% In 1915 this group began meeting in the apartment
of Osip and Lili Brik, which functioned at the time as a meeting place for the artistic avant-
garde.” The second society, the Moscow Linguistic Circle [Moskovskii lingvisticheskii kruzhok]
(MLC), began as a student group within the Commission for Dialect Study [Moskovskaia
dialektologicheskaia komissiia] at Moscow University in March of 1915. The leader of this
group was Roman Jakobson. Its core membership in the years 1915-1919 was made up of
students of linguistic dialects and folklore.® Personal contacts between members of the two
groups led to increasing collaboration in the post-revolutionary years. In 1919 many of the
OPOIaZ scholars joined the MLC and plans were drafted for a joint OPOIaZ-MLC publication.’

Tynianovskie sborniki (Riga: 1984-) Ed. M. Chudakova. Extensive historical documentation of the formalist
movement can be found in the commentary to Iu. N. Tynianov’s Poetika, istoriia literatury, kino. Ed. V. Kaverin, A.
Miasnikov (Nauka: 1977). Insightful studies have appeared on the subject of the relationship between the evolution
of formalist theory and the political circumstances in the USSR. See, for example, Aleksandr Galushkin’s
“Neudavshiisia dialog: 1z istorii vzaimootnoshenii formal’noi shkloly i vlasti,” Shestye Tynianovskie chteniia: Tezisy
dokladov i materialy dlia obsuzhdeniia (Riga: 1992), Samuel Eisen’s “Whose Lenin Is It Anyway? Viktor
Shklovsky, Boris Eikhenbaum and the Formalist-Marxist Debate in Soviet Cultural Politics (A View from the
Twenties),” Russian Review, 55 (1996), 65-79, Svetlana Boym’s “Poetics and Politics of Estrangement: Victor
Shklovsky and Hannah Arendt,” Poetics Today 26 (2005), 581-611, Galin Tihanov’s “Marxism And Formalism
Revisited: Notes on the 1927 Leningrad Dispute,” Literary Research/Recherche littéraire, 19 (2002), 69-78,
Tihanov’s “The Politics of Estrangement: The Case of the Early Shklovsky,” Poetics Today, 26 (2005), 665-696,
Tihanov’s “Why did Modern Literary Theory Originate in Central and Eastern Europe? (and why is it now dead?),”
Common Knowledge, 10 (2004), 61-81, and Cristina Vatulescu’s “The Politics of Estrangement: Tracking
Shklovsky’s Device through Literary and Policing Practices,” Poetics Today, 27 (2006), 34-66. Shklovsky’s concept
of “defamiliarization” [ostranenie] and his recantation of his theories in January 1930 have been the subjects of
much scholarly debate. See in particular Richard Sheldon “Viktor Shklovsky and The Device of Ostensible
Surrender,” Slavic Review, 34 (1975), 86-108, Victor Erlich “On Being Fair to Viktor Shklovsky or the Act of
Hedged Surrender,” Slavic Review, 35 (1976), 111-118, and Aleksandr Galushkin “V. B. Shklovskii. Pamiatnik
nauchnoi oshibke (vtoraia redaktsiia),” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 4 (2000), 154-158.

* Shklovsky recalls that he was introduced to Polivanov and Jakubinsky by their teacher, the linguist Jan Baudouin
de Courtenay (Shklovskii 1964: 95). OPOlaZ, unlike the MLC, was never an officially registered society. Two other
well-known OPOIlaZ formalists, Boris Eikhenbaum and Iury Tynianov, joined the group in 1918 and 1919. On the
history of OPOlaZ see A. P. Chudakov’s commentary to Iu. N. Tynianov. Poetika, istoriia literatury, kino. (Nauka,
1977), 504-505. The commentary points out that dates given in various sources for the “foundation” of OPOlaZ
range between 1914 and 1917.

> On the Briks’ salon see Bengt Jangfeldt’s preface to Love is at the Heart of Everything: Correspondence between
Viadimir Mayakovsky and Lili Brik. (Polygon, 1986).

6 Jakobson lists the founding members of the MLC as, other than himself: F. N. Afremov, P. G. Bogatyrev, A. A.
Buslaev, S. I. Ragozin, P. P. Sveshnikov, N. F. Jakovlev. For an overview of the history of the Circle see M. 1.
Shapir’s publication of R. O. Jakobson. “Moskovskii lingvisticheskii kruzhok.” Philologica 3 (1996), 361-379.

7 The Briks moved to Moscow in March of 1919 and the MLC protocols reveal that Osip Brik played a large role in
discussions beginning in April 1919. The protocol from the meeting of the MLC on September 1, 1919 (where
Shklovsky presented his work and was elected a member) mentions the “affirmation of a plan for a joint [MLC-
OPOIlaZ] publication” (Barankova: 1999, 365). Shklovsky’s personal archive contains a table of contents for a
Sbornik which would include contributions from both OPOIaZ and MLK members. Sections were to include:



The writings of individual formalists reflect the fact that the movement was fueled by collective
debate. Terms coined by one scholar soon appeared in the publications of others. Nevertheless,
as Peter Steiner has stressed, there is no monolithic formalist theoretical platform. He concludes
that Russian formalism is “a polemos, a struggle among contradictory and incompatible views
none of which could become the absolute ground of a new literary science” (1984: 259). This
“centrifugal tendency” of formalism stands in contrast to the much more unified stance adopted
by the Prague Linguistic Circle, a scholarly society founded by Roman Jakobson and Vilém
Mathesius in 1926 (Steiner 1984: 260). Czech structuralism, the platform of this Circle, emerged
with a programmatic set of “Theses,” and the bylaws of the Circle made functional structuralism
the obligatory research method for all members of the society.® My dissertation seeks to place the
ideas produced in these circles in the context of a broader paradigm for thinking about language
and verbal art transmitted to the formalists by influential Russian philologists of the late-
nineteenth century.

Placing the innovative departures of the Russian formalists and Czech structuralists into
this context, I believe, allows us to better understand the process that enabled them to produce
such influential concepts. The most far-reaching of these was the reconceptualization of
literature as the object of a scientific methodology—as a self-contained field of cultural
production defined by consistent formal properties and regular evolutionary principles. This
move is rightly understood to have resulted in large part from the formalists and structuralists’
application of linguistic concepts to the study of literature. The paradigm for literary theory that
the formalists launched in the 1910s, and which is seen as having begun to disintegrate in the
early 1990s, was overwhelmingly based on the linguistic model.® As Fredric Jameson put it, the
conceptual model that formalism and structuralism advanced meant nothing less than to “rethink
everything through once again in terms of linguistics!” (vii).'® My dissertation seeks to
contribute to our understanding of how this linguistic turn in modern literary theory came about
through a detailed analysis of how three leading thinkers of the formalist and structuralist
movements—Victor Shklovsky (1893-1984), Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) and Jan
Mukarovsky (1891-1975)—transformed linguistic concepts into tools of literary theory via
folkloristics.

Each of these scholars was on the forefront of creating a methodology for a sub-field
within literary theory. Shklovsky was working on narrative structure, Jakobson on poetic
language and Mukatovsky on semiotics. Each scholar, I demonstrate, made use of folklore study

“Marepwuaisl o QoIbKIOpY, dTHOrpaduu u quanexTonoruyu,” and “Padorsr mo mosTuke” under which are listed the
following subheadings “Putm u 3Bdonuka,” “Tloatuka croxkera,” “Crapsle yueHble B 001acTi nodTuku” and
“Coopnuk pabot o ucropun noazuu.” Of the Petersburg scholars the following were to contribute: “O. M. Bpuk, B.
V. Tomamesckwuii, B. M. Ditxenbaym . B. b. lIxknosckuii, JI. I1. Sxy6unckuit, E. JI. IlommBanoB,” from Moscow:
“b. W. Spxo, b. O. Kyunep, P. O. SIko6con II. T'. borateipes, A. A. Bycnaes, H. ®@. SIxoenes, I'. O. Bunokyp, B. 1.
Hettmrranr, C. M. bouau, C. U. Bepumrreiin.” Shklovskii, V. B. RGALI Fond 562, opis’ 1, ed. khr. 378.

¥ These were first published as the “Theses Presented to the First Congress of Slavic Philologists in Prague, 1929.”
On the group dynamics and emphasis of collective work in the PLC see (Toman 1995: 153-165).

? Modern literary theory can be seen as a dimension of the “linguistic turn,” which occurred in philosophy at the
beginning of the twentieth century, and which subsequently affected, often via structuralist literary theory, an array
of academic disciplines in the 1960-1980s. Gustav Bergmann’s argument that Ludwig Wittgenstein's Tractatus
(1921) initiated “a linguistic turn” in philosophy is seen as the first articulation of this idea. See Gustav Bergmann’s
“Logical Positivism, Language, and the Reconstruction of Metaphysics” (1953).

1 Fredric Jameson's The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of Structuralism and Russian Formalism.
(Princeton University Press: 1972) argues against the viability of a structuralist linguistic model for the study of
literature as a temporal phenomenon.



in order to bridge the gap between linguistics and the analysis of “high” literature or art. In my
analysis of this trend I show that it was historically conditioned by the Russian tradition of
literary scholarship that the formalists inherited as students. The chapters that follow analyze in
detail how each scholars’ use of folklore theory shaped his contribution to the field of modern
literary theory. The Russian academic study of literature at the turn of the twentieth century
studied oral folklore and high, written literature together—according to the same methods, and as
phenomena understood to belong to the same category. As a result, literary scholars were
familiar with folklore theory and willing to extend conclusions based on folklore study to the
realm of literature and art more generally. My thesis is that this tendency facilitated the
development of Russian formalism and Czech structuralism by allowing leading theorists to
envision high art as a law-abiding, “scientific” object of study akin to language—that is, to argue
that high art behaves like folklore was understood to.

Folklore was well poised to serve as a bridge between linguistic theory and the study of
literature because of its intrinsic properties as a form of oral creativity. The amenability of
folklore to linguistic analysis is amply illustrated by a brief glance at the history of folkloristics.
It would in fact be difficult to separate the history of these two fields in the nineteenth and much
of the twentieth centuries. The modern study of these two disciplines was fundamentally
transformed by German Romantic scholarship of the mid-nineteenth century. Building on Johann
Gottfried Herder’s (1744-1803) writings on folk poetry and language, German linguists were
also frequently collectors and scholars of folklore—the work of Jacob Grimm (1785-1863)
epitomizes this dual preoccupation. In Russia, this tendency is exemplified by the work of the
Romantic philologist F. I. Buslaev (1818-1898), the lexicographer and folklorist V. 1. Dal’
(1801-1872), and the linguist A. A. Potebnia (1835-1891).

Potebnia concisely articulated the Romantic understanding of the relationship between
folklore and language in his “Oral and Written Poetry” [“Poeziia ustnaia i pis’mennaia’], stating
that “s3bIK, BEpOSITHO, HABCET/Ia OCTAHETCS TIEPBOOOPA30OM U TTOTI00MEM TaKOTO TYPTOBOTO
XapakTepa HapoJIHO-odTHYecKkoro TBopuectBa” (144) (“language will probably always remain
the prototype and analogy for the herd-like character of popular-poetic creation”). This analogy
between folklore and language is manifest in the characteristics attributed to folklore in the
nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries. (1) Folklore, like language, is a product of collective
creativity. Folklore is stored in the collective consciousness and is passed orally from one person
to another and from one generation to the next in the way that language is. (2) As a result,
folklore exists in a state of manifold variation; it is not “fixed” in one authorial version but exists
in a state of flux, evolving slowly through repeated use.'' (3) This evolution is conservative, with
folk performers eschewing radical innovation in favor of generally accepted, normative content
and style. (4) In a manner analogous to the production of speech, the oral composition of a tale

" A. A. Potebnia provides an excellent description of this understanding of folklore: “Ciymarommii 3amMedaer u
3aIIOMHUHAET TOJIBKO TO, YTO CO3AaHO B OOLIEM CTHIIE, K YCBOCHHIO Yero OH IPUTOTOBIICH; HO 3TOT CTHIIb €CTh
OOILIMI U B TOM CMBICIIE, YTO OH HE HCUYEPIIBIBACTCS MBICIIBEO OTACIBHOTO JIMLA. Y CIIBILIAHHOE APYTUM IPH
MOBTOPEHUH TIOYTH HEM30SIKHO U3MEHSETCS He TOJIBKO 110 hopMe, HO U MO COJePIKaHUI0, KOO caM TIepBBI MeBell,
[P J)KU3HEHHOCTH HAPOIHOM MM0J31H, HE MOXKET MMOBTOPHUTH MECHU UMEHHO TaK, KaK e nepBbiii pa3. Takum
00pa3oM necHs Ha POTSHKESHUU CBOCH JKU3HHU SGIAEMCsl He OOHUM NPOU3BEOeHUEM, d PSIOOM GAPUAHMOE, KOCTO
KOHIIbI MOTYT OBITh /IO HEY3HABAEMOCTH JAIEKHU IPYT OT JPYra, a IPOMEXKYTOUYHbIC CTYIIEHH HE3aMETHO MEXIY
co0oro ciuBarotes. [... | Hapomnas moa3us, kKak 361K, 10 BeIpakeHuto B. ['ym6onbara, He mpoussenenue (Ergon), a
nesitensHOCTH (Energia) (143-144 italics in original). There are many points of similarity between Potebnia’s
description of folklore here and that articulated in Jakobson and Bogatyrev’s 1929 “Folklore as a Special Form of
Creation.”



[skazka] was understood to draw on a collectively-held “fund” [sklad] of verbal elements (stock
phrases, situations, characters) that facilitated the production of tales in accordance with general
compositional principles.'? The pressure to tell a tale that would be accepted by conservative folk
norms was seen as constraining oral tradition, making it adhere to known patterns in the way that
the pressure to produce comprehensive speech necessitates an adherence to rules of syntax and
word formation in spoken language." (5) The understanding that oral tradition forms a densely
organized body of material akin to a language led to the assumption that it would evolve over
time according to regular laws in the way that sound changes adhere to laws in the evolution of
language."

To separate folkloric creativity from the non-folkloric (whether defined as “urban,”
“high” art, “individual” creativity, or “written” literature) is a clearly complicated and fraught
proposition. I do not want to suggest that the Russian formalists took properties that rightly
belong to “folklore” and then imposed them onto high art. Instead, I base my argument on a
commonly held conception of folklore and literature that the Russian formalists themselves,
implicitly or explicitly, adhered to. This was the view of folklore and high art as forms of
creativity existing at two ends of a continuum. The widely-accepted terms used to describe these
two endpoints were “impersonal” [bezlichnyi] as opposed to “personal” [lichnyi] creation. It was
also assumed that the former was generally “oral,” while the latter “written.” The phenomenon of
“everyday” language was assumed to lie at the far extreme of the impersonal end of this
spectrum. In the realm of verbal art, “impersonal” creation was defined by a close adherence to
known forms and structures (clichés), while “personal” creation in its most extreme
manifestations was understood to strive to express a sense of uniqueness by breaking with
normative expectations, or introducing innovative constructions.

This continuum, which shaped the conception of (oral and high) literature the formalists
operated with, can be applied to different literary genres. Small oral genres such as proverbs,
riddles, and folktales gravitated towards the “impersonal” end of the spectrum. Formulaic,
popular fiction (oral or written) could be said to fall towards the middle. High written literature,
particularly that which seeks to break with established conventions, would be placed towards the
“personal” end of this continuum.'” This heuristic scale of genres moving away from the
phenomenon of “everyday” language is useful for understanding the role of folklore in the early
formalist writings of Shklovsky and Jakobson. It highlights the role that folklore or “low” genres
might play in crafting a theory based on the extension of linguistic concepts to (high) written
literature. Once an idea developed in linguistics is applied to the folktale, it can, from there, be
extended to the short story—if the short stories chosen are interpreted in such a way as to bring
them closer to the properties of folklore described above. This schema also reflects the fact that

12 This concept is discussed in detail in Chapter One in the context of Shklovsky’s references to P. N. Rybnikov’s
description of the “general fund” [obshchii sklad] of poetic devices that is available to all storytellers.

13 Roman Jakobson and Petr Bogatyrev describe this pressure as a type of “prophylactic censorship” in their
“Folklore as a Special Form of Creation.”

' This proposition was explored in great detail in the functional-structural ethnography of P. G. Bogatyrev. His best
known work in this vein is his Functions of Folk Costume in Moravian Slovakia (1937).

" In his article “Ot A. N. Veselovskogo do nashikh dnei” (1996) N. 1. Tolstoi provides an excellent overview of the
relationship between folklore and "high" literature as understood by Veselovsky and Propp and other Russian
folklorists. He also discusses the place of "popular" literature in a three-stage scheme between folklore and written
literature as proposed by Tu. M. Lotman. For reasons I discuss in Chapter Two, the experimental poetry of the
Russian avant-garde, which according to the logic of this scheme should fall towards the far “personal” end of this
spectrum, lent itself to interpretation in relation to “everyday” language as the common denominator for all verbal
art.



analogies between the study of everyday language (linguistics) and certain forms of oral
creativity—e.g. riddles or folktales—may present themselves more naturally than those between
linguistics and high, written literature.

I will attempt to illustrate this last observation on the grounds of a well-known example.
It is instructive to compare formalist studies of narrative structure by Victor Shklovsky and
Vladimir Propp (1895-1970). As I will discuss in detail in Chapter One, Shklovsky’s earliest
writings on narrative structure were inspired by work on the oral folktale [skazka], and
particularly by the suggestion that folktales are composed in a manner analogous to the speech
act. In a 1919 article in which Shklovsky analyses the structure of folktales, he proposes that
tales are formed according to “special laws of plot formation” (“oco0bie 3aKOHBI
croxetocinoxenus’”’) which are not yet known (1929: 27). In a study published almost a decade
later, Morphology of the Fairy Tale [Morfologiia skazki] (1928), Propp, citing Shklovsky’s 1919
essay, states that his morphology has finally “determined” the “laws” that Shklovsky had intuited
(116). Thus, Shklovsky came to be convinced of the existence of these laws by studying folklore
theory and folktales, and Propp triumphantly proclaimed to have revealed them on the basis of
the same material. What particularly interests me in this story, however, is an essay on the genre
of the detective story Shklovsky published between these two events, in 1925, which clearly
anticipates Propp’s morphology. Shklovsky’s analysis concludes with a general schema for
Conan Doyle’s stories which consists of chronological sequence of nine important “moments”
that he has culled from an analysis of the Sherlock Homes stories. He then compares this
sequence with a similar outline of a story by Edgar Allan Poe. Shklovsky’s essay is insightful; he
suggests that the genre of the detective story is defined by a standard sequence of events
combined with a typical use of narrative perspective. Yet this work has not received much
attention.'® In contrast, the Morphology of the Folktale, a work written by a folklorist who never
wrote on “literature” per se and who was not a member of the formalist circles, has been
heralded as one of the best-known and most influential works of “formalist” analysis.'” Victor
Erlich identified it as one of “the least ‘vulnerable’ Formalist studies,” and decades later, in light
of Propp’s influence on French structuralism, Jameson was able to call it “one of the richest
Formalist investigations” (49; 64)."®

Why would a book on the folktale prove to be so much more successful in establishing a
theory of narrative structure for the field of literary theory when the first moves in this direction
had been made by Shklovsky, a scholar specifically interested in creating a literary theory? The
main reason, [ would suggest, is that folktales or popular, oral genres are innately better equipped
to yield impressive results when approached through a theory inspired by linguistics. This is
because oral, popular forms of verbal creativity are, as I suggested above, shaped by the same

' In fact, one of the only scholarly discussions of this essay treats Shklovsky as a “precursor of Propp.” See Heda
Jason’s “Precursors of Propp: Formalist Theories of Narrative in Early Russian Ethnopoetics,” PTL: A Journal for
Descriptive Poetics and Theory of Literature 3 (1977), 471-516.

' Propp’s classification as a formalist depends on one’s definition of formalism. From a theoretical perspective his
work has been taken as the paradigmatic example of Russian formalism. If one approaches formalism from a
historical perspective, however, 1. Shaitanov is right in pointing out that “Propp could be classified as a formalist
only in a very loose sense” (Shaitanov 2001: 429). Peter Steiner discusses both Propp’s Morphology along with the
folklorist A. Skaftymov’s The Poetics and Genesis of the Byliny (1924) in detail in his Russian Formalism: A
Metapoetics, 68-98.

'8 Galin Tihanov writes, for instance: “narratology—notwithstanding the differences discernible in its later versions
(those of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Algirdas J. Greimas, Claude Bremond, Gérard Genette, Eberhard Lammert, Dorrit
Cohn, Mieke Bal)—never quite severed itself from the legacy of Vladimir Propp” (2004: 64).



forces that shape language. The widespread use and repetition of oral genres creates a large
corpus of examples that adhere more obviously to patterns (e.g. the use of three, stock situations)
than the corpus of high written fiction does. This fact is reflected Shklovsky’s approach. The title
of his essay is the “Mystery novella,” [“Roman tain”]; yet in order to provide a convincing and
sufficiently detailed schema for the genre, he focuses on a specific series of works by a single
writer (Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Homes stories). This provides him with a body of discourse that
is sufficiently densely patterned to create something like a morphology. By limiting himself in
this way, however, Shklovsky is forced to claim more modest results—rather than revealing the
laws of the genre, he has largely demonstrated the working pattern of a single author. (He brings
in Poe to attempt to broaden his claim, but he refers to only one of his stories). Thus,
paradoxically, a conclusion based on folklore could be said to hold greater appeal for a
linguistically-oriented literary theory than one based on literature, in that it appears to be a more
general discovery."

My dissertation is concerned with demonstrating how folklore was used as a bridge
between linguistics and literature, rather than with formalist analyses of folklore per se. In other
words, it is Shklovsky’s attempt to move from the skazka to the mystery story that interests me
rather than Propp’s “success” with the fairytale. In the individual chapters of the dissertation I
outline in detail how early theorists’ familiarity with folklore and folklore theory enabled them to
move between linguistics and high art. Before turning to my individual cases (Shklovsky,
Jakobson and Mukatovsky), however, it is necessary to address how this familiarity with folklore
was prepared by academic literary studies in Russia at the turn of the twentieth century. There
were two central attributes of this intellectual context that set the stage for the emergence of a
linguistically-inspired literary theory in Russia. The first was a particular conception of the
category of “literature” as “verbal art” [slovesnost’] that prevailed in the Russian academy at the
turn of the twentieth century. The second was an understanding of the methods and goals for the
“scientific” study of literature established with far-reaching authority by A. N. Veselovsky.
These concepts would have been absorbed by the formalists while they were students in the
1910s. It is worth briefly describing these two factors before turning to a discussion of how the
formalists built upon and modified the conceptions of literature and literary science that they
inherited.

Fundamental to understanding the role of folklore in the emergence of formalist literary
theory is the concept of literature as “verbal art” [slovesnost’]. As a discursive category
slovesnost’ encompasses the spectrum of verbal art—from language to high literature—discussed
above. In his recent book on nineteenth-century Russian academic literary scholarship Andy
Byford writes that, of the discursive categories that academic scholars used to describe their
subject matter, “slovesnost’ probably was the widest frame of reference to poetic verbal artifacts”
(2007: 32). This term “could incorporate the notion of poetic language or discourse in general,
and was often used specifically as a way of legitimately including folklore in the realm of
‘literature’, as in the phrase ‘narodnaia slovesnost™ (Ibid.). The availability of a literary
category which encouraged scholars to think of the literary and the oral as part of a single
continuum allowed early literary theorists to move between the two forms of verbal creativity

' This appeal rests on the assumption that folklore is relevant for understanding literature more generally as an
early, or simple instance of a modern, more complex phenomenon. This view is evident in the tendency to cite
folktales as evidence of the universality of fictional narrative, a move which suggests that the principles these tales
adhere to will thus be those that could be said to provide a basic foundation for understanding what is common to all
fictional narrative.



with relative ease. The formalists would have been encouraged to adopt this category when
thinking about literature because slovesnost” more than other available constructions was
associated with scholarliness [nauchnost’]. Slovesnost’ was assumed to be an “objective”
category while other categories such as such as “belles-lettres” [iziashchnaia literatura] or
“poetry” [poeziia], which were reserved for fine, educated writings or works of the highest
cultural value, were associated with aesthetic judgment (Ibid.).

The fact that slovesnost” was the object of the scholarly methodology of philology
(comparative linguistics) contributed to the sense that it was a naturally-occurring category,
existing independently of aesthetic or philosophical preconceptions. Slovesnost’ did, of course,
have socially determined parameters. A product of the conception of literary studies as the study
of the national history and spirit, the common denominator uniting slovesnost’ was the
understanding that the discourse included in this domain was relevant for understanding national
identity. These parameters, however, were arguably not consciously recognized by scholars and
students of literature at the turn of the century. I argue that Jakobson and Shklovsky built on this
approach to literature as slovesnost’ in their approach to folklore and literature as existing in a
continuum and as the naturally-occurring object of a “scientific”” approach.”’ Shklovsky and
Jakobson replaced the historical and ethnographic study of slovesnost’ characteristic of their
teachers with a formalist approach, while continuing to operate within largely the same
category.21

The second factor that encouraged Russian literary scholars to consider folklore theory in
conjunction with their work on written literature can be traced to the role A. N. Veselovsky
(1838-1906) played in the sphere of literary scholarship at the turn of the twentieth century.
Veselovsky was the chair of the department of General History of Literature and a professor at
St. Petersburg University (from 1872). From the early 1900s he was also chairman of the
Division of Russian language and literature in the Academy of Sciences. His scholarship was
widely discussed and popularized during his lifetime, and in the 1890s a series of his studies and
lectures was published as the foundation for a scientific method for literary theory, what
Veselovsky called “historical poetics™ [“istoricheskaia poetika’]. These publications, products of
decades of research and a vast erudition hailed as unparalleled in either Russia or the West, set a
golden standard for literary scholarship in Russia.”* As René Wellek succinctly states in A
History of Modern Criticism, “Veselovsky has assigned a task to scholarship which can hardly
ever be solved. The Russian formalists, however, have taken up his challenge” (279).
Veselovsky’s conception of a literary science was so influential because he provided his
successors with a rich stock of basic concepts which were understood to rest on the firmest of
scholarly foundations.

20 Steiner describes the formalists® position as follows: “The common denominator, the ‘absolute’ presupposition of
the Formalists’ literary science, was that there should be no suppositions in scientific inquiry” (1984: 251). I would
suggest that this stance was anticipated by the “scientific,” philological study of slovesnost’ in Russian academic
literary scholarship.

*! Tihanov makes this point more generally in regards to what he calls the “foundational paradox inherent in some of
the best examples of early literary theory” in East and Central Europe—that “it is possible to think about and
theorize literature per se, beyond national constraints, yet the importance of literature per se as a subject of theory is
validated by analyzing texts that had been—or are being—canonized as nationally significant” (2004: 76).

*? Placing Veselovsky in the company of Western European literary historians such as Heymann Steinthal,
Benedetto Croce, Ferdinand Brunetiére and Hippolyte Taine, Wellek describes Veselovsky’s work as a “grandiose
attempt[]. . . to write a historical poetics on a world wide scale. [. . .] More concretely, and with a much wider
command of literatures than anybody in the West, he traces the history of poetic devices, themes, and genres
throughout oral and medieval literature” (1969: 47 italics added).



These conceptual foundations were predicated on the understanding of literature as
slovesnost’—as a field of poetic forms spanning from primitive oral genres to complex modern
literature. Interestingly, Veselovsky focused on his inclusion of low genres as that aspect of his
method that separated it from the study of literary history as it was practiced in the West. In his
1870 lecture, “The Method and Tasks of Literary History as a Field of Scholarship,” Veselovsky,
who had just returned from ten years spent at universities in Western Europe, began with a
critique of the reigning methods in German and French scholarship. Their approach was too
narrow, and thus not sufficiently scientific; the scope of German philology was confined to
venerated old texts, while the French attempted to organize literary history around a few “great
men.” A more scholarly approach, Veselovsky proposed, would place these works in their
broader context; it was only work which dared to “look[] into those masses [...] the hidden
springs of the historical process,” that could explain literary history. The study of an epoch was
to begin with an inductive study of its “everyday trivia” (1967: 35-36). In keeping with his
proposal, the writings that made up “historical poetics” were dedicated largely to the study of
folkloric, oral genres. Veselovsky argued, however, that conclusions formed on the basis of this
material were ultimately valid for the larger body of slovesnost’, that is, for written, high
literature as well.

Veselovsky not only provided the formalists with basic concepts that came from the
analysis of folklore, but he imparted an understanding of the goal and method of literary studies
which implied that folklore lay at the heart of any understanding of literature more generally. As
Andy Byford has emphasized, Veselovsky defined the boundaries of literary scholarship based
on a distinction between collective and individual creativity. Byford points out that, according to
Veselovsky,

the process of individual creation is ‘covered by a veil, whom no one has ever raised or
will raise’ (Spielhagen), but we can define more accurately its boundaries [granitsy], by
following the centuries-long history of literary developments and by trying to clarify its
internal lawfulness [zakonnost '] that limits individual achievement, even that of a genius
(cited in Byford 2005: 128).

For Veselovsky the subject of literary science is thus the general—the common basis that
underlies the literary creation of individual authors. Extracting these elements from the field of
the literary broadly defined will lead to literary science as a statement of the “laws” of literature.
This understanding of literary science was the challenge “taken up” by the formalists. The pride
of place attributed to folklore in Veselovsky’s work as the general, and the understanding that
literary studies must focus on commonalities, eschewing the individual, encouraged subsequent
generations of Russian scholars to include and rely on folklore and folklore theory in their
approach to literature.

Building on these preconditions, each chapter that follows explores in further detail the
role that folklore study played in the theoretical work of Victor Shklovsky, Roman Jakobson and
Jan Mukatovsky. Each chapter revolves around a case of intellectual exchange between
scholars—between those working on folklore per se and each of the three leading literary
theorists. Taken as a whole, the emergence of literary theory is shown to have been galvanized
by a moment of contact and transition between an “older” theory that is primarily oriented
towards folkloric, oral, or “low” art, and the subsequent formulation of theory that is articulated
as a theory capable of explaining “high” literature or art. In each case this moment of contact



occurred differently. Shklovsky, who was by all accounts largely an autodidact, imbibed folklore
theory through reading. I focus on his use of folkloristic writings of A. N. Veselovsky and P. N.
Rybnikov as well as the work of his fellow formalists Jakobson and P. G. Bogatyrev. Jakobson,
in contrast, was exposed to a systematic education in folkloristics. The most important influence
for him in this regard was the specialist on the Russian oral epic V. F. Miller (1848-1913),
director of the Lazarev Institute of Eastern Languages where Jakobson was a student between
1903-1914, and chairman of the Commission for Folklore Study [Komissiia po narodnoi
slovesnosti], of which Jakobson was a regular member between 1914 and 1917.% Jan
Mukarovsky’s pre-structuralist work on literary subjects was largely influenced by Herbartian
aesthetics, which had a widespread following in Czech scholarship, and there is no suggestion
that he was interested in folkloristics prior to joining the Prague Linguistic Circle (PLC). In his
case, I argue that folklore theory informed his semiotics as a result of collegial exchange with
Bogatyrev, a fellow member of the PLC.

Despite the fact that the points of contact for each scholar emerged under different
circumstances and that Shklovsky, Jakobson and Mukatovsky worked in different sub-fields in
literary theory, the role that folklore played in their theoretical development adheres to a basic
pattern. To generalize, in each case the theorist appears to have had a preconceived
understanding of what a scientific theory of literature should entail. Inspired largely by
linguistics, which demonstrated that language follows basic grammatical laws that dictate usage
and is governed by sound laws that determine its evolution, formalists and structuralists sought
to determine analogous laws for the composition and evolution of literature. The folklore theory
that these scholars drew on provided an interpretation of verbal art that adhered to the type of
linguistic laws they had in mind.

Shklovsky was interested in the “laws of plot construction,” which were conceived as
roughly analogous to the rules of syntax that govern the production of speech. While Shklovsky
was interested in creating a theory of prose that would explain works such as Tolstoy’s War and
Peace, he derived the basic elements of his theory from an analysis of folktales and by
borrowing from folkloristic work on oral composition. By applying these concepts to works of
high literature he interpreted them in a way that folklorizes them—that is, he saw them as
constructed according to principles primarily valid for oral composition. This allowed Shklovsky
to argue that these works follow the “laws of plot construction” that he posited. As a result,
Shklovsky’s theory of prose suggests that narrative, including high literature, is composed in a
manner analogous to the speech act.

Jakobson’s student years provided him with ample experience in the application of
linguistic concepts to folklore study—both in his instruction in the philological analysis of the
oral epic and the national epic, the Slovo o polku Igoreve [The Song of Igor's Campaign], as well
as in his fieldwork dedicated to the collection of dialectological and folkloristic material. In his
efforts to create a formalist methodology for the study of poetic language, particularly

 Miller was also a professor of philology and folklore at Moscow University (after 1877) and held a number of
prominent positions in academic institutions in Moscow at the turn of the century. In her history of Russian
folkloristics T. G. Ivanova describes Miller and Veselovsky as the two luminaries of Russian humanities studies at
the turn of the twentieth century. Miller’s historical “method,” she suggests, was more frequently applied by
followers, while Veselovsky’s work, which would have been more challenging to reproduce, was widely discussed.
She points out that in the second half of the twentieth century Veselovsky’s method enjoyed a renaissance while
Miller’s work ceased to play leading role (152). More recently, Veselovsky’s “historical Poetics” has been taken up
by a working group at the University of Chicago led by Boris Maslov et al. I discuss recent scholarship on
Veselovsky further in Chapter One.
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contemporary poetry, Jakobson drew heavily on this background. Both V. F. Miller’s
philological study of the epic [bylina] and Moscow dialectology approached oral tradition and
language as organized by the gravitational pull of “centers” of authority. Guided by these
models, in his work on poetic language Jakobson sought to replace the conception of poetic
language as the product of an individual author with an approach which saw poetic language
broadly defined as classed according to its distance from a “center” of poetic authority. This
approach to poetry provided a stable, systemic vision of literary history—approximating that
attributed to the epic tradition or to language.

Mukarovsky’s utilization of Bogatyrev’s work on rural, folkloric art and ritual could be
said to folklorize his understanding of collectivity rather than his view of art or literature per se.
In Mukatovsky’s semiotic theory the object of study was shifted from the creation of the art
object to the role of the collective in establishing stable conceptions of artistic function, norm
and value. Granting that the definition of “art” was based on social norms and values,
Mukatovsky still sought to see the evolution of these concepts as immanent—that is, as driven
by laws arising from an internal structure. This understanding reflected his adherence to an ideal
for literary science modeled on language, which was understood to evolve in this way. In order
to theorize social conventions as internally organized in a manner analogous to language,
Mukatovsky drew on Bogatyrev’s structural functional ethnography, which posited that
collectively-held definitions (i.e. functions) of elements of culture are structured in the way that
language is organized in the mind of an individual or in the collective consciousness.
Bogatyrev’s work drew on theories of “primitive mentality” that essentialized the collective
consciousness. These properties were transmitted to Mukatrovsky’s understanding of collectivity
which underlay his semiotic theory developed to analyze culture, and particularly high art.

Each chapter goes beyond the basic thesis of the dissertation I have articulated here to
describe how the folkloristic aspect of each theorists’ development was conditioned and
modified by a variety of specific factors. In Shklovsky’s case his use of Veselovsky’s work is
treated as part of an overarching desire to create a universal theory of prose. The chapter
discusses Shklovsky’s universalism in the context of his intellectual evolution in the late 1910s
and early 1920s when he was writing his Theory of Prose [O teorii prozy] (1925). An additional
factor discussed is Shklovsky’s association with Maxim Gorky’s post-revolutionary publishing
venture “World literature.” The ethos of the project was an internationalist humanism that valued
the study of world literature as a universal legacy. This approach was reflected in Shklovsky’s
approach to the novels of Cervantes, Sterne, and Dickens in Russian translation, which he treated
as sources for deriving universal principles of literary structure without considering the original
texts of these works. Another factor considered is the extreme privations of the Civil War years.
The conditions in which Shklovsky was working undoubtedly influenced the particular
understanding of human nature reflected in Theory of Prose. In a context in which starvation and
death from cold was an everyday reality, the conception of human nature as a fight for survival
stood out in greater relief. For Shklovsky the real-life plot [fabula] which the devices of plot
construction complicate, prolong and bring pleasure to, is equated with the human drive to
procreate and ensure the further survival of the species.

In the chapter on Jakobson I focus on the tension between Jakobson’s understanding of
literary value and his proposed “poetic dialectology” as a method for the formalist study of
poetic language. I argue that Jakobson’s concept of value can be understood as that of the “epic
past”—that is, an intensely valorized moment of national linguistic-poetic origins. Evidence is
found for this in a variety of Jakobson’s writings from the 1910s through the 1960s. This mode
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of evaluation is found to be consonant with the system of evaluation inherent in the philological
method. The act of distinguishing between linguistic layers of medieval texts as relevant or
irrelevant for the reconstruction of the oldest version involves the differential evaluation of
linguistic facts. This mode of evaluation of language—in terms of (national) origins--is also
compatible with the understanding of poetic creativity held by the futurist group called Hylaea,
with which Jakobson was affiliated in the 1910s. I compare, in particular, Velimir Khlebnikov’s
understanding of trans-rational [zaum’] poetry as a reconstruction of a lost, universally
comprehensible primordial language with Jakobson’s scholarly efforts in this period. This
conception of value, derived from an imagined point of origin, was partially in conflict with
Jakobson’s “poetic dialectology’ proposed in his The Newest Russian Poetry [ Noveishaia
russkaia poeziia] (1921), which he describes as the synchronic analysis of contemporary poetry
around poetic “centers” of gravity. After publishing a second synchronic study of poetic
language in 1923, Jakobson turned to traditional philological subjects during much of the 1920s
and 1930s. His extensive work on the influence of the Cyrillo-Methodian legacy on the history of
Czech verse, I argue, utilizes the concept of a “cultural center” as it was employed in Miller’s
studies on the Russian bylina. In his analyses of the oldest Czech poetry Jakobson’s philological
method and his evaluation of poetry in terms of its relationship to the “epic past™ are more easily
reconciled.

The third and final chapter compares the semiotic theory of Jan Mukatovsky and Petr
Bogatyrev as pioneers in the application of structural linguistics to the study of art and
ethnography. I establish a moment of maximum overlap in their work (1934-35), fueled by their
adherence to the Circle’s program and their frequent attendance of meetings. Focusing on their
conceptualization of the boundaries of the semiotic collective (i.e. the group of individuals that
creates a shared cultural code), I point out that despite significant theoretical commonalities,
Bogatyrev tended to see these collectives as multiple, loosely related autonomous wholes,
whereas Mukatovsky approached collectivity as a monolithic whole organized by a dominant
element. This difference reflects their assumptions regarding language and collectivity. As a
leader of the Circle, Mukatovsky’s view reflected the position the Circle took on the subject of
literary Czech. The Circle described literary Czech as created and standardized by writers and
linguists—placing these groups, I argue, in the role of a social “dominant.” A second factor
differentiating Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky’s semiotics was the former’s background in a
tradition of Russian, pre-revolutionary dialect study which celebrated local identities, as opposed
to Mukarovsky’s adherence to conceptions of the Czech language as an ancient and organic
whole.

In the course of my analysis of the role of folkloristics in the rise of Russian formalist and
Czech structuralist literary theory I point out that the use of folklore at these three junctures can
be viewed critically. Shklovsky’s use of folklore theory leads him to adopt a view of literary
creativity and narrative structure which treats literary narrative in a way that is closer to a
scholarly description of oral performance than it is to accepted understandings of the possibilities
afforded by writing. Jakobson’s use of a “cultural center” in his approach to literary history leads
to an argument for unbroken literary continuity—a much more conservative approach than that
of other formalist theorists who based their view of literary evolution on parody or the
introduction of non-literary material. Finally, Mukatovsky’s understanding of collective
consciousness, which borrows from Bogatyrev’s ethnography, reproduces a metaphysical and
static conception of “primitive” collective mentality that informed early twentieth-century
folkloristics. These observations, I hope, can serve contemporary scholarship by allowing us to
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better understand both the generative potential of including folklore in a theory of literature as
well as the limitations of this move.

By pointing out the role of folklore in the work of these theorists my aim is not to suggest
that the boundary between literature and folklore should have been more carefully guarded.
Indeed, the works I focus on—Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose, Jakobson’s Newest Russian Poetry,
and Mukatovsky’s Aesthetic Norm, Function and Value as Social Facts—are all classics of
modern literary theory, and their canonical status eloquently affirms the utility of their approach.
The growth of specialization in academic scholarship has led to an increasing differentiation
between the fields of linguistics, folkloristics and literary theory, allowing us to see with greater
clarity how these now-separate disciplines contributed to the creation of modern literary theory.
Now that the “death” of modern literary theory and the collapse of the linguistic paradigm have
been proclaimed, the state of literary studies perhaps resembles the disorderly conglomerate of
different approaches that the Russian formalists sought to transcend in their effort to create a
clearly differentiated academic field with a specific method of analysis. One might hope that
today, in an era when the study of literature has again fragmented into a wide swathe of different
approaches, comparably productive ideas may again emerge from this mélange. The
comprehension of how this happened roughly 100 years ago may allow us build with greater
awareness of the lessons of Russian formalism and Czech structuralism.
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Chapter One

Viktor Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose and the Folklorization of Literature

In the late 1910s and early 1920s Viktor Shklovsky (1893-1984) wrote a series of essays
that were published in 1925 as Theory of Prose [O teorii prozy]—a work which is understood to
have pioneered the study of plot structure in twentieth century literary theory. The book begins
with three theoretical essays: “Art as Device,” “The Relationship between the Devices of Plot
Construction and the General Devices of Style,” and “Structure of Fiction.” These are followed
by individual studies of specific authors and genres; chapters treat Cervantes’ Don Quixote,
Conan Doyle’s detective story, Dickens’ mystery novel, Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, and finally
Rozanov’s use of non-literary material in his Fallen Leaves.' My chapter places Shklovsky’s
development of his theory of prose in the context of his intellectual biography. I argue that
Shklovsky’s approach can be profitably understood as an attempt to create a universal theory of
narrative structure. His attempt to establish the “general laws” of fiction rested on a humanist
universalism, that is, on “the principle of regarding humanity as a whole, rather than in terms of
different nations, races, etc.”

More specifically, Shklovsky’s approach can be situated in relation to two world
literature models he was engaged with between 1918 and 1922. One was of a topical nature—the
universalism of socialist revolutionary ideology. Maxim Gorky’s “World Literature” publishing
project, with which Shklovsky was affiliated in this period, advocated the study of foreign
literature from the perspective of an internationalist humanism. Shklovsky’s efforts to
demonstrate the existence of universal laws through the study of foreign literature (i.e.
Cervantes, Dickens, Sterne) is in part a product of Shklovsky’s affiliation with Gorky’s project
while writing his Theory of Prose. A second model that impacted Shklovsky’s universalist
approach to prose was A. N. Veselovsky’s (1838-1906) “historical poetics” [“istoricheskaia
poetika”]—a collection of highly influential studies on the evolution of literature published in the
1890s. Veselovsky directly influenced Shklovsky’s approach to literature as a universal human
phenomenon in that Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose remained within the paradigm Veselovsky
established for the comparative study of literature. Veselovsky’s work, which drew on
nineteenth-century folkloristics and anthropology, provided Shklovsky with an understanding of
the trope of parallelism as the most basic element of poetic language and prose structure.
According to Veselovsky, parallelisms, found in folk poetry the world over, were a reflection of

' The chapters of the 1925 edition are: “Iskusstvo kak priem,” “Sviaz' siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi priemami
stilia,” “Stroenie rasskaza i romana,” “Kak sdelan Don-Kikhot,” “Novella tain,” “Roman tain,” “Parodiinyi roman,”
and “Literatura vne 'siuzheta'.” The 1929 edition of Theory of Prose added two chapters: “Ornamental'naia proza,”
and “Ocherk i anekdot.” The fact that the titles of each chapter refer to the genre of the work they treat as opposed
to its title or author (e.g. the Parodiinyi roman” [“The parodic novel”] focuses on Sterne’s Tristram Shandy)
suggests that these chapters were meant to be read as case studies rather than a specific analyses of an individual
author.

2 "universalism, n.". OED Online. March 2012. Oxford University Press.
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the basic psychic unity of mankind. Shklovsky, who built on this concept, created a theory of
prose that inherited a number of assumptions from the fields of folkloristics and anthropology.

This chapter aims to demonstrate how Shklovsky’s use of folklore theory not only
allowed him to create a universal theory of literature, but had a far-reaching impact on his
understanding of literary creativity and narrative structure. I argue that Shklovsky’s book
“folklorizes” literature. This is suggested even from a cursory glance at the makeup of Theory of
Prose—the first three, theoretical, chapters are steeped in folkloric examples and frequently cite
folklore theory. The remainder of the book, I argue, applies folkloristic concepts to the realm of
high, written literature. Drawing on studies of oral tradition by Walter Ong and Albert Lord, I
attempt to show that Shklovsky articulates a theory of literary creativity that is based on oral
performance and that Shklovsky’s view of narrative structure adheres to scholars’ descriptions of
oral poetics.

Shklovsky’s approach can be contrasted with the work of his colleagues in the formalist
Society for the Study of Poetic Language [Obshchestvo izucheniia poeticheskogo iazyka]
(OPOIaz) and in the Moscow Linguistic Circle (MLC). Inspired by developments in the field of
linguistics, the formalists’ work was generally shaped by their desire to create a “scientific”
methodology for the study of literature. They focused on the elucidation of universal principles
that would get at the essence of the phenomenon they studied. Shklovsky’s universalism was in
step with this general approach, but, unlike many of his colleagues, Shklovsky did not seek to
anchor the universal laws of literature in linguistic principles. Instead, as I will demonstrate, the
foundation for literary universality and scientificity for Shklovsky is the assumption of the
psychic unity of humanity.

Shklovsky and World Literature

The universalism of Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose suggests that this work can be placed in
the context of competing theories of “world literature.” This is an idea that has recently garnered
critical interest in the context of debates regarding the content and methodologies of world
literature courses in an era of globalization. The origins of the concept are traced to Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) and his scattered pronouncements on what he termed
Weltliteratur.® René Wellek defines Goethe’s Weltliteratur as “an ideal of the unification of all
literatures into one literature where each nation would play its part in a universal concert” (cited
in Pizer 29). This unification was understood to result from the “exchange of ideas, letters, books
and their translations analogous to world trade and communication (Hoffmeister).* John Pizer, in
his argument for the contemporary relevance of Goethe’s idea, stresses that Goethe’s
Weltliteratur envisioned literary exchange as a process by which local specificity would be
preserved: “unlike Hegel and Marx,” Pizer writes, “who presupposed a leveling of discrete
cultures to a sameness through dialectical evolution, Goethe never lost sight of the unique,
specific aspects of divergent nations and peoples” (26). This idea can be contrasted with
Shklovsky’s implicit understanding of world literature. Shklovsky makes clear it in the preface to

? Pizer writes that “public and scholarly awareness of Goethe’s thoughts on the matter [Weltliteratur] became
widespread only after 1836, when the Gesprdche mit Goethe were published” (3).

4 Goethe himself wrote in 1830, that “Weltliteratur as free trade in ideas will tear down the Chinese Wall of outdated
prejudices” (cited in Hoffmeister). This idea is understood to have been a product of Goethe’s own experience as a
center of a pan-European literary exchange. Hoffmeister writes that “Goethe was convinced that he was the
European center of literary exchanges due to his own initiative and also due to letters, reviews and gifts from
abroad.” See also (Pizer 20-21).
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his Theory of Prose that he is not interested in studying literature as a commodity subject to
world markets or politics:

51 3aHUMAIOCH B TEOPHUH JTUTEPATYPhI HCCIIEIOBAHUEM BHYTPEHHHUX 3aKOHOB ee. Eciu
MPOBECTH 3aBOJICKYIO MApaLJIelib, TO I HHTEPECYIOCh HE MOJOKCHHEM MHPOBOTO
XJIOMYaTOOyMaKHOTO PHIHKA, HE TIOJIMTHKOM TPECTOB, a TOJILKO HOMEPAaMU MPSKKA U
crocobamu ee TKath (1929: 4-5).

I’ve been engaged in the study of the internal laws that govern literature. If I may bring
up the analogy of a factory, then I would say that neither the current state of the world
cotton markets nor the politics of cotton trusts interest me. One thing alone concerns me:
the number of strands that make up the cotton plant and the different ways of weaving
them (1990: vii).

His understanding of the universality of literature is thus not based on global exchange, but
rather on the fundamental commonalities assumed to be valid for all literatures. Like any
approach to world literature, Shklovsky’s approach is comparative, but, as I will show, the
commonalities he derives from comparison are frequently conceived in anthropological terms as
a reflection of the common basic stages or origins of literary/cultural development.

The most immediately relevant figures for understanding Shklovsky’s literary
universalism are A. N. Veselovsky and Maxim Gorky (1868-1936). Based on Shklovsky’s
publications, it appears that he was reading Veselovsky in the years immediately preceding his
affiliation with Gorky’s “Vsemirnaia literatura” [World literature] publishing project, which
Shklovsky joined in the early fall of 1919. Before turning to the models they provided, however,
it is useful to situate Shklovsky’s literary-theoretical work in the context of his intellectual and
political biography. Shklovsky formulated the central ideas for his theory of prose in the period
between 1918 through 1922. These years, which largely overlap with the Russian Civil War,
were a time of great activity for Shklovsky. In the summer of 1917 he volunteered to fight on the
southwestern front and was awarded the St. George Cross for bravery in battle.” At the beginning
of 1918, Shklovsky joined an underground organization of the Socialist Revolutionary Party to
restore the Constituent Assembly. Over the course of the next year he was engaged in planning
an anti-Bolshevik coup. According to scholars, Shklovsky’s active involvement in political and
military campaigns came to an abrupt halt at the end of 1918 when, returning to Petrograd, he
claimed to renounce all further political activity.® This disavowal is understood to have
motivated his polemic with N. Punin on the subject of “Kommunizm i futurizm,” [“Communism
and futurism”], which appeared in Iskusstvo kommuny [Art of the Commune] on March 30,
1919.7 His oft-cited response denounced the futurists” assumption of leading positions in the
Narkompros art division, famously declaring that “nckyccTBo Bcerna ObUIO BOJBHO OT KU3HH, U

> The advance was ordered by the Provisional Government in order to support the Entente forces. Shklovsky
received the Cross of St. George for rallying his regiment to attack under fire. A. Galushkin reproduces the order
accompanying the award that described Shklovsky’s actions (6-7).

® Sheldon writes that Shklovsky “arrived in [Petrograd in] January 1919 and, with the help of Gorky, was exonerated
of complicity in the Socialist Revolutionary terrorist activities of the summer of 1918 (1984 xiii). See also
(Galushkin 8).

7 This article was subsequently republished in Shklovsky’s Khod konia (Berlin, 1923), under the title “Ullia, Ullia,
Marsiane!” For an account of the polemic between Shklovsky and Punin see A. Galushkin's commentary to "Ullia,
ullia, marsiane!" in Gamburgskii schet (Moscow, 1990), 402-04.
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Ha [IBETE €ro HUKOTA He OTpaxkaJics LBET ¢uiara HaJ KpenocThio ropoaa’ (73) (“art has always
been free from life. Its flag has never reflected the color of the flag that flies over the city
fortress” (22)).

This renunciation of ties between politics and art is supported, in Shklovsky’s article, by
a universalist approach to prose based largely on folklore theory. This is evident from the
arguments Shklovsky provides to support this statement. He cites five points. The first two refer
to Theodor Benfey’s “theory of borrowing” which posited that many themes found in European
folklore originally migrated from India via the Middle East along trade routes. The third and
fourth point relate to the universality of plot types in folktales, and the fifth applies the
conclusions of the first four points to “high” literature following the logic of Veselovsky’s
historical poetics.® Shklovsky tellingly concludes: “Yixe Anexcanap BeceToBCKHi MONOKIIT
Ha4ajo CBOOOHON UCTOPUHU JTUTEPATYPHOU POpPMBI. A MBI, (yTYpPHUCTHI, CBSI3BIBAEM CBOE
TBOpuecTBO ¢ TperbuM MuTepHanmonamom” (1990: 74) (“It was Aleksandr Veselovsky who set
the stage for a free history of literary form. And to think that we futurists have connected our
creative work to the Third International!” (2005: 23)). Shklovsky’s adoption of an apolitical
approach to literature thus appears to have been grounded in a universalism derived from
folklore theory.

In the period of time between Shklovsky’s return to Petrograd in late 1918 and his escape
to Finland in March of 1922 Shklovsky dedicated himself primarily to intellectual pursuits. He
wrote afterwards, “I never in my life worked the way I did that year [1919/1920]” and his output
during this period was indeed prodigious (1984: 186).” In the three year period between 1919-
1922 he published sixty-six short articles on artistic subjects, six longer theoretical studies, and
wrote sixteen plays. During this time he taught literature in Petrograd in Gorky’s Translators’
Studio (a part of the “Vsemirnaia literatura” project) and in the Petrograd State Institute of Art

¥ There is a striking similarity between Shklovsky’s third and fourth points and the protocol from a meeting of the
Moscow Linguistic Circle held a month after the publication of Shklovsky’s article, on April 20, 1919. Shklovsky’s
points read: “[3] Eciu ObI COCITOBHBIC U KJTACCOBBIC YEPTHI OTIIATAUCH B UCKYCCTBE, TO Pa3Be ObLIO ObI BO3MOXKHO,
4TO BEJIMKOPYCCKHE CKa3KH PO OapuHa Te ke, YTO U CKa3kH npo nona. [4] Eciu Ok aTHOrpadguyeckne 4epTol
OTJIATAJIUCh B HCKYCCTBE, TO CKa3KH PO WHOPOJIIEB HEObLUTH ObI 0OPATHBIMHU, HE PACCKA3BIBATIKCH OBI JIFOOBIM
JITaHHBIM HapoJIoM TIpo jpyroi cocenuuii” (74). In the protocol the following comments are attributed to Roman
Jakobson: “fIko6con: HET HU OTHOTO CIOXETa O I0TaX, KOTOPBIH He Ioiry4ai 06 HHOTO npuypodenus. Ilonbl--
OJaromapHeIid MaTepuai MOTOMY, YTO HE3HAKOMOE JOJDKHO MEePEIIeTaThCsl CO 3HAKOMBIM a TAKOB OBIT CEILCKOT0
nmyxoBeHcTBa” and “xob6con: AHEKTOTH 00 HHOPOIIAX ¢ MOTUBOM HAa/IyBaTeIbCTBA — ATO HE UTO HHOE, KaK
NpUYypPOUYCHHBIE aHEKIOTHI 0 XUTpenax. CIBHUT pevH, ONpaBIaHHBIA HHOCTPAHHBIM IIPUYPOYCHUEM, MOXKET HAaliTH He
TOJIBKO CMEXOTBOPHOE, HO U HHOE, HAIIP. MUCTUYECKOE IIPUMEHEHNE ... | AHEKIOTHI, BHICMEUBAIOIIUE OBIT
WHOPOJILEB, HE ABIsIOTCS dTHOrpadudeckum ouepkom.” IRTa Arkhiv MLK Fond 20, ed.kh. 2 “Protokoly zasedanii
1918-1923 gg” List. 20. Shklovsky is not reported to have been present at this meeting. The correspondences
between their arguments written/transcribed within a one-month period, however, may reflect conversations
between the two leading formalists of Petrograd and Moscow. Jakobson and Shklovsky are understood to have been
close in this period. Both men recall that Jakobson hid Shklovsky in his apartment in late 1918 when the latter was
engaged in underground activities. They had a falling out, however, after Jakobson moved to Czechoslovakia. Their
relationship is the subject of a recent biographical film by Vladimir Nepevnyi “Viktor Shklovskii i Roman Iakobson.
Zhizn' kak roman” (Russia, 2009, 90 min). Leon Trotsky focused on the first two points of Shklovsky’s argument in
his critique of formalism in his Literature and Revolution (1924). Trotsky responded to Shklovsky’s reference to
Benfey with the anthropological theory of A. Lang, et al. See (Erlich 101-102).

? Shklovsky fled the country because he faced immanent arrest as a former member of the Socialist Revolutionary
Party. Cristina Vatulescu reads Shklovsky’s Sentimental Journey in the context of the infamous trial of the SRs that
took place in the summer of 1922, at the time when he was writing his memoir in Berlin. See “The Politics of
Estrangement: Tracking Shklovsky’s Device through Literary and Policing Practices” in Poetics Today 27 (2006):
35-66. Shklovsky returned to the USSR in the fall of 1923.
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History. He attended meetings and presented his work at both OPOIaZ and the Moscow
Linguistic Circle, and he founded his own journal, Peferburg, in 1922.'° Much of this activity
took place in conditions that might be commonly considered highly adverse to this type of
intellectual productivity. The Civil War caused severe shortages, not only of paper and ink, but
of foodstuffs, fuel and other basic necessities. Shklovsky’s memoirs describing this period detail
the shocks registered by witnessing the collapse of institutions and basic norms of social
behavior on a broad scale. Out of this flurry of stimuli I would nevertheless isolate Veselovsky
and Gorky as figures that allow us to understand more specifically how Shklovsky’s Theory of
Prose emerged as a universalist theory of literature.

In the second part of his memoir, Sentimental Journey, written shortly after his escape to
Finland and then Berlin in 1922, Shklovsky describes working on his long essay, “The
Relationship between Devices of Plot Construction and General Devices of Style” [“Sviaz'
priemov siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi priemani stilia”] (hereafter “Plot construction™) in the
course of his peripatetic underground efforts on the part of the SRs in 1918 (1984: 147, 153). He
took with him, he says, several books which he had “unbound . . . and divided into small parcels”
(1984: 151). Among these materials were almost certainly sections of A. N. Veselovsky’s
collected works. The “Plot construction” essay, which was published in the third of the OPOlaZ
Shorniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka in the spring of 1919, is in large part a commentary on,
and reinterpretation of, several ideas central to Veselovsky’s work (on the “Poetics of plots” and
the role of “Psychological parallelism” in the early development of verbal art). Veselovsky’s
scholarship was characterized by a breadth and erudition that is often hailed as virtually
unmatched; R. Wellek, in his multi-volume History of Modern Criticism, writes that
“Veselovsky must be classed among the greatest literary scholars of the [nineteenth] century in
breadth of knowledge and scope of competence” (278-279). He was a specialist on Italian
renaissance culture and published extensively on Slavic folklore, comparative epic studies, the
Ancient Greek novel, and East-West literary ties. He also wrote monographs on Boccaccio,
Petrarch and V. A. Zhukovsky."!

Veselovsky began his professorial career in St. Petersburg in 1863 as the Chair of the
newly founded department of General History of Literature [vseobshchei istorii literatury]. In
keeping with this position, his scholarship is seen as having laid the foundations for the
discipline of comparative literature in Russia.'? His work was based on what came to be called

1 See Viktor Shklovsky: An International Bibliography of Works by and About Him. Compiled by Richard Sheldon.
Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1977. Shklovsky presented his work at least four times at the MLC. The titles of his presentations
were: “Siuzhetoslozhenie v kinematograficheskom iskusstve” (September 1, 1919), ““Tristam Shendi’ Sterna”
(February 21, 1920), “Tema, obraz i siuzhet V. V. Rozanova* (March 20, 1921), and “Istoriia romana” (July 10,
undated [19197?]). He also volunteered on the side of the Bolsheviks in the spring of 1920 in the fight against
General Wrangel’s White Army until a grenade exploded in his hands, leaving him severely injured.

' For a bibliography of works by Veselovsky published during his lifetime see A. N. Veselovskii “Spisok trudov
akademika A. N. Veselovskogo: 1859-1906.” Pamiati akademika Aleksandra Nikolaevicha Veselovskogo.
Petrograd: Otd. rus. iaz. i slov. RAN, 1921.

2 The department of world literature at St. Petersburg University was one of the first, if not the first department of
comparative literature in the world (Shaitanov 2009: 21). I. Shaitanov writes on the foundation of the department:
“Pycckuil yHUBEPCUTET, IOABEPTHYThINM pazrpomy npu Hukonae I u Tenepr cTpeMsuiicss K BOCCTaHOBIIEHUIO
CBOMX IIPaB, K lyXOBHOMY OOHOBIICHHUIO, peliaeT NpodieMsl, akTyanbHble 1 111 EBponsl. Kak Bcerna B Poccuu B
10K00HbIe MOMEHTHI, B KAYeCTBE HEOOXOIMMON COCTABIISIONIEH HOBU3HBI MBICIHTCS OTKPBITOCTh BCEMY MUDY, U B
HIepBYIO o4Yepensb - eBporneiickoMy. Mnes scemuprocmu, 6ceobuynocmu HeceT 0COOYIO CMBICIIOBYIO HAaIrpy3Ky H
TpeOyeT peanbHOro BorutomeHus. [...] Kadenpa BceoOriieli ncTopuu TUTEpaTyphl ObLTa BBEACHA B PYCCKUN
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the “historical-comparative” method, and in the 1890s he published a series of works which
outlined the parameters of his conception of literary scholarship, what he called “historical
poetics.”® V. M. Zhirmunsky summarized this work as addressing four basic topics in the
evolution of poetry: 1) the primordial syncretism and evolution of genres, 2) the position of the
poet and the social function of poetry, 3) the evolution of poetic language and 4) the poetics of
plots (30). In his work on these subjects, Veselovsky’s approach embraced a global conception
of the poetic. He frequently cited not only Slavic, Western European, and Ancient Greek and
Latin sources, but also, relying on the anthropological works of James Frazer, Andrew Lang,
Edward Tylor and others, he cited examples from North and South American and Indian
folklore. Veselovsky’s work focused on the reciprocal interchange between high and low forms
of art and the migration of poetic devices (e.g. “epithets” or “motifs’’) between national
traditions. V. N. Peretts described Veselovsky’s work as based on the idea that “literary
phenomena cannot be studied in isolation,” and he cited Veselovsky as arguing “amoc kaxmaoro
HMCTOPHYECKOTO Hapoa ecTh 3roc MexayHapoaabiid” (39) (the epic of every historical people is
an international epic).

Veselovsky’s international scope, however, was balanced by his insistence that devices
“borrowed” across cultures were not accepted passively. He argued that the “Bnusinue uysxoro
3JIEMEHTA BCeTIa 00YCIIaBIMBACTCS €T0 BHYTPEHHUM COTJIACHEM U YPOBHEM TOH Cpe[Ibl, Ha
KOTOPYIO eMy IPUXOIUThCS aericTBoBaTh” (cited in Tolstoi 574) (“the influence of a foreign
element is always conditioned by its internal agreement with and the level of that environment
on which it acts™).'* While I do not wish to equate Veselovsky’s extensively researched
theoretical project with Goethe’s “scattered remarks” on Weltliteratur, it is worth noting a few
basic common principles which will allow Shklovsky’s departure from this approach to stand out
more clearly (Pizer 11). Goethe and Veselovsky’s conception of world literature is essentially
historical; literary exchange is a part of a larger dynamic of social (e.g. political, economic)
developments. Furthermore, both understood that literature develops through international
exchange, and envisioned this as a process in which local identities evolve through participation
in a larger dialog while at the same time maintaining their uniqueness."

Shklovsky, who studied at least briefly in the Philological Faculty of St. Petersburg
University after enrolling in 1913, recounts that the spirit of Veselovsky’s “historical poetics”
was a matter of continued interest to the students even after the latter’s death in 1906. Shklovsky

yHHUBepCcUTETCKUH YcTaB B 1863 romy. IToT YcTaB H3BECTEH KaK OJJHO M3 OCBOOOUTEIHHBIX CBEPIICHHI HOBOTO
nMmnepaTopa - Aiekcagapa 1”7 (2009: 19-20 italics in original).

" These works, which make up the extant authorized text of Veselovsky’s “Historical poetics,” include:
“Introduction to Historical Poetics,” Zhurnal ministerstva narodnogo prosveshcheniia (ZhMNP), 11 (1893), 1-22;
“From the History of the Epithet,” ZhMNP, IV (1895), 179-99; “Epic Repetitions as a Chronological Moment,”
ZhMNP, 4, otdel 2 (1897), 271-305; “Psychological Parallelism and Its Forms Reflected in Poetic Style,” ZhMNP,
3, otdel 2 (1898); “Three Chapters from Historical Poetics,” ZAMNP, 4-5, otdel 2 (1898), 62—131, 223—-89. All these
publications were first collected in Veselovsky’s Sobranie Sochinenii, vol. 1 (1913) and then in Istoricheskaia
Poetika (1940).

' Veselovsky’s stress on the fact that “Bce, 4TO CIMIIKOM PE3KO BHIPHIBAETCS U3 STOTO YPOBHS, OCTACTCS
HETIOHSATHBIM HJIM ITOMMETCS IT0-CBOEMY, YPAaBHOBECUTCS OKpYy Karolen cpenoi,” is echoed in the work of
subsequent generations of folklorists. It became a centerpiece, for example, of P. G. Bogatyrev’s functionalist
ethnographic theory (cited in Tolstoi 574).

' Goethe’s Weltliteratur and Veselovsky’s “historical poetics” projected the unity of world literature onto different
temporal horizons, however. Goethe appears to have based his ideas on his own contemporary experience and to
have imagined the fruits of continued international dialog as future world peace. Veselovsky’s work, in contrast,
gravitated towards universal commonalities based in a primordial past.

19



later wrote of Veselovsky that “HoBbIe naen NpUITN K HEMY BMECTE CO CTYICHUECKUMHU
cropamm. [...] B cryaendeckoit Tpaguiuu [lerepOyprekoro (JICHUHTpaacKoro) yHUBEPCUTETA
COXPAaHUIIUCH PACCKa3bl O HOBBIX 3aMbIciax yueHoro” (1947: 182) (new ideas came to him along
with student debates [...] The student tradition at Petersburg (Leningrad) University retained
accounts of the new ideas of the scholar”).'® The international scope of Veselovsky’s approach
was fundamental to “historical poetics,” and would have been an important element of his
students’ understanding of the field of literary scholarship. The broad range of the examples he
drew on buttressed the legendary scholar’s claim to scholarliness [nauchnost’]. As Andy Byford
has shown, this claim was an essential component of his legacy for the formalists’ generation of
literary scholars.'” It is telling that Shklovsky focused on Veselovsky’s universality as the
redeemable core principle of the latter’s work in an article published in 1947, just prior to the
anti-cosmopolitan campaign of 1948-49 in which Veselovsky was to become a main target.
Shklovsky wrote,

VY A. BecesoBCKOTro B OCHOBE €ro PabOThI JICKHUT MbICb O Yeloseyecmeae, KOTOPoe
coo0I11a co3/1aeT KyJIbTYPHBIC IIEHHOCTH. M 1est paBHOIIPaBHOCTH HAPOIOB KaK ObI
noapasymeBaercs B pabotax A. BecenoBckoro, u OH, OCHOBBIBAsICh Ha 3TOW aKCHOME,
CTPOUT CBOO UCTOPHUECKYIO TIO3TUKY, M 9TA UJICs HUT/IC HE MPUBOJIUT €ro K OmroOKe”
(176 italics added).

At the base of A. Veselovsky’s work lies the concept of humanity which as a whole
creates cultural values. The concept of the equality of peoples is assumed in A.
Veselovsky’s works and, based on this axiom, he built his historical poetics. This idea
never lead him to error (italics added).

This statement belongs to a context in which Veselovsky’s comparative approach was in need of
reframing to make it acceptable to a more narrowly nationalist definition of scholarship.'®
Nevertheless, his orientation towards the universally Auman basis of literature was in fact the
aspect of Veselovsky’s work that is seen to be the most appealing to Shklovsky as early as 1916.
I will return to discuss in more detail how Veselovsky’s approach to world literature as a product
of anthropological (human) universals provided the paradigm for Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose.
A second impetus to conceive of literature in universalist terms would have come from
Shklovsky’s affiliation with Gorky’s “Vsemirnaia literatura” [World Literature] project.
Shklovsky recalled that he first met Gorky in 1915, writing, “before I say anything else about
Gorky, I must say that Aleksei Maksimovich saved my life several times” (1984: 188)." Gorky,

' Sources differ as to how long Shklovsky remained at St. Petersburg University. Emily Finer reports that
“footnotes to Chukovsky’s commonplace book, Chukokkala, state that Shklovsky left in 1914 without finishing his
first year; Galushkin [who was Shklovsky’s personal secretary later in life] suggests that he studied in the
Philological Faculty for three years” (10).

17 See Andy Byford’s “The Rhetoric of Aleksandr Veselovskii’s ‘Historical Poetics’ and the Autonomy of Academic
Literary Studies in Late Imperial Russia” in Slavonica (2005), and also his Literary Scholarship in Late Imperial
Russia: Rituals of Academic Institutionalisation. London: Legenda, 2007.

' For a treatment of the campaign against cosmopolitanism in the USSR in the context of the history of the concepts
of cosmopolitanism and world literature see Galin Tihanov’s “Cosmopolitanism in the Discursive Landscape of
Modernity: Two Enlightenment Articulations,” Enlightenment Cosmopolitanism. (London, 2011), 133-154.

' Shklovsky reports that “I knew him [Gorky] from having worked on his publications New Life [Novaia zhizn’]
and Annals [Letopis’]” (1984: 173). Annals appeared between 1915-1917 and New Life between 1917-1918. Annals
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as is commonly known, played the role of protector to hundreds of Russian intellectuals and
artists in the years following the Bolshevik Revolution. Shklovsky’s relationship with Gorky was
of this nature; the older writer secured him with a place to live, food allotments, employment,
venues for publication, as well as the political protection Shklovsky needed in light of his one-
time allegiance with the SR Party. Shklovsky relied heavily on Gorky in this period (1919-1922)
when war-time shortages meant that the urban population of Petrograd was in a severe state of
want.”’ One of Gorky’s largest undertakings in the years immediately following the Bolshevik
Revolution was his publishing venture, “Vsemirnaia literatura,” founded in August 1918. The
projected plan for “Vsemirnaia” was the translation and publication of world literature on a
grand scale. “World Literature,” one scholars tells us, “was to have been the most extensive
translation enterprise in Europe, thereby demonstrating and propagandizing the international
scope and cultural benefits of the proletarian revolution” (Shane 29).?' Gorky immediately hired
over 350 scholars and authors to assist in the project.”” Their publishing plans divided world
literature into “Western” and “Eastern” departments. Within these there were “principal”
[osnovnaia biblioteka] and “popular” [narodnaia biblioteka] title series. The initial plans were
ambitious; within the Western division the “principal” series planned to publish 1,500 titles and
the “popular” series was to have between 3,000 and 5,000 shorter works (Golubeva 99-101).
This plan met with a financial and material obstacles, however, and over the course of Gorky’s
leadership of “Vsemirnaia” (1918-1921) only 59 books were published (Golubeva 108).

The impact of this undertaking should not be measured, however, in terms of this output
alone. Gorky’s project spawned a literary Studio which had a lasting impact on the young
generation of authors who were affiliated with it.** Most important for my argument is the fact
that, as a teacher in the Studio, Shklovsky was immersed in an environment which encouraged
him to expand his nascent folkloristic, apolitical understanding of literature into a theory of prose

was “designed to campaign against the justification of the war [WWI] and to defend the idea of international culture
against all manifestations of nationalism and imperialism” (Yedlin 109).

2 Evgeny Zamiatin, who was a member of the editorial planning board of “Vsemirnaia” and who taught in the
Studio, described this period: “For three years we were locked up together in a steel shell, and cramped in darkness
we hurtled into the unknown with a whine. In these seconds-years before death we had to do something, to
accommodate and live in the hurtling shell. Humorous projects in the shell: “World Literature,” “The Union of
Practitioners of Imaginative Literature,” “The Writers’ Union,” the Theater. . . And all of the surviving writers
jostled one another in these cramped quarters. . .” (quoted in Shane 24). Alex Shane writes that, despite extreme
hardships, “the years 1917-1920 marked Zamiatin’s most intense and productive period of literary creativity” (24).
! In a note from the editor appended to a preparatory publication on the “Literature of the East” [Literatura vostoka]
series of “Vsemirnaia” (1919), the project is described as one that will familiarize the Russian reader with the
monuments [pamiatniki] of world literature, to “nepenars HOHITHOI PYCCKOIO PEYbIO 3aMeYaTelIbHbIe U
XapakTepHble pou3BeaeHus: Boctoubix nucareneit” (70). The breadth of the proposed program meant,
furthermore, that “mb1 OyzieM B nipaBe cKa3aTb, YTO pyccKas JiuTeparypa o0siaiaeT cepreil maMsITHUKOB BOCTOYHON
CJIOBECHOCTH, KaKo# He uMeeT enie Hu oauH Hapon~ (Ibid.).

*2 The chairmen of the publishing house were M. Gorky, Z. I. Grzhebin, and I. P. Ladyzhnikov. The editorial board
included F. D. Batiushkov, A. A. Blok, F. A. Braun, A. L. Volynskii, E. I. Zamiatin, M. Gor’kii, N. S. Gumilev, A.
Ia. Levinson, M. L. Lozinskii, A. N. Tikhonov, and K. I. Chukovsky (Zaidman 142).

3 Shane writes that “the meagerness of its output was due solely to the lack of paper, which was impossible to
obtain despite Gorky’s desperate pleas to various agencies and even to Lenin, himself” (30). Shane reports that “by
February 1921, the backlog of manuscripts had risen to eight thousand printer’s sheets. Thus, the publishing house
was functioning at only 6 percent of its capacity” (30-31).

* Most famously, the Literary Studio fostered a group of young writers who became known as the

Serapion Brothers. See Richard Sheldon’s “Sklovskij , Gor'kij, and the Serapion Brothers,” The Slavic and East
European Journal 12 (1968): 1-13, and Barry Scherr’s “Notes on Literary Life in Petrograd, 1918-1922: A Tale of
Three Houses,” Slavic Review 36 (1977): 256-267.
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based on studies of works from different national traditions. Gorky’s editorial board began to
expand the “Vsemirnaia” project in a pedagogical direction soon after its foundation. K.
Chukovsky and N. Gumilev published essays on techniques of translating, and a Translators’
Studio, meant to function on a “laboratory” model, was opened in February 1919. The Studio
held regular seminars and was open to the public (Zaidman 143). The following September
Gorky and the leadership decided to expand the Studio’s program in order to familiarize
students, largely aspiring writers, with the theory and history of literature. It was at this point that
Shklovsky became affiliated with the Studio. The title of the course he taught, “Theory of Plot”
[Teoriia siuzheta], reflects the interests of his theoretical writings from his period, and his work
on Cervantes and Laurence Sterne was reportedly a product of his involvement with the Studio.
Shklovsky mentions in his memoir, for instance, that “with the help of my students, I was writing
my articles on Don Quixote and Sterne” (1984: 186).%> Shklovsky’s articles on Conan Doyle and
Dickens, which went into Theory of Prose, arguably stem from his pedagogical work in the
Studio as well.

In his references to Gorky’s “Vsemirnaia” project Shklovsky is dismissive, describing the
project ironically: “the World Literature Publishing House—a Russian writer mustn’t write what
he wants to: he must translate classics, all the classics; everyone must translate and everyone
must read. When everyone has read everything, he will know everything” (1984: 189).%° I would
suggest, however, that there were in fact correspondences between Shklovsky’s understanding of
world literature and Gorky’s project. These come to the surface if we distinguish between
Gorky’s two intertwined, yet contradictory, understandings of world literature. It was understood
to both represent the “very best” literature and also to be that which is universal in literature.*’
This tension reflects Gorky’s personal “humanistic philosophy” which, in collaboration with A.
A. Bogdanov and A. V. Lunacharsky, he developed the doctrine of “god-building”
[bogostroitel’stvo], described as a theory of the “divinity of the masses” (Yedlin 28, 86-87). In
short, Gorky believed that man has within him the possibility to achieve a God-like perfection
and he valued literature, particularly the Western European classics, for their ability to help man
achieve this inherent potential. As a committed socialist, who had contributed to the cause of
fomenting a socialist revolution since 1901, Gorky was inclined to see the proletariat as the class
of humanity that was most likely to lead the way towards achieving godliness on earth.”®

The realities of the situation, however, meant that literature’s attributes of universalism,
associated with the world proletariat, and quality, associated with the high art of the elite classes,
were split into the “principal” and the “popular” literary series. This split betrays an element of
Gorky’s project that would not have been entirely foreign to Shklovsky. While the notion of
compiling schematic lists of the “very best” literature smacked of the conservative aestheticism

% The course was mentioned in the journal of the House of Arts (Zaidman 146). In his description of his
involvement with the Studio, Shklovsky recalled, “I had a very good young audience. We studied the theory of the
novel. With the help of my students, [ was writing my articles on Don Quixote and Sterne. I never in my life worked
the way I did that year [...] It’s so nice to go from work to work, from novel to novel, and to see what theory comes
out of them” (1984: 186).

%6 K. Chukovsky recalls Shklovsky in the Studio as a contrarian—who “GymeBa. .. TpoMs ¥ COKpyIIas
OmocTuTenen crapoit acreTukn’ (498).

*7 An interpretation of the project as a selection of the world’s “very best” is conveyed in Chukovsky’s description
of the project: “I'opbkoMy 3axBaTHJIa ITUPOKAst MBICJIb: IaTh HOBOMY, COBETCKOMY YHTATEJII0 CaMble JIy4IlIHe KHHTH,
KaKye HallMCaHbl Ha Hallel IUIaHeTe CaMbIMH JTy4YIINMH aBTOPaMH, YTOOBI 3TOT HOBBII YUTATENIb MOT U3y4YHUTh
MHPOBYIO CIIOBECHOCTH IO JYYIIUM ITepeBOAHBIM oOpasmam™ (128).

2 T. Yedlin dates Gorky’s active involvement in revolutionary work to 1901, and writes that he joined the RSDWP
in 1905 (29, 59).
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Shklovsky rejected, the assumptions regarding the universalism of literature were ones he shared.
In the literature on “Vsemirnaia,” it appears that the “popular” series was understood to embody
literature’s universal properties. This series, which Chukovsky claimed was the dearest to
Gorky’s heart, was intended for the “broad reading public” or for people with “little education”
(Chukovsky 130; Golubeva 101).* The popular series focused on works with “entertaining plots,
humor, historical and adventurous stories” (Ibid.). These publications, intended for the
proletarian reader, were to serve, Gorky claimed, as a “3amorom OparcTBa Bcex T0/ei — 3aJI0rOM
rpsaymiero Mareprammonana” (cited in Golubeva 101) (“a guarantee of the brotherhood of all
people — a guarantee of the coming International”). It would be the popular series, above all, that
could be said to fulfill Gorky’s conception of literature’s “planetary role” — “poib cuibI,
HanboJee KPernKko U riy0oKo U3HYTpU 00bEeIMHSIOMIEH HAPOIbl CO3HAHUEM OOLTHOCTH UX
CTpaJlaHWil U JKEeJIAaHUH, CO3HAHUEM €JIMHCTBA UX CTPEMJICHHM K CHACTHIO KU3HU KPACUBOMU U
cBoboHOi” (cited in Golubeva 97) (“a role of strength, unifying peoples with great firmness and
from deep within through the consciousness of the commonality of their sufferings and desires,
the consciousness of unity and their strivings towards the happiness of a beautiful and free life”).
The echo here of French revolutionary rhetoric (e.g. the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man)
is underscored by the temporal frame chosen for the “Vsemirnaia” project: works were originally
to be selected beginning with the era of the French Revolution and ending with the Bolshevik
Revolution.

This suggests that Gorky’s conception of world literature was not just the conservative
great books approach that Shklovsky criticizes, but that it also drew on a current of a utopian
socialist universalism or internationalism. Both Gorky and Shklovsky rejected the Bolshevik
coup of 1917 while embracing international socialist revolution as an ideal. Gorky, for instance,
allied himself with the Internationalists in the Constituent Assembly in 1917 (Yedlin 118). And
when Shklovsky does touch on his political beliefs during the this period, he stresses that it was
the internationalism of a socialist revolution that appealed to him. “There wasn’t a man alive,
Shklovsky wrote, “who didn’t experience periods of belief in the Bolsheviks. [...] Yes, indeed,
Germany and England will collapse and the plow will plow under the borders needed by no
one!” (1984: 240). In the conclusion of his Knight’s Move [Khod konia], written before he
returned to the USSR in 1923, he wrote: “In 1917 I wanted happiness for Russia. In 1918, [
wanted happiness for the whole world—wouldn't settle for less. Now I want just one thing: to
return to Russia (130 italics added).

The socialist conception of world literature differs from that of Goethe or Veselovsky,
described above as a historically embedded, “growing network™ of international “communication
between writers and between writers and readers” (Tihanov 2011: 142). The temporal shift
inherent in the utopianism of a socialist internationalism means that while the nineteenth-century
vision saw the dialog of national literatures as a process, Gorky’s perspective was retrospective
and summarizing. The historical brackets for world literature suggested by the French and
Russian revolutions allowed the “Vsemirnaia” project to take an essentializing approach—as
Shklovsky stresses, “when everyone has read everything, he will know everything.” This
standpoint allowed Gorky and the participants in the “Vsemirnaia” Literary Studio to approach
world literature from a pragmatic standpoint. Unlike Goethe’s or Veselovsky’s interest in the
preservation of cultural particularities in the process of world literary exchange, socialist
universalism assumed an unproblematic possession of world culture that dismissed national,

» Chukovsky writes: “«Hapoanyto cepuro» ['opbkuii mpuHIMAaI K cepily OJnke BCero OCTalbHOroO U TpeboBal,
9TOOBI MUMO HETO He MPOXOHiia He OJHOro u3 3TuX KHUr” (130).
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cultural specificity in favor of international solidarity. This is not to say that Gorky and the
participants in the Studio would not have been aware of these differences, but they were neither
of interest, nor an obstacle to the further utilization of foreign literature. This pragmatic,
humanist standpoint characterizes Shklovsky’s approach to foreign literature in his Theory of
Prose. 1t is registered most clearly in two related aspects of his analyses—Shklovsky’s dismissal
of the original foreign-language text, and his treatment of foreign literature as a source to be
mined for useful information and literary techniques.

Gorky’s “Vsemirnaia” project may shed light on a curious aspect of Shklovsky’s
approach to foreign literatures in Theory of Prose—his disregard for the linguistic specificity of
the original work. In her recent book on Shklovsky’s reception of Laurence Stern’s Tristram
Shandy, Emily Finer surveys Shklovsky’s approach to literature in translation. She reports that
“the Shklovsky family are adamant that he [Shklovsky] did not master a single foreign language
at any point in his life” (10). She and other scholars have commented on the fact that Shklovsky
appears to have taken a somewhat cavalier approach to his foreign-language sources. Finer
concludes that “Shklovsky ignores the fact that he is reading texts at several removes from their
original language versions, both when he cites directly from translated works and from
translations borrowed from secondary sources. Furthermore, he is unaware, or uninterested, in
the accuracy of translated material” (13-14 italics added). She suggests that Shklovsky’s refusal
to contextualize his material in a “chronological or national framework™ was a factor of his
interest in establishing the “general laws” [obshchie zakony] of literature according to a
“scientific method” (17-18). I agree, although I believe that more can be said on this account.

In the first, 1925, publication of Theory of Prose, five of its ten chapters are dedicated to
the analysis of texts originally written in English or Spanish. Shklovsky never acknowledges the
translator of the text he is working with, nor does he address the fact that he is working with a
translation rather than the original. Shklovsky’s lack of interest in the original text and its
linguistic texture stands in stark contrast to the early work of fellow OPOIlaZ members on poetic
language. Their studies focused largely on the acoustic materiality of language—its phonetic
texture and the primacy of sound over meaning. Early OPOIaZ studies included L. Jakubinsky’s
“The Sounds of Poetic Language” and his “The Accumulation of Identical Liquids in Practical
and Poetic Speech,” O. Brik’s “Sound Repetitions,” and Polivanov’s “Sound-Gestures in the
Japanese Language.” Shklovsky’s 1916 “Poetry and Transrational Language” [“O poezii i
zaumnom iazyke”’], which came out in the first of the Shorniki along with several of the articles
listed above, also focuses on the primacy of sound in certain types of language.” In “Art as
Device” (1917) Shklovsky refers affirmatively to lakubinskii’s materialistic (phonic) definition
of poetic language, which contrasted “poetic” and “practical” language on the basis of the
assertion that the former operated according to different sound laws.?' While it is perhaps to be
expected that a theory of prose would place less emphasis on the sound texture of language than
a theory of poetic language would, Boris Eikhenbaum’s study of the use of verbal masks and
sound play in “How Gogol’s ‘Overcoat’ is made” [“Kak sdelana ‘Shinel’” Gogolia], written and

¥ OPOIaZ published six Shorniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka between 1916 and 1923.

3! Shklovsky summarizes this argument stating: “ctatps JI. I1. SIKy6GHHCKOr0 06 OTCYTCTBHH B IIO3THYECKOM S3bIKE
3aKOHa PAcroo0IeHHs IUIABHBIX 3BYKOB, M YKa3aHHAsl UM JOIIyCTUMOCTD B S3bIKE I0OITHYECKOM TPYAHO-
MPOU3HOCHMOT'O CTEUEHHSI IOJAOOHBIX 3BYKOB — SBJIIETCS OJHUM M3 NEPBbIX, HAYYHYIO KPUTHKY BBIIECPKUBAIOIIHX,
(aKTHYECKUX YKa3aHUH Ha POTHBOINOIOKHOCTS . . .3aKOHOB IIOITHYECKOTO SA3bIKA 3aKOHAM S3bIKa IIPAKTHYECKOT0
(1929: 11).

24



published in 1918 and 1919, applies the OPOIaZ focus on sound to the realm of prose.>
Shklovsky, who turned to prose structure at this same time with his “How Don-Quixote was
Made” (1919), makes no reference to the linguistic structure or phonic level of the text. His
approach thus reflects a distinct departure from the first stage of OPOlaZ work focused on the
phonic characteristics of Russian poetry and prose.

The ethos of “Vsemirnaia” arguably appealed to Shklovsky’s tendency to equate
scholarliness with universality and to define this quality not via linguistic laws (Shklovsky did
not have the linguistic training that many of his counterparts did), but in regard to basic aspects
of human nature.* In contrast to OPOIlaZ, the ethos of “Vsemirnaia literatura” was oriented
towards foreign models, downplaying linguistic specificity in favor of a goal-oriented, pragmatic
approach to world literature. These tendencies are reflected in Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose. He
didn’t see world literature in terms of “knowing everything,” but he did assume, like Gorky, that
world literature in Russian translation was unproblematically a body of material from which he
and his students could derive further utility. The approach to literature in the Studio was defined
by the students’ desire to gain the tools necessary to become authors themselves. In one of the
chapters of Theory of Prose with a more overtly pedagogical tone, “Sherlock Holmes and the
Mystery Story,” Shklovsky concludes with the statement that “xaxxaprii, coOuparomuiics
3aHSTHCS JIEJIOM CO3aHUs PyCCKON CFOXKETHOM JINTEpaTyphl, TOJDKEH OOpaTUTh BHUMaHHUE Ha
ucnonb3zoBanue Konan-/loitiem HaMekoB 1 Ha BbIABUTaHUE pa3Bsa3ku u3 HUX (142) (“everyone
intent on engaging in the creation of Russian plot-based literature should pay close attention to
Conan Doyle’s use of clues and the way the denouement emerges out of them” (116 translation
modified).”* Conan Doyle is not approached as an English author, indeed, Shklovsky goes to the
trouble of stating that “if these stories were written by a writer living in a proletarian state” [...]
“the construction of the story (the issue we are now engaged with) would not change”
(translation modified 110) (“cTpoeHune HOBeIBI (BOIPOC, 3aHUMAIOIIHIA HAC ceiidac) He
m3menunoch 061" (136)). The construction [stroenie] of the story for Shklovsky is a
fundamentally international, universal element of literature and thus useful/ for anyone who wants
to create their own literature.

According to memoirs, Shklovsky spent most of his time in the Studio between 1920 and
1921 with Evgeny Zamiatin and the circle of the young writers who called themselves the
“Serapion brothers.” Both Zamiatin and many of the members of this group were interested in
foreign literary models as source of inspiration for revitalizing Russian literature.” Marietta

32 The parallel in the titles of their essays strongly suggests the authors’ collaboration. Both Shklovsky and
Eikhenbaum were affiliated both with OPOIaZ and with Gorky’s “Vsemirnaia literatura” in 1919.

33 In his later reminiscences, Zhili byli (1964), Shklovsky wrote: “SI He THHIBHCT, B 4eM PACKaHBAIOCh 1 OyILy
packauBaThCs 10 cMepTH. CTaHy NHCaTh KaK JINTEPaTop O JIMHIBUCTHKE, CTAPAsCh HOHATH, YTO MOIYYHIA MBI OT
Benukoro y4deHoro [U. A. Boxysn na Kyprens] u uero s He cMor nosryuuts” (89).

* Shklovsky’s study provides a schema for Conan Doyle’s stories which can be said to anticipate V. Propp’s
morphology of the folktale. See Heda Jason’s "Precursors of Propp: Formalist Theories of Narrative in Early
Russian Ethnopoetics" in PTL: A Journal for Descriptive Poetics and Theory of Literature 3 (1977), 471-516. Jason
discusses Shklovsky’s approach to the Sherlock Holmes stories in comparison to V. Propp and the folklorist A. I.
Nikiforov’s concept of the “function” (479). In the essay on Don Quixote he attributes an observation regarding
Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels to “my pupil L. Lunts” (92). Another, more ironic, pedagogical suggestion appears in
“The Structure of Fiction” in which he suggests: “B qaHHOM ciTydae s pemararo Y4NTaTeN0 COYNHNATE U
MIPHUCTaBUTH K OTPBIBKY U3 Jlecaxka xoTs Ob1 onmcanune HouyHoH CeBMIIbM WM ‘paBHOAYIIHOTO Heba’” (73).

3 Carol Avin’s Border Crossings: The West and Russian Identity in Soviet Literature (University of California,
1983), treats the role of western literary models in the work of several Serapions—M arietta Shaginian, Konstantin
Fedin, and Veniamin Kaverin.
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Shaginian’s Mess-Mend (1924-25), for example, was based on the genre of the Nat Pinkerton
detective, and much of Veniamin Kaverin’s early writing (e.g. Masters and Apprentices (1923))
was based on parodying the work of E. T. A Hoffman. This approach also characterizes
Shklovsky’s own quasi-fictional works from this period. His Sentimental Journey (1923) and
Zoo, or Letters Not about Love, or The Third Heloise (1923) contain obvious references in their
titles to Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloise. Finer argues that Zoo also cross-references Samuel
Richardson’s epistolary novels Pamela and Clarissa (106). In his teaching, theory and literary
practice Shklovsky was thus deeply engaged in the project of renewing the Russian literary
tradition through the (frequently parodic) use of foreign models.

Theory of Prose is aimed at, as Shklovsky states, establishing literature’s “internal laws.”
This approach does not assume that “literature” is a completed canon, yet it is not historically
embedded either. These laws can be derived from the material Shklovsky has at hand—a broad
selection of world literature, decontextualized and translated into Russian. This approach rests on
the pragmatic approach to world literature that appears to have reigned in the Studio. It also
reflects an understanding of world literature based on human universals; while for Gorky these
qualities were expressed in his humanistic philosophy, Shklovsky sought them in the formal
structure of literature and in the assumed relationship between structure and anthropological
constants. In the remainder of this chapter I will outline the scholarly sources for Shklovsky’s
understanding of plot as an anthropological phenomenon based on universal psychic drives.
Shklovsky’s engagement with a utopian, socialist approach to world literature shaped his Theory
of Prose by expanding his subject matter. The intellectual tradition that he drew upon to establish
the theoretical principles of his book, however, was that of Russian folkloristics.

Shklovsky and Veselovsky

A. N. Veselovsky’s importance for literary scholars of the formalists’ generation and
beyond has been recently called an “open secret”; “for some, it’s too obvious to comment on,
whereas to most, it represents a long-forgotten chapter in the history of criticism” (Maslov 1-26).
Scholarship on formalism has long acknowledged Veselovsky’s importance. Victor Erlich
devotes several pages to his work, writing that “Veselovsky’s studies in narrative art, focusing on
the collective literary tradition rather than on the ‘creative will’ of the individual artist, were
bound to hold considerable appeal for the Formalist theoreticians” (239).>° R. Wellek described
Veselovsky as “one of the originators of Russian formalism” (1966: 280).”” More recent
scholarship has reassessed Veselovsky’s legacy, seeking to more fully acknowledge the depth of
his impact. Igor Shaitanov has focused on the continuities between Veselovsky’s treatment of
genre and subsequent work by M. Bakhtin and Iu. Tynianov. He concludes that, “without him

3% I would suggest that a correspondence between Veselovsky’s and the formalists’ turn away from the literary
person had deeper roots in a paradigm for literary scholarship that was based largely on the study of linguistics,
medieval texts and folklore (philology). I discuss this in Chapter Two.

7 Wellek also focuses on Veselovsky’s “anti-individualist” approach. His critique reiterates some of the criticisms
that he leveled elsewhere at the Russian formalist and Czech structuralist movements more generally. He writes
“Veselovsky worships objective facts and science so excessively that he cannot deal with aesthetic value. The
central problem of criticism remains outside his ken. He transmitted an all-embracing universalism, an anti-
individualistic, almost collective approach, a concern for literary evolution and its social causes to later Russian
literary scholarship, but he also saddled it with a technological methodology that tries to drain literature of its
aesthetic and this finally of its deepest human appeal” (280).
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[Veselovsky], contemporary literary theory in Russia lacks its source, unity and continuity. No
matter how distant the extremes to which Bakhtin and the formalists may have run, they were
always aware that they worked within the field which bore the name given to it by Veselovsky —
historical poetics” (2001: 441). Boris Maslov traces the formative influence of the Veselovskian
paradigm on the achievements of Shklovsky, Propp and Bakhtin. He goes farther than Shaitanov,
concluding that, were it not for “ideological and political causes,” Veselovsky may well have
achieved a reputation as the “founding figure” of modern literary studies comparable to the roles
assigned to Ferdinand de Saussure or Max Weber in the fields of linguistics or sociology (1-26).

The relationship between Shklovsky and Veselovsky is treated in foundational
scholarship by Steiner and Erlich.* Steiner’s analysis represents a relatively canonical
interpretation. He points out that Shklovsky’s “mechanistic formalism was in some respects a
mirror image of Veselovsky’s poetics” in that Shklovsky reversed some of the latter’s key
premises (1984: 53). To summarize, Veselovsky’s understanding of the history of literature is
divided into “two factors: the passive artistic form and the active social content” (Ibid.). The
static repertoire of poetic forms, what Veselovsky called predanie, is passed from generation to
generation like language and is recombined in every literary work. The “engine of literary
history” lies in socio-historical realm. As Veselovsky put it, his task is “to study how new life
content, this element of freedom that rushes in with every new generation, fills old molds, those
forms of necessity in which the entire previous development has been cast” (cited in Steiner
1984: 54-55). Shklovsky’s understanding of literature, based on the continual defamiliarization
of old artistic forms, can be seen as a “reversal” of Veselovsky’s historical poetics. Shklovsky
argues that new forms come about in an immanent process which serves to renew our perception
of life; in other words, life does not ensure novelty in art, but art ensures novelty in our
perception of life. Steiner writes, “He [Shklovsky] was certainly aware of the perils that this
inverse parallelism posed to his own theorizing. ‘I am afraid of the negative lack of freedom’ he
complained. ‘The negation of what others are doing ties me to them’” (1984: 53).

Steiner focuses in particular on one outcome that arises from stripping away the
historical, extra-literary component of Veselovsky’s theory in favor of a self-perpetuating
immanent evolution of literary forms. Steiner points out that Shklovsky’s approach raises the
question as to “whether this model, which treats literary history as an ‘eternal return’ of the same
artistic forms, does not preclude the possibility of actual developmental novelty” (1984: 57).
That Shklovsky’s reinterpretation of Veselovsky does indeed lead to this impasse is suggested by
a remark Shklovsky himself made in which he attributes this problem to Veselovsky’s original
theory. He writes, “B OCHOBE TeOpHH 3aMMCTBOBAHUS JIeXKAJIa UCs, BCTPEUAIOIIASCS B
Pa3IMYHBIX TCOPHUSIX HACICIOBAHNUS, YTBEPKAABIIAsl, YTO HCTOPHSI — 3TO TACOBKA KOJIOJBI KapT U
BeuHoe noBTopeHue” (1947: 178) (“At the basis of the theory of borrowing lay the idea, found in
various theories of inheritance, which asserts that history is a shuffling of a deck of cards and
eternal repetition”). This statement effaces the difference, outlined by Steiner, between
Veselovsky’s historical poetics and his own theory of prose. In this later article Shklovsky
banishes Veselovsky’s “new life content” from the latter’s original conception just as he had
when articulating his own theory of literature almost thirty years earlier. The understanding of
poetic forms as a static linguistic fund, a “deck of cards,” which authors continually reshuffle
was in fact the operative understanding of literature that underlies much of Shklovsky’s Theory

3¥ Sheldon also dedicated a section of his dissertation, Viktor Borisovich Shklovsky: Literary Theory and Practice,
1914-1930, to Shklovsky’s interpretation and use of Veselovsky’s ideas.

27



of Prose. 1 will return to discuss the sources and repercussions of this idea in more detail in the
context of Shklovsky’s folklorization of literature.

There is more to be said, however, about Shklovsky’s relationship to Veselovsky’s
“historical poetics.” As Steiner and others rightly point out, Shklovsky “was brought up on
Veselovsky’s system” and “worked within the field” he established.” Shklovsky’s theory of
prose emerges in dialog with Veselovsky’s understanding of the motif as the basic unit of plot
structure. This is clearest in the essay “Plot construction” which can be seen as the theoretical
cornerstone of Shklovsky’s theory of narrative structure. His more frequently cited essay, “Art as
Device,” outlines Shklovsky’s understanding of literature and art more generally; “Plot
construction,” placed second in Theory of Prose after “Art as Device,” outlines his theory of plot
structure. The essay reveals that Shklovsky retained two central premises from Veselovsky: (1)
folklore and high, written literature are integrated components of a single phenomenon in which
folklore represents an earlier stage of development, (2) universal literary devices (e.g. “motifs,”
or tropes) can be isolated on the basis of folkloric material as the most basic constitutive
elements of literature.*” These ideas furnish Shklovsky with a basis for understanding literature
as a universal phenomenon, and they set the stage for the folklorizing tendency of Shklovsky’s
Theory of Prose.

In “Plot construction” Shklovsky’s theory of prose is framed as a new answer to a central
question that Veselovsky’s work on the “Poetics of Plot” [“Poetika siuzhetov”] sought to
explain. The fact that Shklovsky situates his work as an answer to a question posed by earlier
authorities indicates that his work remained within their intellectual paradigm. The question can
be stated: why are tales with similar plots found all over the world? This question had shaped
folkloristic research in the second half of the nineteenth century, resulting in several competing
theories. The development of two central theories in response to this question corresponds, as Iu.
Sokolov pointed out, with the expansion of Western knowledge of world cultures. The first
major theory emerged in 1859, following the extension of trade to and colonization of the Middle
East in the 1850s. The discovery of correspondences between the literary traditions of this region
and those of Europe were explained by the “theory of borrowing,” attributed to the German
scholar and Orientalist Theodor Benfey (1809-1881).*' This theory, which would have a long-
lasting impact on folkloristics, sought to establish the routes (often following avenues of trade)
by which a variety of legends traveled from India via the Mediterranean to Europe.** This theory
was challenged in the 1870s, however, with the expansion of Western knowledge about
increasing far-flung peoples and their folklore. Following the emergence of striking coincidences
in the folklore of unrelated cultures, not easily explained by routes of cultural transfer, the
“theory of spontaneous generation of subjects” was proposed. This theory was also called
“anthropological theory,” and was based on the work of the English anthropologist Edward B.

3% Shklovsky “reverses” Veselovsky’s criteria, which he was able to do, Steiner writes, because “he was brought up
on Veselovsky’s system and shared some of its postulates. While subverting some of Veselovsky’s principles,
Shklovsky covertly borrowed others from the nineteenth-century philologist” (1984: 53).

% As integrated subspecies of a single phenomenon, folklore and literature belong to the category of “verbal art”
[slovesnost’]. I discuss this concept in detail in Chapter Two.

4 Benfey’s seminal contribution was his German translation of the collection of Hindu tales, the Panchatantra, with
an introduction in which he “pointed out the striking resemblance of the Sanskrit (Hindu) tales to the European and
to the tales of other non-European peoples. Resemblance of subject, in Benfey's opinion, is caused not by the
relationship of peoples, but by the cultural-historical connections between them, . . . by borrowing” (Sokolov 78).
*2 In Russia, leading scholars whom Iu. Sokolov identifies as proponents of Benfey’s traveling theory are A. N.
Pypin, V. V. Stasov, as well as A. N. Veselovsky (81-85).
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Tylor (1832-1917) and his follower Andrew Lang (1 844-1912).* This approach found an answer
to the above question in the “essential community of human nature, mind and thought, and in the
identity of the paths of development of human culture” (Sokolov 95). Tylor’s work focused on
the study of primitive culture and the elucidation of universal elemental religious concepts based
on “animism”—the attribution of human characteristics to man’s surroundings.

Veselovsky drew on both the “theory of borrowing” as well as “anthropological” theory
in his “historical poetics.” His approach sought to provide a methodology for studying world
literature and, as such, the foundations for his approach lay in the universal constants of poetic
form. These were based on his translation of Tylor’s animistic theory into poetic terms. In the
opening to his notes on the “Poetics of plots,” Veselovsky states:

3aaua HCTOPUYECKON TIO3THKH, KaK OHA MHE MPEICTABIISIETCS,--ONPEACIUTh POJIb U
TPaHUIIBI IPEIAaHKS B TPOIECCE JIMYHOTO TBOPUYECTBA. ITO MPEAaHNe, HACKOJIBKO OHO
KacaeTcsl AJIEMEHTOB CTHJISI U PUTMUKH, 00Pa3HOCTH U CXEeMaTHU3Ma MPOCTEHIITIX
MOATHYECKUX (HOPM, CITYIKHIIO KOTJIa-TO €CTECTBEHHBIM BhIPAYKEHUEM COOMPATEIIBHOM
MICUXHUKH U COOTBETCTBYIOIINX €if OBITOBBIX YCIOBHUI Ha MEPBBIX MOPAX YEIOBEUSCKOTO
o0MmEeKUTHSL. OOHOMEPHOCHIb FMOU NCUXUKU U IMUX YCA08ULL 00BACHAEN 0OHOMEPHOCb
UX NOIMUUECKO20 8bIPANCEHUSL Y HAPOOHOCMEl, HUK020A HEe NPUXOOUBUUUX 8
conpuxocHoseHue opye ¢ opyeom (493, italics added).

The task of historical poetics, as it appears to me, is to determine the role and the
boundaries of tradition [predanie] in the process of personal creation. This tradition
[predanie], in as much as it concerns elements of style and rhythm, the figurativeness and
schematism of the simplest poetic forms, served at one time as a natural expression of the
collective psyche and the corresponding conditions of life at the first stages of human
communal life. The one-dimensionality of that psyche and conditions explain the one-
dimensionality of its poetic expression among peoples who have never come into contact
with each other (Italics added).

Predanie for Veselovsky meant what he called elsewhere a “stylistic lexicon” [stilisticheskii
slovar’], or an inherited repertoire of tropes: “komIiekce THIMYECKUX 00Pa30B-CUMBOJIOB,
MOTHBOB, 000pOTOB, Napaiiesiell u cpaBHeHui” (498) (a complex of typical images-symbols,
motifs, turns of phrase, parallels and comparisons). Byford, who identifies predanie as “one of
the key concepts in Veselovsky’s ‘historical poetics’,” summarizes that “what he most frequently
meant by it was a more or less unconscious, deeply ingrained, memorized store of poetic forms,
motifs, symbolic meanings, and plots . . . He nearly always modeled predanie on oral, loose
forms of tradition, such as those found in folklore” (2005: 126).

On the level of predanie, literature is universal. In Veselovsky’s study, “Psychological
parallelism and its forms in the reflection of poetic style” [“Psikhologicheskii parallelizm i ego
formy v otrazheniiakh stilia”], he describes how parallelism, the core and origin of poetic

* Tylor’s major contribution was his book Primitive Culture (London, 1871). Sokolov describes the book: “On the
foundation of the vast amount of material which he collected on the mode of life, views and creative work of the
most diverse peoples of the world, Tylor came to the conclusion that all peoples reveal a great resemblance in their
mode of life, customs, and their creation of religious and poetic concepts” (94-95). For a thorough treatment of this
book see Joan Leopold. Culture in Comparative and Evolutionary Perspective: E. B. Tylor and the Making of
Primitive Culture. Berlin: Reimer, 1980.
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language, is a product of man’s basic impulse to see parallels between human attributes and
those of his environment. Universal psychological parallelisms thus build on animistic thought.
In his work on the “Poetics of plots,” Veselovsky argues that the most basic element of prose—
the motif—belongs to this class of phenomena. It is universal and is based on the primitive
psyche: “Ilon momueom,” he writes “g pasymero popmyiry, OTBEUaBIIyIO Ha MEPBBIX MOpax
00IIIECTBEHHOCTH Ha BOIMPOCHI, KOTOPBIE MPUPO/IA BCIOAY cTaBmiIa ueioBeky’” (494) (“By motif 1
mean a formula answering questions which nature everywhere posed to man in the first stages of
social life”).

Veselovsky differentiates between the motif, an element of predanie, and the plot
[siuzhet] which is a higher level of organization: “moja croXeToM s pa3yMero TeMy, B KOTOPOM
CHYIOTCSI pa3HbIe MMoIoKeHU-MOTHBBL (“by plot I mean a theme into which different situations-
motifs are clustered”). He provides the following example of how this can occur:

[IpocTeitmmii pog MOTHBA MOXET OBITh BEIpaKEH PopMyIiol a + b: 37mas ctapyxa He
TOOUT KpacaBHUIly -- ¥ 33/1a€T €i OMACHYIO NS J)KU3HM 3a1ady. Kaxaast yacTh GopMyIisl
criocoOHa BUJIOM3MEHHUTHCS, 0COOCHHO TOICKUT MPUPAIICHHIO b; 3a7a4 MOXKET OBITh
1Be, TpH (JII00MMOe HapOAHOE YUCIIO) U OoJiee; 1Mo MyTH 6oraThIpst OyIeT BCTpeya, HO UX
MOJKET OBITh ¥ HECKOJIBKO. TaK MOMUS 8blpacmail 8 CEOKET, KaK (popmyna iupuieckozo
cmuis, NOCMPOEHHAs HA NAPATIETUZME, MONCEem NPUPAWAMbCS, PA3BUBAsL MOM U
opyeoii uz ceoux unernos (495, italics added).

The simplest type of motif can be expressed through the formula a + b: an evil old
woman dislikes a beautiful girl and assigns her a dangerous task. Every part of the
formula is capable of modification, b in particular is subject to augmentation; there may
be two, three (a favorite folk number) tasks or more; the epic hero meets someone on his
path, but he may meet several people. Thus the motif grows into a plot [siuzhet] in the
way that a formula of lyric style, based on a parallelism, can expand, developing one or
another of its parts (italics added).

Veselovsky grants that identical simple plots may be found the world over, but more complex
plots, of the type “(b (a + bb'b” etc.),” for example, if found in two different locations, must be
explained by the “theory of borrowing.”** Veselovsky’s understanding of plot, which Shklovsky
makes his point of departure, can thus be seen as a two-part argument. The first treats the motif
as an elemental universal poetic element based on Tylor’s “anthropological theory.” The second,
which describes the plot (siuzhet) as a string of motifs, refers to Benfey’s “theory of borrowing”
to explain the common occurrence of more complex plots.

In the opening of “Plot construction” Shklovsky begins by citing Veselovsky’s
definitions of motif and siuzhet from his “Poetics of plots.” He then intercedes, presenting his
own understanding of why it is that complex plots may be found in two far-flung places. When
we first hear Shklovsky’s voice, it is to say:

Ho coBnazienue croxeToB BCTpedyaeTcs U TaM, I1€ HeIb3s MPEIN0I0KUTh
3aMMCTBOBaHUS, HAIIPUMEP: CKa3Ka CeBEpOaMEPUKAHCKUX UHJIEHIIEB O TOM, KaK MTHUIIbI
BbIOMpanu cede 1aps ¥ BBIOPaHHOM MpU MOMOIIM XUTPOCTH OKa3ajach camasi MaJleHbKasl,

* On Veselovsky’s relationship to Benfey’s scholarship see the commentary in A. N. Veselovskii. Istoricheskaia
poetika. Moscow: Vysshaia shkola, 1989, 401-402.
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BECHMA CXOJHA C €BPOIECUCKON CKa3KOM Ha Ty kK€ TEMY; TaK K€ CXOJHA OJIHA
3aH3ubapckas ckaska co ckazkou ['pumma Ne 15. OcobeHHO 3amedaTebHa MOTAHUHCKAs
napasuiens Mexay ucropueid bara (butero) u xkeHsl AHTY (€rHIeTcKas OBECTh O ABYX
OpaThsiX) U TIOPKCKOM cKka3zkoit 00 Masire. OT™Medaro, 9To MPOMEKYTOK MEXKIY 3alUCIMU
3THX ABYX CKa30K — OKOJIO YETHIPEX ThICAY JeT (26).

But the coincidence of plot structures may be encountered even where there is no
question of borrowing; for example, the American Indian legend of how the birds chose
for themselves a king, with the smallest bird managing to win the honor through sheer
cunning, is remarkably similar to a European legend on the same subject. Similarly, a
certain folktale from Zanzibar resembles Grimm’s folktale no. 15. Especially remarkable
is the Potanian parallel between the story of Bat and his wife Anupa (the Egyptian tale of
two brothers) and the Turkic tale of Idiga. I would like to point out that an interval of four
thousand years separates these two folktales (16-17 translation modified).

Having thus provided grounds to refute Veselovsky’s second argument, he concludes, “ITogsoxy
utoru. Ciy4aiiHble COBIAZCHUS HEBO3MOKHBI. COBIAICHUSI OOBSICHSIOTCS TOJIBKO
CYIIECTBOBAHHEM OCOOBIX 3AKOHO8 CIONHCeMOCaodceHus. Jlaxke NOomyeHre 3aMMCTBOBAaHUH HE
OOBSCHSIET CYILIECTBOBAHMUS OJIMHAKOBBIX CKa30K HA PACCTOSIHUM THICSY JICT U IECSTKOB THICSY
Beper” (1929: 27 italics added) (“To sum up: fortuitous coincidences are impossible.
Coincidences can be explained only by the existence of special laws of plot formation. Even the
admission of borrowings does not explain the existence of identical stories separated by
thousands of years and tens of thousands of miles” (1990: 17 italics added)). Shklovsky’s
postulate of the existence of “special laws of plot formation” thus rests on assumptions that he
shares with Veselovsky: that the same complex plots can be found all over the world, and that
this, at least at the most elemental level, results from the universality of the basic units of
literature. Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose, like Veselovsky’s “historical poetics,” rests on the
assumption that these units reflect basic aspects of the human psyche.*

Shklovsky’s adherence to Veselovsky’s understanding of the motif'is bound up with his
acceptance of Veselovsky’s view of the relationship between folklore and high literature—that
is, that folklore is relevant for the study of high literature in that it represents an earlier stage of
literature. This was a central tenet that defined Veselovsky’s “historical poetics™ as a method
distinct from existing models of Western European literary scholarship. As early as 1870, in an
introductory lecture to the proposed course of study in the newly-founded department of General
History of Literature, Veselovsky positioned his work in opposition to the prevailing tendency in
German and French scholarship which focused on the “great men” of literary history such as
Petrarch, Cervantes or Dante. Rather than focus on such figures in isolation, he advocated an
approach based on the understanding that literature grows out of, and is deeply intertwined with,
folklore.*® Veselovsky wrote that “the science of folklore can be isolated,” but its subject matter
is deeply intertwined with the study of literary history:

* Veselovsky allows for this in his discussion of motif and siuzhet, although only to a limited degree: “mMoxHO
JIOMTYCTHUTh, YTO, COBEPILASCH CAMOCTOSTENILHO, PA3BUTHE OT MOTHBA K CKO’KETY MOTJIO JaTh TaM U 3/1€Ch
OJIMHAKOBBIE PE3YJIbTATHI, TO €CTh YTO MOTJIU SIBUTHCS, HE3aBUCHMO; APYT OT JIPYra, CXOHbIC CIOKEThI KaK
€CTECTBEHHAsI DBOJIIOIHS CXOIHBIX MOTHBOB” (495).

* In his 1870 address, Veselovsky, who refers approvingly to Herder’s work on folk song (Stimmen der Vilker in
Liedern, 1778-79), also champions “modern scholarship” which “has taken the liberty of looking into those masses
who up this this time have stood mute behind these heroes; it has detected life and movement which were
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Popular poetry—the main object of investigation of folklorists—is also the first phase of
all poetic and literary development, which is subject to investigation in the comparative
history of literature. In practice it is not always possible to separate one field from the
other, in view of certain questions which arise in the field of poetics and can be settled
only on the ground of popular poetry (cited in Sokolov 103, italics added).

These types of questions loomed large in Veselovsky’s “historical poetics,” in which he devoted
much of his attentions to the original stages of poetic development. His folkloristic
/anthropological center of gravity is manifest, for example, in the overall organization of his
“Three Chapters from Historical poetics” [Tri glavy iz istoricheskoi poetiki], the “central and
best known part of his published texts” (Shaitanov 2001: 438). Veselovsky begins with the
preliterary period in which the origins of poetry emerged through “collective creation” and
“syncretic ritual.” Veselovsky described this stage as a “protoplasm” in which artistic forms and
genres, even the voice of the individual poet, were still undifferentiated.’” The three chapters are
arranged chronologically: the first “The syncretism of the oldest poetry and the beginning of the
differentiation of poetic genres” [“Sinkretizm drevneishei poezii i nachala differentsiatsii
poeticheskikh rodov’] is 117 pages, while the second “From the singer to the poet. The
separation of the concept of poetry” [“Ot pevtsa k poetu. Vydelenie poniatiia poezii”’] and last
chapter, “The language of poetry and language of prose” [“lazyk poezii i iazyk prozy’’] are 30
and 33 pages respectively. The emphasis on the earlier stages of his historical project evident
here is characteristic of his Historical poetics as a whole.

Shklovsky retained Veselovsky’s understanding that folklore precedes literature and that
there is no strict distinction between the two forms of creativity. This accounts for the prevalence
of folkloric examples in Shklovsky’s early essays such as “The resurrection of the word”
[“Voskreshenie slova™] (1914), and “Poetry and transrational language” [“O poezii i zaumnom
iazyke”] (1916) in which he cites folk epithets and incantations from studies by A. A. Potebnia
and Veselovsky as well as from collections of folklore.*”® In the first three theoretical essays (“Art
as Device,” “Plot construction” and “The Structure of Fiction™) that open his Theory of Prose
Shklovsky refers to folkloric material more frequently than he does to works of “high” literature.
Counting the instances where Shklovsky cites or refers to specific textual examples in these three
essays, we find 74 citations of folklore as opposed to 48 of “high,” written literature.* If we

undiscernible to the naked eye, like everything that takes place in too great dimensions of space and time. It was
necessary to seek out the hidden springs of the historical process here, and, along with a lowering of historical
research to more ordinary materials, the center of gravity was transferred to the life of the people” (1967: 35). As N.
I. Tolstoi states in his article on Veselovsky and his legacy, “uccnenoBarerns NpuBIEKIN HE UMS U JINYHOCTD
TMcaTeNs, a HAIMYKME B €ro MPOU3BEACHUN HapoaHoro Havyana” (571).

47 Wellek summarizes this aspect of Veselovsky’s approach: “Veselovsky assumed an original syncretism of genres:
not a mixture but rather an undifferentiated original oral poetry which he construed just as the Indo-European
philologists construed the supposed parent language from which all ‘Aryan’ languages are descended. [...] Poetic
language is assumed to have been created only in these prehistoric times. It even now reflects the conceptions of
primitive man: animism, myth, rituals, ceremonies, etc. Thus the ‘psychological parallelism’ between man and
nature in much popular lyrical poetry reflects an original, animistic view of the world” (1966: 279).

* The first essay “The Resurrection of the Word” draws on Potebnia and Veselovsky’s work on “constant epithets”
[postoiannye epitety] in folklore. “Poetry and Transrational Language” argues that the futurists’ poetic experiments
made self-evident a broader tendency manifest in children’s speech and in folkloric incantations.

T counted references to old or medieval literature as “high” literature, and excluded (minimal) references to the
Bible or Ancient Greek literature and myth from either category. Needless to say the numbers arrived at above are
only meant to represent a rough sense of where the bulk of Shklovsky’s research lay. Certain works, such as the One
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include the appendices to “Plot construction” in this tally then the number of folkloric examples
jumps to 105. Shklovsky’s basis in folklore theory is also evident from the list of references cited
in Theory of Prose; of 49 works cited, 22 are collections of folklore per se. This number does not
include works by Veselovsky or Potebnia, which demonstrably furnished Shklovsky with an
abundance of folkloric examples. The numbers suggest that Shklovsky sought to establish proof
the universality of a literary phenomenon based largely on folkloric as opposed to “high” literary
examples. In “Art as Device,” for instance, although Shklovsky’s quotes from Tolstoy stand out
for their sheer length, he cites Tolstoy only five times. In comparison, Shklovsky provides
eighteen different concrete examples from folkloric works in this essay. It is thus not surprising
that Jakobson, when referring to Shklovsky’s early work in a lecture on formalism in 1935,
described it in passing as Shklovsky’s “folkloristic explorations” [“folkloristické Givahy™] (14).>°
Veselovsky’s understanding of his historical project meant that he started with folklore
and posited that later, modern works, once seen in historical perspective, would “fall in line”
with the patterns now recognizable in the ancient past: “ux nunauu [of modern literature]
COJIBIOTCS C TEMHU, KOTOPBIE OTKPBIBAIOTCS] HAM TeTepbh, KOTa MbI OTJISTHEMCS Ha JJaJIeKOe
MOATHUYECKOE MPOILIOE,--1 SIBJICHUS CXeMaTU3Ma U MIOBTOPSIEMOCTH BOJIBOPSTCS] HA BCEM
nporsokeHun” (494) (“its lines [of modern literature] will converge with those which reveal
themselves to us now when we look at the ancient poetic past,--and the evidence of schematism
and repetition will emerge along the entire length”).”' Veselovsky’s ambitious project was
commonly understood to have been left unfinished. This is not only because his writings on
“historical poetics” lack a clearly defined authorial version, but also because the application of
his method to more contemporary literature, understood to be the final goal of the project, was
unrealized. Shklovsky, who dismissed Veselovsky’s historical considerations in favor of a
maximally universalist argument, attempts to reveal the “schematism” that Veselovsky posits by
directly juxtaposing folklore and modern, “high” literature.’ Yet Shklovsky does not entirely do
away with a sense of chronology. He still assumes that folklore represents a more primitive
“essential” stage in the sense that folklore was understood to be a cultural “survival” left over
from an earlier state of civilization.”® This assumption emerges from the way in which Shklovsky

Thousand and One Nights can arguably be placed in either category (I counted this as “folklore” based on its oral
poetics and anonymous origins). See Rana Kabbani’s Europe's Myths of Orient, (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press), 24. The bulk of the “folklore” citations, however, refer to works that are generally accepted as such (e.g.
riddles [zagadki], tales [skazki], epic songs [byliny], folk songs, etc.).

% Despite the preponderance of folkloric examples in his writings, Shklovsky’s work has not generally been
considered in the context of Russian folkloristics. One exception is Heda Jason “Precursors of Propp: Formalist
Theories of Narrative in Early Russian Ethnopoetics” in PTL (1977), 471-516.

> The full sentence reads: “CoBpeMeHHas TOBECTBOBATE IbHAS JINTEPATYPA C €€ CIOKHOI CIOKETHOCTHIO H
¢doTorpaduIecKuM BOCIIPON3BEICHIEM JEHCTBUTEILHOCTH IIO-BUIMMOMY YCTPaHSET CaMyl0 BO3MOKHOCTb
moto0Horo Borpoca [the treatment of plot structure as an element of predanie - JIM]; HO kKorna A Oy IyIHX
MOKOJICHUH OHA OYYTHTCSI B TAKOH e JaeKoH MepCIIeKTHBE, KaK JJIsl HaC APEBHOCTD, OT JIOUCTOPUYECKOH JI0
CPEIHEBEKOBOMH, KOTJa CHHTE3 BPEMEHH, 3TOT'0 BEJIMKOTO YIIPOCTUTEINS, IIPOIIS 110 CIIOKHOCTH SIBIICHUH, COKPATUT
UX 10 BEJIMYUHBI TOUCK, YXOISIIUX BIIyOb, UX JIMHUU COJBIOTCS C TEMH, KOTOPBIC OTKPBIBAIOTCS HaM Telepb, KOraa
MBI OTJISTHEMCSI Ha JIaJIeKoe MOTHYECKOE IPOIIJIOe,--1 SBJICHNSI CXeMaTH3Ma M IIOBTOPSIEMOCTH BOABOPSTCS HAa BCEM
npoTsokeHun” (494). Shklovsky makes a similar statement in arguing that folkloric (collective) creativity is
essentially the same as “personal” creativity. We cannot see essential commonalities between folklore and literature,
he suggests, because of “the difficulty of seeing the present day in general” (2005: 44).

32T discuss the formalists’ tendency to compare works from widely varying periods and traditions in Chapter Two.
33 The concept of survivals is attributed to by E. B. Tylor. His articulation of this influential concept drew on his
assumption of universal psychic unity. Folk religion, or beliefs that seemed “absurd” to civilized man, were
survivals from an earlier state in which they had previously a “practical intention” (Stocking 162). This meant,
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uses folklore. He writes, for example: “no cywecmagy ceoemy uCKycCTBO BHEIMOITMOHATBHHO.
BcromHuNTE, Kak B CKa3Kax CayKaloT JIIOJICH B O0UKY, YTHIKAHHYO TBO3/ISIMU, M TIOTOM CKATBIBAIOT
ee B Mope” (192 italics added) (“by its very essence, art is without emotion. Recall, if you will,
that in fairy tales people are shoved into a barrel bristling with nails, only to be rolled down to
the sea” (159 italics added)).>* Folklore is called upon to support arguments about the essence of
literature based on the assumption that it is the earliest, most universal, and therefore most
authoritative, example. The understanding that folklore is the “first phase of all poetic
development” had a decisive impact on Veselovsky’s, and subsequently Shklovsky’s,
understanding of the motif as the basic element of literary plots.

Psychological Parallelism and the Erotic Riddle

In his act of stripping away the historical, external “engine” that Veselovsky relied on for
literary evolution, Shklovsky retains an important element of the ahistorical, anthropological side
of his predecessor’s poetics particularly as it was outlined in “Psychological parallelism.” To see
this it is useful to recognize that Veselovsky presents two understandings of motif in his “Poetics
of plots.” The first, cited above, suggests that the motif'is a literary formula akin to a trope such
as parallelism. The second, which Veselovsky spent more time developing, interprets the motif in
ethnographic terms. Shklovsky, who refers to Veselovsky’s work as the “ethnographic school,”
stresses the latter and he cites this ethnographic definition in order to reject it.> It is, however,
relatively clear that Shklovsky’s approach follows the first definition of motif, a definition he
does not cite. This is the suggestion that the motif can be a formula e.g. “an evil old woman
dislikes a beautiful girl—and assigns her a dangerous task,” and that it can grow into a plot by
adding more “tasks,” in the way that “a formula of lyric style, built on a parallelism, can expand,
developing one or the other of its parts” (Veselovsky 495). This argument is central to
Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose, which can be said to combine elements of Veselovsky’s ideas on
“Psychological parallelism” with those suggested in “Poetics of plots.” This is indicated by the
terms in which Shklovsky refers to his own work. Referring to “Plot construction,” he writes:
“00 OCTpaHEHHH B IICUXOJIOTMYCCKOM TapaljIesu3Me sl IUIILY B CBOCH CTaThe O
croxxerocnoxernn” (1929: 20) (“1 write about defamiliarization in psychological parallelism in

Stockton writes, that “the European peasantry now served as a crucial link between modern civilized and primitive
savage man. In good uniformitarian fashion, survivals united the causal processes of present with those of the past”
(163).

> Shklovsky continues: “In “Tom Thumb” [“Mal’chik s pal’chik™] a cannibal cuts off the heads of his daughters,
and the children who listen rapturously to every detail of this legend never let you skip over this detail in the telling
and retelling of the story” (159 translation amended). Shklovsky provides yet another example from “folkloric dance
songs” before concluding, “In art blood is not bloody. No, it just thymes with ‘flood’” [Krov’ v iskusstve ne
krovava, ona rifmuetsiia s ‘liubov’] — an epigrammatic line that has been frequently quoted. Shklovsky’s argument
here relies on an understanding of the “essence” of art as revealed in folklore and in children’s behavior, which he
interprets to be “without emotion.” The appeal to folklore and child psychology to get at the “essence” of narrative
is widespread. Peter Brooks, for instance, begins his Reading for the Plot with the statement that “the narrative
impulse is as old as our oldest literature: myth and folktale appear to be stories we recount in order to explain and
understand where no other form of explanation will work. The desire and the competence to tell stories also reach
back to an early stage in the individual's development, to about the age of three (1984: 3).

> Shklovsky writes “the ethnographic theory is flawed fo its very core. According to this theory, story motif-
situations constitute recollections of relationships that have actually existed in reality. So, for example, the presence
of incest in certain stories attests to a primitive ‘hetaerism.” Similarly, the presence of helpful beasts attests to traces
of totemism...” (1990: 18).
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my article on plot construction”). Shklovsky’s attack on Veselovsky’s ethnographic
interpretation of the motif thus appears to be an attempt to obscure the extent to which he
actually found this idea useful.

Shklovsky, like Veselovsky, places parallelism at the center of his understanding of
poetic (and literary) form. As I have mentioned, Veselovsky understood “psychological
parallelisms” to reflect the anthropological origins of poetry. Veselovsky writes:

MBI HEBOJIBHO MEPEHOCUM Ha MPUPOAY HAIlle CaMOOIIYILIEHUE )KU3HH, BRIPAKAIOIIEECs B
JBUKCHHH, B TIPOSIBIICHUH CHUJIBI, HATIPABIISIEMOU BOJICH; B TEX SIBJICHUSAX WM OOBEKTaX, B
KOTOPBIX 3aMEYAJIOCh IBUKEHHUE, MTOJ03PEBAIMCH KOTJa-TO IPU3HAKUA SHEPTUHU, BOJIH,
XKU3HU. DTO MUPOCO3EPIIaHUE Mbl Ha3bIBAEM aHUMHUCTUYECKHUM; B IPUIIOKEHUU K

MO3TUYECKOMY CTHIIIO, U HE K HEMY OJTHOMY, BEpHEe OyJIeT TOBOPUTH O napaiiesuzme
(125).

We involuntarily transfer onto nature our self-perceptions of life which manifest
themselves in movement, in the display of strength, or the application of will; onto those
phenomena or objects in which we notice movement, in which we discern indications of
energy, will or life. We call this worldview animistic; in application to poetic style, and
not to it alone, we speak rather of parallelism.’®

Eschewing the ethnographic element of Veselovsky’s work, Shklovsky replaces animism with
defamiliarization. This involves a significant departure from Veselovsky’s approach. The former
is a juxtaposition between the human and the natural. The latter is defined as the use of
juxtaposition in a way that surprises or captivates the reader. While Shklovsky’s quasi-
philosophical descriptions of defamiliarization are quoted more frequently, Shklovsky also
defines this principle in tropological terms. In these moments, defamiliarization is defined as the
“goal of parallelism”: “nenpto mapannenusma, Kak ¥ BOOOIIE IENIbI0 00Pa3HOCTH, SABISETCS
MIEpPEHECEHNE TIPEIMETa U3 €r0 OOBIYHOTO BOCHPUATHS B c(hepy HOBOTO BOCTIPUSITHS, T.-€.
cBoeoOpazHoe cemanTuueckoe uameHenue” (1929: 20) (“The purpose of parallelism is the same
as that of imagery in general, that is, the transfer of an object from its customary sphere of
perception to a new one; that is, a sui generis semantic change” (1990: 12 translation
modified)).”” This semantic shift, as Shklovsky writes in “Plot Construction,” is the definition of
art:

>® Byford paraphrases and interprets Veselovsky’s definition of parallelism as follows: “Veselovsky argued that a
‘parallelism’ was neither an ‘identification’ (ofozhestvienie), which would imply a destruction of the boundary that
separated man from nature in animist representation, nor a ‘comparison’ (sravnenie), which would imply that the
boundary had a definite and clear outline, and that man had realized a self-conscious, i.e. autonomous, status in
relation to nature. A ‘parallelism’ was rather a ‘juxtaposition’ (sopostavienie) of the human and the natural in both
representational and psychological terms” (2005: 125).

°7 The most frequently cited definition of defamiliarization comes from “Art as Device”: “ABToMaTH3aIMs ChEIAET
BeIIH, TUIaThe, MeOeb, )KeHy U CTpax BOUHBL [...| Y BOT s TOTO, YTOOBI BEPHYTH OIIYIICHHUE YKU3HU,
MOYyBCTBOBATH BEILH, VIS TOTO, YTOOKI IeJIaTh KAMEHb KAMEHHBIM, CYIIECTBYET TO, YTO Ha3bIBACTCS HCKYCCTBOM.
Lenpro UCKyccTBA SIBISIETCSI JATh OIIYIICHNE BEIH, KaK BUJCHUE, a He Kak y3HaBaHue” (1929: 13) (“Automatization
eats away at things, at clothes, at furniture, at our wives, and at our fear of war. [...] And so, in order to return
sensation to our limbs, in order to make us feel objects, to make a stone feel stony, man has been given the tool of
art. The purpose of art, then, is to lead to a knowledge of things through the organ of sight instead of recognition”
(1990: 5-6)).
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Jlnist Toro, 4ToOBI clieNnaTh NpeaMeT PakTOM HCKYCCTBA, HY’KHO MU3BJIEUYb €T0 U3 YHcia
(hakToB xu3HU. J[J11 3TOTO HY)KHO, TIPEIK/IE BCETO, ‘PACIICBEIUTh Belllb,” Kak VBaH
I'po3uslii ,,iepebupan’ monuiek. HyscHo evipsams geuyb U3 paoa NPUSbIUHbIX
accoyuayuil, 8 Komopulx ona Haxooumcs. Hy*Ho NOBepHYyTh Belllb, KaK [IOJIEHO B OTHE
(1929: 79 italics added).

In order to transform an object into a fact of life, it is necessary first to withdraw it from
the domain of life. To do this, we must first and foremost ‘shake up the object,” as Ivan
the Terrible sorted his henchmen. We must extricate a thing from the cluster of
associations in which it is bound. It is necessary to turn over the object as one would turn
a log on the fire” (1990: 61 italics added).

The means to “make the stone feel stony,” as Shklovsky famously put it, lie in one’s use of
parallels or metaphors to describe objects in a novel way. The move from animism to artistry
(defamiliarization), while based on the same linguistic device, is one with a far-reaching
consequences for the conception of poetic language. In the first case, the basis of literature is
rooted in primitive man’s attempt to “logically” explain the world. Tylor described animistic
religion as a “philosophic system of nature” or even a “savage biology.” It represented the
attempt to find causal explanations for natural phenomena according to capacities of human
thought at a “rudimentary stage” (371, 373, 379). Shklovsky’s approach rejects the suggestion
that poetry is related to primitive /ogic in favor of the use of language in a non-utilitarian
manner, that is, as we will see, largely for the sake of pleasure.

There is one form of parallelism that is particularly important for Shklovsky’s definition
of art and his theory of plot—the riddle. Shklovsky cites a number of (erotic) riddles in “Art as
Device” and he concludes that “octpaHenwe . . . OCHOBa M €IMHCTBEHHBINM CMBICI BCEX 3arafiokK.
Kaxxnast 3aramka npeacraBisieT COOOH MITM pacCKa3bIBaHUE O TIPEAMETE CIIOBAMH, €TO
OTIPEIISNISIONUMHE U PUCYIOIITUMH, HO, OOBIYHO, ITPH PACCKA3BIBAHUH O HEM HE
npumenstormmMucs (1929: 19) (defamiliarization is [...] the foundation of all riddles. Every
riddle either defines and illustrates its subject in words which seem inappropriate during the
telling of it” (1990: 11)). This definition is close to the one we find in Aristotle’s Poetics, which
states that “the essence of a riddle is to express true facts under impossible combinations (41).>*
In his “Psychological parallelism” Veselovsky points out the riddle is a type of “parallelism” in
which one branch of the parallel has been “silenced” (184).”° Veselovsky highlights parallelisms
which juxtapose humans and plants. The latter, just like people, “poknanuce u oTuBeTaIH,
3eNIeHeNH U KJIOHWINCH OT cuiibl BeTpa” (125) (“were born and faded, grew and bent over in the

%% On Shklovsky’s use of Aristotle’s Poetics see Aage Hansen-Love, Russkii Formalizm: Metodologicheskaia
rekonstruktsiia razvitiia na osnove printsipa ostraneniia. Moscow (2001), 17-20. Veselovsky also quotes Aristotle’s
definition of the riddle in his “Psychological parallelism.” Alan Dundes and Robert Georges define the riddle: “as a
traditional verbal expression which contains one or more descriptive elements, a pair of which may be in opposition;
the referent of the elements is to be guessed. Two general categories of riddles are (i) non-oppositional, in which
there is no contradiction to be found in one or more descriptive elements, and (2) oppositional, in which at least one
pair of descriptive elements is in contradiction. The nonoppositional riddles may be literal or metaphorical, but in
either case there is no apparent contradiction involved. Oppositional riddles are almost always metaphorical or a
combination of metaphorical and literal descriptions” (116).

%% The full quote reads: “W3BeCTHBIT THIT 3a2a0Ku TTOKOUTCS HA OIHOWICHHOM TapallIen3Me, IPUIeM 00pasbl
CO3HATENBHO YMOJIYaHHOTO WIeHa Napajlie, KOTOPBIH IPUXOIUTCS yrafaTh, IEPEHOCATCS IOPOH Ha TOT, KOTOPBIH
u cocrtaisieT 3aranky” (183).
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wind”). Among his examples we find the following parallelism: “3enenas Gepe3oHbKa, yemy
Oeina, He 3enmena? / Kpacna n3eBouka, ueMy cmyTHa, He Becena?” (136) (“Green little birch, why
are you white not green? / Pretty little girl, why are you sad, not gay?”). Riddle collections also
feature similar juxtapositions, e.g., between man and tree: “In spring [ am gay,/In handsome
array;/In summer more clothing I wear;/When colder it grows,/I fling off my clothes,/And in
winter I quite naked appear” (4 tree) (Cited in Pepicello 153-154). Or “What tree grows without
roots?” (Human being) (Ibid.). The parallelisms that Veselovsky cites, and that Shklovsky
occasionally quotes from Veselovsky (e.g. “Katunocs s6masraka ¢ 3amoctss, / [Ipocumnacs
Karnuka c 3actonbs”) can be restated as a riddle only by going back to the original logical or
psychological comparison that the parallelism or the riddle is based on; for example the parallel
“man—tree.”® Shklovsky, who understands the riddle as a type of parallelism, establishes his
theory of art and narrative more on the basic mental act of comparing and juxtaposing than on
the formal properties of these tropes.

Shklovsky returns to the riddle in several of the subsequent essays in Theory of Prose. In
his essay on Dickens’ Little Dorrit and the genre of the mystery novel, Shklovsky defines the
riddle as a form of parallelism, but builds on Veselovsky’s claim, saying: “3aeadka ne npocmo
napanieiusm ¢ 8bINYWeHHOU 8MopoUl 4acmuvio NApaiieiu, a uepd, ¢ 603MOICHOCMbIO NPOGeCU
Heckonvko napannenet’”’ (1929: 143 italics in original) (“a riddle is not merely a parallelism, one
part of which has been omitted. Rather, it plays with the possibility of establishing a number of
parallel structures” (1990: 117)). For Shklovsky, the riddle is key in that it is a (psychological)
parallelism, meaning that it is connected to the basic operations of the human psyche. And, at the
same time, it is a playful instance of parallelism, one that suggests a “primitive” impulse not
towards logical explanation, but towards defamiliarization or “play” with the meanings of words.
The riddle is privileged in Theory of Prose for its role in defamiliarizing objects and also for its
capacity to provide impetus for narrative. The riddle poses a question to be answered, which both
Shklovsky and Veselovsky understand to be fundamental to the creation of prose narrative.’' In
his “Plot construction” Shklovsky suggests that folktales which initiate a plot with the posing of
a riddle, represent the “simplest” means of engendering narrative: ‘“3arajpIBaHUE 3araioK B3SITO
Kak Hanbolee mpocToi crocod co3aaTh Oe3BbixogHOE Monokenue” (46) (“the posing of riddles
serves as the simplest means if creating a hopeless situation” (34)). As we have seen, Shklovsky
understands the “essence” of the riddle to be defamiliarization. By suggesting this type of tale is
prototypical for narrative, Shklovsky, like Veselovsky, suggests that narrative structure [siuzhet]
can be said to grow out of parallelism. In the riddle-based folktale, the riddle provides the
framework for expanding a parallelism into a plot. Shklovsky sees the riddle as a prototype for
more complex narrative structures as well.

Shklovsky begins his chapter, “The Mystery Novel” [“Roman tain”] with a discussion of
erotic riddles. He argues that, like the erotic riddle, the mysteries in Dickens’ novel are based on
a play between a “true” and a “false” solution. The false solution, which the mystery novel hints
at, creates a suspicion of something “far more horrible that [what] we actually find” (122).
Shklovsky reminds us that “aToT puem . . . KAHOHUYHBIH I PYCCKUX HAPOIHBIX 3arafioK THITA

% This example appears on page 135 in Veselovsky’s “Psikhologicheskii parallelism” and on page 62 in Theory of
Prose. Another parallelism Shklovsky cites from Veselovsky is “CounHiie He 3HaN0, TIIe €ro Mokoi,/ Mecsi He 3Ha,
rze ero cuna’”; again, it would be difficult to transform this into a riddle without first returning to the basic
“psychological” parallelism it is based on (35).

o1 yeselovsky foregrounds questions as the origin of narrative: “Ilox momusom s pasymero (popMyIry, OTBEUABLIYIO
HAa TEPBBIX MMOpax OOIIECTBEHHOCTH Ha 601pPOCyl, KOTOPBIE MPUPO/IA BCIOIY CTaBHIIa uenoBeky” (484 italics added).
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‘Bucur, 6ontaetcsi, BCSIKUI 3a HETo XxBaraercs’, pasraaka — ‘[lomorenne’ (150) (“this device. . .
is canonical for Russian folk riddles of this type: ‘It hangs, swings back and forth. Everyone tries
to get his hands on it.” The solution: ‘It’s a towel’” (123)). Shklovsky argues that this “play”
between several answers to a riddle is the basic organizing unit of the novel. In the mystery novel
“IIoYKHasl pa3rajKa--UCTUHHAS pa3rajka U COCTABIISACT TEXHUKY OPraHU3alUH TAiHBI; MOMEHT
nepexoja OT OJJHOM pa3raJiku K Ipyroil €eCTh MOMEHT pa3Bsi3Ku. B3anMOOTHOIIIEHHE YacTeH, TO
e KaK B CIOXKETax, pa3BepHYThIX U3 KanamOypa” (150) (“the false solution is a true solution and
provides the technique of organizing the mystery. The moment of transition from one solution to
another is the denouement. The interrelationship of the parts composing the mystery is similar to
that in plots founded on puns” (123)).°* Shklovsky breaks Dickens’ Little Dorrit down into a
series of “riddles,” each of which plays out over the course of the novel in a variety of tangential
plots.

Shklovsky’s use of the riddle as his core trope for understanding defamiliarization and
narrative structure allows us to see how these two concepts are related in Theory of Prose. His
suggestion that the riddle is the prototypical device of defamiliarization foregrounds the role of
play and pleasure as the psychological corollaries to the human tendency to think in parallelisms.
His use of the riddle to explain longer narratives suggests that the novel is the complication and
protraction of the same psychological impulse: “3aragka gaeT BO3MOKHOCTb eaTUPOBAThH
M3II0KEHUE, OCTPAHUTH €T0, Hanpsiyb BHUMaHue untarens”’ (1929: 169) (“the riddle makes it
possible for the writer to manipulate the exposition, to defamiliarize it, to capture the reader’s
attention” (1990: 140)). The pleasure that comes from playing with “double meanings” is the
same psychic impulse that compels the reader to keep reading, and which the writer toys with to
keep him or her interested.”® Focusing on Shklovsky’s use of the riddle also allows us to see
more clearly the role that tradition plays in his Theory of Prose.

The moment of recognition that art builds on is a fact of social consensus. Although in
the earlier “Art as Device” he stresses “seeing” [videnie] as opposed to “recognizing”
[uznavanie] the art object, in subsequent chapters he consistently uses the term uznavanie
(recognizing) to describe the moment that provides narrative closure and that thus distinguishes a
descriptive passage from a “story.”® According to the definition of the riddle as a form of
psychological parallelism, riddles are understood to operate by taking a juxtaposition that is a
fact of social consensus (e.g. man—tree) and turning it into a puzzle. They work by making it
unfamiliar enough so that that once the known association is revealed the audience derives a
moment of pleasure at the recognition of the old in new garb. As Shklovsky writes, “the solution
is as important as the riddle itself” (1990: 140). This adds nuance to the definition of art or
narrative as defamiliarization; the moment of artistic perception is not seeing something new, but

62 Shklovsky concludes this chapter with a sprint through of the history of the novel concluding with the genre of the
mystery novel: “the adventure novel had become obsolete. It was revived by satire. There are elements of the
adventure novel in Swift (Gulliver’s Travels) that play a purely ancillary role in the novel. A time of crisis followed.
Fielding parodied the old novel in Tom Jones by presenting a hero of amoral character [...] The old novel tried to
increase the range of its devices by introducing parallel intrigues. In order to connect several intrigues, it was found
convenient to use the technique of the mystery novel. [...] The mystery novel allows us to interpolate into the works
large chunks of everyday life [...] that is why the mystery novel was used as a ‘social novel’” Shklovsky concludes
that “the mystery technique” continues to be used at the current time by writers such as Veniamin Kaverin (145).

8 “Double meaning” for Shklovsky can be said to be that of the “double entendre” understood as “A double
meaning; a word or phrase having a double sense, esp. as used to convey an indelicate meaning.” double entendre,
n.". OED Online. March 2012. Italics added.

5 Ienbto HCKYCCTBA SIBIIICTCS JaTh OLTYIIICHNE BEI, KaK BUICHNE, a He Kak y3HaBauue” (13) (“The purpose of art,
then, is to lead to a knowledge of things through the organ of sight instead of recognition” (5-6)).
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it is rather the pleasure of recognizing something known through an unexpected medium. This
shifts the concept of defamiliarization in a conservative direction—placing emphasis on the role
of social consensus.” As a result of his tradition-oriented theory of prose Shklovsky’s
defamiliarization can be said to be not so much an avant-garde “slap in the face” of bourgeois
taste, but rather a reflection of universal human impulses.*®

In order to understand the universalist aspirations of Theory of Prose and the book’s basis
in anthropological concepts, it is necessary finally to consider the role of folklore and the erotic
in Shklovsky’s book. Of the folkloric examples that Shklovsky provides many are erotic in
nature. In “Art as Device,” which Shklovsky subsequently refers to as his “chapter on erotic
defamiliarization” (53) (“rnaB[a] 00 3poTudeckoe octpanenun” (1929: 69)), Shklovsky devotes
several pages to the relationship between defamiliarization and the erotic and between
defamiliarization and the folk riddle; the folk and the erotic appear to vie for primacy as the most
essential instance of defamiliarization. He suggests that “Han6osee sicHO MOXeT OBITh
MpOCIIekKEHa 11eIh 00pa3HOCTH B ApoTudeckoM uckyccre” (18) (“the purpose of imagery can be
most clearly followed in erotic art” (10)). Transitioning from eroticism in Gogol to examples of
erotic riddles, Shklovsky feels the need to assure the reader that: “ocTpanenue He TOIBKO IPHEM
APOTUYECKOHN 3aragku — 3B(heMu3Ma, OHO — OCHOBA M €JUHCTBEHHBIN CMBICIT BCEX 3arajox”
(19) (defamiliarization is not a device limited to the erotic riddle—a euphemism. It is also the
foundation of all riddles (11 translation modified)). As we have seen in Shklovsky’s approach to
Dickens, the riddle is attributed great significance in Theory of Prose. The primacy of the erotic
folk riddle is overdetermined. It combines the assumed universality of not only parallelisms and
folklore, but of sexuality as an element of the human psyche.

The centrality of the erotic in his Theory of Prose emerges in Shklovsky’s extensive
treatment of what he calls the plot based on “error” [oshibka] followed by the “recognition”
[uznavanie] of the original error. Shklovsky arguably stresses this plot device because it appears
to follow the model of a riddle. One example which Shklovsky cites twice (in two different
chapters) is Chekhov’s story “The Bathhouse” [“Bania”]. The story is set in a bathhouse in
prerevolutionary Russia during Lent. A barber, seeing a man with long hair whispering under his
breath, assumes that he is a nihilist and insults him. It turns out he is a priest. Shklovsky reduces
the story to the following: “/laHO: y CBSIIIEHHUKOB U Y COIIHATUCTOB JUTMHHBIC BOJIOCHI.
HeobOxonumo cmemats ux. MotuBupoBka — 6ans” (149) (Given: Both priests and socialists wear
their hair long. Task: confuse their identities. Motivation: The bathhouse” (119)). From
Shklovsky’s summary it is just another short step to reduce the plot to a riddle, e.g., Who has
long hair and mutters but is not a nihilist? (a priest). Yet there is another error-recognition plot
that Shklovsky returns to at least three times in Theory of Prose which reveals more about his
thinking on this subject. Shklovsky writes that “in folklore we often find that a son mistakes his
mother and father, whom he has found in his bed, for his wife and her lover. He then kills them”
(119).°” Here we find again, like Shklovsky’s application of the erotic riddle to the mystery

5 In his article “The Politics of Estrangement: The Case of the Early Shklovsky,” Galin Tihanov argues that
Shklovsky’s early works are marked by a “conservative” stance in that he tends to derive “values and standards from
the past in resistance to trends embedded in the present” (671). Tihanov traces this stance to his “political
conservatism of an intellectual opposed to the Revolution” (672).

% T am referring to the title of the first manifesto of the Russian Cubo-Futurists, “A Slap in the Face of the Public
Taste” (“Poshchechina obscestvennomu vkusu”), which appeared in December 1912. The title suggests revolt and
aggression directed against bourgeois “good taste.”

%7 Shklovsky presents several variations of this story. He gives one example: “coming home to his wife, the husband
sees her asleep with some young man. It is his own son” he kills or threatens to kill them before realizing his
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novel, that he suggests that plot structures operate on an ambivalence between a “true”
(sanctioned) answer to the riddle/parallelism and a “false” (repressed, sexual) one. Here the
psychological parallelism is “mother—wife.” The play between the two, Shklovsky suggests,
creates the plot of the folktale in which the mother is defamiliarized in her guise as “wife.”

Shklovsky’s use of erotic riddles to illustrate defamiliarization adds a second layer of
meaning to this concept. The pleasure that the audience derives from guessing the answer to the
riddle is not simply, as I have suggested, that of recognizing something known in different
garb.®® It would seem that Shklovsky suggests that this pleasure is related to the sexual as
something repressed or taboo. This would mean that the purpose of parallelism/riddles or
defamiliarization is not just to “shake up the object” [rasshevilit’ veshch’] but to juxtapose
objects in a way so as to hint at an “improper” association between them. The erotic, like the
riddle, is cited both as a basis for defamiliarization (e.g. innuendos of the “lock and key,” or “pen
and inkwell” type (10-11)), as well as for longer plot structures. The drawing out of a plot is
likened to the deferral of gratification. In “Plot construction” he begins by asking, “nouemy
OBunuii, co3aaBas u3 JTI00BU ‘MCKYCCTBO JIFOOBH,  COBETOBAJ IMOTOPOMUTHCS B HACTAXKICHUN?
(24) (“why is it that, in fashioning an A7t of Love out of love, Ovid counsels us not to rush into
the arms of pleasure?” (15)). Elsewhere Shklovsky refers to the deceleration of the plot as the
“the torture of deferred pleasure” (1929: 39) (“neiTk[a] 3anep>kanHoro HacHaxaeHUs (1990:
52)).

Shklovsky’s focus on the sexual, repressed desires, and the Oedipal plot suggests the
influence of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). Shklovsky never acknowledges that he has read Freud,
although Freudian ideas would have been “in the air.”® While it is beyond the constraints of this
chapter to enter into a more thorough analysis of Shklovsky’s use of Freudian ideas, it is
instructive to compare Shklovsky’s erotic approach to plot to Peter Brooks’ more recent
Freudian analysis of narrative in Reading for the Plot (1984). On first glance Brooks’ approach
appears to have been anticipated by Shklovsky on several points. Brooks advances a
“psychoanalytic literary criticism” as a means to “respond to the erotics of form, that is... [to]
engage ... with the psychic investments of rhetoric, the dramas of desire played out in tropes”
(1987: 348). In his work on narrative, he, like Shklovsky, conceives of “the reading of plot as a

mistake (120). In another chapter Shklovsky writes “of interest to us are the different expositions constructed by the
author to enable him to kill off the father and create a state of incest. For example Yulian Milostivy slays his father
and mother, whom he finds sleeping in the guest room, mistaking them for his wife and her lover. Compare the
analogous legend called “On the Poor and Needy”: “After a period of absence, a merchant sees two young men
lying in his wife’s bed. He wants to kill them. They are his sons” (44). Shklovsky points out in the opening of his
chapter on Dickens that one of the “false” solutions in Little Dorrit is the suggestion of incest.

58 This, more general, understanding of the goal of poetic innovation is suggested by Veselovsky in his
“Psychological parallelism” “3to -- memagopot s3vika; HAIIl CIIOBAPh KMU H300MITYET, HO MBI OPYIyeM MHOTHMH U3
HUX y)ke OeccOo3HaTeNIbHO, HE OLIYIasi MX KOI/1a-To CBeXeil 00pa3HOCTH; Kora "CoJHIle caquTcs'", Mbl He
npezcTaBisieM cede pa3esbHO CaMOTo aKTa, HECOMHEHHO JKHMBOTO B (haHTa3MH JAPEBHETO YeI0BeKa; HaM Hy>KHO
MIOJJHOBHTSH €ro, 4YTOOBI o1yTuTh penbedHo” (127). Shklovsky’s “Resurrection of the Word” (1914) paraphrases this
statement.

% Sokolov, in his historiography of folkloristics, writes that Tylor’s conception of the community of human
psychology was superseded by the work of Wilhelm Wundt. Russian folkloristics at the turn of the century was
familiar with a trend he terms the “psychological school,” which applied Freudian theory to the analysis of folklore
(96-97). It is not clear whether Shklovsky was familiar with this work. On Freud’s reception in Russia. See
Alexander Etkind’s Eros of the Impossible. The History of Psychoanalysis in Russia (Boulder: 1997). For a
treatment of psychologism and Russian formalism see 1. Iu. Svetlikova’s Istoki russkogo formalizma: traditsiia
psikhologizma i formal'naia shkola (Moscow: 2005).
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form of desire that carries us forward, onward, through the text” (1984: 37).”° Yet Shklovsky’s
interpretation of the connection between desire and plot differs from Brooks’ as a result of
Shklovsky’s insistence on avoiding the individual reader or writer’s thought processes. Literary
tropes and plot devices reflect sexual desire for Shklovsky as for Brooks, but Shklovsky uses
folklore as a mediating stage at which biological and psychological drives are transformed into
literary devices. The assumption that folklore is a strictly impersonal phenomenon allows
Shklovsky thus to allude to a universal, sexual, impulse behind literature without appearing to
open his formal analysis of literature to the complexities of individual subjectivity.

Shklovsky’s conception of folklore as a mediating stage between anthropological or
biological forces and literary form is conditioned by his assumption that folklore does not belong
to the sphere of the everyday. While it continues to exist as a part of modern life, it is a survival
that reflects more general or fundamental principles that underlay modern phenomena such as
“high” literature. In “Plot construction” Shklovsky devotes a page to detailing “an
extraordinarily curious custom recorded by Roman Jakobson in the village of Kostyushino” in
which “we see the device of deceleration even more clearly” than we do in the previous literary
examples he has provided (40 italics added) (“Ewe spue npuem 3anep>kanusi BUACH B
Ype3BBIYAITHO JTFOOOMBITHOM O0BIUae, 3anmrcanHoM B aepeBHe Koctrommuo™ (53 italics added)).
The custom reported is categorized by Shklovsky as a variant of the “trial nights” ritual, and his
account details how an evening, in which a group of young men and women gather, unfolds. The
devices of deceleration are featured prominently (first no one answers the door, then the men are
not let in, then a match cannot be found, then there is no water for the samovar, etc., etc.) (40-
41). This reference to folk ritual appears to break with the division between “life” and “art” that
Shklovsky strenuously insists on elsewhere. Shklovsky, when discussing folk custom, however,
does not associate this with a fact of everyday life (byr). Unlike Jakobson and Bogatyrev, whom
he cites on several occasions in Theory of Prose as sources of folkloric examples, Shklovsky did
not go on ethnographic expeditions. When he refers to folkloric material from published
collections, therefore, it exists for him at a double remove. Peasant folklore, for Shklovskys, is
impersonal both in that it reflects a “collective” mentality and in that it represents a “survival”
from a previous era. These conceptions were commonplaces at the turn of the twentieth century.

Shklovsky’s assumptions regarding folklore help explain its role in his work. Shklovsky
likely thought that citing primarily folkloric sexual examples placed a barrier between his theory
and a psychological approach. This was possible because Shklovsky appears to have understood
that Freud’s psychoanalysis was applicable only to specific individuals, rather than to a more
universal conception of the human psyche. Thus, as a theory of the individual and the particular,
Shklovsky deemed psychoanalysis to be unscholarly. Paraphrasing Veselovsky, Shklovsky
stated:

HE HYKHO yBJIeKaThCsl Onorpadueit Xya0:KHHKa, OH MUILET, a TOTOM UIIIET MOTUBHPOBOK.
MeHbl11€ BCEro HY)KHO YBJIEKaThCs ICUX0aHaIn30M. [Icuxoananus aHanu3upyer

" Brooks refers to “formalism” repeatedly in Reading for the Plot, but reduces it to “static” or “pure” formalism,
choosing Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale as the epigrammatic formalist work on narrative. He situates
his approach as a move beyond formalism. For example, he writes “‘plot’ in fact seems to me to cut across the
fabula/siuzhet distinction in that to speak of plot is to consider both story elements and their ordering. Plot could be
thought of as the interpretive activity elicited by the distinction between siuzhet and fabula, the way we use the one
against the other” (13 italics in original).
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AYHICBHBIC TPABMbI OaHOZO YCJIOBCKA, a 00UH YEIIOBEK HE MUIICT,--TIMIICT BPEMs, MUIICT
mkosa-kowtektus (1929: 211 italics in original).”

there is no point in becoming enamored of the biography of the artist. He writes first and
looks for motivations later. And least of all should one be enamored of psychoanalysis.
Psychoanalysis studies the psychological traumas of one person, while in truth, an author
never writes alone. A school of writers writes through him. A whole age” (1990: 176
italics in original).

Shklovsky’s association of the sexual and the folkloric allowed him to draw on Freudian ideas
while at the same time situating his approach on the level of the anthropological as opposed to
the individual. This is made clear in Shklovsky’s comment in “Literature without a Plot” in
which he described the way that “forbidden” themes continue to hover on the margins of the
literary tradition. He writes: “3ampemnieHHbIe TEMBI IPOIOKAIOT CYIIECTBOBATh BHE
KaHOHM30BaHHOI JIUTEPATypPhI TaK, KaK CYIIECTBYET Ceiuac U CyIIeCTBOBAJ BCET/Ia IPOTUICCKUIM
aHEKJIOT, WM TaK, KaK CyIIECTBYET B ICUXUKE MOJABIICHHBIC JKETaHUs, H3PEKa BBISBISISICH B
CHaX, MHOTIa HEOXXUIaHHO I CBOMX HocuTeeih” (1929: 229) (“the outlawed themes continue
to exist outside the literary cannon in the same way that the erotic anecdote exists to this very
day or in the way that repressed desires exist in the psyche, revealing themselves unexpectedly in
dreams” (1990: 191)). This sentence applies the logic of a Freudian distinction between
consciousness/unconsciousness to the collective (the “school” or an “age” in the quote above)
rather than the individual. Shklovsky’s mention of the “erotic anecdote” here, which lingers over
time in society’s unconscious, reveals that Shklovsky’s understanding of “culture” is close to that
of E. B. Tylor. The folkloric, which continues to exist on the margins of “civilized,” canonical
culture, represents a survival from the “childhood” of a universal process of cultural maturation
(Stocking 189). Tylor’s view, which Shklovsky assumes, was that culture was everywhere the
same, but that “primitive” cultures were simply at a different, childlike, stage in the same process
that the “civilized” cultures of Western Europe had already passed through.’” Given a Freudian
slant, folklore could be said to express childhood/primitive sexuality, repressed as the individual/
society matures. Shklovsky suggests that defamiliarization taps into repressed desire on a
collective rather than an individual level. As a result the folkloric and the sexual are bound
together as a manifestation of the collective unconsciousness.

In conclusion, it appears that Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose is based on a reinterpretation
of Veselovsky’s motif as the most basic, elemental, unit of literary structure. Like Veselovsky he
begins with psychological parallelism, but rather than posit the juxtaposition “man-nature”

! This statement is recognizable as a restatement of Veselovsky’s approach to literary biography. Sokolov writes,
“in the creative individuality at various stages of the development of poetry, Veselovsky sees, above all, the
expression of group opinions, and he introduces the term, ‘group personality.”” Sokolov cites Veselovsky as writing:
“with the ‘emergence of a cultured group, as the guiding one, the exponent of its mood will be some individual poet;
the poet is born, but the materials and the mood of his poetry are prepared by the group. In this sense it may be said
that Petrarchism is older than Petrarch’” (107). Compare Osip Brik’s statement “ITymkun He co3aaTeinb OIKOJBL, a
ToNbKO ee TiaBa. He Oyns [lymkuna, ‘EBrenuit Onernn’ Bce paBHO ObLT OB Hamucan” (213).

2 In Taylor’s Primitive Culture, Stocking writes, Tylor was no longer concerned “with determining whether specific
similarities of culture were the result of diffusion. The problem was not now the history of ‘tribes or nations,” but
rather the ‘condition of knowledge, religion, art, custom and the like among them.” The way to solve it was to
classify ‘the phenomena of Culture’ and to arrange them ‘stage by stage, in a probable order of evolution.” In
making such comparisons, ‘little respect’ need be had ‘for date in history or place on the map,’ or for ‘the question
of race’” (161).
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(animism) as the impulse that leads to the formation of poetic language, tropes, formulae and
eventually plot, Shklovsky provides a sexual interpretation of parallelism. In replacing animism
with sexuality, Shklovsky replaced Veselovsky’s view of poetic thought based on “logical”
associations between objects, with the play between repressed and sanctioned associations. By
rooting his theory in folkloric examples, Shklovsky thought that he was basing his definition of
art on scientific grounds. While animism posits the universality of a type of logic, sexuality
might have appeared more scientific (universal) in that it would seem to be closer to man’s
biological, animal instincts. Thus folklore, and particularly sexual folklore, secured the
universality of Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose. In the remainder of this chapter I will demonstrate
how the folkloristic basis of this theory impacted his approach to “high,” written literature.

Folklorization of Literature

As I hope to have shown, Shklovsky’s universalist approach to literature remained within
Veselovsky’s world literature paradigm. This meant that both approached literature as ultimately
derived from a repository of universal poetic tropes which are in turn a product of human
psychology. Like Veselovsky, Shklovsky believed that the universal devices of literature can be
isolated on the basis of folkloric material as an earlier stage of literature. In the remainder of this
chapter I will show how this folkloristic foundation shaped Shklovsky’s understanding of the
process of literary creation and the fundamentals of literary structure. It resulted in an approach
to high literature that treated it as a product of oral creativity—making Shklovsky’s theory of
prose one that can be said to folklorize literature.

Shklovsky’s conception of literary creativity builds directly on the assumptions that he
makes, following Veselovsky, about the universality of basic tropes and their modus operandi.
As I have mentioned, Veselovsky understood these tropes to make up a “stylistic lexicon,” which
is passed down from generation to generation with little formal change. This operation was based
on a linguistic model. Veselovsky’s poetic lexicon (predanie) is understood to exist in the
collective consciousness roughly like Ferdinand de Saussure’s langue—the system of rules
speakers of a language must have internalized in order to produce speech. The transmission and
evolution of predanie was based on folklorists’ observations of the processes of the acquisition
and dissemination of oral genres such as the epic [bylina] or the tale [skazka]. This idea was not
unique to Veselovsky and similar views can be found in many nineteenth-century Russian
folklorists” and philologists’ statements on the nature of the language of folklore.” One
particularly suggestive description of the process of folkloric creation, that hints at a more
detailed parallel between folkloric composition and language production, can be found in a letter
from one bylina scholar to another, from P. N. Rybnikov (1831-1885) to V. F. Miller (1846-
1913).”* Shklovsky cites this letter at length at a critical moment in his “Plot construction” essay.
Shklovsky, as I discussed above, stages his departure from Veselovsky’s “Poetics of plots” by
arguing that similar, complex plots are found the world over and that their similarity does not
result from borrowing alone. It is at this point that Shklovsky cites Rybnikov, using the passage
below to provide evidence for his conclusion that “coincidences can be explained only by the
laws of plot formation.” Shklovsky quotes the following passage from Rybnikov’s letter:

3 See A. T. Khrolenko Ed. Jazyk fol'klora: Khrestomatiia Moscow: Izdatel'stvo Nauka, 2006.

" In his letter Rybnikov is trying to convince Miller of the difference between the bylina and the skazka. He is
arguing that the latter is composed with much more freedom. Rybnikov invites Miller to go on an expedition with
him to go “listen to the taleteller...”
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[MocnmymraeM ckasuuka. Y XOpOIIETO CIOBA TaK U HUKYTCS, KaK O¥Cep, CIBIIICH JTaXKe
PHUTM, LIEJIbIE CTHXH. [...] 3acCTaBbTE €ro MOBTOPUTH, OH MHOT'O€ NIEPENACT APYTUMH
cnoBaMu. CripocuTe, HE 3HAET JIM TOM e CKa3KH KTO-HUOYIb IPYToid, — OH YKaXKET BaM
Ha 00HOoOepeseHya, uMspeK. VIMspek BMecTe ¢ HUM CIIbIIIAN OT TaKOr0-TO CTapUKa WU
npoxosxero. Bel npocute MMspeka paccka3zath Ty K€ CKa3Ky, OHA IIEPEIACTCs HE TOIbKO
IPYTUM SI3BIKOM, IPYTUM CKJIaI0M pe4H, HO MHOT1a APYruM jagoM. OJuH BBOIUT WIH
COXpAaHSET KaJOCTHbIC TOAPOOHOCTH, PYTOi BHOCUT HITH YAEPKUBAET HACMEIILITHBBII
B3TJIS1] Ha MHBIE SIIU30/1bl, TPETHI BHIOMPAET WM MPUIAXKUBAET U3 IPYrod CKa3Ku (MU
13 O0IIET0 BCEMY JIIOJIy CKA3YUKOB CKAAOA, O YeM TOCTIe) UHYIO Pa3BsI3KY, MOSBISIOTCS
HOBBIE JIMIIA, HOBbIE TIOXOKJCHHUSL. [ ...] U3BECTHBIE, IPUYACTHBIE BCEMY HAPOIY
NpeaACTaBJICHUA OACINCH B U3BCCTHOC IJIATHEC, ITOJTYIUIINA HU3BECTHBIN CKJIaJl peuu.
«Ckaszxa — cknaoxay (cited in Shklovsky 1929:, 26-27, italics in original).

Let’s listen to the storyteller. If he is a good one, his words will weave themselves into
place like beads on a string. You can hear the rhythm itself. Whole lines of verse. [...]
Force him to repeat and he will express much of it differently. Ask him if anyone else
knows the story, and he’ll point to a fellow villager, a certain So-and-So, and he’ll tell
you that this So-and-So heard the story along with him from a certain old man or
minstrel. Then go ask this So-and-So to tell this same story, and you will hear the story
told not only in a different language and with different figures of speech, but often in a
different key. One storyteller introduces (or preserves) the piteous details, another
contributes (or perpetuates) the satirical point of view in certain episodes, while a third
storyteller adapts a denouement from another tale (or from the general fund [obshchii
sklad] that is available to all storytellers, of which later). In addition, new characters and
new adventures appear on the scene [...] The well-known, communally shared
conceptions put on a certain costume and were expressed with a certain turn of speech.
‘Story = structure’(Shklovsky 1990: 17 italics in original).

The most important ideas expressed here are Rybnikov’s reference to a “general fund” [obshchii
sklad] available to all storytellers and his detailed description of how this fund is employed in the
process of storytelling. Rybnikov suggests that storytelling can be understood as a formally
demanding argot spoken by a particular social group (e.g. taletellers [skazchiki]). It is one step
from this suggestion to posit that tales are formed according to a basic grammar that, along with
tropes and episodes, is drawn from the “general fund.” While Shklovsky does not use specific
linguistic terminology, he treats the laws of plot construction as a type of syntax which governs
the way in which stories are continually assembled anew through the arrangement of the basic
units (tropes, devices, motifs) described in the previous section. Condensing Rybnikov’s
observation, Shklovsky summaries: “the story disintegrates and is rebuilt anew” (17). The idea of
a fund of devices and the concept of collective creativity feature prominently in Shklovsky’s
Theory of Prose, in which he applies this folkloristic concept to literature more broadly.
Shklovsky’s focus on the importance of tradition (as a fund of devices) in the creative
process meant that he downplayed the import of the individual author. Personal, idiosyncratic
creativity was attributed a minor role in relation to the fund of devices, understood to be the
property of the collective. As a result, even high literature was posited to be the product of
“collective creativity.” As we have seen, Shklovsky rejected psychoanalysis and biography as
irrelevant for literary theory in his study of Andrei Bely’s “Ornamental prose” (1924), arguing
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that “an author never writes alone. A school of writers writes through him” (1990: 176). In an
earlier essay “Parallels in Tolstoy” [“Paralleli u Tolstogo™] (1919) which went into chapter three
of Theory of Prose, Shklovsky uses Rybnikov’s sklad to articulate his understanding of tradition
in high literature (in reference to Tolstoy and Maupassant):

TOBOPSI O JINTEPATYPHOU TPAJUIIUH, 51 HE TIPEICTABIISIO e ceOe B BUIE 3aMMCTBOBAaHUS
OJTHUM TIHCAaTeNeM Yy Apyroro. Tpaauiinio mucaTens s MpeacTaBisaio cede, Kak
3aBHCUMOCTH €T0 OT KaKOTO-TO 00uje2o cKiaoa IumepamypHbix HOpm, KOTOPBIHA Tak ke,
KaK Tpaaulus n300peTaresis, COCTOUT U3 CyMMbI TEXHUYECKHX BO3MOXKHOCTEH ero
Bpemenn” (1929: 82 italics added).

when I speak of literary tradition, I do not have in mind a literal borrowing by one writer
from another. I conceive of it as a common fund of literary norms from which each writer
draws and on which he is dependent. If [ were to use the analogy of an inventor and his
tradition, I would say that such a literary tradition consists of the sum total of the
technical possibilities of his age (1990: 64 italics added).

Shklovsky’s comparison of literary tradition to that of technical inventors [izobretateli]
minimizes the individual element that Rybnikov stressed in his description of the storyteller’s
use of the general fund. It would seem that Shklovsky sees in Tolstoy’s work less of an
individual, idiosyncratic origin than Rybnikov does in the folktale!

The suggestion that creating literature is akin to technical invention was common to the
discourse of the formalists and some of the avant-garde more generally in the post-revolutionary
period.” This view was linked to the downplaying of the individual in favor of a cumulative
collective knowledge, of the sort that the natural sciences were understood to draw on. In an
article published in September 1919, “Collective Creation” [“Kollektivnoe tvorchestvo™],
Shklovsky lays out in more detail his understanding of collective creativity. He refers to the
concept of “Brownian Motion,” which is based, he explains, on the observation that:

minute particles suspended in liquid, by virtue of the insignificance of their mass,
perceive the movement of the molecules and begin to vibrate under the action of their
jolts. The creator — be it the inventor of the internal combustion engine or a poet — plays
the role of such particles, which make motions—invisible by themselves—visible (2005:
43).

To illustrate how this molecular movement translates into literary terms, Shklovsky refers to the
repertoire of jokes in Commedia dell’arte or the songs of the epic poet, which draw on a “fund of
spare parts” [sklad zapasnykh chastei]. Citing Rybnikov again, Shklovsky makes it clear that he
sees this concept as valid for all literary creation: he writes, “it seems to us that our so-called
individual creation is accomplished not in that way [like Rybnikov’s taleteller - JM], but that is a

> A number of Lef (Left front of Art) manifestos from 1923, for example, return to V. Khlebnikov’s distinction
between “inventors” [u3o0perarenu] and “consumers” [mpuodperarenu] and lay out a program for a futurist-
constructivist poetry based on the model of technical ‘invention’ [u306perenue]. See S. Tret”iakov’s article “Otkuda
ikuda?” Lef'1 (1923): 192-203. Shklovsky joined Lef upon his return to the USSR in 1923.
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result of the impossibility or, more accurately, the difficulty of seeing the present day in general”
(2005: 44)."°

Shklovsky’s use of folkloristics to create a theory of literary creativity more generally
appears to have been motivated by the desire to make literary theory more scientific. By
minimizing the role of the individual, as a unique and idiosyncratic agent in the process, the
evolution of literature can be seen as a more law-abiding phenomenon. Just as—as Shklovsky
points out—two people invented the telephone at the same time, so—as Brik famously argued—
someone else would have written “Evgenii Onegin” if Pushkin hadn’t.”” The more regular the
literary process, the more amenable it is to a scientific literary theory. Inspired by folkloristics,
Shklovsky’s attempt to create a scholarly literary theory was based on the conception of tradition
as a regular, law-abiding phenomenon. This may come as a surprise given that Shklovsky is most
famous for articulating a modernist definition of art based on the act of flaunting or
“defamiliarizing” tradition. As I have tried to show, however, Shklovsky’s interest in creating a
theory of prose that was maximally universal, that is, free of historical or national/ethnic
specificity, coincided with his embrace of folklore theory. Veselovsky’s or Rybnikov’s work on
folklore could be stripped of its historical or personal element because the backbone of folklore
was understood to be made up of self-perpetuating traditional forms. Left with this skeleton—
endlessly reshuffling the deck of cards—he had eliminated, as Steiner suggests, any source of
literary novelty. Yet Shklovsky’s theory of prose does have an “engine,” as we would expect
from a theorist who so frequently utilized mechanical metaphors.” I will return to demonstrate
that Shklovsky understood this force in anthropological/biological terms.

Shklovsky’s use of folkloristic theory—the fund of devices residing in the collective
consciousness—had far-reaching repercussions for Shklovsky’s understanding of narrative
structure. Of central importance is the fact that the folkloristic paradigm Shklovsky extends to
narrative structure in his 7heory of Prose is based on oral forms of creativity rather than written.
In order to engage with the distinction between oral as opposed to written creativity I will refer
to some of the more basic elements of Walter Ong’s differentiation between an “orally based
mode of thought and expression” and a textual, or “typographical” one in his Orality and
Literacy (1982) (34). Without invoking the larger argument of his highly influential and not
uncontested book, I will use his helpful enumeration of the qualities characteristic of “orality” as
they refer to the more incontrovertible exigencies of oral composition. These attributes mainly
stem from the fact that in the oral performance of a tale the teller is, to a larger degree than a
writer, composing the work as he or she goes along. Ong, drawing on the work of Milman Parry

7% Shklovsky goes on to say, “by the world collective here I understand not the entire mass of the population but a
society of bards and writers not dependent on whether we are speaking about so-called folk creativity or about so-
called artistic creativity” (2005: 44) (“BHe 3aBUCHMOCTH OT TOTO, TOBOPHM MbI O TaK Ha3bIBAEMOM HAPOJHOM HIIU
TaK Ha3bIBAEMOM HCKYCCTBEHHOM TBopuecTBe” (1990: 82)).

" In an article “T. n. ‘formal’nyi metod” (1923) Brik provocatively asserted: “HeoGX0MMO MacCOBOE H3ydeHHE
MPUEMOB MMOATUYECKOTO peMecia, UX OTIHYHS OT CMEXKHBIX 00JIacTell YeIOBEYECKOro TPY/a, 3aKOHBI HX
HCTOPHYECKOTO pa3ButTus. [IylIknH He cO3aTeNb MIKOIBI, a TOJBKO ee rtaBa. He Oyap [lymkuna, ‘EBrennit
OneruH’ Bce paBHO ObuT OBl HarcaH. AMepHKa Oblia 061 OTKpBITa U 0e3 Komrym6a™ (213).

® Shklovsky was a specialist on the operation and mechanics of armored cars and this was as times his primary
profession between 1914 and 1922. Sheldon writes, “in the summer of 1914, when war broke out, Shklovsky
enlisted. Assigned to a motorized unit, he worked for a while in Petersburg motor pools and completed a course in
drivers’ training. [...] During the early part of 1915, Shklovsky was sent as a driver to the Western Ukraine and
Galicia. Then he was reassigned back to Petrograd as an instructor in a school for armored-car drivers” (1966: 18).
Steiner argues that Shklovsky’s early writings were dominated by a mechanical metaphor which he links to
Shklovsky’s reliance on nineteenth century philology.
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(1902-1935) and Albert Lord (1912-1991), scholars of the epic tradition, describes this process
saying, “basically, the singer is remembering in a curiously public way—remembering not a
memorized text. . . nor any verbatim succession of words, but the themes and formulas he has
heard other singers sing. He remembers these always differently, as rhapsodized or stitched
together in his own way on this particular occasion for this particular audience” (145). This view
can be seen as an elaboration on Rybnikov’s description cited above. Based on this
understanding of oral creativity Ong suggests several features which characterize oral poetics.
Because it is composed in the moment, its structure tends towards: simple, “additive” syntactic
structures, an “aggregative” accumulation of detail or epithets, “redundant” repetitions as
opposed to a sparser linearity, and a more “conservative” relationship to poetic norms (38-41).
The narrative structure of an oral performance, such as an epic poem, is described as “episodic.”
The epic is seen to be comprised of a progression of episodes strung together by the singer in
performance according to associations rather than adhering to a strict chronological order (144,
165). In contrast, the writer, who has the opportunity to draft, write and rewrite a work, produces
a text which is a product of “careful selectivity,” which can produce a “consciously contrived
narrative as typically designed in a climactic linear plot” (148, 141).”

Interestingly, we find a passage in Shklovsky’s “The Structure of Fiction” that suggests
that he is sensitive to a distinction between the degree of structural complexity allowed by oral as
opposed to written modes of creation. He writes,

OdeHb BaKHO OTMETHTD, YTO 3TH MIPUEMBI, IPUEMBI KHIDKHBIE, CaMasi TPOMO3JIKOCTh
MaTepHasa, He MO3BOJIAIOT MPUMEHHUTD TAKHE CITOCOOBI CBS3HM YacCTeH B YCTHOU
Tpaauuum. [...] PazpaboTka crmocoOOB coeIMHEHUS HOBEILT MOTJIa OBITh JIaHa B TaK
HA3bIBAEMOM HAPOOHOM, T.-€. aHOHUMHOM, HE CO3HATEIHLHO-TUYHOM TBOPYECTBE TOJIBKO
B 3apojbiie. PoMaH co THS CBOETO POKICHUS, U JaXKe JI0 THS CBOETO POXKIACHHUSI TATOTET
K kaure (1929: 84).

It is very important to point out that these devices are confined to the domain of written
literature. The cumbersome nature of this material does not permit such an
interrelationship of parts in the oral tradition. [...] The working out of a unifying
technique for short stories in the so-called fo/k or anonymous (as opposed to consciously
personal) literature was possible only in embryonic form. From the day of its birth and
even before, the novel gravitated towards a literary rather than an oral form (1990: 66).

This statement, which many would agree with on face value, is puzzling when placed in the
context of this essay and in Theory of Prose more generally. As I hope to show, much of
Shklovsky’s treatment of prose structure belies this statement.™ If we conceive of the

™ Ong covers a number of other characteristics of written literature which he sees as a product of “print culture” —
that is, the phenomenon of the mass-produced book for private consumption. These include the concept of literary
“closure,” the use of a fixed point of view, the development of “round,” psychological characters and depictions of
interiority (132, 135, 150).

%0 Tt is notable that the literary examples that precede Shklovsky’s cited claim are early story cycles such 4
Thousand and One Nights or Tales of a Parrot of Arabic or Persian (Sanskrit) origin. These are hardly collections
which Ong would cite as exemplifying the characteristics of a textuality. Many of the tales in Thousand and One
Nights, for example, are understood to have been circulating in oral and written form for centuries before the
creation of the first known, fourteenth-century, manuscript edition (Kabbani 24). Furthermore their total structure is
deemed to be largely fortuitous: “the collections of stories that nowadays are presented under the umbrella of the
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characteristics of orality and textuality provided by Ong above as two poles at either end of a
continuum, then Shklovsky’s understanding of literary structure—even as he describes “high”
works of written origin—falls towards the oral end of this spectrum.

Perhaps the most obvious case in which Shklovsky’s treatment of narrative structure
adheres to Ong’s characteristics of orality is his presentation of its key devices. In “Plot
Construction” Shklovsky focuses on the devices of “stepped construction” [stupenchatoe
stroenie] in which he dwells primarily on: the means by which parallel constructions “create their
own content” (24-25), the deceleration of the plot through “threading of the tasks” (34) in
folktales, and the use of a framing device [obramleniia] in order to set up a situation where “the
principle characters tell their stories in succession ad infinitum until the first story is completely
forgotten” (42). These are all additive devices that create narrative structure in an aggregative,
step-by-step [stupenchatyi] fashion. One episode (e.g. a task), is strung after the next in a manner
that is, as Shklovsky points out, endlessly extendible. Summarizing the chapter he writes, “s
HAMETWJI T CTYIIEHYaTOTO HapacTaHWs MOTUBOB. Takue HapacTaHUs 10 CYIIECTBY CBOEMY
OECKOHEYHBI, KaK OECKOHEUHBI M aBaHTIOPHBIE POMaHbI, Ha HUX MOCTpOoeHHbIe. OTCIoNA . . .
‘Hecsate net cnycrs’ u ‘JIBaamars set ciyctsi’ Anekcanapa Jroma” (1929: 68) (“1 pointed out
the progressive accumulation of motifs. Such accumulations are by their very nature limitless, as
are also the adventure novels built on them. This is the very source. . . for Alexandre Dumas’ Ten
Years Later and Twenty Years Later” (1990: 52)). In two sentences Shklovsky take us from the
“motif,” the most basic element of prose, all the way to Dumas via the device of accumulation!

The stress on aggregative devices of accumulation is a product of Shklovsky’s focus on
“deceleration” [zaderzhanie]. The centrality of deceleration in this chapter is indicated by the
titles of its five subsections. After the introductory sections “On the ethnographic school” [“Ob
etnograficheskoi shkole] and “On motifs” [“O motivakh™], Shklovsky presents the laws of plot
formation in sections titled “Stepped construction and deceleration” [“Stupenchatoe stroenie i
zaderzhanie”], “The motivation of deceleration” [“Motivirovka zaderzhaniia”], and “Framing as
a device of deceleration” [“Obramlenie, kak priem zaderzhaniia™]. This dual focus on
deceleration and accumulation results from Shklovsky’s particular understanding of the temporal
dynamic of fiction. The overwhelming majority of his examples come from oral folklore, and his
concept of literary creativity, introduced via Rybnikov, is also based on the description of oral
composition. It is in this, folkloristic, oral context that Shklovsky’s focus on deceleration and
accumulation makes sense. The oral performer, composing in the moment, builds his or her tale
by adding one component to the next. Under the exigencies of this type of creation the formal
properties of an element already employed dictate with greater pressure the parameters for what
can come next. This can be illustrated through the example of thyme. As Shklovsky concludes
his chapter: “CrokeT U CIO)KETHOCTb SIBJISIFOTCS TaKoM ke (popmoid, kak u pudma’ (60) (“the plot
and the nature of the plot constitute a form no less than rhyme” (46)). Shklovsky’s most
compelling examples for how motifs (parallelisms) “create their own content” by determining
what can come next come from the oral epic (the Finnish Kalevala).*' In Albert Lord’s Singer of

Nights consist of every possible story of genuine or pretended Arabic origin. They are diverse in form, provenance,
and date of composition. It hardly makes any sense to speak of them as a group” (Mahdi 9 italics added).

8! Shklovsky writes “in the Finnish epic where synonymous parallelism is the norm and where the stanzas take the
form of ‘If you take back your incantation,/ If you draw back your evil spell...” and where numbers are found in the
verse which, as is well known, lack synonyms, then the number that is next in order is selected that does not
numerically call attention to a distortion in meaning. For example: ‘He finds six seeds on the ground, / Seven seeds
he raises from the ground’” (1990: 25). This example clearly demonstrates how artistic structure dictates the

9o ¢

selection of the paradigmatic element (Shklovsky’s “content™).
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Tales (1960), based on the study of oral epic performance within the territory of former
Yugoslavia, he describes the moment of oral composition:

The singer’s problem is to construct one line after another very rapidly. The need for the
‘next’ line is upon him before he utters the final syllable of a line. There is urgency. To
meet it the singer builds patterns of sequences in lines, which we know of as the
‘parallelisms’ of oral style. [...] Milman Parry has called it an ‘adding style’; the term is
apt (54).

This description helps understand the rationale that underlies Shklovsky’s “laws of plot
formation” as they are outlined in his chapter “Plot Construction.”® Shklovsky focuses on
stepped, additive constructions which slow down the pace of the narrative. The oral performer’s
devices are, in part, designed to allow him to buy time while composing on the spot. The additive
nature of verbal art can be derived from the poetics of the oral tales and epics that Shklovsky
used to create his theory of plot construction. It also naturally follows from a view of literary
creativity based on a sklad of devices.

Shklovsky’s “Plot construction,” as I have mentioned, was based almost entirely on
folklore theory and examples drawn from oral tradition. In the subsequent chapters of Theory of
Prose, Shklovsky continues to operate with an understanding of creativity and structure based on
oral performance, applying it to the novels of Cervantes, Sterne and Dickens. This is reflected in
his treatment of narrative structure as the “unfolding” or expansion [razvertyvanie] of the motif.83
The basis for this “unfolding” was introduced in “Art as Device” in which Shklovsky argued that
“CIO’KETBI I)POTUYECKHUX CKa30K MPEICTABISAIOT U3 ce0s pa3BepHyThIe MeTadopsl, HAITPUMEP
MY>KCKOM M K€HCKHUH TOJIOBBIE OpraHbl y bOKKaub0o CpaBHEHBI C MECTOM U CTyINKoW. CpaBHEHUE
3TO MOTHUBHPOBAHO LIEJION UCTOpHUEH, U momydmics «MoTuB»” (1929: 69) (“the plot lines of erotic
tales represent extended metaphors (e.g., the male and female sexual organs are compared in
Boccaccio with the pestle and mortar). This comparison is motivated by the entire story, giving
rise thus to a ‘motif’” (1990: 53)). The model by which this type of “unfolding” of a parallelism
(metaphor) could be further expanded beyond the length of a tale into a longer work was
arguably provided by folk theater, particularly the folk play “Tsar Maximilian.” Shklovsky’s
interest in this subject can be explained by the fact that folk theater enjoyed a wave of great
popularity in the Civil War period. The historian Richard Stites calls Petrograd in this period
(1918-1921) the “theater city.” One manifestation of this was the “blossoming of street theater”
which represented “a revival of traditional folk festival with mobile units presenting carnival
shows and acts all over the city” (93).* Jakobson and Bogatyrev, whom Shklovsky cites on this

% Tt is interesting to note that Shklovsky appears to interpret Tolstoy’s “labyrinth of linkages” [mabupunt
cueruiennii] in these terms. Shklovsky cites Tolstoy’s letter at the end of the article, in which Tolstoy writes: “we
need people who would show the absurdity of searching for [individual] thoughts in a work of art and who could
guide the reader permanently in that endless labyrinth of linkages which is the essence of art. And in accordance
with those laws which serve as a foundation for those linkages™ (46). Shklovsky suggests that he has discovered the
laws of literary “webs” [merenku] in his discussion of the use of parallelisms in a bylina (27, 25). This suggests that
rather than see that the structure of Tolstoy’s novel represents a finished, crystal-like integral structure, Shklovsky
understands Tolstoy’s “linkages” more like the self-perpetuating devices of oral composition.

% Two chapters from Theory of Prose, “Stroenie rasskaza i romana” and “Kak sdelan Don-Kikhot” were first
published under the title “Razvertyvanie siuzheta” as part of the fourth Shorniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka
(1921).

# Stites writes that “street theater [in Petrograd] became big in the holidays of 1919 with ‘flying troupes’ on
platforms pulled by streetcars and trucks, carnival acts and circus shows at designated stops with clowns, skits, and
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subject, were also working on a book on folk theater at this time.** Folk theater, like the epic or
the folktale, is an oral genre understood to be a product of tradition-based improvisation. Folk
plays were celebrated at the time for the spontaneous, collective nature of their performances.*®
Shklovsky describes the basic structure of “Tsar Maximilian” in “The Structure of Fiction”:

HNHTepecHo, Kak pa3BepThIBACTCSA, HAPUMED, CIOKET HAPOJHOM apamel o ,,I[lape
Maxkcumunmnane®. CrokeT oueHb IIPOCT: ChIH Lapss MakcuMuinana, >KeHUBILErocsl Ha
Benepe, He xeaeT NOKJIOHATHCS UI0JIaM, M THOHET 3a 3TO OT PYKH OTHA. . . ITOT TEKCT
BOCIIPUHHMAETCS IIOTOM KaK CLEHApUii; K pa3HbIM MECTaM €ro, MoJIb3YsICh CaMOi
Pa3HOOOpa3HOW MOTHBHPOBKOM, TPUCTABIISIOTCS BHE €r0 Pa3BUBIIMECS MOTHBHL [...] Bo
MHOTHX CJTy4asiX HOBBIE SITU30/Ibl, 8 OCOOCHHO CJIOBECHBIE UT'PbI, TO €CTh
HarpoOMOXJeHHEe OMOHHMOB, MOTUBUPOBAHHBIX TITyXOTOU, TaK MBIITHO Pa3pOCIHUCh, UYTO
COBEPLIEHHO BBITECHWIM Makcumuinuana. OH ocTaics Kak MPeAaor HaYUHATh KOMEINIO

(86).

It is worth noting how the plot of the folk drama Tsar Maximilian unfolds
[pa3BeptriBaetcs]. The basic plot structure is very simple. The son of King Maximilian,
who has married Venus, refused to worship idols and suffers death at the hands of his
father for it... This text is adopted as a kind of scenario. Supported by the most diverse
motivations, expanding [pa3BuBmmecs | motifs are interpolated at different points in the
narrative of the story. [...] In many places, new episodes and wordplay, particularly in
the form of an accumulation of homonyms motivated by deafness, grew with such
luxuriance that Maximilian himself was nearly smothered by them. He remained as an
excuse to start a comedy (67-68 translation modified).

That Shklovsky’s interest in “Tsar Maximilian” is relevant for understanding his approach to the
novel is made most clear in an article published in Zhizn’ iskusstva on October 5, 1919
“Embellished Tolstoy” [“Dopolnennyi Tolstoi”’]. Shklovsky gives a favorable review of Yury
Annenkov's staging of Tolstoy's play “The First Distiller” in which Annenkov interpolated a
variety of farcical material into Tolstoy’s text. Shklovsky, who refers to “Tsar Maximilian” in
the article, describes Annenkov’s approach in similar terms: “Annenkov dealt with Tolstoy's text
in the following way: he treated it as a scenario and expanded [razvernul] it by inserting
accordion players, chastushki [folk poetry], a clown, acrobats, etc.” (2005: 79). Shklovsky then

songs lasting about 15-30 minutes. But these shows were overshadowed in 1920 by the mass spectacles of
revolutionary myth” (93-94). The four mass spectacles of that year were attended by as many as 45,000 spectators at
a single event (96). On theater in Petrograd see also chapters “Ritual Capital of Revolutionary Russia” and “Ritual
Capital of Revolutionary Russia” in Katerina Clark’s Petersburg, Crucible of Cultural Revolution (Harvard
University Press, 1998), 122-161.

%5 Shklovsky wrote a review of the writer A. M. Remizov’s staging of “Tsar Maximilian” published in Zhizn’
iskusstva in October of 1919.

% Petr Bogatyrev describes the mechanics of folk theater as an impromptu act of collective creativity in which the
distinction between “audience” and “performers” is attenuated. Bogatyrev provides, for example, the following 1921
description of the Russian folk play, “Pakhomushkoi”: “3puTens B 0OBIMHOM MOHUMaHHH CIIOBA B UTPE KOMEANUHN HE
CymIecTByeT. TO MOUCTHHE ‘cobopHOe AercTBO.” Bee HamomHsomue 6ecennyo n30y MPUHUMAIOT HACTOJIBKO
’KHBOE y4acTHE B UIPe, YTO aKTHBHOCTBIO OCTABIIAIOT AAJIEKO 3a COOOM ‘3pHUTeNs’ HALero MacCOBBIX NPa3IHECTB.
Kasxaplii, KTO KOrAa-1100 caM Urpajl WM BUIEN, KaK HIPai, COBEPILIEHHO HE CTECHSACH, IpephIBaeT AeHCTBHE U
BCTaBJISICT CBOM YKa3aHUs KaK B TEKCT, Tak B Mu3aHcleHbl” (cited in Bogatyrev 1971: 51).
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moves from Annenkov’s staging to literature and suggests that the development of the novelistic
plot is based on a similar principle:

Pa3BepThiBaHNE CIOKETHON CXEMbI MATEPHAIIOM, OPTAaHUYECKH C HEW HE CBSI3aHHBIM, B
HCKYCCTBE OYTH npaBuiio. Hanmomuro, HanpuMmep, pa3zsepTsiBanue B «/lon Kuxore», rae
U151 3aII0JIHEHNUS TIPUBJICYEH YYTh JIM HE BECh (PUIOCOPCKO-AUIaKTHIECKUH,
(OTBKIOPHO-TUTEPATYPHBIN U 1aXke (PUITOIOTUYECKH MaTepHrall Toro Bpemenu. Muorna
TaKO€ Pa3BEPThIBAHUE JIAHO C MOTUBUPOBKOW, OOBIYHO HAHU3BIBASICh HA PEYX WJIN YTEHHUS
neiicTByromux aul, kak y Cepsanreca, CtepHa, ['ére («Beptep»), Anatons ®@pancau'y
coteH npyrux (1990: 93).

In art, the elaboration [pa3BepteiBanue] of the plot framework with material not
organically connected with it is almost right. Let me remind you, for example, of the
elaboration [pa3sBepteiBanue] in Don Quixote where the plot is fleshed out by including
virtually all the philosophical, didactic, folkloric, literary and even philosophical material
of that time. Sometimes such an elaboration [pa3BepTsiBanue] is presented with
motivation. Usually, though, it's threaded on speeches or on readings by the characters, as
in Cervantes, Sterne, Goethe (Werther), Anatole France and hundreds of others (2005:
80).

Shklovsky suggests that the heroes such as Goethe’s Werther have a function analogous to the
role Maximilian plays—that is, they function as a pretense to link together a variety of episodes.
Moreover his analyses of longer fictional narratives tends towards the model provided by “Tsar
Maximilian”; a plot begins with a basic scenario, a motif, and then it is expanded by interpolating
a variety of material that slows down the progression of the plot. The chapters of Theory of Prose
on Sterne and Dickens treat different aspects of novelistic fiction, yet Shklovsky’s approach to
the basic foundation of plot structure returns to the concept of the unfolding of the metaphor (in
the form of a riddle, pun, or parallel). The first focuses on the way in which Sterne parodies the
use of a chronologically ordered plot in the autobiographical novel through a series of
digressions often motivated by erotic puns.®’” The second dissects Dickens’ Little Dorrit into a
series of parallel plots based on different “riddles” which are expanded over the course of
hundreds of pages. The plots of these novels are thus, to varying degrees, presented as
cumulative structures made up of an agglomeration of motifs (themselves frequently spun out of
tropes). In this, Shklovsky continues to treat complex, “high” fiction according to the basic
modality of oral performance in the moment.

This understanding of the literary work is reflected in Shklovsky’s depiction of the act of
literary creation as a step-by-step or “piece-by-piece” process. To illustrate the act of literary

%7 Sterne, who is parodying the linear plot, could be said to intentionally create a “oral” aesthetic whereas Cervantes’
novel is assumed to lack a tight narrative structure as a reflection of the semi-oral structure of the genre of the
medieval romance. This is reflected in Shklovsky’s analysis. Whereas Cervantes’ novel evolves without him
realizing what he is doing, the chaos of Sterne’s plotless work is “planned.” Shklovsky writes of Tristram Shandy,
“when you examine the structure of the book more closely, you perceive first of all that this disorder is intentional.
There is method to Sterne’s madness. It is as regular as a painting by Picasso” (1990: 148) (“Ho korga HaunHaems
BCMAaTPHUBATHCS B CTPOSHHE KHUTH, TO BUIHLIb, IPEKAE BCETO, YTO 3TOT OECIIOPsI0K--HAMEPEHHBIH, 31eCh €CTh
CBOS TI03THKA. JTO 3aKOHOMEPHO, Kak kapTiHa [Inkacco”(1929: 178)). Morson in his article “Contingency and the
Literature of Process” refers to Tristram Shandy as a paradigmatic example of the open-ended work reflecting a
“processual aesthetic” (268-269).
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creation he cites a letter of L. N. Tolstoy’s from 1865 in which he explains the character Andrei
Bolkonsky from War and Peace. The letter makes it plain that Tolstoy did not have the entire
novel planned out in advance, and the role of the character Andrei changed over the course of
writing the novel. Shklovsky suggests that this letter is an important piece of evidence, which
will helps reveal the “laws of artistic will” (“3akoHsl. . . XyqoxecTBeHHOU Bonu’”). Importantly,
this “will” is not interpreted in terms of creativity or originality, but simply as that force which
compels the artist to “create his artifact, taking one piece and placing it next to other pieces” (41
translation mine, italics added) (“Bosu TBOpIIa, CTPOSIIIIETO MPOU3BEACHUE, Oepyujeco 0OUH KYCOK
u cmagawe2o e2o psoom ¢ opyeumu kyckamu’” (1929: 54 italics added)). Tolstoy’s letter, cited to
illustrate this principle, reads:

I shall endeavor to say who my Andrei is. In the battle of Austerlitz . . . it was necessary
for me to kill off a brilliant young man. Later in the same novel I found that I needed old
man Bolkonsky and his daughter. Since it is rather awkward to describe a character who
is in no way connected with the novel, I decided to make the brilliant young man the son
of old Bolkonsky. I then became interested in him and gave him a role in the unfolding
plot of the novel. And, feeling charitable, I had him severely wounded instead of killed”
(41-42, translation modified).

Sl mocTaparock ckazarh, KTO TaKoil Mol AHJpel. B AyCTepiHIIKOM CpaKeHHH . . . MHE
HY>KHO OBLI0, YTOOBI OBLIT YOUT OJIECTAIINI MOJIOION YETIOBEK; B JabHEHIIIEM X0/1e
camMoro poMaHa MHE Hy»HO OBLJIO TOJIbKO cTaprka BOJIKOHCKOro ¢ Jouepbio, HO TaK Kak
HEJIOBKO OMHCHIBATH HUYEM HE CBS3aHHOE C POMAHOM JIHMIIO, 51 PELIHII ClIENaTh
OJIECTSAIIET0 MOJIOAOTO YesloBeKa ChIHOM cTaporo bonkonckoro. [TotoMm oH MeHs
3aWHTEPECOBa, JJIs1 HETO MPECTABISIACEH POJIb B NATbHEHIIIEM X0/1€ POMaHa, U i €ro
MTOMUJIOBAJI, TOJIBKO CHJIBHO PAaHUB €r0 BMECTO CMepTH (55).

This depiction of the novelistic hero recalls Shklovsky’s references to the role of the folkloric
Maximilian or Cervantes’ Don Quixote discussed above. I would like to draw attention to a
correlate of this functional view of the hero (as opposed to the view of the hero as an integrated
psychological ‘whole’ with internal coherence). This is the idea that the author does not
necessarily have a clear idea of how his work will develop. Shklovsky argues in his chapter
“How Don Quixote was Made” [“Kak sdelan Don Kikhot™] that “the Don Quixote type made
famous by Heine and gushed over by Turgenev was not the author’s original plan. This type
appeared as a result of the novel’s structure” (1990: 80). In accordance with this thesis,
Shklovsky stresses that Cervantes “did not realize” (“cam CepBanTec He 3amedan’) aspects of the
hero’s depiction, or that outcomes of his approach were “not anticipated by the author either at
the beginning or even in the middle of the novel” (“He mpexycMoTpeHa aBTOpoM HU B Ha4aJle HA
B cepeanHe pomana” (1929: 95-96)). Shklovsky’s insistence on the additive, in-the-moment
nature of literary creation is arguably a result of his initial reliance on folklore theory. The
concept of creating a work by “placing one piece next to another” stems from his adoption of
Veselovsky’s approach to the motif as an element of oral tradition and Shklovsky’s embrace of
the idea that authors work from a “fund” of commonly-known literary devices.

This foundation led Shklovsky to take a view of artistic structure different from the
organicist model that many other formalists, spurred by an “awareness of the holistic nature of
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the literary work and its intrinsic dynamism,” embraced (Steiner and Davydov 150).% In
contrast, Shklovsky’s approach to literature did not insist on the interrelation of elements of
internal structure. This results in a different view of the totality of the art work. “It is my firm
belief, Shklovsky wrote in Theory of Prose,

YTO MPOU3BEICHHE, 0OCOOCHHO JJTMHHOE, HE CO3aeTCsl IyTeM OCYIIECTBICHHUS CBOETO
3alaHus. 3aI[aHI/Ie CYHICCTBYCT, HO TCXHUKA MPOU3BCACHUS NICPCACIIBIBACT €0 JO KOHIIA.
Eouncmeo numepamyproeo npouszeedenus--6eposamuo, Mug, Tak Kakercs, o KpaiHen
MCPEC, MHC, ITMCAaBIICMY HOHy-GeJIJIeTpI/ICTI/I‘-IeCKI/IC BCIIIM U BUAABIICMY MHOTI'O, KaK UX
nucanu (215 italics added).

that a literary work, especially a long one, is not brought into being by fulfilling a task.
Yes, a task exists all right, but this task is completely altered by the technical means at
the author’s disposal. The unity of the work of literature is more likely than not a myth. At
least that is how I see it. And, as you know, I have written a piece of fiction or two in my
time and have observed others of my generation at their craft” (179-180 italics added).

In rejecting the idea that the work is a holistic unity, Shklovsky is following the logic of his
additive understanding of plot formation. This view is reflected in his decision to focus on works
such as Tristram Shandy or Don Quixote—novels whose structure could be said to be infinitely
expandable.

The celebration of open-ended literary structure has more recently been taken up by Gary
Saul Morson, who refers to this as a “processual aesthetic” (268). Morson contrasts a set of
literary works, primarily novels, which evince an open-ended temporal logic, with what he sees
as a (dominant) strain of thought characterized by closedness or “finalization.” The latter is
epitomized in literary theory by Aristotelian poetics with its injunction that works should have no
superfluous parts and in literature by works which evince a tightly controlled overarching plan.*
Morson draws heavily on the writings of Mikhail Bakhtin in his conception of an open-ended
aesthetics, which he associates with a particular ethical position. He goes beyond Bakhtin’s
polyphonic novel, however, to suggest that what Bakhtin was getting at was really “a particular
kind of creative process” (268). “Polyphony” is a subset of a broader group of works which
Morson argues display some of the following characteristics. Most of his criteria reiterate what
scholars of orality describe as the central aspects of oral tradition. Morson’s processual aesthetic
is characterized by works that: “operate entirely by forward, rather than backward, causation. No

99,

plan of the whole governs”; “the work renounces the privilege of an ending that would tie up all
lose ends and complete a pattern”; “typically, the work is published serially or in parts”; the
work “leaks” in that it frequently spawns related spin-offs or sequels, and finally, “we sense that
the story as it has developed is one of many possible stories, that if it were possible to play the

tape over again, there are many points where something else might have happened” (268-270).

% They write, “the Formalists who utilized the biological metaphor for their study of literature can be divided into
roughly two groups, according to whether they emphasized the holism of the biological organism or its intrinsic
dynamism. Zhirmunskii and Eikhenbaum belong to the first category, Propp and Petrovskii to the second” (150-
151). The view of the artwork as a whole made up systemically interrelated related parts was a basic premise of
Prague structuralism, discussed in Chapter Three.

% Morson writes, “for Aristotle, and for the tradition of poetics deriving from him, the harmony of art ideally
eliminates all contingency from the artwork. It makes a perfect ‘unity’ in which everything has its place. Nothing is
just there, as it is in life, but everything is there for a purpose” (251).
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It is instructive to compare Morson’s opposition between open-ended works and closed
ones with Ong’s opposition between the characteristics of the oral and the textual mindset. The
central concept that characterizes both orality and the open-ended novel is that of “presentness”
as opposed to the distance of analytical contemplation; man is either in the moment engaged with
his surroundings, or at a remove, imposing an abstract structure on his thoughts.” Furthermore,
Morson’s list of characteristics above, like Ong’s orality, can be attributed to a vision of
creativity as occurring “in the moment.” To generalize, both additive, oral performances and
serialized novels (if they are not planned beforehand) “operate by forward, rather than backward,
causation” because the author does not know what will come next.”'

While a fuller treatment of the underlying connections between Morson’s processual
aesthetic and Ong’s orality is beyond the constraints of this chapter, I have engaged Morson at
some length because his argument reveals an important common denominator between the work
of Bakhtin and Shklovsky. This is a commonality which may stem in part from both scholars’
original point of departure in Veselovsky’s “historical poetics.”* Bakhtin’s concept of
openendedness, “unfinalizability,” is first described in his 1929 book Problems of Dostoevsky's
Art [Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo]. Bakhtin argues that Dostoevsky’s polyphonic
approach to writing allows him to create characters who enjoy “relative freedom and
independence” (1984: 47). This results from writing in a way that allows the “characters to
genuinely surprise the author in the course of writing” (Morson 267). Bakhtin describes this as a
dialog between the author and the fictional character:

The new artistic position of the author with regard to the hero in Dostoevsky's polyphonic
novel is a fully realized and thoroughly consistent dialogic position, one that affirms the
independence, internal freedom, unfinalizability, and indeterminacy of the hero. For the
author the hero is not “he” and not “I”” but a fully valid “thou,” that is, another and other
autonomous “I”’ (“thou art”). The hero is the subject of a deeply serious, real dialogic
mode of address, not the subject of a rhetorically performed or conventionally literary
one. And this dialogue—the “great dialogue” of the novel as a whole —takes place not in
the past, but right now, that is, in the real present of the creative process. [...] The great
dialogue in Dostoevsky is organized as an unclosed whole of life itself, life poised on the
threshold (1984: 63 italics in original).

This passage suggests that both Shklovsky and Bakhtin’s orientation towards open-ended works
results from their use of the speech act as the basis for their theory of literature. Both, most
importantly, envision the production of the literary work occurring in “the real present.” If we
recall, Veselovsky and Russian folklorists such as Rybnikov envisioned the act of folkloric

% Morson writes, “Bakhtin maintained that ethics was precisely a matter of knowing what to do on a particular
occasion, and he insisted that it could not be formulated as a set of rules. [...] It follows that actual, perceptive, and
energetic presence on a given ethical occasion is necessary” (259). He links the finalized mode of writing to
movements in the realm of philosophy (Leibnitz), theology (Augustine) and the social sciences (functional
anthropology or rational-choice theory). Ong, in a more general argument, claims that textuality is the basis for
“modern science” in that print allowed for the “exactly repeatable visual statement” (142).

I Morson, however, who is not working with a specifically orally grounded theory of creativity (like Shklovsky or
Ong), does not envision the novel as composed in a purely additive manner.

20n Veselovsky and Bakhtin see Igor Shaitanov “Aleksandr Veselovskii’s Historical Poetics: Genre in Historical
Poetics.” New Literary History, 2001, 32: 429-443 and Boris Maslov “Comparative Literature and Revolution, or
the Many Arts of (Mis)reading Alexander Veselovsky” Forthcoming in Compar(a)ison.
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creativity as the production of a specialized type of speech. Working in the present moment,
under the constraints of time and the demands of the audience, the oral performer uses a store of
known devices to “spin out” an often complex work which combined the idiosyncrasies of the
taleteller’s personal manner of “speech” and the collective fund of knowledge that he had
accumulated. Bakhtin, referring to Martin Buber’s I and Thou (1923), expands this model in the
direction of an ethical authorial position.”

Shklovsky, on the other hand, appears to eschew philosophical interpretations in favor of
anthropological ones. Bakhtin and Shklovsky, both writing in the 1920s, set the moment of
literary creation in the present moment and, so doing, attempt to curtail the reach of the author’s
individual personality.”* In Theory of Prose, this is because the author is beholden to the devices
he has at his disposal. For Bakhtin, this results from the author allowing another perspective to
inhabit his writing. In both cases the author’s personality is seen to be subsumed in the writing
process in roughly the way that Albert Lord describes the performance of the singer of tales.

I have suggested that Shklovsky gave precedence to the role of tradition in the interest of
scientificity because this downplays the element of the unpredictable or non-generalizable in this
process. Yet Shklovsky does not just emphasize the weight of tradition, he goes even farther,
interpreting the personal “will” of the author in anthropological or biological terms. Shklovsky
states, “B XyJJO’)KECTBEHHOM MPOM3BEJACHUU KPOME TEX DIIEMEHTOB, KOTOPBIE COCTOST M3
3aMMCTBOBaHUI1, CYIIECTBYET €IIe AJIEMEHT TBOPUECTBA, U3BECTHON BOJIU TBOPLA, CTPOSIIETO
MPOM3BEICHNUE, OEPYIIETO OJMH KYCOK M CTABSIIETO €ro PSAAOM ¢ IpyruMu Kyckamu (1929: 54)
(“apart from elements which consist of borrowings, a work of art also contains an element of
creativity, a force of will driving an artist to create his artifact, taking one piece and placing it
next to other pieces” (1990: 41)). In the remainder of this chapter I will demonstrate that
Shklovsky understood this “force of will” in anthropological/biological terms.

As I hope to have shown, Shklovsky’s understanding of literary creativity and narrative
structure were influenced by his familiarity with folkloristics, resulting in his adoption of
collective creativity and an oral, additive, poetics as normative for literature. The time constraints
inherent in oral creation mean that it is essentially forward moving, in that the work that results
proceeds “piece-by-piece.” In the quote above, Shklovsky describes the force that propels the
narrative forward as the creator’s “will.” More generally, the concept of forward motion is a
leitmotif of Shklovsky’s theoretical and memoiristic writings from this period. Anne Dwyer
argues, for example, that “Shklovsky’s understanding of the very nature of cultural production is
founded on the principle of movement,” and that in his autobiographical writings, he repeatedly
figures the “quest for new literary devices as nomadic movement” (1-29). In this we can see
Shklovsky “realizing the metaphor,” to borrow one of Jakobson’s favorite terms, in that the
image of the nomad realizes his principle of step-by-step construction [stupenchatoe stroenie] by
depicting the hero putting one foot after another.

The use of movement as the generating force of literature is a fundamental principle of
Shklovsky’s theory of prose, and is essential to understanding his influential distinction between
the ‘story’ [fabula] and the ‘plot’ [siuzhet]. Shklovsky himself focuses mainly on the ‘plot’
leaving its necessary plane of contrast less well defined. Peter Steiner and Tzvetan Todorov,

% For an overview of scholarship treating the “Bakhtin-Buber theme” see Caryl Emerson’s The First Hundred Years
of Mikhail Bakhtin (Princeton University Press, 2000), 225-231.

% Bakhtin’s personal correspondence reveals that “he had been at work on a study of Dostoevsky since at least
1921,” so there is the possibility that Shklovsky’s work on plot and Bakhtin’s work were relatively
contemporaneous projects (Emerson xxix).
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commenting on the different formalist interpretations of these two concepts, agree that for
Shklovsky the fabula was understood to be a “lifelike story” or even “life itself” (Steiner 1984:
58, 85, 90). Todorov writes that, for Shklovsky, the fabula corresponded with “any pre-literary
aspects” of the narrative (12). He suggests that this aspect of Shklovsky’s theory is undesirably
vague, writing “he [Shklovsky] seems to lay exceptional importance on a kind of intuitive
feeling as to what the normal rhythm of narrative composition should be” (13). These leading
scholars of formalism find B. Tomashevsky and Iu. Tynianov’s definitions of fabula and siuzhet
more useful, in that the former term is defined more specifically as the order of events referred to
by the narrative.” I agree that for Shklovsky the fabula is “life itself,” and I believe that a
consideration of the anthropological basis underlying Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose will allow us
to better understand the “normal rhythm” that Todorov refers to.

There are many suggestions in Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose, as well as in his memoiristic
writings, that fabula is life itself in a biological sense. The comparison between life and a literary
plot is a leitmotif of his Sentimental Journey. Life, Shklovsky suggests, unfolds according to
familiar narrative devices, particularly folkloric ones. A striking example is his comparison of
Trotsky to an epic hero [bogatyr]. He writes:

[epemunack Ounnsuaus. HyxHo ObUTO cenaTh mociennee ycuiue. -- Toapuimy,
crnenaeM nocinenHee ycunue!’ kpuuan Tporkuit. KommyHuct noexan Ha GppoHnT. boun
cHer. CHer U eJKa Wiu cocHa. Pa3 exas oH Ha JIOIIa Iy 10 ’TOMY CHETY BMECTE C
TOBapuIleM, exal, exali. [lorom octaHOBUMIICS, Cli€3 € JIOIIaI1, Cel Ha KaMeHb. CHujieHne
Ha KaMHe U300pakaeT oTuasHue B 3moce (cmotpu A. Becenosckwuii, ToMm 3), cen Ha
HACTOSIINN KaMeHb U 3aIlIaKal.

Finland was stirring. One had to make a final effort. ‘Comrades, let us make a final
effort!” screamed Trotsky. A communist rode to the front. There was snow. Snow and a
fir tree or a pine. One day he was riding on a horse on this snow along with a comrade.
And he rode on and on. Then he stopped, dismounted, and sat down on a stone. Sitting on
a stone represents despair in epic (see A. Veselovsky, vol. 3), he sat down on a real stone
and wept (cited in Maslov 1-26).

Shklovsky’s reference to Veselovsky here is ironic, but there are enough moments in which
Shklovsky applies literary theory to the interpretation of real life events in his memoir to suggest
that he is not entirely mocking the parallel between the Russian folk epic and the Bolshevik
campaign. A major theme in the memoir is that, despite the seeming extraordinariness of the
events of the Civil War period, they can be seen to adhere to timeworn formulas and plot
devices. This idea is powerfully underscored by Shklovsky’s presentation of the seeming
arbitrariness of the paradigmatic element in the plot that unfolds between 1918 and 1922. People
go on living, eating, sleeping, heating their stoves, but the “material” that can be entered into this
syntagmatic framework appears to have been chosen by a madman; people eat cocoa butter, burn

% Todorov, contrasting Tomashevsky and Shklovsky, writes, “instead of contrasting the thematic essence of a story
with digressions, Tomashevsky creates an opposition between the sequence of events referred to by the narrative
and the way these events are presented in the story. The fable [fabula] would seem to consist of a collection of
narrative motifs in their chronological sequence [...] whereas the subject [siuzhet] represents the same collected
motifs, but in the specific order of occurrence which they are assigned in the text” (15). The difference between
these two approaches is not just one of clarity. Tomashevsky’s approach remains within the realm of artistic
structure, while Shklovsky’s theory has one foot in human psychology.
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books to keep warm, or use a samovar to pound nails.”® In particular, Shklovsky stresses, the
biographical person is irrelevant: “life flows in staccato pieces belonging to different systems.
Only our clothing, not the body, joins the disparate moments of life” (1984: 184). At one point
Shklovsky suggests that he holds his life together even less than Don Quixote integrates
Cervantes’ novel, “I’m like a needle without any thread,” he writes “passing through cloth and
leaving no trace” (1984: 226).””

In his Theory of Prose the analogies that Shklovsky draws between life and art are
frequently couched in erotic examples. The rationale for deceleration, which in turn motivates
Shklovsky’s aggregative plot devices, is the deferral of pleasure. Deceleration, impeding, or
blocking the forward movement of the plot, as Todorov points out, are the central categories that
separate Shklovsky’s siuzhet from the fabula. The forward impetus of the plot, driven by the
author’s creative will, is repeatedly compared to the impetus to create life—that is sexual
reproduction. Moreover, the forward flow of life/the plot is understood to go on according to its
own laws regardless of the personality of the individual/character inserted into this flow. In a
chapter from Theory of Prose Shklovsky compares Bely and Tolstoy’s use of the same
“device”—the “introduction of an interpretation that is at odds with that of the author.” Their
motivations for employing this device are, however, different: “anthroposophy” as opposed to
“morality.” Shklovsky then indicates that, for him, this distinction is ultimately irrelevant,
writing: “but this business reminds me a lot of love affairs. Each case is unique. One man loves a
woman for her blue eyes, while another loves a woman for her grey eyes. The end result is one
and the same: The earth is never short for children” (1990: 179) (“HoO 3T0--Kak pOMaHBI MEKITY
JIOJBMHU: BCE OHH pa3HbIe, M OJIUH JIIOOUT JKEHIIMHY 3a TO, YTO y Hee TONTyObIe T1a3a, a APyrou
JTFOOUT JAPYTYIO )KEHILUHY 3a TO, YTO IJIa3a y Hee cepble. A pe3yJsbTaT OJiH--Ha 3eMJIc He
niepeBoasTcs aetu’’ (1929: 214)).

The parallel Shklovsky suggests here is that between the device and love/reproduction.
The “outcome” for Shklovsky of this inevitable plot movement is not death, but reproduction.
This is in contrast to views of narrative that see that “death is the sanction of everything that the
storyteller can tell”--that “only the end can finally determine meaning, close the sentence as a
signifying totality” (Walter Benjamin, cited in Brooks 22). Shklovsky’s attempt to situate
narrative against the backdrop of the human psyche as opposed to the individual act of
transmission, means that the psychological “plot” that serves as a counterpoint to narrative is
ultimately open-ended rather than closed. If the story of one person’s life gains its final
“meaning” only in death, the meaning of the human race for Shklovsky lies in its motor for
eternal perpetuation. Shklovsky’s theory of prose is built on a conception of the human being
that lacks closure. Literature is not a product of the closed, unique whole of the individual
psyche, it is instead based on the view of the human being as one of a species—the person is not
unique, but human “material” determined by biological laws.

% Shklovsky stresses that despite the extreme nature of these years of privation, that people carried on as if things
were normal: “I saw one man eating a dried fish while another, who had come to pay him a visit,

furtively took the bones and the fishheads from the edge of the plate and ate them on the spot. Both men pretended
that this was nothing at all, that this was the way it bad always been done” (2005: 17). One of the articles included in
Knight’s Move is titled “Pounding Nails with a Samovar” [CamoBapoM 10 TBO35IM].

°7 One scholar points out that Shklovsky had political reasons for effacing his own agency in the events of 1918. See
Cristina Vatulescu “The Politics of Estrangement: Tracking Shklovsky’s Device through Literary and Policing
Practices” in Poetics Today (2006), 35-66. As we have seen, however, the tendency to efface authorial or literary
personalities is found throughout not only Shklovsky’s memoirs but his literary theory as well.
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Once we recognize that Shklovsky understands the forward driving momentum of the
plot (the “will” of the artist) to be a reflection of mankind’s impetus towards reproduction, then
his erotic interpretation of defamiliarization falls into place. One of the facts of life under War
Communism that Shklovsky returns to repeatedly is the desexualization of men and women
under conditions of extreme privation.”® One of his more telling renditions of this fact focuses on
the meagerness of the romantic “plot” under trying circumstances: “wait until the temperature in
Russia drops to about 15 degrees,” he writes, “then take a man and a woman with anywhere from
one to twenty years’ difference in their ages, put them in the same apartment and they’ll become
man and wife. I don’t know any sadder truth than this” (1984: 209) (“ecnu mocenuts B Poccun
npuOmM3uTeNBHHO Npu 10 rpamycax Mopo3a B OTHOW KBAPTHPE MYKYHHA M KESHIIUHY C
Pa3HOCTBIO BO3pacTa OT OJHOTO rojia J0 IBA/ILATH JIET, TO OHU CTAaHYT MYXeM M KeHou. S He
3Haro uctuHbl 6onee nevanpHoi” (2002: 207)). Considered against this backdrop, as the fabula
for Shklovsky’s theory of prose, the devices of deceleration which slow down and complicate the
plot take on another layer of significance. Shklovsky, referring mainly to folkloric material,
suggests that plot devices are analogous to courtship. Recall the extended example of
defamiliarization provided by Jakobson’s ethnographic observation of the erotic “trial nights”
ritual. Shklovsky also uses a series of questions to juxtapose the literary and the romantic,
asking: “Why does King Lear fail to recognize Kent? [...] Why is it that in dance a partner
requests ‘the pleasure of the next dance’ even after the woman has already tacitly accepted it?”
(1990: 15).” These devices create and prolong pleasure in life, putting off and creating art from
the fabula of an inevitable outcome—**more children.”

This conception of fabula is central to understanding Shklovsky’s approach to Sterne in
Theory of Prose. As Todorov remarks, in “his analysis of Tristram Shandy, Shklovsky argues
that “in this book everything is distanced and displaced,” and this displacement is presumably felt
to be so in relation to some hypothetical pre-ordained unfolding of the action” (13). In this
instance the fabula that is continually displaced is actually quite specific. It is the very same
“engine” of forward motion that Shklovsky sees underlying prose more generally. The
progression that is continually displaced, in Shklovsky’s analysis, is the moment of conception
that engenders the novel’s hero. “The paronomastic motif of coitus, associated with a particular
day” Shklovsky writes, “pervades the novel. Appearing from time to time, it serves to connect
the various parts of the novel” (149). The entire plot of the novel he suggests is spun out of an
“anecdote” relating the interruption of Shandy’s parents’ sexual act. I would argue that it is this
aspect of the novel’s construction and theme that compels Shklovsky to claim that “7Tristram
Shandy is the most typical novel in world literature” (170).'%

To summarize, Shklovsky’s theory of prose, which seeks to explain the universality of
literature as a human phenomenon, rests on folklore theory. This foundation leads Shklovsky to
treat written literature in terms developed to describe oral creativity. As a result, Shklovsky

% He repeatedly mentions that, when starved and frozen, “men were almost completely impotent and women ceased
to have their periods” (2005: 13).

% Shklovsky includes a romantic example in his often-cited description of defamiliarization, writing: “A crooked
road, a road in which the foot feels acutely the stones beneath it, a road that turns back on itself- this is the road of
art. One word fits another. One word feels another word, as one cheek feels another cheek” (1990: 15 italics added).
1% This well-known claim as been interpreted variously. For example, Fredric Jameson writes: “I believe that above
and beyond the impudence, this sentence is to be taken literally: Tristram Shandy is the most typical novel because it
is the most novelistic of all novels, taking as its subject-matter the very process of story-telling itself” (76). My
analysis differs in that I suggest that Shklovsky posited an essential basis for literature beyond “story-telling” in
man’s biological drives.
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theorizes plot structure as open-ended and organized in a processual, additive manner.
Shklovsky’s view of the chronotope of prose fiction, like Bakhtin’s, places the author in the
moment of creation. Yet, unlike Bakhtin, Shklovsky interprets the pressure of unfolding time in
biological terms rather than philosophical ones. The movement of the plot (the fabula) is
understood, at its root, to reflects the pressure to reproduce and further the human race. Art, then,
for Shklovsky, emerges from the devices that impede and complicate this drive. These devices
are seen as innately connected both to aesthetic pleasure and the sexual. Moreover, they become
that element of human nature that, by complicating and drawing out pleasure, elevates life from
its most animal, biological, foundation. The devices of plot construction could be said to reflect,
in artistic terms, Tylor’s “culture” as a universal, anthropological phenomenon.

Conclusion

Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose, like much of his fellow formalists’ work uses language as a
model to create a science of literature. As I hope to have shown, the folkloristic theory that
Shklovsky drew upon was modeled on the speech act. Shklovsky’s theory of prose relies on the
concept of a collectively-held “fund” of devices that operate much like /angue in Saussure’s
terminology. Moreover, the concept of verbal creativity based on this fund is generally
analogous to the production of speech. In Theory of Prose the “laws of plot formation” that
govern the organization of these elements can be understood as a type of grammar. Like the
folklorist Vladimir Propp’s (1895-1970) celebrated Morphology of the Folktale (1928), which
treats characters as agents of the action, Shklovsky is interested almost exclusively in the
syntactic (or syntagmatic) analysis of verbal structure. Shklovsky’s rejection of the personal and
the psychological is an element of his insistence on the fact that the “material” of literature is
conditioned by the laws of structure. The idea that the hero plays only a structural role in the
composition of a literary plot epitomized this aspect of Shklovsky’s work. This approach was not
just an attack on a perceived over-emphasis on personality in literary studies, but was an element
of his efforts to create a universal theory of prose. It was necessary to dismiss details relating to
the setting of a work or the personality of its characters in order to reveal the laws of plot
construction that Shklovsky posits to be valid for literatures all over the globe.

Shklovsky’s use of language as a model for literary theory is, however, more
metaphorical than that of his linguistically grounded colleagues in OPOIaZ or the MLC. The
collision between these two viewpoints was evident at Shklovsky’s first recorded presentation in
the Moscow Linguistic Circle on September 1, 1919. He presented a paper titled “Plot
construction in cinematic art” [“Siuzhetoslozhenie v kinematograficheskom iskusstve”] which
drew pointed critique on this point from G. O. Vinokur and R. Jakobson.'’' Both scholars,
linguists by training, appear to have been dismayed by Shklovsky’s suggestion that
defamiliarization is not a purely linguistic phenomenon. The protocol reports that “Bunokypy
MIPEJICTABIISICTCS HETIOHSATHBIM BBIPAXKCHHE ‘HES3BIKOBOE, OBITOBOE OcTpaHeHue.” ‘OcTpaHeHue,’
caM TE€PMUH, YKa3bIBACT Ha SA3BIKOBOU (haKT, KaK )K€ SI3BIKOBOM (DaKT MOXKET OBITh HES3BIKOBBIM?”’
(Barankova 1997: 82) (“Vinokur finds the phrase ‘non-linguistic defamiliarization of life’
incomprehensible. The very term ‘defamiliarization’ refers to a linguistic fact, how can a
linguistic fact be non-linguistic?”’). Jakobson concurred, stating: “Bbliiis B cBoei
MHTEPIPETANHN XyT0KECTBEHHBIX (haKTOB 32 MPEIEITbI «BBIPAKCHUS», TOKIATINK BHEC
6e3nanexnyro mytanuily”’ (Barankova 1997:83) (“having extended his interpretation of artistic

1% See Shklovsky’s subsequently published “Siuzhet v kinematografe” in his book Literatura i kinematograf (1923).
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facts beyond the boundaries of ‘expression,” the presenter has made a hopeless blunder.”)'** In

fact, Shklovsky had suggested the possibility of separating poetics from language per se several
years earlier in his essay “Poetry and transrational language” (1916). In a statement that certainly
would have provoked outrage among the more linguistically oriented formalists, Shklovsky had
suggested: “BO3MOXKHO JJa’ke, UTO CJIOBO SIBJISIETCS MPUEMBIIIEM M033UU. TakoBO, HAIIPHUMED,
MHeHue A. H. BecenoBckoro. 1 kaxeTcs yke CHbIM, UTO HEJb3sl HA3BAaTh HU MTOA3HUIO SIBJICHUEM
SI3bIKA, HU S3bIK — siBIieHueM noa3un’ (1990: 57) (“it is even possible that the word is the adopted
child of poetry. Such is, for example, the opinion of A. N. Veselovsky. It seems clear then that
one may not claim that poetry is a phenomenon of language, nor language a phenomenon of
poetry”). It is instructive that Shklovsky cites Veselovsky in his suggestion that “poetry” may in
fact come before the “word.” This position is a logical correlate of a theory of poetic language
that assumes that anthropological constants (primitive psychology) are responsible for the
appearance of similar poetic forms in the unrelated languages of the world. In the next two
chapters I discuss how the adherence to a more literal application of language as a model for
literary study meant that literary theory (theories of poetic language and semiotics) was bound to
issues of territorial spread, and national versus local identity. Shklovsky’s approach allowed him
to create a theory that was more universal. While Prague School semiotics and Jakobson’s
linguistic poetics are ideas that have arguably seen their heyday, the continued popularity of
Shklovsky’s work to this day raises the question as to whether its appeal is related to his efforts
to create a theory of universal applicability.

192 Jakobson seconded Vinokur’s opinion; citing approvingly Shklovsky’s definition of ostranenie as “na3piBanue
BellIM He CBOMM MMeHeM,” he objects to the fact that “Ternepb OH y>xe rOBOPHT, YTO OCTpaHEHHE HE SI3BIKOBOW (haKT.
[knoBckuid pactepsiics nepes GakToM «pear3aliy CIIOBECHOTO MOCTPOSHHSD OH TOTOB JJONYCTUTb, YTO
HapajuIeIn3M — 3bIKOBOH (akT, HO MeTaMopdo3a, T.e. pa3BepTHIBAHUE MapaJlIeNU3Ma BO BPEMEHH, II0YEMY-TO

CXL)

oKa3bIBaeTCs BHes3bIKOBOM” (Barankova 1997: 83).
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Chapter Two

Roman Jakobson: Literary Value and the Epic Past

This chapter treats the development of Roman Jakobson’s (1896-1982) formalist poetics
from the 1910s to the 1930s as a product of his intellectual biography. It focuses on his first
major work, written and presented in Moscow in 1919, The Newest Russian Poetry [ Noveishaia
russkaia poeziia]l (NRP), comparing its central ideas to those circulating in the scholarly societies
that Jakobson belonged to as a student at Moscow University (1914-1918). I then turn to follow
the evolution of these concepts in Jakobson’s extensive work on the history of Czech poetry
completed during his years spent in Czechoslovakia (1920-1939). Placing Jakobson’s early work
in this context highlights the fact that his literary theory was shaped by intellectual traditions and
disciplines which are relatively foreign to the contemporary study of “high” literature today. Of
primary importance was the philological study of the Russian oral epic [bylina]. A second,
related, source of influence was Jakobson’s association with two scholarly societies while a
student; the Commission for Folklore Study [Komissiia po narodnoi slovesnosti] (CFS) and the
Moscow Dialectological Commission [Moskovskaia dialektologicheskaia komissiia] (MDC).

In my analysis of Jakobson’s writings from this period, I see that he was torn between
two different modes of literary evaluation. Jakobson’s NRP reflects this tension and, I argue,
illustrates the incompatibility between the two. These two modes can be associated with (1) the
traditional philological study of the epic, and (2) with the then-novel study of contemporary
folklore according to a theoretical framework provided by dialectology. Jakobson’s
understanding of literary value, I contend, was derived from the first model—the philological
tradition. His efforts to craft a new, scientific method for the study literature, what he calls
“poetic dialectology,” reflects contemporary enthusiasm for the second model. The concept of
“poetic dialectology,” I argue, reflects Jakobson’s training in the Commission for Folklore Study
(CFES) in the 1910s. The result was that in his NRP Jakobson proposes a methodology that is at
odds with his conception of literary value.'

“Value,” as Terry Eagleton has pointed out, “is a transitive term: it means whatever is
valued by certain people in specific situations, according to particular criteria and in the light of
given purposes” (10). In order to succinctly encapsulate the mode of evaluation that Jakobson
applied to all verbal art (high literature as well as folklore), and which he adhered to consistently
in his writings in this period, I borrow the term “epic past” as it was articulated by Mikhail
Bakhtin (1895-1975) in his study “The Epic and the Novel” (1941). “The world of the epic,”
Bakhtin wrote, “is the national heroic past: it is a world of ‘beginnings’ and ‘peak times’ in the
national history, a world of fathers and founders of families, a world of ‘firsts’ and ‘bests’” (13).
This valorized conception of a foundational moment as “first” and “best” had a corollary in the

! Jakobson’s understanding of literary value was different from that of his colleague in the Prague Linguistic Circle,
Jan Mukarovsky. Mukatovsky approached artistic value through the concept of aesthetic norm and function. He
argued in 1936 that “aesthetic value” emerges “where the aesthetic norm is more violated than observed.” This is, he
stressed, a “basically social phenomenon” (95). For a more contemporary treatment of the question of literary value,
see the recent number of Modern Language Quarterly on this subject. For an overview see Joseph Luzzi
“Introduction,” in Modern Language Quarterly 2011 Volume 72, Number 3,277-291.

61



comparative method, the basis for philology in the German and Russian academic traditions. In
the philological analysis of texts or languages, the foundational moment valued was conceived as
a proto-language (Ursprache) or proto-text. This conceptual paradigm shaped Jakobson’s teacher
V. F. Miller’s (1846-1913) approach to the Russian oral epic [bylina]. Miller posited a lost, more
complete version of the epic as a proto-text which was to be reconstructed according to the
comparative method. This reconstructed text was valued for what it would reveal about the
origins of Russian national history. The comparative method relied heavily on historical
linguistics and its procedure was understood to be objective in that it focused on the comparison
of variants rather than aesthetic judgments. Jakobson’s conceptions of literary scholarship and
literary value owed much to this tradition. He celebrated the linguistic, comparative method as
objective science and as a result he did not turn a critical eye to the moments of evaluation on
which this method was based. The evaluation of some literary facts as “first,” and thus “best,” or,
in Jakobson’s terms most “essential,” was the lynchpin of his approach to verbal art. In this
chapter I hope to demonstrate that an important source for Jakobson’s adherence to this mode of
evaluation was V. F. Miller’s Historical school of bylina study. I argue that Jakobson applied this
mode of evaluation not just to the oral epic but to subjects as various as the avant-garde poetry of
Velimir Khlebnikov and fourteenth-century Czech spiritual poetry.

In its most /iteral interpretation Jakobson’s proposal of a “poetic dialectology” arguably
never found application in Jakobson’s writings. His articulation of this idea in NRP is,
nevertheless, a revealing moment that reflects the extent to which Jakobson’s early thinking on
verbal art was conditioned by his work in folkloristics and dialectology. It represents, moreover,
an explicit attempt on Jakobson’s part to revolutionize the conception of the “author function” in
literary studies.” He began his NRP with the claim that “the development of poetic language will
be possible only when...a kind of poetic dialectology is created. From the point of view of this
dialectology, Pushkin is the center of a poetic culture of a particular time, with a definite zone of
influence” (1992: 175). This assertion, which does not find obvious application in Jakobson’s
subsequent work, has not been discussed in the scholarship on Jakobson and Russian formalism.’
Jakobson suggests that a poetic dialectology will revolve around the identification of certain
authors as dialectal “centers of gravity.” This means that the author’s name was not to be applied
literally as a type of authorizing stamp as was placed on works deemed to have been penned by
Pushkin. Instead, “Pushkin” would serve as a point of gravity that organizes a larger sphere of
literary language.

In his NRP, Jakobson describes “poetic dialectology” as a method to be applied to the
synchronic axis of analysis—that is, to contemporary poetry. This is the “literal” interpretation of
his approach that was never carried out, for reasons I will discuss in further detail. This is not to
say, however that the claim is irrelevant for Jakobson’s work on verbal art. This conception of
the “author function” articulated by a poetic dialectology was, in fact, a fundamental aspect of
Jakobson’s diachronic (historical) work on Czech literature in the 1920s and 30s. In my analysis
of this work, I argue that Jakobson treats the Old Church Slavonic canon created by the Saints
Cyril and Methodius as an historical, authorial “center of gravity” for the Czech literary tradition.

* In my discussion of this point I use the concept of the “author function” as advanced by Michel Foucault in his
seminal essay “What is an Author?” (1969).

3 An exception is J. Toman’s Magic of a Common Language, which devotes some attention to this claim. Toman
writes: “it is clear that the passage offers extraordinary insight into the mechanics of Jakobson’s scholarly
imagination. He is transferring the perspective used in dialectology, including some very specific concepts of dialect
theory, to literary history—an area rather removed, at first glance. For the first time in Jakobson’s writings,
linguistics is raised to the level of a model of research” (13).
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In this work there is a more harmonious consistency between Jakobson’s method (comparative
philology) and his conception of literary value associated with the epic past. The parallels
between Jakobson’s work on Czech literary history and V. F. Miller’s treatment of the Russian
bylina suggest that Miller’s “Historical school” of folkloristics was a central influence for both
Jakobson’s understanding of literary value as well as his approach to the function of the author in
literature.

Like Shklovsky’s “laws of plot formation,” Jakobson’s “poetic dialectology” was an
attempt to create a scientific methodology for the study of literature. Both based their efforts on
the conception of literature as “verbal art” [slovesnost’] that underlay work in philology and
folkloristics in the Russian academy at the turn of the century. Shklovsky, as I have argued,
folklorized literature by applying concepts from the study of oral tales and their mode of creation
to high literature. Jakobson folklorized poetic language in a different way. He drew his
conception of poetic value from a model that was based on the study of the oral epic. This was
reflected in his understanding of the literary author as a gravitational point which acts as an
organizing force over the longue durée of history.

The Concept of the Literary

One of the most frequently cited lines from Jakobson’s, or indeed the formalists’,
writings is the declaration that “npeameTom Hayku o TUTEpaType ABISETCA HE JTUTEpATypa, a
JUTEPATYPHOCTb, T.€. TO, YTO JEaeT JaHHOE IPOU3BEACHUE JIUTEPATYPHBIM IPOU3BEICHHEM
(1979 [1921]: 305) (“the subject of literary scholarship is not literature but literariness
[literaturnost’], that is, that which makes of a given work a work of literature” (1992: 179)). This
statement is so frequently cited because it can be seen as pithily summarizing the formalists’
contribution to the foundations of modern literary theory. It claims for literary studies the status
of an autonomous discipline akin to linguistics, sociology or psychology. Jakobson’s statement,
which appears towards the beginning of Noveishaia russkaia poeziia (NRP), is juxtaposed with a
critique of Russian “literary historians” [istoriki literatury], whom he faults for having cast the
net of their scholarship too broadly: they rely on an array of “adjacent disciplines,” and study too
broad a range of phenomena.* “Literary scholars up to now,” Jakobson writes “have often
behaved like policemen who, in the course of arresting a particular person, would pick up, just in
case, everybody and anybody who happened to be in the apartment, as well as some people who
happened to be passing by on the street” (179).

Jakobson’s programmatic argument for an autonomous field of literary studies is largely
accepted today without question; literature departments approach literary texts differently than
historians, for example, do. Yet if we return to this moment of emancipation it becomes clear
that, while its conclusions are still embraced, the methodological assumptions that attended
Jakobson’s claim have been largely forgotten. His 1919 proposal to study what makes a work
literary (literaturnost’) purposefully leaves the definition of literature as a class of texts open-

* Jakobson writes that “10 CHX IIOp HCTOPHKHM JTHTEPATypPhl IPEUMYIIECTBEHHO YIOA00ISIIMCE TIOTHIMHI, KOTOPAs,
HMesI IIENBI0 aPECTOBATh ONPEICICHHOE JIMIIO, 3aXBaTuiia Obl HA BCSIKMIA CiTydail BCeX H BCE, YTO HaXOAMIOCH B
KBapTUpE, a TAKXKE CIIy9aifHO IPOXOIMBIIKX 10 YIIHIE MAMO. Tak i HCTOPHKAM JIMTEPATyphl BCE LUIO Ha MOTPedy-
OBIT, ICHXOJIOTHS, TTONHTHKA, (hrtocodus. BMecTo Hayku 0 JuTeparype Co3AaBaics KOHITIOMEPAT JOMOPOLICHHBIX
mucuumna” (1979: 305). A. Byford comments on this tendency: “what seemed important to literary historians was
[...] to place literary history into a network of already institutionalized humanities academic disciplines that they
could then in one way or another relate to their own science. These other disciplines were commonly referred to as
‘adjacent’ and/or ‘auxiliary’ sciences (smezhnye and vspomogatel'nye nauki)” (2005: 148).
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ended. His approach suggests that we retreat from the study of acknowledged works of
“literature,” and turn our attention to the study of the linguistic structures of which they are
constituted. In this way, Jakobson advocated the study of the literary as a natural science. It is to
be studied as if under the microscope, at a lower level of organization. He articulated this as the
study of the literary “device” [priem] as an elementary unit in the structure of works. The
expectation is that an understanding of literariness will emerge from this inductive approach to
what he called the “verbal mass” [slovesnaia massa]—the raw material of literature.’

Jakobson attempted to part ways with the study of literature based on aesthetic criteria or
normative categories; that is, with the approach to literature that predominated in the century
preceding and following Jakobson’s pronouncement. This widely accepted view is that of
literature as a social fact—the recognition of the category of “literature” as part of the history of
thought. Jakobson’s posture is registered in his disregard for culturally defined categories such as
the distinction between folklore and written, high literature or between works of different time
periods. Because Jakobson believed that the search for literariness must begin on a more
elemental level of analysis than that of the socially-constructed categories of ‘work,” ‘genre,” or
‘artistic movement,” he juxtaposed examples that a scholar operating within a social definition of
literature would keep separate. In correspondence with Jakobson following the publication of
NRP in 1921, N. S. Trubetskoi (1890-1938) forcefully objected to this point. Jakobson, he
claimed, displayed a “crnumkom Gosblioe npeHeOpexeHne ICTeTHIecCKuM KpurepueM. [lymkuH,
HapOJIHAs CIIOBECHOCTh, YTYPHUCTHI--BCE 3TO COBEPIICHHO Pa3HOPOIHBIC BETMYMHBI HMEHHO B
CHJTy UX COBEPIIEHHO PA3JIMYHBIX 3CTETHUECKUX MOJXO0/I0B, B3IJIs10B (Oecco3HATEIbHBIX WIIN
co3HaTEIBHBIX) Ha 3a1a4uu nod3un’” (Jakobson 1975: 17) (“overly careless attitude towards
aesthetic criteria. Pushkin, folklore, futurists--these are all completely heterogeneous quantities
precisely in view of their completely different aesthetic approaches, and their views (conscious
or unconscious) of the concept of poetry”).

Jakobson replied to Trubetskoi, clarifying his method and goals in NRP.® Peter Steiner
observes that this work “contains in nuce most of Jakobson’s ideas about verbal art” and argues
that it is possible to “extract from it the basic principles that came to underlie Jakobson’s ‘literary
science’” (1984: 200).” As a condensed explication of Jakobson’s thinking, Jakobson and
Trubetskoi’s correspondence on the book’s central premises can be read as a debate regarding
Jakobson’s formalist, or linguistic, approach to literature more generally. In a second letter to
Jakobson on this subject, dated March 7, 1921, Trubetskoi appears more favorably inclined to
Jakobson’s position, but he continues to articulate this important reservation:

> In NRP, for example, he defines poetry not just as a “set towards expression,” but as a set towards the “verbal
mass.” Jakobson writes: “Ta ycTaHOBKa Ha BBID@XXEHUE, HA CI0BECHYIO MACCY, KOTOPYIO KBATN(DHULIUPYIO KaK
€IMHCTBCHHBIN, CYIIIECTBCHHBIN I TI093UH MOMEHT, HAallPaBJICHa HE TOJBKO Ha (JOPMY CIOBOCOYETAHMs, HO U Ha
¢dopmy ciora” (330 italics added). The phrase “verbal mass” appears in the writings of the Russian futurists. B.
Livshits, a founding member of the futurist group Hylaea, used it to describe Khlebnikov’s manipulations of the raw
material of language as a naturally-occurring phenomenon: “Mbl YHUYTOXXWIN 3HAKU NPETTUHAHUS. .. MBI 3TUM
C1I0co00M MOAYEPKHUBAEM HENIPEPHIBHOCTh CIIOBECHOW MACCHI, €€ CTUXHHHYI0 KOCMHYECKYIO CYLIHOCTb.
EnvHCTBEHHO NOCTYIHAS IO3TY OJEPIKUMOCTD BELIECTBOM €CTh OJICP)KUMOCTh MaTEepHAJIOM €r0 UCKYCCTBa,
Orpy>KeHUE B CTHXUIO clioBa” (487).

% See M. I. Shapir. “Iz istorii filologicheskoi nauki.” Izvestiia Akademii Nauk SSSR 50 (1991): 43-57 for Jakobson’s
response.

7V Erlich calls NRP “undoubtedly the most important contribution to poetics to come out of the Moscow Linguistic
Circle,” and a work representative of “the early Formalist conception of poetry and literary studies” (65).
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MHe KaxeTcs, Hellb3s YIyCKaTh U3 BUY, YTO JINTEPATypa €CTh (GaKTOp COMMUATLHOM
KU3HU. A Kak TOJbKO BbI mojoiieTe K Hell ¢ 3TOW CTOPOHBI, TO ceiyac ke Baiia Touka
3peHUs OKAKETCsl HEJOCTAaTOYHOMU, HercuepnbiBatomeit. J{is Toro, uToObI aHHOE
MPOM3BEICHUE CTa0 (PAKTOM COIMAIBHOTO MOPSAKA, HAZ0 YTOOBI OHO TTOOETIOHOCHO
MIPOILLJIO Yepe3 ITO ‘UCIbITaHuE BKYycOM.” TOJBKO TOrja OHO yAOBJIETBOPSIET UMTATENEH U
MOPOXKIACT MOpakaHue XOTs ObI B MOTEHITMHU. U, CTpOTO TOBOPSI, TOJIBKO MPU TAaKUX
YCJIOBHUSIX OHO M CTAHOBUTCSI JINTEPATYPHBIM IIPOU3BECHUEM U BXOJIUT KaK 3BEHO B
HCTOPHIO JIUTEPATyphI (22).

It seems to me that one must not lose sight of the fact that literature is a factor of social
life. And as soon as you approach it from that perspective then your viewpoint
immediately turns out to be insufficient, incomplete. In order for a given work to become
a fact of the social order it necessary that it pass victoriously through the ‘test of taste.’
Only then will it satisfy readers and evoke imitation, even if only potentially. And,
strictly speaking, only under these conditions does it become a work of art and enter as a
link into the history of literature.®

Trubetskoi remarks that Jakobson will not be successful in reforming literary studies because his
approach does not overlap with the discipline, which is based on these socially defined criteria.
Trubetskoi writes, “B Bameit nHayke u [Iymkus, u a1 MuTsAi 1 TAMHA3UCTKA TBITAIOIIASICS
MUCaTh CTUXU-COBEPIICHHO OJIMHAKOBO pPaBHOIIPAaBHbIE MpeaMeTsl u3yuenus” (23) (“in your
scholarship both Pushkin, and uncle Mityai and the schoolgirl trying to write poetry--these are all
completely equal subjects of study”). This type of radical relativity, Trubetskoi suggests, will be
an overwhelming barrier to Jakobson’s project, in that it is impossible to study literature without
any evaluative criteria. Because literature is a social category, Trubetskoi insists, literariness
cannot be studied in a purely inductive, objective manner by approaching the linguistic units that
underlie the creation of a literary work. In his response Trubetskoi was taking Jakobson’s claim
to study not literature, but literariness at face value. Jakobson, however, was never actually
operating with a value-free approach to the literary. For reasons I will come to, Jakobson’s
writings on poetic language may have included folklore, but they never would have referenced
the “schoolgirl trying to write poems.” This is because Jakobson, despite what he would have his
readers believe, was not starting anew with his conception of a formalist literary science. His
approach, I will demonstrate, followed upon the academic, philological tradition of literary
scholarship in the Russian academy.

Trubetskoi recognizes Jakobson’s relationship to academic literary scholarship in as
much as he assumes that what Jakobson is trying to do is to “reform” this tradition.” The field of
scholarship that Trubetskoi relates Jakobson’s work to, what he calls “literary scholarship”

¥ The recognition of literature as a “social fact,” would become an important point marking the evolution of Czech
structuralism beyond Russian formalism, which was based on the embrace of semiotics as a basis for literary
analysis and literary history. Nevertheless, Jakobson continued to make statements into the 1940s that suggest that
he was reluctant to view literature as a “social fact” in this sense. See, for example, Jakobson’s “On Russian Fairy
Tales,” 89. Interestingly, Jakobson would subsequently paraphrase this passage of Trubetskoi’s letter in his
“Folklore as a Special Form of Creativity” (1929) in which he applies this reasoning to folklore, in contrast to
literature.

? Trubetskoi writes, “ato B Toit HayKe, KOTOpasi I0 CHUX ITOp Ha3bIBAIACH ‘JTUTEPATypHON HAYKOW W ‘MCTOpHEH
IUTepaTyphl’ HEOOXOIMMO IIPOU3BECTH PeOPMBI, T.K. OHA CMELIMBAET B cede caMble Pa3HOPOIHbIE U
HEOTHOCSIINECS K JIeTy JUCIUILINHBI, C 3TUM S5 BIIOJHE coryaceH” (23).
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[literaturnaia nauka] or “history of literature” [istoriia literatury], paved the way for Jakobson’s
formalism in two important aspects. It provided the criteria for scholarliness [nauchnost’] in
literary study and a corresponding method for achieving this goal. The method in question is the
philological study of (usually ancient) texts based on the techniques of comparative linguistics. |
will return in detail to Jakobson’s grounding in this methodology in subsequent sections of this
chapter. The literary historians’ concept of scholarliness as it was understood at the turn of the
century is relevant to understanding why Jakobson adhered to the philological method and how
he sought to transform it into a modern, more broadly applicable, theory of literature.

Although Jakobson was frequently critical of his predecessors, and rejected important
aspects of the literary historians’ approach, he shared their assumptions regarding objectivity in
literary scholarship. In his study of the institutionalization of Russian literary scholarship in the
nineteenth century, Andy Byford demonstrates that a concern with scholarliness in literary
studies long predated the emergence of Russian formalism. Throughout the latter half of the
nineteenth century, he argues, academic literary scholars were concerned with legitimizing the
field in relation to the agenda of the Russian Imperial Academy. This meant, generally speaking,
that scholars stressed not the autonomy and specificity of literature, but its connection to and
relevance for understanding Russian history and the national spirit. One aspect of defining the
field as scholarly involved contrasting academic scholarship with the writings of amateur literary
critics. Byford reveals that this distinction was reflected in the types of texts considered
legitimate for scholarly (as opposed to amateur) study, and in the avoidance of aesthetic
approaches to literature.

The avoidance of foregrounding the artistic aspect (khudozhestvennaia storona) of
literature was...a conscious strategy of drawing a distinction between (professional)
literary scholarship and (amateur) literary criticism. Scholars labeled the criticism of
Belinskii, for example, ‘aesthetic’ in a pejorative way because Belinskii as a journalistic
literary critic was dismissive of the literary value of medieval writings and folklore. It
was precisely in contrast to this apparently non-scholarly ‘aesthetic’ mode of literary
evaluation that academic literary historians of the late nineteenth century insisted on
defining their own approach and methodology as ‘historical’ (2007: 34).

Academic historians of literature thus created an understanding of scholarliness that was based
on the dichotomy between aesthetic judgment and historical, linguistic-based scholarship. The
first type of work was deemed “subjective,” the latter “objective.” This dichotomy was a
fundamental assumption that underlay Jakobson’s understanding of scholarliness in literary
study.

In conjunction with their rejection of aesthetic approaches, the academic tradition
avoided an overly narrow delimitation of their subject matter. Because, Byford writes, “literary
scholarship...defined itself as the study of the ‘national spirit,” embodied in the language and
literature of ‘the people’ [,]...it kept the distinction between the values of ‘the literary’ and ‘the
national’ strategically blurred” (2007: 161). As a result, academic literary scholars referred to
their subject matter by various names. When focused on older texts, they termed their work the
study of “literary monuments” [pamiatniki literatury]. The range of material they covered,
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however, was encompassed by the term ‘verbal art’ [slovesnost’]."” Of the discursive categories
that academic scholars used to describe their subject matter, Byford writes, “slovesnost’ probably
was the widest frame of reference to poetic verbal artifacts.” This term “could incorporate the
notion of poetic language or discourse in general, and was often used specifically as a way of
legitimately including folklore in the realm of ‘literature’, as in the phrase ‘narodnaia
slovesnost™ (2007: 32).

Jakobson’s caricature of the literary historians as overzealous policemen belies the fact
that the breadth of the academic approach was not without rationale. The category of slovesnost’
was expansive, yet still had a common denominator in its perceived national-historical relevance.
Slovesnost’ would include “naive” folk songs, but would not extend to include the amateur
attempts at versification by Trubetskoi’s “schoolgirl.” In general, this category was made up of
ancient texts or folkloric works which were often anonymous, and which were understood to be
worthy of study for what they were presumed to reveal about national history and identity.
Jakobson, in keeping with the academic conception of scholarliness, avoided a priori aesthetic
categories characteristic of subjective literary criticism. Just as importantly, the broader,
“objective” conception of the literary that he adopted was largely that of slovesnost’. Jakobson’s
proposal to study the “verbal mass” in an inductive fashion was not the “scientific” study of “raw
material,” but was based on the application of a linguistic (philological) methodology to the
category of slovesnost’—that is, a broad category of verbal art defined by its perceived national
relevance.

Jakobson’s approach to literature, beginning with the “verbal mass,” did, however,
expand the literary historians’ conception of slovesnost’ in a significant way. He extended it to
include contemporary literature. In rejecting aesthetic considerations, academic literary
historians generally avoided writing on newer literature. In NRP Jakobson pointedly attacks this
aspect of their method, claiming that attention should be turned to the study of the most recent
literature. Thus Jakobson’s approach can be described as an attempt to bring new subject matter
(high, contemporary literature) into the realm of material (slovesnost’) studied through an anti-
aesthetic, inductive method. This arguably contributed to Trubetskoi’s sense that Jakobson’s
juxtaposition of “Pushkin, Khlebnikov and folklore” was misguided. Jakobson was not treating
high literature (Khlebnikov, Pushkin) according to the aesthetic conventions established for this
subject matter. Furthermore, his inclusion of high and contemporary poetry into the looser
category of verbal art (folklore), prevented Trubetskoi from recognizing that his colleague was
adopting an approach akin to the literary historians’ use of slovesnost’.

The academic tradition thus provided Jakobson with a model for objective scholarship
that was based on an avoidance of a priori aesthetic categories, pared with a broader, more
inductive approach to literature broadly defined as slovesnost’. Objectivity in this sense,
however, was grounded in the historical-national evaluation that defined this work—and the
categories it operated with were taken for granted.!' Jakobson, who saw himself as making the
academic approach more rigorous by severing its ties with the “adjacent disciplines” of

' The core of this work was, however, oriented towards these ‘monuments of literature’. Byford writes that “they
processed even modern literature (for purposes of authoritative academic editions, for example) on the model of
medieval manuscripts” (2007: 34).

"G. Tihanov makes this point in his article on the reasons for the emergence of modern literary theory in Central
and Eastern Europe. He argues that there was a “foundational paradox inherent in some of the best examples of early
literary theory” which he formulates as follows: “it is possible to think about and theorize literature per se, beyond
national constraints, yet the importance of literature per se as a subject of theory is validated by analyzing

texts that had been—or are being—canonized as nationally significant” (2004: 76).

67



philosophy, history or theology, nevertheless continued to operate with an understanding of
scholarliness and objectivity that was in fact based on a national-historical mode of evaluation.
In order to see this in more detail, it is necessary to turn to the question of value in linguistic
analysis.

Formalism, Futurism and Literary Value

Cultural and historical relativism was an important theme in Jakobson’s writings from the
interwar period. In his discussion of Jakobson’s early writings Jindfich Toman describes this
work as characterized by a “relativistic discourse,” which “typically converged with an emphatic
refusal to pronounce value judgments, especially in matters of culture and history” (1995: 26).
This stance is proclaimed in the opening of NRP. Building towards his proposal that poetic
dialectology should serve as the new method for literary studies, Jakobson refers to linguistics as
a model discipline in that it entails an objective approach to its subject matter: “numb Torma
CTaHEeT BO3MOKHA Hay4Has [I0O3THKA KOT]a OHA OTKaXKETCs OT BCSKOM OIIEHKH, HOO He abCypIHO
JIM TMHTBUCTY, KaK TAKOBOMY, PaCIICHUBATh HapeuHsi COOOPa3HO C UX CPABHUTEIHLHBIM
nocronrcTBoM” (1979: 301) (“scientific poetics will be become possible only when it refuses to
offer value judgments. Wouldn’t it be absurd for a linguist to assess values to dialects according
to their relative merits?” (1992: 175)). Jakobson’s insistence that it is absurd to evaluate dialects
would seem to fly in the face of the understanding of a dialect as a non-standardized, usually
“substandard,” variant of the language spoken by urban elites. There is, however, a second, less
obvious, moment of evaluation that linguistic analysis entails which is more relevant here for
understanding Jakobson’s approach to literature. He also appears to turns a blind eye to this type
of evaluation as part of his uncritical conception of linguistics and dialectology as objective,
value-free scholarship. This second moment, which occurs at a methodological level, was carried
over from the historical-philological method which was so closely associated with objectivity
and scholarliness in the Russian academic tradition.

Jakobson’s self-identification as a “Russian philologist”—he famously had this epithet
engraved on his tombstone—has been noted by scholars.'* Jakobson was trained in the methods
of comparative philology while a student at Moscow University. He recalls in particular the
instruction of L. V. Shcherba, A. A. Shakhmatov, and N. N. Durnovo in the study of medieval
texts, primarily the national epic, the Slovo o polku Igoreve [The Song of Igor's Campaign]."”
Jakobson writes for example that, when he was a student, Shakhmatov “insistently advised me to
investigate the linguistic pattern of the ancient text (of the Slovo), which, as he believed,
distinctly transpires through the easily removable cloak of its late copy” (1966: 654). As this
quote suggests, the philological or “comparative method” was based on a close association
between the study of ancient texts and the study of the history of language. In both instances
comparison was used to adduce genealogies leading back either to a presumed Ursprache or to
an original text. This history was envisioned as a “family tree” whose forking branches denote

'2 M. Holquist, for example, recently dedicated an article to the meaning of philology in Jakobson’s career. He notes
that “philology...understood to be the combined study of language and literature,...is arguably an idea whose time
has passed” (81 italics in original).

1 Jakobson reportedly passed on to his own students at Harvard Shcherba’s adage that “philology is the art of
reading slowly” (Watkins 25). Jakobson recalled that in N. N. Durnovo’s class, “any Russian parchment
studied...was treated as a multifunctional, organized whole, and he [Durnovo] repeatedly urged the junior
researchers to excel both himself and other teachers by clinging even more consistently to a law-seeking and
systematic science” (1966: 654).

68



the progress of language evolution away from a single common stem in the direction of
increasing diversification.

In an overview of the history of the comparative method, one scholar suggests that the
historical linguist August Schleicher’s (1821-1868) more rigorous application of the family tree
metaphor to historical language study may have been inspired by the philologist Friedrich
Ritschl’s (1806-1876) method for textual reconstruction.'* Ritschl instructed his students,
including Schleicher, in a procedure for reconstructing a lost original text by organizing extant
and reconstructed manuscripts according to a “pedigree” (Hoenigswald 8). The basis for this
method was the identification of correspondences between textual or linguistic variants which
would allow the scholar to discriminate between elements of a text or language understood to
have been retained from a previous version, and those which have accrued more recently through
innovation or error. Philologists would then eliminate these more recent innovations or textual
discrepancies and retain the grammatical/textual features which could be said to be more archaic.
The information retained after the repeated application of this process was used to reconstruct the
proto-text or proto-language. This method produced a clear criterion for the evaluation of
different linguistic and textual elements. Commonalities which derived from an older stage of
linguistic or literary evolution were preserved because they were valued for their proximity to
ethnic or national origins. Later accretions, on the other hand, were discarded as elements of
lesser value. In “The Epic and the Novel” Bakhtin articulated the logic of this type of evaluation.
The categories “‘beginning,” ‘first,” ‘founder,” ‘ancestor,” ‘that which occurred earlier,” and so
forth are not merely temporal categories,” he wrote, “but valorized temporal categories, and
valorized to an extreme degree” (15 italics in original)."

This mode of evaluation in textual analysis is clearly manifest in a metaphor that
Jakobson used to describe philological work on ancient texts. In a retrospective essay from 1966
he wrote that,

The gradual efforts to clear frescoes and icons of the age-old deposits and soot, and
especially their painstaking deliverance from the arbitrary retouches abundantly
intercalated by restorers throughout the last century, asked for a similar philological
inquiry into the Russian medieval masterpieces of verbal art and, first and foremost, into
the Slovo. [...] Explorers of early Russian literature, like those of fine arts, are faced with
the pivotal question of a legend we recorded in 1914 from Trusov, an old peasant in the
village of Smolinskoe of the Vereja district ‘OTuero Oora OblIH CBETIIbIE, a CTAIH
tycmsabie’” ‘“Why were icons [literally 'gods'] bright but are dusky now?’ (1966: 564).

'* See Henry Hoenigswald. “On the History of the Comparative Method,” Anthropological Linguistics 5 (1963): 1-
11. A. Schleicher’s genealogical linguistic model is referred to as the Stammbaumtheorie. R. H. Robins writes that
this “genealogical tree model, by which he [Schleicher] set out the relations between the parent language and the
known Indo-European language, owes something to the methods of botanical classification of species and groups in
the Linnaean system” (197).

' I am borrowing Bakhtin’s term only as it describes a widespread mode of thinking about a moment of historical or
linguistic origins. More specifically, Bakhtin’s argument is critical of the understanding of the epic [bylina] that was
characteristic of V. F. Miller’s historical school of epic scholarship (to which Jakobson adhered). Bakhtin argued
that “the epic never was a poem about the present, about its own time” and he suggested that the reverential,
retrospective attitude towards the epic past is in fact “a formally constitutive feature of the epic as a genre" or an
attribute of the “authorial position of [...] the one who utters the epic word” (13). This is a statement with which V.
F. Miller and Jakobson would have fundamentally disagreed. Their position was in fact that the bylina reflects actual
events as described by contemporaries.
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In this passage it is clear that, when faced with an ancient artifact, Jakobson views it through the
evaluative lens of the philologist. In comparing the Slovo to an icon, Jakobson likens the
philological sorting of linguistic facts to the work of cleaning an icon. Later linguistic accruals
are thus like “soot” while the source-text gleams with the “bright” value of perhaps the gold or
jewels of the icon case. Jakobson’s tendency to value the Russian bylina or the Slovo for what
they reveal about their historical moment of origin is made clear in his extensive writings on the
oral epic. The principle goal of his work on the epic “Sobaka Kalin Tsar” (1938) or on “The
Vseslav Epos” (with Marc Szeftel, 1949), for instance, is to reveal the historical personage or the
original layer of historical everyday life (by?) that inspired the original composition of the epic
song. The first essay, dedicated to V. F. Miller, argues that “Sobaka Kalin,” a protagonist of
several Russian byliny, is in fact a historical reference to the thirteenth-century ruler of the
Golden Horde, Nogai Khan. In the second work Jakobson suggested that the epic hero Volkh
Vseslavich has as his prototype the eleventh-century grand prince of Kiev, Vseslav of Polotsk.
Jakobson’s goal, as he put it, was to get at the “historical kernel” of the bylina (1966 [1949]:
357). In order to do this, later additions to these works are stripped away—the historical
moments that these additions refer to are clearly considered of secondary or inconsequential
philological value.

Jakobson employed this mode of evaluation in interpreting contemporary poetry as well.
The possibilities for the slippage of a philological mode of evaluation into the study of modern
literature were provided both by the cultural context of the 1910s as well as by a similarity
between the diachronic and synchronic analysis of language and verbal art. As applied to the
study of verbal art, this leakage could have been facilitated by a basic parallel between the
processes of synchronic and diachronic analysis.'® As explained above, philological work was
based on the distinction between elements or traces pointing back to an original, often
hypothetical, “source” and those deemed later “accretions,” factors which contributed to the
distortion of the original source-text. Using Jakobson’s metaphor, these elements are symbolized
by the gold of the icon versus the soot that has accumulated on it. Synchronic linguistic analysis
is also based on the distinction between factors of two different degrees of importance for the
scholar. Looking at a cross-section of contemporary language usage, Jakobson distinguished
between “invariants” and “variants.” The first category is understood abstractly, roughly as an
idealized “Form” in the Platonic sense.'” Restated using Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1857-1913)
terms, invariants belong to the abstract system of langue—the system of rules speakers of a
language must internalize in order to produce speech. Variants then are the concrete
manifestations of speech in all of their multiplicity and redundancy. These variants were termed
parole by Saussure. Thus in both cases the structural linguist or the philologist is faced with the
act of sorting facts into two categories. Some belong to a class of abstract, more “essential”
elements—relating to a “source” or to a grammatical system as an “invariant.” Others are classed
as the concrete, larger group of “accretions” or “variants.” The fusion of these two types of

'® My argument is based on the effects of Jakobson’s application of linguistic categories to verbal art. His use of the
categories of variant/invariant on the level of the analysis of the sound structure of language (i.e. his study of the
phoneme) entails an additional level of complexity which I do not think is necessary to discuss in order to
understand the basic thrust of Jakobson’s approach to poetic language.

17 «Plato thought that in addition to the changeable, extended bodies we perceive around us, there are also
unchangeable, extensionless entities, not perceptible by the senses, that structure the world and our knowledge of it.
He called such an entity a ‘Form’ (eidos) or ‘Idea’ (idea), or referred to it by such phrases as ‘the such-and-such
itself’. Thus in addition to individual beautiful people and things, there is also the Form of Beauty, or the Beautiful
Itself” (Brennan).
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abstract value creates the power of the epic past as a concept that articulates both invariant
“essence” and “source” value.

In Jakobson’s writings on verbal art—on both folklore and high literature—these
linguistic methodological procedures were the basis for value judgments. He saw that only the
first, more “abstract” category was worth scholarly attention. To express this judgment Jakobson
often used the term “essence.”® As Steven Cassedy has put it, the “search for essences is utterly
typical of Jakobson’s thought” (127). This aspect of Jakobson’s thinking is often considered in
connection with Edmund Husserl’s (1859-1938) phenomenology. Phenomenology, according to
scholars interested in the Husserl-Jakobson connection, can be described as a search for
essences—‘the search for invariants in all the variations, for the general in everything particular”
(cited in Cassedy 127). The extent of Jakobson’s familiarity with Husserl’s writings in his
Moscow and Prague periods, is, however, disputed.'” Without entering into this debate, I would
like to suggest that Jakobson’s interest in essences is bound up with the moment of evaluation
inherent in the philological method in which he was trained. This manifests itself in the fact that,
even as Jakobson sought to identify the essence of modern poetry through a method he describes
as synchronic analysis, he still tends to value this essence in terms of its relationship to a distant,
“epic” past as a moment of linguistic origins.

Given Jakobson’s longstanding insistence that the diachronic and synchronic axes of
linguistic analysis need to be understood as interpenetrating, it will perhaps come as no surprise
that there was some contamination between the two axes in the sphere of evaluation.”® In other
words, that his evaluation of invariants is couched in terms of their relationship to origins. There
was also an important cultural source for an association between historical and contemporary
cultural value; though their art, the Russian futurist movement sought to connect the very oldest
and the newest strata of language or culture. Nils Nilsson, in an article on the “primitivist” strain
in the Russian futurist movement, describes the reigning sentiment of the 1910s as a
“dissatisfaction with the present” which took the “avant-garde movement in two directions: on
the one hand, a return to periods or stages of culture when poetry was ‘pure’ and ‘unspoiled’ and,
on the other hand, a look ahead, towards a future when art will again be ‘pure’ and able to create
a new world” (479-480). The tendency to merge these primitivist and utopian discourses was

' There is no one term that Jakobson consistently used in Russian to denote essence — in his early works he used
“literariness” [literaturnost’] or “poeticity” [poetichnost’] to articulate the essence of these categories. In Jakobson’s
English-language work, e.g. “Quest for the Essence of Language” (1965), he used the word “essence.”

1 P. Steiner treats Jakobson’s focus on essence as a product of Jakobson’s acquaintance with Husserlian
phenomenology: “his [Jakobson’s] conception of literary studies closely parallels the procedures of eidetic
phenomenology, which in Holenstein’s account ‘is concerned with the grasp of the essential features common to
objects of the same category” (1984: 201). Elmar Holenstein’s Roman Jakobson's Approach to Language:
Phenomenological Structuralism (Indiana University Press, 1976) argues for the profound impact of Husserlian
phenomenology on Jakobson. Other scholars argue that Husserl’s influence was negligible. See E. F. K. Koerner's
“Remarks on the Sources of R. Jakobson's Linguistic Inspiration.” Jakobson Entre l'est et l'ouest Cahiers de I'ILSL
No. 9 (1997), 164. J. Toman belongs to this camp, writing: “well into the 1930s there are virtually no explicit
references in Jakobson’s writings to Husserl. Moreover, for a long time Husserl appears in Jakobson as a simple
anti-psychologist” (30). For a treatment of Jakobson’s essentialism in the context of the Russian tradition of
philosophy of language see Steven Cassedy’s Flight from Eden. The Origins of Modern Literary Criticism and
Theory (University of California Press, 1990).

% An axiomatic statement of this was point four of Jakobson and Tynianov’s “Problems in the Study of Language
and Literature” (1928), which argues for replacing the “opposition between synchrony and diachrony” with the
recognition that “every system necessarily exists in an evolution, [and] evolution is inescapably of a systemic
nature” (4). The ramifications of Jakobson’s concept of synchronicity are discussed in Holquist’s “Roman Jakobson
and Philology,” 85-89.
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particularly strong in the futurist group Hylaea, with which Jakobson was associated in this
period.?' Their “primitivism” inhered in the tendency to associate poetic creativity with the
retrieval of “pure,” ancient, or folkloric sources. Creativity was thus related to the reconstruction
of an intensely valorized primordial past. This process was, moreover, typically associated with
the retrieval of a specifically Russian or Eurasian cultural tradition in opposition to more recent
artistic movements associated with Western influence.*” In 1915, Vladimir Mayakovsky, then a
member of Hylaea, expressed this sentiment, arguing that Khlebnikov and Kruchenykh’s poetry
“BBITEKJIA HE U3 MOJIPa’KaHUs BBIIEAIINUM Y ‘KyJbTYPHBIX HAIMI KHUTAaM, a U3 CBETJIOT0 pycia
POIIHOTO, TIEPBOOBITHOTO CIIOBA, 3 O€3BIMIHHOI pycckoii mecHu” (quoted in Nilsson 479) (“does
not follow from the imitation of books produced by the ‘cultured’ nations, but flows from the
bright channel of the native, primitive word, from the anonymous Russian song”). While the
futurists saw their work as uncompromisingly modern, a force that would bring about
revolutionary change in Russian literature, they nonetheless sought inspiration in the depths of a
Russian, Slavic or Eurasian past.

This desire to connect the old and the new is reflected in Jakobson’s intellectual
biography from the 1910s.” In this period he divided his time between collaborating with the
futurists and publishing, under the pseudonym Aliagrov, his own trans-rational poetry (in the
collections Zaumniki (1914) and Zaumnaia gniga (1915)), and writing scholarly articles on
versification in Old Church Slavic (“Zametka o drevne-bolgarskom stikhoslozhenii” (1917)) or
on the influence of folklore on the eighteenth-century poet and theorist V. K. Trediakovskii
(“Vliianie narodnoi slovesnosti na Trediakovskogo” (1915)). Interest in Old Church Slavic,
folklore, the Slovo o polku Igoreve, and in the Russian literary tradition of the eighteenth century
was widespread amongst the Russian avant-garde in this period as these were seen as fresh
sources of linguistic inspiration—overlooked by their immediate predecessors and freer from
Western influence. The desire to probe the connection between Russia’s oldest literary heritage
and its newest experimental poetry is exemplified by Jakobson’s decision to translate
Mayakovsky’s poem “Nichego ne ponimaiut” [“They don’t understand anything”] into Old
Church Slavic for an event organized by the poet on May 1, 1918.%* In his study of Jakobson’s
translation, M. Shapir points out that Jakobson applied conclusions from his 1917 study of
versification in Old Church Slavic (of a Bulgarian recension) to his innovative translation (1989:
75).

*! This group centered around the brothers D. and V. Burliuk, V. Khlebnikov, A. Kruchenykh, and V. Mayakovsky.
Hylaea is discussed in detail in Vladimir Markov’s classic Russian Futurism: A History (University of California
Press, 1968). Jakobson recalled that he introduced himself to Khlebnikov in the winter of 1914 by presenting him
with a list of incantations he had copied out of a textbook (Jakobson 1966: 642).

22 On primitivism and the Russian avant-garde see Jane Sharp. Russian Modernism between East and West: Natal'ia
Goncharova and the Moscow Avant-Garde. (Cambridge University Press, 2006). On the anti-Western sentiment in
Hylaea see Harsha Ram. “Futurist Geographies: Uneven Modernities and the Struggle for Aesthetic Autonomy:
Paris, Italy, Russia 1909-1914.” The Oxford Handbook of Global Modernisms (Oxford University Press, 2012), 313-
340.

3 Jakobson elaborates on the “rehabilitation of the Middle Ages” in his 1927 booklet Two Old Czech Poems on
Death [originally: Spor duse s télem - o nebezpecném casu smrti]. Here he claims a “link between the present and
the Middle Ages” in the spheres of philosophy, natural history, and in particular art (590).

** Jakobson and two other members of the Moscow Linguistic Circle translated Mayakovsky’s poetry into English,
French and German. V. Neishtadt, who read Jakobson’s translation at the event, recalled that the “crapocnaBsiHckas
6omba” provoked uncomprehending indignation from the crowd (Shapir 1989: 66). Shapir analyzes Jakobson’s
translation as an attempt to find analogies between the very different verse systems of Old Church Slavic and
Mayakovsky’s futurist poetry (75).
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Finally, a compelling source of influence for Jakobson’s conflation of diachronic and
synchronic value would have been his intense engagement in this period with the work of
Velimir Khlebnikov (1885-1922). Jakobson described Khlebnikov as the greatest poetic genius
of the twentieth century and he, like many others, was fascinated by the eccentric poet’s highly-
original work. The ties between formalist literary theory and the futurist movement have been
the subject of many scholarly studies.”> Viktor Shklovsky’s defense of futurist poetry in a talk
titled “The Place of Futurism in the History of Language,” delivered in December 1913 at the
Stray Dog cabaret, can be said to have been the public debut of Russian formalism.? Like
Shklovsky’s early work, Jakobson’s NRP combines a defense of futurism with the articulation of
basic theoretical principles of literature. In the spring of 1919 Jakobson was formulating his
theory of poetic language while simultaneously involved in the process of organizing
Khlebnikov’s poetry for an edition of his collected works.”” NRP, which has been received as a
programmatic statement of Jakobson’s thinking on verbal art, was originally intended as the
introduction to this publication. As a result, NRP vacillates between being a treatment of
Khlebnikov’s futurist poetry and an exposition of the principles of poetry more generally.
Perhaps most importantly, this approach produced a sense of uncertainty as to whether “baring
the device” [obniazhenie priema] is the favorite device of Khlebnikov and the futurists, or
whether this gesture is, itself, the essence of poetic language for Jakobson. The lack of clarity on
this point piqued Osip Brik, who was present at Jakobson’s presentation of the essay, to ask:

UYero xoTen 10CTUYb AOKJIATIUK? Y CTaHOBUTD JIU HEKOTOPHIE 3aKOHBI TO3TUYECKOTO
sI3bIKa BOOOIIIE, MIIH YK€ BCKPBITh MOATHKY XyieOHukoBa? [...] [lo-BuauMomMy, Kak BBIBOT
U3 JTOKJIAJa TIPUXOTUTCS IPUHSATH TO TIOJIOKEHHUE, YTO BCS MOATHKA XIICOHUKOBA — €CTh
JUIITE OOHAKEHHUE JIOCEIIe yKe CYIIECTBOBABIINX MPUEMOB. [ /e ke B TaKOM cllydae
TBOpUecTBO XeOHukoBa? I'ie HOBbIe pueMsbl, M co3ianHbie? (Shapir 1991: 45).

What did the lecturer want to achieve? To establish some of the laws of poetic language
in general or to reveal Khlebnikov’s poetics? [...] It appears that based on the
presentation we have to accept the assertion that the entirety of Khlebnikov’s poetics is

** See e.g. Aage Hansen-Léve, Der russische Formalismus: Methodologische Rekonstruktion seiner Entwicklung
aus dem Prinzip der Verfremdung (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1978);
Stephen Rudy, “Jakobson-Aljagrov and Futurism,” Language, Poetry and Poetics, 277-90; Boris Gasparov,
“Futurism and Phonology: Futurist Roots of Jakobson’s Approach to Language,” Jakobson entre [’Est et ['Ouest,
109—30.; Krystyna Pomorska, Russian Formalist Theory and its Poetic Ambiance. (Mouton, 1968). On Czech
Structuralism and Czech avant-garde, see Jindfich Toman, “A Marvellous Chemical Laboratory...and Its Deeper
Meaning: Notes on Roman Jakobson and the Czech Avant-Garde between the Two Wars,” Language, Poetry, and
Poetics, 313—46; Thomas Winner, “The Czech Interwar Avantgarde and the Prague Linguistic Circle,” Semantic
Analysis of the Literary Texts, (Elsevier: 1990), 637-47.

26 Shklovsky published this presentation in 1914 as “Voskresenie slova.” Jakobson himself outlined this early
connection between futurism and formalism in his university lectures from 1935. He argues that Shklovsky’s early
works and the first of the Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka (1916) were the product of the close relationships
between Brik, Shklovsky and Mayakovsky. He also mentions his own NRP in this context. (2005: 71)

*" In his tape-recorded conversations with B. Jangfeldt from 1977, Jakobson recalled that he worked with
Khlebnikov in the spring of 1919 on a two-volume edition of his works. The book was unrealized in part, Jakobson
suggests, because Khlebnikov left Moscow unexpectedly in late April of 1919. Their collaboration included the list
of works to be included and Khlebnikov’s preface. As a result of this work Jakobson was left in possession of
Khlebnikov’s manuscripts after the latter’s departure and subsequent death in 1922 (1992: 56-60).
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merely the baring of preexisting devices. Where in this case is Khlebnikov’s creativity?
Where are the new devices he has created?

Brik’s observation highlights the fact that Jakobson, indeed, values Khlebnikov’s poetry in this
essay not for the new poetic devices that he introduces, but for his ability to bare devices that are
often described as ancient. For example, Jakobson writes that “atoT npuem [the threading of
motifs] ocBsiIeH MHO206eK0601 dagnocmblo, HO Al XJIEOHUKOBA XapaKTepHa €ro
0OHa)KEHHOCTh--OTCYTCTBUE OTPABAATEIBHOMN MPOBOJIOKU. Mbl 6csiuecKku nOOYEpKUBALU OOHY
MUNUYHO X1eOHUKOBCKYI0 Yepmy--ooHaxcenue npuema” (1979: 319 italics added) (“this device
has an ancient sanction, but in Khlebnikov’s case it is ‘laid bare,’ that is, no line of justification
is provided. We have stressed in particular one typical feature of Khlebnikov’s work--the baring
of the device” (1992: 188-89 italics added)).” In this work Jakobson defines poetic language by
virtue of its self-reflexivity; poetic language differs from practical speech in that, in it, the
communicative function of language is reduced to a minimum and the reader’s attention is drawn
to the language itself. It thus follows that Jakobson values Khlebnikov for the reflexivity of his
poetry—its ability to draw the reader’s attention to the devices of literary language.

All of this reflexivity becomes somewhat problematic, however, in that it would seem
that there is little place for the literary theorist in Jakobson’s approach to poetry in NRP. This is
because the work of revealing the devices of literature—the task that Jakobson sets as the work
of literary studies—is already being performed by Khlebnikov. This problem arguably arises
from the fact that Jakobson’s understanding of literary value and the aim of literary studies
derives from philology. There is a basic similarity for Jakobson between the work of the
philologist, who removes the deposits from ancient literary artifacts, restoring the original
source, and the work of the modern literary theorist, who “reveals the device.” This parallel is
underscored by the metaphors for value that Jakobson uses to describe futurist poetry. In two
articles written in 1919, Jakobson contrasts worn-out, familiarized poetry with avant-garde art
through the metaphorical comparison of “kreditki” [promissory notes] or “fal’shivye kerenki”
[false kerenki] to “zolota” [gold] and “zvonkaia moneta” [metal money].*” Both the epic,
compared to the gold of the icon, and the avant-garde poem have intrinsic value for Jakobson, in
contrast to the familiarized “Pushkinesque” [Pushkinopodobnye] poems that are likened to false
banknotes (thus doubly devalued). The use of gold or specie to describe the value of futurist
poetry is in line with Jakobson’s frequent use of the adjective “samotsennyi” [literally: self-
valuable, i.e. inherently valuable] to refer to the futurist “word.” “Ilo33us ects,” Jakobson
writes, “oopMieHHEe CaMOIIEHHOTO, ‘CaMOBHUTOT0’, Kak TOBOPHUT XJIeOHUKOB, cioBa” (305)
(“poetry is the formation of the self-sufficient, ‘selfsome,” word, as Khlebnikov puts it” (179)).
Thus, if the task of the philologist is to clear away the accretions that obscure the value of
ancient texts, he has no work to do when it comes to contemporary, futurist poetry, which is self-
revealing—it bares the device. It would thus appear that Jakobson’s understanding of “baring the
device” is largely oriented towards a “primitivist” understanding of literary value. That is,
futurist poetry is valued for its revelation of linguistic devices which derive from a primordial

% Or, another example: “Urpa cybduxcamu uzdagna eedoma nos3uu, HO THIIb B HOBO MOI3UH, B YACTHOCTH Y
XneOHUKOBA, CTAHOBHUTCS OCO3HAHHBIM, Y3aKOHEHHBIM mpueMom” (1979: 330 italics added).

** These comparisons come from the article “Futurizm” and “NRP.” In “Futurizm” Jakobson writes: “kopoTko
roBopsi: [uisi Hero [someone who doesn’t understand avant-garde art] He cyuiecTByeT camorieHHoro Bocrpusitus. OH
MIPEIIOYUTAET 30JI0TY KPEIUTKH, Kak 0oee inTepaTypHble (OcMbICcIeHHbIe) mpon3Benenns (417). In NRP
Jakobson writes: “IlyIIKHHONOZOOHBIE CTUXH CEWYAC TAK JKe JIETKO NevYaraTh, Kak (ajiblinBbie KEPEHKN: OHU
JIMTIIEHBI CAMOCTOSITENILHOM [IEHHOCTH U JIUIITb UMEIOT XOXKIeHUE B3aMeH 3BOHKOH MoHeThl” (300).
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past. In NRP the ultimate value of poetry does not result from novelty, but from revealing the
essence of poetry, which is associated with the origins of language.*® In Jakobson’s analysis,
Khlebnikov did not, as Brik pointed out, create new devices, but revealed ancient ones. This
observation does not deny the futurist-formalist insistence on radical innovation, but I would
argue that the goal of innovative creation was understood, in Jakobson’s case, as reconstructive.
Poetic innovation was understood to “resurrect,” as Shklovsky put it, what had been lost, as
opposed to inventing something entirely new.’' This view is, moreover, consistent with
Khlebnikov’s own understanding of his poetry as a linguistic reconstruction of a forgotten world
language.

The various futurist poets understood the meaning of their linguistic experimentation,
called trans-rational [zaum’] language, differently. An interest in Adamic language was a
widespread theme within Russian modernism; the Symbolists, the Futurists and the Acemists all
sought, from different perspectives, to recreate through their poetry the moment when Adam
named the objects of Eden for the first time. Kruchenykh, who frequently collaborated with
Khlebnikov, understood zaum ’ largely as uninhibited creativity; the existing names for objects
had lost their evocative power and the poet needed to give them new ones.** Khlebnikov, in
contrast, appears to have viewed his literary method in historical and philological terms, and he
approached zaum’ through a reconstructive approach. In his more theoretical writings he
described his method as a search for patterns in the language of modern Russian in order to
recreate a lost protolanguage that was once universally comprehensible.* In an article from April
1919, “Khudozhniki mira!” [“To the Artists of the world!”’], Khlebnikov described his zaum’ as
“a common written language. . . that can be understood and accepted by our entire star” (cited in
Wachtel 154).** Andrew Wachtel observes that this language “is not so much a creation as a
rediscovery,” and he summarizes Khlebnikov’s linguistic vision as follows:

3% The association of poetry with linguistic origins was a central argument in A. A. Potebnia’s work on poetics,
which was highly influential at this time both for Jakobson and for Russian poets associated with symbolism and
futurism. On Potebnia’s influence see Steven Cassedy’s Flight from Eden: The Origins of Modern Literary
Criticism and Theory. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990. The idea of poetry as pointing to the origins of
language is frequently traced more generally to the Italian thinker Giambattista Vico (1668—1744).

*!' T am referring to Shklovsky’s 1914 essay “Voskreshenie slova” [“The Resurrection of the Word”].

32 One of the best-known examples of this understanding of zaum ’ is Kruchenykh’s explanation that “the artist has
seen the world in a new way and, like Adam, proceeds to give things his own names. The lily is beautiful, but the
word ‘lily’ has been soiled and ‘raped.” Therefore, I call the lily ‘euy’ — the original purity is reestablished” (quoted
in Lawton, 67). This Adamic naming process is based on an subjective interpretations of sounds.

3 His earliest writing on the subject took the form of a dialog between “Teacher and Student” (1912) where he
discusses the laws of “internal declension” in Russian. He then proposes to use these observations of sound patterns
in modern Russian to recreate a zaum’ protolanguage. See B. Livshits’ description of Khlebnikov’s work (couched
in a comparison with the poetry of the “West”): “Camble oTBaxkHbIe Jep3anusi Pem6o--pedsiueckuii jener 1o
CpaBHCHHIO C TEM, YTO ACIACT XHGGHMKOB, B3pbIBas ThICAYCIICTHUEC A3bIKOBBIC HAILJIACTOBAHUSA U 6eCCTpaH_lHO
MOTPYXKasicCh B apTHKYJISLHOHHBIE O€3HbI IEPBO3JaHHOTO citoBa” (487).

** Although he often described his project in universalist terms, Khlebnikov usually approached the reconstruction
of this language via Russian. Khlebnikov further describes his goal: “s3b1k1 H3MEHUIN CBOEMY CITAaBHOMY
npouutoMy. Korna-To, Korja ciiopa pazpyIuaiy Bpaskay U Jieslaliid Oyayliee Mpo3padyHbIM U CIIOKOHHBIM, SI3BIKH,
mraras o CTyleHsM, 00beIMHIIIN JIIOAEH [...] B OAWH pa3yMHBIH MUp, COI03 MEHSIIOIIMX IEHHOCTH paccyKa Ha
OJIHU | T€ )K€ MEHOBBIC 3BYKH. JIMKaph MOHUMAIT AUKAPS U OTKIIAABIBAN B CTOPOHY cieroe opyxue (153). He then
provides a list of linguistic invariants relating to orthography: “Iloka, He moka3sIBas, 5 yTBepkIaro, uto:1) B Ha
BCEX SA3bIKaX 3HAUYNT BpPAICHHE OAHON TOYKU KPYTOM JIPYTroi WM IO LeJIOMY KPYTy WM II0 YacTH €ro, 1yre, BBEpX
u Hazax. 2) Uto X 3HAYMT 3aMKHYTYIO KPHBYIO, OTAEIISIONIYIO IPETPagoi MOI0KEHNE OHOM TOYKHU OT IBIKEHUS K
Hell Ipyroil Touky (3amuTHas yepta) [...] KoHeuHo, 3TH ONBITH e1ie MepBhIid KPUK MITaCHIIA, U 3/1€Ch TPEACTOUT
paboTa, HO 00IIMil 00pa3 MHUPOBOTO IPSAYIIETO A3bIKA TaH. DTO OYIET A3bIK «3ayMHBbI»” (154-158).
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the goal of poetic creation and historical/linguistic research is to rediscover this original
human protolanguage. The poet, therefore, must abandon linguistic history in favor of
linguistic prehistory; the historian of language becomes an archaeologist. Poetic creation
in this new/old language will lead to universal understanding and the re-creation of
paradise lost (154).

Jakobson was of course a more sober thinker than Khlebnikov, but he appears to have
shared Khlebnikov’s understanding of the futurists’ project, in that he believed that the value of
poetry lay in its capacity to reveal language’s origins/essence. This approach to language as an
operation of historical recovery aimed at retrieving Indo-European or another, once widely
comprehensible, protolanguage would have been familiar to both Jakobson and Khlebnikov as
the central precept of historical linguistics as it was studied in Russia and Europe at the turn of
the century. As Wachtel suggests, the revelation of linguistic essence is associated with
prehistory rather than history. The lost protolanguage or proto-text is separated from subsequent
historical periods by its ancientness and its physical absence, and also by its attribution to a
separate category of abstract, more essential value. The futurist poet or the formalist theorist
reveals the ancient laws or beginnings of language which are valuable as a source and also
because they are eternal, or essential. Avant-garde poetry “as such” [kak takovaia] is understood
to be the langue of poetic language by virtue of its return to the source of poetry. In this,
Jakobson’s affiliation with the primitivist Hylaea allowed him to operate in NRP with an
understanding of poetic value based on historical origins even while discussing the most modern

poetry.
Poetic Dialectology and the Poet as a Cultural Center

In this next section of the chapter I focus on Jakobson’s proposal of a new, formalist
“method” for the study of poetic language in his NRP—what he called “poetic dialectology.”
This is a significant moment that represents an attempt to conceive of a method for the study of
contemporary poetry according to Jakobson’s philological conception of literary value. His idea
is not easy to follow, however, and appears not to have been understood by his contemporaries. |
will attempt to shed some light on Jakobson’s proposal, which, while not considered a highlight
of his intellectual career, allows us to situate his early formalism in the context of pre-
revolutionary Russian folkloristics. His proposal for a “poetic dialectology” reflects two
competing approaches in Russian folkloristics which coexisted at this time. The Commission for
Folklore Study, whose meetings Jakobson regularly attended beginning in November 1914,
embraced a new methodological approach, based on dialect study, which was seen to be the
cutting edge in scientificity. Jakobson was trained in this method and espouses its application to
high literature in NRP. This approach, however, I will argue, did not sit very well with
Jakobson’s conception of linguistic (and poetic) value, discussed above. Jakobson’s NRP, as a
result, is a text which advances a method (poetic dialectology) that is at odds with Jakobson’s
assumed conception of literary value. This tension between value and method is diffused in
Jakobson’s subsequent work carried out after moving to Czechoslovakia in 1920, which was
devoted to more traditional philological subjects—e.g. the “oldest Czech poetry.” The fact that
Jakobson’s “poetic dialectology” was, to some degree, an aborted effort probably explains the
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relative lack of interest on the part of scholars of formalism in this aspect of his NRP.* I would
suggest that Jakobson’s claim is, however, worth investigating in that it provides useful insights
into how Jakobson’s conception of literary value was translated into a new “author function” for
literature. Jakobson sought to displace the individual author associated with modern, “high”
poetry with a conception of the “author” adapted from the study of the bylina as a product of the
epic past. This move continued to find application in Jakobson’s subsequent work.

In the opening paragraphs of NRP, Jakobson makes an emphatic argument for a new
method of literary study, what he calls a “poetic dialectology”:

PasBuTHe Teopun Mo3TUIECKOTO SI3bIKa OYAET BO3MOXHO JIMIIb TOT/Ia, KOT/Ia TI0A3HUs
OyZIeT TpaKTOBaThCs KaK CONUAIbHBIN (hakT, Koraa OyAeT co3aHa CBOero poaa
nosmuueckas ouanekmonoeusi. C TOUKA 3peHUs IOCHeTHEH, [TyuwKun ecmo yeHmp
NOMUYECKOU KYIbMYpbl, ONPeOesieHH020 MOMeHma, ¢ onpedeeHHol 3010l gnusanus. C
ATOM TOYKH 3PEHHS, TOITHUECKUE TUATICKTHI OJTHOW 30HBI, TATOTCIOIINE K KYJIbTYPHOMY
LEHTPY APYTO, OJTOOHO TOBOpAM MPAKTHUECKOTO S3bIKa, MOXKHO MOAPA3ICIUTh: Ha
JMAJICKTHI TIEPEXOIHBIC, YCBOMBIINE OT IIEHTPA TATOTSHHS PsIi KAHOHOB, THAJICKTHI C
HaMEYaroIIencs EPEX0THOCThIO, YCBAUBAIOIIUE OT IICHTPA TSITOTCHUS U3BECTHBIE
MOATHUYECKUE TCHACHIINH, U CMEIIAHHbIC JHAJICKThI, YCBAUBAIOIIUE OT/ICITbHbIC
uHopozHbie (GakTel, mpueMsl (1979: 301 italics added).

The development of a theory of poetic language will be possible only when poetry is
treated as a social fact, when a kind of poetic dialectology is created. From the point of
view of this dialectology, Pushkin is the center of a poetic culture of a particular time,
with a definite zone of influence. From this point of view, the poetic dialects of one zone,
when they gravitate toward the cultural center of another, can be subdivided, like dialects
of practical language, into: transitional dialects which have adopted a set of canons from
the center of gravity; semi-transitional dialects which adopt certain tendencies from the
center of gravity; and mixed dialects which adopt occasional alien elements or devices
(1992: 175-76 italics added).*®

I have quoted this passage at length as it reveals that Jakobson anticipated applying the
categories worked out in dialectology to the field of literature with some precision and detail.
The terms “perekhodnyi,” “namechaiushchaiasia perekhodnost’,” and “smeshannyi”
[“transitional,” “semi-transitional,” and “mixed”] were taken from the official method for
classifying dialects within the Moscow Dialectological Commission [Moskovskaia
dialektologicheskaia komissiia | (MDC). The MDC was formed in 1904 with the purpose of
producing a dialect map of European Russia. Such a map was published in 1915, though this was
not seen as a final product.’’” Jakobson joined the MDC as a first-year university student and he

%> Toman’s discussion of this point in Magic of a Common Language is an exception, although he limits himself to
the observation that Jakobson was using the terminology of the Moscow Dialectological Commission and that this is
the first instance of his application of linguistic concepts to literature (12-13).

3% Jakobson refers, more briefly, to the possibility of applying the classification of dialects to literary language in
another article from this period, “Briusovskaia stikhologiia i nauka o stikhe” (1922). A version of this essay was
presented at the MLC on September 23, 1919 in a talk titled “Obrazchik nauchnogo sharlatanstva.”

37 The Moscow Dialectological Commission was part of the Russian language and literature section [otdelenie
russkogo iazyka i slovesnosti] of the Russian Academy of Science and was formed from a group of scholars
studying the history and dialects of Russian language in Moscow with the special goal of creating a dialectological
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led the formation of the Moscow Linguistic Circle (MLC) as a student sub-group within the
MDC in March 1915.%® The influence of the MDC on the MLC is evidenced in the goals of the
student Circle. In a report composed by Grigory Vinokur, the secretary of the MLC, in 1919 he
lists the Circle’s accomplishments for 1915-1919 as follows:

U3 KOJUIEKTUBHBIX pabOT KPYKKa, B IEPBHIN MEPUOJI €ro )KU3HH, CIEAYET OTMETHUTD: 1)
coOupaHue JONMOTHEHUH U MOTPABOK K KapTe PYCCKOTO S3bIKA, BHITYLICHHOM
MOCKOBCKOW THaIEKTOJIOTHIECKON KOMUCCHEH, 2) COOMpaHUe MAaTEPHUATIOB IO H3yYCHHIO
MOCKOBCKOTO TOBOPa, 3) U3y4deHre ObUTMHHOTO SI3bIKa, 4) TOE3/KH C
JTUATICKTOJIOTMYECKOM 1 3THOTpaduaeckoit nenbto (Khronika 289).

of the collective projects of the Circle in the first period of its existence the following
should be mentioned: 1) the collection of additions and corrections for the map of the
Russian language published by the Moscow Dialectological Commission, 2) the
collection of materials relating to the study of the Moscow dialect, 3) the study of the
language of the bylina, 4) expeditions with a dialectological and ethnographic purpose.

Jakobson’s rebellious stance towards intellectual authorities did not extend to the Dialectological
Commission; Toman writes “his loyalty to his teachers and peers in the commission is striking”
(1995: 11). He wrote a favorable review of the dialectological map in 1916 and he evidently
formed a close relationship with N. N. Durnovo, the vice-chairman of the Commission.* The
quote from NRP above reveals that Jakobson adhered to the MDC’s conception of dialect into
the 1920s. As late as 1929 Jakobson continued to raise dialectology to the status of an “avant-
garde scholarship,” an argument which Toman points out was somewhat anachronistic in that the
advantages of dialect study had been advocated in linguistics since the 1870s (cited in Toman
1995: 12).

The most important ideas Jakobson attempted to carry over from Moscow dialectology
into the sphere of literary study are those of a “cultural center” [kul’turnyi tsentr] and its
“gravitational pull” [tiagotenie]. These concepts were central to the understanding of linguistic
structure and language spread in the MDC. In a programmatic article from 1917, Durnovo
argued that contemporary (largely German) linguistic theory did not sufficiently appreciate the
importance of cultural centers in the creation of dialectal differentiations in a language. He
explained that any individual fact of language could spread “Tonbko mpu nmoanep:kKe U3BECTHOTO
KynbTypHOro 1ieHTpa” (4) (“only with the support of a specific cultural center”’). Moreover,
“OTHeNbHBIC TUATICKTUYECKUE YEPTHI B I3bIKE B CBOEM 00pa30BaHUU U PACTIPOCTPAHEHUH HE
MOTYT CTOSITh OCOOHSIKOM, @ TOJDKHBI TPYTIITAPOBATHLCS IO TOBOPAM M HapeuusiM, 001acTu
KOTOPBIX COBIMAJIAIOT C 00IACTAMU TATOTEHUS HAaceIeHUs K pa3HbIM IeHTpam” (4) (“individual

map of the Russian language. On the MDC see “Khronika” in Nauchnye izvestiia: Akademicheskii tsentr
narkomprosa. Sbornik 2: Filosofiia, literatura, iskusstvo. (Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo: 1922), 287-290.

¥ See Jakobson’s “Toward the History of the Moscow Linguistic Circle” Selected Writings VII (1972), 279.

%% Jakobson published an favorable review of the MDC’s methodology in the composition of a linguistic atlas: “Opyt
dialekticheskoi karty russkogo iazyka v Evrope,” Etnograficheskoe obozrenie 1-2 (1916): 102-107 (signed. R.1a).
Jakobson later organized a Czechoslovak research grant for Durnovo in 1924 and devoted considerable efforts to
promoting his teacher’s work, attempting to find an academic position for him in Czechoslovakia. Jakobson’s letters
to Durnovo from the period the latter was in Czechoslovakia (1924-1927) have been published in J. Toman’s Letters
and other materials from the Moscow and Prague Linguistic Circles. (Michigan Slavic Publications, 1994). On
Jakobson and Durnovo’s relationship see 76-79.
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dialectological traits in a language in their manifestation and diffusion cannot stand alone and
must group themselves according to smaller and larger dialects, the areas of which coincide with
the areas of gravitation of the population towards various centers”). The size of the linguistic
unit—dialect [govor], larger dialect [narechie], language [1azyk]—is associated with the size of
the cultural center and the corresponding strength of its gravitational pull. For example, “Bokpyr
MEJIKUX [IEHTPOB-TOPTOBOTO celna, (haOpuKH, MOHACTHIPS U T.IL—TPYIITUPYETCS OTACIbHbIC
TOBOPBI; KPYIIHBIE 00JIaCTHBIE LIEHTPhI MHOT/AA COJCHCTBYIOT 00pa30BaHUIO HAPEUHiA; HAKOHEI]
BBIJICJICHUE U3BECTHBIX 00IaCTEH B IIeJIbIE TOCYAAPCTBA CIIOCOOCTBYET CO3/IaHMIO sI3bIKA™ (5)
“individual small dialects [govory] group around minor centers such as a trade settlement,
factories, monasteries, etc.; major regional centers sometimes facilitate the formation of a larger
dialect [narechie]; finally the grouping of certain regions into entire states facilitates the creation
of a language [1azyk]”). Jakobson replicates this basic model in his suggestion for a poetic
dialectology when he writes that poetic dialects, like the dialects of practical language, gravitate
towards “cultural centers.”*’

The crucial adjustment that Jakobson makes to this model-—what makes it a theory of
poetic language and dialects—is his substitution of the concept of a “central” author for the
concept of a cultural center. Jakobson makes this clear: “IlymkuH ecTh HEHTP MOITHUECKOM
KYJBTYPBI, ONIPEJCICHHOT0 MOMEHTA, ¢ onpenenaeHHou 30H0i Biusaus” (301) (“Pushkin is the
center of a poetic culture of a particular time, with a definite zone of influence” (175)). He
outlines the transposition of dialectology to the study of poetic language in relatively precise
ways. And while he leaves much to be explained, his detailed description here stands in contrast
to the enigmatic style that characterized his and other formalists® writings in this period.”*'
Jakobson appended a footnote to this paragraph where he stresses that “¢parmenraprocts
HIDKECIIETYIOIETO. .. HA B KOEM ClTydae He OTIOPOYUBAIOT Memoda: IOCKOIbKY HE HAKOIUICHO
HAY4YHO MHTEPIPETUPOBAHHOT'O MaTepHalia, BO3MOXKHBI TOJIBKO paboyre SCKU3bI TUIA
JTUATIEKTOJIOTMYECKUX 3aMeTOK ‘00 ocobennocTsx’” (301 italics added) (“the fragmentariness of
the following ... does not in any way invalidate the method: as long as scientifically interpreted
material has not been gathered, only working drafts such as dialectological notes ‘on some
features’ are possible” (italics added)). It thus appears incontrovertible that Jakobson sought to
approach poetic language (or at least Khlebnikov’s poetics) from the standpoint of Moscow
dialectology, and that he considered “poetic dialectology” to be his “method.” This point is
worth stressing in that this element of Jakobson’s formalism has been largely dismissed. This is
likely because, on first glance, it is not at all clear what Jakobson meant by stating that “Pushkin
is the center of poetic culture,” in other words, by equating Pushkin with a dialectological
“cultural center.”

The transcript of the meeting of the MLC on May 11, 1919, when Jakobson presented a
version of NRP to the Circle, reveals that his ideas met largely with skepticism. It appears that
Jakobson did not convince his colleagues of the legitimacy or utility of his method. The sharpest
critique came from Brik, who began the discussion with the challenge: “moxmnan He nmeeT TemMBbl,
HE UMEECT SICHO IMOCTaBJICHHOH 3a7au: 9ero X0Tel JoCTHYb Aokmaaauk?”’ (“the lecture doesn’t
have a topic, doesn’t have clearly set goals: what did the lecturer want to achieve?”’) To which

0 Jakobson writes: “nosmuueckue Ouanexmui OIXHON 30HbI, MALOMEIOWUE K KYIIMYPHOMY YeHmpy IPYroii, mogo6Ho
TOBOpaM MPaKTHYECKOTO SI3bIKa, MOYKHO Toapa3aenuTs...” (1979: 301, italics added).

*I'In his response to NRP, Trubetskoi, for instance wrote: “Kak knuza — 3T0 He XOPOLIO H IaXe MOKaITyi HE CTOMIIO
neyatp.” His criticism largely relates to stylistic and organization failures — he mentions its “neyznaun[as] popm[a],
6ecniopsinouH|oe] uznoxenu[e], Tsoxen[biid] s3pik[] u T.4.” (17).
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Jakobson countered: “mokian o6iagaet BIOJIHE ONPEIEICHHON TEMOH 1 3a1aueil. 3aaua 3Ta —
€CTh 3aJ1aua modTuueckor auanexronorun’” (45) (“the lecture has a thoroughly defined topic and
goal. Tts goal is the task of poetic dialectology”).** Bogatyrev then further questioned this
concept. The protocol states: “bocamwvipes Bo3pakaeT MPOTUB TPUMEHEHHUS TEPMUHA

‘ IMAJIEKTOJIOTHS’ K U3YUEHUIO MOATHUYECKOTO S3bIKA JIUIIh OJTHOTO MO3TA. DTO €CTh SA3BIK
WH/IMBUYaTbHBIN, THAJCKT XKe eCTh SI3bIK M3BECTHOTO Kilacca Jitoeil. MoxXHO ObLTO OB JIUIIB
M3BECTHYIO KOy MOATOB O0BEAMHHUTH TepMHUHOM ‘nuanekt’” (Shapir 46) (“Bogatyrev protests
against the application of the term ‘dialectology’ to the study of the poetic language of only one
poet. This is individual language, a dialect is the language of a certain class of people. One could
apply the term “dialect’ only to a school of poets™).* Jakobson’s response to Bogatyrev is largely
evasive; leaving us with the unanswered question--how indeed is the language of an individual
author to be understood as a dialect, or more specifically a dialectal “cultural center”?*

The issue at stake in these responses is Jakobson’s understanding of the figure of the
author. In suggesting that he is treating the author, e.g., “Pushkin” or “Khlebnikov,” as a cultural
center, he is attempting a significant departure from the general conception of an author held by
his contemporaries. V. V. Vinogradov, in a review of NRP, also focused on this point, stating
that,

HEOOXOUMO TMOKAJIETh, YTO aBTOP HE 38 yMaJICs TITy0Ke HaJl IPUHIIUTHATEHBIM

pa3nuYueM ABYX OTIEJIOB JIMHTBUCTUKHU--TUAJICKTOIOTUH, KOTOPAsI U3YUYaeT SI3bIKOBBIE

1a0JIOHBI, XapaKTEPU3YIOIIHE TOT WM HHOHM JTUAIEKTUIECKUH KOJUIEKTUB, H

CTUJIMCTUKHU, KOTOpAsi HCCIEyeT HHIMBUIYIbHO-TBOPUYECKHUE CUCTEMBI YIIOTpEeOICHUS U

PacIIOJIOKEHUSI CJIOB B MX IIPEEMCTBEHHOCTH M B3aMMOJICHCTBHH, HE CO3/1aBast

abCcTpaKIuii 6oJIee MMPOKHX, YeM ‘CTHIb Kokl (464).*

it is necessary to regret that the author didn’t expend more thought on the principle
difference between two branches of linguistics--dialectology, which studies the linguistic
clichés that characterize one or another dialectological collective, and stylistics, which
researches the individual creative systems of the use and arrangement of words in their
succession and interaction, not permitting abstractions greater than the concept of the
‘style of a school.’

*2 Jakobson continued to state that “3aaua 3Ta — ecTh 3a/1a4a MOATHUYECKOI HANEKTOIOIHH, H MMEET BBHILY
JECKPUTILUIO O3THYECKHUX S3bIKOBBIX (DaKTOB M MO3THYECKUX NpueMoB Xi1eOHuKoBa [...] K yemy Bener takas
neckpunnust? OHa BelleT K yCTAHOBJICHUIO HA OCHOBAHMHM (PAKTOB IMOATUYECKOTO SI3BIKA — €20 3aKOH08, ¢ NpoeKyuel
6 ucmopuro” (45 italics added).

* Bogatyrev’s argument regarding “individual” as opposed to “collective” language could also be termed a
distinction between “idiolect” as opposed to a “dialect.” See K. Hazen’s entry for “Idiolect” in Encyclopedia of
Language & Linguistics (Second Edition), 2006, 512-513.

# Jakobson’s response to Bogatyrev reads: “AIko6con yKa3bIBaeT, 4TO OH HE ONpEACIIAeT IPaHuI] GaKToB. A
e]ll/IHCTBeHHbIﬁ HNCTOYHHK HAYYHOI'O IMO3HAHUA U €CTh BEb A3BbIK HHZ[HBH[[yaﬂbeIﬁ. Ill/IaHeKT — BCC€raa, 60Hee 50040
meHee, pukius”’ (46). This response is interesting in that it presents an idea that Jakobson would later place in the
mouths of his “opponents”—his former colleagues the folklorists B. M. and Tu. M. Sokolov and their teacher V. F.
Miller. In an article published in 1929 Jakobson argued that “a typical product of naive realism was the widespread
thesis of the Neogrammarians that the language of the individual is the one and only real language.
Epigrammatically stated, this thesis asserts that, in the final analysis, only the speech of a particular person at a
particular point in time represents an actual reality” (1980 [1929]: 3).

* It is interesting to note, however, that Bogatyrev suggests that a “school” could be a “dialect,” while Vinogradov
identifies a “school” as the largest unit approachable through the discipline of stylistics—the study of individual
languages. This suggests that the concept of the school was open to a wider range of interpretations than the
categories of “individual” or “collective” languages and could be attributed to either category.
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The key to understanding Jakobson’s poetic dialectology lies in deciphering his attempt to link
the concept of the author evoked by the name “Pushkin” to an approach to language usually
reserved for a larger social group. Bogatyrev and Vinogradov based their distinction between the
language of the poet and that of a larger collective on a given understanding of the literary
author, one that remains largely in place to the present day. This is the use of a historically,
psychologically conceived individual as mental shorthand for setting aside a group of texts as a
special category of discourse. Michel Foucault famously described this in a 1969 lecture “What
is an Author?” in terms of what he called the “author function.” The attribution of this function
to certain texts, he argued, results from

a complex operation which constructs a certain rational being that we call ‘author.’
Critics doubtless try to give this individual being a realistic status by discerning, in the
individual, a ‘deep’ motive, a ‘creative’ power or a ‘design,’ the milieu in which writing
originates. Nevertheless, these aspects of an individual which we designate as making
him an author are only a projection, in more or less psychologizing terms, of the
operations that we force texts to undergo, the connections we make, the traits that we
establish as pertinent, the continuities that we recognize or the exclusions that we practice
(110).

In other words, Foucault suggests that we recognize that the popular conception of a literary
author is influenced by the traits that we wish to find in the text or body of texts that has been
designated as “literary” or of special value. This value is largely equivalent to various types of
consistency—the text (or group of texts) is seen to form a unit defined in terms of intellectual,
stylistic, or historical markers distributed consistently throughout.

In Jakobson’s attempt to remake literary studies according to the dialectological model
the author’s name functions differently. The “author function” that Bogatyrev and Vinogradov
assume is that of the circumscription of a group of texts or a literary style by anchoring the
continuities found throughout this material in the biographical-psychological person of
“Pushkin.” Jakobson in contrast is interested in using “Pushkin” as a gravitational point that
anchors a much wider expanse of the literary/linguistic realm. In this second model, the
organizing force of the author function is not strictly applied to a bounded class of the texts that
come under his name/pen, but extends outwards into the field of literary language and the
historical development of literature as a broader phenomenon. In other words, the two concepts
differ in that Jakobson interprets the person of the author in linguistic and historical terms rather
than psychological ones. The structure that the “author” imparts to literature is not defined by
works he “authors” by signing his name to them, but by his impact over time on the larger realm
of literary production.

This understanding of the author function is much closer to the approach to authorship in
the field of bylina scholarship than it is to the conception of the author in literary studies. Indeed,
scholarship on the Russian oral epic conceived of the “author” of an epic not as a single,
biographical individual, but as an argot of literary devices, which was developed in the context
of a historical cultural center and whose influence could be traced over time and across
geographic space. In a study first published in 1895, V. F. Miller argued that the bylina had
artistic value, and that this value was the product of the continual reuse of a core of artistic
devices that stemmed from a moment of creation in the epic past. He writes that:

81



[TonsiTe ‘6€3bICKYCCTBEHHOH,” KOTOPOE OOBIYHO MpUJIaracTcsl K HAPOIHOM M033UH,
BOOOIIE TOJKHO OBITh 3HAYUTEIFHO OIPAHUYCHO 10 OTHOIICHUIO K HAITUM OBUTHMHAM.
KoneuHo, B HUX OYTH HE MPOSBIISETCS JIUYHOCTD CaraTessi, HO OH HacleayeT
M3BECTHBIC HCKYCCTBEHHBIC IPUEMBI, 1 3TH IPUEMbI MOXXHO HAOII0IaTh KaK B IJIaHAX
OBLITWH, TaK U B TPAJAUIIMOHHBIX YaCTHOCTSAX MX MOCTpOoeHUs (62).

The term ‘unsophisticated,” which is usually applied to folk poetry in general should be
significantly restricted in relation to our epics [byliny]. Of course the personality of the
composer is hardly manifest in them, but he inherits well-known artistic devices, and
these devices can be found both in the designs of the epics as well as in the traditional
details of their construction.

This quote reveals how, in the Russian work on the epic, the concept of artistry usually reserved
for works of an “individual” was found to reside in a poetic dialect or argot that originated in the
heroic past and that was faithfully passed down by generations of epic singers. Separate from a
biographical “author,” in this case it is the literary devices themselves, and ultimately their
connection with a moment in the epic past, that imbue works with artistic value. Jakobson’s
attempt to extend this approach to the realm of contemporary literature anticipates Foucault’s
pronouncement of “death of the author” in 1969. Jakobson’s formalism, already in 1919, sought
to abandon the individual biographical author in favor of an approach adapted from philology as
a method designed to establish the authority of authorless, anonymous texts. Tracing Jakobson’s
intellectual biography allows us to appreciate how the disappearance of the author was
conditioned by Russian formalists debt to folklore studies. In Jakobson’s case, his relationship to
the philological study of the epic meant that the author was displaced in favor of a nationally
significant poetic tradition. This can be contrasted with Foucault’s suggestion that the unity of
the person of author is directly displaced into the “unity” of the “work.”*° This type of
displacement could be said to be a product of the application of a formalist, linguistic analysis of
literary texts within a social conception of literature that breaks the poetic “verbal mass” up into
the a priori categories of genre, author and authored work. Jakobson’s approach, which emerged
from debates in folkloristics as to the nature of the “author,” subjected assumptions regarding the
literary author to more fundamental questioning.

Jakobson’s attempt to reconceptualize “Pushkin” as a dialectal center can be seen as a
response to the methods available to students of folklore in Moscow in the 1910s. This was a
period in folklore study when the concept of a psychologically conceived individual author was
raised and juxtaposed with a linguistically defined, more abstract, authorial function located in a
distant past. The collision of these two modes of evaluation could be said to have loosened these
concepts, thus enabling Jakobson to attempt to creatively recombine them. In order to understand
Jakobson’s response to this situation it is necessary to stress that dialectology, as a field of study,
was understood in a particular way at this time. While dialect study, like any branch of
linguistics, can be approached from a historical (diachronic) as well as a structural (synchronic)

* In his article “Why the Russian Formalists had no theory of the Literary Person” Daniel Rancour-Laferriere
argues that the formalists’ literary theory operated with a “fallacy of misplaced personification” which resulted from
“their efforts to displace the person from literature... [permitting] the person to appear elsewhere, as if in
compensation” (334). Speaking of formalism in broader terms, he doesn’t specify in detail how this displacement
occurred.
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perspective, in the 1910s dialectology was championed as a field which shifted scholars’ focus to
the synchronic axis. This is evident from the opening paragraphs of NRP which associate
“dialectology” with a Saussurean revolution in linguistics—with the “mpuem BpemeHHOTO
paspesa, Tak Ha3bIBaeMbIi cuHXpoHnYeckuit MeTox” (299) (“the device of temporal cross-
section, the so-called synchronic method”). For Jakobson, the move away from the study of the
past is associated with “the study of contemporary dialects.” “/Inanexromnorus,” Jakobson asserts
“CTAaHOBUTCS TJIABHBIM MMITYJIbCOM PACKPBITHSI OCHOBHBIX JINHTBUCTUYECKUX 3aKOHOB, U JIHIIIb
M3y4YeHHE MPOIECCOB JKUBOW PEUH MMO3BOJISIET MPOHUKHYTH B TAWHBI OKAMEHEJION CTPYKTYPHI
s3bIKa OBLTBIX TIeproaoB” (299) (“Dialectology is becoming the main impulse in the discovery of
basic linguistic laws, and only the study of the processes of live speech allow us to penetrate the
secrets of the petrified structure of language of bygone ages”).*’ In defining dialectology as a
synchronic approach to language and suggesting the application of dialectological principles to
the study of poetic language, Jakobson is giving voice to then-current sentiments in folkloristics.
In this field, the most scholarly, scientific work was being done by folklorist-ethnographers who
were increasingly studying the material they gathered through the lens of dialectology. As I will
demonstrate, however, this led to an understanding of the author function of verbal art which
clashed with Jakobson’s philological evaluation of linguistic and poetic facts.

While Jakobson’s dialectological approach to the literary author was a radical departure
from assumptions regarding high literature, the application of dialectology to verbal art was a
centerpiece of Russian folkloristics in the 1910s. This was a period when folklore and dialect
were increasingly studied in tandem. The decade, moreover, saw a shift from a historical
approach to dialect and folklore to an embrace of the “living” folklore of the current moment,
what Jakobson and Bogatyrev described as the “rexyumii matepuan” (“fluid material”) of
folklore in their work in folk theater from this period (Bogatyrev 1923: 22). This shift brought
approaches which saw literary value in historical versus individual terms into an uneasy
cohabitation. Placing Jakobson’s NRP in this context allows us to see that his proposal for a
method based on “poetic dialectology” and the gap between this method and Jakobson’s actual
analysis of Khlebnikov’s poetics, reflects the state of prerevolutionary folkloristics.

The close association of the disciplines of folkloristics and dialectology in the Russian
academy in the early twentieth century is exemplified by the scholarly activities of Jakobson and
his peers while students at Moscow University. Between the years 1914 and 1917 Jakobson and
a group of fellow students regularly attended the meetings of two scholarly Commissions — the
Commission for Folklore Study (CFS) and the Moscow Dialectological Commission (MDC).
Among those of the younger generation who belonged to both groups were Jakobson, Bogatyrev,
Trubetskoi, Iu. M and B. M. Sokolov, A. A. Buslaev, and B. V. Shergin, G. G. Dinges and N. F.
lakovlev. It is interesting to note that there were considerably fewer senior scholars who
belonged to both groups; it appears that only N. V. Vasil’ev regularly contributed to both
Commissions, while N. N. Durnovo and D. N. Ushakov only very occasionally attended
meetings of the CFS. In their separate reminiscences Bogatyrev recalls that it was Jakobson who
“nmocTostHHO MeHs Boaw K JimHrBUCTaM™ (“constantly led me to the linguists™), and Jakobson
recalls that he was introduced to the CFS through Bogatyrev.*® The attendance records of the

7 Recall that Jakobson anachronistically referred to “dialectology” as an “avant-garde scholarship” as late as 1929.
This claim arguably reflects the fact that he understood dialectology as a synchronic approach to language.

* The attendance records of the CFS show that Bogatyrev first joined on April 21, 1914 and that Jakobson joined on
November 29, 1914. The CFS stopped meeting regularly in the spring of 1917; both Jakobson and Bogatyrev
attended virtually every meeting held between 1915 and 1917. Trubetskoi attended less regularly, but had joined
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meetings of the CFS reveal that members of the younger generation appear to have made a point
of attending each other’s presentations, so it is perhaps reasonable to surmise that the overlap
between these disciplines was reinforced by personal bonds of scholarly solidarity in these
years.® The membership records of the Moscow Linguistic Circle (MLC) reveal that its core
membership was made up of these students who belonged to both the MDC as well as the
Commission for Folklore Study.*® The topics for discussion in the MLC, as a result, represent a
cross between folkloristics, dialectology and literary studies.”’ Recall that in its early years, the
MLC listed among its tasks not only work on the dialect map, but the study of the language of
the bylina, which would not have been a priority set by the Dialectological Commission.>

In addition to being populated by some of the same scholars, the overlap between the folklore
and the dialectological Commissions was a product of the similar nature of their work; both
sponsored fieldwork to collect data on the language and lore of rural communities. Jakobson,
Bogatyrev and Iakovlev went on an expedition to the Vereiskii uezd of the Moscow guberniia in
the summer of 1915. Jakobson colorfully recounted in his later years that they were taken for
German spies in one village and that they barely escaped with their lives.” The students

earlier on November 14, 1911. Gosudarstvennyi literaturnyi muzei (GLM), Fol’klornyi arkhiv 23 ed. khr. 1.
Jakobson later told Jangfeldt “Bogatyrev took me to the Commission on Folklore, where I later read my first lecture,
as well as to the Dialectological Commission. It seemed that there was a completely different atmosphere there”
(1992: 31). Bogatyrev recalled “emie Oyayuu ctyaenTom, s noceman KoMuccuio 1o HapoaHOH CIIOBECHOCTH |[...| HO
Poman OcunoBrnY NOCTOSTHHO MEHsI BOJMJI K JIMHIBUCTaM, 4TO HE MOIJIO HE OTPa3UThCsi Ha Moel pabore” (cited in
Leshchak 47).

* Trubetskoi, for example, appears to have attended the CFS meetings selectively, coming when Jakobson or
Bogatyrev were presenting their work. GLM, Fol’klornyi arkhiv 23 ed. khr. 1. Trubetskoi, who never belonged to
the MLC, immediately asked about what had happened to the CFS and MDC and their mutual acquaintances in his
first letter to Jakobson after he escaped Russia during the Civil War (dated December 12, 1920) (1). A. Liberman in
his biographical “Postscript” writes that Trubetskoi and Jakobson first met at a meeting of the CFS. The archive
confirms that he was present when Jakobson made his first presentation there (on Trediakovskii) on April 3, 1915.
(GLM), Fol’klornyi arkhiv 23 ed. khr. 1.Trubetskoi left Moscow and then Russia in the early fall of 1917 (Liberman
307-308).

% A number of young scholars who attended the meetings of the CFS became members of the MLC. These included
P. G. Bogatyrev, A. A. Buslaev, G. G. Dinges, Iu. M Sokolov, B. V. Shergin, R. O. Jakobson, N. F. [akovlev, and B.
I. Tarkho.

>! Presentations read and discussed in the MLC on overtly folkloric topics included: N. F Takovlev “Russkaia
istoricheskaia lirika XVI-XVII vekov April 5, 1919; P. G. Bogatyrev “O narodnykh anekdotakh” April 20, 1919; P.
G. Bogatyrev “O Gusare Pushkina” and “Trud Poznanskogo o zagovorakh” April 25, 1919; Tu. M. Sokolov
“Soobshchenie o narodnykh legendakh, sviazannykh s tekushchimi sobytiiami” May 17 and May 25, 1919; N. F.
lakovlev “Iz metodologii zapisi pesen” August 11, 1920; Beseda s sobiratelem i ispolnitelem narodnykh pesen P. G.
Iarkovym March 20, 1921; N. F. Iakovlev “Elementy fol'’klora u Lermontova" April 17, 1921; P. G. Bogatyrev
“Opyt izucheniia zagovorov (Povtoreniia v zagovorakh)” April 24, 1921. IRIa Arkhiv MLK Fond 20, ed.kh. 2
Protokoly zasedanii 1918-1923 gg. For a list of the contents of the archive see G. S. Barankova “K istorii
moskovskogo lingvisticheskogo kruzhka: Materialy iz Rukopisnogo otdela Instituta russkogo iazyka.” lazyk.
Kul'tura. Gumanitarnoe znanie. Hauchnoe nasledie G.O.Vinokura i sovremennost'. (Nauchnyi mir: 1999), 359-382.
2 Vinokur listed “n3yuenne GhumMHHOrO s13b1ka” as the third point in his list of the collective work of the Circle
completed before 1919 (Khronika 289).

>3 Jakobson’s account is interesting in that it also reveals some of his personal feeling about folklore and perhaps a
source of his conviction that it is a product of “collective creation.” He recalls “when at the end of May [1915] all
three of us started our gathering of ethnographic materials in the village Novinskoe, the rumors about the Moscow
disorders and looting of allegedly German stores were spreading to the country in amazingly swollen and distorted
form. [...] Our mentioned report of 1915 contains a brief account of the rural efforts to enlist us among the villain
characters of this nascent folklore. The espionage fictions circulating in Novinskoe were applied to all three of us by
an inventive local woman [...] we were ‘heard’ talking German to each other, we were ‘seen’ poisoning wells. [...]
Our documents were declared to be fake and our glasses were considered evidence of our Germanity. New people
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presented the results of this trip both to the CFS and the MDC; both societies appear to have
provided funding for the expedition.>* The joint study of linguistics and folkloristics was
reflected in their approach to their subject matter. The protocols from the meetings where
Jakobson and Bogatyrev presented their work at the CFS reveal that they were particularly
interested in evidence of an urban, Muscovite, influence on the verbal culture of the region. They
mention references to the World War in the tales recorded, the impact of factory work, literacy
and the penetration of urban genres into the repertoire of the village performers.> In the field of
dialectology, Jakobson wrote and later published an article on the dialect of the region where
they had collected data in which he described the spread of Muscovite pronunciation into the
dialect of the Dmitrovskii uezd in the Moscow guberniia.’® The common theme of their work—
folkloristic or dialectological—was the evidence of the impact of the “cultural center” of
Moscow on the speech and folklore of the surrounding region. This fieldwork and analysis done
for the Commissions in 1915-1916 would have sparked Jakobson’s interest in the application of
linguistic concepts to the study of verbal art and arguably suggested to Jakobson the use of
dialectology as a method for literary study, i.e. a “poetic dialectology.” Their research at this
point focused on the spread of urban culture into rural communities, and stressed the vitality of
local traditions and their flexibility in incorporating new stimuli. Bogatyrev would continue this
type of work, focusing on the way in which folk cultures transform borrowings in order to make
them their own. Jakobson, on the other hand, remained more interested in the element
represented by “Moscow” in this process. His subsequent writings reveal that he was continually
drawn to the source of influence, rather than to its reception by more peripheral forms of
language and culture.””’

The use of dialect in the study of folklore was not, however, a unified approach in the
1910s. There were two different rationales for combining the study of folklore and dialect—one
was represented by the “Historical school” of bylina scholarship, led by V. F. Miller (1848-
1913), the other was an emerging ethnographic approach which was exemplified by the work of
D. K. Zelenin (1878-1954). Miller used dialect data, along with other sources, to establish the

arrived and were provided by the company with more and more elaborated and fantastic information about the three
unmasked ‘Germans.” We were witnessing a drastic example of the rise, multiplication and diffusion of formulaic
responses to the burning topics. As it stated in our report, ‘something sprang up that probably might be called
collective creation'. [...] A corporal who happened to be near at hand managed to prevent violence, but the tricks of
the three malefactors whose perfidy deceived people’s vigilance remained a trite and commonplace topic of horror
stories, told with an ever-growing set of new adornments not only in Novinskoe but also in surrounding villages
(1966: 643-644). Jakobson insisted that small genres of folklore (proverbs, tales, rumors) did not have inherent value
in the way that literature does. He based this argument on the fact that they represent “collective” rather than
“individual” creation.

>* See “Kratkii ocherk deiatel'nosti Postoiannoi Komissii po Dialektologii Russkogo Tazyka za 12 let (ianvar' 1914 g.
- ianvar' 1926 g.)” Trudy Komissii po Dialektologii Russkogo lazyka 9 (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo Akademii Nauk
SSSR), 1927 and “Khronika: Otchet' o deiatel'nosti Etnograficheskogo Otedela i ego Komissii za 1915/16 god.”
Etnograficheskoe obozrenie 1-2 (Moscow: Tipografiia Riadushinskikh), 1916: 138-151.

3> GLM, Fol’klornyi arkhiv 23 ed. khr. 1.listy 46, 48.

%% This essay, “Fonetika odnogo severno-velikorusskogo govora s namechaiushcheisia perekhodnost'iu,” was written
in 1916 but first published in 1927 in Prague (SW I: 571-613). The essay adheres to the methods for dialect
categorization worked out by the MDC.

" An example (to which I will return) is Jakobson’s work on Czech literary history, which often returned to the
subject of the Old Church Slavonic tradition initiated by the Saints Cyril and Methodius in the ninth century.
Jakobson approached the Czech literary tradition of the tenth-fourteenth centuries as a reflection of this moment of
origin.
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historical migration of the bylina tradition from the south of the Russian Empire to the north.
Jakobson summarized Miller’s argument in a paper presented in 1956:

Since Vsevolod Miller's paper of 1894 on the geographical spread and limits of the
Russian oral epic tradition, folklorists have repeatedly broached this subject. [...] Within
the European region of the Russian language, the territory of living rhapsodic tradition
coincides with the area of two closely cognate dialectal varieties of North Russian,
namely the Archangel. . . and the Olonets group. [...] Since the Archangel and Olonets
dialects point to an old Novgorodian colonization, any speculations about modern social
and cultural conditions responsible for the preservation of the byliny in the Archangel
and Olonets area appear futile and groundless (38 italics added).”®

Miller’s thesis, which Jakobson also largely adopted, is that the epic tradition migrated to
Novgorod after the fall of Kiev in the thirteenth century and then, following the collapse of the
Republic of Novgorod in the fifteenth century, was preserved in the outlying regions that had
previously belonged to the cultural center of Novgorod. In this approach, the dialectal markers
found in the language of the bylina are useful as a means of tracing its history. Since Miller and
his followers believed that the essence or cultural, scholarly import of the bylina lay in the
moment when they were originally composed, their focus was on “removing layers” of linguistic
sediment found in modern renditions of the epics in order to reconstruct them according to an
earlier stage. As Jakobson’s quote above states, the fact that the bylina was preserved in the
Olonets dialect does not imply that the folklorist should pay particular attention to the culture of
the region today. The presence of the dialect in the language of the epic is understood as an
accretion to its structure, useful only for what it tells the scholar about an earlier stage in the
history of the genre.

At the turn of the century this approach to dialect and folklore coexisted with a second
mode of analysis which led to a different evaluation of the individual facts of language or works
of folklore collected. The impetus for this second approach can be traced to the interest in dialect
study and its sponsorship by the Russian Academy of Sciences. In her history of Russian
folkloristics, T. G. Ivanova writes that

B paccmarpuaemsiii iepuon [ 1900-1916] AxageMus Hayk pa3BepHyJa MacIITaOHYIO
paboTy 1Mo HCCIEAOBAHUIO PYCCKUX HAPOAHBIX TOBOPOB. [10 MuanekTomoruueckum
porpaMMam, €10 pa3paboTaHHBIM, B Pa3HBIX KOHIAX Poccuu paboTaiv cOTHH
npodeccuoHaNbHbIX (DUIOJIOTOB U JIOOUTENEH, YBICKABIINXCS HAPOIHON KyJIbTYPOH.
OnHUM U3 METOZIOB COOMPAHUS MaTEPHAJIOB IO HAPOIHBIM TOBOpPAM IporpaMmma
npejsaraja 3anuch NPOU3BEACHHUI HAPOTHOM CIOBECHOCTH. [...] [TybnukoBaBuecs kak
00pa3ubl HAPOAHBIX TOBOPOB, OOBEKTHBHO 3TH 3aIHCH TIECEH, CKa30K, TIOCIOBUII,
3arafiok, u T.1I. BXOAWIU B chepy dhonbkiopuctuku (22-23).

In this period [1900-1916] the Academy of Science initiated work on the study of
Russian popular dialects on a large scale. Hundreds of professional philologists and
amateurs, interested in folk culture, worked according to the dialectological programs
developed by the Academy. One of the methods for the collection of materials relating to

3% Jakobson’s short presentation focuses on “the striking formal correspondences” between ballads recorded in
different parts of the South Ladoga Basin and the bylina tradition. (39).

86



popular dialects proposed by the program was the transcription of works of folklore. [...]
Published as examples of popular dialects, objectively these transcriptions of songs, tales,
proverbs, riddles, etc. belong to the sphere of folkloristics.

The Academy’s initiative coincided with, and quite conceivably promoted, the emergence
of a new trend in folkloristics. This was the collection of a wide variety of verbal lore which was
organized geographically rather than according to genre. The leading figure for this approach in
folkloristics was D. K. Zelenin, an ethnographer who began his scholarly career as a
dialectologist.”® Zelenin dedicated a significant amount of his work to the study of his native
Viatka (now the Kirov Oblast, Russia); first publishing a dictionary of the local lexicon, later a
collection of the tales of the region. In the introductions to his volumes of tales collected from
the Perm and Viatka guberniias published in 1914 and 1915, Zelenin comments on the flora and
fauna, economic conditions and the dialect of the area. He published the tales according to their
dialectal transcriptions, with notes on the biographies of individual taletellers. Zelenin’s work
thus aimed to provide a maximally complete picture of the folk culture of the region.®” His
precision and scholarliness in noting the dialect and biography of his informants influenced the
younger generation of folklorists, particularly Bogatyrev, who is seen as the leading exponent of
this tradition.®’ This method, which was designed to capture the specificity of a local culture,
entailed a different evaluation of folkloric and linguistic material. In contrast to Miller and
Jakobson’s view of the Olonets dialect as the outermost layer fo be removed in the course of
comparative analysis, in Zelenin’s work dialectal material was seen as a reflection of local
identity—uvalued for its own sake. Whereas in the past folkloric expeditions had been motivated
by a desire to find relics of a certain genre, often the prized bylina, now the folklorist collected a
much broader range of smaller, “living” genres such as riddles, incantations or chastushki.*® This
was reflected in the organization of folklore publications. Rather than catalog material by subject
or genre, in the 1910s it was increasingly organized by region.

The CFS, whose meetings Jakobson and Bogatyrev regularly attended, was a milieu in
which Miller’s approach to language and folklore and the newer trend represented by Zelenin
coincided. The Commission, a sub-group within the Obshchestvo liubitelei estestvoznaniia,
antropologii i etnografii [Society of lovers of natural history, anthropology and ethnography]
(OLEAE), was founded in 1911 with V. F. Miller as its Chairman. Of its three senior, position-
holding members, two are counted as students of Miller’s or practitioners of his historical

%% On Zelenin’s dialectological work see N. I. Tolstoi and S. M. Tolstaia, “D.K. Zelenin — dialektolog,* Problemy
slavianskoi etnografii. Leningrad: Nauka, 1979, 70-83.

80 Zelenin, born in the Sarapul’skii uezd of the Viatskaia gubernaia, began collecting folklore as an amateur while
employed in the Sarapul’skii seminary (Ivanova 84). One the primary goals of Zelenin’s influential tale collections
was to detail the “influence of local conditions on the repertoire of the given region” (Ivanova 85). Considering that
Zelenin dedicated considerable efforts to documenting his own native region (Viatka), it appears reasonable to
surmise that the mode of evaluation that drove Zelein’s pioneering work was a sense of local, as opposed to national,
pride and identity. The titles of his tale collections are: Velikorusskie skazki Vaitskoi gubernii (1915) and
Velikorusskie skazki Permskoi gubernii (1914).

% T discuss Bogatyrev, Zelenin and the further implications of using dialect as a model for ethnography in detail in
Chapter Three.

62 The “chastushka” is humorous rhyme sometimes compared to a limerick. The folklorist E. N. Eleonskaia, who
was the secretary of the CFS and hosted its meetings in her home, could also be called a cross-over figure in
folkloristics at this time. Ivanova describes her as an exponent of Miller’s school, but at the same time she devoted
much of her energies to the collection and publication of volumes of chastushki and zagovory (incantations)--small
genres which she organized according to geographical region.
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method.” Among the younger members, the twin brothers Iu. M and B. M. Sokolov (1889-1941,
1889-1930) were particularly close to Miller.** The Sokolovs’ work from this period played in
influential role in Jakobson’s thinking on the subject of literary value in that they articulated a
view which Jakobson eventually reacted against. Their most important contribution to
folkloristics in this period, the hefty1,500-page Skazki i pesni belozerskogo kraiia [Tales and
songs of the Belozersk region] (1915), can moreover be said to exemplify the collision between
the historical and the synchronic modes of folkloristics that met in the CFS. The Sokolovs were
members of MDC as well as the CFS, and Iu. Sokolov was a leading member of the Moscow
Linguistic Circle in its post-revolutionary period. Their work is interesting in that it attempted to
remain faithful to Miller’s historical method while at the same time embracing Zelenin’s
synchronic interpretation of folklore.

Skazki i pesni was the product of the Sokolovs’ expedition to the Russian north in 1908
and 1909, undertaken under Miller’s direction and with the purpose of seeking out further traces
of the bylina tradition. The extensive material they published in 1915 illustrates the divide at the
time in the evaluation of regional language and lore. The Sokolovs’ choice of destination was
motivated by the historical narrative Miller’s work sought to establish; the Belozersk region was
seen as a last preserve of the bylina tradition. This material formed a chapter in their book titled
“epic songs” [epicheskie pesni], in which songs were listed according to their subject title, e.g.
“Alesha Popovich,” “Dobrynia Mikitits’,” etc. At the same time, they approached their survey of
the region with the breadth and thoroughness of Zelenin’s studies. This led them to include a
variety of genres in addition to the byliny (tales, proverbs, riddles, incantations, etc.), and a
chapter on the dialect of the area. Finally, their thoroughness led them to note particularities in
the language and mannerisms of each individual performer.®® This level of detail in their
collection technique may have inspired them to dedicate a major section of the book to the
question of the “pons muunocTH B HapoaHoM TBopuecTBe” (“the role of personality in folk
creativity”) in which they sought to “mog4epkHyTb. .. HACKOJIBKO CTapHHHAS TI0 CIOKETY CKa3Ka
OTpa)kaeT BKYChl, CAMIIaTUH, YyBCTBA, TyXOBHOE ‘sI° OTJAEIBHOIO COBPEMEHHOIO ‘cKa3arens’”’
(93, 94) (“emphasize...the extent to which the tale with its age-old plot reflects the tastes,
sympathies, feelings, the spiritual ‘I’ of the individual, contemporary ‘taleteller’”).

The gap between the motivation for choosing the Belozersk region and their approach to
much of its lore is clearest in their treatment of the performers of different genres. In the case of
the bylina the peasant was “bearer” [nositel’] of an older tradition, which, in the best case

% These include the Commission’s treasurer N. V. Vasil’ev and its secretary E. N. Eleonskaia. Other members of the
CFS considered proponents of the historical school were the Sokolov brothers and A. S. Takub. On the activities of
the CFS see E. V. Pomerantseva. “Komissiia po narodnoi slovesnosti Obshchestva liubitelei estestvoznaniia,
antropologii i etnografii (1911-1926).” Ocherki istorii russkoi etnografii folkloristiki i antropologii 2 (1963): 197-
206.

5 According to Ivanova, the brothers “BOCIPHHSIH Bce OCHOBHBIE HJICH IIIABbI «UCTOPHUECKOI IIKOIBD» 1 B
JIOPEBOJTIIOLIMOHHBIN ITEPUOJ] CBOEH HAYYHOW AEATEIBHOCTH, 0C000 ITOT4EepKHEM, He NoBeprayiu GpyHIaMeHTaIbHbIe
noctynatsl Be. Munnepa Hukakomy comHenuto” (136). V. A. Bakhtina points out that this connection was also a
personal one, “mis b. M. u }0. M. CokonoBsix Be. @. Musiiep Obl1 HE TOJBKO YUUTEIEM, HO U JPYTOM CEMbH,
6mu3knM 3HaKkoMBIM M. U. CokooBa, B3SBIINM Ha ceOsl TIOCIIE €r0 CMEPTH OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 3a CyIEOY €ro JeTei.
UyBcTBO npU3HATENBHOCTH 1 1I00BHU K Be. @ Mumnepy b. M. u FO. M. CokooBbI pOHECIH Yepe3 BCIO JKU3Hb,
COXpPaHUB €T0 U TOTJa, KOTa MPOBO3TIamaTh cedsl yIeHHKOM ‘OyprKya3HOTo’ HCCiefoBaTelns ObLto Hebe3onacHo™
(19).

% Bakhtina suggests their method was to begin with the notation of regional linguistic particularities, then to move
to the collection of folklore. In the process of recording a performance, the brothers would attempt to also capture
the specific language of the performer (128-29).
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scenario, he or she had done an exemplary job of memorizing. Deviations from what the
folklorists expected to hear were interpreted as evidence that the bylina tradition was dying out
(Howell 178, 188). When dealing with the epic, the singer was not an “author”—this function
was filed by the authority of the historic epic moment the bylina was understood to reflect. The
tales [skazki] they collected, however, were evaluated in the synchronic mode that Zelenin was
pioneering. The Sokolovs went beyond Zelenin, however, to stress that, not only did the region
possess a unique identity, but each of the tales collected and the personalities of the taletellers
were also unique. This eventually led to the conclusion that the taleteller was a genuine,
individual “artist.”*® In the section of the book on the byliny, the material is entirely
decontextualized and listed by subject matter. In the section devoted to the skazki, the tales are
organized first by district, then by performer. The Sokolovs provided the name and a short
biographical sketch for each taleteller. This sharp differentiation in the treatment of their material
was not only dictated by the different genres themselves, but reflected different methodological
approaches and conceptions of literary value. Moreover, these approaches are manifested in
different views of the folk performer. For the bylina, a genre whose value is located in the past,
the singer is treated as a nonessential “bearer” giving voice an author function, or a source of
value, located in the epic past. The often-fantastic subject matter of the skazki was understood to
be the product of fantasy, not a reflection of historical events. The fact that they were not valued
in historical terms allowed the Sokolovs to argue that their synchronic diversity could be seen as
interesting in its own right. This led the brothers to value each taleteller as a unique
psychological individual.”’

The same year the Sokolovs’ book was published Jakobson and Bogatyrev set out on
their first expedition. Like the Sokolovs, Jakobson and Bogatyrev were sponsored by both the
CFS and the MDC and they collected a wide range of folkloric, ethnographic and dialectological
material. Their approach could also be said to be oriented towards providing a maximally
thorough account of the region they traveled to—the Veria district of the Moscow guberniia.
These correspondences were noted at the time. As Bogatyrev later recalled: “nomsro, yto mocne
nepBoro Moero u Pomana OcunoBruua nokiaaa B DTHorpadudeckom otaene ObmecTsa
JHOOUTENN €CTECTBO3HAHMUS, aHTpONoJI0rH U 3THOrpaduu (i.e. the CFS - JM) kro-To He 6e3
MpPOHMH Ha3Bal Hac ‘mkoja OpateeB CokonoBeix’” (cited in Bakhtina 5) (“I remember that after
my and Roman Osipovich’s first lecture in the Ethnographic section of the Society of lovers of
natural history, anthropology and ethnography (i.e. the CFS - JM) someone, not without irony,
referred to us as ‘the school of the brothers Sokolov’”). Their fieldwork in the rural areas outside
of Moscow led Jakobson and Bogatyrev, as I have mentioned, to focus on the influence of urban
culture on village lore and dialect. In the following years (1918-1919) they focused on folk

% See Howell’s chapter “The Study of Tale Tradition: Folklore as Art” in The Development of Soviet Folkloristics,
152-175.

7 Howell explains this division between the understanding of the bylina and the skazka in the work of the Sokolov
brothers. “In studying the byliny, they worked with a well-developed and firmly entrenched view as to the state and
the fate of this part of oral tradition...namely, that oral art was dying and that its contemporary peasant performers
were retainers, but not creative contributors to the tradition. [...] Bylina performance was solemn and ritualized,
with a greater proportion of any performance dictated by formulae than in the case of other genres of oral lore.
This...reinforced the idea that the contemporary peasant performer was only repeating, to the best of his or her
memory, a pre-existing ‘text’. [...] In observing taletelling, the Sokolov brothers recognized very much what other
tale scholars saw: a lively and flexible genre of oral art, which lent itself to a wide range of performers, with varied
attitudes towards their material. Looking at taletellers, the Sokolovs...were struck by the creativity of the
contemporary performer. They recognized these performers as artists rather than merely as ‘bearers,” ‘transmitters,’
or ‘retainers’ of tradition” (148).
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theater, collecting material and assembling an extensive “program” to guide others in collecting
further material. It was in regards to the publication of this work that a conflict reportedly
emerged between Bogatyrev and Jakobson as to the interpretation of folkloric creativity.
Jakobson recalls that the source of this conflict was his rejection of the synchronic approach to
folklore, described above, that was rapidly gaining adherents in the early 1920s.

In short, Jakobson did not follow the Sokolovs (and others) in their enthusiasm for the
study of the individuality of the taleteller. In their embrace of the dialectological, synchronic
approach to folklore, Jakobson saw that they had lost sight of the “essence” of folklore. Jakobson
approached folklore from a linguistic standpoint and saw tales and other small genres as
operating according to the laws of language.®® He claimed that “the Romantics were right in
emphasizing the ‘herd nature’ of oral poetic creativity and comparing it to language,” and saw
the Sokolovs’ work as misguided empiricism on the part of “opponents of this romantic
viewpoint” (1980 [1929]: 12; 1966 [1945]: 89). “Absorbed,” he writes, “by the problem of the
individual features in the repertoire of the story-teller,... Boris and Jurij Sokolov...have gone so
far as to identify a tale variant with an individual literary work” (1966 [1945]: 89). By
approaching folklore from the standpoint of language, Jakobson applies to folklore the criteria of
linguistic evaluation based on the separation of variants from invariants. As with language, for
Jakobson, the “essence” of folklore lies in its invariant grammatical structure. This led him to
argue: “of course, in the composition of the folk tale there are, besides constants, also variables
that the teller is free to alter; but these variations must not be overestimated. [...] Attempts at
biographical interpretation, when applied to the poetics of the tales, are unconvincing” (1966
[1945]: 91).

The focus on the personality of the folk performer was a unique attribute of Russian
folkloristics, with a tradition that dated from the 1870s.%° The effort to see in the folk individuals
and even artists drew on Russian populist movements, and the upsurge in this type of study
between the 1905 and 1917 revolutions likely reflects a corresponding rise in democratic,
populist sentiments amongst the intellectual classes. In rejecting this tendency Jakobson was
going against the tide. Although he only formulated a counterargument to the Sokolovs’
approach in the late 1920s, following Vladimir Propp’s renowned publication of a morphology
of plot tales in 1928, Jakobson and Bogatyrev reportedly disagreed on the concept of collective
as opposed to the individual creativity of folklore around 1922.” Jakobson recalls that, as it was
being prepared for publication in 1922, Bogatyrev struck from the proofs of their jointly

% In a later essay on folklore Jakobson commented: “according to the experience of modern linguistics, language
patterns exhibit a consistent regularity. The languages of the whole world manifest a paucity and relative simplicity
of structural types, and at the base of all these types lie universal laws [...] Similar phenomena of schematism and
recurrence in the structure of folk tales throughout the world have long astonished and challenged investigators”
(1966 [1945]: 90).

For an overview of the development of “performer study” in Russian folkloristics between 1860 and the 1917, see
Howell’s Development of Soviet Folkloristics, 21-34. A good overview this approach can be found in Mark
Azadovsky’s “A Siberian Tale Teller.” Center for Intercultural Studies in Folklore and Ethnomusicology,
University of Texas, 1974; originally Eine sibirische Mdrchen Erzihlerin (1926).

7 Jakobson rejected the Sokolovs' approach to the tale in “Die Folklore als eine besondere Form des Schaffens,” co-
authored with Bogatyrev (1929). Although Jakobson doesn’t cite Propp, and I am not aware of evidence that
Jakobson read Propp’s study before he and Bogatyrev wrote their article, it would seem likely that Jakobson, who
was in close contact with Soviet scholars in this period (Iu. Tynianov came to Prague, for instance, in 1928), would
have known of the work. The correspondence between his argument that folklore is like langue (i.e. the invariant
grammar of folkloric production), and Propp’s feat in deriving an invariant string of functions for all wonder tales is
striking.
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prepared work on folk theater the argument that folklore is “collective creativity,” prompting
Jakobson to remove his name from the book.”"

Jakobson’s rejection of the Sokolovs’ approach to verbal art can be brought to bear on his
approach to Khlebnikov in NRP. His study reflects some of the tensions between a historical and
synchronic mode of analysis and evaluation that we have seen in the Sokolovs’ Skazki i pesni
belozerskogo kraiia. If we recall Jakobson’s outline for a poetic dialectology, his argument
begins with the statement that Pushkin is the “center” of a poetic culture and that further “poetic
dialects” could be classified according to their relationship with such “centers.” The time he
spends listing the different classes of dialects suggests that a poetic dialectology would focus on
classifying these types of “secondary” poets (those who are not themselves centers of influence)
according to the extent to which they reveal the influence of these, central poets, in their works.
In contrast to this, however, Jakobson proceeds to focus on the poetics of the center itself—that
is, on the devices of Khlebnikov’s poetry. In fact, it could be suggested that the type of “mixed”
poetic dialects that would group themselves around Khlebnikov’s influence could be considered
“familiarized” poetry, in that they reuse old devices (in contrast to haring old devices). Jakobson
denigrated such derivative work. Recall that, using the example of “Pushkinesque”
[Pushkinopodobnye] poems, Jakobson dismissed this type of literary product as only as valuable
as false kerenki (bank notes). Or, in diachronic terms, they are “soot” to be removed from the
self-valuable source. Neither in NRP, nor in his subsequent work on poetry, did Jakobson devote
his energies to the study of what might be called a “secondary” poet in these terms. This is
because, according to Jakobson’s mode of linguistic evaluation, only poets or works which could
themselves be said to be centers of influence are valuable, and thus legitimate subjects of literary
analysis.

On the synchronic plane, then, Jakobson’s approach leads to something of an impasse. He
suggests a method that, if followed according to the logic of synchronic, dialectological analysis,
would lead to the study of “variants” (e.g. Pushkinesque poetry) as valuable and worthy of study
in their own right. This was the approach that the Sokolovs took towards the skazki. According to
the logic of Jakobson’s concept of value in verbal art, however, these are secondary
manifestations. Jakobson asserts in NRP that he would like to study literature as a “social fact”
akin to language.’” His inclination to study only the essential “centers” of poetic language,
however, makes it difficult to do this on the synchronic plane. Rather than looking at the poets
who fall under Khlebnikov’s sphere of influence, he chooses to treat him as a type of poetic
langue. This corresponds to his analysis of Khlebnikov as a meta-poet; his poetry is treated as
more “essential” than that of other poets. Jakobson’s thesis that the key element in Khlebnikov’s
poetics is his baring of poetic devices raises his poetry to a level of abstraction. Stated
differently, he sees Khlebnikov’s creative work as akin to that of the philologist or the formalist
literary theorist.

' They worked on the book together in 1919 before Jakobson left for Czechoslovakia in 1920. The book was then
prepared for publication, with Bogatyrev’s additions, while he was in Berlin with V. Shklovsky. In his Dialogues
recorded with K. Pomorska Jakobson stated that “3tot HOBEIH B35 (regarding collective creation) HacTOJIBEKO
pacxouIIcs ¢ TOCIIONCTBYIOIIMMH BO33PEHUSIMH, 4TO naxxe boraTeipes mnedaras B 1922 B bepiuHe NOATOTOBICHHYTO
eme B Mockse 1919 rona Hamu o6onmu «IIporpaMmy n3ydeHHs HAPOJHOTO TeaTpay, BEIYEPKHYI U3 KOPPEKTYPEI
IYHKT O KOJUIGKTHBHOM TBOPYECTBE U STUM MOOYHI MEHS N3BATH U3 II€YaTH CCHUIKH Ha MOE Y4acTHe B IIOATOTOBKE
Hariei nporpammbl’”’ (25-26.)

72 “Pa3BHTHE TEOPHH MOITHIECKOTO A3bIKA OYET BO3MOXKHO JINIIb TOA, KOTJIA N023Us 6y0em mpaKmoeamscs KaK
coyuanvusill paxm, Koraa OyIeT co3maHa CBOero pojaa nostuueckas mquanekroiorus’ (301 italics added).

91



The contradictions between Jakobson’s proposed method and his actual approach to
Khlebnikov stem from the fact that he is operating with an author function and a evaluation of
verbal art that is closest to Miller’s work on the bylina or the philological study of the Slovo o
polku Igoreve. In NRP Jakobson attempts to extend this mode of scholarship to include the
current moment. The tensions which emerge from this, sketched above, result from the fact that
the philological conception of authorship and value he adhered to (epitomized by the concept of
the epic past) is best suited to a historical narrative. This is borne out by the tenor of Jakobson’s
subsequent projects. Following his move to Czechoslovakia in 1920, Jakobson turned to the
analysis of Czech poetry and he suggested early on (1923) that his goal was to establish a
dialectological “cultural center” for the Czech literary tradition. To do this he turned back to the
study of the “oldest” Czech poetry.” His approach to the Czech tradition reveals more clearly his
debt to V. F. Miller’s work on the bylina.

Cultural Centers and Cultural Origins: History as Continuity

There are a series of parallels between Jakobson’s use of a literary “author function” (I
continue to appeal here to Foucault’s concept), and Miller’s “Historical School” of bylina study.
Miller’s approach to the epic was initially shaped by his opposition to the “mythological school”
in folklore study, which was dominant from the 1840s through the 1860s.” He belonged the
generation of scholars who starting teaching after the reforms of Alexander II and who rejected
“mythological explanations... as self-indulgent, airy-fairy Romanticism” in favor of an
“apparently more down-to-earth paradigm associated with historical positivism” (Byford 2007:
30). Miller’s background was in classical philology. He studied comparative linguistics and
Sanskrit at universities in Berlin, Prague, Tiibingen and Paris in 1874-75, and he cited German
philological studies of the 1880s and 1890s on the Homeric epics as precedent for his approach
to the Russian bylina (77).” Miller focused on the linguistic structures of the epic tradition and
on a body of “obshchie mesta” or “loci communes” in the language of the epic tradition.”® These
repeated passages, along with an established canon of “artistic devices” [iskusstvennye priemy]
were taken as proof that the byliny were composed by a “corporation” of professional singers
akin to the wandering minstrels [skomorokhi], who Miller argued succeeded them as producers
and bearers of the epic tradition (62, 81). The professionalism of the “authors” of the original
epics was understood as a function of the milieu in which they performed. The original
composition of the epics, the “prototype” [pervoobraz] for later epics, according to Miller,
occurred in the context of the Kievan Court:

3 One of his publications on this subject was “The Oldest Czech spiritual songs” [“Nejstarsi Geské pisné duchovni”]
(1929).

" Tu. Sokolov in his Russian Folklore names F. I. Buslaev, A. N. Afanas’ev, O. F. Miller, and also A. A. Potebnia as
Russian scholars whose work was done in the “spirit of the mythological theory” (64-77).

> Miller refers to work of the schools surrounding the eminent German philologists Karl Lachmann (1793-1851)
and Adolf Kirchhoff (1826-1908) devoted to the study of the Homeric epics and their “component parts” (77, 81).
He cites in particular the work of C. Roth Die Bedeutung der Wiederholungen fiir die Homerische Frage (Leipzig
1890) and his argument that the repetitions in the epic texts are the result of the fact that the composers of the works
that went into the /liad or Odyssey had, at their disposal, a “fond poeticheskikh formul” (77).

7® Miller defined these “obshchie mesta” as “>nuyeckue ONMCAHHs, KOTOPbIE OTIMIMCH HCCTAPU B ONPEICICHHYO
¢dbopmy (Harmp., OMcaHue npoLecca CeIaHus ) U IEPEHOCSTCS] CBOOOHO U3 OJJHOTO CIOKETa B IPYrOM, €CITH eCTh

JUIsl 3TOr0 Kakoi-HuOy b ciryyait” (cited in Khrolenko 15).
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DT CKa3aHUs, TPOTOTHUIIHI MO3THEHIINX OBUIMH, OKPY XU UM ‘cTaporo’ Biangumupa B
XI Beke. B aToM Beke BbIpaboTascCs yke OnpenesIeHHbIN THIT 3TUX MTO3THYECKUX
CKa3aHWiA, BEIPA0OTAJICS UX CTHIIb, O0Opa3HbBIN S3bIK, CTHXOTBOPHBIN CKIa. [...] [TecHu
CKJIa/IbIBAJIMCh B BBICIIEM KJlacce O0IIecTBa, B OOraToi, NpuBUIETHPOBAHHOI 110 CBOEMY
OOIIECTBEHHOMY M YKOHOMHUYECKOMY TOJIOKEHHUIO IPYKUHHOHK cpene. OHU MPOCTaBIIsLITU
BBIJAIOIIMXCS APYKUHHUKOB, UJCATU3NUPYS UX MMOABUTH U NPUKpeIuisas ux k Kuepy u kH.
Bnanumupy (quoted in Ivanova 114).

These legends, prototypes of the later epics, surrounded the name of the ‘old’ Vladimir in
the 11th century. The definite type for these poetic legends was already worked out in
this century; their style, figurative language, metrical composition were worked out. [...]
The songs were composed in the upper class of society, in the wealthy, socially and
economically privileged milieu of the princely retinue [druzhina]. The songs glorified the
eminent members of this retinue, idealizing their feats and attributing them to Kiev and to
Prince Vladimir.

Miller argued that after the fall of Kievan Rus’ in the thirteenth century these prototypes, which
he referred to as the original “Vladimir cycle,” migrated north in a state of decline to the
territories of the Kingdom of Galicia—Volhynia and the Republic of Novgorod. Here the tradition
was preserved by the skomorokhi as an element of the urban entertainment culture of
Novgorod.”” It was only relatively recently, Miller and his followers argued, that these
skomorokhi had disappeared leaving the bylina tradition to the peasantry. The peasant singers,
from whom the bylina had been largely recorded, were understood to be contributing to the
destruction of the epic tradition, which was widely acknowledged to be dying out. This history of
the genre was understood to be present in the epics, however, even as they were found at the turn
of the century.”®

Miller’s narrative was to be proven through the analysis of the linguistic layers found in
the byliny themselves. In the language of the epic Miller discerned layers of historical strata, and
described the work of the folklorist as akin to that of an archeologist. As Miller wrote in 1892:

Ham 6bu1€B0I# 3110C IpeACTaBiIsieTCs MHE TPaHIMO3HOM pa3BaIMHOM, OOIIMPHBIM
MHOTOBEKOBBIM COOPY>KEHUEM, MOJTHBIM TAMHCTBEHHBIX XOJI0B U MIEPEXOJIOB, C
IPUCTPOIKAMH U HaJICTPOMKaMU OT Pa3HbIX BpeMeH. B 3ToM 31aHMM KUIIM HEKOTja
KHSI3bsl, IPUCTPaNBasi K HEMY TepeMa U BBILIKH, YKpalllas €ro BU3aHTHICKOW MycHel u
BOCTOYHBIMU KOBpaMu. B cBoe Bpemsi morpaOuiii B HEM MOJIOBLIBI U TaTapbl; B CBOE
BpeMsI ITPOKUBAJIM B HEM MOCKOBCKHE 00sIpe, HOUSBAJIM Ka3aKy M, HAKOHEI], B KOe-KaKhX
ele 0OMTaeMbIX 3aKyTaxX yCTPOMJICS HENPUXOTIUBBIN OJOHEKHH KpecTbsHUH. U BOT,
OpoAs 1O 3aralouHON PyHHE, apXeos02 OMKpbleaen cledbl pA3HbIX NOX, PA3HLIX
HacnoeHuil: TO Iepesl HUM BU3aHTUIHCKas (pecka, TO BOCTOYHbIM OpHAMEHT, TO

7 On the skomorokhi and their imprint on the byliny see V. F. Miller’s Narodnyi epos i istoriia, 2005, 82-91.

™ The most important collections of byliny were Ancient Russian Poems Collected by Kirsha Danilov (1804), and
Songs Collected by P.V. Kireevsky (1860-74), followed by the "discovery" of the tradition in the Russian north by P.
N. Rybnikov in 1860, which resulted in the four-volume Songs Collected by P. N. Rybnikov (1861-8167), followed
by Onega Bylinas Recorded by A. F Gilferding in the Summer of 1871 (1873). These collections were done by
amateurs, and were succeeded by many scholarly collections that began to appear in the 1870s, but these early
publications represented the core of the recorded tradition at the turn of the twentieth century (Bailey and Ivanova
XV-XVil, XXIX-XXX).
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pachuCcaHHbBIN CBOJ MOCKOBCKOM TAaThl, TO IEPEBSIHHAS KPeCThsTHCKAs KiIeTh (quoted in
Azbelev 34 italics added).

Our epic seems like a grandiose ruin to me, a vast centuries-old construction full of secret
entrances and passageways, with annexes and additions dating from various periods. At
one time princes lived in this building, attaching tower-rooms [terema] and watchtowers,
decorating it with Byzantine mosaics and eastern carpets. In due time it was plundered by
Polovtsians and Tartars; in due time Muscovite boyars lived there, Cossacks spent the
night and, finally, in some still-habitable recesses the modest Olonets peasant settled in.
And thus, wandering around this mysterious ruin the archeologist discovers traces of
various epochs, different stratifications: at one moment he sees before him a Byzantine
fresco, at another an eastern bit of ornamentation, now the painted vault of a Muscovite
hall, now the wooden peasant storeroom (italics added).

Miller and his students thus approached the epic in the way that historical linguists approached
language. The material the scholar applies himself to is seen in terms of a historical genealogy or
a branching tree. Its surface layers [nasloeniia], the newest additions, are removed to arrive at its
roots. Miller’s metaphor concretizes the work of the philologist in the way that Jakobson did
with the image of the icon; both imagine the proto-text as a material object. The philological
method Miller and his followers relied on, in contrast, led ultimately to the speculative
reconstruction of a /ost Vladimir cycle or proto-text. The method of the historical school entailed
comparing versions of the “same” epic song and collating this material with accounts found in
medieval chronicles. The process relied not only on correspondences in subject matter, but on
identifying dialectal and archaic linguistic markers in the language of recorded epics. These
allowed the researcher to trace the history of this oral genre over time and space.

This method was designed to identify a line of continuity leading from the ancient past to
the current moment. This continuity was guaranteed by the understanding that the by/ina had
been passed down within the community of professional singers via a conservative process of
careful memorization.” Moreover, the tradition was understood to be maintained by the
gravitational force that the tropes and style of the original Vladimir cycle possessed. On the level
of subject matter, this meant that even as the epic spread away from its source, accruing new
material, events and names were attributed to Vladimir and his retinue. As Miller writes, the
force of the poetic tradition initiated by the Vladimir cycle, meant that, “k atomy nieatpy [k
Kievy] TsHy M 1 cKa3aHMs MECTHBIE--YEPHUTOBCKHE, TIepesICIIaBCKUE, pOCTOBCKHE...” (quoted in
Ivanova 114) (“towards this center [towards Kiev] gravitated local legends as well—those from
Chernigov, Pereyaslavl, Rostov...”). According to this theory, the poetic tradition of Kiev,
located in the epic past, functioned as a center of gravity, which secured the continuity of the
history of the genre. Thus the language and commonplaces of the epic, as well as the names of
some of its heroes could be traced back to the “cultural center” of Vladimir’s court in the
eleventh century. This understanding of a poetic cultural center, which serves as a point of origin
towards which a broader poetic tradition “gravitates,” is remarkably close to Jakobson’s

" Miller explains this continuity as a product of the singers’ approach to their craft: “Criaratenu nmeinu B cBoem
pacropspKeHHe HaclleIOBaHHbIE NCCTapu TUITMYECKUE CTUXOTBOPHBIE MecTa. Takol Gonx mostuyeckux Gopmy,
BBIKOBAaHHBIX JOJTMM YIOTpeOJIeHHEM, CYIIECTBOBAN YK Y claraTesiei (IeBLOB) CaMbIX APEBHUX, JOCTHKUMBIX
HallleMy aHaJlh3y, [IECEeH, U OHU YCBOSUIM €ro MaMsAThIO IPH TIIATeIbHOM M3ydeHnH Hauzycth” (cited in Khrolenko
128-129).
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conception of the function of the author as a cultural center which organizes poetic language into
various dialects, or which, as he asserted, reveals the “laws of poetic language and their
projection into history” (quoted in Shapir 1991: 45).

There would have been abundant opportunities for Jakobson to familiarize himself with
Miller’s writings. His “historical school,” Ivanova writes, “without a doubt occupied the leading
position in folkloristics of the beginning of the twentieth century” (110). This approach owed its
popularity, to a degree, to the influential positions Miller occupied at academic institutions. He
was a professor at Moscow University, Chairman of the Ethnographic section of the OLEAE and
editor of the journal Etnograficheskoe obozrenie [ Ethnographic review] from 1881 until his
death.*” Jakobson would have come under his immediate influence as a student at the Lazarev
Institute of Oriental Languages between 1903 and 1914, where Miller was a professor and
director of the Institute between 1897 and 1911.%! In an interview, Jakobson later recalled:
“Miller impressed us, and his works interested me since childhood: at the age of eleven or twelve
years, or so, I already had read his studies on epic poetry and its history” (quoted in Toman 1995:
9). As mentioned above, Jakobson and Bogatyrev would have felt Miller’s influence in the CFS,
as he was the Chairman of the Commission and most of its senior members were his students.
Yet in his writings from this period, Jakobson did not acknowledge Miller as freely as he did his
seniors in the Moscow Dialectological Commission. Instead he relegated the scholarship of the
1890s to a lost era which he denigrated in favor of the Romantic approach to language and
folklore which he sought to “rehabilitate” (1980 [1929]: 12).

In the 1920s and 30s Jakobson’s most vitriolic attacks were saved for the scholarship of
the late-nineteenth century, which he often described as positivist or as exemplified by the
Neogrammarian school in linguistics. Jakobson’s claim to have united the Romantic and the
futurist worldviews in opposition to “naive Realism,” can be reinterpreted in light of his position
on linguistic and literary value. His account conceals important continuities between his own
work and the academic philological tradition of late nineteenth century. His attacks on the
Neogrammarians, for example, focused mainly on one aspect of their approach. He reproaches
this school for its “naive realism,” which he interpreted as the view that “only the speech of a
particular person at a particular point in time represents an actual reality” (1980: 3 italics added).
In a talk given in 1934 in Prague, Jakobson described the latter half of the nineteenth century as
“a period of a sudden, violent inflation of linguistic signs.” According to Jakobson, intellectual
trends such as positivism, realism and liberalism attempted to “conceal this inflation at any cost
and shore up faith in the paper word [divéru k papirovému slovu] with all available means [...,]
to bolster the credit of the word and strengthen confidence in its value” (1981: 748-49). This
passage returns to the opposition between some poetry as worthless “paper” currency as opposed
to genuine, inherently valuable, poetry. Moreover, Jakobson’s view that nineteenth century
positivism resulted in an “inflation” of literary value, recalls his opposition to the
“neogrammarian” Sokolovs in their evaluation of the individual skazka, as the speech of a

% He was at Moscow University from 1884-1911 where he taught “ustnaia narodnaia slovesnost ™ for many years
(Ivanova 116).

81 At the Lazarev Institute, Jakobson wrote, “V.F Miller... was for all of us the moving spirit of zeal for folk poetry”
(1966: 642). Rudy writes of this school: “Jakobson’s early preoccupation with language as a creative phenomenon
and with folklore received a significant stimulus from the unique school he attended from the age of seven to
graduation at age seventeen (1903-1914), the Lazarev Institute of Eastern Languages (Lazarevskii Institut
Vostochnykh lazykov). Founded in 1815 by a wealthy Armenian to encourage cultural contacts between the
Armenians and Russians, it was a primary and secondary school with a student body evenly divided between
Russians and Armenians, many of the latter on generous stipends” (5-6).
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particular person, as a work of art.* It thus appears that, according to Jakobson, nineteenth-
century realism was most at fault for its excessive empiricism, epitomized by the Sokolovs’
“inflation” of the concept of literary value. They did this by studying the skazka (a variant, or
fact of parole) as interesting in its own right, which led to the view that it possessed “self-
sufficient” value and was thus a work of literary art. Jakobson consistently criticizes the
Sokolovs in this light; he never objects to their work on the bylina, which closely adhered to
Miller’s approach. Thus, I would suggest that when Jakobson calls Miller a “typical
neogrammarian” it does not follow that he rejected Miller’s work on the essence of the epic
(1980 [1929]: 7-8). Miller’s efforts to reconstruct the lost “center” of the epic in the courtly
culture of Kievan Rus’, for example, find clear echoes in Jakobson’s own work on the history of
Czech verse.

The affinities between Jakobson and Miller’s approach to verbal art stand out once we
turn to Jakobson’s work on Czech literature. His first major work on Czech poetry, O cheshskom
Stikhe preimushchestvenno v sopostavlenii s russkim [On Czech Verse primarily in comparison
with Russian] (1923), begins with an overview of the state of the field of Czech prosody.
Jakobson returned here to his analogy between the study of “practical” and “poetic” language
and to the terminology of dialect study:

HcTopust 4emickoro mo3TUIECKOTO sI3bIKa HECKOIBKO HAIOMUHAET. .. UCTOPHIO S3BIKOB,
HE 3HAIOIIUX KOIVH, TUIUEHHBIX OIUMENbHO20 KYIbMYPHO20 YEHMPA U 8 8UOY IMO020
CUTILHO NOOBEPIAHCEHHBIX OPOOIeHUI0 Ha Ouaiekmyl. Uelickas mo33usi He 3HaJla
KaHOHMU30BAaHHOW MOATUYECKOM IIKOJIbI, MPU3BAHHBIX KJIACCUKOB CTHUXA, TOM HABSI3UYMBOU
MPUHYIUTEILHON PUTMUYECKON TPAIUIINH, KOTOPask XapaKTepU3yeT MPUMEPHO UCTOPHUIO
110931 (PPaHIy3CKOH, 1160 oTdactu pycckoii (12 italics added).™

The history of Czech poetic language somewhat resembles ... the history of languages
lacking a koiné, devoid of a protracted cultural center and as a result extremely liable to
fragmentation into dialects. Czech poetry didn’t have a canonical poetical school,
acknowledged classics of poetry—that fixed compulsory rhythmic tradition which
characterizes, for example, the history of French or in part also Russian poetry (italics
added).

In the subsequent paragraph he suggests that this situation is the result of the fact that Czech
versification has been subject to a variety of foreign influences.® This fragmentation is then
contrasted with the traditional approach to Russian prosody, which armed itself with the idea of

%2 Indeed this empiricist logic was taken to its natural conclusion by Bogaryrev, who, in his strictly synchronic
approach to ethnography, understood any manifestation of culture that was “unique” to be a work of “art.” I discuss
this aspect of Bogatyrev’s approach to folklore and semiotics in Chapter Three.

% In applying the concept of a koiné to poetic language, Jakobson may be borrowing from A. N. Veselovsky. In
Jakobson’s Brno lectures from 1935 he attributes this usage of the term to Veselovsky, saying that Veselovsky
grasped a very important “problem,” that is the “problém poetického dédictvi nebo narodné poetické koine, podle
vlastniho terminu Veselovského. Badatel ma tu na mysli tu velkou zésobu béznych tvarnych prostredkti, hotovych
schémat, rozmanitych klis¢, kterd ma k disposici kazdy basnik* [the problem poetic heritage or national poetic
koiné, according to Veselovsky’s own term. The researcher here has in mind that large stock of regular malleable
resources, ready schemas, assorted clichés, which every poet has at his disposition] (2005: 55 italics added).

8 This paragraph reads: “yernickoe CTHXOCIOKEHNE HAXOJMIOCH 110]] pa3HOOOPAa3HBIMU MHTEHCHUBHBIMHU BIHSIHUSIMU
(cpeaHEBEKOBBIM JATHHCKUM, aHTHYHBIM B HHTEPIPETALIMN PEHEeCCaHca, HEMELIKUM, HaKOHeI] IIOCIIeTHee BpeMs
(bpaHIiry3cKuM). DTO MOJIOKEHUE HAXOAUTCS ¢ mpeabaymuM [i.e.on dialectical fragmentation] B TecHo# cBsizu” (13).
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“Pushkin’s infallibility” [pushkinskaia nepogreshimost’] (15). This book does not return
explicitly to the Czech’s lack of a “cultural center,” although he suggests in a footnote that he is
working on the problem in a separate publication. Jakobson’s correspondence with Trubetskoi
reveals that Jakobson’s subsequently published work on old Czech verse was intended as the
“second part” of O cheshskom stikhe.* These remarks suggest that Jakobson, having identified
the lack of a cultural center in Czech literary history, sought to provide an answer to the problem
by turning to old Czech poetry. In the 1920s and ‘30s Jakobson wrote hundreds of pages on the
subject of old Czech literature.*® A recurring theme in these writings was his argument that the
Cyrillo-Methodian tradition in Czech literary culture did not die out after 1097 with the
destruction of the Sdzava Monastery, a legendary repository for the Old Church Slavonic
tradition in the Czech lands, as was commonly thought, but continued to exert its influence on
the Czech literary tradition. He argued that Old Church Slavonic provided the basis for the
flowering of Czech gothic literature in the fourteenth century and that the Saints’
vernacularization of the liturgy provided the foundations for the Hussite movement of the
fifteenth century. His work on the subject began with the study of orthographical and linguistic
particularities of old Czech poetry, which Jakobson claimed revealed elements of a Czech
recension of Old Church Slavic. Over the course of the 1930s, as Jakobson increasingly argued
for the more profound, long-lasting influence of this center, he moved from philological
reconstructions to an argument based on his understanding of a “Church Slavonic ideology”
(1945: 39).% This work can be seen as an element of Jakobson’s attempt to locate for the Czechs
a poetic “cultural center” in the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition.

Jakobson’s approach to this tradition combines attributes of the Moscow Dialectological
Commission’s understanding of a dialectal cultural center with Miller’s use of the concept to
describe a point of historical origin. In commenting on the longevity of the eleventh-century
Czech spiritual song, “Hospodine, pomiluj ny,” [“Lord, Have Mercy on Us”’] Jakobson argues:
“in order for such a song to have taken hold as in the popular sung repertoire and have outlived
Church-Slavonic literature...that song must have emerged in an environment capable of cultural
expansion, armed with clear authority” (1929: 20).*® This is the logic of dialect spread; as
Durnovo argued, “one or another dialectal feature gains the possibility for greater or lesser
dissemination...only with the support of a certain cultural center” (4). Like Miller, however,
Jakobson placed this center in the remote epic past. Miller’s influence is registered in a series of
parallels between Jakobson’s description of a Cyrillo-Methodian “center” and Miller’s approach
to the byliny: 1) both posit a historical cultural center which is associated with the culture of the
medieval “aristocracy”; 2) in both narratives the center in question is destroyed by the invasion

85 Jakobson remarks that this part, “Contributions to the History of Old Czech Verse,” was handed to the Czech
Academy of Sciences at the end of 1924, but “met there with annoying postponements and handicaps and remained
unpublished with the exception of a few scattered sections” (1975: 38).

% Much of this work was collected and published in Jakobson’s Selected Writings VI: Early Slavic Paths and
Crossroads: Comparative Slavic Studies (1985).

%7 For an overview of Jakobson’s work on this subject see Jindfich Toman’s “Jakobson and Bohemia/Bohemia and
the East,” Jakobson Entre l'est et l'ouest Cahiers de I’ILSL, 9 (1997): 237-247. Jakobson’s work in this vein
culminated in his little-known 220-page book, Moudrost starych Cechii [The Wisdom of the Ancient Czechs],
published in New York in 1943. The book continues to argue for the impact and the uninterrupted continuity of the
importance of the Cyrillo-Methodian legacy. The book builds on his earlier scholarly work, but is also in large part a
response to the invasion of Czechoslovakia by Nazi Germany. Toman compares the book to the Czech President
Eduard Benes’s writings on Slavic commonality.

% «aby se takova piseft ujala v lidovém zpévu a prezila cirkevné-slovanské pisemnictvi...musela tato piseit
vzniknout v prostiedi, schopném kulturni expanse, ozbrojeno jistou autoritou® (1929: 20).
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of an infidel—the Tartar horde or the German Latinizers; 3) this incursion is seen to cause the
geographical dispersion of the core culture, which is then traced using the comparative method;
and 4) the lost center or core culture is valued as an absolute “epic past” which is understood to
be the source of national identity.

Miller, as discussed above, understood the bylina tradition to be a product of the princely
[kniazheskii] culture of Kievian Rus’. The stress he laid on professionalism and the fact that the
epics represented an “elite” culture made his theory, called the “theory of aristocratic origin” of
the byliny, a target for criticism in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s.* In study written in
1912 Miller summarized:

the [epic] songs were composed by singers of the princely court and the druzhina
wherever there was a demand for them, or where the pulse of life beat stronger, or where
there was prosperity and leisure, or, where the flower of the nation was centered, that is,
in the wealthy cities, where life went on with more freedom and gaiety. [...] Celebrating
the princes and the members of the druzhina, this poetry bore an aristocratic character; it
was, so to speak, the elegant literature of the higher, more enlightened class, which, more
than other groups in the population, was permeated by a national consciousness, a feeling
of the unity of the Russian land, and, in general, a sense of political interests” (cited in
Sokolov 117).

Jakobson likewise specified that “the Moravians and, above all, their ruling class, mindful of the
interests of the state, demanded Christian instruction in the native language” (1985 [1939]: 130
italics added).” He further argued, in a 1935 article on Hussite poetry, for a direct
correspondence between the strength of the native Czech aristocracy and the flourishing of the
Cyrillo-Methodian legacy, concluding that:

the close connection of the Church Slavonic tradition with the life of the Old Czech state
is clear. The stages in which this tradition progressed obviously coincide with periods of
political ascendancy, the stages in which it declined—with political setbacks [...] the
glorious years of Vratislav’s rule [915-921] are the time of the flowering of Slavonic
liturgy in the Sdzava Monastery, and its extinction coincides with the beginning of a
prolonged period of political decline (1985: 712-13 italics in original).

In attributing the roots of Czech national identity to the culture of the medieval aristocracy,
Jakobson was departing from the Czech nationalist discourse that had emerged in the course of
the nineteenth century. The German Romantic tradition, which attributed the essence of the
nation to its Volk—the culture of the peasantry—had innate appeal for the Czechs, whose sense
of national solidarity was conceived in opposition to the largely German-speaking aristocracy in

% For an overview, and justification, of this theory, see Felix J. Oinas, “The Problem of the Aristocratic Origin of
Russian Byliny,” Slavic Review 30 (1971): 513-522.

% He saw that the lasting impact of the Old Church Slavonic liturgy in Czech culture resulted from its “far-reaching
influence on the language of educated Czechs” in the tenth and eleventh centuries (1929: 17 italics added). Jakobson
generally embraced the idea that the evolution of culture and the arts is led unilaterally by the elite classes. He found
support for this view in the German folklorist Hans Naumann’s theory of “gesunkenes Kulturgut” which argued that
folklore is the sunken cultural goods that once belonged to the upper classes. Jakobson cited Naumann’s thesis
repeatedly in the 1920s and ‘30s.
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the Hapsburg Empire.”’ The aristocratic narrative of national identity, however, was consistent
with Miller’s work on the bylina which excluded the peasantry from any substantive role in the
creation of the epics. Miller’s identification of the medieval aristocracy as the source of the epic
tradition reflects the slant of the dominant school of historiography at Moscow University in the
late nineteenth century centered around the work of S. M. Solov’ev and V. O. Kliuchevskii.”*
Ivanova points out, for example, that Miller’s focus on the migration of the bylina tradition to the
north reflected the historiographical interest in questions of Russian colonization of new lands
(112). This background suggests that the approach to verbal art that Jakobson drew on was based
on the imperial understanding of Russian identity. To borrow the formulation of the historian
Geoffrey Hosking, this identity was an elite one: “for most of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries,” he summarizes, “the nobility were the principal bearers of the empire, the one social
stratum that embodied its spirit, and was responsible for its defense and administration™ (153). It
is this understanding of identity that Jakobson applies to Czech literature, thus overriding the
Romantic definition of the Czechs as a Volk in favor of resurrecting a lost aristocratic culture that
began with the Cyrillo-Methodian mission.

Both Miller and Jakobson identified an era in which the native Russian/Czech aristocracy
enjoyed a period of sovereignty as its cultural center. Furthermore, in both the Russian and the
Czech narratives they create, a Court culture with ties to Constantinople was tragically lost due
to the incursions of a foreign power. Miller’s narrative does not allow for much overlap between
the impact of the Tartar invasion and the epic tradition. According to Miller, the events the byliny
refer to a time before the Russians were defeated, and subsequently the tradition was preserved
in territories where Russian culture maintained its sovereignty.”” The foe in Jakobson’s narrative,
the German Latinizers, represented a much more current threat than the Mongol hordes, and his
writings go to greater lengths to recuperate a thread of Czech history that is, if not free of
German influence, then consistently conceived of in opposition to it.”* The fragmentation of the
Czech Church Slavonic literary tradition is seen, for instance as a result of the fact that “the
Latinizers doggedly and thoughtlessly destroyed the Church-Slavonic literary monuments
following their triumphs over the Cyrillo-Methodian line” (1929: 19).” These destructive foreign

°! The understanding of the Czech nation as synonymous with the a peasant or working-class, has been commonly
explained as a result of the fact that the native Czech aristocracy had been largely vanquished and forced into exile
following the Battle of White Mountain in 1620. For an overview of the Czech nationalist movement see Joseph
Zacek’s “Nationalism in Czechoslovakia,” Nationalism in Eastern Europe, University of Washington Press, 1969,
166-206.

2'S. M. Solov’ev (1820-1879) was a proponent of the “gosudarstvennaia shkola” in Russian historiography. Miller
cites .V. O. Kliuchevskii (1841-1911) particularly abundantly in his writings on the history of the epic.

% It is interesting to note that Jakobson questioned specifically this element of Miller’s history of the Russian epic.
See Jakobson’s “Sobaka kalin tsar’,” Selected Writings 1V, 64-81 (originally 1939).

% This anti-Germanic, anti-Western aspect of Jakobson’s argumentation suggests the influence of N. Trubetskoi and
the Eurasianist movement and there are significant points of overlap between their work on these subjects in the
1930s. One difference, however, between the larger cultural spheres of Trubetskoi’s Eurasianism and Jakobson’s
focus on the Cyrillo-Methodian tradition is their stance regarding the Western Slavs. Trubetskoi was convinced that
the culture of the Western Slavs, falling in the realm of the Catholic Church, was alien to the Eurasian sphere.
Jakobson, on the other hand, sought to include the Western Slavs by situating his point of common culture in the
history of the ninth to fourteenth centuries. For a comparison of Jakobson and Trubetskoi’s approach to the Cyrillo-
Methodian tradition, see Benjamin Stolz’s and Jindfich Toman. “Philologia Militans: Trubetzkoy and Jakobson on
the Church Slavonic Heritage.” American Contributions to the Eleventh International Congress of Slavists. Slavica,
1993, 414-424.

%« houzevnaté a bezohledng ni¢ili latinici cirkevné-slovanské pamatky po svych vitézstvich nad smérem cyrilo-
metodéjskym” (1929: 19).
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incursions placed a screen between the philologist and the “core” of the tradition that he sought
to reconstruct, placing it in an “absolute” past. They also, however, precipitated the geographical
dispersion of the original cultural center. Miller, as mentioned, sought to prove the migration of
the epic to the north. Jakobson devoted much work to documenting, not only the strength and
importance of the Church Slavonic tradition in Czech culture, but the spread and subsequent
influence of an Old Church Slavonic of Czech recension in Bulgaria, Poland, Croatia and Kievan
Rus’.”

Finally, Jakobson and Miller similarly invoke a lost cultural center to create an author
function for a genre of literature that is defined by anonymity and antiquity. The theoretical,
reconstructed quality of the poetic “center” allows them to posit the medieval aristocracy as its
“author.” The identity that this author possesses, and which is used to anchor the value of the
literary works attributed to it, is not personal or psychological, but is rather that of the nation as a
whole. Both Jakobson and Miller speculate about the existence of a lost “canon” or “cycle” of
verbal art, and the physical lack of this material allows them to propose that what was lost was of
greater artistic value than what was preserved. Although Jakobson admits that “not even one
monument of indisputably Great Moravian origin ha[s] been preserved in a native manuscript,”
he argues that “all scholarly efforts force us to surmise that that the Czech poetic repertoire was
incomparably wider and richer than that which remains from it” (1985 [1939]: 131, 1929: 8).”’
The assumption that the lost cultural core was of greater value than what has been retained from
it is a central premise of the evaluation of the epic past. The milieu of these lost “monuments” is
that which Bakhtin describes as “an absolute past of national beginnings and peak times” (15).
Following Goethe and Schiller, Bakhtin describes this valorized, “absolute past” as a moment
sealed off or “completed” from the perspective of the modern subject.

Yet Miller and Jakobson are not Romantic scholars. They combined the “gravitational”
force of a lost core culture with an historical positivism that they employed to link this epic past
with the more recent iterations of this culture that have been preserved. Their positivism also
extended, to a degree, to their understanding of the original cultural center itself, in that they
specified for their prototypes a moment of composition, a historically accurate subject matter,
and a concrete class of sponsors. In other words, they attribute the “author function” to this
moment of initial composition by allowing the epic past to be personified. This approach can be
seen as a product of a change in paradigms in the study of folklore and the bylina in Russia. The
Romantic, “mythological school” assumed that the epic was a product of a pre-historical past.
The succession of an historical positivist approach in the 1860s and 1870s questioned these
assumptions, opening the door for philologists to date the epic to much more recent times or to
attribute it to less-hallowed “authors.”® Miller, who was taught by the Romantic scholar F. 1.
Buslaev and graduated from Moscow University in 1870, can be said to have attempted to
reconcile these two approaches. Through the methods of a hardnosed positivist philology he

% Jakobson writes, for instance in 1938, that “with the destruction of the original center of Cyrillo-Methodianism
comes the expansion of its range of activity” (134-35). He provides an overview of this spread in The Czech Part in
Church Slavonic Culture, SW IV Mouton: 1985 [1939], 129-152.

%7 “ygechny ivahy nas nuti k domnénce, Ze Gesky basnicky repertoar byl jesté nesrovnatelné irsi a bohatsi, neZ je to,
co z n¢ho zbylo” (1929: 8).

% In fact V. F. Miller entered the arena of academic scholarship at a time when the study of the epic was dominated
by the “violent conflict” that followed the publication V. V. Stasov’s 1868 “The Origin of the Russian byliny.”
Stasov, inspired by Theodor Benfey’s Panchatatntra, argued that the epics were not unique or of Russian origin, but
were filled with borrowings from the Persian East (Sokolov 82-83).
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sought to prove beyond a doubt the value and authority of the Russian epic tradition as a relic
dating to the beginnings of Russian history.

The transition that Miller responded to can be described, I think, in more general terms,
using Foucault’s reminder in “What is an Author?” that

there was a time when the texts we today call ‘literary’ (narratives, stories, epics,
tragedies, comedies) were accepted, put into circulation, and valorized without any
question about the identity of their author; their anonymity caused no difficulties since
their ancientness, whether real or imagined, was regarded as a sufficient guarantee of
their status” (109).

Miller’s school thus provided a means of reasserting the value of the epic, still as a product of its
“ancientness,” but now through the logic of what Foucault called the literary author function. His
method was based on answering the questions that, as Foucault suggests in his time, denote the
workings of the author function. “We now ask of each poetic or fictional text”, Foucault writes,
“from where does it come, who wrote it, when, under what circumstances, with what design?”
(109). If we substitute “compose” for “write,” these questions were those that Miller sought to
answer for the bylina. In a work of contemporary literature, the “author” functions to root the
meaning (value) of the text in the individual’s identity; in the bylina the “author”—as the
medieval aristocracy—functioned to equate the value of the work with the identity of the nation.
Jakobson approached the anonymous fragments of old Czech poetry according to the same
paradigm. He attributed them to an analogous ‘““author,” and interpreted their value in terms of
the identity of the Czech (or Czechoslovak) nation. The narrative that Jakobson labored to
construct through his analyses of old Czech literature was one of historical continuity that would
begin with the Moravian mission of the ninth century and continue to the present day (the
1940s).” In this, the continuities that characterize literary value for Foucault’s personal author
function—the unities of style, logic, and quality that are attributed to the psychological unity of a
single individual—are in Jakobson’s case projected onto a literary historical narrative.
Jakobson’s author function, described as a canonized dialect affiliated with a cultural center,
does not just provide the unity of a work or an artists’ oeuvre, but organizes a much larger
literary realm. This unity is most clearly manifest on the diachronic axis in the form of historical
continuity.

Conclusion: The History of Generals?

As we have seen, Jakobson’s work on Czech literary history in the 1920s and 1930s
attempted to provide continuity by identifying a literary “cultural center” and tracing it forwards
in time first on a linguistic level, then on an ideological one. Because this view of history was
based on the study of the history of language or oral tradition, Jakobson’s approach to literary
history was more conservative than that of fellow formalists Tu. Tynianov or V. Shklovsky.
Jakobson’s work was nearly always based on the close, linguistic analysis of texts, that is, on a
level of study that was seen to be more fundamental than analysis focusing on the discrete texts

% The two most radical statements of this clam were written and published in the context of World War II after
Jakobson had fled Czechoslovakia following the Nazi invasion of 1938. See Jakobson’s Moudrost starych Cechi
[The Wisdom of the Ancient Czechs], (New York, 1943) and his “The Beginnings of National Self-Determination in
Europe." The Review of Politics 7 (1945): 29-42.
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or individual authors.'” When tracing the “influence” of Old Church Slavonic, he identifies
individual linguistic markers in newer texts that suggest that they belong to this gravitational
zone. This approach is based on an understanding of the way in which language or folklore
evolves; because language (as well as commonly-known tales or oral literary devices) is
repeatedly used by many people, its evolution is slow, often imperceptible, and was understood
to occur in a lawful manner. These expectations arguably affected Jakobson’s understanding of
literary evolution. In a lecture on formalism delivered to his students in Brno in 1935, Jakobson
summarized the achievements of Russian formalism by stating that the formalists’ works on
“individual periods of Russian literary history” have, as a whole, resulted in the understanding
that “Russian literary history substantially changes; it becomes incomparably richer and at the
same time more monolithic, more synthetic and ordered, than were the membra disjecta of
previous literary scholarship” (1978: 85 italics added). The conception of history as monolithic
or synthetic is closer to the understanding of linguistic evolution than to the literary history of
other formalists.

Jakobson’s stress on continuity and unbroken tradition stands in contrast to Iu.
Tynianov’s view of literary history based on parody or V. Shklovsky’s suggestion that literary
devices are passed “from uncles to nephews.” In the opening of O cheshskom stikhe, Jakobson
cites the Czech poet Viktor Dyk’s assessment of the sorry state of Czech literary history as
illustrating of his own diagnosis of the Czechs’ lack a “cultural center.” Dyk asks: “T'ne
JTyXOBHBIN ChIH Maxu? ['1e KpoBb OT KpOBH M AyX OT Ayxa Bpxumuikoro? [...] MsI BcTpeuaeMcst
B Halllell TUTepaType ¢ Tparuueckoii 1yxoBHoit 6e3aernocteio” (12) (“Where is Méacha’s
spiritual son? Where is Vrchlicky’s flesh and blood? [...] In our literature we are faced with a
tragic spiritual childlessness”). Jakobson’s response is that he is currently working on this
problem, that is the “npo6sem. . . ‘Tparudeckoit 6e3aeTHOCTH B YeHICKOM moa3uu’ (12)
(“problem... ‘of tragic childlessness’ in Czech poetry”).'”" While “childlessness” is not
originally Jakobson’s term, the fact the he reuses it suggests that, if asked to translate linguistic
or literary evolution into genealogical terms, he may have agreed with Dyk’s view that literary
history is based on bonds represented by “sons” or “brothers.” This view would moreover be in
keeping with the philological use of biological terminology, e.g., the “family tree” or the
“pedigree.” The turn to biology was essential to the conception of linguistics as a discipline
based on a natural science model. '** Jakobson, by applying linguistic concepts to literature,
perpetuated this approach in his argument that literature can be studied as a “science” as well.
While Jakobson and Miller’s reference to selective, self-perpetuating social classes that sustain
the continuity of tradition (the nobility or professional corporations of singers), derived from

1% yakobson described his work in 1935: “the particular properties of Church Slavonic literature of Czech recension,
its specific lexical, phonological, morphological and orthographic features, Czech particularities in the form and
connecting of Glagolitic letters (which ligatures, like the vocabulary and ideology, betray a Western veneer), are
being ascertained” (710).

"% The footnote reads: “‘Y Hac ecTh,” FOBOPHT OJHMH YENICKHii 09T M KPUTHK BukTOp JIHK, ‘Pl HHTEPECHBIX 1
3aCIy’KUBAIOIIMX BHUMAHUS HHIMBUIYalbHOCTEH, HO OTCYTCTBYET CBsI3Has Tpaguuus. [ e 1yxXoBHbINA cbiH Maxu?
I'me xpoBB OT KpOBH U AyX OT Ayxa Bpxmmikoro? Kro mpomomxkan myTs 3eitepa? [ e Opat, IpUHABIINI BUHO
CHIIBHBIX M3 YaIly, moganHoi Otakapom Bbpxesunoii? [...] MBI BcTpedaeMcs B HaIICH TUTepaType C TParundaecKou
IyxoBHOI 6e3xetHOCTRIO.” (JKypH. Lumir, 1922, ctp. 45). B oTnenpHOI cTaThe, MPUTOTOBIEHHON K TIEYaTH, 5
OCTAHABJIMBAIOCHh HA ATOU MPOOJIEMEe «Tparndeckoil 0e3eTHOCTHY B uenickoi mo33un’ (1969 [1923]:12).

192 On the use of biological systems of classification in nineteenth-century linguistics see Anna Davies History of
Linguistics, Volume IV: Nineteenth-Century Linguistics (Longman, 1992), 91-97.
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historical sources, these theories complement the biological basis for the philological view of
evolution.

In contrast, Tynianov saw parodic response as a key generator of literary historical
change.'” Parody, unlike “blood ties,” is a concept which belongs to the realm of social and
aesthetic categories. In this sense it can be said that, while Jakobson and Tynianov famously
collaborated on a statement on literary evolution in 1928, they were operating with very different
assumptions about the nature of literature and expectations for literary history. Shklovsky’s well-
known claim that literature passes from uncles to nephews, evokes the genealogical approach
only to reject it:

Hcropus murepaTypbl ABUTAECTCS BIEPE] 110 IIPEPHIBUCTOMN MEPEIOMUCTOMN JIMHUU. Eciun
BBICTPOMUTbH B OAMH Psifl BCEX TEX JIMTEPATYPHBIX CBATBIX, KOTOPbIE KAHOHU30BAHBI,
HarnpuMmep, B Poccun ¢ XVII no XX croserue, TO Mbl HE ITOJIyYUM JIMHUH, 110 KOTOPOH
MOHO OBLIO OBI TPOCTIEIUTH UCTOPUIO PA3BUTHUS JTUTEPATYPHBIX GOPM. [...] JEI0 B TOM,
YTO HACJIEIOBAHUE MPH CMEHE JIUTEPATYPHBIX IIKOJI Udem He Om Omyd K CbiHy, d Om
0s0u k naemannuxy (1929: 227 italics added).

The history of literature progresses along a broken path. If we were to arrange all of the
literary saints canonized since the seventeenth through the twentieth century along one
line, we would still fail to produce a single line of decent that might allow us to trace the
history of literary form. [...] No, the real point is that the legacy that is passed on from
one literary generation to the next moves not from the father to the son but from the uncle
to nephew (1990: 189-190 italics added).

Shklovsky’s view of literary history would refute the notion of continuous tradition that Dyk’s
lament evokes. The claim that literary history will not present a “line”” along which one can
follow the “evolution of literary form” is, moreover, in direct opposition to the work done on
literary history in the Prague School in the late 1920s and early ‘30s. While Shklovsky stresses
the “revolutionary” role of the incursions of literary outsiders into the history of literature,
Jakobson’s model is essentially one that harkens back to stability and unbroken genealogical
lines of national heritage.'™

In an unpublished version of NRP, Jakobson began his essay with the claim: “ronbko
TOT/Ia CTAaHET BO3MOYKHA HAay4Hasl IMOJTHKA, KOT/Ia HCTOPHS TI033HH TIEPECTaHET OBITh HCTOPUEH
reaepaioB” (“a scientific poetics will become possible once the history of poetry ceases to be the
history of generals™).'® Jakobson’s reference to the “history of generals” evokes A. N.

' The relationship between literary history and parody was the subject of his first published essay “Dostoevsky and
Gogol' (Towards a Theory of Parody)” (1921).

1% Shklovsky writes that “kacaast HoBast THTepaTypHAas IIKOJA — TO PEBOJIIOLHS, HEYTO BPOJE MOSBICHHS HOBOIO
kiacca” (1929: 227).

195 RGALI Fond. No. 611, Opis No. 107, Gosudarstvennoe izdatel stvo pri Narkomprose RSFSR list 1. Jakobson
removed this line from the subsequent publication of NRP in Prague. There were only a few small changes made
between the 1919 version of the text and the 1921 publication. This phrase is generally attributed to Tynianov, who
writes in the opening of his 1927 essay “O literaturnoi evoliutsii”: “Teopus IIeHHOCTH B TUTEPATYPHOH HayKe
BBI3BAJIa ONTACHOCTB M3y4YEHUS TJIaBHBIX, HO U OT/IEJIBHBIX SBJICHHUI U MPUBOAUT UCTOPHUIO JIUTEPATYPHI B BHI
«UCTOpHH TeHepanoBy. ClIernol OTIOp «MCTOPUH T'eHEePanIoBy» BEI3BA B CBOIO OYEPEab HHTEPEC K H3YUCHHUIO
MAacCOBOH JIUTEPATypHl, HO 6€3 ICHOT0 TEOPETHUECKOTO OCO3HAHUS METOJIOB €€ N3y4YeHHs U XapaKTepa ee
3nauenus” (270). That Jakobson uses the term eight years earlier suggests that it was in general circulation prior to
the publication of Tynianov’s article.
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Veselovsky’s “historical poetics,” which called for the replacement of the study of the “great
men” of literary history with a turn to the “hidden springs of the historical process™ (1967: 35).
Veselovsky thus, like Jakobson after him, conceived of a scientific approach to literary history as
beginning with a more elemental level of analysis. To do this, Veselovsky focused on the basic
elements of the language of folklore—parallelisms, motifs, formulas. Jakobson also attempted to
replace the “generals” of literature with the linguistic analysis of poetic language. The difference
between their approaches lay, however, not only in the fact that Jakobson further dissected poetic
language—going beyond tropological analysis to the role of the phoneme—but in Jakobson’s
reliance on Muscovite scholarship that approached this language as organized around cultural
centers. These centers were those of the Russian state (Kiev, Novgorod, Moscow). In keeping
with this aspect of his training, Jakobson’s history of Czech poetic language fused the stability of
the history of verse with the autonomy of the state. As I hope to have shown, Jakobson’s
application of a linguistic mode of evaluation to the study of poetic language entailed a
conception of poetic value that refers back to the national epic past. His innovative attempts to
rethink the study of poetics by replacing the biographical author with a poetic “center” tended to
associate a linguistically defined author function with the authority of the nation’s elites. It is in
this sense that we must ask whether, in the final analysis, Jakobson’s formalist poetics succeeded
in breaking with the “history of generals.”
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Chapter Three

Petr Bogatyrev and Jan Mukarovsky:
Prague School Semiotics and the Concept of Collectivity

The modern study of semiotics is commonly traced to its founding fathers Ferdinand de
Saussure (1857-1913) and Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914), who developed the linguistic and
philosophical underpinnings of the study of human signs in the late nineteenth century.
Beginning in the late 1920s, Saussure’s concept of the linguistic sign, mediated by the writings
of Valentin Voloshinov and Sergei Kartsevskii, was taken up by the Prague Linguistic Circle
[Prazsky lingvisticky krouzek] (PLC) where it was applied to the study of contemporary art and
culture.' The two leading theoreticians in this development were the Russian ethnographer Petr
Bogatyrev (1893-1971) and the Czech aesthetician Jan Mukafovsky (1891-1975).2 Both men
joined the Circle at its third meeting in December 1926, becoming its first two members who
were not primarily linguists by training. Bogatyrev and Mukarovsky shared a particular position
in the history of the Circle in their seniority and their bold attempts to apply the Prague School
structural-linguistic platform to the study of material culture and the arts.” As pioneers in the
field with such close ties to linguistics, the semiotic theory they developed was based on a more
literal application of linguistic concepts to the realm of culture than was the case in subsequent
developments in semiotic theory.

This chapter will analyze Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky’s work towards establishing a
semiotic approach to the study of ethnography and aesthetics. Their theoretical developments
reflect the growing interest within the Prague Linguistic Circle in the relationship between
language and society. Jurij Striedter has suggested that this development can be seen as a product
of the open debate between Marxist cultural theorists and the Czech structuralists in the 1930s.*

! For an overview of the development of semiotics in the broader Czech context see P. Steiner and B. Volek’s
“Semiotics in Bohemia in the 19th and Early 20th Century,” in The Sign: Semiotics around the World, Ann Arbor:
Michigan Slavic Publications: 1978, 206-26.

* As far as I am aware there is no scholarship comparing these men’s work in detail. On exception is S. Sorokina’s
discussion of Mukatovsky’s Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts (1936) in comparison to
Bogatyrev’s “La chanson populaire de point de vue functionnel” (1936) in her “Funktsional no-struktural’nyi metod
P.G. Bogatyreva.” She points out these two scholars unique, shared, position in the history of the Circle: “I.
MyxkapsxoBckuii u I1. I'. Boratsipes ctamu B [1JIK Temu nccnenoBaTensm, KOTOPBIE OCYIIECTBISUTH CTOIb BAXKHOE
UL HAaIIPaBJICHUS N3y4eHHe Ce(UKHI CTPYKTYPHBIX U (QYHKIIMOHATIBHBIX OTHOLICHHI B HECOOCTBEHHO SI3BIKOBBIX
COLMaJIbHBIX (peHOMEHAX M BO3MOXKHBIX U3 B3aMMOCBSI3€Hl C SI3BIKOBOM CTPYKTYpoit” (43).

? Amongst the first, founding, generation of Circle members, those who worked on subjects other than linguistics
included Roman Jakobson, Milo§s Weingart and Jan Sedlak. Jakobson was not as interested in cultural semiotics,
though his contributions to the development of Bogatyrev’s and Mukatrovsky’s theories will be discussed. Weingart
and Sedlak, who joined the Circle in 1927, both parted ways with the Prague School and its methods in the early to
mid-1930s. The second generation of Prague structuralists who joined the Circle in the late 1930s or early 1940s and
who worked on literature or theater included Jiii Veltrusky, Felix Vodicka and Jindfich Honzl. A third generation of
notable Prague School semioticians and structuralists included Lubomir Dolezel, Miroslav Cervenka, Kvétoslav
Chvatik, Mojmir Grygar, Emil Volek, Oleg Sus, Zden¢€k Pesat, and others.

* Striedter reminds us that “Czech Marxism in the thirties, unlike Russian Marxism in the twenties (in its altercations
with Formalism) and unlike Czech Marxism after 1948, was not yet the binding political philosophy. This facilitated
open discussion and made it possible to accept or reject critical arguments by reason of their systematic validity...
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In the 1930s, Praguian semiotics approached culture from a standpoint that was in polemical
opposition to a Marxist perspective. Prague School theorists were committed to developing a
history of art based on the idea of the immanent evolution of artistic form, as opposed to a view
of cultural history shaped by economic or political forces. Mukaiovsky found in semiotics a
means to discuss aesthetic perception as a social fact without sacrificing this concern. I
demonstrate that the groundwork for this approach was pioneered by Bogatyrev, who developed
a structural-functional ethnographic theory in the late 1920s which posited that the collective
consciousness of rural collectives is structured in a manner akin to language. By adopting this
concept of the collective consciousness as developed by Bogatyrev, Mukatovsky was able to
argue that social conventions are organized within a holistic structure and that they evolve
immanently as a result. This intellectual exchange between Bogatyrev and Mukarovsky meant
that the Prague School semiotics Mukarovsky founded rested to some degree on an
understanding of collectivity drawn from work on “primitive mentality.”

The second half of the chapter demonstrates that, despite commonly held structuralist
principles, Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky differed in their understanding of the borders of the
semiotic collective. Both Mukatrovsky and Bogatyrev closely based their semiotic theory on
contemporary linguistics. Rather than focus on their interpretation of the sign itself—a subject
which has garnered much attention—I am interested in their interpretations of the concept of the
linguistic collective. Language, understood abstractly as a complex network of facts (words and
rules for their usage) is a product of a social community. In their pioneering efforts to translate
the mechanisms of a linguistic system into analogous systems of codes regulating the meaning of
non-verbal artifacts, such as art or costume, the Praguians assumed that these codes are the
products of communities. Decades later, in the 1970s and ‘80s, the Soviet semiotician lury
Lotman specified that signs can only function if “immersed in a specific semiotic continuum,”
and that the “the border of semiotic space is the most important functional and structural
position, giving substance to its semiotic mechanism” (2005: 206, 210). In their early
articulations of a semiotic approach to culture in the 1930s, Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky did not
discuss the nature of these borders explicitly—rather they were assumed based on their operative
understandings of language as a product of a social collective. I focus on this point because their
understanding of these borders differed, and the way in which they differed can be shown to
have affected their (differing) definitions of “art.”

I locate the sources for this divergence in the different national scholarly traditions that
each drew on, as well as in the different positions each held in the Prague Linguistic Circle in the
1930s. Bogatyrev understood the semiotic collective to be a small, autonomous unit—one among
many, whereas Mukatovsky approached collectivity as a large, all-encompassing whole. The
small, dispersed view of collectivity, I demonstrate, reveals the legacy of pre-revolutionary
Russian ethnography and dialectology. This scholarly tradition was based on the study of
regional, local, identities as self-sufficiently valuable and interesting in their own right. On a
more general level this work could be said to reflect the reality of the social situation in Russia in
the early twentieth century. The historian Geoffrey Hosking emphasizes that, in this period,
“rather than moving toward consciousness of itself as a nation, [Russia] was on the contrary
fragmenting in almost every conceivable way” (Hosking 261). Mukatovsky’s unified view, in

Thus, this early dialogue with Czech Marxism impelled Mukarovsky to broaden the scope of questions concerning
the conditions of aesthetic perception beyond the structure of a work and the psychic state of the social collective;
and to investigate the aesthetic function in its interaction with other social functions” (86). Marxist cultural theorists
who were close to the PLC included Kurt Konrad, Karel Teige and Bedfich Vaclavek.
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contrast, was influenced by prevailing conceptions of the Czech language as an organic and
ancient whole. This was a view that gained currency with the National revival movement of the
nineteenth century and which continued to shape popular conceptions of Czech identity on the
eve of the emergence of Czechoslovakia as an independent nation in 1918.

In comparing Bogatyrev and Mukarovsky’s semiotics it is also necessary to consider their
respective relationships to the PLC as an institution with clearly delineated leadership roles and
intellectual goals. In the period central to the rise of Prague School semiotics, the early to mid-
1930s, Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky occupied different positions in the Circle. Mukarovsky held
an important leadership position after 1930 as the head of the Circle’s Commission for the Study
of Poetic Language.” A comparison of his theories of poetic language and art with the collective
statements of the Circle from this period (which he co-authored) reveal that the development of
his work was closely interrelated with that of the Circle. Mukatovsky’s definition of art was thus
to some degree an established position which increasingly characterized Prague School doctrine.
Bogatyrev, on the other hand, was never a member of the executive committee, and was,
moreover, absent from Prague between 1930 and 1933, having accepted a teaching position in
Miinster.’ His area of research—folklore and ethnography—was not as close to the central
interests of the PLC and, in comparison to Mukatovsky, he undoubtedly played a more marginal
role in the development of the Circle.

In light of their different relationships to the Circle as an institution I treat the aesthetician
and the ethnographer’s work slightly differently. Where appropriate, Mukatovsky’s statements
are allowed to stand in for the official standpoint of the PLC, and those of other leaders of the
Circle (e.g. Jakobson, V. Mathesius, B. Havranek or B. Trnka) are brought to bear on the
analysis of Mukatovsky’s theoretical development. In describing Bogatyrev’s work, particularly
his view of semiotic boundaries, the focus will be on how he departs from a more canonical PLC
standpoint, and his perspective is thus treated as an important alternative. Bogatyrev’s ideas can
be shown to have affected Mukatovsky’s development, and, because Bogatyrev shared the
PLC’s methodological basis, his work is representative of Prague structuralism. Yet on the
subjects of the semiotic boundary and the definition of art his work can be said to represent a
path not taken by the leadership.

The Common Platform - Prague School Semiotics
The emergence of Prague School semiotics is usually dated to 1934.” More specifically,

we can see the period of 1934-36 as one in which Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky developed a
distinctly structural-functional semiotics anchored in common PLC linguistic tenets. These years

> The first pages of the unpaginated notebook with the protocols of the Executive Committee of the PLK [vyborové
schlize PLK] list the elected positions within the Committee. Mukafovsky is listed as the “svolavatel...komise pro
stud. basn. jazyka“ (convener of the commission for the study of poetic language) as well as a member of the
conciliation court. “Vyborova schize PLK” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 1, i. & 7.

% On Bogatyrev’s Miinster period see Klaas-Hinrich Ehlers. “Petr Bogatyrev am Slavischen Seminar der Universitit
Miinster (1931-1933).” Zeitschrift fiir Slawistik 44 (1999): 218-227.

" This date coincides with Mukafovsky’s presentation of his seminal essay “L’art comme fait sémiologique.” Both
Frantisek Galan and Peter Steiner date the rise of Prague semiotics to 1934. Galan writes that “the rise of
semiotics...which furnished the conceptual basis for the Prague School’s theory from 1934 on, betokens the final
break with the ideas of formalism” (82). Steiner describes the “second period, roughly 1934 to 1938” of the Circle’s
development as that in which it turned to the “issue of literary development,” now viewed through a semiotic lens
(1982: 177).
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can be seen as a period of maximum overlap between the work of the aesthetician and the
ethnographer, in which both grappled with the challenge of reconciling structure, understood in
linguistic terms, with the sociological study of culture. A rapprochement between their work in
these years resulted from two separate developments within the Circle. The first was the growing
interest in the sociology of language in the Circle in the first half of the 1930s, which played an
important role in Mukarovsky’s intellectual development. The second was Mukatovsky’s
selective borrowing from Bogatyrev’s work after the latter’s return from Miinster in 1933, which
strengthened the convergence between their functional-structural semiotics.® Identifying the
reasons for and the extent of this overlap will allow the points on which Mukatovsky and
Bogatyrev disagree in their approach to the borders of the semiotic collective to stand out more
clearly.

Although the PLC was founded in 1926, the years 1929 and 1930 saw its theoretical and
legal institutionalization in the “Theses presented to the Slavic Convention in Prague” and, in the
following year, its induction as an officially-registered group. The establishment of an official
method that unified and defined Prague School research was a central element in these
developments. The purpose of the 1929 “Theses” was to lay out the theoretical repercussions of
the “conception of language as a functional system” (5). The first paragraph of the Circle’s
bylaws, drafted and codified in the following year, stipulated loyalty to the “structural functional
method,” stating that “the purpose of the PLC is to work towards progress in linguistic research
on the basis of the functional structural method.”® Two decades later, this two-part approach was
still the Circle’s defining method:

The Prague linguistic conception has two designations which are both equally important
and both emphasize what is new in the Prague School. First of all, it is structuralism; i.e.
the Praguians introduce into linguistics the problems of structure, the problem of how
language is shaped, and how its parts are related to each other. Secondly, and this is not
to be forgotten, Prague linguistics is functional—where the term function, of course,
means a task, not dependence; i.e. Prague linguistics studies the semiological problem
(Vachek 76)."°

Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky’s cultural semiotics was “Praguian” in this sense in that it sought to
explore the linkages between the structure of cultural artifacts (e.g., poetry or folk costume) and
their social functions. Function for them meant primarily a cultural product’s semantic load, i.e.
the meanings attributed to it by a group of people. This approach to function brings the question
of community into play. It evokes a community in that the function (meaning) of a social fact

¥ While Mukatovsky’s references to the Bogatyrev’s work suggest that he was inspired by central components of the
latter’s methodological apparatus, Bogatyrev’s citations of Mukatfovsky are more passing in nature. These can be
found in: “Le chanson populaire” (1936), “Znaky divadelni” [Theatrical signs] (1938) and in “Hra a divadlo” [Play
and Theater] (1937).

? J. Toman discusses the stringency of this clause, calling attention to paragraph 9 of the bylaws which states that
“Each member of the Circle has the right of proposing to the executive committee the exclusion of a member whose
conduct is at variance with the purpose of the Circle” (1995: 155). Toman speculates that the exclusion of J. V.
Sedlak and estrangement from M. Weingart may have arisen from the strictness with which the Circle adhered to
this explicitly stated methodology and “purpose” (1995: 155-58).

' The understanding of “function” in the interwar period was relatively broad, and referred both to a dependence
established between the elements of a structure, and also, on a semantic level, to the meaning structural elements
have for an individual or, more frequently, a collective.
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either creates a collective, or is created by a pre-existing collective. In other words, the group of
individuals who agree on an artifact’s function is either taken as a collective on this basis, or, the
function of an artifact is seen as determined by a pre-existing community with shared views, one
of which is said function. For reasons that I will come to, Bogatyrev and Mukarovsky tended to
prefer the first option, which thus can be termed an ‘artifact-centered’ approach to social
community. Mukatrovsky expresses this in a 1933 lecture, where he explains the concept of a
cultural semiotic collective though the example of musical appreciation: “using the system of
music as an example,” he writes, “those who are capable of adequately perceiving [it] are
predisposed towards it by psychophysical dispositions, for example education, etc. These people
create a collective altogether similar to a linguistic one” (1995: 77-78).'" It is their capacity to
understand music (a cultural “artifact”) that would, in this example, create a semiotic
“collective.”

In the period between 1929 and 1935 the Circle’s interest in the sociology of language
dramatically expanded. This is reflected both in its institutional activities as well as in its
theoretical developments. The institutional turn to social concerns was part of an increased
interest in local, Czechoslovak, questions and debates. The Circle’s activities were initially
focused almost entirely on purely linguistic (largely phonological) work, which had an
international orientation, and which was, beginning in 1929, published in French in the series
Travaux du Cercle linguistique de Prague. Beginning in the early 1930s, however, the Circle
expressed a growing interest in questions of language politics and the social functions of
language. These concerns were oriented towards the domestic audience and, starting in 1935,
found a platform in the Circle’s journal Slovo a Slovesnost [The Word and Verbal Art], published
in Czech.'” The intensification of this domestic, social engagement can be traced to a meeting of
the Circle’s leadership (e.g. Mathesius, Jakobson, Havranek, Mukatrovsky, Trnka, Weingart) held
on May 28, 1931." The notes from this and a subsequent meeting report that the leadership
decided to restructure the Circle in a manner that refocused its energies on questions of Czech
language usage. They decided to create a new commission for the study of language pedagogy
and language culture, and the minutes note that “outstanding writers and poets [are to] be invited
to meetings dedicated to these topics”—a move which would strengthen the Circle’s connections
with the intellectual elite in Prague.'* The leadership described this restructuring as a “shift in the

' “tak napf. systém hudby ti, kdo jsou schopni adekvéatné vnimat, jsouce k tomu predisponovéni psychofyzickymi

dispozicemi, popt. vzdélanim atp. Tito lidé tvoii spolecenstvo docela podobné jazykovému” (1995: 77-78).

'2 The initial orientation of the Circle was decidedly international; their first formative, collective work was
presented at the First International Linguistic Conference in The Hague (1928) and at the First International
Conference of Slavic Philologists in Prague (1929). In 1930 the Circle hosted an International Phonological
Conference in Prague, and in subsequent years the Circle prepared presentations for international linguistic,
phonological and Slavic conferences in, for example, Geneva (1931), Amsterdam (1932), Rome (1933), London
(1934), Warsaw (1934), and Copenhagen (1936) (Zprava o ¢innosti, 10-11). The shift in focus in the Circle’s work
to questions of local importance did not diminish this international orientation, as is evidenced by the Circle’s
extensive international correspondence. Protocols from meetings of the Executive Committee and extensive official
correspondence attest to the fact that establishing and maintaining contacts with foreign scholars was of great
importance to the Circle’s leadership. “Foreign and domestic correspondence.” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 2, i. ¢. 18, 19.
" The Circle’s first organized event illustrating an interest in local politics was held prior to this meeting on March
25, 1929, when Jakobson and Mukatovsky gave (subsequently published) talks on president T. G. Masaryk’s
language at an open meeting of the PLC commemorating the president’s 80™ birthday. See “Programy schiizi a
prednasek” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 1, i. & 9. Galin Tihanov compares this event to the Russian formalists’ 1924
publications on Lenin’s language and style (Tihanov 2004: 66).

1 «“yyborova schiize PLK” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 1, i. &. 7.
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and Poetic Language - JM].”"

The fruits of this restructuring were born in January and February of 1932 when the
Circle organized a highly successful lecture series on the subject of “Literary Czech and
Language Culture” [“Spisovna CeStina a jazykova kultura™] in which its leaders made a case for
their understanding of “correct Czech” and, more emphatically, the need for linguists to take an
active, shaping role in the development of “literary” or standard Czech. A second milestone in
the PLC’s turn to domestic language politics was the emergence of its journal Slovo a Slovesnost.
In the programmatic “Introduction” to the first issue, the Circle insisted that Czech linguistics

musi se chopit iniciativy v feSeni ¢asovych otazek jazykové kultury [...] To je program i
cesta Casopisu Slovo a Slovesnost. Prazsky linguisticky krouzek chce v ném piispéti

k vSestrannému popisu, kritice a regulaci dnes$ni spisovné cestiny v jejich rozmanitych
kulturnich ulohach a uvésti tak ve skutek zasady formulované v dosavadnich svych
pracich, zvlasté ve sborniku ,,Spisovna €estina a jazykova kultura® (4).

must seize the initiative in solving current questions of language culture [...] This is the
program and path of the journal Slovo a Slovesnost. In it the Prague Linguistic Circle
wants to contribute to an all-around description, criticism and regulation of current
literary Czech in its various cultural tasks, and to turn into reality the principles
formulated in its previous work, especially in the collection “Literary Czech and
language culture” (4).

The institutional goals expressed here—the need to engage with current debates, to not only
describe but to regulate the literary language and realize their theoretical principles—indicate an
intent to play a shaping role in contemporary culture. This turn to technocratic goals was
reflected in the theoretical statements of the Circle and in Mukatovsky’s work on poetic
language and aesthetics. The shift in the Circle’s interests manifested itself in two theoretical
trends: one was the mounting interest in the question of influence, e.g. how poetic language or
art influences the broader social sphere; the second was a sharpened focus on the concrete,
contemporary social context—on, broadly speaking, the sociology of language.

The developments between 1929 and 1935 outlined above reveal a general progression
from abstract theoretical tenets to a bold plan for intervention in the evolution of literary Czech.'®
The evolving theoretical conception of poetic language in this period also reflects this turn
towards language in its concrete social context. In the section of the 1929 “Theses” on poetic
language, which Mukarovsky co-authored with Jakobson, poetry, as language in its poetic
function, is merely defined against the “background” of non-poetic, communicative language.'’
In 1932, Mukatovsky’s lecture on the relationship between poetic language and standard,
communicative language described this same relationship as one of diffused influence. He
argued that, “poetry... multiplies and refines linguistic ability in general, it gives language the

1% «“yyborova schiize PLK konané dne 6 #ijna 19317 AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 1, i. &. 7.

' 1 base my analysis here on the three landmark collective statements by the Circle in this period: the “Theses” of
1929, the “Spisovna Cestina a jazykova kultura” [Literary Czech and Language Culture] debate and book of 1932,
and the “Introduction” to the first issue of Slovo a Slovesnost of 1935.

"7 F. Galan establishes that “Roman Jakobson and Jan Mukafovsky...were in reality the principle authors of this
section of the ‘Theses’” (21).
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possibility to adapt more flexibly to new tasks and a richer differentiation of means for
expression” (146)."® This general movement within the PLC towards questions of social context
and influence is most powerfully reflected in Mukatrovsky’s developments in the field of
semiotics.

Beginning in the early 1930s, Mukatovsky increasingly turned to the concept of the sign.
In a paper presented at the International Philosophical Congress in Paris in September 1934,
“L’art comme fait sémiologique,” he drew on theories from the fields of aesthetics and semiotics
to describe the art object as a sign—as an “intermediary between its creator and the community”
(3). With this move he identified the artwork as a social fact dependent on the “collective
consciousness” of a social body of perceivers for its meaningful form." In his three-part study
published in 1935 and 1936, Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts (AFNV)
[Esteticka funkce, norma a hodnota jako socialni fakty], Mukatovsky moves beyond this
philosophical claim to situate his semiotic model in sociological terms. Building on the semiotic
apparatus he presented in 1934, he claimed that “collective consciousness should not...be
understood abstractly, i.e. without considering the concrete collective in which it is manifested”
(1970 [1936]: 20). In the first half of the 1930s, the interests of the PLC (including Mukatovsky
as a closely integrated leader of the group) were thus characterized by a growing demand for an
understanding of the relationship between the linguistic (in Mukatovsky’s case—the poetic) and
the social. Mukatrovsky answered this call with sociologically oriented aesthetic theory based on
the understanding of art as sign. These developments set the stage for a meeting of the minds
between the ethnographer Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky, the aesthetician.

The second factor in the convergence between Bogatyrev and Mukarovsky’s work at this
time was the latter’s selective use of Bogatyrev’s ethnographic theory. The ease with which
Mukatovsky was able to incorporate some of Bogatyrev’s ideas was not fortuitous—both had
already, to a certain degree, built their work in their respective fields on the tenets of Prague
School linguistics. As structuralists, the ethnographer and the aesthetician relied on several
Saussurian concepts as interpreted by the PLC—mnamely langue, parole, and the sign—as
building blocks for their work on culture.”® To fully appreciate the common foundations on
which the two founders of Prague School semiotics built, it is useful to acknowledge two, more
fundamental, shared assumptions that resulted from their use of PLC linguistics as a model for
reforming of their respective disciplines. One was the understanding that in order to arrive at the
essential properties of the subject at hand (e.g. art or folklore), the scholar need focus only on the
structure of his subject matter. This meant that even the Praguians’ more socially oriented,
semiotic investigations focused on cultural artifacts largely in isolation from their broader
cultural-historical context. Using linguistics as their model, they assumed that, as with language,
a body of structural and evolutionary laws could be derived from this approach.

The second, related, assumption was that the structure of the field of art (or of culture
more generally) was analogous to that of language. This meant not only that the body of cultural

4

adaptace k novym ukoltim a bohatsi diferenciace vyrazovych prostredkt” (146).

' In this programmatic essay Mukafovsky presents his theory of the artwork as neither the material artifact itself,
nor the state of mind it evokes in its producer or receiver. Instead, it is an immaterial “aesthetic object,” which is
“registered in the collective consciousness” (9). I will return to discuss this essay in more detail.

20 In their 1929 article “Folklore as a Special Form of Creation” Jakobson and Bogatyrev introduce these terms as
follows: “Alongside the individual, particular speech act—parole according to Saussure’s terminology— modern
linguistics also recognizes langue, that is, ‘a collection of necessary conventions adopted by a social body to permit
the exercise of that faculty [language] among individuals’” (4).
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products under observation would form a rich network of regular, interdependent connections,
but that this structure could be seen as evolving in a systemic manner. This last point was
formulated in the 1929 “Theses” as a rejection of the idea that linguistic systems evolve
randomly in favor of the view that evolution is systemic.?' On the most elementary level, this
concept merely asserts that, in the evolution of a system, pre-existing elements of structure will
play a role in the absorption of new elements, or in developmental paths taken. A stronger view
of this point, however, results in a greater emphasis on a potential force of agency imbedded in
structure. This logic led structuralists to argue that systems evolve “immanently” according to
their own “needs”—following a path of evolution that is optimal in relation to its extant
structural makeup.”? Bogatyrev’s view of culture reveals an inclination towards this strong view
of systemic evolution. He argues that, in the “collision” of two cultures, “the receiving [culture]
rejects in the foreign [culture] everything, that may subvert its cultural heritage, and it accepts
only that which aligns with its framework, which contributes to its development and can
contribute to the creation of new values” (1971 [1936]: 96). He thus suggests that each culture
possesses a unique structure which propels it forward along its own, unique, path.

Bogatyrev, a co-founder of the Moscow Linguistic Circle (MLC) in 1915, recalled in an
interview that he owed his initial introduction to linguistics to Roman Jakobson: “erie Oyayun
CTYAEHTOM, 5 tocemain KoMuccuo mo HapoIHOW CIIOBECHOCTH |...] HO Poman OcunoBuu
MOCTOSTHHO MEHS BOJMJI K JINHTBHCTaM, YTO HE MOTJIO HE OTPa3UThCs Ha Moei pabore”
(Leshchak 47) (“while still a student I attended the meetings of the Commission for Folklore
Study [...] but Roman Osipovich continually led me to the linguists, which naturally had an
impact on my work”). Jakobson, a leading propagator of the structuralist method in linguistics,
was a frequent co-author of Bogatyrev’s in the 1910s and 1920s.% 1t is thus not surprising that
Bogatyrev integrated these fundamental linguistic assumptions into the foundations of his
ethnographic work. Beginning in the late 1920s, he published a number of theoretical essays in
which he introduced the goals and methods for a structural, and then a “structural-functional,”
ethnography. Bogatyrev returned to Czechoslovakia from Miinster in the fall of 1933, and
appears to have provided Mukarovsky, likely through their interaction at Circle meetings, with a
model for theorizing the relationship between culture and society that was highly amenable to the
latter’s work on a structuralist, yet also “sociological” aesthetics which he was developing
between 1934 and 1936. Looking at the attendance records of the PLC in these years it is

! Point (d) of the “Theses,” on “The Regularity of Linguistic Evolution” reads: “In disciplines concerned with
evolution, linguistics among them, the notion of the accidental origin of phenomena is now giving way to that of the
regularity of evolutionary phenomena (nomogenesis). This is why the theory of convergent evolution is gaining
ground from the theory of mechanical and accidental expansion in the explanation of grammatical and phonological
changes” (7). The term “nomogenesis” comes from the Russian paleontologist Lev Semenovich Berg’s 1922
Nomogenesis, or, Evolution Determined by Law. This concept played a role in the development of Eurasianism. On
the use of Berg’s ideas in this movement see Patrick Sériot chapter “Biologicheskaia model’” in Struktura i
Tselostnost’, 214-231.

** The “Theses” tell us that: “Linguistic changes often reflect the needs of the system, its stabilization, its
realignment, and so forth” (6 italics added).

3 The two friends co-authored works in the fields of ethnography, folkloristics, dialectology and formalist literary
theory and undertook two field expeditions together in the summers of 1915 and 1916. Works co-authored include:
Cheshskii kukol’nyi i russkii narodnyi teatr. Berlin: OPOIaZ, 1923; Slavianskaia filologiia v Rossii za gody voiny i
revoliutsii. Berlin: OPOIaZ 1923; and “Die Folklore als eine besondere Form des Schaffens,” Domum natalicium
Schrijnen. Nijmegen-Utrecht, 1929. As students they presented reports of their joint field expeditions to the
Komissiia po narodnoi slovesnosti pri Obshchestve liubitelei estestvoznaniia, antropologii i etnografii and to the
Moskovskaia dialektologicheskaia komissiia.
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apparent that the two scholars would have had abundant opportunity to exchange ideas. Both
were among the most frequent attendees of Circle meetings in the mid-1930s. Of a total of 66
meetings held between October 1933 and December 1936 for which there are attendance records,
Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky each attended 58 times; (Jakobson, for the sake of comparison, was
present at 48).** Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky were present at the same meeting 46 times, and
between October 1934 and December 1935 both attended virtually every meeting held.”

Mukarovsky was at both meetings where Bogatyrev presented his structural-functional
method—on May 11, 1928 and then on June 25, 1934. The timing and content of the second
presentation, titled “On the problem of structural ethnography” [K problému strukturalniho
narodopisu], suggest that it may have prompted the aesthetician to use Bogatyrev’s idea of a
“structure of functions,” as a basis for his own approach to the sociology of art.*® The talk
appears to have been received within the PLC as an indication of the general validity of the
structural-functional method outside the sphere of linguistics.”’ In a lecture delivered at Charles
University towards the end of the spring semester of that year Mukatovsky paraphrases an earlier
article of Bogatyrev’s in order to explain to students his own understanding of “sociology.” It is
to be understood

nikoli jen jako vztah literatury nebo jiné fady ke konkrétnimu rozvoji spolecnosti [...].
Prozatim: sociologie fady jako soubor jejich vztahil ke v§em faddm moznym. Mnoho
funkci. Tyto funkce dohromady tvoii zase strukturu, strukturu funkci. Tedy: sociologie

** I begin with October 1933 because this marks the period when Bogatyrev returned to Czechoslovakia and end
with 1936 because the archival records for meeting attendance break off at this point, resuming only in 1947.
“Zapisy o schiizich” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 1, i. &. 7.

% Published and unpublished correspondence suggests a warm relationship between the two scholars. In a letter to
Havranek dated June 19, 1945, Mukatovsky recounts a meeting with a mutual acquaintance of Bogatyrev’s
(Alexandr Michajlovi¢ Jegolin), saying: “Jegolin clearly likes him very much, we almost fell into each other’s arms
once we’d finished talking about Petr” (Havrankova 2008: 383). See also Mukatovsky’s warm obituary for
Bogatyrev, “O Bogatyreve” in Petr Grigor evich Bogatyrev.: Vospominaniia. Dokumenty. Stat’i., 16-18. There is
correspondence from Bogatyrev in Mukatrovsky’s personal archive in the LA PNP which indicates that the former
continued to send Mukarovsky his publications and greeting cards as late as 1967 (Bogatyrev died in 1971).
“Bogatyrev Petr Mukatrovskému” LA PNP, Jan Mukatovsky, €. inv. 66/86, ¢. piir. 713-716. and “Tisky cizi
Bogatyrev, Petr” LA PNP, Jan Mukaiovsky, ¢. inv. 66/86, €. ptir. 4772-4792.

*® The talk likely served as the basis for the subsequent article “Funkéné-strukturalna metoda a iné metiode
etnografie a folkloristiky,” [The Functional-Structural Method and other methods in Ethnography and Folkloristics]
published in 1935. An original offprint of this article, with notations marking passages of interest, can be found in
Mukarovsky’s personal archive in Prague. “Tisky cizi Bogatyrev, Petr” LA PNP, Jan Mukafovsky, ¢. inv. 66/86, ¢.
prir. 4774.

*7 Bogatyrev’s presentation is described in an article in the Prager Presse: “Die weitreichende Bedeutung der
strukturellen Methode ging besonders anschaulich aus dem letzten Vortrag des diesjahrigen Zyklus hervor [June 25,
1934 , K problému strukturalniho narodopisu”], den P Bogatyrev iiber strukturelle Gesichtspunkte in der
volkskundlichen Forschung hielt. Er ging von dem System der Funktionen der Volkstrachten aus und zeigte die
Fruchtbarkeit des neuen Gesichtspunktes auch in der Ethnographie, dessen Verwertung allerdings noch viele
Vorarbeit, vor allem hinsichtlich des zu sammelnden Materials, erfordern wird. Jedenfalls aber zeigte diese
Applikation bereits zur Geniige den Wert der Methode der Prager Linguistische Zirkel zu seinem Fundament
gemacht hat” (Prager Presse 13.VII.1934). “Vystiizkova kniha” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 4, i. &. 26. The first
presentation, on May 11, 1928, is titled in PLC notes from the meeting as “O novych proudech v ethnografii a o
jejim poméru k linguistice.” [On new tendencies in Ethnography and their relationship to Linguistics]. It appears
that Bogatyrev presented in Russian, with Jakobson providing a resume in Czech. “Zépisy o schiizich” AAVCR,
PLK, Kart. 1, 1. ¢. 6.
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néjakeé rady, vyvoj struktury jejich funkci. Na objasnéni upozornuji na ¢lanek P.
Bogatyreva... (1995 [1934]: 140, italics added).

not just as the relationship between literature or other series and the concrete
development of society [...] For now: sociology of a series is a collection of its
relationships to all series possible. Many functions. These functions together create yet
another structure, a structure of functions. Thus: the sociology of a series, [is] the
development of the structure of its functions. For clarification I turn your attention to P.
Bogatyrev’s article... (1995 [1934]: 140, italics added).

Mukarovsky goes on to describe at length the main points of Bogatyrev’s 1931 article “A
Contribution to Structural Ethnography” [Piispévek k strukturdlni etnografii], which contains an
early description of the structure of functions, but without using this term. The above citation
reveals that, as a structuralist, Mukatrovsky preferred this idea to a historical-materialist
approach, which might derive literary history from the “concrete development of society” in an
overly simplistic manner. The idea that society can be understood as a structure of functions
provided an alternative that allowed the collective to be defined by its understanding of art (or
cultural artifacts) rather than as shaped by economic or political forces. This approach provided
the theoretical foundations for Mukatovsky’s sociology of aesthetics in AFNV.

In his 1931 article Bogatyrev argues that the functions clustered around a cultural artifact
(he uses the example of a woman’s headdress) are organized in relation to each other in a manner
similar to the way in which perceptions are organized in the psyche of an individual according to
Gestalt psychology. Thus, if the headdress goes out of fashion, positive characteristics previously
attributed to it by a member of the community (e.g. beauty, comfort) will be replaced by negative
ones (e.g. ungainliness, discomfort) in a manner that suggests the structural interrelation of these
characteristics. This model is then implicitly expanded as a structure of social functions; i.e., an
overarching structure of meanings that a cultural object or ritual obtains in a collective. This
structure is seen as determining both the functions possible for an element of culture as well
setting parameters for the material, formal changes a cultural artifact can undergo.*®

Mukarovsky used the concept of a structure of functions as a means of applying his
semiotics of art to concrete historical examples without introducing extra-aesthetic (e.g.
economic, political) causal explanations into his approach. This was the advantage presented by
Bogatyrev’s methodology. It was, after the linguistic model, designed to ascertain the laws by
which social facts are adopted or resisted in their movement between collectives by studying the
cultural life of the collectives themselves. For example, a key question that drove Bogatyrev’s
research was the puzzle as to why, within a larger region, an element of urban culture will be
adopted by most villages, but will leave “islands” of resistance which do not adopt, for example,
a new item of clothing (2006 [1928]: 82). Bogatyrev’s research method implies that the answer
lies in the different structure of functions that existing forms of culture have in each village;
some are open to the new (urban) element, while others cannot accept it due to structural

¥ Bogatyrev provides another example in his book The Functions of Folk Costume in Moravian Slovakia [Funkcie
kroja na moravskom slovensku] (1937): “We have seen how village women who replaced their headwear with city-
style combs nonetheless continued to distinguish themselves from town women by means of the color of the combs.
The social status distinction remained strong in the village women’s attitude, and despite their almost complete
identity with the city women in question of dress, they still retained a conscious desire to show their own social
position” (94). This example reveals how the structure of functions in the village (headwear as a means of
distinguishing status) determines how a new item (combs) will be interpreted once adopted into this cultural milieu.
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constraints. In order to ascertain how these structures of functions differ he stresses two
principles: first, that the researcher place the receiving collective and its structure of functions at
the center of his study; and second, that the ethnographer limit the scope of his analysis to a
small area. He advises, for example, comparing the forms of folklore and their functions in two
neighboring villages as this allows the researcher to control for external factors such as “climatic,
economic and aesthetic preconditions” which will be common to both villages (2006: 89).%

In AFNV Mukarovsky attempts to place aesthetics on more objective ground by drawing
on the fields of sociology and anthropology. He reinterprets the concepts of aesthetic function,
norm and value as socially determined facts rather than eternal constants or universal aesthetic
requirements. In this approach the concept of “function” is the lynchpin of the book—the
aesthetic function allows Mukatovsky to talk about art in social terms, but from a structuralist
perspective, that is, while also preserving the structuralists’ investment in the systemic
“regularity” of the evolution of artistic form.>° The book does this by replacing the immanent
history of artistic form with that of artistic function. As Mukatovsky put it, the “aesthetic
function...both situates the aesthetic in relation to social phenomena and stresses with its
character of energy the uninterrupted immanent development of the aesthetic sphere” (1966: 18
italics added).’' It appears here that Mukafovsky is attempting to sit on two chairs. His
sociological understanding of the aesthetic means it must be defined by social consensus as a
function. As a structuralist however, he wants to see the aesthetic function as an immanently
evolving series.

The means to bridge the gap between the two positions was provided by Bogatyrev’s
structure of functions as a product of a unified collective consciousness. The view of the
collective mind as a systemic whole was developed from the study of “primitive” cultures. This
theory interpreted the collective consciousness as organized like a language, and thus, like
language it was seen as developing in a systemic, “immanent” manner. Mukatrovsky adopted this
theory of collective consciousness and posited an “aesthetic sphere” within this structure as the
substructure of objects deemed to have an aesthetic function. The “uninterrupted immanent
development of the aesthetic sphere,” referred to above, is thus a product of the view of the
collective consciousness as a closely integrated system. This is made clear in the following
quote:

The aesthetic sphere develops as a whole and is, in addition, constantly related to those
aspects of reality which, at a given point in time, do not exhibit the aesthetic function at
all. Such unity and integrity are possible only if we assume a collective awareness
[kolektivni védomi] which combines the ties among objects bearing the aesthetic function
and which unifies mutually isolated individual states of awareness (1970: 19).

** The full sentence reads: “OrpanuunBas cefs OnpeeIeHHBIM MATEPHATIOM, HAM FOPA3JIO JIerde, HACKOIbKO IPH
JAHHBIX KIMMATHYECKUX, JKOHOMHUYECKUX U 3CTETHYCCKHX MPEINOChIIKAaX B JAHHOH MECTHOCTH LiesiecOOOpa3HbI
OBUTH IIPEAMETHI CTaporo oduxo/a u npeaMeTsl, ero 3amenusime” (2006: 89).

3% Defining the “aesthetic function” as a social fact represented an important departure from the previous usage of
the term “function” in Czech aesthetics. Emil Utitz had, for example, used the term in only in the sense of
“functional emotions.” See his Die Funktionsfreuden im aesthetischen Verhalten (1911).

3! This quote comes from the 1936 introduction to AFNV, which was not included in M. Suino’s translation. The
original reads: “vychodiskem studie ov§em ucinén rozbor estetické funkce, ktera zaroven zaraduje esteticno mezi
jevy socialni, i zduraziuje svym energetickym charakterem nepfetrzitost imanentniho vyvoje estetické oblasti”
(1966: 18).
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Mukarovsky uses an essentialized conception of collectivity, based ultimately on Bogatyrev’s
study of folk culture, to posit the immanent development of the aesthetic function in place of the
immanent development of the formal properties of the art objects themselves. The view of the
artwork as a structural whole has been superseded by the, related, understanding of the collective
consciousness as a whole.

Mukatovsky’s use of the concept of collective consciousness was seen as a weak point in
his theoretical apparatus by certain contemporaries. Jakobson suggested that it was an
unfortunate “metaphor” and that more appropriate terms might be “convention” [konvence] or
“ideology of the collective” [ideologie kolektiva] (Kronika, 192). The Czech sociologist I. A.
Blaha, who was otherwise enthusiastic about AFNV, spent a considerable portion of his 1937
review of the book explicating contemporary sociology’s understanding of society in effort to
suggest a less “static” and “metaphysical” view than Mukatovsky’s “collective consciousness”
(245). This response can be seen as a reflection of the fact that Mukatovsky was inspired to some
degree by Bogatyrev’s work. The essentialized view of community which is articulated in the
idea of a structure of functions was accepted in the fields of folkloristics or ethnography, but was
seen as too “metaphysical” when applied to society more generally.

Bogatyrev’s understanding of primitive collectivity was based on an admixture of
readings drawn from the fields of anthropology, Gestalt psychology and linguistics. More
specifically, it appears that his approach was based on connections drawn between the work of
Saussure and the anthropologist Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (1857-1939). This association was facilitated
by the fact that both Saussure and Lévy-Bruhl based their theories on the premise of a collective
consciousness as articulated by Emile Durkheim. In The Division of Labor in Society (1893), for
example, Durkheim wrote that “the totality of beliefs and sentiments common to the average
citizens of the same society forms a determinate system which has its own life; one may call it
the collective or common consciousness” (79 italics in original). Bogatyrev was introduced to
Lévy-Bruhl’s work as a student, and the latter’s concept of a “primitive mentality” clearly
informs Bogatyrev’s writings from the 1920s and 30s. Lévy-Bruhl understood primitive
mentality to be based on a “law of participation,” which is “expressed in an intricate set of
interpenetrations among all the parts (human and otherwise) that go to make up a collective
representation” (Littleton xiii).>* This view of collective mentality has clear points of
correspondence with Saussure’s concept of langue. In his Course in General Linguistics (1916),
he described langue as “a fund [of word patterns] accumulated by the members of the
community through the practice of speech, a grammatical system existing potentially in every
brain, or more exactly in the brains of a group of individuals; for the language [langue] is never
complete in any single individual, but exists perfectly only in the collectivity (13).” The concept

32 Lévy-Bruhl’s most influential book How Native’s Think [Les fonctions mentales dans les sociétés inférieures)
(1910) is considered “the culmination of over a decade of close association with Durkheim, Mauss and the rest of
the L’année sociologique group” (Littleton xii). In The Functions of Folk Costume, Bogatyrev, using the example of
the healer-magician (shaman), describes the “distinctive structure of rational, aesthetic, religious, etc., creativity” of
“the so-called ‘primitive’ peoples” as a “conglomeration of all these elements” which is “in the final
product...different from that of the European scholar-scientist, poet or clergyman” (95). See also Bogatyrev’s
“Lévy-Bruhl a etnografie evropskych narodi” [Lévy-Bruhl and the ethnography of European peoples] (1930) in
Souvislosti tvorby, 55-57.

33 The connection between Saussure and Durkheim is not as obvious as in Lévy-Bruhl’s case. Many scholars,
however, refer to the similarities between their ideas. One notable study is W. Doroszewski’s “Quelque remarques
sur les rapports de la sociologie et de la linguistique: Durkheim et F. de Saussure.” Journal de Psychologie 80
(1932): 82-91. Doroszewski provides a detailed argument outlining the parallels between Durkheim's treatment of a
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of a collectively created and stored grammar can be seen in this context as another way of
envisioning the system that orders and binds the collective consciousness.

As a result of their affiliation with the Commission for Folklore Study [Komissiia po
narodnoi slovesnosti] Bogatyrev and Jakobson were introduced to Lévy-Bruhl before they were
to Saussure, and their thinking on collective consciousness was first done in the spirit of their
folkloristic endeavors.* This is reflected in their now-canonical essay “Die Folklore als eine
besondere Form des Schaffens” (1929).% In this work they use Saussure’s concept of langue
metaphorically to describe the nature of folkloric creativity. This analogy was further developed
by Bogatyrev, who, as we have seen, described folk collectivity as a complex collective
consciousness which creates stable, interconnected relationships between the elements of that
shared mentality, allowing it to slowly evolve in a systemic way like language. Mukatovsky’s
semiotics, like Jakobson and Bogatyrev’s Schaffen article, was also based on the application of
Saussure’s langue to the social collective consciousness—but in his case he extended this
analogy to society more broadly. In his AFNV, for example, this assumption is manifest in his
use of the phrase “social morphology” [spolecenskd morfologie] to describe social structure
(1966: 35). As we have seen in the case of Mukatfovsky’s use of Bogatyrev’s concept of a
structure of functions, the aesthetician built on the Russian’s application of linguistics to the
sphere of ethnography and folkloristics, attempting to create a more broadly-applicable semiotic
aesthetics. In doing so he carried over into Prague School semiotics some of the essentialism that
accrued to the concept of collective consciousness via its transmission from Durkheim to Lévy-
Bruhl to Bogatyrev and Jakobson.

There is one last point on which Bogatyrev and Mukatrovsky’s work overlaps, and it is
particularly important because it highlights the crucial differentiation which leads them in
different directions in defining “art.” This split stems from a difference in perception regarding
the dichotomy of “high” versus “low” art. Bogatyrev’s approach to art and culture was based on
a methodology that was developed in the study of folklore, although he applied his approach to
art more generally, eschewing a strong division between “high” and “low” art. Mukatovsky, as
we have seen, borrowed aspects of the theoretical basis that Bogatyrev developed, applying them
to his studies of “high” art. When faced with Bogatyrev’s more inclusive definition of “art,”
however, Mukarovsky parts ways with the ethnographer, choosing to define the two modes of
creation as opposites of each other. In AFNV, for example, he cites Bogatyrev’s argument that
the density of tradition in the rural milieu both prevents change and requires the functional
transformation of borrowed cultural goods. The citation reads: “in ethnographic research we
encounter facts having several functions, and often these various functions are so closely
dependent upon one another that we are unable precisely to determine which function in a given
situation is most strongly in evidence” (1970: 55, fn. 44). In citing this statement, however,
Mukatovsky omits a parenthetical from Bogatyrev’s quote. The original reads: “in ethnographic

social fact in The Rules of Sociological Method (1895) and Saussure’s treatment of language. See also Roland
Barthes, Elements of Semiology (Hill and Wang: 1968), 23.

** Jakobson and Bogatyrev would have been acquainted with Lévy-Bruhl’s How Native’s Think as junior members
of the Komissiia po narodnoi slovesnosti in the 1910s. Jakobson later remarked in conversation with Kristina
Pomorska that he did not read Saussure until 1920 after arriving in Prague (Jakobson and Pomorska, 41).

3 “Like langue,” they write, “the folkloric work is extrapersonal and leads only a potential existence; it is only a
complex of particular norms and impulses, a canvas of actual tradition, to which the performers impart life through
the embellishments of their individual creativity, just as the producers of parole do with respect to langue (9). There
is a marked copy of an original publication of this essay in Mukarovsky’s archive. See “Tisky cizi Jakobson,
Roman” LA PNP, Jan Mukatovsky, ¢. inv. 66/86.
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research, as in the study of other social phenomena, we encounter facts having several
functions...” (1971 [1931]: 64 italics added).*® While this omission may appear trivial, it is
characteristic of his treatment of Bogatyrev’s work as a whole. The ethnographer’s theories
regarding cultural products in general are recast as claims about folkloric culture alone. This is
important, because Mukatovsky uses Bogatyrev’s observation about the multiplicity of functions
in folklore and other phenomena to create a different statement—he argues that this plentitude is
characteristic of non-art in opposition to “art.””’

Art, for Mukatovsky, is defined by the dominance of a single—the aesthetic—function.
This definition was that of the PLC more broadly, yet Mukatovsky goes beyond the statement
that “poetry is language in its aesthetic function,” to correlate different structures of functions
with different strata of society.*® In AFNV the “truly untouched folkloric milieu... studied by the
Russian ethnographer Bogatyrev,” in which there is little or no functional differentiation,
provides the backdrop against which “art” is defined (1970: 38). This move is analogous to the
definition of poetic language against the backdrop of communicative speech, understood as
functionally undifferentiated.

Mukatovsky’s approach to art and society is thus more complex than Bogatyrev’s. He
relied on the latter’s structure of functions to theorize the basic relationship between culture and
the social consciousness as a universal mechanism. But where Bogatyrev simply posits that each
social collective has its own structure of functions, Mukatovsky attempts to theorize a social
whole that incorporates several different cultural “strata,” with different structures of norms. This
differentiation is significant in that Mukatrovsky links the definition of art with the structure of
norms in the leading strata of society. I will argue that this departure was, in part, a result of the
fact that the two semioticians adhered to different concepts of the semiotic boundary. The
intellectual influences for Bogatyrev and Mukarovsky’s understandings of collectivity are treated
in the remainder of the chapter.

Two Concepts of Collectivity and their Historical Origins

The fundamental difference between Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky’s approach to the
concept of collectivity can be illustrated through their responses to the German folklorist Hans
Naumann’s (1886-1951) model for the relationship between high art and folklore. Naumann’s
theory of gesunkenes Kulturgut was one of the most influential in folkloristics of the 1920s and

36 Bogatyrev returned to this argument in his 1935 “Funkéné strukturalni metoda a jiné metody etnografie a
folkloristiky” [The Functional structural Method and other methods of Ethnography and Folkloristics]; in which he
writes that in traditional collectives a social fact stays in place longer, but its functions are more plentiful and change
more often than those of social facts in an urban environment. He suggests that in all European cities a similar fact
will perform more or less the same function (1971: 89).

37 A sources for this approach to high and low culture could be seen in the “Theses,” which recommend studying:
“those forms of speech in which one function totally predominates and those in which manifold functions
interpenetrate. The different hierarchy of functions in each case is essential here” (12). Mukatovsky often made use
of folkloric examples in this vein throughout the 1930s and returned to this topic in the early 1940s and then again in
the 1960s-70s. In his latest, post-WWII, work, he appears to have abandoned this idea.

3 The definition of poetry as language in its aesthetic function was a basic precept of Prague School structuralism.
Jakobson, for example, defines poetry using these basic terms (“ITo33ust ecTh SI3bIK B €r0 3CTeTHUECKOI QyHKIHH)
as early as 1921 (1978: 305).
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30s. It argued that folklore is the “sunken cultural goods™ of higher spheres of society.”
Bogatyrev, who repeatedly returned to the relationship between high and low (or urban and
rural) culture, argued that Naumann’s claim, “Das Volk produziert nicht, es reproduziert,” was a
“mistake” that he sought to correct by illustrating that the cultural goods that frequently pass
from high to low spheres of culture are fundamentally transformed by the structure of functions
in the receiving milieu (2006 [1935]: 150). Mukatrovsky’s references to the concept of
gesunkenes Kulturgut in ANFV incorporated Bogatyrev’s argument that the folk were not
passive receivers. Yet Mukatrovsky retains the sense that culture passes predictably in one
direction, from high to low, claiming that the history of art is a “cycle of artistic norms.”*’
Mukartovsky, citing Naumann on an adjacent page, argues that, “generally speaking,”

As it grows older and more rigid the aesthetic norm also sinks lower in the ranks of the
social hierarchy. [...] In addition it frequently happens that a canon which has sunk to the
lowest periphery is suddenly elevated to the very center of aesthetic activity and becomes
—in an altered form, of course — once again a new and vital norm....In this sense we
could speak of the rotation of aesthetic norms (1970: 51).*!

Bogatyrev, on the other hand, refers to the relationship between high and low as an
interpenetration; in his critique of Naumann he insists that “it is necessary to accept the more
fitting view of the relationship between of so-called high and folk art as one of continual
permeation” (1940: 22).* This view differs from Mukarovsky’s in that it presents the
relationship as one moving potentially in either direction, without a larger structural apparatus.
This distinction highlights the difference between their views of collectivity; Mukatovsky works
with the assumption that society makes up a single whole that is organized by a dominant
structural element that gives it shape, internal coherence and directs its (cyclical) evolution.
Bogatyrev views collectivity as an endless, largely unstructured, expanse of individual units each
of which is unique and is defined by its own structure. These models are both based on
language—one, I will argue, on national language and the other on dialect. Each scholar’s
orientation towards one view or the other can be traced back to his intellectual background prior
to the foundation of the PLC.

Bogatyrev’s assumption that social collectives can be theorized as akin to dialects is
evident in his interest in applying the methods of linguistic geography to ethnography. The late-
1920s saw a renewed interest in the field of linguistic cartography, and the Eurasianist faction of
the PLC was intensively pursuing the correspondences between linguistic and other “anthropo-

3% Ehlers comments on the role this theory played in the development of Jakobson and Bogatyrev’s thinking on
folklore and the “Schaffen” article in particular, see “Petr G. Bogatyrev: Leben und Werk™ in Funktional-strukturale
Ethnographie in Europa, 42.

* This idea that hearkens back to the formalist view of literary evolution as a cycle between familiarized and
defamiliarized art.

I It worth noting that Jakobson also utilized Naumann’s idea of “sunken cultural goods” in describing the
relationship between high art and the broader cultural sphere: “just as the paperboy hawking the Monday headlines
doesn’t know that he regurgitates the once-innovative slogans of world philosophers, thus the majority of our
contemporaries haven’t an inkling about Hamsun, Sramek, or Verlaine, but at the same time love according to
Hamsun, Sramek or Verlaine. Modern ethnography calls this sunken cultural goods [klesl4 kulturni hodnota]” (1972
[1934]: 416).

#2 “je nutno prijmouti pravdé vice odpovidajici teorii o stalém prostupovani uméni t. zv. vysokého a uméni
lidového” (1940: 22).
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geographic isograms” in this period.* Citing the fact that boundaries for ethnographic traits often
coincide with the territorial spread for certain dialectological characteristics, Bogatyrev
suggested the compilation of “maps,” which

JayT HaM BO3MOKHOCTh CTPYIIMPOBATH LEIBIN psAJ] STHOIpahUIECKUX YePT, UMEIOIINX
OJTHH U T€ e palloHbl pacIpOCTPaHEHNUs, BOSAUHO U COCTaBUTh KapThl, IPUOIU3UTEIBHO
OTBEYAIOIIUE TUAIEKTOJIOTHUECKOM KapTe, paspaboTanHoi MOCKOBCKOM
TUaeKToornaeckoi komuccuei (2006 [1928]: 91).

allow us to group a whole series of ethnographic features which have one and the same
areas of distribution, and at the same time to put together maps roughly according to
those produced by the Moscow Dialectological Commission.

The reference to the Moscow Dialectological Commission (MDC) here reflects the fact that
Bogatyrev’s orientation towards dialect as a model for collectivity had its roots in the pre-
revolutionary tradition of folkloristics and ethnography in which he was trained. If we return to
Bogatyrev’s student years, the reasons why he might have assumed that the folkloric community
was akin to a local dialect become clearer. Two particularly formative influences on the young
ethnographer were the work of the ethnographer D. K. Zelenin (1878-1954), and his own
participation in the Moscow Linguistic Circle (MLC) and the Dialectological Commission
(MDC). Zelenin provided an ethnographic method with affinities to a dialectological approach.
The MDC, in turn, produced a theory of dialect that arguably influenced Bogatyrev’s view of not
only dialect, but of local community.

Although dialectology was increasingly seen as a separate discipline in late nineteenth
century Tsarist Russia, it was still essentially valued as part of a more general complex of
disciplines oriented towards the historical description of Russian language and culture.** The
lack of sharp disciplinary boundaries between the fields of history, ethnography, folkloristics,
linguistics and dialectology in Russia allowed methodological advances in one of these fields to
find their way into the study of another with greater ease. One example of this was the work of
Zelenin, who wrote his masters dissertation on a dialectological topic and collected extensive
data on the local dialects of his native Viatka (now the Kirov Oblast, Russia), but who is mainly
known as an ethnographer.*’ Zelenin’s influence was extremely important for Bogatyrev, and
scholars of Russian folkloristics stress the extent to which the younger scholar can be seen as

* Eurasianism was a political and cultural movement among Russian émigrés which flourished in the late 1920s and
the 1930s. The most important models for linguistic mapping at the time were the Marburg School’s Deutscher
Sprachatlas. Bd. 1-6. Marburg, 1926-1932, or J. Gilliéron and E. Edmont’s Atlas Linguistique de la France, Paris,
1902-1910. The Prague School “Theses” contain the following statement on linguistic geography: “Just as
comparison with heterogeneous developmental phenomena is allowed in the history of a language, the spatial
expansion of linguistic phenomena can fruitfully be compared to other geographic isograms especially to anthropo-
geographic isograms (the boundaries of facts pertaining to economic and political geography, the boundaries of the
expanding phenomena pertaining to material and spiritual culture), but also to isograms of physical geography (soil,
flora, moisture, temperature and geomorphology)” (21).

* In an essay on Zelenin’s dialectological work, N. I. Tolsotoi and S. M. Tolstaia tell us that, “H xots Bce
HACTOIYMBee U SICHEE BBIPUCOBBIBAINCH KOHTYPHI HOBOH JUAJICKTOJIOTHH |...] IPUYACTHOCTD TUAIEKTOJIIOTHH K
IIMPOKOMY KOMILIEKCY HApOIOBETIECKUX TUCIUIUIMH OMIyIIajach eme 9eTko U He3bomemo” (70).

* His masters dissertation [Marucrepckast auccepramsi] was titled “BenuKopyCcCKHe TOBOPHI C HEOPTaHUIECKUM U
HerepexoaHbIM cMsirdenneM 3aaaeHe0HbIx” (Tolstoi and Tolstaia 71).
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continuing a methodological trend which Zelenin founded.*® A dialectological orientation reveals
itself in two aspects of Zelenin’s ethnographic work that, in turn, influenced Bogatyrev’s
functional-structural ethnography.*’ These were the stress on the synchronic, geographic, study
of language and culture and an interest in the local/ meanings (or functions) of ethnographic
objects and rituals. Zelenin’s work on a local dictionary of the Viatka dialect (1902) can be seen
as an early version of Bogatyrev’s structural-functional approach. A dictionary of local terms is
essentially a list of the “functions” (definitions) of various local products and traditions native to
the area.”® This dictionary is housed in the minds of the local collective—the basic data
structured by /langue or collective consciousness. Zelenin’s alphabetical list of “functions” is
essentially analogous to the bare-bones data that Bogatyrev, drawing on linguistics and Gestalt
psychology, would organize into a structure of functions, seeking to understand how these
meanings make up a more complex structure akin to a grammar.”

At the time that Bogatyrev and Jakobson were students at Moscow University, the study
of dialect was seen as the cutting-edge in linguistics because, in contrast to historical linguistics,
it focused on the collection and categorization of current, living language. Bogatyrev’s
association with the MLC provided him with a closer acquaintance with dialectology per se.
When Bogatyrev joined the MLC at its foundation in March 1915, the Circle was a student group
within the Moscow Dialectological Commission.” The relationship between these two groups
was initially very close, and the effects of this affiliation continued into the post-revolutionary
period. Bogatyrev and Jakobson presented the results of their summer fieldwork to the MDC in
1915, and there is evidence that Jakobson fully ascribed to the Commission’s theory of dialect

* The basic elements that Bogatyrev’s approach shared with Zelenin’s are: a focus on living tradition and a
comprehensive approach to collection that attempts to take account of the entire local context; an interest in the
hierarchical structure of these facts and an attempt to break them down into their basic parts; an interest in the
current meaning of traditions for their bearers and an understanding that these meanings are historically relative; and
finally, most importantly, an approach that combines the collection of folkloric, ethnographic and linguistic-
dialectological facts. S. Sorokina spends some time comparing their approaches to folklore, concluding: “omupasics,
BO MHOTOM, Ha METOJIMKY 3eJICHHHA (JIOKAIbHBIA MOIX0/1, H3YYCHUE COBPEeMEHHbIX (hyHKIMI), boraTeipes nenaet ee
Kak ObI e1re 00Jiee «CTPOron» [...] CO3HATENLHO CTaBs B LIEJIb BHIPA00TaTh OOBEKTUBHBINA HAYYHBIA METO
cobupanus u 06pabotku QosbkinopHO-3THOrpaduueckux Marepuanos” (15). T. G. Ivanova also stresses the
connection between these two folklorists in her Istoriia russkoi fol kloristiki XX veka: 1900-pervaia polovina 1941
g., 752-59.

*"In his 1935 article on the structural functional method in ethnography Bogatyrev cites D.K. Zelenin as the founder
of the method, stating that “the study of the functions of ethnographic and folkloric phenomena was initiated and
successfully propagated by prof. D. K. Zelenin” (2006: 80).

* The Tolstois comment on, for example, Zelenin’s dictionary entry for “Kpyensiii nupo2” saying “B croBapHoii
cTatbe Kpyenviii nupoe 1o CyTH Jiena COAEP>KUTCS BOCEMb CBaJeOHO-00PSJOBBIX TEPMUHOB, IPHYEM MHOTHE U3 HUX,
YTO OCOOEHHO IIEHHO, JaHbl BO B3aUMHOM COOTHOLIEHHH — IIPOTHBONIOCTABICHUH WIIH 3aBUCUMOCTH —
oXapakTepHu30BaHbl ¢ PyHKIMOHAIBHOI (00ps10BOiL, aTHOrpaduueckoit) croponsr” (Tolstoi and Tolstaia 74).

# Zelenin’s work included organizing this data beyond alphabetization of course. Some commentators suggest his
work represented an early manifestation of a “synchronic or even systemic” approach (Ivanova 207). Bogatyrev
makes the grammatical quality of the structure of functions explicit in The Functions of Folk Costume: “The
meaning of a sentence depends on the meaning of those words which that sentence comprises; on the other hand, the
meaning of individual words in the sentence depends on the meaning of the whole sentence. We observe the same
thing in the structure of a costume’s functions. [...] The whole structure of functions affects the content and intensity
of individual functions. The content and intensity of the aesthetic function will be different in the case of the
structures of the holiday costume and the everyday costume” (99).

%0 See Jakobson “Toward the history of the Moscow Linguistic Circle” (Mouton: 1971). He lists the founding
members of the Circle as F. N. Afremov, P. G. Bogatyrev, A. A. Buslaev, S. I. Ragozin, P. P. Sveshnikov, N. F.
Iakovlev and himself (279).
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even after immigrating to Prague.’’ As we have seen, Bogatyrev refers to the cartographic
methods of the MDC as the model to be followed in establishing the foundations for a
geographic approach to ethnography as late as 1928.

His association with the MDC and the MLC provided Bogatyrev with a theoretical
conception of dialect as an organic whole which is both a closed (linguistic) system, yet open to
the vicissitudes of history. This view was outlined in a 1917 article, “Perekhodnye govory,” by
N. N. Durnovo, vice-chairman of the Commission.’* Durnovo’s theory of dialect spread is social
in that the size, spread and boundaries of a dialect are determined by social forces—what he
terms “cultural centers.” These can be anything from the dialect spoken in a monastery
settlement to the official language of a national capital, each possessing a correspondingly
powerful “gravitational force” which influences the dialects around it. Thus, linguistic traits can
spread only from a center outwards, and if more than one dialect falls within the gravitational
boundary of a “center,” a hierarchization of dialects occurs with the culturally stronger dialect
squeezing out weaker ones (6). At the same time, however, this social-linguistic “gravitational”
force is, to a degree, resisted by the innate linguistic structure of lesser dialects:

3BYKOBBIE YEPTHI, yCBAUBAEMBbIE TIEPEXOJHBIM TOBOPOM U3 APYTOro TOBOPA, |...]| Kak
o011Ke YepThl IPOU3HOLICHHS, HE MOTYT ObITh YCBOEHBI ’TUM I'OBOPOM B COBEPILICHCTBE
[...] T.e. poHeTHuecKue yepThl, BOSHUKAIOIIKE B OJTHOM I'OBOPE MO/ BIUSHUEM APYTOro,
HE TOYX/ICCTBEHHEI ¢ (POHETHUYECKHMH YepTaMH 9TOr0 rociextero (8).”

Phonic traits adopted by a mixed dialect from another dialect, [...] like general traits of
pronunciation, cannot be adopted by that dialect to the point of perfection [...] That is,
phonetic traits emerging in one dialect under the influence of another are not equivalent
to the phonetic traits of the latter.

According to this theory, each dialect would appear to have a distinct, linguistic identity which
allows the dialectologist to trace its history. The socially driven influence of one dialect on
another is never complete—it never totally effaces the identity of linguistic structure. This allows
the dialectologist to see mixed dialects as containing various historical “layers” [nasloeniia], and

*! For Bogatyrev’s presentation see “Kratkii ocherk deiatel’nosti komissii...za 12 let.” Trudy postoiannoi komissii
po dialektologii russkogo iazyka 9 (1927): 3. The opening, theoretical, paragraphs of Jakobson’s seminal
“Noveishaia russkaia poeziia” (1921) present a plan to translate the dialectological categories developed by the
MDC into poetic terms. He refers to “centers” of poetic/dialectological “influence,” to “transitional” and “mixed”
dialects and “dialects with a tendency towards transitionally” (1979: 301). I discuss Jakobson’s “poetic
dialectology” in detail in Chapter Two. For an explanation of these terms see (Durnovo 1917), or “Delenie russkogo
iazyka na dialekticheskie gruppy.” Trudy Moskovskoi dialektologicheskoi komissii (1915): 1-3. Jakobson published
an favorable review of the MDC’s methodology in the composition of a linguistic atlas in Etnograficheskoe
obozrenie 1916, No.s 1-2, “Opyt dialekticheskoi karty russkogo iazyka v Evrope,” 102-107. (signed. R.1a).

> Toman writes that Durnovo’s “impact on the [Prague Linguistic] Circle is detectable. Durnovo...spent the years
1924-28 in Czechoslovakia with a Czechoslovak study grant arranged by Jakobson for him” (113-114). This episode
in his career and his relationship with Trubetskoi and Jakobson were used in accusations against him of an anti-
Soviet “Slavists’ plot,” which culminated in his execution in 1937. See M. A. Robinson and D. P Petrovskii “N. N.
Durnovo i N. S. Trubetskoi: problema evraziistva v kontekste ‘dela slavistov’ (po materialam OGPU-NKVD).”
Slavianovedenie 4 (1992): 68—82.

33 The reasons Durnovo gives for resistance are: “a) BCIeACTBUE Pa3IMYHON apTUKYISIIUOHHOMN 0a3bl B pa3IHIHBIX
roBOpax, 0) BCIEACTBUE HECXOACTBA ()OHETHUECKHUX YCIOBHUIL, B KOTOPbIE BO3HHUKIIA COOTBETCTBYIOIIAS YepTa B TOM
WY APYTOM TFOBOPE, C YCIOBHAMH, B KOTOPBIX MOXKET BO3HUKHYTB Ta JK€ YepTa B YCBOSIOIIEM T'OBOPE, B)
BCIIEZICTBHE CJIOKHOCTHU ITHUX ycToBHii” (8).
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theoretically allows him to thus determine which layer of linguistic structure is “primary” or
“original,” and which is a “later” layering (9).

Durnovo’s definition of dialect combines the linguistic and the social in a manner which
anticipates Bogatyrev’s approach to ethnographic community. Bogatyrev was also interested in
the territorial spread of culture, generally conceived as moving from “high” to “low.”* And, like
Durnovo, he assumed that these low-culture communities (or dialects) have a unique identity
which is manifest in a dense structure of traditions (Durnovo’s “phonetic conditions”) that
reshapes the received elements. Durnovo’s view of phonetic structure thus prefigures
Bogatyrev’s “structure of functions”; it is the structural identity that determines what will be
borrowed from other (high culture) communities and how these elements must be substantially
reconfigured to fit into this existing structure.

Bogatyrev’s dispersed view of collectivity had direct implications for his definition of art.
He repeatedly claims that folk theater or other forms of folkloric production are legitimately
“artistic” due to the fact that they are “unique.” Moreover, it appears that this view of folk art
rests on the assumption that each folk collective is defined by a unique structure of functions.
The connection between these two ideas is made clearest in his 1923 book on Czech puppet and
Russian folk theater:

UYro, kacaeTcs, 10 HAPOAHOU APaMbl, TO OHA HE OKPYKEHA HUKAKUM MTHETETOM H B CUITY
3TOTO JIETKO TPAaHCPOPMHUPYETCS, OTBEYAs Xy J0KECTBEHHBIM 3aIIpocaM JHsI, KOO TOJIEKO
ACTeTHYECKUE TPeOOBaHMSI MOMEHTA 00YCIIOBIMBAIOT €e cylecTBoBanue. OHa He
SIBIISIETCS JAHBIO MTPONIIOMY. B BHy 3TOTO Kaskaasi OT/IeNIbHAS TIOCTAHOBKA TAKOW JIpaMbl
€CTh 3aMKHYTOE, Xy0KECTBEHHOE IIeJI0€ U MPEICTABISET TPOMAIHBIA HHTEPEC s
u3ygeHus (23).>

In respect to folk drama, we can say that it is not surrounded by feelings of piety and as a
result is easily transformed, responding to the artistic requirements of the moment. For
only the aesthetic demands of the moment condition its existence. Folk drama is not
determined by the past. In view of this fact, every individual performance of such drama
is a closed, artistic whole and is of great interest for scholarly analysis.

Bogatyrev was particularly interested in forms of creativity that all members of the community
participate in—what he called “active collective creation.”® Focusing on this type of creativity,
he saw the vicissitudes of folk life immediately reflected in its products, providing them with
their unique and thus artistic character. Bogatyrev’s claim that each performance of folk
creativity is a “closed artistic whole” derives from the fact that he understood the community’s
“structure of functions” also to be an “organic whole,” and “a unique system” (1971 [1937]: 99).

> Although Bogatyrev did not agree with the unequivocal nature of Naumann’s “sinking” culture, when discussing
cultural spread he assumes that it more frequently passes from the city to the country, although he takes pains to
acknowledge flow in both directions. See “Nékolik poznamek o vztazich mezi folklorem a vysokym uménim”[Some
Remarks on the Relationships between Folklore and High Art] (1936), in Souvislosti tvorby, 94-97.

> This claim reappears in his later writings, albeit in a condensed form. E.g. “I repeat — every performance of this or
that play is a unique artistic phenomenon differing from earlier performances of the piece. And thus it is necessary
to capture and describe such a performance anew every time” (1940: 46).

> On “passive vs. active” creativity see: “Aktivné kolektivni, pasivné kolektivni, produktivni a neproduktivni
etnografické jevy” [Active Collective, Passive Collective, Productive and Non-Productive Ethnographic
Phenomena] (1939) in Souvislosti tvorby, 165-166.; also Lidové Divadlo (1940), 38-39, passim.
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Bogatyrev’s definition of art is thus a product of his understanding of collectivity; the uniqueness
of its social structure is the source of the uniqueness (and thus artistry) of the products that the
entire community creates. Although Bogatyrev doesn’t state this explicitly, it follows that
artifacts which a community “passively” or only partially accepts without transforming (such as
factory-made cloth) would not be valued as “art,” as they are not unique in the same way.

Bogatyrev’s definition of art was seen as unorthodox from the perspective of the Prague
School aesthetics, based to a large degree on Mukarovsky’s writings. Jifi Veltrusky, a
representative of the second generation of Prague School semioticians, began a critique of
Bogatyrev’s 1940 book on folk theater by drawing a clear distinction between the PLC definition
of art and Bogatyrev’s approach. The review, which he “originally read to a small discussion
group meeting at Jan Mukatovsky’s apartment in 1940,” takes issue with Bogatyrev’s book in
that it approaches “folk theater from the standpoint of the general theory of dramatic art” (141,
143). Veltrusky states that:

the fundamental differences between art properly so called and the products of folklore
must be kept in mind [...] The relative weight of the various functions that a work
assumes is not the same in the two cases, because the tendency of the aesthetic function
to predominate, which characterizes art, is alien to folklore; so is the differentiation of
functions, which is a prerequisite of art (143).

Veltrusky’s argument is essentially that presented by Mukatovsky in AFNV, in which he
contrasts the multi-functionality of folklore (via Bogatyrev) with the requirement that in a work
of “art” the “aesthetic function” obtains a position of exclusive dominance. As we have seen,
Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky shared a common theoretical basis in shared assumptions regarding
the nature of collectivity and cultural artifacts. Why then did Bogatyrev’s view of art differ so
dramatically from that of the PLC? Turning to examine Mukatovsky’s view of collectivity in
more detail will allow us to understand the basic assumptions on which his more canonical
definition of art stood.

In contrast to Bogatyrev, Mukarovsky’s view of social collectivity assumed a single,
unified, all-encompassing whole. As opposed to a multiplicity of dialects, his semiotic aesthetics
was based on the assumption that culture is integrated into a single structure by dominant
agent—a view illustrated by his claim that norms rotate through society in a cyclical manner.
The development of this concept of community can be broken down into two stages of
Mukarovsky’s early career. The fact that he approached collectivity as a singular entity appears
to derive from widespread views regarding the unity and wholeness of the Czech nation and
language which were first articulated in the early nineteenth century and would have been keenly
felt in Mukarovsky’s formative years on the eve of the foundation of the Czechoslovak state in
1918. The introduction of the concept of a “dominant,” unifying element into this unified model
of collectivity can be traced to the approach to language and society most explicitly elucidated in
the PLC’s “Literary Czech” lecture series of 1932 in which Mukatovsky participated.

Mukatovsky’s view that the semiotic community makes up a single whole is an assumed
standpoint rather than an argument he explicitly articulates. While this position can be traced to a
certain view of the Czech nation and language which gained currency in the movement for
Czech national independence, the general theoretical model of the collective Mukarovsky
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operated with is not equivalent to Czechoslovakia or the Czech language per se.”’ Rather, it
appears that his assumption of a single all-encompassing system is based on a discourse of
“wholeness” regarding the Czech language community. In articles spanning from his earliest
publications of the early 1920s to articles from the mid-1930s, we find references to the national
psyche and language that reveal that Mukatovsky appears to have accepted the widespread,
primordialist view of the Czech nation as equivalent to the Czech language, and possessed of a
unified historical consciousness.”® With his introduction to Saussure and structuralist linguistics
in the late 1920s, the concept of the community as langue was incorporated into Mukatovsky’s
existing view of the collective as based on a shared language.

In two articles he contributed to Slovo a Slovesnost in 1935 Mukatovsky makes a specific
historical argument which reveals his adherence to a holistic view of the Czech nation and
language.’® Referring to the writings of intellectuals of the 1860s, Mukatrovsky argues that this
decade saw a dramatic political shift resulting in the “linguistic unification of the Czech
collective,” which was achieved by ejecting the German speaking elites “from the body of the
nation” [z té€la narodniho] (1935a: 35, 37). To support this argument, Mukatovsky refers to the
recurrence of a rhetoric of “wholeness” [celistvost] in the writings of J. Neruda and K. Fri¢
regarding the nation and its language. Mukatovsky treats these sources as statements of historical
fact. The transition of the Czech collective from a “mere” territorial identity to a linguistic one
was an event that Mukafovsky saw as synonymous with a higher degree of unity and wholeness
(35). These ideas were of course not original to Mukarovsky, but can be traced to, among other
sources, Josef Jungmann’s 1806 “Two Conversations on the Czech Language” and to the
important role that the battle for Czech language rights played in the movement for greater
independence within and finally from the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.®

This rhetoric of wholeness in regard to the Czech national collective can be found in
Mukarovsky’s earliest published writings—theater reviews in the Plzen weekly Umeni vsem [Art
for Everyone]. These reviews, moreover, demonstrate that he was interested in the relationship
between art and collectivity well before he joined the PLC or became acquainted with Saussure’s
concepts of the sign or langue. In a 1920 review of Arnost Dvorak’s play “Husité” [The
Hussites], Mukatovsky uses the concept of the nation as a whole as a means of explaining the
“wholeness” of a work of art. He argues that achieving the “unity of the dramatic work”
[celistvost dramatu] is the essential goal of theater, and he argues that Dvotdk’s work is such a
whole despite its seemingly fragmentary nature (5-6).

Nebot’ kdybychom chtéli posuzovat dramati¢nost hry jen podle toho, co se déje na jevisti,
nasli bychom mista malo dramaticka, déj mélo skloubeny a slabé vystupiovany. Je to

3" Mukafovsky makes this point in a 1933 lecture in which he explains the concepts of langue and language as a
system of signs (1995: 75).

3% Primordialism in nationalism studies refers to the view that nations are ancient, natural phenomena, an idea that is
generally traced to German Romanticism. J. G. Herder’s understanding of the primordial nation as synonymous with
language would have been a particularly important line of thought in the approach to collectivity that influenced
Mukatovsky.

%% The articles are “Poznamky k sociologii basnického jazyka” (1935a) and “Hallek” (1935b). This was the same
year in which the first two chapters of AFNH, which treat the problems of a structuralist sociology of art in more
detail, were published in the sociology journal Socidlni problémy.

5 On the influence of Jungmann’s “Two Conversations” see Miroslav Hroch Na prahu nérodni existence, Mlada
fronta, 1999, 144-47. On linguistic nationalism and Jungmann’s role see Derek Sayer’s The Coasts of Bohemia,
Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1998, 54-57, 70-73.
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proto, ponévadz vlastni tragedie se d&je kdysi ve vySinach mySlenky v hlubinach narodni
duse. To, co vidime na jevisti, jsou jen symboly tejemného [sic] vnitiniho déni. A proto
je vnitini 1 dramaticka jednotnost kusu... (6).

For if we wanted to criticize the theatricality of the play only according to what occurs on
stage, we would find moments of little theatricality, poorly integrated action and weak
escalation. This is because the real tragedy [vlastni tragedie] happens somewhere in the
mental heights and depths of the national soul. What we see on stage are only symbols of
a secret internal action. And thus the inner and theatrical unity of the piece is...

Mukarovsky emphatically stresses that the “entire nation” [cely narod] is intimately familiar with
the subject matter of the play (i.e. the Hussite revolution). This leads to the suggestion in the
above quote that it is the wholeness of the collective, its common experience and knowledge,
that guarantees the wholeness of the work.®'

Mukarovsky’s familiarity with structural linguistics in the 1930s allowed him to restate
this relationship between the artwork and the collective in semiotic terms. In his 1934
formulation of art as a sign, as in 1920, he stresses that the sensuous elements of a work of art are
only the outer manifestation of a fact that exists in the collective consciousness:

there is always some ‘thing,” some ‘artifact,” that represents the work of art in the outside
world and may be perceived by one and all. However, it is not possible to reduce the
work of art to that ‘artifact,” [...] The artifact, thus, functions merely as an external
signifier... for which in the collective consciousness there is a corresponding
signification (often labeled ‘aesthetic object’) given by what is common to the subjective

states of mind aroused in individuals of any particular community by the artifact (1976:
3-4).

Despite the fifteen years and sophisticated philosophical apparatus that separates these two
statements, both revolve around a similar dichotomy between the mere “thing” that one sees on
the stage and the “real tragedy,” or the “esthetic object”—the true essence of the artwork which
exists in the collective consciousness or the “national soul.” His later, semiotic work built upon
this assumption regarding the relationship between the Czech collective and its art. Because the
contemporary discourse on the Czech nation and language had been forged in the process of
agitating for political autonomy, it stressed the organic wholeness of the Czech linguistic and
cultural identity.

In comparing Mukatovsky and Bogatyrev’s approaches to community as derived from a
unified, national worldview as opposed to a dispersed, dialect-based one, it is relevant to finally
mention the two scholars’ personal experiences. The nature of the ethnographer’s work meant
that he spent his student years shuttling between the rural regions of Russia and its capital. This
exercise in cultural dislocation only intensified after the 1917 revolution, when he traveled with

%! Describing the Husite revolution Mukafovsky repeats the phrase “cely narod” [the whole nation] three times in as
many sentences (1920: 4). Other early articles that touch in the subject of the nation include: “O Nerudové divadelni
kritice” [On Neruda and Theatrical Criticism] (Uméni vsem, 11.3.1917), “Narodni divadlo” [The National Theater]
(Umeni viem, 12.5.1918), “Tyltv Jan Hus” [Tyl’s Jan Hus] (Uméni vsem, 8.7.1918), “Jiraskova Husitska trilogie”
[Jirasek’s Hussite Trilogy] (Uméni vsem, 19.6.1919).
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the Red Army (as the director of a theater troupe) before moving to Czechoslovakia in 1921.%

Bogatyrev then spent the interwar period migrating between the economically backward regions
of Subcarpathian Rus, where he conducted his fieldwork, and the cities of Berlin, Prague,
Miinster and Bratislava, where he taught and associated with intellectual and cultural elites.®
Bogatyrev argued that “our whole life is pervaded with theatrical elements, that is...we are here
and there forced to transform ourselves into another person and to play in life a role that is
sometimes very unfamiliar for us” (1940: 8).%* This view of life—as a series of different
“theaters” or cultural spheres with different codes and rules of behavior, reflects to some degree
his life experiences.

Mukatovsky’s interests and experiences did not force him to look at culture through the
same “defamiliarized” lens.® His career took him from the Bohemian town Pisek to Prague to
Plzen to Bratislava and then back to Prague; he thus remained largely within the boundaries of a
single culture and language. Mukatovsky was fluent in several foreign languages and of course
interacted with foreign scholars on a regular basis, yet, as commentators have noted, he preferred
to write on Czech literature and poetry despite his knowledge of French and Russian. René
Wellek, a former—and frequently critical—member of the PLC, goes as far as to call
Mukartovsky “resolutely provincial,” and speculates that he wrote largely on Czech literature,
“convinced as he must be that the art of poetry cannot be taken out of its linguistic context”
(1970: 296). This is a sufficient explanation, yet I would venture that the unified view of
collectivity with which Mukatovsky operated bears on this fact as well. It appears likely that the
singularity of Mukatovsky’s view of the semiotic collective and his focus on the literature of his
native language and culture were mutually reinforcing.

These two approaches to collectivity were not only personal worldviews, they also had
different theoretical implications for a structuralist approach to art. Most importantly, the unified
view demands that the individual elements within this larger, all-encompassing whole adhere to
the laws that define it as a structure. Thus, in Mukatovsky’s model, not only songs in an artist’s
repertoire, for example, but entire social groups and strata are bound into regular relationships.
The demand for an overarching force that would define these relationships found its answer in
the concept of the “dominant”—an idea that gained wide currency in Prague School writings on
language and culture in the 1930s. The idea of a dominant element in a structure was originally
developed by the German aesthetician Broder Christiansen (1869-1958) and was adapted by the

62 See R. Jakobson’s biographical sketch “Petr Bogatyrev: Expert in Transfiguration” in Sound, Sign and Meaning.
Ed. L. Matejka, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1976, 35. Jakobson’s focus on the theme of
“transformation” in Bogatyrev’s life and work can be read as a theoretical/biographical treatment of his colleague’s
distanced, or “dislocated” view of culture.

% On Bogatyrev’s relationship with the Czech avant-garde theater, especially the theater director E.F. Burian, see L.
P. Solntseva’s Fol klornye traditsii v cheshskoi teatral 'noi kul ture. Saint Petersburg: ALETEIIa, 2004.

64 «cely nas Zivot je prostoupen divadelnimi prvky, totiz...jsme tu a tam nuceni se pfeméfovati v jinou osobu a hrati
v zivot€ tlohu, nékdy pro nas velmi nezvyklou” (1940: 8).

% Galin Tihanov’s “Why did Modern Literary Theory originate in Central Eastern Europe?” discusses the role of
cultural and linguistic defamiliarization in the rise of Russian formalist and Czech structuralist literary theory. He
notes, for example, that “the foundations of Formalism were laid by scholars, many of them Jewish, who were
steeped in more than one cultural tradition and felt at ease with the ethnic and cultural diversity of both Moscow and
imperial St. Petersburg [...] The lives of Lukacs, Jakobson, Trubetskoi, Bogatyrev, Shklovsky, and also of René
Wellek, urge us to consider the enormous importance of exile and emigration for the birth of modern literary theory
in Eastern and Central Europe” (2004: 67-68).
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Russian formalists to describe the formal structure of a work of art in the 1920s.° In a 1935
university lecture on the subject Jakobson states: “The dominant is the focusing component of a
work of art: it rules, determines, and transforms the remaining components. It is the dominant
which guarantees the integrity of the structure” (2005: 87).°

In the course of the 1930s, the PLC expanded this concept, translating it into social
terms.®® Society, as a structural whole, was seen as directed and organized by a dominant
element in the way that a poem could be organized by rhythm, for example. In a lecture
delivered at the Manes art society in 1934, Jakobson extends by analogy the action of the
dominant (poetic) function in organizing the artwork, to poetry’s ability to organize social values
in society.

Podobné tomu, jako poetickd funkce organizuje a fidi basnické dilo, aniz nutné pte¢niva
a plakatové bije do oci, zrovna tak 1 basnické dilo v celkovém souhrnu socialnich hodnot
nevynika, nepievazuje ty ostatni hodnoty, ale pies to je podstatnym a cilevédomym
organizatorem ideologie (1972: 414).

Just as the poetic function organizes and governs a poetic work without necessarily
protruding or catching one’s eye as a poster does, so a poetic work in the sum total of
social values does not stand out or predominate the remaining values, but is nevertheless
a constitutive and unbending organizer of ideology... (1972: 414).

Jakobson’s claim might strike the reader today as somewhat exaggerated, and although there is
no reason to doubt that he was invested in this argument, his studies continued to focus primarily
on the analysis of concrete texts and he did not pursue this idea further. Mukatovsky, on the
other hand, placed the question of art’s influence on the broader realm of aesthetic and extra-
aesthetic norms at the center of his AFNV.

Like Jakobson, Mukatovsky viewed art as a “dominant” in relation to society. Because he
is operating with a single, unified, model of community, “high” art is assumed to have the
capacity to impact social experience as a whole. Mukatovsky claims, for example, that the visual
arts and music influence the development of the human senses of sight and sound, that poetry
gives man a new feeling for speech, and that theater and film provide new gestures (1966: 33).

% The concept of a “dominant,” which was adopted by B. Eikhenbaum, Iu. Tynianov and Jakobson in the 1920s,
was originally developed by Broder Christiansen in his 1909 Philosophie der Kunst in which he writes: ,,Die
Dominante ist wie der Knochenbau im organischen Korper, sie enthélt das Thema des Ganzen, trigt das Ganze und
alles hat darauf Bezug. Nun ist aber a priori nicht gegeben, welches Moment fiihren soll. Jedes Formale, aber auch
das Gegenstindliche kann Dominante sein® (cited in Gerigk 94). For an overview of Christiansen’s ideas and how
they were adapted by the Formalists see Horst-Jiirgen Gerigk’s “Wer ist Broder Christiansen?” Figurationen der
literarischen Moderne. Heidelberg: Universitdtsverlag Winter 2007, 85-105.

7 In 1932 Mukatovsky wrote that “the dominant is that element of the work which sets the remaining elements into
motion and guides their relations [...] The dominant gives the poetic work its unity” (128-29).

6% As far as I am aware, scholarship on Czech structuralism does not treat the parallels between the concept of the
dominant as applied to artistic structure and the Prague School’s language politics.

% From “Co je poesie?” [What is Poetry?] (1934). This quotation comes from the original ending of the essay which
was cut from the translated version included in Jakobson’s Selected Writings II1: Poetry of Grammar and Grammar
of Poetry. The argument that (high) art has a widespread, yet undetected, impact on everyday life was popular at this
time. Mukarovsky, for example, twice cites J. Cocteau’s book Le secret professionnel (Paris 1922), which he
summarizes as follows: “Stéphane Mallarmé today influences the style of the daily papers without the journalists
themselves realizing it” 1932: 139; 1966: 38).
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Mukarovsky’s sociological aesthetics is thus based on the premise that, despite its complexity,
the strata and milieus of society are linked by an all-encompassing structural fabric. If this
holistic view of community first emerged in his pre-structuralist writings, the concept gained a
motor for its internal organization from the concept of the dominant. To better understand
exactly what a social dominant meant, it is illustrative to return to the Circle’s “Literary Czech”
lecture series, held in January and February of 1932. The arguments presented here provided a
concrete model for the translation of the dominant into social terms.

The lectures read by Mathesius, Havranek, Jakobson, Mukatovsky and Weingart
(subsequently published in book form), presented the PLC’s view of the source and tools for
shaping the ideal development of literary language. Their arguments identified specific social
groups responsible for the creation and cultivation of literary language, placing them in the
position of a dominant vis-a-vis the remainder of society. The relationship envisioned was
analogous to that between literary language and the remaining spheres of language use, i.e.,
colloquial, spoken Czech. This parallel between social and linguistic structure was succinctly
encapsulated by Bohumil Trnka in a summary article he wrote at the conclusion of the lecture
series:

Spisovny jazyk ve sméru vertikalnim $iti do Sirokych vrstev lidovych a ve sméru
horizontalnim zatlacuje jako jednotny dorozumivaci jazyk riznéa nateci. Spisovatelé jsou
praktikové spisovného jazyka, vytvareji jeho normu, ale teoretikové ptispivaji opet k
ustaleni jazyka tim, ze poznavaji spravnou normu a ji kodifikuji.

Literary language spreads vertically into the broad popular social strata, and horizontally,
forcing out different dialects as the only mutually comprehensible language. Writers are
the practitioners of literary language, they create its norms, but theoreticians contribute to
the stabilization of language in that they recognize the correct norm and codify it.”

This summary implies that literary language is to language as writers and theoreticians (linguists)
are to society. The importance of language experts was a leitmotif of the lecture series. The
celebration of writers as the creators of literary language was underscored by the fact that the
Circle organized the lecture series as a public defense of contemporary authors in a polemic that
had begun between the conservative language “purist,” Jiti Haller, and the writer Ivan
Olbracht.”!

In linking literary Czech to the production of writers and poets, the Circle underscored
the gap between literary and colloquial, spoken Czech.”” Bohuslav Havranek’s presentation
argued that this difference was a “functional” one, asserting that the “functions of literary
language are more richly developed and more specifically differentiated; in popular language (of

" Trnka’s article “Jazykova kultura” appeared in Ndirodni listy, February 1932. Cited from clipping in “Vystiizkova
kniha” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 4, i. &. 26.

! The four public lectures were attended by many writers, and the final debate was concluded by Vitézslav Nezval,
who addressed the Circle in the name of Devétsil, thanking them and expressing the avant-garde’s solidarity with
their position, see Trnka’s “Jazykova kultura,” op. cit. The PLK, advancing the theory that writers are the source of
“literary Czech,” attacked the purist view, which sought to provide guidelines for “correct” Czech by replacing
Germanicisms with older Czech equivalents. On the “Purism debate” see (Toman 1995: 162-65).

"2 The Circle vocally rejected the “romantic” conception that literary Czech should be based on the spoken language
of the people. This point was made most memorably by Jakobson’s ridicule of the “purist” suggestion that one
“write for the academic Almanac the way you speak with an old woman at the market” (1932: 113).
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a specific collective of course) nearly all linguistic means are conjoined” (41).”” He argued that
this difference required linguists to assume a different relationship to the literary language; they
must help “create” and “stabilize” the more nuanced norms of literary Czech, while they only
observe colloquial Czech (35). These arguments separate the upper and lower strata of language
usage, formulating a top-down view of the social forces of linguistic evolution. The “progress”
of the Czech language is driven by its artistic implementation, and this process is smoothed by
the attention of linguists. This argument places this group of experts in the position of the
dominant; as “that element...which sets in motion and directs the relationships between all the
other elements” (Mukarovsky 1932: 128-29)."

Karel Capek’s response to the publication of the “Literary Czech” lectures honed in on a
logical contradiction in this top-down account of literary language. In a 1932 review he asks,
“dear linguists, where is the norm for an active writer who values his responsibility in regard to
the national language? [...] What is, what should be the linguistic norm for the writer. Here we
can’t just simply say that it is contemporary literary language.” Capek argues that writers require
linguistic certainties [jazykové jistoty], and that they look for them in various places, “One will
look for them in the history of language; the other in popular speech; the third in the literary
tradition...”.”> This response, in essence, objects to the PLC’s positioning of writers as an
autonomous, dominant element in a sociology of language by highlighting the paradox
embedded in the concept of a dominant. Translated into social terms, the contradictory role of
the dominant becomes more obvious. The elevation of one element of society onto a separate
plane places unrealizable demands on it. Writers, as a dominant, are expected to create literary
language, but they are provided with no source for linguistic norms.

Jacques Derrida, in his seminal critique of structuralism delivered at Johns Hopkins
University in 1966, describes this paradox from a post-structuralist position as the “concept of
centered structure,” which results from the tendency to give structure a “center” or “a point of
presence, a fixed origin” (278).”° The understanding of the center is, as he puts it,
“contradictorily coherent” in that “the center is, paradoxically, within the structure and outside it.
The center is at the center of the totality, and yet, since the center does not belong to the totality
(is not part of the totality), the totality has its center elsewhere. The center is not the center”
(279). Capek did not find the PLC’s account of literary language useful because it placed him, as
a writer, in this paradoxical position of being the “center”—or source of language—while at the
same time he protests that he “is not the center.” Separated from the remainder of the (social)

3 “funkce spisovného jazyka jsou bohat&ji rozvinuty a piesn&ji rozlideny; v lidovém jazyce (oviem uréitého celku)
jsou skoro vSechny jazykové prostiedky spolecné” (41). This distinction between a “higher” form of production and
a “lower” based on former’s more nuanced functional differentiation anticipates Mukatovsky’s division of art from
folklore on these terms. This idea was also expressed in Veltrusky’s rejection of Bogatyrev’s treatment of folklore as
art, cited above.

™ “ta ze slozek dila, ktera uvadi v pohyb a usmériuje vztahy viech slozek ostatnich” (Mukatovsky 1932: 128-29).
7> “Pani linguisté, kde je norma pro tvoticiho spisovatele, ktery si uvédomuje svou odpovédnost viiéi narodnimu
jazyku? [...] Co je, co ma byt jazykovou normou pro spisovatele. Tady nelze jen tak prosté fici, Ze soudoby
spisovny jazyk [...] Jeden je bude hledat v historii jazyka; druhy v lidové Fedi; tfeti v literarni tradici...” Capek’s
review “Spisovna Cestina a jazykova kultura” appeared in Lidové noviny, December 4, 1932. Cited from
“Vystiizkova kniha” AAVCR, PLK, Kart. 4, i. &. 26.

7® Derrida further states: “the function of this center was not only to orient, balance, and organize the structure - one
cannot in fact conceive of an unorganized structure--but above all to make sure that the organizing principle of the
structure would limit what we might call the play of the structure” (278).
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structure, writers were theorized as an independent font of creation—as a dominant
social/structural element.

Mukarovsky’s contribution to the “Literary Czech” debate employed this model of
“centered structure” in his description of the relationship between poetic and communicative
language. The two forms, or “functions” of language exist as part of a single, unified, linguistic
structure, the “total system of linguistic unity” [“celkovy systém jazykov¢ jednoty’], yet the
former inhabits the position of a dominant in this system (123). Poetic language is “not a type of
literary language,” but “literary language is for poetry a backdrop, against which the aesthetically
intentional violation of literary norms is reflected” (1932: 124).”” The means by which a
dominant element is both of the system while at the same “autonomous” within in it, was
described by the concept of “aktualizace” (translated as “topicalization” or “foregrounding”),
that is, the intentional violation of artistic or linguistic norms.”® As a dominant element, poetic
language impacts the entire system of language or the entire social collective; it can shape and
change not only individual elements but the entire system (1932: 146).

This description of poetic language is recognizable in Mukatovsky’s account of the
emergence of new aesthetic norms and their impact on everyday life in AFNV. He describes the
process by which norms escape from art and seep down into everyday experience as follows:

a powerful work of art cannot be repeated and its structure is, as we noted above,
indivisible...As time passes, the feeling of dissonance—which was forcibly reconciled by
the structure—disappears. [...] Structure becomes divisible into individual details of the
norm, and they can be applied, without harming them, outside the area of the structure in
which they originated, and even completely outside of the realm of art. [...] Everything
which we have said here regarding the creation of norms is valid, of course, in its
entirety, only for one kind of art which, for lack of a better term, we will call “high”
[vysoky] (1970: 37-38).

Here the “total system of linguistic unity” has been replaced with a total social system. High art
(and the milieu that creates it) exists in the same relationship to the social whole as poetry does
to the national language. Thus, in his semiotic, sociological aesthetics, Mukatovsky defines art as
the product of a specific milieu that creates artistic norms by virtue of its position as a dominant
social element. Art is described in social terms as the source of new norms and values; it is
capable of producing them because it occupies a position of a dominant in relation to the social
system.

Conclusion

azyk spisovny je pro basnictvi pozadim, na kterém se odrazi esteticky zamérné porusSovani spisovné normy”
(1932: 124).
¥ Mukafovsky’s foregrounding [aktualizace] can be seen as a variation on the formalist concept of defamiliarization

[ostranenie]. For Mukarovsky it is “the opposite of automatization, that is the deautomatization of an act; the more
an act is automatized, the less it is consciously executed, the more it is foregrounded, the more completely conscious
does it become. Objectively speaking: automatization schematizes an event, foregrounding means the violation of
the scheme” (quoted in Garvin, 19).

77
J
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Through this comparison of Bogatyrev and Mukatovsky’s semiotics I hope to have
demonstrated the connection between their concepts of collectivity and definitions of art. A
theory which sees “high” art as a dominant, defamiliarizing agent in relation to society finds
support in a view of collectivity that is systemically integrated through the dominant role of the
leading class. A dispersed view of collectivity, on the other hand, leads to an apprehension of
“art” as reflecting various local identities rather than primarily that of the leading class.
Mukarovsky’s sociological aesthetics in AFNV explicitly defines art in elitist terms. He begins
his book with the statement that, “the number of people who come into direct contact with art
is...quite restricted, both by the comparative rarity of aesthetic talent...and by the obstacles of
social stratification” (1970: 1). This is reflected both in the conditions for its production as well
as in his view of the essence of the artwork itself. Art, for Mukarovsky, is the product of a milieu
which enables an independence from and disregard for social norms and constraints. The art
object which results from the deformation of these norms is defined as existing at a remove from
social life; it is an “autonomous sign which directs attention to its internal organization,” and
which “relates to reality only figuratively, only as a whole” (1978 [1943]: 124, 119).

Mukatovsky’s theory of artistic structure reflects a view of society that informed the
Prague School’s language politics more broadly. As we have seen, the Circle went to great
lengths to forge bonds with the intellectual and artistic elite of interwar Czechoslovakia. Their
approach to “Literary Czech” was based on their self-identification as a dominant social element
that would set norms and guide the evolution of the national language in a profitable direction.
Jakobson and Mukatrovsky led the Circle in defining poetic language in terms of its autonomy
and guiding role in relation to the larger structure of practical language or even, to use
Jakobson’s term, “ideology.” The PLC’s view of art thus reflects the self-perception of
intellectual elites who associated themselves with modernist movements in art. Art is defined as
a product of a sphere of society that sees itself as autonomous, and it is valued as a result of its
ability to break with the aesthetic norms of lower cultural strata.

Bogatyrev’s structuralist ethnography, although it had much in common with
Mukarovsky’s semiotics, did not subscribe to a definition of art as an “autonomous sign” or to
the aesthetic of disinterested contemplation that this definition evokes.”® His view of culture was
multiple rather than singular, dispersed as opposed to organized, and as a result he had no need
for a dominant element that would unify various cultural systems within a single structural
whole. Bogatyrev’s approach was essentially relativistic, which is reflected in the fact that he
stressed the role of education (as opposed to autonomy) when describing aesthetic experience. In
an essay on theatrical signs he wrote, for example:

in practical life we have to learn the signs of military uniforms in order to recognize
them, to distinguish quickly a captain from a lieutenant-colonel. The same holds true for
art. In order to correctly perceive the signs of impressionist painting, we must recognize
them. [...] We must learn new artistic signs and teach them to others (1982 [1937]: 62,
italics added).

This approach to an artistic sign-system as one among other dialects, taught and learned within
the confines of a collective, is quite different from Mukatovsky’s description of art as a special
type of autonomous sign, a claim which was meant to be universally valid.

7 One of the continual themes of his work was the mutual relationships between the aesthetic function and other
functions relating to a work’s religious, magical or practical import.
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The logical conclusion to which Bogatyrev’s approach leads is most clearly articulated in
the final chapter of ethnographer’s work on folk costume. He speculates about “the function of
the structure of functions”—the “Gestaltqualitdt,” or quality emerges as more than the sum of a
group of structurally-organized facts (1971: 95).% In the case of costume, Bogatyrev explains,
“the folk sometimes designate this function of the structure of functions with the term ‘our
costume’ [nas kroj]—which indicates not only the regionalistic function, but some kind of
special function which cannot be derived from all the other functions which make up the
structural whole” (96).*' He concludes that this Gestalt quality is essentially “the emotional
coloring originating in the closeness of the costume to its respective community.” The function
of ‘our costume’ thus, for Bogatyrev “has a great deal in common with concepts of ‘our
language’, ‘our literature’, ‘our art’, ‘our culture’ ‘our class’ and ‘our people’” (97-98).*? In other
words, his structural functional semiotic theory is designed, in the final analysis, to lead the
researcher to a complex understanding of sense of self-identity that cultural or aesthetic codes
express.

Bogatyrev’s semiotics, with its non-structured approach to society, presents a more
relative definition of art than Mukatovsky’s. Whereas the ethnographer comes to the conclusion
that the agreed-upon meaning of artistic structure is a reflection of a group’s identity, the
aesthetician’s definition of art reproduces the identity of the modernist elite to which
Mukarovsky and the Prague School belonged. This realization has implications for theorists who
seek to understand or define “art” in relation to its historical or national contexts. Bogatyrev and
Mukarovsky’s approach to art and community differs from the more familiar sociological study
of art which gives primacy to economic and material conditions as the source of different
cultures of aesthetic appreciation. Neither Mukatovsky’s totalizing, elitist semiotics of art, nor
Bogatyrev’s atomized view of society likely correspond with the way we view society today.
What Praguian semiotics offers, however, particularly when we take the aesthetician and the
ethnographer’s theories together, is a more diverse and flexible body of texts that provide us with
an approach to understanding social identities beginning with cultural products, as opposed to
political or economic theory.

% On the use of the concept of Gestaltqualitit in Prague structuralism, see P. Steiner’s “The Conceptual Basis of
Prague Structuralism” in Sound, Sign and Meaning. Ed. L. Matejka. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan Press, 1976, 353.

8! Bogatyrev stresses that this function of ‘our costume’ may be present in instances where the costume possess
neither regional, nor nationalistic functions, nor serves to distinguish social position (1971: 96-97).

%2 The function of the structure of functions is the feeling of “our costume.” Mukatovsky referred to this idea in a
1940 essay where he attempts to explain the aesthetic response evoked by “mother tongue.” See “Estetika jazyka” in
Slovo a slovesnost 6 (1940): 14.
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