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Abstract

Silence and Alterity in Russia after Stalin, 1955-1975

by
Anastasia loanna Kayiatos

Doctor of Philosophy in Slavic Languages and Literatures
with a Designated Emphasis in Women, Gender, and Sexuality

University of California, Berkeley

Professor Eric Naiman, Co-Chair
Professor Mel Y. Chen, Co-Chair

Taking as its theme the unsayable and the unsaid in post-Stalin Russia, this interdisciplinary
dissertation pushes scholars to see more of the Soviet experience than the usual
‘totalitarianism’ lens would allow. Its six chapters apply pressure to the cold war repressive
hypothesis that casts the whispering citizens of Stalin’s Russia as restored to speech during
Khrushchev’s cultural thaw only to be muted once more in the late sixties by political
stagnation. The prevalence of this view in Russian cultural studies and national collective
memory has rendered it rather difficult to write about late socialism until recently, when
scholars started to take a multisensory approach to the Soviet past—not only listening to the
verbal narratives of the era (whether official or dissenting), but also looking at the dynamic
tensions between socialist speech and the socialist body. To counter the commonplace of
Soviet history that makes quiet consonant with submission or complicity, this study attends
instead to the manners in which Soviet subjects opted for silence to speak truth to power, as
with the Aesopian gestural language of avant-garde pantomimists. It also pursues the wily
ways that subjects presumed or produced as unspeaking or unspeakable—including the deaf-
mute, the racial primitive, the sexual deviant, and the illiterate criminal—performed the
silences imputed to them to say something else and, so doing, improvised interesting and
unexpected scripts for late socialism.
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INTRODUCTION.
How TO DO THINGS WITHOUT WORDS IN LATE SOCIALISM

“There is no such thing as silence.
There is always something happening that makes a sound.”
—John Cage

AFTER STALIN: THE SILENT GENERATION FINDS A VOICE (AND A BODY)

Behind the closed doors of the Twentieth Party Congress in February 1956, Nikita
Khrushchev, First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, delivered what
would soon become known as his “Secret Speech” [Sekretnyi doklad], otherwise entitled,
“On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences”™ [O kul 'te lichnosti i ego
posledstviiakh]. This late-night, four-hour lecture, recited to roughly 1,400 stunned
delegates on the last day of the Congress, denounced the preceding decades of rule by
terror and repression, and championed the need for the Party, and with it, the Soviet
people to speak out about the inexpressible excesses of the Stalinist past. The secrecy of
this speech proved a misnomer after a very short time, as “Khrushchev’s report would
soon become anything but secret for tens of millions in the Soviet Union and hundreds of
million around the world.”" It was almost instantly made available in Soviet Russia, a
little later, in other countries of the Eastern Bloc, and not too long after, appeared in
abridged translation abroad in the New York Times. To set the dramatic stage with a little
more detail: “the Central Committee Presidium decidedly shortly after the congress to
share the text of the speech with all party and Komosomol members, government workers,
and foreign communist officials” in February.” Then in early March, a redaction was
read aloud to other apparatchiki and government officials. Without formal invitation,
non-party members also dropped into these closed readings, held at universities and other
trespassable institutions, and eavesdropped on the state’s confessions, now compressed
down to two and a half hours of secrets. Finally, an abridged version was transcribed for
public dissemination and published in Pravda on July 2, 1956.

Having liberated language, so to speak, the Secret Speech kicked off the post-
Stalinist era with a loud bang of cultural liberalization known poetically in its time as ‘the
thaw’ [ottepel’]. Its guiding trope of ‘glasnost’ or rhetorical openness described a
dramatic rupture with the silent past of Stalinist violence. To assist this historical split, a
broad program of ‘de-Stalinization’ was proclaimed, and premised on the return of fluent
political speech to the people, and the possibility of talking back to the terror of the
previous regime. “Khrushchev’s words ‘canceled out everything,” according to one

"' Vladimir Zubok, Zhivago's Children: The Last Russian Intelligentsia (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2009), 60-61. In ways that matter to the ensuing argument, it must be remarked
that Khrushchev redacted his revelations at the Secret Speech to suit his political interests. Zubok compiles
an abbreviated list of Stalinist excesses and genocidal omissions in his book (60).

? Ibid. For an extended picture of the popular reaction, see ibid., 60-87; and Steven V. Bittner, The Many
Lives of Khrushchev's Thaw: Experience and Memory in Moscow's Arbat (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2008), 55-57.

3 Quoted by Zubok, Zhivago's Children, 61.



party apparatchik of the “silent generation,” that is, the age cohort which had been
“socialized under a leader who soon fell from grace and out-talked those who had not
been subjected to the Stalinist blanket of silence.” Moreover, “his language of glasnost’
encompassed not only the obligation of those in power to tell the truth to those beneath
them, but also the right of those at the bottom of society to tell the truth to those above.
He presented Stalin as a dictator who had silenced any such grassroots criticism and
replaced so-called ‘popular control’ with authoritarian, top-down decrees.”

The confessional example set by the Secret Speech was duly heeded by Soviet
citizens of all strata as an incitement to discourse. As one historian pithily put it, “Soon
after Stalin’s death, voices spoke out.”® The ability to speak out was especially pointed
for members of the intellectual classes, for the “the [Stalinist] regime demanded
individual approval of terror from each and every member of the Soviet intelligentsia,
whether in the form of ‘indignant’ speeches at rallies or a signature under collective
letters published in Soviet media.”” In the words of officially lauded author, I1’ia
Erenburg (1891-1967), whose 1954 novel of the same name supplied the vernal metaphor
of the moment,

People had been silent or whispered, but suddenly, they spoke up, not glancing
around in fear, not eyeing the telephone as if it were a dangerous enemy. They
were speaking simply, as one human being to another, with the kindness and
tenderness that have always resided in the character of our people.

JIromm MOTYaTH WK TIENITATUCH, U BAPYT OHHU 3arOBOPHIN—HE ONUPAsICh
UCITYTaHHO TI0 CTOPOHAM, He TSI Ha TenedoH, Kak Ha OMacHOTO Bpara,
3aBOPHIIH TIPOCTO, MTO-YEIIOBEUECKH, C TOH TOOPOTON M COBECTIMBOCTHIO, KOTOPHIE
BCET/Ia JISKAIH B XapaKTepe HaIlero Hapoa.

In his reminiscences about the thaw, penned under the next conservative administration,
Erenburg waxed nostalgic over the promise of that watershed event and its immediate
aftermath. He palpated the zeitgeist of the late fifties from the point of view of his ‘silent
generation,” perceiving in the new season of post-Stalinism a lush interlude of birth and
renewal, when you could always “hear [the] cries” of the young, “discordant and dear,
like the chirping of a bird...All this occurred at the very onset of April,” with all its
Christian connotations, “in the days of the rupture [perelom], when, on one side of the
street, it was cold and empty...and on the other, there was sun, spring.”®) The older

* Juliane Fiirst, Stalin’s Last Generation: Soviet Post-War Youth and the Emergence of Mature Socialism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 18.

> Cynthia Hooper, “What Can and Cannot Be Said: Between the Stalinist Past and New Soviet Future,”
Slavonic and East European Review 86.2 (2008): 306-27, at 321.

8 Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture: Entertainment and Society since 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 124.

7 Zubok, Zhivago’s Children, 7.

¥ II’ia Erenburg, Liudi, gody, zhizni: Knigi chervertaia, piataia, shestaia, iz novykh stikhov (Moscow:
“Khudozhestvennaia literatura,” 1967), 750. This change in the climate was apparent on the other side of
the cold war divide, as well. “As a young American observer, who spent a year living and studying with
Moscow students, has put it, “young Russia talks back’ now.” Quoted in Gleb Struve, “Developments on
the Soviet Literary Scene.” In The Soviet Union under Brezhnev and Kosygin, edited by John W. Strong
(New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1971), 156-175.
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generation seemed to Erenburg no longer cowed into bovine silence, once the brand of
their tacit compliance or, at worst, complicity; nor did the next generation of Soviet youth
slouch into conformism with the repressive status quo that might have been their
birthright.

In effect, the newfound freedom of the tongue refashioned the supine subject of
Stalinism into a social form specific to late socialism. The post-Stalin person, by contrast
to his stooping predecessor, stood up straight, puffed up his diaphragm and bellowed out
bold words “at the top of his voice” [vo ves’ golos], to use the raucous modernist idiom of
Vladimir Maiakovskii (1893-1930), a poet who did just as much in the mythic heydays of
Leninism. City squares and sports arenas lent themselves to collective effusions about the
return to public speech in the wake of the Secret Speech. The era bore witness to the
revitalization of the Romantic cult of the poet, as “young poets became idols of open-air
poetry readings, a genre of mass entertainment from the 1920s revived in 1956 with the
founding of poetry days that could fill Moscow stadium with ten to fifteen thousand
listeners,” often patterning their lyrical personae after Maiakovskii’s model. Evgenii
Evtushenko (b. 1933), “the premiere lyrical poet of the thaw,”' commanded audiences of
this impressive scale by appealing to the public’s extant desire for slogans and oratory.
His poems were composed with vocalization in mind, and required being throatily read
aloud to a crowd rather than hushingly at home alone.'" Thus, per Petr Vail’ and
Aleksandr Genis, authors of the definitive cultural study of the sixties, Khrushchev and
Evtushenko were “compadres and coauthors” [soratniki i soavtory].'> While Evtushenko
may have been the premier lyricist, “Khrushchev was the most important and authentic
poet of the epoch. And his script was assembled by Evgenii Evtushenko.”'® Khrushchev’s
Secret Speech, they posit, paralleled poetry readings of the era; its mode of transmission
demonstrates as much. Similarly created with an ear to orality, it modeled how to speak
on behalf of the suddenly voluble Soviet people, and provided a trickle-down exercise in
late-socialist speech therapy or mass pedagogy according to the new paradigm of political
vocality.

Khrushchev revoiced his commitment to transparent discourse at the Twenty-
Second Party Congress in 1961 and, commenting on the impact of the Secret Speech in
the intervening years, commended “the Party [for] boldly [having] faced the difficulties”
posed by its unsparing and ultimately public self-critique. “Honestly and frankly it told
the people the whole truth, being deeply convinced that the people would appreciate its
line,” he affirmed. “Nor was the Party mistaken. Our advance to communism has
gathered speed,” and, thanks to the loosening of official lips, “Our carriage is more erect,
our breathing freer, and our vision clearer.”'* Taking this political pomp prima facie,
vision had indeed become clearer for the Party, perhaps to the point of clairvoyant
absurdity, as the uncanny exchange between the General Secretary and a psychic medium,
Dora Lazurkina, on the last day of the Congress suggests. Lazurkina testified to having

’ Stites, Russian Popular Culture, 127.

19 Petr Vail’ and Aleksandr Genis, 60-e: Mir sovetskogo cheloveka, 3rd ed. (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe
obozrenie, 2001), 20; 22.

"' Ibid.

"% Ibid.

" Ibid.

"'N. Khrushchov [sic], An Account to the Party and the People: Report of the CC. C.P.S.U. to the 22"
Congress of the Party October 17, 1961 (Moscow: Foreign Language Publishing Houses, 1961), 111.
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“[taken] counsel with [Ilich]” the night before, at which time the immortal voice of Lenin
broke its decades-long silence and uttered unto her, “It is unpleasant for me to be beside
Stalin, who brought such misfortune to the Party.”'> Khrushchev was moved by this
prophecy to translate his predecessor’s profane corpse out of the Kremlin’s hallowed
walls, literalizing the post-Stalin break with the past; just as his lyrical collaborator,
Evtushenko, was moved to make his own poetic prophecies about the post-Stalin future,
on whose proximal horizon he predicted the return of Stalinist-style repression and the
resurrection of a new cult of personality. Evtushenko’s gothic ode on this occasion, “The
Heirs of Stalin” [Nasledniki Stalina, 1962], was published in Pravda at Khrushchev’s
own behest.'® It is set in the eerie still of the mausoleum, wherein the lyrical hero
confronts the terrifying remains of history.

Mute was the marble.
Mutely glimmered the glass.
Mute stood the soldiers on guard,
Bronzed by the breeze...
Slowly the coffin floated,
Grazing the fixed bayonets.
He [Stalin] also was mute
-- He also!
Mute and dread.
Grimly clenching his embalmed fists,
Only pretending to be dead,
He spied from inside.

be3mosnBcTBOBAT Mpamop.
be3aMosiBHO MepIano CTekIo.
be3mosniBHO cTosT Kapay,
Ha BeTpy OpoH30Bed. ..
['po0 MeaseHHO MIIbL,
3aac€Basd KpasiMU IOTBIKU.
OH TOX€ 0€3MOJIBHBIM OBLI -
Toxe! -
HO TPO3HO OE€3MOJIBHBIM.
Yrpromo cxxumas
Haballb3aMHpPOBaHHbBIE KYJIAKH,
B HEM K IICJIN rjia3aMiu IIpUHUK
YEJIOBEK, IPUTBOPUBILINNCS MEPTBBIM. 17
The poem’s meek protagonist, a distant descendent of Evgenii from Aleksandr Pushkin’s
Bronze Horsemen [Mednyi vsadnik, 1833]—if there’s something to make of metallurgic

'S Nina Tumarkin, Lenin Lives! The Lenin Cult in Soviet Russia (Harvard University Press, 1983), 258-59.
' Khrushchev’s priorities for glasnost publication prompted his push for the publication of Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich [Odin den’ Ivana Denisovicha] the next year.

' Evgenii Evtushenko, "Nasledniki Stalina." Pravda (October 11, 1962); translated in George Reavey, The
Poetry of Yevgeny Yevtushenko, 1953-1965 (New York: October House, 1965), 161-165.

4



allusion—imagines the reanimation of the Generalissimus’s statuesque body, and with it,
the repressive measures that attended his tenure. He fantasizes Stalin on the telephone
within his coffin, conducting a séance with his co-conspirators from beyond the grave.
But unlike the tempest-tossed Evgenii, Evtushenko’s poetic voice is too strong to be
drowned out by the silences of the past. It is his civic duty to speak out against the
crowning menace of political muteness, “while the heirs of Stalin/ are still alive on this
earth” [Pokuda nasledniki Stalina zhivy eshche na zemle].

The oral and oracular quality of “The Heirs of Stalin” draws on a fopos as old as
Russian poetry itself. As lurii Lotman has observed, “the notion of the poet as
prophet...graced by some higher authority is established very early on in eighteenth-
century literature.”'® While the collocation of poet and prophet is hardly unique or new to
modern Russia, the Russian prophetic mode nonetheless distinguishes itself from other
traditions in its peculiar merger of religious vocation and civic responsibility to speak out,
even when engaged by unorthodox poets. The Russian poet must navigate both divine
and earthly terrains, translating in his hybrid tongue between God, tsar or state, and the
people under their twin dominion. Wilhelm Kiichelbecker presides over such an
epistemological marriage in his civic ode, The Prophecy [Prorochestvo, 1822], as he
envisions a republican God endowing the poet with daemonic “fire and power to awaken
people” to revolution, and enjoins him to “rise up, [as their] singer, prophet of
Freedom!”" [No to I tebe ia plamen' dal i silu vozdvigat' narody? - Vosstan', pevets,
prorok Svobody!] And the poet, “in exile and in prison, [proclaims] the word of God” [i v
ssylke, i v temnitse, Glagol gospoden’ vozveshchu], “will not keep silent about [His]
words!” [slov tvoikh ne umolchu!]. Kiichelbecker revisited this poetic vision in 1824, on
the eve of the Decembrist uprising in which he participated, though this time the “I” with
which he spoke was his own. “As a son of the fatherland” [kak syn otechestva],”® he
assigned himself “the obligation of boldly speaking the truth” [ob iazannostiiu smelo
vyskazat’ istinu],*" undeterred in this divine vocation even as earthly law demanded the
poet bite his tongue—as was actually the case for Kiichelbecker, following the failed
protest against the tsar in 1826. The rebels’ violent silencing by the state occasioned
Pushkizr;’s visceral rendition of a poet’s tongue being ripped out in “The Prophet” [ Prorok,
1826].

" Turii Lotman quoted in Harsha Ram, The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire (Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2003), 55.

'V N. Kiukhelbeker, Izbrannye proizvedeniia, vol. 1, pp. 158-161. The English translation is taken from
William E. Brown, A History of Russian Literature of the Romantic Period, Volume 2 (Ann Arbor, MI:
Ardis, 1986), 17.

2% This epithet would have resonated with Kiichelbecker’s contemporary audience, since “Son of the
Fatherland” [Syn ofechestvalwas also the name of the radical journal to which he and the other Decembrists
regularly contributed in the first decades of its total run, which spanned the years from 1812-1852.

21y K. Kiukhel'beker, "O napravlenii nashei poezii, osobenno liricheskoi, v poslednee desiatiletie." In
Puteshestvie. Dnevnik. Stat'i, edited by N.V. Koroleva, V.D. Rak (Leningrad: "Nauka," 1979 [1824]), 453.
22 While “written in the aftermath of the Decembrist uprising and often read as an elliptical commentary on
the Decembrist cause,” its message about muteness is actually equivocal; see Ram, Imperial Sublime, 163.
Pamela Davidson has countered this notion of Pushkin’s hybrid identity as poet and prophet, contending
instead that Pushkin commingles these two personalities only in order to bring their irreconcilable
differences into relief. Davidson, "The Moral Dimension of the Prophetic Ideal: Pushkin and His Readers,"
Slavic Review, Vol. 61, No. 3 (Autumn, 2002), pp. 490-518.
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In this patriotic line of Romanticism, the primary responsibility of the poet—a
synecdoche for the entire intelligentsia, prosaists included—is to speak for the people as
its collective conscience, embodying the vox populi in his lone person. Especially when
the “people are silent” [narod bezmulstvuet], in Pushkin’s famous turn of phrase, then the
poet, “by heaven blessed, their chosen herald,” must “be a citizen! serving art” [Bud’
grazhdanin! sluzha iskusstvu], as Nikolai Nekrasov (1821-1878) instructs in “Poet and
Citizen” [Poet i grazhdanin, 1855].%* This Russian tradition of the poet as prophet and
citizen sits at the bedrock of Bolshevik ideology as well as the avant-garde of the
revolutionary era, among whose poets the Party recruited its mouthpieces. Like his
Romantic forebears, Maiakovskii, for one, christened himself an oracle of revolution, and
issued the people his immodest command: “Listen! Preaching, Dashing and groaning, Is
today's brazen-lipped Zarathustra!" [Slushaite! Propoveduet, mechas'i stenia,
segodniashnego dnia krikoguby Zaratustra!" (Oblaka v shtanakh, 1914-1915)]. Having
metamorphosed into “nothing more than a mouth” [odni sploshnye guby!] as far back as
1914-15, Maiakovskii was embraced by Lenin and Trotsky, and later lauded as “the
greatest poet of our epoch” by no less authority than Stalin himself, and in the very year
that the lippy futurist took his own life out of political Weltschmerz, squandering a
valuable voice of his generation.”*

THE END OF GLASNOST: POLITICAL LARYNGITIS AND THE STUTTERING SEVENTIES

In contrast to Maiakovskii’s vexed revolutionary resonance, “my voice was
inaudible” [neslyshen moi golos], despaired Evtushenko in his 1963 poem, “Long Cries”
[Dolgie kriki], penned a mere two years after the Secret Speech, and only one after The
“Heirs of Stalin.” By fits and starts, in short cycles of thaws and freezes [zamorozki], a
new era of repression descended upon the Soviet people in the late sixties, just as the
thaw’s own Cassandra had predicted, and literati were forced into silence or obscurity or
samizdat.” The ouster of the Party’s “over-sharing” General Secretary Khrushchev in

From his position of great cultural authority, the formalist critic Boris Eikhenbaum made the case for
connecting “The Prophet” immediately with the Decembrist uprising in history, and literarily, linking it up
to a cycle of eleven poems about the role of the poet composed by Pushkin between 1826-1828. For more
on Eikhenbaum’s argument for reading this group of poems as a cycle, consult Carol Joyce Any, Boris
FEikhenbaum: Voices of A Russian Formalist (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), 22.

23 Indeed, in the absence of a public sphere in the Western sense, the poets make up whatever civil society
tsarist Russia could boast. They were at once its exemplary citizens and its most consistent exiles, truer to
Platonic form. Both of these aspects of the poet’s relationship to institutional power shaped the Russian and
later Soviet language of silence with which this dissertation engages. For more on the bourgeois public
sphere, see Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a
Category of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991). And for more on Soviet Russia’s
unique riff on the public sphere in an anti-bourgeois context, see Juliane Fiirst, "Friends in Private, Friends
in Public." In Borders of Socialism: Spheres of Soviet Russia, edited by Lewis H. Siegelbaum (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). Fiirst conceives of the Soviet public sphere in sixties Russian culture primarily
as an imaginative fopos or ideational construct, suggesting the closer connection in the Russian case to the
lyrical or poetic traditions than is true for its Western counterpart.

* Roman Jakobson, "On the Generation That Squandered Its Poets." In Language in Literature, edited by
Krystyna Pomorska and Stephen Rudy (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1987), 273-300.

23 T deliberately resisted elaborating on samizdat in this introduction, not to deny the tremendous
importance of unofficial literature to post-Stalin Soviet culture—quite the contrary. But I do believe that
the recurrent foregrounding of samizdat has foreclosed other conversations about culture in this era. This
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1964 signaled the end of the de-Stalinization campaign in politics, while completing a
conservative turn in the arts in 1966, with the trial and conviction of two samizdat authors,
Andrei Siniavskii and [ulii Daniel (aka Abram Tertz and Nikolai Arzhak, respectively),
for anti-Soviet activity. (The ideologically “awkward voice™® of the former co-defendant,
Siniavskii-Tertz, features in the fifth and sixth chapters of this dissertation.) The global
outcry about their censorship and sentencing was soon subsumed under the rumble of
Russian tanks, careening across Wenceslas Square in spectacular preface to the Soviet
takeover of mass communication outlets in Prague.”’ At this crucial historical juncture,
Alexander Dubcek, the Czech Party Secretary turned poet of a sort, addressed his people
on the airwaves. But in lieu of the weighty words of a leader calm in a time of crisis came
“those awful long pauses when [Dubcek] seemed unable to breathe, when he gasped for
air before a whole nation glued to its radios. At least those pauses would remain,” writes
Milan Kundera in The Unbearable Lightness of Being, for “those pauses contained all the
horror that had befallen their country,”*® puncturing through to historical truth with silent
punctuations.

Thus the lyrical idealism of the sixties, with its musical Prague Spring in
Czechoslovakia, and its youthful chirping in the Russian spring of Erenburg’s
imagination, were drowned out in a dirge of collective resignation. Indeed, if the socialist
sixties had “spoke[n] in words [that] could be heard,” then the stagnant seventies muffled
these murmurs of political promise as the times “took a turn toward silence: a new
generation—along with their disenchanted fathers—accustomed itself to a different
means of existence, preferring to consume culture either silently or in solitude.” This
paradigmatic shift in political sound reverberated on the emotional level of Soviet society,

move may seem counterintuitive inasmuch as I bracket the timeframe of the dissertation, not with the death
of Stalin or the Secret Speech on one end, and the death of Brezhnev on the other. Rather 1955-1975 fits
the temporal frame of “free Russian literature” devised by literary scholar Iurii Mal’tsev in his seminal
book on samizdat. Vol 'naia russkaia literatura (Posev: Frankfurt, 1976) The birth of Soviet samizdat is
often pinned to the appearance of Boris Pasternak’s Doktor Zhivago in 1957, which “opens a new page in
the history of Russian literature,” and tears it into “two antagonistic cultures—official and underground” (9,
5). My dissertation writes against this notion of rupture or dichotomy, which is often read as an identical
dividing line between censorship and free speech, politics and poetry. Since there is no dearth of
scholarship about samizdat, I hope that, by moving it out of the analytic spotlight, other narratives of
silence and speech will come into view on the stage of post-Stalin history.

20 Max Hayward, "Awkward Voices in Russia." London Times 1, no. February 1 (1966): 11.

*7 On the centrality of radio vocality to the political developments in “normalizing” Prague, or “stagnating”
Russia, see Paulina Bren, The Greengrocer and His TV: The Culture of Communism after the 1968 Prague
Spring (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 2010). On the role of radio in Soviet ideology more broadly, see Turii
Murashov, "Sovetskii etos i radiofikatsiia pis’ma." Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 86 (2007): 47-63. Finally,
for a creative approach to the importance of the airwaves in the post-Stalin era, consult Moscow is Speaking
[Govorit Moskva, 1962], co-defendant Daniel-Arzhak’s roman a thése about the fatally performative
power of official speech in Soviet Russia. This controversial novella was one of the primary reasons behind
the samizdat author standing trial in 1966.

?® Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, translated by Michael Henry Heim (New York:
Harper and Row, 1984), 72.

Those pauses contained the truth that could not be uttered insofar as “only in broken speech is the form
of disfluency consonant with the chaos of the world’s content. Stutterers are truth-tellers. Everyone else is
lying.” This maxim is (st)uttered by Jeremy Zorn, the speech-impeded protagonist of David Shield’s novel
Dead Languages; quoted in Francine du Plessix Gray, “The Paralysis of Stuttering,” New York Review of
Books (April 26, 2012):32-34, at 34.

* Vail” and Genis, 60-¢, 296-97.



as “those who entered public life during the post-Stalinist thaw of the late 1950s and
early 1960s,” the shestidesiatniki or ‘sixtniks, “were [the] romantic and optimistic” 30
children of the revolution, “of the Twentieth and Twenty-second congresses of the CPSU,”
as another fresh-faced stadium poet of the period christened his epochal peers. In the
mirror held up by Andrei Voznesenskii (1933-2010), this was “the generation that [saw]
itself in the image of the revolutionary twenties, the traditions of Leninism,” that is, the
earlier era of glasnost,”’ before the next one inaugurated by Mikhail Gorbachev in the
mid-nineteen-eighties. Sandwiched sadly between these two rosy-colored cohorts were
the middle “children of ‘stagnation.”” These historical unfortunates were born under the
bad sign of the Twenty-third Congress in 1966, at which Mikhail Sholokhov, the newly
minted Nobel laureate, Stalin Prize winner, and general darling of the socialist-realist
Writers” Union, came down crushingly against unofficial and samizdat literature. The
stagnation generation, “skeptical, ironic, and disbelieving,... matured during the times of
the Immortal Generalisimus Brezhnev,” in a newly repressive period, “when the sixtniks
fell silent or joined the establishment, and entered public life during glasnost’ with their
critique of the thaw,”*? when Gorbachev put a stop to “half a century of virtual silence.”””

“This familiar picture of post-Stalinism as a time of growing cynicism and
distrust in the authorities” underwrites the Soviet speech-to-silence narrative Svetlana
Boym recapitulates in her aptly titled book on Soviet culture, Common Places.* Her
perspective echoes in Mikhail Epshtein’s poetic metaphor of stagnation as a cultural
speech impediment. In the post-thaw period, he writes, “language (iazyk),” also “the
tongue,” “is ashamed of its chattiness and seeks to hide deeper inside the oral cavity,
even if at the cost of stuttering, lisping,” like Dubcek in his compromised radio
monologue. “Language has come up with so many monstrosities in the twentieth century,
it has told so many deadly lies, that now it wants to forget itself and go to sleep—though
of course in the form of dozing-off speech.”’

Against the soporific drone of ideology, the trademark slur of stagnation’s
Generalissimus, a few dissident voices bellowed out on behalf of the people and their
poets, like Pavel Litvinov (b. 1940), an exemplary dissident whose rebellious sparked
was ignited in 1966 and came to full flame with the Soviet invasion of Prague. In his
public letter of protest against the Siniavskii-Daniel trial, Litvinov appealed to the
generational-repression theme of the glasnost genre.

3% Svetlana Boym, Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1994), 25.

31 A Polish radio interview with Evtushenko quoted in Zubok, Zhivago’s Children, 213. Evtushenko and
other preeminent personalities of the thaw are credited with having said the same thing about their Party
Congress paternity, thus suggesting it was a cliché of self-conception during and after the era.

32 Boym, Common Places, 25.

33 Leonid Onikov, “Glasnost’ i demokratiia,” Pravda (June 19, 1988); quoted in Brian McNair, “Glasnost
and Restructuring in the Soviet Media,” Media, Culture, and Society 11 (1989): 327-349, at 327.

3 Polly Jones, Reviews of Turii Aksiutin, Khrushchevskaia ottepel i obshchestvennye nastroeniia v SSSR v
1953-1964 gg. and Arlen Blium, Kak eto delalos’ v Leningrade: Tsenzura v gody ottepeli, zastoia i
perestroika, 1953—1991. Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 8.3 (2007): 695-704.

3% Mikhail Epstein, “After the Future: On the New Consciousness in Literature.” In Late Soviet Culture:
From Perestroika to Novostroika, edited by Thomas Lahusen and Gene Kuperman (Durham, NC; Duke
University Press, 1993): 257-288, at 273.
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Our grandfathers and fathers were shot. They died in concentration camps. They
knew all the horrors of the Stalinist reaction. We realize how terrible it is to live
when all around there is silence and fear. Therefore the thinking generation of the
‘Sixties calls upon all honest people to support the two courageous individuals
and sign your letter. Those who remain silent will be guilty before their
conscience and before Russia.*®

As one of the “voices of glasnost’” under Gorbachev—that is, the next glasnost in the
1980s—reflected on the repressive seventies,

Along with the majority of the Russian intelligentsia, I was mired in the shit
during those years. Even those of us who did not personally persecute or harm
anyone, and who sincerely wanted changes in the country, bear a heavy
responsibility for having been silent. Unlike people like [the dissident activists]
Andrei Sakharov, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and Roy Medvedev, we did not openly
or actively fight against what was happening our country. Therefore, we—and |
include myself—must repent for our responsibility.’’

Those who did not demand “glasnost, honest and complete glasnost” of the state, as
Solzhenitsyn did in his “Open letter to the Secretariat of the Writers’ Union of the
Russian Federation™® of 1969, and those who did not model transparent speech in their
own everyday relationship to the regime, whether or not they were “mired in the shit,”
are guilty before history. Within this oppositional discourse, silence bore the stigma of
guilt or dishonesty; it became synonymous with lying, while speech itself was equated
with truth.

In a slightly later manifesto of mature dissidence, Czech activist Vaclav Havel
makes recourse to the same set of rhetorical tropes to paint a damning portrait of the
powerless, a class of political actors who, in his opinion, contribute to their own
domination—whether or not they put any stock in the “post-totalitarian” system that
oppresses them—so long as they “at least tolerate [it] in silence.” In other words, “they
must live within a lie.” The silence of the everyday socialist citizen, incarnated in Havel’s
legendary greengrocer, is tantamount to a form of ideological submission that is not
irresistible. The greengrocer and his kin “need not accept the lie” of ideology, advises
Havel. They need “[not] live by the lie,” to paraphrase Solzhenitsyn before him. As long
as they repeat the suspect slogans of the Party-state, put up its placards in the windows of
their fruit-and-vegetable shops, and publicly affirm their loyalty, even when in bad faith,
the people perpetuate their own powerlessness by not speaking about it openly. By
breaking the silent spell of ideology, they perform acts that Havel considers, on the
contrary, “an articulated expression of living within the truth,” of “serving truth,
consistently, purposefully, and articulately.” In the face of utter hopelessness, it is still

3% Quoted in Struve, “Developments on the Soviet Literary Scene,” 173.

37 Afanas’ev quoted in Voices of Glasnost: Interviews with Gorbachev's Reformers, 1st ed, edited by
Stephen F. Cohen and Katrina Vanden Heuvel (New York: Norton, 1989), 100.

3% Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Otrkytoe pis’mo sekretariatus Soiuza pisaetelei RSFSR,” Sobranie dokumentov
samizdata, vol. 4 no. 297 (1969); quoted in Serguei Oushakine, “The Terrifying Mimicry of Samizdat,”
Public Culture 13.2 (2001): 191-214, at 193.
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necessary to serve truth in this way, to shout out, as in this representative “open letter to
the Soviet government” from the mid-1970s: “I understand it pretty well,” its author
laments, “my letter...will result in nothing, and yet I see it as my duty to stop lying and
stop being silent.”*

Such impained professions of political reticence, and impassioned pleas for the
people to breach their silence, betray the axiomatic status of speech in glasnost discourse.
It is the ethical responsibility of every Soviet person to speak, and not just the moral
mantle borne alone by the poet in his social or ontological separateness. Though the poet-
prophet occupies the rarefied end of the spectrum of social speaking, his extreme
example demonstrates the general centrality of vocality to citizenship or civic identity in
modern Russian society, not to speak of Western civilization in the longer durée. The
idea that speech is the sine qua non of citizenship has roots as old as democracy itself,
tracing back to classical antiquity. In The Politics, Aristotle defines man’s privileged
position as a “political animal” in terms of “the power of speech,” which nature, in its
insistent purposefulness, “endowed man alone among the animals.” The hierarchy of
being Aristotle lays out is based on this distinction between animal “voice”— the noise of
instinct without intention, of sensory feeling without emotional insight—and “speech,”
the substrate of morality, which “serves to indicate what is useful and what is harmful,
and so also what is just and unjust.”** When one endowed by creation with speech refuses
this power, and with it the ethical responsibility of humanity, his or her silence becomes
significant as an expression of political apathy or complicity.

The categories of politics and the voice are deeply co-implicated in Russian
culture at the most basic level of the language, as well. From the Old Church Slavic glas
and later Russian golos, meaning ‘voice,” comes golosovat’, or the verb ‘to vote.’
Anthropologist of silence, Konstantin Bogdanov, extends this etymological link by
calibrating stages in individual vocal development to moments of civic maturity. He
points out that the old Russian word for “young” [iunyi], like the Latin in fans, connotes
prelingualism, and the “adolescent” [otrok] likewise lacks the capacity to speak in a
public or civic sense, “this entire etymology reflecting not so much physiological as
social muteness.”' (At the same time, social speech cannot be divorced from the
developmental forms in which it is embodied, an implication I pursue in my second
chapter.) Bogdanov’s conclusion that, “only a sovereign [polnopravnyi] member of
society can speak with full rights [polnopravno govorit’],”** squares with the denotative
definitions of “voice” that appear in Vladimir Dal’s encyclopedic dictionary of the
Russian language from the early 1860s. Beside its literal or physiological valences,
“voice” means “opinion, power, influence,” in contrast to “a person without voice,” who
is “insignificant, impotent, or precarious, not independent.” [Mnenie, viast’, vlianie. Eto
chelovek bez golosa, nichtozhnyi, bessilnyi, ili shatkii, nesamostoiatel nyi.]* “The social

3% Yelena Andronova, “Otrkytoe pis’mo sovetskomo pravitel’stvu” (1977); quoted in Oushakine,
“Terrifying Mimicry,” 210.

0 Aristotle, The Politics, translated by T.A. Sinclair and revised by Trevor J. Saunders. 2nd ed. (New York:
Penguin Books, 1981), 60.

*! Konstantin Bogdanov, “Glukhonemota: Utopiia spaseniia." In Russkie utopii, edited by V.E. Bagno (St.
Petersburg: Kanun, 1995): 238-280, at 242-3.

“1bid., 242.

B V.I. Dal’, “Golos,” Tolkovyi slovar’ zhivogo velikorusskogo iazyka (St. Petersburg, 1863-1866); online
slovari.yandex.ru/~xnueu/Tonxoswvtii%20crosape%20/Jara/I OJIOC/
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intelligibility and the ‘identity’ of a member of society exists in language,” or in the
tongue [v iazyke], “and according to language,” or the tongue [po iazyku], Bogdanov
surmises, before parenthetically returning us to a portrait of political exclusion in the
style of Pushkin’s prophet: “the cruel and already directly literal illustration” of this
conflation is “punishment by means of physically depriving the criminal of his tongue—
ripping it out.”**

And the inverse—installing a human tongue in the apolitical animal’s maw—is
civic intervention of a divine order. Thus, as they undertook the godly mission of
materializing a radically “new person” [novyi chelovek] out of the impuissant subjects of
tsarist autocracy, the Bolsheviks began “preach[ing] the power of political language™ in
the immediate aftermath of the revolution. They “sought to impart [ideological]
consciousness in great measure by linguistic means: through practices of reading, writing,
and oral and written self-presentation.” *® Historian Stephen Kotkin has coined the name
“speaking Bolshevik” for this complex operation by means of which Soviet subjectivity
was achieved through language; this concept is at the tip of the linguistic turn taken by
Soviet cultural studies in the past two decades. Communist politics turned on this
equation of voicelessness with civic extraneity, and the axiom that “the illiterate person
stands outside of politics,”47 in the eternal words of Vladimir Lenin, the true god of
glasnost and the voix de Dieu in Evtushenko’s prophetic poem. (To the credit of
Bogdanov’s claim, in Lenin’s case, the social or political quality of voice proves so
potent, it can considerably outpace the physiological life of its speaker.**) “The
Bolsheviks were verbal imperialists,”** according to one linguistically-attuned historian,
and they sought, ironically, to liberate the Soviet people through language. A winged
phrase from the early literacy campaign says this much—*“We are not slaves, slaves are
mute.” [My ne raby, raby nemy.]’° The muteness of slaves, the silence of political
passivity, are all well-trodden if negative topoi in the discourse of glasnost, which is, in a
sense, the culmination point in this vocal logic of civic life. Sharing a root with the
Russian “voice,” “to exercise glasnost means to become a subject of public speech or, to
put it different, to conduct one’s activities in the form of publicly available discourse.”"

REPRESSIVE HYPOTHESIS A LA RUSSE: GLASNOST AS POLITICAL SPEECH GENRE

“It is sometimes asked what the limits of glasnost are.”
—Mikhail Gorbachev, May 1987

* Bogdanov, “Glukhonemota,” 242.

* Jochen Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind: Writing a Diary under Stalin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2006), 19.

“Ibid., 19-20.

*7 Quoted in ibid., 23.

* For more on this strange topic, see Alexei Yurchak’s forthcoming qui parle article, “If Lenin Were Alive,
He Would Know What to Do: The Naked Life of the Leader”; and Katherine Verdery, The Political Life of
Dead Bodies: Reburial and Postsocialist Change (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).

¥ Hellbeck, Revolution, 19.

%% Bogdanov, “Glukhonemota,” 242.

*! Oushakine, “Terrifying Mimicry,” 192.
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The cycle of repression and permissiveness or openness, silence and speech, lies
and truth, start in again with each new articulation of glasnost. We can track these terms
through twentieth-century Russia in a simple schematic: tsarism—silence/repression,
Leninism—speech/glasnost, Stalinism—silence, Khrushchev’s thaw—speech,
Brezhnev’s stagnation—silence, Gorbachev perestroika and glasnost—speech. Indeed,
this narrative of cultural alternation is the way Russia historically writes its history as a
cycle of cataclysms. In their canonical essay on national cosmology, "The Role of Dual
Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture,” structuralists [urii Lotman and Boris
Uspenskii profile the national past as predicated on an “explosive” or “eschatological”
logic, whereby each new cultural stage comes into being by violently and vocally
breaking with its predecessor. The result of this kind of thinking is a “binary logic of
opposition” (which may belong as much to Russian idea as it does to structuralism), “the
specific feature” of which is a “fundamental polarity [...expressed] in the dual character
of its structure. The basic cultural values... are arranged in a bipolar value field divided
by a sharp line and without any neutral axiological zone.”** This line delimits the “old”
and evil from the “new” and good on a moralized temporal axis. National progress, then,
is approached iconoclastically, “not as a continuation but as an eschatological
replacement of everything." > (“Khrushchev’s words ‘canceled out everything. ..
The national discourse “always tries to radically annihilate the past. The past is
regarded. ..as the source of error that must be completely destroyed,”> even though, so
doing, it recapitulates in its pattern some part of the past it simultaneously disavows.

The original socialist notion of glasnost and all that follow fit this formula to a tee.
The raw material for permissible speech comprises, in Lenin’s reckoning, “everything
negative which remains from the old structure and has become manifest for one reason or
another in the construction of the new.”® Thus, rather than an absolute rupture with the
recent past, the “glasnost campaign” is better understood as a persistent genre of political
speech in Russia that speaks about a break but actually carries on a prerevolutionary
historical tradition “following a major change of direction in the party leadership
[...before] the new political trend has been consolidated.”” Historical break, the genre’s

2 7,54)

2 Tu. M. Lotman and B.A. Uspenskii. "The Role of Dual Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture" (Up

to the End of the Eighteenth Century)." In The Semiotics of Russian Culture, edited by Ann Shukhman

(Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis, 1984), 4.

> Ibid., 5.

> Quoted by Zubok, Zhivago's Children, 61.

> Tim McDaniel, The Agony of the Russian Idea (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), 17.

*% Onikov quoted in McNair, “Glasnost and Restructuring,” 329. Lenin’s name was singularly exempt from

the critical side of glasnost. When this prevailing silence around Lenin was first punctured in the later years

of Gorbachev’s glasnost, a discursive shift took place, per Alexei Yurchak, which at once symptomatized

and conditioned the collapse of the Soviet Union as a symbolic project. See Yurchak, “A Parasite from

Outer Space: How Sergei Kurekhin Proved That Lenin Was a Mushroom,” Slavic Review 70.2 (Summer

2011): 307-333.

>7 Brian McNair, “Glasnost and Restructuring in the Soviet Media,” Media, Culture, and Society 11 (1989):

327-349, at 344-45. Observing this cyclicality, McNair reaches the “logical conclusion” that “glasnost is a

temporary phenomenon, to be allowed at some point in the future by a return to neo-Stalinist orthodoxy.”
Its socialist invocation has a prerevolutionary history. Lenin’s first articulations of the principle arguably

reach back as far as the reactionary tracts he authored in 1900 and 1902, which would be installed at the

canonical center of the Bolshevik project (335). McNair points to a “statement of support for socialist

pluralism” for the prefiguration of glasnost’ rhetoric in Lenin’s ‘Declaration of the Iskra Board’ for the

Russian Social Democratic and Labour Party. Others trace the origin story of Leninist glasnost’ to a barely
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primary trope, is then itself a form of poetic continuity; and the silence broken by the new
era of glasnost might be said to constitute a form of speech, since “silence and speech
have a common object” around which they come into being together.”® Another key
aspect of the genre seems to stipulate that each invocation of glasnost’ gains legitimacy
only by asserting its sui generis status, often as a return to Leninist norms. As a discourse
of dramatic political rupture, its efficacy rests on effacing the fact of its historical
rootedness from which, at the same, it draws its popular resonance through repetition.”
And, though glasnost’ claims its specificity as a socialist policy, used to free up the
speech of Soviet politicians and poets in particular, the discourse predictably precedes it,
having gained initial traction as a trope of liberalization in the mid-nineteenth century,
during the reign of Tsar Nikolai I (1825-1855), in the first glimmerings of Russian
poetry’s golden age.®

Isaiah Berlin detects the same dialectic as I have outlined, and describes the
workings of “the silence in Russian culture” in an essay by that name authored in 1957, at
the optimistic onset of the Khrushchev cultural thaw. What is characteristic of Russia’s
Soviet experience in the twentieth century is precisely this back-and-forth between
periods of repression (thesis) and openness (antithesis), he asserts, a system that precedes
the revolution but is perfected under Stalinism. This is a national idea, specific to Russia
in opposition to the West: “those who were defeated in [any] internal Soviet
controversies were liable from the very beginning of the regime—even before the official
beginning of the terror—to be at best silenced, at worst punished or executed.”®' Such
consummate silencing under Stalin resulted in “a long blank page in the history of
Russian culture. Between 1932 and, say, 1945 or indeed 1955,” a disputably arbitrary
date also observed by this dissertation’s temporal scope. “It would not be too much to
say,” Berlin concludes, that “scarcely any idea or piece of critical writing of high intrinsic

later date of 1902, in What is to be Done? According to one Soviet scholar, this is where he “first posed the
question of glasnost as an indicator of democracy.” Aleksandr Sovokin, “Glasnost i demokratiia,” Pravda
(June 19, 1988).

> Mikhail Epshtein, “Slovo i molchanie v russkoi kul’ture,” Zvezda 10 (2005), 202-222; online
magazines.russ.ru/zvezda/2005/10/ep12.html .

%% In other words, Gorbachev’s glasnost’ of 1985 was not the first return to the original campaign, nor was
Khrushchev’s in 1956, nor even was Lenin’s in the revolutionary and even prerevolutionary period, and yet
each campaign and its mouthpiece lays claim to originality.

5 In the time of transition between Nikolai, a trumpeter of transparency, and his heavy-handed antecedent,
Tsar Alexander I (1801-1825), Aleksandr Pushkin composed the historical drama Boris Gudonov (1824-
1826). Written in exile and under the strictest surveillance of the tsar, the piece was not published until
1831, and did not receive the censor’s approval for performance for another thirty-five years; thus its
creation and reception was imprinted by two repressive regimes, despite that the latter framed itself in the
language of glasnost. Fittingly, the subject of Boris Godunov, in the standard Soviet interpretation, is the
standoff between the cruel tsar and the people who, at the end of the play, “are silent” [narod bezmolstvuet],
as this introduction had already alluded. For a more complicated and conflicted interpretation of the play
which, pays relevant attention to the generic specificity of the work as a drama, that is, in its original design
to be delivered out loud, see Stephanie Sandler, Distant Pleasures.: Alexander Pushkin and the Writing of
Exile (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1989).

5! Isaiah Berlin, “The Silence in Russian Culture,” Foreign Affairs, 36.1 (October 1957): 1-24, at 10. For
more on “repression, persecution, and death” in the Soviet theater as a consequence of aesthetic
disagreement with the Stalinist regime, see Nikolai A. Gorchakov, The Theater in Soviet Russia, translated
by Edgar Lehrman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1957), 356-365.
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value was published in Russian, and hardly any work of art” during that time.*” (As one
historian holds, under Stalin, “writers and poets seemed to have forgotten how to think
and write freely. Artists could not express their true feelings on canvas or onstage.”®)
But Berlin retreats a bit in his absolutism, adding that even in the pre-Stalinist period of
revolutionary modernism, Lenin presided over “the subverting of the old order and [the]
keeping of the new one,” and the destruction of the old was lamented only by “a few
indignant voices abroad, [while] inside the Soviet Union” it met only “silence and total
submission.”®*

This cyclical tale of progress and rupture—perceived from within as a teleology
of silence to speech specific to the Russian national story—is really a repressive
hypothesis of a less Romantic variety. By this term, I invoke the theory of discourse
developed by Michel Foucault to talk about sex. He famously starts off the first volume
of the History of Sexuality by ventriloquizing the Western commonplace that sexuality
went silent in the seventeenth century, culminating in the consummate prudery of the
Victorians. (I try to mimic the rhythm of his argument in my own opening, by presenting
first the commonplace, then its complication.) Foucault plays the devil’s advocate on this
count, asserting to the contrary of reigning common sense that this era witnessed the
proliferation of discourses on sexuality instead. Rather than repression, there is an
“institutional incitement to speak about it.”®> Therein lies the logical contradiction:
“modern societies [...did not consign] sex to a shadow existence,” but “dedicated
themselves to speaking of it ad infinitum, while exploiting it as the secret.”®® From this
discourse of silence derives the “speaker’s benefit,” that is, the subversive significance
endowed by the repressive hypothesis on the “transgressive” act of speaking about sex.

In the Russian case, the repressive hypothesis is about repression itself. It is a
repression repressive hypothesis, if you will permit the redoubling, bound to the binary
thinking of Russian culture (after Lotman and Uspenskii), as well as cold war or
totalitarian understandings of the Soviet Union. To reiterate, discourses proliferate in
Russia about discourses proliferating...or not. Everyone speaks about speaking...or not.
The secret is speech, or, in the post-Stalin period, the Secret Speech, which stands in for
the “permissive moment®’ of liberation that follows every epoch of repression. Scholars
of Russia and Russians themselves talk a lot in binary terms about how they cannot talk
at these times. But “there is no binary division to be made between what one says and
what one does not say,” ® rather, in such discussions, the speaker’s benefit prevails with
peerless force on the subject of the post-Stalin, post-repression period. Though the
“speakers” of glasnost describe silence in unilateral terms, to contravene with a quote
from Foucault, “there is not one but many silences, and they are an integral part of the
strategies that underlie and permeate discourses.”® Thus there exists a robust lexicon in
Russian to speak about not speaking. There are so many words in the language for

%2 Berlin, “Silence in Russian Culture,” 13-14.

63 Zubok, Zhivago's Children, 16.

5% Berlin, “Silence in Russian Culture,” 14.

:Z Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction (New York: Vintage Books, 1980), 17.
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57 Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality and its Discontents: Meanings, Myths, & Modern Sexualities (London:
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silence, ineffability, inexpression, and so on, with so many gradations, applications,
connotations, poetic and institutional genealogies—some fraction of which I explore in
this dissertation. Taking a cue from Foucault I “try to determine the different ways of not
saying” "’ that have been deployed in the long history of Soviet alterity, while also
attending to the styles of “not saying” that characterize the enterprise of alteritist
historiography itself. I question the silence-to-speech story of progress that subtends the
glasnost genre. And, counter to its central tenets, | insist that speech is not necessarily
good or liberating in the “permissive moment,” nor is silence singularly evil, oppressive
or all-pervasive in “repressive” periods as the genre presumes.

THE LIMITS OF GLASNOST: SILENCE THAT SPEAKS, SPEECH THAT SECRETES

Even speech that purports to tell all still leaves some things unsaid, revealing and
disclosing information or ‘truth’ in a double operation that dissembles as self-identical
discourse. Honoring its oxymoronic moniker, the Secret Speech most of all secretes as it
speaks, loosening the collective tongue at the same time that it clamps it down on
permissible discourse. This paradox is particularly vexed where the repressive narrative
of history—the one that constrains “what can and cannot be said” about the past—comes
into contact with the fact of real repression, which must be spoken about under the aegis
of glasnost. To illustrate this point, I poach an example from historian Cynthia Hooper,
which speaks directly to the question of repression and repressed speech. Hooper
examines the case of rehabilitated gulag returnees, who were conscripted to give public
testimony about their repression under Stalin at the Twenty-second Party Congress. Their
task was thus to explode the silence surrounding a previously unbroachable theme. At the
same time, their personal accounts were tethered to an implicit script that demanded the
speaker to denounce Stalin but stay close to the Party in its present configuration. In such
a way, these narratives were constrained and “invariably contained an element of self-
censorship.” ”! That consequence of this constrained-confessional dynamic, in Hooper’s
estimation, was that inclusion in civic life became contingent not on speech but on the
silent “[acceptance of] the terms of an unspoken ‘Khrushchevian deal,””” which stipulated
that these speaking subjects be “‘very careful not to talk about the past’ once they had
been welcomed back” into the fold of free society. "> Ultimately, Hooper determines that
de-Stalinization actually kept in place the practices of the previous era it critiqued, of
“truth and deception,” even as the Kremlin gave lip service to a revolution in “truth-
telling.” This dual operation of “concealment and duplicity” “linked fresh productions of
glasnost’ to the same past practices” it repudiated, and so, “the Khrushchev era failed to
introduce a sharp break with [the] past.” "> Something more insidious took place instead:
this campaign of rhetorical openness produced its opposite: “congratulatory closure,””*
ensnaring its subjects in a false form of free speech.

And more than that--it was not just the rehabilitated and re-envoiced
nomenklatura whose words were hemmed in by silent proscriptions from the party—but

0 1bid.
"' Hooper, “What Can and Cannot Be Said,” 321.
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3 1bid., 306; 327.
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the party’s political opponents, the Soviet dissidents, likewise suffered as “prisoners of
glasnost.” ™ This surprising contention about the discursive similitude between the state
and its resistors has been sussed out by Serguei Oushakine, an anthropologist of late
socialism, who pursues a comparative glasnost analysis in order to understand why the
dissident movement, so significant in its day, would vanish quickly into the mist the exact
moment the state dissolved. He reasons this happened because the dissidents inhabited
the same metaphorical frame as the ‘totalitarian state,” reproducing its power and their
dependence by “[reproducing its...] already existing rhetorical tools.”’® The full scope of
Oushakine’s argument about “the terrifying mimicry of samizdat” proves pertinent to
multiple episodes in my dissertation, but at present, I mean foremost to mark my
agreement with his observation that the rhetoric of glasnost impacted on the way politics
were spoken about in the immediate present of the cold war. At the same time, I want to
extend his conclusion to encompass the constraints placed on how we speak about the
period retrospectively. If the dissidents and the state were prisoners of glasnost in the past,
then we face a double hostage crisis in the present tense, so long as the history of late
socialism is held captive to this pat narrative of verbal emancipation.

“Openness must have its limits,” after all, as “central leaders” of the Khrushchev
era concurred, while they simultaneously “worked to silence debate on exactly what the
nature of those limits should be.””” And as he resumed “the unfinished business” of
glasnost in the 1980s, Gorbachev reprised this elusive language to say just as much, or,
more accurately, to say not that much, adding that, “it is sometimes asked what the limits
of glasnost are.””® Though these queries about rhetoric are intended rhetorically—note
the incuriosity that transmutes the open-ended question into simple constative
utterance—we might nevertheless say “yes” to their insincere invitation to debate, a posit
in reply: The limits of glasnost were (and are) interpretive. Dissembling as dialogic, it is
in fact a hermetic hermeneutic, open only to “congratulatory closure,””” which “[reduces]
the multiplicity of codes used in [a] text [to a] monotony of its content,” 80 as these
thematically apt examples attest. The glasnost genre is coextensive with the larger
conceptual universe built on the “dual model,” which promotes thinking in reductive
binaries across the board, including, “oppression and resistance, repression and freedom,
the state and the people, official economy and second economy, official culture and
counterculture, totalitarian language and counterlanguage, public self and private self,
truth and lie, reality and dissimulation, morality and corruption...”®' (I borrow this litany
of dichotomies from Alexei Yurchak’s likeminded critique.) So long as glasnost is
invoked uncritically—whether by its proper name or through its repertoire of tropes—so

7 Oushakine, “Terrifying Mimicry,” 196.

7% Ibid. With the idea of “metaphorical framing,” I allude to the work of political linguists George Lakoff
and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).

7 Hooper, “What Can and Cannot Be Said,” 307.

78 Gorbachev’s made this remark to a very different end in May 1987 cited in Brian McNair, Glasnost,
Perestroika, and the Soviet Media (London: Routledge, 1991), 74.

” Ibid., 314.

% Oushakine pairs his insights on political discourse with those of Lev Loseff on Aesopian speech in
aesthetic contexts, in ibid., 203-4; see Loseff, On the Beneficence of Censorship: Aesopian Language in
Modern Russian Literature (Munich: Otto Sagner, 1984).

81 Alexei Yurchak, Everything was Forever until it was No More (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
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will its invisible horizons be reinscribed in historiography; its “domain of
‘speakability”** reproduced; and, most salient in the present analysis, the silences
inhering in its eponymous eras will persist, just as the periods of silent repression that
grant these eras external coherence will remain beyond the pale of proper history.

The tenacity of glasnost-logic partly elucidates why no one really wrote about the
second half of the Soviet century until recently. It offers some conceptual framework for
comprehending why “historians [still] write about postwar communism in Europe as if it
ended in the early 1960s,”** and why, looking back a little bit, “in the first decade after
the opening of the Soviet archives, scholars’ focus— both east and west of where the
‘iron curtain’ once hung,” was trained mostly on the Stalinist 1930s. “In contrast, the
postwar, and post-Stalin, years seemed relatively virgin territory.”** As if in imitation of
Evtushenko’s apprehensive hero, academic research has been mostly locked in the
mausoleum cum archive of Stalinist terror, all the while, as one critical historian
poetically put it, “Stalin’s empty plinth” speaks back to the glaring absence of
scholarship on late communism.”*’

Beyond this narrative dependency, the post-Stalin period has been hard to
historicize because many members of the liberal intelligentsia were reluctant to relinquish
the era to the past, in other words, to “other” it as a political project no longer continuous
with the present one.* Indeed, “for many scholars, the thaw was about the greatest of
liberal values: free speech.”’ But, while “free speech” has remained a crucial value in
politics and academia in the intervening years, this binary idealism dated to the cold war
has diminished in emotional immediacy as it receded on the epistemic horizon, enabling a
new generation of scholars, many graduate students among them, to reapproach the post-
Stalin period with critical distance since the late 1990s.* Though the methods of this
cohort are diverse and divergent, its members “have in common... an acute sense of the

%2 Oushakine, “Terrifying Mimicry,” 207.

% Bren, Greengrocer, 3. On the other side of the coin, the silence in academic literature dealing with the
Soviet Union after the 1960s mirrors the hesitation of historical subjects of the post-thaw period themselves.
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inadvertently into the realm of ‘what could not be said.”” Miriam Dobson, “The Post-Stalin Era: De-
Stalinization, Daily Life, and Dissent,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 12, 4 (Fall
2011), 905-24, at 909.
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87 Stephen V. Bittner, The Many Lives of Khrushchev’s Thaw: Experience and Memory in Moscow’s Arbat
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Soviet Russia,” Russian Studies in History, 49.4 (Spring 2011), 3-17.
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by history.
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increasing impossibility of writing this past in the way the preceding generation did, and
the urge to write it nonetheless.”’

Innovative research in this vein interrogates the taken-for-granted truth of glasnost,
and interrupts the overarching “rupture narrative” of national identity discerned by
Lotman and Uspenskii, by stressing continuities in culture over binary breaks. In its
trademark moves, this intellectual movement deracinates entrenched ways of reading
Russian society as devoid of resistance under the successive “cults of personality,” while
symmetrically unsettling the mythic “cult of optimism” that surrounds Khrushchev’s
secretariat. Representative in these respects is the recent book by Stephen V. Bittner, The
Many Lives of Khrushchev’s Thaw (2008). Bittner makes a self-conscious contribution to
new “work on postwar Stalinism,” by “[challenging] the abruptness of the 1953 caesura”
in two ways. Firstly, he traces trends in cultural liberalization back before the thaw. And
secondly, he dulls the “sharp juxtapositions of the Khrushchev and Brezhnev periods,”
that cast “the Brezhnev government [as] Stalinist,” while lauding Khrushchev’s tenure as
unilaterally liberatory.”® As a consequence of these conclusions by Bittner, Hooper, and
others, it is no longer compelling for scholars to see the thaw as simply “the antipode of
its predecessor’ age; nor can the case be made for clinging to “blanket assertions about
the thaw as an era of liberalization, unique from what came before and after.” '

With this emphasis on continuity over time, recent histories of late socialism
correspondingly apply the analytic skills honed by their colleagues in the study of earlier
eras, especially the Stalinist 1930s, to the decades following 1953.%% They follow the
larger linguistic turn undertaken by Slavic scholarship, by extending its characteristic
questions about the role of verbality and orality in the construction of Soviet
subjectivity.” They ask, for instance, how “citizens who had, in Stephen Kotkin’s terms,
started to ‘speak Bolshevik’” during the Stalinist era managed to “negotiate the sudden
shifts in rhetoric introduced when Khrushchev attacked the cult of personality?”*
These chronologically dexterous historians also reach across the disciplinary divide and
dip into the anthropologist’s toolbox, often drawing inspiration from Alexei Yurchak’s
2006 monograph on the last Soviet generation, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No
More. This book builds a unique critical apparatus for the study of late socialist Russia
based on the theory of linguistic performativity first outlined by J.L. Austin in How fo Do
Things with Words (1962), and later elaborated by deconstructionist and feminist scholars,
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like Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler. Yurchak advises Slavists to steer their ears toward
the unspoken sides of post-Stalin speech, so as to detect the internal split between
constative utterance and performative effect that allowed socialist actors some wiggle
room to “lead creative and imaginary lives.”””

Before I embark on a reading of the inverse scenario—how socialist subjects were
able to do things without words—I want quickly to address the oft-made accusation,
voiced earlier by Isaiah Berlin, that there were no words worth reading to come out of
Russia during periods of totalitarian repression. Berlin is not alone in this belief that state
censorship silenced true literature from the early 1930s through the mid-1950s,
permitting only talentless graphomaniacs and careerist hacks to publish for three
artistically barren decades. This opinion, which has indubitably influenced the teaching
of Russian literature in the Anglo-American university, is a direct offshoot of glasnost
thinking. The “white spot on the map of Soviet history”*® identified by revisionist
historians in recent years turns out to overlay the same “long blank page in the history of
Russian culture” that Berlin bemoans as an aficionado of the humanistic arts. Although
this attitude about Soviet cultural dearth has been attributed by Yurchak “to a particular
dissident ideology of the 1970s which [holds] that ‘nothing good can appear in an
[official] Soviet journal,”” it seems this idea dates back much earlier, even before
Berlin’s 1957 pronouncement, perhaps all the way back to the beginning of Bolshevik
ideology, with its spectacular pairing of poetry and propaganda, art and ideology,
“literature and revolution.””®

The point I want to make about this opinion is not only that is it reductive and
repressive in its own right, but also that it is wrong. It errs first in its elitism, by implying
that “real” art is strictly the purview of the avant-garde, such that repression of the avant-
garde makes for a totally empty aesthetic landscape. And secondly, “in one absolutely
crucial respect,” it misrecognizes repression by missing out on the recently unearthed fact
that "access to information and freedom of speech [...in] the post-1953 era was as
‘totalitarian’ as Stalinism,” and maybe even more severe, since official publication rates
dropped after Stalin’s death while state censorship increased in the frequency of its
application and further diffused in its institutional implementation.”” Rather than
retracing the insurmountable split between the savage decades of Stalinism and the
comparatively “[vegetarian] Khrushchev and Brezhnev years,” '” this scholarly study
discovers a striking continuity that sticks “the silence in Russian culture” together over
time, to toy a little with Berlin’s title. Ultimately, there is no easy correlation between the
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quantitative repression of speech and the qualitative description of a period as
“repressive”—a conclusion that confuses the boundaries by which the Soviet century has
been canonically carved up into discrete epochs. The impurity of both historical
categories, repressive and permissive alike, gives us more grounds for reappraising the
rupture narrative, which shaped the politics of the Soviet period as much as it
preconditions the way we retell it today in the academy, not to speak of the restraints it
places on the rubric of “contemporary Russian literature” in the college classroom.

POETIC VOCALITIES, POLITICAL REALITIES: THE MUTE REMAINS OF THE PAST
“The art of our time is noisy with appeals for silence.”
--Susan Sontag, “Aesthetics of Silence”

If we concede that silence in the form of state “censorship has been a more or less
constant feature of Russian history”'®' since its inception, then cultural historians and
literary scholars should be asking how artists, poets, and everyday Soviet people
responded to these institutional and ideological impediments to speech. Yes, censorship
silenced poetry and the sister arts throughout Russian modernity, but modern poets, in
turn, cherished silence, elevating the inarticulate to the plane of immanent truth,
particularly with respect to emotional or spiritual experience. Thus, alongside the
political imperative on the poet-citizen to speak the truth for the people, the Russian poet
was also bound by a competing set of expectations to keep quiet for his own sake. This
poetic discourse, as I will refer to it hereafter, provides a counternarrative to the civic one.
Althought the two share roots in Romanticism, the poetic discourse regards silence—not
speech—as the site of truth.'”

An early example of this poetic genealogy is found in The Inexpressible (A
Fragment) [ Nevyrazimoe (Otryvok), 1819, published in 1827] by Vasilii Zhukovskii
(1783-1852), which has been called “the locus classicus of Russian Romantic
ineffability.”'* Before its first stanza starts, the title already doubles the poem’s
insistence on the insufficiency of language to capture immanent experience. The poem’s
fragmentary status belies the fragmentary nature of all language, which always fails to
express some “inexpressible” excess. This places a constitutive paradox on poetic speech
which plays out over the course of the piece and culminates in a question about the poet’s
very vocation. Zhukovskii queries of “the presence of the creator in the creation,--- what
language is there for them? The soul soars toward the mountain, all that is immeasurable
is concentrated into a single sigh, and only silence speaks understandably." [Sie
prisuststvie sozdatelia v sozdan'e - Kakoi dlia nikh iazyk? Gore dusha letit, Vse
neob'iatnoe v edinyi vzdokh tesnitsia, I lish’ v molchanie poniatno govorit.]'® Ascribing
inexpressibility the status of the sacred, “the Romantics made it possible to use poetry to
elevate new objects of discourse by asserting their ineffability,” and, at the same time,
“the ineffability of poetry’s object elevated the endeavor of poetry itself,” even while
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acceding to the inadequacy of language. '° While Zhukovskii’s inexpressible is the

common postlapsarian predicament of humankind, Mikhail Lermontov solipsized silence
as a function of his “unique self” with its “private authenticity.” For this reason,
“lamentations regarding ‘inexpressibility’ or ‘ineffability’...accompanied nearly all of
Lermontov’s early lyric effusions.”' This poetic conflictedness between silence and
speech haunts subsequent generations of lyricists, like Afanasii Fet, as when he intones in
1887, “how impoverished our language is! I want but I cannot communicate...” [Kak
beden nash iazyk! - Khochu i ne mogu ne peredat'...]

It is Fedor Tiutchev (1803-1873) who comes down most emphatically on the side
of silence in Silentium! (1830). Beginning and ending with loud exclamations, the lyrical
voice exhorts its listener to preserve the mystery of personal experience by being quiet.

Be silent, hide, and conceal

Your feelings and dreams —

Let them, in the depths of your soul
Rise and set

Silently, like stars in the night, -
Admire them — and keep silent.

Mouun, ckpbIBaiics U Tau

W gyBCcTBa 1 MEYTHI CBOM -
[Tyckaii B nymieBHOM riyOuHe
BceraroT u 3axo14T OHE
be3moaBHO, Kak 3Be3/1bl B HOYH, -
JIroOyiics MU - 1 MOJTYH.

The poem urges a deep retreat into the egotistical sublime, a narcissistic subsumption of
the unspeaking universe into the unuttered and therefore unalienated ‘I.” The silence of
the self thus harmonizes with the silence of creation itself, rather than struggling against
nature’s expansiveness by whittling it down into finite words, as in Zhukovskii’s
distressing scene. While the aggressive punctuation and imperative mode of Tiutchev’s
poem seems to violate its taciturn message, the strategic apostrophe of its address might
be said to maintain it—calling into being a subject at the very instant the subject refuses
to say ‘I.” This ‘I’ never appears on the positive side of speech in Silentium!, and yet the
poem is doubtless an affirmative reworking of the negative capacities of language. As
Tiutchev resolves apophatically, presenting something of a liar’s paradox to his listener,
“The thought spoken is a lie.” [Mys!’ izrechennaia est’ lozh’].

When speech fails, truth prevails, and when speech succeeds, truth recedes. This
is the quantitative and reversible proposition of poetic Romanticism—*“the worse [a
thought] is spoken, the more truthful it is.”'®” An “ontological stammer,”'*® as Susan

195 powelstock, Becoming Mikhail Lermontov, 124.

"% Ibid,. 125; 123.

197 K onstantin Bogdanov, Ocherki po antropologii molchaniia: Homo tacens (St. Petersburg: Izdatelstvo
Russkogo Khristianskogo gumanitarnogo instituta, 1998), 260. Bogdanov extrapolates thematically and
syntactically from Tiutchev’s winged phrase; it reads: “Chem khuzhe ona izrechena, -- tem pravdivee ona
est’”

1% Sontag Susan, “The Aesthetics of Silence.” In Styles of Radical Will (New York: Anchor, 1969), 3-34.

21



Sontag deduces of post-war poetry (and Dubcek, the poet-prophet of Czech radio, puts
into practice), the more spectacularly language fails, the more the tongue trips, skips,
exhausts itself in articulation, the more accurately it expresses its failure to ever fully
express. Silence is a spiritual privilege and “blessed is he who, keeping quiet, [is] a poet”
[blazhen, kto molcha byl poet], to quote Pushkin.’” Quietude ensures the emotional
sovereignty of the lyrical ego, shutting out the “external noise” [naruzhnyi shum] “that
will deafen” [oglushit] the subtle sounds of self-contemplation, interrupting the poet’s act
of monastic gnosis and absconding with the fruits of his “[mute] alterity” [nemota
inobytiia].1 S0 “Be silent!” [Molchi!] Tiutchev instructs in his poem of 1830. And “be
silent!” [molchi!] Pushkin’s poet beseeches the “senseless crowd” [bessmyslennyi narod|
a couple of years before, in “The Poet and the Crowd” [Poet i tolpa, 1828]. In the same
cycle of vocational verses, Pushkin pushes the poet to “live alone” [zhivi odin] and
relinquish “the love of the people” [ne dorozhi liuboviiu narodnoi], whose fleeting praise
approximates the external shum Tiutchev struggled against in Silentium!, a noise which
ultimately merges into the audible “judgment of the fool and the laughter of the cold
crowd” [sud gluptsa i smekh tolpy kholodnoi].'"" Reading these poems in tandem,
Tiutchev’s tender imperative combines in a Romantic embrace with the exasperated
exclamation of Pushkin’s lyrical hero barking at the blathering rabble. Between their
shared molchi, the poet’s muteness meets the deafness of the crowd,''? and poetic silence
reduplicates and becomes redundant in earth existence.

This is how the poet moves from redundancy to transcendence despite the
constitutive impossibility of his profession. “If the social quotidian is ‘doomed’ to the
word, then overcoming the everyday means overcoming the word, exiting from the
sphere of hearing and voice into the sphere of existence not governed by them.”'"* It is as
if Anton Chekhov heeded the sage counsel Pushkin dispensed “to the poet” [Poetu] in
1830 when he conceived Konstantin Treplev, the unreliably reticent protagonist of his
late nineteenth-century play, The Seagull [ Chaika, 1895]. Following Chekhov’s stage
directions, Treplev devotes two full minutes to “silently rip[ping] up his manuscript and
toss[ing] it under the desk, then unlock[ing] the right door” before he finally “exits” in a

199 Aleksandr Pushkin, "Razgovor knigoprodavtsa s poetom" (1824). In A.S. Pushkin. Sobranie sochinenii

v 10 tomakh (Moscow: Gosizdat "Khudozhestvennaia literatury," 1960), tom 9, 30.

"9 Bogdanov, Ocherki, 250. For more on the religious dimension of Russian silence, see Mariia Virolainen,
Rech’ i molchanie: siuzhety i mify russkoi slovesnosti (St. Peterburg: Amfora, 2003).

In Osip Mandel’shtam’s sequel to Tiutchev’s Silentium!, Mandel’shtam’s silence preserves the poet’s
connection with all being. In this, he comes closer to Zhukovskii in his acmeist conception of the ineffable
than he does to Tiutchev, since the closed mouth of the latter completes a feedback loop with the lyrical
ego that cuts it off from co-experience with the world. The distinction in their muteness is also a temporal
one. Whereas Tiutchev sees his speechlessness as a melancholic regression from social language back to a
narcissistically sublime space of inexpressible feeling, Mandelshtam’s rendition is originary: silence as a
“primeval” bond between the I and all being.

" “The motif of the uncomprehending crowd and the poet as voice of truth first surfaces in the 1822 poem
to V.F. Raevskii (‘Ty prav, moi drug’) and continued to haunt Pushkin as a lyrical situation in fragments
...although it no longer figures as the subject of completed individual poems.” Andrew Kahn, Pushkin’s
Lyric Intelligence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 196.

"2 Here I allude to the poetic fragment Pushkin scribbled on a loose sheaf of paper in 1833, which begins
“The crowd [is] deaf” [Tolpa glukhaia]. Pushkin, Sobranie sochinenii, 618.

'3 Bodganov, “Glukhonemota,” 227-228.
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quintessentially symbolist manner.''* Treplev tears up the pages of his experimental
symbolist drama to symbolize his own internal tear as a poet, between an ontological or
divinely ordained need to speak, and a simultaneous awareness of the insufficiency of
words for rendering the poet’s spiritually enriched reality.

Indeed, after the Romantics, the Russian Symbolists believed in the parallel
existence of another, silent order—a prelapsarian [predslovesnoe] place, unlike the fallen
reality of modern verbality, wherein words themselves were consubstantial with the
world. Paraphrasing the philosophy of Vyacheslav Ivanov, an eminent spokesman for the
movement, this other order was “a state in which man could still read in the world the
language of creation itself; a state before Babel when language, given to man directly by
God, was an absolutely certain and transparent sign for things because it resembled
them.”''” The Symbolist poet esssayed to reconstitute these primary signs in his poetry,
drawing on what scholar Gerald Pirog names “another discourse that is more fundamental,
more primal, a discourse that ultimately derives its Truth in a Reality which transcends
language itself, that is, in God.” ''® Modern man could no longer access the words that
once contained the kernels of Being itself; so the Symbolist compensated by
choreographing an experience of this language in poetry, gesturing to the noumenal realm
through his transcendental signifier or symbol-word, a kind of linguistic shell for an
irreducible and inarticulable reality which Ivanov termed “the holy language of silence,”
and Aleksandr Blok, another leading symbolist, gave the name “the unsayable”
[neskazuemoe].

As the movement matured, Blok strained under his heavenly mission to say the
unsayable. He anguished over the impossibility of coarticulating the original language
and the material world, a union enfleshed in Symbolist cosmology as the world soul
[mirovaia dusha], Eternal Feminine, or Divine Sophia. For Blok, the poetic act of
capturing her in language simultaneously destroyed her at “precisely the moment when
the ‘radiant maiden is given a name, when she is fixed, or encoded in the human language
that she vanishes. In her place remains a lifeless mannequin lacking the essence which
was intuited at a time before words,”'"” a once-mighty being fallen into mute body, like
Blok’s “Kleopatra” of 1907. “She lies inside a coffin of glass,/ She's neither dead nor
living, / While people whisper endlessly / Immodest words about her,”''® akin to the
fickle crowd around Pushkin’s taciturn poet. Blok’s “I”” reacts to her muteness with his
own, announcing “I fell silent” [zamolk], so “[he] looks” [smotriu] instead of speaking
and sees, mistakenly at first, that

she is not listening.
But then her breast heaves slightly...
And now I hear her quiet words:

4 <y prodolzhenie dvukh minut molcha rvet vse svoi rukopisi i brosaet pod stol, potom otpiraet pravuiu
dver’ i ukhodit.” A.P. Chekhov. "Chaika." In Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem v 30-ti tomakh. Moscow:
"Nauka," 1986 [1895].

"5 Gerald Pirog, “The Language of Love and the Limits of Language,” Aleksandr Blok Centennial
Conference, edited by Walter N. Vickery (Columbus, OH: Slavica Publishers, 1984), 224.

"% bid.

"7 bid., 230.

"8 Ona lezhit v grobu stekliannom,/ I ne mertva i ne zhiva, / A liudi shepchut neustanno/ O nei besstydnye
slova.
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-"Back then I used to call forth storms.

And now I'll call forth burning

Tears from a drunken poet,

And laughter from a drunken whore."""
OHa He CBIIUT.

Ho rpyns xosbiercs ensa

W 3a npo3payHON TKaHbIO JBIIINT...

W caplmry THXHE cnoBa:

«Torna g ucroprasna rpo3sl.

Teneps UCTOPrHY Krydel Bcex

VY OBSIHOTO ITO3Ta — CJIE3H,

V NBSHON MPOCTUTYTKH — CMEX).

In Blok’s “Kleopatra,” we find a curious antecedent for Evtushenko’s “Heirs of Stalin,”
another lyrical incident in which the disillusioned poet interfaces with the dead autocrat,
and finds he is unable to fulfill his transcendent function, whether of a spiritual or
political mandate. Thus the different discourses of Romantic silence come full circle and
connect, claiming in unison prophetic and sometimes theurgic powers for themselves.
Taken in its entirety, the Russian relationship to silence in the twentieth-century is a
hybrid of both civic and spiritual discourses, which add up to “a political interpretation of
silence as a mystical search for the unity of these two forms of silence.”'*’ When these
supposedly opposed topoi converge, the consequence is the simultaneous transvaluation
of silence in both respects, yielding a uniquely Russian situation of inexpression. One
may be silenced while speaking the truth, but silence itself grants access to a higher truth,
converting the punishment into a spiritual gift, the political curse into a poetic blessing.
This dissertation takes on both conceptual lines of silence, disentangling them to the
extent that it is possible, while also pursuing the productive points of their inextricability,
where personal and political, bodily and spiritual silences, converge into one complex
symphony of ineffable feeling.

SILENCE AND ALTERITY: A BREAKDOWN OF WHAT’S TO COME

So far, both the political and poetic examples of silence I have plucked from
Russian culture tend to terminate in the isolation of the “I” in question, which ends up
embedded in a form of muteness [that] means most of all social non-participation”
[nepodkliuchennost’]. '*' This squares with the predictions of Konstantin Bogdanov, who
reads muteness as the “apartness [obosoblennost’] of the social person who does not, for

" Zamolk. Smotriu. Ona ne slyshit./ No grud’ kolyshetsia edva/ I za prozrachnoi tkan’iu dyshit.../I slyshu
tikhie slova:/ - Togda ia istorgala grozy./Teper’ istorgnu zhguchei vsekh/ U p ianogo poeta — slezy, / U

p ianoi prostitutki — smekh.

120 Mikhail Epstein, "Slovo i molchanie v russkoi kul'ture." Zvezda 10 (2005), 202-222. Here I concur with
Epstein’s discernment of two views of Russian culture according to this speech-silence binary. On one side,
he finds, "it is a silent culture," bashful and equivocating; on the other, it is "extremely talkative," and "both
of these views are correct" since silence and speech are not opposed categories but co-constitutive of
Russian culture and literature especially as a social-aesthetic phenomenon.

"2 Bodganov, “Glukhonemota,” 243-4.
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whatever reason, speak as others speak: does not speak generally, yet or already”
[voobshche, eshche ili uzhe].'*> Muteness means alterity, in Bogdanov’s reckoning; it is
the symbol or the symptom of some essential “outsiderness” [autsaiderstvo] of the
subject with respect to ““normal’ members of society.”'** He holds this hypothesis to be
true as much on the metaphorical as on the material plane, and collapses the semantic
multivalence of deaf-muteness [glukhonemota] down to a singularity that bears down
with special force on actual “deaf-mute” people in history. (I explore the consequences of
this collapse in the first through fourth chapters of this dissertation.) Obviously,
something does not add up in this simple arithmetic of silent experience Bogdanov lays
out. His calculations are off here more than elsewhere, considering that speech- and
hearing-impaired people coalesced as communities in the late tsarist and Soviet epochs of
Russian history by virtue of their very alterity. And just as often they were kept apart
from each by the oralist and audist pressures of dominant culture, that is, the alienation of
deaf-muteness sooner transpired for reasons of social discrimination rather than ones of
spiritual or existential deviation or deficiency.

I mention this not to split hairs with Bogdanov’s thesis, but rather to shatter the
monolithic discourse of muteness in Soviet culture in this instance, as a warm-up exercise
for what I hope to work out throughout the dissertation. To the same end, I set up these
conflicting and converging tropes of silence in order to point out how hard it is to write a
different history, or a history difference, so long as the same stories stick. For how can
we hear other voices from the past if we presume there are whole stretches of history
when all of society is silent? Alternately, how can we attend to the silences of alterity in
those epochs when all of society swells into a single chorus of open speech? And finally,
how can we attune ourselves to the different notes hit on the scale of not saying, and learn
to discern the subtle shifts in pitch when muteness comes to mean one thing and not
another?

With this conceptual preface in place, I take up these themes of the unsayable and
the unsaid as the main stuff in my analysis of post-Stalin Russian art and society. I
continue to pursue the shifting styles and stakes of silence in Soviet culture of the 1950s-
1970s in the pages that ensue, in order to hypothesize how the “modal citizen”'** and the
“social body” of socialist ideology are reconfigured after Stalinism in and through
emergent forms of political and aesthetic discourse. My motivating question for this
enterprise sounds uncannily like the one posed earlier by Miriam Dobson about socialist
speech after the Secret Speech. I find that full Soviet subjectivity became contingent on
full speech, or “speaking Bolshevik,” in new ways; and the Party-state actively undertook
the production of perfectly-speaking citizens specific to this era, a task I term the state
project of mimesis, which, I argue, was sustained through a diffuse regime of compulsory

"2 Ibid., 243-4.

"2 Ibid., 245.

124 “The social body is the standard—presupposed but invisible—until a nonstandard body makes an
appearance. Then the standard becomes immediately apparent, as the inflexible structures of furniture,
rooms, and streets reveal their intolerance for anyone unlike the people for whom they were built.” Tobin
Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2008), 85. Siebers' social
body belongs to what queer theorist Lauren Berlant has called the “modal citizen,” that is, the possessor of
“a given symbolic national body [that] signifies as normal....[Jabout whose representativeness] hardly
anyone asks critical questions.” Lauren Berlant, The Queen of America Goes to Washington City: Essays
on Sex and Citizenship (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997), passim.
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vocality. And, most urgently, I contend that the story of this state project was written on
the bodies of the Soviet Union’s silent and silenced citizens.

In the six chapters that follow, I complicate the staid historical trope at the heart
of the glasnost narrative that makes quiet consonant with complicity or political docility.
As I detail above, the prevalence of this view in Russian cultural studies and national
collective memory has rendered it rather difficult to write about late socialism until
recently, when scholars started to think in more complex terms about the discursive
construction of Soviet subjectivity and reality. At the same time, the field transcended the
“antisomatic bias”'** typical of earlier Russian historiography, and started to take a
multisensory approach to the Soviet past. In synch with these strands of emergent
research, [ too “look in all the wrong places”'?° of the past, and here I underscore the
activity of looking over listening. Echoing the essence of this idea, I examine the “vocal
versus the gestural” '*” in Soviet performance, and listen not only to the verbal narratives
of these eras (whether official or dissenting), but also observe the dynamic tensions
between socialist speech and the socialist body, with its “parallel somatic narratives
and intricate immanent experiences.

In order to move beyond the prevailing interpretive paradigms of late-socialist
historiography and cultural studies that I have recapitulated here, I pay mind to the
manners in which unofficial Soviet artists used their silent bodies to speak truth to power,
participating in a kind of counter-conduct which I see as particularly concordant with
their social and historical coordinates. I base my findings on archival research, participant
interview, and textual analysis of original historical artifacts, and hope that these
materials and the surprising interpretations they inspire make a distinct contribution to the
field of post-Stalin cultural studies by contouring a model of subjectivity as attentive to
the formal aspects as to the corporeal effects of Soviet discourse. Speaking about silence,
and foregrounding history’s sidelined personae, I push scholars to see more of Soviet
culture than the usual repressive or ‘totalitarianism’ lens would allow.

While pointed in its focus, this project is actually instructive for the field as a
whole: precisely because alterity of the embodied varieties I explore herein has been
framed as silent and therefore inaccessible to analysis, its historicization compels scholars
to read Soviet culture’s visual and visceral cues over and against the verbal ones which,
when analyzed in isolation, often obscure fuller pictures of the past. (Indeed, the need to
heed the visual and nonvocal dimensions of the socialist past proves especially pressing
for sexual minorities, whose history is supposed to have been enshrouded in silence since
the 1930s, when the anti-sodomy statute was enacted.) Pitting the senses against each
other, I ask: If social deviance or difference was unable to speak for itself in a voice that
could be heard by Soviet history, how was it nonetheless visible in art and everyday life,
such that subjects and subcultures could coalesce around the unspeakable terms of their

55128

125 On the new systematic scrutiny of the Soviet body as a repository of public memory, see Robert
Edelman, "Party Games: The Central Committee and Soviet Sports," Russian Studies in History 49.2 (Fall
2010): 3-5, at 4. See also Alexei Yuchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More. The Last Soviet
Generation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005).

126 Bren names this silence the “nothingness™ of the late-socialist period, and holds this “nothing” narrative
responsible for obstructing critical inquiry; Greengrocer, 3-6.

127 Serguei A. Oushakine, “Laughter Under Socialism: Exposing the Ocular in Soviet Jocularity,” Slavic
Review, Vol. 70.2 (Summer 2011): 247-255, at 253.
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identities? To answer this question, I turn to silent gesture in stage performance and film,
and envision a curious archive in quietude by prioritizing the very qualities of the
gestural—ephemerality and effaceability—that have perhaps prevented alternative
histories of this kind from materializing, while allowing their subjects to lead ‘livable
lives,” as critical theorists say today, and sometimes more than merely livable ones—
enjoyable ones, too.

Chapter One, Sooner Speaking than Silent, Sooner Silent than Mute: Soviet Deaf
Theater and Pantomime after Stalin, focuses on the simultaneous repopularization of
theatrical pantomime, a dramatic form that thematizes absent speech, with the
reinvigoration of the clinical-pedagogical discipline of defectology, which attempts to
cure “deaf-mutes” of their silence. My analysis of avant-garde pantomime derives in
large part from the theory and practice of Aleksandr Rumnev (1899-1965), a famed
modernist dancer in his day who in the latter part of his life founded and directed a
pantomime program and student studio at the state cinematography institute. (Rumnev
makes cameo appearances throughout the dissertation, and plays a key role in the third
chapter, which fleshes out his posthumous bequeathal to other silent and alteritist actors
during the post-Stalin period.) The significance of speechlessness among avant-garde
mimes depended on a distinction between the intentional and the incidental, between
potent silence and “defective” muteness. This performative distinction comes into
greatest relief at this time at the deaf Theater of Mimicry and Gesture (established in
1962), the first theater of the deaf in the world. This troupe adopted a ventriloquist style
of performance, wherein deaf actors onstage mouthed the words to “conversational”
plays, supplied acousmatically by audiologist-emcees seated in the front of the audience.
I posit a connection between the phenomena of pantomime, defectology, and deaf theater
in their shared anxieties about the possibility of “perfect” speech, and reckon with the
requisite role of the “defective” in the spectacular enactment of Soviet vocal norms.
With the help of queer and postcolonial theories of performativity, this section concludes
by silhouetting the late-Soviet mimetic self against the “defective” mimic man, and
intimating the subversive promises of silent deaf theater that sit at the center of the third
and fourth chapters.

The second chapter, Pantomimes of Race and Power: Can the Soviet Subaltern
Speak?, follows up on the political utility of failed socialist speakers and speech acts to
show how silence “stuck” to certain bodies, producing and affirming their a/partness
from Soviet society. It examines a silent pantomime performance by Rumnev’s troupe
called Africa [Afrika, 1962], alongside other cultural artifacts produced by the artistic
avant-garde and deaf subcultures in the 1960s and 70s that dramatize “blackness.” I do
this in order to limn the labile relationships between racialization and speechlessness in
Russian discourse. I argue that, while advocating an official stance of anti-racism, Soviet
ideology nonetheless tacitly relied on the racist presumption that third-world subjects
were linguistic primitives, positioned prior to (political) speech in the developmental
narrative of Marxism-Leninism. This justified a paternalistic approach to the newly
decolonized nations of Africa, sites of extreme consequence in the Cold War at the
moment of renewed Soviet internationalism. It also placed postcolonial subjects into a
slippery analogic relationship with other linguistic “primitives,” namely, the “deaf-mute”
of the communist world. Close reading a comic from the official deaf journal at the
conclusion of the chapter, I detour to a discussion of sex and gender near the end, and
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more finely inflect the connections made by Soviet ideology, not only between race and
speech, but also between the oral and the moral, between linguistic and bodily mastery.

Some artists creatively redeployed the social fact of their silencing by the state to
their own ends, and turned to pantomime as an art of resistance. This was the case, |
argue, with Evgenii Kharitonov (1941-1981), a protégé of Rumnev and pantomime
theorist in his own right, whose official occupation as a defectologically-trained but
unimpaired director of “deaf-mute” theater and whose underground career as a self-
described “unpublishable” author of gay artistic texts sits at the confluence of many
“silent” phenomena explored in the dissertation. Despite that Kharitonov has been
canonized as a seminal figure in late-socialist gay and literary culture, no full-length
critical work about him exists yet. Thus I devote my third and fourth chapters to an
holistic examination of his oeuvre in an effort to reframe Kharitonov from being a
biographically homosexual subject of gay and lesbian studies to a proleptic queer theorist
in his own right, speaking from the impossible perspective of the “vanished ‘second
world””'* to an intellectual field that has historically emanated in large part from the
“first” and only recently from the “third.” Reading contemporary formations of queerness
back into Kharitonov’s cultural milieu is a self-conscious act of anachronism that nestles
performative plasticity at the center of queer theorizing; and, as such, merits my explicit
commentary.

In the first of these two chapters, Un-Straightening the Soviet Body: The Queer
Phenomenology of Unspeakability, 1 place Soviet performance theory into productive
conversation with contemporary strands of Western queer theory through a close reading
of the doctoral dissertation on ‘plastic’ pantomime Kharitonov defended at the state
cinematography institute in 1972. I contend that Kharitonov embedded in his account of
pantomimic or plastic movement a phenomenology of silenced/silent experience that
anticipates contemporary discussions of queer phenomenology. Extrapolating from Sarah
Ahmed’s notion of the “straightening device,” a social tool used to keep embodied
subjects aligned with heteronormativity, I submit that plastic pantomime operated as an
“unstraightening device,” allowing Soviet bodies to subtly slant away from party line on
sex and gender. At the same time, inasmuch as Kharitonov’s theory was informed by his
work with the deaf theater, his dissertation reveals the audist or oralist assumptions about
the body made by queer theory today, while suggesting new ways that deaf or disability
performance studies might think about engage with phenomenology in the future.

Chapter four, Silent Plasticity, Stagnant History: Re-Enchanting the Everyday in
the Soviet Seventies imagines Kharitonov’s theory of plasticity in practice by
reconstructing Enchanted Island, the speechless pantomime play he staged at Moscow’s
theater of the deaf from 1972 to the end of the decade. Since the archives themselves are
silent about this performance, I draw on the oral (or, more properly, “manual”) histories I
collected with the deaf actors, as well as Kharitonov’s retroactively composed “libretto,”
to argue that Enchanted Island allowed queerness and deafness to speak as silence
against the compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory vocality of post-Stalinist society.
The play achieved this effect through plastic movements that simultaneously structured
positions of queer and deaf spectatorship in the audience, while onstage smuggling in

12 Madina Tlostanova names this epistemological position in her virtual manuscript, “Towards a
Decolonization of Thinking and Knowledge: a Few Reflections from the World of Imperial Difference
(2009).
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signs of queer desire and gender trouble through pantomime’s semantic uncertainty. In
this sense, his engagement with deaf-mute actors was more suffused with a queer kinship
in silent defection than with the anxieties of a porously oralist and heterosexist culture.
Most importantly, I apprehend in the play a queer ritual of re-enchantment with Soviet
reality, a vital event during the disaffected epoch of political stagnation, that created an
aperture through which socially marginalized actors could set their sights on other, better
worlds as much conditioned by as transcendent of the Party’s prescriptive picture of the
“radiant future.” The cumulative intention of this chapter is to conscript Kharitonov onto
the side of utopia in current debates about queer history, temporality and political fantasy.
The final chapters also come packaged as a ‘box set’ with the shared heading,
What is Socialist Unrealism? Together they apply a cumulative pressure to the prescribed
aesthetic of socialist realism insofar as it was instrumentalized in the state project of
mimesis, extracting an immanent critique on the issue, as their citational title suggests,
from the samizdat classic, What is Socialist Realism [Chto takoe sotsialisticheskii realizm,
ca. 1959]. This cheeky philological tract was written under the pseudonym Abram Tertz
by the aesthetic and political criminal Andrei Siniavskii (1935-1997, I place in productive
conversation with the transcripts and press coverage of his trial for anti-Soviet activity in
1966. I strive thereby to engage the multiple iterations of silence and disruptive speech
supplied by Siniavskii-Tertz’s life, such as his subjection to state censorship via
prosecution and imprisonment in the Gulag; and by his literature, including the formalist
poetics he employed to estrange his experience of Soviet ideological language to a point
of linguistic collapse as he wrote from the perspective of a literal and metaphorical alien.
The first installment of What is Socialist Unrealism, subtitled Silence, Alterity,

and the Soviet Symbolic, reposes Tertz’s eponymous question back to his book, and
follows up with a few of its own related queries. Namely, what does it mean to be a real
subject, a speaking subject, within the official system of representation? And what does it
mean to be unreal by these same standards, to be silenced as an ‘other’? How does
representational exclusion impact on lived experience? These secondary questions about
silence and alterity animate the concluding chapter of the dissertation, subtitled Queer
Negativity and Camp in the Camp. They are provoked by another of the author’s texts,
the academic lecture he delivered to an audience of Western intellectuals convened in
Geneva, Switzerland in 1975 for a conference on “Solitude and Communication.”
Siniavskii’s self-consciously Russo-Soviet contribution, called “’I’ and ‘They’: On
Extreme Forms of Communication in Conditions of Isolation” [ ‘la’ i ‘oni’: O krainykh
formakh obshcheniia v usloviakh odinochestva), describes the gruesome gestures of self-
mutilation, christened “self-eating” [samoedstvo] by Siniavskii, enacted by the Gulag’s
most abject inmates, a class of “unpeople” [reliudi] in his appellation, who, for their
presumed perversity, lack access to the Soviet symbolic. I pay particular attention to the
way that fixed notions of sexuality and gender circumscribe their claims on Soviet
subjectivity and speech, as Siniavskii himself observed throughout his body of work, and
as many works in the camp canon by such authors as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Evgeniia
Ginzburg, and Anatolii Marchenko confirm. I consider the ways in which these ‘queer’ or
‘negative’ actors embraced their interpellation by the state as ‘unreal,” and harnessed the
creative potential of this call through carnivalesque grotesquerie and acts of ‘camp camp,’
a generic category I introduce at the end of the chapter.

29



These ‘unreal’ subjects allow Siniavskii to reimagine the category of embodied
humanity beyond the extant paradigms associated with the Soviet East (which resided, I
stress, squarely within the Western humanist tradition). In this way, Siniavskii’s critiques
anticipated interventions into humanistic discourse made by queer, feminist, and
decolonial scholars today who similarly solicit the reopening of the foreclosed space of
‘the real’ in order to rethink what counts as human. Siniavskii’s gesture of proleptic
theorization is exciting but not wholly exceptional. Indeed, as I hope to convey across the
length of the dissertation, Soviet figures—whether scholars, artists, actors, or ‘everyday
people’—Ileft behind an extravagant critical legacy that we risk consigning to oblivion by
sticking to a repressive story of socialist history. At those moments when political
repression is supposed to leave behind only a boringly “blank page” in the book of world
culture (to borrow the metaphor from Isaiah Berlin again) interesting things are still being
inscribed in the historical record with silent strokes and invisible ink. I hope that my
giving voice to some of these unspeaking and unspeakable people from the Soviet Union
by listening to their ‘talking bodies’ will complicate the kinds of questions that scholars
can ask more broadly about subjectivity, alterity, and social representation more broadly.
In the pages to come, I offer my own modest but unsilent gesture toward restoring the
resonance of the silent ‘Second World’ as a valid thing to think with.
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CHAPTER ONE.
SOONER SPEAKING THAN SILENT, SOONER SILENT THAN MUTE:
SOVIET DEAF THEATER AND PANTOMIME AFTER STALIN

In the Soviet Union work itself is given a voice. To present it verbally is part of a man’s
ability to perform the work.

— Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”’

In the gallery of mutilations and deprivations, however, the mutes have a special place.
—Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imaginationz

A television documentary on speech therapy is visible on the screen. A logopedist
(speech-defect scientist) coaches a young man to overcome his stutter through hypnosis.
“You will speak loudly and clearly, freely and easily, unafraid of your voice and your
speech,” she instructs. [Ty budesh govorit’ gromko i chetko, svobodno i legko, ne boias’

1. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” [1935] in Meenakshi Gigi
Durham and Douglas M. Kellner, eds., Media and Cultural Studies: KeyWorks (Malden, MA and Oxford:

Blackwell, 2001), 48-78, at 58.
2. Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of
Excess (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976 [reprint 1995]), at 56.
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svoei rechi i svoego golosa] The boy hesitates but finally musters the words: “I can
speak” [la mogu govorit’]. Thus Andrei Tarkovsky begins Zerkalo [Mirror], his poetic
film (pictured above) about personal memory and cultural trauma (conceived in 1964 and
released in 1974).” The symbolism of this scene was impossible for Tarkovsky’s Soviet
intelligentsia audience to miss. The stutterer coming to speech allegorized the artist
coming to free expression in Russia after Stalin, struggling to adapt to alternating
intervals of liberating “thaw” and oppressive “freeze,” fluency and silence, in the period
of de-Stalinization that Nikita Khrushchev’s secret speech at the 20th Party Congress of
1956 set into motion. The crisis of the solo stutterer’s speech in the film stood in for the
larger emerging crisis of how to represent socialist reality, a world that once had been
captured solely by socialist realism—that is, until Khrushchev deprived Stalinism of its
status as real socialism and thus invalidated the basis of socialist realism.

The politically loosened period that ensued witnessed a flourishing of
experimentation in aesthetic forms that sought to stage and transcend previous
experiences of suppression under the Soviet state. The “renaissance of pantomime as a
self-sufficient art” [vozrozheniiu pantomimy kak samostoiatel 'nogo iskusstva), as one of
its preeminent practitioners, Aleksandr Rumnev (1899-1965), called it, concisely
exemplified this cultural impulse.” After decades of official discredit during Stalin’s
tenure, the art form took a cue from Marcel Marceau’s 1961 visit to Moscow. Soon
pantomime was holding Soviet audiences spellbound everywhere (in the hyperbolic
words of one witness), and scores of barely rehearsed silent actors flocked to the capital’s
newly opened dramatic departments, studios, and theaters that specialized in pantomime.’

The reemergence of pantomime symbolized a loosening of the state’s hold on
artistic speech. Formerly, pantomime had been dismissed as formalist in its failure to
conform to the requirements of realist representation; its plots could too easily turn
opaque and transform chronological narrative into a series of abstracted gestures.’ As a
result, many of the reviews of nonverbal plays suggested an anxious position vis-a-vis
realism and its supposedly transparent language. Pantomime was ripe for accusations of
political ambiguity. The state was never sure whether to interpret it as a degraded
translation of verifiable spoken language or a devious undermining of official rhetoric.
According to one mime, it was a “protest against totalitarianism” [protest protiv
totalitarizmal] a physical expression of “Aesopian speech” founded on the principle that

3. Andrei Tarkovsky, Zerkalo (Moscow: Mosfilm, 1974). For a history of the film, see Natasha Synessios,
“Mirror”: The Film Companion (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2001), 10—40. This translation of Mirror dialogue is
from Vida T. Johnson and Graham Petrie, The Films of Andrei Tarkovsky.: A Visual Fugue (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1994), 116.

4. Aleksandr Rumnev, O pantomime: Teatr, kino (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1964), 241. All translations from the
Russian are my own unless otherwise indicated. I use familiar spellings for well-known names and Library
of Congress transliteration of Cyrillic in all other cases.

5. B. Emel’ianov, “Videli li vy pantomimu?” Teatr 2 (February 1963): 71-81, at 71. Marceau’s visit made
ripples in the literature of theater as well. Rumnev devoted chapters to him in his pantomime books, O
pantomime and Pantomima i ee vozmozhnosti (Moscow: 1zd-vo “Znanie,” 1966). See also Elena Markova,
Marsel’ Marso (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1975); and Marcel Marceau, “Mimodrama—dikhanie poezii,” Teatr
3 (1960): 190-1.

6. Rumnev, O pantomime, 240.
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“freedom of the body meant freedom of the soul” [svoboda tela est' svoboda dushi].” For
this reason, even as they allowed it, party members remained suspicious (and rightly so)
that hidden, rebellious meaning inhered in the movements of soundless bodies.

Contemporary theater outside Russia was no stranger to silence. Many avant-
garde playwrights were extending the genre’s more familiar flirtations with
wordlessness—the supplementary stage direction, the inaudible whisper, the pregnant
pause—into a new postverbal terrain. Dramatists such as Antonin Artaud, Eugene
Ionesco, and Samuel Beckett mobilized the figure of the deaf-mute and her taciturn
cousins and turned simultaneously toward silent performance and pantomime to signify
their “revolting against the tyranny of words” and shopworn ideological slogans. Only by
means of the truer, more immediate language of gesture, they reasoned, might theatrical
expression be revitalized.® An apt example is found in the play Mother Courage and Her
Children, written by Bertolt Brecht in 1939 and staged in Moscow in 1964, which
featured the eponymous heroine’s traumatized daughter, Kattrin, who went mute after
witnessing the brutality of war.” These Western artists inherited a symbolist suspicion of
language; but at midcentury, in the shadow of modernity’s consummate violences, they
labored under a different creative imperative to do things without words. They
understood silence as the proper response to recent world history and deemed negative
testimony the only ethical alternative to narrating the horrors of the not-so-distant past.'

Though Russian mimes tended not to offer (or more accurately, were not able to
offer) such solemn characterizations of their theatrical practice to the public, we can
easily sense their apprehensions about the aesthetic language available to them. They
shared an unease about language and an ideological exhaustion with Soviet society at
large in the wake of Stalinism, a political style that had staked its legitimacy and
sustained its terror in and through speech.'' A Soviet citizen could risk his or her
profession if not life by voicing the wrong political opinion, telling a joke that was
questionable, refusing to inform on comrades or family members, or writing against the
grain of socialist realism, whether defiantly or unwittingly.

7. Author’s interview with I1’ia Rutberg, 20 July 2009. On Aesopian speech, see Lev Loseff, On the
Beneficence of Censorship: Aesopian Language in Modern Russian Literature (Munich: Otto Sagner,
1984).

8. Robert W. Corrigan, “The Theater in Search of a Fix,” Tulane Drama Review 5.4 (June 1961): 21-35, at
29.

9. Brecht’s Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder premiered in Moscow with Yurii Liubimov’s production at the
Taganka Theater in April 1964, after Brecht’s return to the Eastern bloc from America. Brecht’s status as a
socialist persona grata put Soviet dissidents and apolitical avant-garde artists in a quandary: they admired
his aesthetic nonconformism, but they disavowed the state’s approval of his ideology. The play was
published in Russian as Mamasha kurazh i ee deti: Khronika iz vremen tridtsatiletnei voiny, trans. S. Apt
(Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1957).

10. On silence in the postwar West, see Nicoletta Simborowski, Secrets and Puzzles: Silence and the
Unsaid in Contemporary Italian Writing (Oxford: Legenda, 2003).

11. Part of this unease was a seemingly contradictory verbal explosion, especially in the case of camp
literature after the publication of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich in 1962
at Khrushchev’s behest. Artists wanted to talk, but they were unsure of the terms of their speech. For this
reason, many popular pieces published or performed in this period wrestled with the question of what form
and purpose the everyday and poetic language of post-Stalinism could assume.
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This being said, it is a common storyline of cold war historiography that the
citizens of the Soviet Union suffered in silence under Stalin’s totalitarianism and
recovered from their reticence only after his death and the ensuing power struggle came
to a close in the mid-1950s. Under the embarrassingly loquacious leadership of the new
party secretary Khrushchev, the Soviet people were finally (relatively) free to speak and
exploded in a collective verbal effervescence that would shortly be stamped out again in
the era of stagnation—or so the story goes. This narrative, which is so obviously
structured on a repressive hypothesis, remains particularly incurious about how silence—
intentional or otherwise—operated in the midst of a supposedly effusive culture.
Pantomime is one point at which this tidy ideological tale begins to unravel.

In the discussion that follows I explore some pockets of quietude in the post-
Stalinist Soviet Union during the 1950s to the 1970s. I look at how artistic speech was
politically impeded and how politically impeded speech was artistically represented in
Russian culture during this time by focusing on silence in two related phenomena: the
repopularization of theatrical pantomime, a dramatic form that thematizes absent speech,
and the reinvigoration of the clinical-pedagogical discipline of “defectology”
(defectologiia), which studies speech pathology and attempts to cure “deaf-mutes”'? of
their silence. I posit a connection between these two cultural developments in their shared
expression of collective anxieties about the possibility of Soviet subjectivity premised on
“perfect” speech. Because the political power of silence was constructed in tandem with
Russian norms regarding vocality, I find that its cultural resonance should be sought in
dialogue with a history of defectology, a history of a compulsory coming to voice.

My argument attempts to unlock a set of ideological distinctions in modes of
speechlessness that were present in the Soviet context, for which binarisms of
intentional-incidental, unnatural-natural, meaningful-meaningless, artistic—unartistic,
and able—disabled were key. I apply pressure to the opposition between silence and
muteness as it was foregrounded in pantomime and as it informed broader ideological
formations in the Soviet Union. In these spaces, silence was a speech act, “significant
rather than accidental” whether it was coerced or willed, and as such, it was “an
eminently political act.”'® Artists may have chosen silence as a tactic of evasion or
resistance, or it may have been chosen for them by the state. In contrast, muteness was
regarded by artists and experts as a biological pathology and therefore outside the realm
of intention; they saw it as a style of speechlessness without aesthetic or political
significance. “Muteness occurs as a consequence of deafness” [nemota nastupaet kak
sledstvie glukhoty], explained defectologists, which made deafness “a problem because of
the way it inhibits speech.”'* I reject the inevitable equations of deafness with silence and

12. T use the problematic term “deaf-mute” in this article because this still-used compound word makes
more explicit the connections that exist in Russian between defectology and cultural production (“mute”
was the word used to describe silent film, a prime pantomimic genre) and those that bind disability and
racism or anxiety about alterity (“mute” etymologically invokes the idea of foreignness). See also n. 14.
13. Philip Herdina, “The Manufacture of Silence (or How to Stop People Doing Things with Words),” in
Semantics of Silences in Linguistics and Literature, ed. Gudrun M. Grabher and Ulrike JeBner (Heidelberg:
Universititsverlag C. Winter, 1996), 29.

14. For the supposedly inevitable link between hearing loss and speech loss in the Soviet context, see

N. Tumasheva, “Sovety roditeliam: Vozvrashenie slukha,” Zhizn’ glukhikh 2 (1958): 18. (Hereafter Zhizn’
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muteness with impotence, not only because the Soviet deaf could often speak and were
even trained to participate in spoken conversation by their oralist education but also (and
especially) because the state and its actors as well as its defectors—to convey their own
communicative efficacy—actively had to produce the notion that the “defective”
population lacked a voice. I hope to upset these presumptions about silence and speech
through which the normative subject of late socialism was forged.

Before I proceed, a word on terminology is necessary. Throughout this paper I
employ language with which I do not necessarily identify. I ask that you please picture
scare-quotes forming around each of these utterances (as they typographically fade
away); but also understand the conceptual labor their retention accomplishes in my paper.
For example, even as I recognize its ableist/oralist presumptions of perfectly embodied
speech, I say “deaf-mute” because it makes more explicit connections that exist in
Russian between Defectology and cultural production (insofar as “mute” was the name of
silent film, a prime pantomimic genre); and those that bind disability and racism or
anxiety about alterity (mute’s etymology links back to ideas of foreignness). More than
that, the frequent appearance in Russian of this compound word, “deaf-mute,” points to
the culturally common conflation of two distinct categories of “defect,” and in so doing
illustrates the audiological axiom: “hearing loss is a problem because of the way it
inhibits speech.” I disavow this statement that I nonetheless let strategically circulate in
my paper, just as [ deny that deafness is silence and Sign Language is not speech.

“Defect” and “defective” are obviously other such words whose problematization
later on will organize part of the paper’s conceptual apparatus. Among my multiple
ambitions for these terms, [ hope to disaggregate them from the cluster of homonyms that
crop up in texts about disability in the West (often around the question of eugenics).
While those words pose related questions and some even have interconnected histories,
the “defects” and “defectives” I discuss here are inextricably bound up with “actually

glukhikh [Deaf Life] will be abbreviated as ZG.) Brenda Jo Brueggemann supplies the audiological axiom
in Lend Me Your Ear: Rhetorical Constructions of Deafness (Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press,
1999), 115. On the topic of “silence as deafness,” consult Christopher Krentz, Writing Deafness: The
Hearing Line in Nineteenth-Century American Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2007), 67-78.

'S Brenda Jo Brueggemann, Lend Me Your Ear: Rhetorical Constructions of Deafness (Washington, D.C.:
Gallaudet University Press, 1999), 115. I draw on Brueggemann’s book to make that claim that rhetoric
presumes perfect embodiment.

There are of course other words that might be problematized in this paper beside those that I list in the brief
disclaimer. Thankfully, this work is fastidiously done by disability scholars, to whose interventions I can
point for fuller discussions of the politics of terminology. I direct the reader to Matthew Kohrman’s
contribution, for one, in challenging the implications of “impairment” in Bodies of Difference: Experiences
of Disability and Institutional Advocacy in the Making of Modern China (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2005). Unfortunately, I could not come up with a substitute that accomplished the same
distinction between the two sets of cultural participants that organizes my argument.

I should also note that I do not make the typographic distinction between the miniscule deaf (meaning those
with an “impairment”) and the magiscule (to demarcate Deaf culture and linguistic community) on the
grounds that it is oftentimes too difficult to disambiguate the subjects signified by these two terms.
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existing socialism” and it is important that they remain suspended in this ideological
tangle.'®

SOONER SILENT THAN MUTE”: THE PANTOMIME OF THE UNIMPAIRED

Ekaterina Furtseva (1910-74), the politically fickle minister of culture who
presided over part of the artistic explosion of the thaw, was so smitten with Marcel
Marceau that she invited him to Moscow in the early 1960s to create a school of
pantomime in the French style for the Soviet Union. Marceau declined, quipping cleverly
that he “did not want to create ‘Marcism’ in Russia,”!” in other words, he did not want
pantomime to become a new dogma in the land of ideological zealotry. Even without
Marceau’s assistance, Soviet mimes, true to Marxist form, insisted on inventing their own
nationally and historically specific aesthetics.

A brief list of the leading post-Stalin pantomime troupes and theaters in Moscow
and Leningrad includes the first national studio, Lensovet, under Rudol’f Slavskii, which
spawned the clown-mime theater Litsedei [Actors/Hypocrites] and the still-popular
theater of Viacheslav Polunin; the Experimental Theater-Studio of Pantomime, or
EKTEMIM, under the direction of Rumnev; Nash Dom [Our House], the student theater
of Moscow State University led by Aliks Axel’rod, Mark Rozovskii, and I1’ia Rutberg
(the latter directs the world’s only academic department of pantomime today); the student
theater of the I. V. Kurchatov Institute of Atomic Energy; and the Moscow Theater of
Plastic Drama OKTAEDR [Octahedron] under the direction of Gedrus Matskiavichus.'®
Pantomime owes its reappearance to the first annual International Pantomime
Competition at the 1957 International Youth Festival in Moscow, and it was from the
outset a young and multinational movement. It flourished among fledging actors in the
Baltic theater scene, such as Robert Ligers’s Riga Pantomime and the Lithuanian Modris
Tenison’s troupe. It also thrived in other non-Russian republics and satellite states, such
as the well-respected companies of Amiran Shalikashvili in Tbilisi, Georgia; Henryk
Tomaszewski in Wroctaw, Poland; Vladimir Kolesov’s studio Rukh of Minsk, Belarus;
and Ladislav Fialka’s Pantomime on the Balustrade of Prague, Czechoslovakia.

A typical troupe consisted of a small collective of professionally trained,
predominantly male actors, often clad in black leotards (occasionally accented by a
thematic or period detail, depending on the play). The content of their performances
varied greatly, but a representative sample might entail a short narrative scene dramatized
through stylized gestures and based on a literary text, the miming of an enduring
existential question that had contemporary ideological relevance, or a response to topical
political issues enacted in the “poster” genre (e.g., anticolonial rebellion in Africa,

'S For other manifestations of the “defective,” consult the anthology, defects: Engendering the Modern
Body, edited by Helen Deutsch and Felicity Nussbaum. In their introduction, they define defect as: “both a
cultural trope and a material condition that indelibly affected peoples lives” in the England and France in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

17. Author’s interview with I1’ia Rutberg, 20 July 2009.

18. Emel’ianov, 71.
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popular upheavals in Chile, or the embourgeoisement of Komsomol morality). These
wordless plays were frequently (but not necessarily) accompanied by a musical score.

Silent Soviet actors at this time posited a socialist genealogy for post-Stalinist
dramatic practice. They traced their dramatic roots to earlier experiments in revolutionary
theater, thereby deflecting assumptions that their art merely mimicked the popular
mimicry of the West."” They recuperated the commedia dell’arte character Pierrot as the
quintessential proletarian figure and proclaimed Charlie Chaplin as his successor for the
cinematic age.”” To summarize Rumnev’s position, pantomime was not a recent
bourgeois innovation but one of the oldest, most national, and most democratic forms of
performance. Rumnev regarded it as a last bastion of the early humanist folk art of the
public square that had had a long history of silently speaking truth to power under
oppressive regimes of the past and had been remediated in the socialist era.’

Not only was pantomime not bourgeois in its modern iteration, Soviet
pantomimists asserted, but it was and had always been the dramatic mode of the
oppressed—or rather the tool of the vanguard to speak on behalf of the voiceless
subaltern. In this sense, it enacted the ultimate socialist-realist goal of effecting in its
viewer the evolutionary move from revolutionary spontaneity to consciousness; that is,
socialist progress not through the “[resolution of] class conflict” but through the
transition in the socialist individual and in the collective from “sporadic, uncoordinated,
even anarchic” to “controlled, disciplined, and . . . politically aware” activity.** Because
of pantomime’s consciousness-raising capabilities, its practitioners aligned its objectives
with socialist history more generally. To put it in an appropriately sloganized way,
pantomimic ontogeny recapitulated political phylogeny.

Critics applauded pantomime as practiced by Rumnev’s renowned Experimental
Theater-Studio of Pantomime and its sister studios for its aesthetic innovations and
aspirations as a global art form on two counts: as a specifically socialist
Gesamtkunstwerk that married the skills of spoken theater with the expressive techniques
of the body (gymnastics, acrobatics, clowning, etc.)” and as a universally meaningful
mode of artistic communication, a truly democratic art that could be understood across
geopolitical boundaries by anybody with an able body. As Rumnev remarked about
EKTEMIM:

With its art, sooner silent than mute, the theater wants to answer the ethical and
aesthetic demands of the broadest circle of viewers independent of ethnic,
geographical, or social barriers. It dreams about the creation of pantomimes,
consonant with the socialist epoch, reflecting the ideology of the simple people,
their everyday actions, feelings and thoughts, concerns and interest, their labor,
their interactions, their hopes, their dreams; the theater is determined to stand in

19. F. Povago, “EKTEMIM,” Molodaia gvardiia 10 (1962): 273-87.

20. II’ia Rutberg, Pantomima: Dvizhenie i obraz (Moscow: Sovetskaia Rosiia, 1981), 21.

21. Rumnev, O pantomime, 12—16.

22. Katerina Clark, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual, 3d ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2002), 15.

23. See Povago; Emel’ianov.
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the lines of the active struggles for the assurance of fairness, honor, peace, and
friendship on earth.**

CBOUM UCKYCCTBOM, CKOp€e MOJTYaJIMBbIM, YEM HEMBIM, T€ATP XOUET OTBEYATh
STUYECKUM U ICTETUYECKUM MOTPEOHOCTSIM CaMOro HIMPOKOTO Kpyra 3pureiei
HE3aBHCHMO OT 3THUYECKHUX, Freorpapuueckux Uiu couraibHbX OapbepoB. OH
MEYTaeT O CO3JJaHUH MaHTOMHM, CO3BYYHBIX COIIMAIMCTUUYECKOMN AMOXeE,
OTpakaroIIMX HJICOJIOTHIO MPOCTHIX JIIOICH, UX MOBCEAHEBHbIE IEUCTBUS, UyBCTBA
U MBICJIH, 3a00Thl U1 HHTEPECHI, UX TPYA, UX B3AUMOOTHOILLIEHUS, UX HAEKIbI, UX
MEUTHI; TeaTp HAMEPEH CTOSATH B PsilaX aKTUBHBIX OOPIIOB 32 YTBEPXKACHHUE Ha
3eMJie CIPaBEeUINBOCTH, YECTHOCTH, MUPA U IPYKOBI.

To Rumnev, pantomime succeeded as a universal language because it used
“mimicry” and “gesture” to reach an “emotional culmination” that was inaccessible to
oral speech alone. Meaning was immanent in the pantomiming body, and silence restored
an original completeness to the communicative act that language (in its increasingly
degraded state) lacked. The silence of avant-garde artists was thus a form of speech as
political defection whose recognizability as such relied on foregrounding the ability to
choose silence—to be “sooner silent than mute.” In the worst case, these able actors ran
the risk that deliberate silence might be misread as a failure of communicative
intention—that is, as the political impotence that had been the lot of many artists under
the previous regime.

The risk silent Soviet actors assumed routes back to a more fundamental threat of
failure in pantomimic communication—that the mime might not make the signifier (the
body) adequate for what was being signified.”” In other words, the artistic message can
fail if the mime’s body fails first. II’1a Rutberg of Moscow State’s Our House studio
supplies an illustrative scenario of failed pantomime for our consideration.

Let’s imagine a pantomime in which there is no stylization of movement, where
everyone walks as usual, wears a hat as usual, and generally does everything as usual.
Only they don’t speak.

And why don’t they speak?

To that simple question we have no answer.

Silent action, in which all of the characters act as they do in life, only they are
silent or explain themselves with signs, will look strange, unnatural, will remind us of the
world of deaf-mutes or of television with the sound turned off.

Thus it happens in bad, impotent pantomime.*

24. Rumnev, O pantomime, 155—6, my emphasis.

25. José Gil, Metamorphoses of the Body, trans. Stephen Muecke (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1998), 107.

26. II’ia Rutberg, Pantomima: Opyty v mimodrame (Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1977), 10.
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JlaBaiiTe MBICIICHHO MPEACTaBUM ce0e TaHTOMHUMY, T/ HET HUKAKOW CTHUIIN3aIlUN
JBIDKEHUS, TJI€ BCE XOAT, KaK OOBIYHO, HA/IEBAIOT NIy, KaK OOBIYHO, U BOOOIIE
BCE JIENAIOT, KaK OOBIYHO.

ToJIBKO HE TOBOPAT.
A mouemMy He TOBOPSIT
Ha »ToT npocToii BOIpoC MbI HE CMOKEM J1aTh OTBETA.

MosuanuBoe IeMCTBO, T/I€ BCE Tepou OyAYyT BeCTH ce0s1, KaK B KU3HH, HO
TOJBKO MOJIYaTh WJIH U3BACHATHCA 3HAKaAMU, 6y216T BBITTIAACTD CTPAHHBIM,
HECCTCCTBCHHBIM, 6y21€T HAaIIOMUHATH CO6OI>1 HJIN MUP I''TYXOHEMBIX, UJIU TCJICBU30P C
BBIKJIFOYCHHBIM 3BYKOM.

Tak 1 MPOUCXOAUT B TUIOXOM, OECITOMOIIIHON TAHTOMUME.

The inadequate mime in this case is, to reverse Rumnev’s handy phrase, sooner
mute than silent; his speechlessness looks “strange, unnatural,” incapable. His artistic
impotence reminds us of the deaf-mute. So does the deaf-mute remind us of the bad
mime? And what does the deaf-mute look like when miming badly? Where would deaf-
muteness end and bad miming begin? The mute body, it seems, is already too
overdetermined with meaning to become a vessel of transparent communication in the
symbolic economy of pantomime. The body language of the mute mime does not
transcend speech but unsuccessfully tries to approximate it and in so doing reveals its
inadequacy or “unnatural” lack. As Aleksandr Tairov put it, "No, pantomime is not a
presentation for deaf-mutes, where gestures take the place of words; pantomime is a
presentation on the order of spiritual denuding, wherein words expire and in their stead is
born authentic stage activity."”” According to this binary logic, in the context of post-
Stalinist culture, silence is political, muteness is pathological. And indeed, speechlessness
as pathology was simultaneously reemerging in Russia as a subject of institutional study:
defectology.

PATHOLOGICAL SILENCE AND DEFECTIVE PERFORMANCE

As part of a broader revival of disciplines that the state had deemed ideologically
suspect under Stalin, the field of defectology reappeared at this time. Defectology is
roughly the Russian equivalent of American “special education,” a departmental umbrella
for subfields of pedagogical and rehabilitative study concerned primarily with cognitive
disability and sensory impairment, such as surdopedagogy (deaf education), and
logopedagogy (speech therapy). Subdivisions of defectology deal with the social-
scientific problem of impeded speech; it is an expert clinical field designed to manage the
silence of individuals as a treatable problem that is closely tied to sociocultural
phenomena. In contrast to the Western “medical model” of disability—which is typically
conceived against the social model in what some disability scholars and activists

27 Aleksandr Tairov, O teatre (Moscow: BTO, 1970), 91.
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recognize as a false dichotomy—the Soviet clinic understood defect as both: as a
biological expression of socioeconomic conditions, or, if you prefer, as a socioeconomic
model of pathology. This model gave rise to a different idea of “cure,” one that was
ostensibly concerned with fixing the individual as part of the social collective.?® Like
those in the field of disability studies who work to challenge the medical model of late-
capitalist Anglo-American formations of disability or deafness, I hope my discussion of
the specifically Soviet construction of individual “defect” will show how different
ideologies (here capitalist and socialist) are crafted around different notions of ideal
embodiment and productive citizenship. I retain the word “defect” and substantivize it as
“defective” to describe the object of defectology; so too does linguist and cultural analyst
Irina Sandomirskaja, who notes that “the discipline under such a fearful name
[developed] the ideas of educating a new Soviet human subject out of a ‘defective’ child
(another fearful term).”” Like Sandomirskaja, then, I use the terms of this expert
discourse with extreme apprehension while recognizing the “fearful” things it reveals
about Soviet ideology.

The most well-established branch of defectology, deaf education, was
standardized by the revolutionary government before it was quashed under Stalin in the
1930s.*® As with its pre-Stalinist predecessor, the new wave of surdopedagogy that began
in the late 1950s strove to mainstream the deaf child into proper adulthood as a
productive citizen within the hearing world. Soviet deaf education at this time was based
on the “[dominance of] the written/spoken language, mainly . . . the spoken language”:
classes were conducted orally, and the mark of the successful student was vocality.”' This
generation of audiologists favored mirror exercises, which taught the deaf child to “read

28. The Anglo-American medical model is characterized by its search for a cure for disability. That said,
while the Western clinic may have given lip service to the goal of a cure, the incurability of disability and
defect guaranteed the perpetuity of the institution and the expert professions invested in treating it. James
W. Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind: A History of Mental Retardation in the United States (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1994).

29. Irina Sandomirskaja, “The How-To of Bare Life: A Story of O.,” Documenta Magazines 1-3 (2007);
online at <URL>http://magazines.documenta.de/frontend/article.php?IdLanguage=1&NrArticle=660
(accessed 24 February 2009).

30. Defectology was institutionalized and practiced most famously in Soviet Russia by Lev Vygotsky
(1896-1934), whose death coincided with the temporary death of the discipline. For an in-depth picture of
the dramatic succumbing of defectology to the political pressures of high Stalinism at the end of the 1930s,
see Jane E. Knox and Carol Stevens, “Vygotsky and Soviet Russian Defectology: An Introduction,” in The
Fundamentals of Defectology (Abnormal Psychology and Learning Disabilities), vol. 2 of The Collected
Works of L. S. Vygotsky, ed. R. W. Rieber and A. S. Carton (New York: Plenum Press, 1993), 6-10. During
this period, Vygotsky and some of his colleagues came under attack, the research journal Voprosy
defektologii [Questions of Defectology] ceased publication, and many defectology departments shut down.
These are just a few telling examples of the effects of the party’s campaign against defectology during the
period 1930-6. For more on the earlier years of defectology, consult Susan Burch’s excellent survey of
deaf education and culture: “Transcending Revolutions: The Tsars, the Soviets, and Deaf Culture,” Journal
of Social History 34.2 (2000): 393-401. On defectology during and after the Stalin years, see Galina
Zaitseva, Michael Pursglove, and Susan Gregory, “Vygotsky, Sign Language, and the Education of Deaf
Pupils,” Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education 4.1 (1999): 9—14.

31. Zaitseva et al., 12—13.
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lips and speak intelligibly.”** They taught deaf students to supplement oral speech only

by gently gesticulating a sign language that was patterned after spoken Russian (finger
spelling or “gesture”) and to avoid the grammatically distinct (or “strong”) sign language
that the Russian deaf community used and comprehended most easily.” Like the
pantomiming actor, the clinician trained his speaking/hearing-impaired pupil in
“mimicry” (facial movement) and “gesture” (sign).

Official mainstreaming produced a predictable set of ambivalent effects—a
phenomenon Susan Burch has elsewhere dubbed “the irony of acculturation™*—whereby
the assimilationist agenda of deaf education made possible the emergence of a Soviet
deaf cultural identity that was further nourished by state-sponsored subcultural
institutions.®® (Indeed, future deaf-rights advocates emerged from the ranks of
defectologists.) Soviet deaf culture enjoyed something like a “golden age” at this time,
especially in its long-standing tradition of theatrical performance. Avant-garde acting
troupes drew heavily from and in some cases collaborated with their deaf-mute peers,
whose everyday signing they perceived to be a close cousin of dramatic pantomime.
Foremost among these groups was the Moscow Theater of Mimicry and Gesture (TMG)

32. In the imperative form, this is the title of a monthly ZG column from the 1960s.

33. On the subject of “gentle gesticulation,” consult ongoing debates in ZG about whether Soviet deaf
citizens should use strong gestural language or whether it is too “vulgar” and unaesthetic a mode of
communication to take place in public. See also the following article and subsequent issues of ZG:

I. Geil’man, “Kul’tura mimiki—poniatie emkoe,” ZG 3 (1967): 20—1. In e-mail correspondence with me
(16—17 March 2009), Michael Pursglove noted that during the Soviet period, “signed Russian
(kal’kiruiushchii iazyk—[Galina] Zaitseva’s term) is based on the grammar of the written/spoken language
and is mainly used by hard-of-hearing people, by pozdnooglokhshie [the late-deafened] and the (of course
hearing) interpreters on TV and elsewhere. Profoundly deaf people have great problems in understanding it.
RSL [Russian Sign Language], with its quite different grammar from written/spoken Russian, was always
used by profoundly deaf people outside classes and (as it were illegally) in class. . . . The term [RSL] did
not arise until about 1990, devised by [Zaitseva]. . . . Many Russian Deaf people don’t realise the gift they
have, a fully-fledged language in its own right, these days termed Rossiiskii [Russian national rather than
ethnic Russian]) zhestovyi iazyk, and Russian TV inflicts ‘Signed Russian’ (ka! kiruiushchii iazyk) on them,
which they don’t understand.”

34. Susan Burch, Signs of Resistance: American Deaf Cultural History, 1900 to World War I (New York
and London: New York University Press, 2002), 7, 168.

35. The degree to which deaf-mutes possessed a collective consciousness as a cultural and political group,
what in the American context would be considered a “minority identity,” requires further investigation.
Susan Burch has argued that the unique position of deaf Soviets under Stalin allowed them a style of
ideological freedom that was not enjoyed by any other population, such that they were able to offer
critiques of the state at the height of the purges. That freedom, of course, can only be considered partial
when one takes into account the mass arrests and executions of Russian Sign Language users in 1937 based
on Stalin’s suspicion that the deaf were conducting an oppositional conspiracy in sign. Even so, the deaf
towns and workers’ faculties would surely have contributed to a sense of cultural particularity among their
members. See Burch, “Transcending Revolutions”; and Elena Silianova, “Russian Deaf Towns,” in The
Deaf Way II Reader: Perspectives from the Second International Conference on Deaf Culture, ed. Harvey
Goodstein (Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press, 2007), 189-92.

Still, as Pursglove has commented apropos of the approach of the postcommunist Moscow Bilingual
School for the Deaf, many deaf Russians have a limited idea of what Russian deaf culture entails. Indeed,
as a consequence of deaf theatrical participation during the Soviet period, “many, for example, believe that
‘deaf culture’ means clowns and mimes and not much more.” E-mail correspondence with Michael
Pursglove, 17 March 2009.
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of the All-Russian Society of the Deaf (ASD). TMG became the world’s “first modern
deaf professional theater with a full-time company” in 1962.”*° Before and especially
after that, amateur deaf theaters thrived under the auspices of local deaf organizations.
Dramatic participation thus brought national and even international visibility to a
population that had been either unattended or violently undermined in preceding decades.
With the professionalization of TMG, it became apparent that defectives were not just the
passive objects of the state’s clinical gaze but were active agents of Soviet cultural
production.

Still, deaf culture, set off by the stigma of defect, was not suddenly and
holistically embraced by the nondeaf or nondisabled members of Soviet society who
appropriated its artistic forms. The onus of social integration was on the deaf community,
as evidenced by the oralism of defectology. There is little or no mention of deaf
pantomime in the historical monographs or contemporary theater journal articles on the
subject of pantomime, despite the fact that its practice remained comparatively unbroken
during the period when nondeaf pantomime was not permitted. Perhaps more problematic
than this omission is the fact that, from the postwar period through the 1970s, deaf actors
were mostly segregated from their unimpaired counterparts behind a wall of sound. The
privilege of pure silence in performance was entrusted only to nondeaf (and sometimes
mixed) troupes, and all-deaf troupes adopted a “ventriloquist” style whereby they
mouthed verbal scripts accompanied by a speaking “translator” or “actor-announcer” for
the hearing audience. Rather than representing the new freedom from “totalitarian”
artistic oppression, as did the silent pantomime of the theater of unimpaired actors, this
“lip-syncing” style risked connoting the opposite. Indeed, American actors from the
National Theater of the Deaf read the Russian method as closer to puppetry than to
pantomime, a loaded interpretation in the context of the cold war.?’

This approach was intended for an “outside” audience; it was directed first to a
nondeaf or nonsigning viewer and consequently prioritized speech over sign. The signing
in such performances “is forced to conform to the rhythms and pacing of speech.” Inside
productions, on the other hand, “privileged the theatrical experience of Deaf spectators,
prioritizing [sign language] translation of the text and asking the spoken performance to
submit to the demands of its visual counterpart.”*® TMG directed its energies “outside”
on multiple counts. In fact, “the majority of the deaf audience poorly understood [their]
plays” because they supplemented vocal speech with a weak sign language that was
“foreign to the deaf audience” [chuzhim dlia glukhikh zritelei] and differed from the
“language used by the deaf in their everyday interaction” [zhestovyi iazyk spektaklia—ne

36. Stephen C. Baldwin, Pictures in the Air: The Story of the National Theater of the Deaf (Washington,
DC: Gallaudet University Press, 1993), 65. The history of TMG and deaf theater is available on the TMG
Web site at <URL>http://deaf-art.ru/history.html.

37. See ibid., 66. Similar impressions are recounted by Bernard Bragg, an NTF star whose popularity in
Russia preceded his performances with TMG in the 1970s.

38. Jessica Berson, “Performing Deaf Identity: Toward a Continuum of Deaf Performance,” in Bodies in
Commotion: Disability and Performance, ed. Carrie Sandahl and Philip Auslander (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan, 2005), 51.
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tot iazyk, kotorym pol’zuiutsia glukhie v mezhlichnostnom obshchenii].” What sign
language did appear was misconstrued by the hearing audience as an approximation of
pantomime, despite the fact that TMG could boast but one silent pantomime in the
troupe’s entire repertoire in the early 1960s.*° For the most part they revived dramatic
classics by Shakespeare and Schiller—a tendency for which the ASD monthly magazine
Deaf Life castigated them because of its lack of topicality and artistic freshness.

Though deaf theater adhered to the scripts of conversational drama, distinguishing
itself mostly by its unique performance technique, the discussion of one exemplary play
and the history of its reception imparts a clearer picture of deaf theater as such. TMG’s
Twelfth Night premiered in the opening season and was staged more than two hundred
times out of the theater’s roughly two thousand productions up to 1972.*' Domestic and
international audiences in the early to mid-1960s were impressed with the deaf rendition
of Shakespeare’s comedy, especially as the actors captured the wit of the original without
pronouncing a single word onstage.*” But offstage, in the first row, actor-announcers
faithfully recited the script, providing a soundtrack to which the deaf actors lip-synced
and signed.* By the late 1960s and early 1970s, critics were losing patience with TMG’s
repetitive repertory, singling out Twelfth Night for special censure.** This play, like other
Shakespearean pieces, was not only out of touch, they argued, but its excessive dialogue
made it an ill fit for the theater of the deaf. One member of the Twelfth Night audience
suggested that “the announcer’s text here was wholly unnecessary” and that the deaf
theater would do better to rely on sign and pantomime alone.*’

If the plays themselves were stale and out of sync with the socialist times, a main
source of fascination for the hearing audience was watching the deaf actors synchronize
their mouths with the acousmatic voices (those “heard without [their sources] being
seen”)*® and, to quote one critic, making “every play become a ‘talkie’” to achieve the
“total impression” of “the actors themselves speaking, just as in a dubbed film”—a

299

39. Galina Zaitseva, “O zhestovom iakyke teatra glukhikh (nabliudeniia i razmyshleniia),” in idem, Zhest i
slovo: Nauchnye i metodicheskie stat’i (Moscow: n.p., 2006), 341-45, at 341, 343.

40. Dmitrii Brudnyi, “Mimika i zhest,” Teatr 11 (November 1971): 37-43, at 38.

41. L. Leonid, TMG director, quoted in V edinom stroiu 10 (1972): 20-1.

42. See the laudatory reviews of Twelfth Night: “Shekspir *zazvuchal,”” ZG 8 (1963): 13; and E. Vartanian,
“Glukhie sredi slyshashchikh,” ZG 11 (1967): 28.

43. The 1965 Soviet film Dvoe [The Couple], a love story between a deaf-mute girl, Natasha, and her
unimpaired musician-admirer, Sergei, features a “ventriloquist” performance by TMG of the balcony scene
from Romeo and Juliet. The camerawork instructively breaks down the components of ventriloquist
performance for the unimpaired viewer. First, Romeo, with his back turned to the audience, signs to Juliet
in the balcony. Subsequent shots frame Juliet in close-up facing the camera, her articulations synced to the
speech of the female actor-announcer. The camera next cuts to this actor-announcer as she sits in the first
row with the male actor-announcer, each with microphone in one hand, script in the other. The final shots
focus on the actors’ quickly signing hands and the shadows produced on the set by their motion.

44. L. Polonskii, “Otvetsvennost’ pered vremenem,” ZG 12 (1968): 10; and A. Korotkov’s review of TMG,
originally printed in ZG 8 (1971): 14-15, reprinted in V. Palennyi and V. Skripov, “Teatr mimiki i zhesta,”
in idem, Istoriia Vserossiskogo obshchestva glukhikh [History of the All-Russian Society of the Deaf], vol.
2 (Moscow: VOG, forthcoming).

45.N. Balashova, “Kogda zanaves podniat,” ZG 10 (1971): 19. Balashova was the editor-in-chief of the
journal Teatral 'naia zhizn’ [Theater Life].

46. Michel Chion, The Voice in Cinema (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 18.
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An advertisement for the Theatre of Mimicry and Gesture’s 1964 production of
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, directed by L. Kalinovskii and V. Shcheglov. Zhizn’
glukhikh [Deaf Life] 11 (1964): back cover. Two stage photographs taken by A. Motylev
of the Theatre of Mimicry and Gesture’s opening-season production of Twelfth Night:
(top) Viola and Antonio; (bottom, left to right) Feste, Aguecheek, and Sir Toby Belch.
Zhizn’ glukhikh [Deaf Life] 8 (1963): 13.
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metaphor the deaf press also used [kazhdyi spektak’ stanovitsia govoriashchim...Polnoe
vpechatlenie, budto govoriat sami aktery, kak eto proiskhodit v dublirovannom fil’'me]. *’
Reviewers were obsessed with the spectacle of deaf actors finding their rhythm and
projecting the successful illusion that they could hear. One reviewer wrote: “Seated in the
auditorium, one cannot even imagine what difficult work it is for these actors who cannot
hear music but sing and dance by force of their inherent inborn rhythm and plasticity.”
[Sidiashchie v zritel 'nom zale dazhe ne predstavliaiut sebe, kakim tiazhelym trudom vse
eto dostaetsia akteram, kotorye, ne slysha muzyki, poiut i tantsuiut v silu prisushchego im
prirodnogo ritma i plastichnosti.]" He was particularly impressed by a musical play
about the theater in which a young (hearing) girl learns to sing and dance, because of
which, the commentator noted, it became impossible to remember that the actress playing
the part could not herself hear: she had undetectably performed nondefective
subjectivity.*’ This focus on synchronicity came at the expense of intelligibility for the
deaf community. As one deaf activist hypothesized, the use of strong sign in a TMG play
would have “immediately destroyed the synchronicity of the play of the deaf actor and
the actor-announcer, [who was] singing couplets (naturally for the hearing audience).
And it is exactly this synchronicity that the theater so aims for . . . how can that be?”*°
[No eto srazu narushit sinkhronnost’ igry glukhogo aktera i artista-diktora, poiushchego
kuplety (estestvenno, dlia slyshashchikh zritelei). A imenno k etoi sinkhronnosti stol’
stremitsia teatr...Kak tut byt’?] If not designed for the entertainment of and
comprehension by deaf audiences, what was the goal of this theater?

In effect, deaf stage performance functioned as an extension of surdopedagogical
practice—that is, a defectological technique of the self, or a “deformance,” to borrow
Susan M. Schweik’s term for “dramaturgies of impairment adjustment involving the
carefully orchestrated and paternalistic public exposure of the [defective] . . . always
about to be reformed.”" Indeed, from its inception defectology employed drama as a
form of therapy to remedy belated language acquisition or fix incorrect speech.’* Beyond

47. Brudnyi, 39. As one ASD publication put it, “The soundless speech of the [deaf] performers was
dubbed with great mastery by the actor-announcers.” 1. A. Isaev, V stroiu edinom: Kollektivnyi sbornik
(Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1988), 56. Dubbing, the common practice for foreign-language films in
Soviet Russia, formed part of the country’s complex oralism. Since subtitles made movies more accessible
to a nonhearing audience, ZG included reviews of subtitled films in the late 1950s and 1960s. See

S. Shapovalov, “Fil’my est’, no . . . my ikh ne vidim,” ZG 4 (1959): 14.

48. Brudnyi, 38.

49. Ibid. In Dvoe, Natasha is embarrassed by her inability to synchronize gymnastic exercises with the
rhythm of the hearing pianist’s accompaniment during rehearsal, so she throws her boyfriend out of the
practice hall to be alone with her “defect.” The July 1965 issue of ZG contains a plot synopsis and reviews
supplied by deaf readers, who find the film interesting even as they criticize the female lead’s muteness as
unbelievable.

50. Zaitseva, 344.

51. Susan M. Schweik, The Ugly Laws: Disability in Public (New York and London: New York University
Press, 2009), 47.

52. Vygotsky promoted this cross-pollination from the outset by making actors the subject of his
psychological essays and using the tools of dramatic practice in his work in abnormal child psychology.
Neva Virginia Cramer, “Literacy as a Performing Art: A Phenomenological Study of Oral Dramatic
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its clinical application, theater, like state cinema, offered one of “the most tangible
[incarnations] of the [Soviet] civilizing process™ as a “[technique] for disciplining the
body, giving the real body of the actor to the utopian project of a new ‘social-biological
type’ of Soviet man.”> Drama demonstrated models of corporal and oral movement to be
emulated by the Soviet citizen, defective and nondefective alike.

But deaf-mute theater bared the device of artistic performance as political
pedagogy, since spectacles performed by defectological subjects rehearsed and exhibited
the clinical demands for perfectly embodied speech—for “speaking intelligibly and lip
reading” flawlessly—behind which hovered the imperative to pass as unimpaired. To this
end, reviews of TMG always included an extended passage of (self-)criticism (TMG
actors and directors often wrote reviews of their own performances), pointing out the
imperfections of enunciation and “unintelligible articulation” [nevniatnaia artikuliatsiia)
of the performers.>® This was true for both mainstream theater journals of the hearing
world (such as Teatr [Theater]) and periodicals devoted to deaf culture and defectology
(such as Zhizn’ glukhikh [Deaf Life]).”> As a case in point, for the Lenin Jubilee of 1970,
TMG staged a thirty-year-old play depicting the new Soviet man, but one critic writing
for Deaf Life asserted that both the actors and the director fell short of the dramatic ideal
in their “superfluous bustling” and incomprehensible mimicry, on account of which they
could not convey “revolutionary intellect and conviction.”® But pages before this artistic
critique, the reader of Deaf Life encountered an article authored by the audiological
consultant to the theatrical troupe, in which he described correct “actorly speech”
[akterskaia rech’] and prescribed it as exemplary for the theatergoing speech-impaired
subject.’’ Attendant to this, the daily training of TMG actors entailed afternoon meetings
with the logopedist to practice “oral acoustic speech” [ustnoi zvukovoi rech 'iu].*®
Vocality and its visual complements required perfection because, in the words of one
deaf director, “the theater [was] one of the most powerful means of communist
education” [teatrom, kak odnim iz moguchikh sredstv kommunisticheskogo vospitaniia
for the “popular masses” [narodnye massy] which included, of course, the deaf.”

If defective performers always had room for improvement, the unsung hero of
deaf-mute theater was the actor-announcer, the ventriloquist to the deaf dummy, a

Reading” (Ph.D. diss., Louisiana State University, 2003); online at
<URL>http://etd.lsu.edu/docs/available/etd-0127103-211254/.../Cramer_dis.pdf (accessed 1 February
2010).

53. Oksana Bulgakova, Fabrika zhestov (Moscow: NLO, 2005), 206.

54. L. Polonskii, “Spektakl’, sozvuchnyi vremeni,” ZG 8 (1970): 8-9, at 9.

55. Consider this TMG actor’s self-appraisal two years into the studio’s revival: “We are looking for new
expressive colors of the language of gesture, and our mimicry is far from perfected”; V. Karychev, “Teatr v
puti,” ZG 1 (1967): 18-19, at 19.

56. The negative review continues: the troupe cannot send up the improper bourgeois ideals of the play’s
antagonists because of the “unintelligible articulation of the performers, whose manual alphabet and signs
are unclear. There is a lot that even the deaf viewer does not understand.” Polonskii, “Spektakl’,
sozvuchnyi vremeni,” 9.

57. Deaf Life also recommended film as a form of oralist pedagogy that taught facial mimicry and
pronunciation. M. Khvatsev, “Kino uchit proiznosheniiu,” ZG 12 (1958): 23.

58. A. Kalugina, “Oni budut akterami: V teatral’noi studii,” ZG 9 (1959): 22.

59. L. Soboleva, “Zametki o rezhissure,” ZG 7 (1962): 16-17.
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virtuoso orator whose mastery of dubbing would often do double service when it was
divided among multiple lip-syncing performers onstage at once. The actor-announcer
assumed the audiologist’s role in the auditorium by supplying perfect speech for the
actors to mouth. And in a lesser sense, so did the hearing audience, encouraged as it was
to stare and scrutinize the fidelity of the actor’s body to the announcer’s voice.

The theatrical performance and within it the performance of political
subjectivity—that is, performance and performativity—are the very things at stake in
these spectacular enactments of positive and negative speech. The defective female actor,
like the gender illusionist in Judith Butler’s seminal essays, reveals (or, when she is
successful, obscures) how normative identities are “instituted through a stylized repetition
of acts” that over time are made to appear natural in their seemingly seamless
continuity.®® When the defective performer found her rhythm and danced or synchronized
her body with the disembodied voice of the hearing announcer, she temporarily inhabited
ideal Soviet subjectivity through this trompe I’oeil. When she slipped, visually stuttered,
or fell out of verbal or physical sequence, she became defective again to the viewer.
Compelled to perform perfect speech (by the audience, the audiologist, the theater
director, et al.), the deaf-mute actor was deprived of the ability to represent the very
“defect” that foreclosed her entry into the Soviet Union’s “normal” symbolic order. She
performed her failure in the very act of trying to overcome it. This demand that deaf
actors pass as nondefective and enact “authentic” speech was compounded by the
already-tainted status of theatrical speech (per J. L. Austin) as parasitic upon proper
speech, excluded from the latter and instead “linked with the perverted, the artificial, the
unnatural, the abnormal, the decadent, the effete, the diseased”—and, I add here, the
defective.®’ The very defect of drama meant that defectives could never truly perform
ideal Soviet identity, or that in performing the ideal they would disappear.

The pantomime of the unimpaired artist unconsciously rested on this arrangement;
his or her silence was buffered by the assumption that his or her own speaking self was
completely achieved, as the foil of the failed mime/deaf-mute reveals. Unimpaired mimes
believed the tools of their art included and exceeded the techniques of conventional
conversational theater. This excess came into greatest relief against the perceived
somatic-cum-artistic deficiency of mute actors, who, it follows, were always engaged in a
de facto pantomime, since proper conversational drama was never an option for them.
(Likewise, although unimpaired theater’s homonymic systems of mimicry and gesture
were the supplements of an always inadequate spoken language in the speaking/hearing
world, they were surely not regarded as commensurate with the modes of communication
used by deaf actors, theatrical and otherwise.) In effect, the hearing actor required the
scene of defective speech in order to be meaningfully silent himself, so that his silence
was understood not as mute pathology but as artistic and political metaphor.

60. Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” Theater Journal 40.4 (December 1988): 519, emphasis in original.

61. Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick paraphrase J. L. Austin in their introduction to idem, eds.,
Performativity and Performance (New York: Routledge, 1995), 1-18, at 5.
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THE COLONIALITY OF LANGUAGE: MIMICRY AND THE DEAF SELF

The metaphorization of disability by the nondisabled is a transhistorically and
transculturally prolific practice that has already been thoroughly documented by those
who work in the field of disability studies.” In this specific case, objectifying deaf-
muteness, emptying the category of lived particularity for the sake of an ableist trope,
rendered Soviet defective subjects unable to represent themselves. The imperative for
mute actors to speak (so that others might be silent) was but one instantiation of what
some Western scholars of deafness characterize as the broader oralist colonization of the
deaf community in cultural as well as “economic, welfare, [and] linguistic” terms.®
Harlan L. Lane has most prominently asserted that there was a connection between oralist
oppression and racist colonialism, observing that audist or hearing-centric society and its
audiological establishment subjected the deaf individual to paternalist ethnocentricism
and correspondingly subjected the deaf body to colonization by the state.** His
proposition merits consideration here because the Soviet Union produced its defective
citizens with methods like those used by the colonial state.

Of course, as Mark Sherry advises, “neither disability nor [colonialism] should be
understood simply as a metaphor for the other experience.”® Nor is it my intention to
collapse the distinction between their associated oppressions—especially since some
Soviet pantomimes refuse to lend themselves to such lazy analogic thinking.®® Avoiding
Lane’s logic of substitution, I take seriously the claim that oralism is a form of cultural
domination that reifies uneven power relations through hierarchies of language and
speech. These hierarchies, moreover, are epistemologically and experientially entangled
with the scaffolding of colonialist configurations of power based on race. (Homi K.
Bhabha, for one, points to the linguistic and specifically aural cast of constructions of
national self and colonial other.)®” Underscoring these overlaps but refusing their
integration, [ use the term “colonial” to refer to the linked but partial workings of a

62. See David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of
Discourse (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001).

63. Paddy Ladd, “Colonialism and Resistance: A Brief History of Deathood,” in Open Your Eyes: Deaf
Studies Talking, ed. H-Dirksen L. Bauman (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 42—79, at
42.

64. Harlan L. Lane, The Mask of Benevolence: Disabling the Deaf Community (New York: Knopf, 1992),
43-5.

65. Mark Sherry, “(Post)colonising Disability,” Wagadu 4 (Summer 2007): 10-22, at 10.

66. Though there is insufficient space to treat this collocation of colonial logics here, a chapter of my
forthcoming dissertation is devoted to the labile relationship between processes of racialization and
productions of “speechlessness” in the post-Stalinist imaginary. I examine silent performances of racial
subjectivity, particularly pantomimes of the early 1960s, such as Rumnev’s Africa and Slavskii’s The Sun
Rises over Africa.
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Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press,
1988), Henry Louis Gates Jr. explores how racist Enlightenment philosophies of language, writing, and
orality were used to justify colonialism and slavery.
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particular logic of differential power predicated on certain ideals of linguistic
subjectivity.

In a tentative linguistic-colonial paradigm, the oppression of the Russian deaf
community was achieved with a familiar set of strategies employed by the oppressor
group: “the physical subjugation of a disesmpowered people, the imposition of alien
language and mores, and the regulation of education in behalf of the colonizer’s goals.
Spelled out more explicitly in the field of pedagogy, this meant in the American as well
as the Soviet school “the incarceration of deaf children in institutions, the denial of [deaf
sign language] as a language, the imposition of medical aids . . . , mainstreaming in
education, punishment of deaf children for manual signing.”® These oralist practices put
a “civilizing burden” on the defectological specialist to bring the “intellectually deficient”
deaf student to “true [spoken] language” and thereby return him or her to society. When
that failed, hearing educators blamed the deaf students themselves for their inability to
become educated in audist schools. “Their pupils [were] intellectually deficient, the
educators claim[ed], because they lack[ed] true language.””® In such a way deaf students
in the Soviet Union were constructed as irredeemably defective, yet were paradoxically
compelled to continue correcting their incorrigible deficiency lest they remain unfit for
the communist future.”' Galina Zaitseva, a leading deaf activist in post-Soviet Russia
until her death in 2005, believed that “sign language was completely absent from Soviet
surdopedagogy for many years” [problema zhestovoi rechi kak by vovse ushla iz
sovetskoi surdopedagogiki na dolgie gody] because of “the racist ideas of the ignorant
Communist leader” [rasistskie idei kommunisticheskogo lidera-nevezhdy], Joseph Stalin,
along with the oralist state during and after his tenure, which “took a great toll on the
whole field of Deaf education and the study of sign language in the former Soviet Union
.. . the consequences of [which] have not been overcome completely even today”
[prinesli ogromnyi uron vsemu delu obucheniia glukhikh i izucheniia zhestovogo iazyka v
byvshem Sovetskom Soiuze. K sozhaleniiu, posledstviia etikh idei ne preodoleny
polnost’iu i segodnia).”

Drawing on the work of deaf scholar and activist Paddy Ladd, we might detect the
Russian deaf theater actor’s internalization of his colonization by the dominant hearing
culture in his adoption of the ventriloquist technique. Herein “[t]he Deaf gaze is clearly
[directed] outward toward majority culture, indicating an inability to conceive of their
own lives as valid cultural material for art.”” Zaitseva believed this to hold true for the
Russian stage as well; she contended that the artistic choices the deaf theater made
reflected the enduring cultural colonization of the Russian deaf community.
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For many years deaf people were compelled (by parents and pedagogues) to
satisfy certain standards established by the hearing (the mastery of oral speech
and so on). Anxious about their deafness, experiencing the feeling of their own
inferiority, deaf people for a long time assumed that their lives did not deserve to
be the object of theatrical art.”*

Jlonrue roapl riryxue JoAu Mo0yKAaauch (POIUTENIMHU, TIe1aroraMu) K
JOCTHKEHUIO OTPEIETICHHBIX CTaHJAPTOB, YCTAaHABIMBAEMbIX CIIBIIIAIINMHU
(OBIAIEHNIO YCTHOM peublo | T.11.). CTECHSSACH CBOEH TITyXOTHI, UCIIBITHIBAS
YYBCTBO COOCTBEHHOU HEIMOJIHOIIEHHOCTH, TIIyXH€e JOJTroe BpeMsl Mojaraiu, 4YTo
WX JKU3Hb HEJOCTOWHA OBITh OOBEKTOM TEaTPATbHOTO HCKYCCTBA.

More than this, we have seen how deaf dramatic activity was an instrument in the
defectologist’s arsenal, designed to fix the sick speech of the defective or, if we permit
the metaphor, to “civilize” the inferior or “barbarian” subject of audist colonialism.

Deaf theater, in other words, was a form of “colonial mimicry: a performance of
everyday life in which colonized persons adopt . . . the culture of their colonizers,””
which is motivated, as Bhabha tells us, by “the [colonizer’s] desire for a reformed,
recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite.
appreciate Bhabha’s choice of words here because it brings into better focus the
significant difference between the two modalities of miming at issue in my analysis: the
unimpaired pantomimist, who presumes him or herself a full mimetic subject; and the
defective mimic, whose presence is a semblance that is inappropriate and partial. (Bhabha
neatly captures this binary in “the difference between being English and being
Anglicized.”)’” The deaf-mute actor as colonial mime in the post-Stalinist scenario is
enjoined to “speak” even though his speech is always marked as imperfect and not his
own. This is the function of deformance as “the gift that keeps on giving deformity,
perpetuating the model of the deformed object as a permanent other, even as he or she is
to be continually subject to reform.””® The failure of the “deformer” as a full Soviet
subject is thus strategically ensured and indeed constitutive of his defective subjectivity,
thereby reinforcing audist distributions of political power within Soviet society.
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This conclusion raises these questions: Beyond the consolidation of audist
hegemony, who benefited from maintaining a population of “almost the same, but not
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European Thought 60.4 (December 2008): 321-37, at 331.
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quite” subjects incessantly engaged in their own self-correction? Why did the Soviet state
need its defective citizens?

PERFECT SPEECH, PERFECT STATE

In the “highly bureaucratized society” of socialist Russia, where “submission to
‘normality’ was raised to the principle of government,””” “normal” subjectivity was
socially and politically conferred through state-sanctioned speech—what historian
Stephen Kotkin has famously called “speaking Bolshevik.” In this sense, the Soviet
Union was an imagined linguistic community of speakers as well as readers, constituted
across ethnic difference through performative utterance and comprising a new race of
same-speaking Soviet persons: Homo Sovieticus. One had to “speak Bolshevik”—that is,
“ladopt] the official method of speaking about [oneself] . . . as if one believed” in order to
make legible his or her citizenship within Soviet civilization.* Though official language
would take a turn toward the purely pro forma in the post-Stalinist period, as
anthropologist Alexei Yurchak has convincingly argued, the imperative to properly “do”
Soviet identity through state-approved performative speech acts remained resolutely in
place and even intensified in some respects.®' The post-Stalinist state focused on the form
over the content of speech—a shift with important consequences for the defective
speaker, whose shortcoming was explicitly construed as a matter of form. The defective
offered an embodied example of speaking/doing Soviet identity wrongly, by virtue of
which he or she served as a negative model of speaking Bolshevik for everyone else.

Before continuing, I call attention to my intervention in the use of the concept of
“speaking Bolshevik,” which to date has been primarily relegated to a discussion of how
newly christened Soviet nationals became Soviet by writing themselves into the official
symbolic system. “Speaking Bolshevik™ was a verbal endeavor and thus also a vocal one.
Countless rhetorical primers support this position, such as Iskusstvo lektora ([The Art of
the Lecturer], 1959), an official handbook that was hardly original or singular in its
argument, whose global approach to embodied speaking addresses the formal qualities
(including sound) and social consequences of public oratory. The book is interesting
because of its overt prescription of a certain standard style or “norm” of physical—oral
comportment for effective Soviet speech and because of its emphasis on “the external
side of speech”; “euphony and pronunciation,” which it construed as of “great importance
in lecture, propagandistic work™; and Soviet life more broadly.*

Perfected speech, the book puts forth, is a politically correct act that makes
apparent the synchronicity of the lecturer’s abilities with the sympathies of the audience.
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When the speaker does not engage his or her listeners, the lecturer is urged to work
fastidiously on his or her speech imperfections by means of vocal exercises that might
just as easily be drawn from an audiologist’s textbook as a linguistic or rhetorical guide.
(One finds, for instance, instructions on how to articulate, intelligibly and aesthetically,
various vowel and consonant clusters.)® In this way, The Art of the Lecturer [Iskusstvo
lektora] reveals how any imperfect speaker was seen as “defective” to some degree,
constructed as a potential or partial subject of defectological pedagogy. Moreover, it
makes clear that what is at stake in oral defectiveness is the efficacy of the Soviet project
in and between the individual bodies of the socialist collective—the ability of the
individual speaker to be a politically coherent actor and the ability of the political actor to
align him- or herself with the collective of socialist listeners. As the epilogue forcefully
proclaims:

The lecturer fulfills a lofty humanistic and patriotic mission. He carries the great
truth into the thick of the people—the truth of Marxism—Leninism. He summons
people to labor and to heroic deeds in the name of the people. . . .*

JIexTop BBINOIHSAET BHICOKYIO T'YMAHUCTHYECKYIO U TATPHOTUYECKYIO MUCCHIO.
OH Hecer B I'ylly HapoJia BEIUKYO ITpaBIy—IIpaBay MapKcu3Ma-ieHnHn3ma. OH
30BET JIFOJIEH Ha TPY/ ¥ Ha MOJIBUTH BO UM HApOJa.

The primer ends with a task extended to its reader on the cusp of speaking: “The virtuous
Soviet lecturer [remembers . . . | that he is entrusted with the noblest task—to develop,
cultivate, inspire man—the builder of the new communist society.” *

Perfecting one’s voice was but part of the grander political project of perfecting
embodiment in the Soviet context—especially during and after Stalinism, with the
addition of sound to film, the ascendance of radio, and the introduction of television. The
vocal was arguably more important than the visual during the 1930s, when “hearing,
thanks to radio, [dominated] over sight: the ear [dictated] to the eye what it should see.
The post-Stalin period, on the other hand, was characterized less by the competition
between or dialectical struggle of sensory-stimulating media than by their instantaneous
synchronization. Late Soviet television seamlessly stitched together sound and image for
its viewers, whereas a rather leery crowd of cultural critics watched on as the aural and
visual components of cinema came together in the 1930s. According to film scholar Lilya
Kaganovsky, the Russian Formalists in particular bristled against “the new technology of
synchronized sound.” They feared it would shift “the site for the production of meaning”
by “doing away with [the spectator’s] ‘internal speech,’” or unspoken thought, “and
putting in its place a voice that issued directly from the screen,” thereby “[hailing] the
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spectator directly, casting the Soviet subject in the role of its addressee.”®’ Outer speech,
the speech of ideology “linked to the authoritarian voice of Soviet realism,” drowned out
inner speech, eliminating the possibility that the inner speech of the individual and the
outer speech of the state would not coincide.*® The complete Soviet subject was all
surface and spoke only in an external, audible voice; in so doing he or she demonstrated
total synchronicity with society. Internal artistic speech, conceptualized but not
vocalized, like pantomime or deaf sign language onstage, threatened to throw this one-to
one ratio of thought and utterance, individual and society, off kilter.

Returning to deaf-mute actors, we find that, paradoxically, defectives constituted
at once the worst and the best Soviet citizens under late socialism.® Even as they
embodied the “bad example” of “speaking Bolshevik™ described above, and though they
formally failed the test of “external speech,” defectives also exhibited the ideal response
toward their imperfect political subjectivity: one of ongoing self-correction. In this, the
activity of a minority of defectives allegorized the task of existential reform that all
Soviet citizens faced as they remodeled themselves into a new style of socialist being—a
task for which the state deployed the clinic for defectives and the cinema and theater for
defective and “normal” society. In this we can construct a chiasmic model of defectivity
as simultaneously universalist and minoritarian.”® 41/ socialist citizens are to some degree
defective and must correct their speech and movement; there is also a minority of
defectives—the speaking and hearing impaired—who require clinical attention to do the
same.

This collective transformation of individuals was the motor for Marxist—Leninist
history. Soviet man was supposed to evolve in lockstep with socialist society’s evolution
to communism, which, once perfected, would allow the state to wither away. The fewer
defects there were and the more perfect the Soviet man was, the fewer defects there
would be in the system and the closer to perfect communism Soviet society would come.
After Stalin, this approach to perfection was fast-tracked; in 1961, Khrushchev
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announced at the 22nd Party Congress that Soviet citizens had finally made the historical
leap from socialism to communism. The macrological social and political perfection of
Soviet society would, of course, refract into the individual bodies and minds of its
composite members. The new party program adopted at that congress ambitiously
announced that “at the current stage of building communist society . . . the possibilities
steadily increase of cultivating the new man, who harmoniously combines in himself
spiritual wealth, moral purity and physical perfection” [na sovremennom etape

stroitel ’stva kommunisticheskogo obshchestva...neuklonno vozrastaiut vozmozhnosti
vospitaniia novogo cheloveka, garmonicheski sochetaiushchego v sebe dukhovnoe
bogatsvo, moral 'nuiu chistotu i fizicheskoe sovershenstvo].”" While the state, from the
start, had certainly expressed utopian hopes for fit-bodied citizens—demanding corporal
“readiness for work, defense of the Motherland from external threat, rehabilitation and
comprehensive physical development”—it had never before used the language of
“perfection,” which would become standard fare thereafter. This rhetorical shift attested
to the formation of a new ideal of Soviet citizen.”

Thus it matters that the word “defect” referred to people as well as to the products
of imperfect labor that the state was also trying to eradicate. Tellingly, official campaigns
against both kinds of defect were framed in a language of temporality or tempo and
rhythm: whether that meant keeping time with choreography in a musical production or
keeping pace with socialist production in quantity and quality.” In official deaf clinical
and cultural discourse, the bivalency of defekt—a term that disrupts a Russian text by its
foreign origin (as Lenin himself remarked)—reveals the inextricability of two scales of
self-correction: one on the level of the individual, another on the level of the population.
Many issues of Deaf Life, for instance, focus on the small-scale amending of speech and
hearing defects among individual deaf workers and then describe, through textual and
visual supplements, the deaf proletarian class at work in factories eliminating defects in
socialist production—a “systemic” problem against which the party routinely crusaded in
the late 1950s through the early 1970s. Defective bodies make defective goods, the
aggregate magazine implies. And with the post-Stalin shift in emphasis from quantity to
quality in manufacturing, from hard to soft industry, from factory to consumer, the
defective product threatened the socialist home and correspondingly needed to be
removed from the domestic sphere in miniature as well as from the domestic economy at
large.

We are now equipped to contend with the following questions: How can the
state’s professed desire for perfected citizens be reconciled with its continual production
of defective ones? And if the state was truly interested in seeing only ideal bodies, why
should defective actors be asked to make a spectacle of their flaws through performances
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of colonial mimicry? In response, I conclude that while defectives at times depended on
state support to survive, so too did the Soviet state depend on its defectives. As we have
come to understand, defect marked the site of intervention on the part of the party-state.
The persistent presence and incremental overcoming of defects in production and in
persons was the incentive for the state to intensify goals for national labor and individual
self-correction. By visibly demonstrating the failure of certain bodies—even under
declared communism—the party and its apparatus could claim its relevance and, more
than that, its indispensability in upholding the interests of the Soviet people. Defect was,
in effect, what the state required to justify its own continued existence as the Soviet
Union inched increasingly closer toward a stateless communist utopia.

Audible speech best testified to this beneficial relationship between party-state
and citizen. For this reason, both silence and muteness, even in their difference, provoked
suspicion, and silent and mute subjects alike were compelled to channel the collective
“external voice” of Soviet ideology. “Ventriloquism” prevailed, but with unintended
consequences. By attempting to extract the semblance of speech from deaf-mute actors,
the Soviet state accessed a perverse representation of its own desire to shape the speech
of its citizens. While this total ventriloquism contributed to the outward normalization of
late-Soviet language, it also opened up space for the emergence of counterhegemonic
practices. | end my essay on this positive note of resistance.

SUBVERSIVE DIVERSIONS OF DEFECTIVE SILENCE

So far I have recounted a top—down story of the experience of “defective”
individuals under the Soviet state and the discipline of defectology. By its telling, I hope |
have demonstrated how the technology of the state and the technology of the self were
explicitly one, not for the perfection of the individual for or by the state but for the
perfection of the collective in concert with the perfection of the state. In this approach I
included deaf institutions, like the ASD magazine Deaf Life and TMG, the theater of the
deaf, which provided a forum for cultural expression but whose survival was contingent
on an apparently close alignment with the party-state by means of “speaking Bolshevik.”

Of course, with the performative turn in state-sanctioned speech after Stalin (as
Yurchak has described it), Soviet citizens were increasingly “speaking Bolshevik”
without identifying with the constative aspect of their speech. Often enough mouthing the
party line could partially liberate an individual from living in strict accordance with it.
There is no reason not to number deaf actors among the ranks of the politically nimble.
Moreover, recalling Bhabha’s depiction of mimicry as a “double articulation” that is
capable of encoding both political repression and performative subversion when it
“problematizes the signs of . . . cultural priority,” we have reason to suspect that so-called
defectives did not always enact perfect compliance with their official representation.”*

Such hunches about deaf ideological and artistic dissent are borne out by Deaf
Life, which contained occasional traces of contestation both within the deaf community
and between the deaf and hearing or professional communities over the way deaf people
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portrayed themselves in society and the way they were portrayed to nondeaf members of
society. Polemics in the periodical over the aesthetics of mimicry and gesture in a
predominantly hearing public sphere testified to the existence of a Soviet deaf culture that
was heterogeneous and critically active. More tellingly, the magazine became a space for
spirited debate over the shape of deaf drama in the late 1950s and 1960s (coincident with
the establishment of TMG). Readers of all backgrounds chimed in, encouraged by
TMG’s director to regard themselves as “full-fledged builders of the theater”
[polnopravnymi stroiteliami teatra] and of communism generally (echoing the party’s
new “Moral Code for the Builders of Communism™).”® Several even voiced hesitation
about the ventriloquist style. “This mechanical transmission of the text” had “gotten old,”
they complained; it “‘shackle[d] the performer [and] deafen[ed] the artistry in him”
[mekhanicheskaia peredacha teksta skovyvaet ispolnitelia, i zaglushaet v nem
tvorchestvo].”®

Collectively, readers advocated “new forms in the theatrical art of the deaf-mute”
[novykh form v teatral 'nom iskusstve glukhonemykh] that would attend to the specificity
of deaf experience. °” There was no obvious consensus on what this thing—variously
called a “theater of silence” [featr tishiny] or the “art of eloquent quiet” [iskusstvo
krasnorechivogo molchaniial—would be.”® Some argued for “big” or formally “pure
pantomime” or some combination of pantomime and the tools of silent film, alternately
assimilating or disowning the influence of Marcel Marceau.” Deaf and nondeaf
contributors alike opined that the hearing impaired were “half-mime” anyway,
“pantomimists by nature” because mimicry and pantomime were of a piece.
Significantly, others dissented.'® Putting this questionable equation aside, we should still
identify the implications of swapping ventriloquism for the pantomime that characterized
prewar deaf theater, as happened on multiple occasions in the 1970s.'"’

As Jacques Derrida has pointed out, part of the mime’s appeal lies in his or her
unique positioning with respect to the performative nature of identity, enabling him or her
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to expose the precariousness of the templatic self, of which his or own self is alleged to
be a failed or faded copy.'® The mime who does not imitate the “reality” of the mimetic
subject (here, the speaking/hearing Soviet ideal) or who imitates the ideal but with a
difference is capable of interrupting “all of the temporal and spatial distinctions upon
which mimetic doctrine has been constructed: imitated and imitator, referent and sign,
signified and signifier.”'” In these instances, “we are faced then with mimicry imitating
nothing; faced, so to speak, with a double that doubles no simple, a double that nothing
anticipates.”'** What results is something akin to Tobin Siebers’s “embodiment as
mimesis,” an approach to representation as a political and aesthetic problem that does not
reduce the body to an effect of discourse but lets the body stand for its own
irreducibility.'®

This impulse stands behind the dream of a sui generis theater of the deaf for the
deaf, one that would not, in the words of one reader, try to make “everything on the stage
‘the same as it is with the hearing’” [chtoby u nikh na stsene [ne] bylo ‘[vsego], kak u
slyshashchikh’]. '° Such a performance style operates against the “defective” theater by
disavowing the contradictory desire of the deaf actor to copy something he or she can
never be. Furthermore, it refuses to apprehend the deaf actor as an already inferior
original by rejecting the conception of the mute as a natural mime.

The post-Stalinist pantomime debates opened a space for cultural contestation that
partly pushed late and post-Soviet deaf movements to rethink “stage speak,” recognize
Russian Sign as a full language, and promote a bilingual manual—oral approach to
education. In their search for a “new form,” deaf subjects chipped away at the complex
oralism at the core of late-Soviet ideology and of surdopedagogy as one of its most potent
expressions. In so doing, they disrupted compulsory mimesis as a project of state power.
Deaf theater offered more than a mere venue for the correction of dumb and docile
bodies; it provided the backdrop against which a multiplicity of subject positions, some
of which were robustly proud and resistant, emerged among those
unspeaking/unspeakable others who occasionally refused to sing and dance to the rhythm
of socialist revolution.
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CHAPTER TwoO.
PANTOMIMES OF RACE AND POWER:
CAN THE SOVIET SUBALTERN SPEAK?

“They cannot represent themselves. They must be represented.”
—Karl Marx

In May 2010, Tito Romalio, a “black-skinned” [chernokozhyi] character actor
known for his work in Soviet cinema of the fifties, sixties and seventies, was fatally
beaten on the streets of Saint Petersburg. As a figure of some note, his death received
coverage in major Russian and Anglophone media outlets, and contributed to a mounting
discussion about race in post-Soviet Russia that crescendoed in subsequent months
following the seemingly sudden eruption of racist violence in a country made peacefully
multicultural by decades of socialist internationalism. Then president Dmitrii
Medvedev’s acknowledgement of the rise of ultranationalist sentiment and its attendant
instances of racially motivated attacks broke a long silence in Russia culture. Likewise it
broke with many well-rehearsed narratives about Russia’s status as a non-racist nation—
in effect, a pantomime of racelessness. The earlier reluctance to relinquish this silence
stems from the Soviet history of stated anti-racism, finessed in the period in which
Romalio achieved symbolic stardom, and in honor of which many view today’s violence
as a sui generis phenomenon of the post-Soviet period.'

This second chapter interrogates the silences surrounding race in the Russian
context by examining the role of silence itself in constructions of alterity under late-
socialism, especially for “others” marked and marginalized by linked categories of bodily
difference, like race and also, I posit, deafness or disability. 2" At the same time, it
considers the role of “full” speech or achieved vocality in the fabrication of ideal Soviet
subjectivity, which was often uncritically collapsed into white-Russianness. In the
following pages, I look at the silent pantomime performance, Africa [Afrika, 1962],
alongside other cultural artifacts produced by Russia’s artistic avant-garde and deaf
subcultures in the 1950s through 1970s, particularly ones that dramatize “darkness” and
“blackness,” and observe these more recent cultural texts in situ, too, by noting their
location in a longer genealogy of Russian and Soviet representations of race. I maneuver
through this uneven archive with the steady purpose of puzzling out how specifically

' My sentiments are more closely aligned with those of historian Jelani Cobb of Spellman College who
believes that “[calling] these things racial attacks kind of oversimplifies them...race was part of this, but it
also was in some ways a reaction to what many young Russians feel is their loss of prestige in the
world...the argument is that the Soviet Union spent so much time and energy and resources trying to
inspire revolutions in the so-called Third World, and they gave so much money to the African continent
that they had none left for themselves. And there's a kind of post-Cold War resentment toward, you know,
the Africans who are there as almost a symbol of Russia's declining status in the world.” David Greene
(Reporter), “First Black Elected Official Defies Racism In Russia.” On Robert Siegel (Host), A/l Things
Considered. National Public Radio (September 24).

? Though this is a very contested point, I have chosen to include deafness or deaf-muteness under the rubric
of disability given that the Soviet state classified deafness as a form of “invalidity” [invalidnost’]. To wit,
there are consistently articles included in Deaf Life [Zhizn’ glukhikh] magazine about “invalid” social
welfare and state support.
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Soviet productions of race turned on the question of silence, and how the silence of
speechlessness was in turn inflected by figurations of race as well as gender and
sexuality. By tracing visual representations of racial difference, I begin to envision Soviet
whiteness and to reckon with the social fact of racism in a nominally anti-racist society.
As a side-effect, this representational genealogy aids our recognizing some of the roots of
racial tension in Russia right before and after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Without getting too ahead of my argument here, the primary point [ make in this
chapter is that, despite the Party’s stance of anti-racism and anti-imperialism (which was
often assumed synonymous with the popular one), Soviet ideology nonetheless relied on
the colonialist presumption that third-world subjects were linguistic “primitives,”
positioned prior to (political) speech in the developmental narrative of Marxism-
Leninism. Not only did this justify a paternalistic approach to the newly decolonized
nations of Africa, (what other scholars have called a socialist “civilizing mission”), but it
also placed these subjects into a slippery supplementary relationship with other linguistic
“primitives,” namely, the “deaf-mute” [glukhonemye]. These unspeaking figures
(re)tested the ability of the Soviet state to teach its subjects how to “speak Bolshevik”—a
pedagogical obsession of the revolutionary government as it made “new people” through
an ideological language that was also supposedly new, but which in fact relied on the
same colonial metaphors that resurface in the post-Stalin period.

I approach the silence of race from four different angles in my argument, which I
enumerate in order of their appearance in the chapter: 1) aesthetic: the performance of
racial difference in silent pantomime and other less verbal and low forms of cultural
production, like cartoons and children’s theater; 2) political: the silence of racism in
Soviet rhetoric--as what happens over there, in the capitalist countries or kapstrany; 3)
figurative: the representation of racial others in Russian culture as alingual or silent; and
4) analogic: the subsumption of race into other categories of “silent” being, that is, the
connection between blackness and “deaf-muteness” as Marxist-Leninist caricatures of
pre-political subjectivity. I detour to a discussion of gender near the end of the chapter,
and extract the connections made by Soviet ideology between the oral and the moral, that
1s, linguistic and erotic or bodily mastery.

A discussion of “race” in the post-Stalinist past is necessary to any thorough
survey of Soviet pantomime, considering, for instance, the inclusion of Africa in the
repertoire of Rumnev’s studio, not to mention the pantomimes and dramatic plays in
other theaters that share a basic plot. This performance may seem a negligible curiosity in
our day but, I contend, it may have actually been representative for Russia in Rumnev’s.
For this reason, it should also be significant in our retroactive appraisal of the era, if we
are to fully understand how pantomime participated in and gave shape in turn to the
surrounding cultural and political milieu. While my primary material demands this
approach, I see a conversation about race as critical to Slavic studies more generally,
particularly as the applicability of critical race theory to cold-war Russia remains the
subject of heated debate among scholars of the former second world, whose positions pro
and contra appear to intensify the further their research travels to and from the edges of
the erstwhile “affirmative action empire.” Scholars reluctant to take up the question of

3 Here I mean to drop the name of Terry Martin’s relevant and groundbreaking monograph on the topic,
Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2001). Martin and Francine Hirsch engage closely with the official policy of nation-
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race point to its stated irrelevance to the Soviet context, which operated nominally under
a nationalities policy instead of abiding the de jure and de facto forms of racial
discrimination that characterized twentieth-century American experience by contrast. To
crudely reduce the argument lodged by scholars of this conservative stripe (whose
position surprisingly echoes party line on the color line), race is an issue only for first and
third world analysis, pertinent primarily in the study of places on the capitalist or (post)
colonialist map. These “authors [who equivocate] on whether race was a relevant
category in Stalinist USSR” and, by extension, the post-Stalinist USSR, “[treat] racial
politics as ‘an aberration of accident’ that departed from Leninist ideals.” It ought to
strike our ears as odd that otherwise shrewd interpreters of “actually existing socialism”
should be so literal in matters of race, clinging closely to the letter of ideology while
disregarding historical realities that do not square with these philosophical ideals. Such
an idealist approach to the past would seem antithetical to the enterprise of critical
historiography altogether.

When talk of race is replaced by the Stalinist state by terms like “ethnicity” or
“nationality,” old racial logics do not fully disappear, nor are their symbolic systems
instantaneously deracinated from the collective consciousness. As historian Yuri Slezkine
has argued, “details shift in Soviet racial ideologies, not dismissing them but anchoring
them to shifts in politics™; race and racism are often displaced onto historical agents
inimical to the Soviet cause, he proposes, like Nazi Germany or the capitalist U.S. “Even
when official Stalinist discourse minimized ‘race,’” obliterating it as a concept in Soviet
reality, “literary genres played freely with racializing criteria.”* And even politics that
erased race from its language may not have purged it from its practice. As anthropologist
Alaina Lemon insists, “an absence of explicit racial ideologies in official Soviet texts
does not tell us whether or not policymakers had ‘no concept’ of race in other settings or
genres.”

Between these extremes of marked silence and unmarked elaboration, a discursive
configuration in constant flux, blackness comes into being as a “racial form” in the Soviet
Union. Here I employ Colleen Lye’s language for the process by which a complex and
capacious racial subject takes shape “across a variety of registers” and gives rise to a
spectrum of political or “social movements.” I trace black form in the present analysis
within artistic texts that explicitly address blackness, and in the relationship of these texts
“to other developments, be they economic, political, sociological, intellectual, or
cultural—and whether they belong under the recognizable heading” of black history “or
other kinds of history.”” After Lye’s pattern, I “conceive of the [black] subject as the

building among the Soviet Union’s multiethnic union of republics. See Hirsch, Empire of Nations:
Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Cornell University Press, 2005).Though I
am curious about how this official nationalities policy squares off with race, I cede to their expertise on
theis subject, and turn more pointedly to “race,” since it has received less attention alongside and even
because of the predominance of the discourse of “nationality.” For a dedicated debate about the rubric of
race in Slavic studies, see the "Discussion of Eric D. Weitz's "Racial Politics without the Concept of Race:
Reevaluating Soviet Ethnic and National Purges," in which the eponymous author is engaged by Francine
Hirsch, Amir Weiner, and Alaina Lemon in Slavic Review, 61.1 (Spring 2002).

* Alaina Lemon, “Without a ‘Concept’? Race as Discursive Practice,” Slavic Review 61.1 (Spring 2002):
54-61.

> Colleen Lye, America’s Asia: Racial Form and American Literature, 1893-1945 (Princeton: Princeton
UP, 2005), pp. 5-9. See also Colleen Lye, “Racial Form,” Representations 104.1 (Fall 2008): 92-101.
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product of articulation between the links between two or more of these textual
categories,” and find “variation in the modes of articulation between these links [that]
discloses its historicity.” Applying this cross-sectional approach to Russian constructions
of blackness allows me to reckon with the internal incoherence of the form, as Soviet
blackness in practice elides not only ethnic and national disparities within “black
African” (a term I hesitatingly employ to echo the language of the era even as I
deconstruct its logic), but also diasporic differences between black Africans and African
Americans.

My intervention is thus mindful of both notions of race and racelessness and
mixes the two together for a thicker description of cultural alterity in Soviet Russia.
Indeed, the specificity of second-world constructions of difference is to be found in its
hybridity, I believe, in the simultaneous circulation of two ostensibly opposed positions
on the same subject. On the one hand, there is the party rhetoric of “nationality” and
“ethnicity” in a political-historical register. On the other, there are vernacular and
“vestigial” or prerevolutionary ideas about race as a biological category bound up with
the European Enlightenment and its twinned interests in empirical science and colonial
conquest—this is the suppressed genealogy I try to bring into focus. This chapter
attempts to apprehend the racial form of blackness at once in its absence as a fixed
“concept” in Soviet ideology and in its presence as a flexible set of “racializing criteria”
in Russian culture at its high and low ends.

THE FIRST SILENCE: SOVIET PANTOMIME AND THE STAGING OF RACE

Before diving into an analysis of Soviet representations of race on the silent stage
I want to underscore some of the primary points made about pantomime in the preceding
chapter. Most pressingly, I pick back up on the idea that “self-sufficient” pantomime
returned to Russian culture after Stalin as a specifically socialist art form, whose
contemporary incarnation, its practitioners declared, was directly calibrated to the
country’s current stage in the Marxist-Leninist model of historical development. At the
same time as I revisit these ideas, my transition from the first to second chapter is marked
by a consequential shift in my understanding of pantomimic silence—from a political
liability within socialism (for its capacity to smuggle in dissent as a somatic dialect of
Aesopian language), to a political asset for Soviet internationalism—something very
much on the minds of Muscovites in the late 1950s, the period when pantomime was
given new life all over the world. My aim in reframing silence is to answer the following
question: Why does pantomime avail itself so readily to representations of race? Or
rather, to pose the question from the angle at which Rumnev asked something similar:
Why is race a fitting theme for mute performance? How does it abide by what he calls
“the logic of mute action” [logiku nemogo deistviia], a term I elaborate anon?°

To refresh the reader’s memory, Aleksandr Rumnev was a protagonist in the last
chapter for his having resuscitated pantomime in the post-Stalin period. He established a
“plastic culture” [plasticheskaia kul ’tura] program at the State Cinematography Institute
in Moscow [VGIK], and ushered a new cohort of young mimes into existence at his
Experimental Theater-Studio of Pantomime, or EKTEMIM for short. (A uniquely
talented alumnus of the studio, Evgenii Kharitonov, is featured in the third and fourth

% A. Rumnev, O pantomime: teatr, kino (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1964), 219.
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chapters of this dissertation, an analytic gesture which I hope mimics the generous
influence of the older mime.) Rumnev devoted himself not only to the practice and
pedagogy of pantomime in the classroom and studio, but also to the academic
investigation of pantomime as an immanent art, authoring several volumes on the subject
and regularly contributing articles about pantomime to prominent Soviet theater journals.
In these works, he routinely expressed his regret that pantomime was too often mistaken
for a hybrid or derivative genre somewhere between dancing and acting. Too rarely did it
receive attention for its specificity as a mode of performance, an omission Rumnev
redresses throughout his writing.

Rumnev makes a hard sell for the silent art, citing universality as first among
pantomime’s distinctions. This feature was a function of its faktura, if you will, its
“language of gestures [being] intelligible to everyone. This is explained by another
indispensable quality of pantomime—its internationalism, its accessibility and
intelligibility to an audience in any country of the world.” ’ The relevance of the
nonverbal art was thus not lost on Rumnev, who applauded “the ‘all-expressiveness’
[vsevyrazahiushee] of the art of pantomime [for giving] significant proof of its
internationalism over the course of the last few years,”® that is, during the late fifties and
early sixties, as he composed his monograph, On Pantomime [O pantomime, 1964]. The
world tours of famous French mimes like Marcel Marceau and Jean-Louis Barrault
brought this evidence closer to home as both alit in the Soviet capital in the late 1950s.
But the most compelling evidence was on display “at the Moscow Festival of Youth and
Students in 1957,” where “the world’s first pantomime competition was put on, and
collectives from several countries took part in it.”” Outside of the Festival, the USSR
played host to itinerant troupes of “Chinese, Indian, and Korean artistes, among whom
pantomime is one of the national forms of theater,” Rumnev educates his Russian reader,
which “impacted on the mutual understanding of our countries and enriched our
presentation about their cultures,” he concludes, in the openhearted idiom of the
pantomime’s international brotherhood.'® The youth festival no doubt occasioned the
non-artistic use of pantomime among its many, multilingual attendants, as they must have
resorted to reading one another’s body language in attempting communication across
culture and political economy. For these reasons and others less evident to the reader
right now, I return to this feted 1957 event later in the chapter, to explore its convergence
of questions of pantomime or silent expression, race, and, less predictably, deafness.

While pantomime was considered quintessentially contemporary by modern
mimes, it was also perceived as a primordial impulse or instinct intrinsic to the human
condition at its core. Rumnev believed so unswervingly in the essentialist nature of
mimetic gesture, that he thought it possible to recapitulate the history of humankind
simply by retracing pantomime’s silent steps through time and across space.

We encounter it in the games and customs of the Western and the Eastern
peoples. We find it in the dances, games, and customs of the Slavs. Among the
aboriginal tribes the rituals and religious ceremonies cannot proceed without

7 Ibid., 13.
8 Ibid.

? Tbid.

19 1bid.
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pantomime, and are very rarely expressed without its means. The pantomime of
antiquity was conceived in the people among the crowd on the street, reaching its
meridian in Rome in the cesarean epoch; from the people’s theater came the
pantomime plays of the Italian comedians; the farcical and circus pantomimes
matched the appetites of the democratic auditorium..."

M1 BCTpEUYACMCA C HCIO B UTpax U 06p5{)1ax KakK 3aliaJHbIX, TaK 1 BOCTOYHBIX
HapOJI0B, MBI HAXOMM €€ B TUISICKaxX, UTpax v 00psiiax ciaBsiH. Y TMEPBOOBITHBIX
IUIEMEH PUTYaJIbHbBIE U PEIUTHO3HbIE IEPEMOHUH HE 00XOIMIHCH O€3
MAaHTOMHMBEI, 8 HEPEJIKO TIOTHOCTHIO BEIPAXKAJIHCh €€ cpecTBamMu. B Hapoe,
cpeau y.]'II/I‘-IHOI\/'I TOJIIBI 3apOAnJIaCh aHTUYHAA ITAaHTOMUMA, JOCTHUTHIast CBOCTO
pacuBeta B Pume smoxu 1ie3apeii; U3 HapoaHOTO TeaTpa BBIILUTH ITbEChI-
INaHTOMUMBI UTAJIBSIHCKHUX KOMCE/INAHTOB, OajtaraHHble U IMUPKOBBLIC TAHTOMHMBI
PaBHSUTUCH HA BKYCHI IEMOKPATHUECKOW ay TUTOPHH. . .

...and so on. Rumnev continues his narration up to the present moment, and pantomime,
like a generic Zelig, pops up at all the watersheds of populism in the history of Western
civilization—a Eurocentric tic this analysis treats. “The democraticness of pantomime is
based on the fact that is has popular roots,”'? he avers, and that it is lodged at the base of
drama as a universally human endeavor.

Rooted in the popular or the human, pantomime is at the root of what it means to
be a human, per Rumnev. Indeed, he regards the mimetic impulse as uniquely
anthropic—the human urge to ape nature elevates the human above ape, in that primal
scene of both scientific and pantomimic Darwinism. Like language, of which pantomime
is perhaps a first intimation, mute action is motivated by a desire to communicate and
then create community out of these associative acts, which are always in poetic excess of
reality as it is given, and the world which animal instinct leaves intact. Human
consciousness, by contrast, acts on the world, while the animal only acts in it. Herein I
invoke the vocal terms by which Aristotle sorted out the instinctual cries of the animal
from the ethical speech of man, an evolutionary distinction that makes man the lone
political creature. Despite its silence, through pantomime human consciousness similarly
sets itself apart from the world, transcending the reality it takes as its point of imaginative
departure, by means of pantomime’s “associative connection of poetic thought with real
reality [real’noi deistvitel ’'nost 'iu],” which “is all too often much grander than the precise
representation [vosproisvedenie] of reality.”"

On the whole, pantomime does not just evolve as a dramatic form, it dramatizes
evolution on an individual and universal scale in appropriately dialectical fashion. The
progress of the genre in history is co-constitutively hitched to the level of consciousness
in its actors, as well as the social stage on which they act. From its inception as a kind of
embodied totemism, in which prehistoric or primitive people imitate the animals in their
world (from which they are hitherto hardly undifferentiated), it then moves on to more
intricate forms of impersonation, until, in “the evolutionary process of theatrical

" 1bid.
12 1bid.
3 Ibid., 218.
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forms...word and movement [are united].” '* After the advent of verbal performance,

pantomime abides by a different “logic of mute action.” '* Henceforth silence is in its
absence is marked as a significant abstention from speech.

Rumnev plays up this telic aspect of pantomime. As an art form, it symbolizes
human striving, and “comes out of the goal-directedness of its conception, the belief of its
actors, and the authenticity of [their] experience” in the historical-materialist sense. To
comprehend this premise, “it suffices to think of Indian frescoes, Iranian miniatures,
Negro or Mexican sculpture, or the icon art of ancient Russia, which is better known to
us,” Rumnev advises. “The artists who created this art meticulously guarded the tradition
of conventionality [uslovnosti]: they believed that precisely these conventional [uslovnye]
forms were the most perfect for the expression of their feelings and thoughts.” But before
moving on to the content of “conventional” form, it is necessary to elucidate what is
meant by “conventionality.” This form first sprouted theatrical legs in Stanislavskii’s
Moscow Art Theatre, when Vsevelod Meierhol’d began working there in the first decade
of the twentieth century. The latter was thinking up a “new theater”—an uslovnyi theater,
in the sense of stylization—to topple the dominant dramatic aesthetic of naturalism.
Conventionality would demote psychological interiority, and play up the plasticity of the
actor’s body instead, an idea that developed into the director’s trademark biomechanics.'®
In order to obviate the confusion over “convention” in the chapter, I leave the term
untranslated or include the transliteration alongside my English rendering.

Silence seems strange in the naturalist theater, owing to its “straightforward” plot
and presentation, and its intrusion “inevitably elicits the question, but why aren’t the
actors speaking? And the more animated [zAhivzennee] the mute acting, the more
verisimilar it is, the more that kind of question seems legitimate.”'” When transferred to
the “conventional” realm of pantomime, that question appears too aporetic to answer. But
muteness cannot go unmotivated to Rumnev’s mind--neither in the ‘talkie’ naturalist
theater (where silence is a marked aberration), nor in speechless pantomime (where
silence is the rule). To “escape these contradictions,” Rumnev explains of his own
studio’s experiments, “we tried in each separate instance, for each pantomime, to come
up with a particular technique, which allows the actors to play realistically, but in a way
that justifies the convention [uslovnost’] of mute action.” '* (Suggestively, a cartoon of
the Africa pantomime appears on the bottom corner of the page in the book where this
assertion is made; see Figure 3 at the end of the chapter.) “Justifying the logic of mute
action, an uslovnyi technique, which is organically immanent in the art of pantomime,
may lead” to staging decisions about moving or music “that makes the silence of the
actors more appropriate [umestnym].” "° These techniques may vary from one pantomime
to the next, along with the plots, modes of embodiment” [sredstva ikh voploshcheniia],
and degree of stylization in a given production. (Rumnev isolates the “abstract leotard in
Africa to illustrate this last point.) Yet these plays are “united by a general principle”

" Ibid., 218.

" Ibid., 218.

' Eugenio Barba, “Meyerhold: The Grotesque; That is, Biomechanics.” A Dictionary of Theatre
Anthropology: The Secret Art of the Performer. Eds., Eugenio Barba and Nicola Savarese. Trans. Richard
Fowler. (London: Routledge, 1991): 150-157, at 150.

17 Rumnev, O pantomime, 219

" Ibid., 219.

" Ibid., 218..
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supporting all socialist art, and characterizing the “Soviet school of pantomime” in
particular: “ideological correctness [ideinost] and the truthfulness of feelings within
conventionality [uslovnosti].” 20

On the Soviet stage, silence was thus a strategic mode of stylized ideology or
socialist politicking through art, but one that made certain salient presumptions about its
actors and its audience in their differential relationships to language. It is these other,
divisive aspects of pantomime I want to draw out now, homing in on the internal
heterogeneity of pantomime’s practice that may have outwardly signified as sameness. In
other words, I pay less attention to the continuities of the art as a universal form (its
selling point to socialist internationalism in Rumnev’s pitch). I focus instead on the
disjunctures in its content in an internationalist context, insofar as the gaps between
(external) form and (internal) content index the space of developmental difference
between cultures, which is also a matter of consciousness in the Marxist sense. I tease out
the tension, then, between pantomime’s universalism and its particularism, its essential
humanness and its historicity. “The logic of mute action” obviously entails something
different in a discussion of “primitive” man versus mature socialist, and within socialism,
between speaking and “deaf-mute” subjects; the difference is one of “evolution,” or
social and economic development on a world-historical scale.

And so something funny happens when pantomime crosses these evolutionary or
developmental lines. This traversal introduces a friction between mimetic content and
form for which Rumnev feels compelled to offer a philosophical account.

Trying to find reasons that contribute to the rise of the art of pantomime, it would
be most accurate to surmise that, at the underpinning of its history, pantomime
flourishes when it is populist, when it is nourished by the juices of the earth, when
it answers the ethical and aesthetic demands of the simple people, reflecting their
ideology, their feelings and thoughts, their everyday actions, concerns, and
interests.

IIpITasice HaliTH MPUYMHBI, COJAECUCTBYIOIIME MOBEMY UCKYCCTBA TAHTOMUMBI,
IIpaBUJIbHEE BCETro ObLIO ObI MPENOI0KUTh HA OCHOBAHUU €€ UCTOPHUH, YTO
ITAHTOMHUMA PacIBETAET TOrJa, KOT1a OHA HApOJHA, KOTJ1a OHA MUTAETCS] COKaMH
3€MJIH, KOT/Ia OHA OTBEYAET STUYECKUM U ICTETUYECKUM TPEOOBaHUSIM MPOCTHIX
JIOJIEN, OTpaXkask U3 UJICOJIOTHIO, UX YyBCTBA U MBICIIH, UX ITOBCEHEBHBIE
JeicTBUS, 3a00Thl U UHTEPECHI.

Rumnev is so keen on conveying this point about the simple people, he repeats it at the
beginning and near the end of the book, even reduplicating his marked language (which I
have marked with italics). This passage will be familiar to readers of the first chapter, but
it takes on new relevance in the present setting, and so bears reiterating.

With its art, sooner silent than mute, the theater wants to answer the ethical and
aesthetic demands of the broadest circle of viewers independent of ethnic,
geographical or social barriers. It dreams about the creation of pantomimes,

*1bid., 219.
! Rumnev, O pantomime, 15 (my emphasis).
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consonant with the socialist epoch, reflecting the ideology of the simple people,
their everyday actions, feelings and thoughts, concerns and interest, their labor,
their interactions, their hopes, their dreams; the theater is determined to stand in
the lines of the active struggles for the assurance of fairness, honor, peace and
friendship on earth. *

CBOHMM HCKYCCTBOM, CKOPEE MOJTYAIUBBIM, YEM HEMBIM, T€ATP XOYET OTBEUYATh
ATUYECKUM M ICTETUYECKUM MOTPEOHOCTSIM CaMOro MUPOKOTO KpyTa 3pUTeen
HE3aBUCHUMO OT dTHUYECKUX, TeOrpaprUUeCcKuX WK COIUATBHBIX OapbepoB. OH
MEUTAET O CO3/IaHUU TTAHTOMHUM, CO3BYYHBIX COITMAITMCTHUECKOM dII0XE,
OTPaXKAIOIINUX UACOIOTHUIO TIPOCTHIX JIFOJIEH, MX MMOBCETHEBHBIC JIEHCTBUS, YyBCTBA
Y MBICJIH, 3a00THI U UHTEPECHI, UX TPY, KX B3AUMOOTHOIICHUS, UX HAJICKIBI, UX
MEUTBI;, TEaTp HAMEPEH CTOSTH B PsI/Iax aKTUBHBIX OOPIIOB 32 YTBEPIKICHHUE HA
3eMJIe CIIPaBEIJIMBOCTH, YSCTHOCTH, MUPA U JPYKOBI.

But what exactly does Rumnev mean by “simple people”? How canny can the simple
people be about their historical location, such that they are able to enact their ideology in
a passion play of political consciousness? Indeed, how can the spectators tell from the
outward appearance of a speechless performance that the actors engage pantomime at one
stage of historical development and not another--especially if pantomime’s coherence as
a transhistorical genre presumes its formal continuity over time? More to the point, how
sure can the audience of a simple pantomime be that the actors onstage are sooner silent
than mute (to re-emphasize the operative terms of the last chapter)? That they are sooner
civilized than primitive? That the logic of mute action onstage is a matter of conscious
decision-making by masterful actors and not an exigency of linguistic immaturity?
Keeping in mind these distinctions between silence and muteness; civility and
simplicity; mastery and incapacity; maturity and childishness; I want to move on to
describe one play in particular: Rumnev’s Afrika, a 1962 “pantomime-poster in one act”
featuring the actors of EKTEMIM as a silent, all white corps de ballet clad in black
leotards and white loin cloths, bound together by invisible chains. (See group-stills from
the studio rehearsal, Figures 1. and 2.) The single page of stage directions included in
Rumnev’s 1964 monograph On Pantomime is broken down into five schematic actions,
suggestive of a comic strip or an illustrated broadside. (1.) “The dance of the blacks™

2 Ibid., 155-6 (my emphasis).

3 Ibid., 234. In dealing with Russia’s differently-loaded racial terminology, I have decided to translate
“negr” as “Negro” in this paper. My decision is based, on the one hand, on a desire to disaggregate its
usage from “black” [chernyi], the key term in the pantomime play, “Africa,” and related racial lexicon, like
“black-skinned” [chernokozhii]. (This word does not appear in the primary documents examined herein,
despite its contemporaneous appearance elsewhere as an ostensibly scientific—and therefore “objective”™—
descriptor.) The selection of English equivalents was fraught, of course, insofar as “negr” has had a rather
different history from the Anglo-American “Negro.” Kate Baldwin traces its rhetorical trajectory in “The
Russian Routes of Claude McKay’s Internationalism,” in Africa in Russia, Russia in Africa: Three
Centuries of Encounters, edited by Maxim Matusevich, 88-96. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2006, 88-
96. On the other hand, I think it important to separate what “black” signifies in Anglo-American usage
from its meaning in Russian; in the latter case, “black” has acquired associations with Caucasians as a
derogatory term with special charge in the post-Soviet context. Consult the following literature on
Caucasian blackness: Meredith Roman, “Making Caucasians Black: Moscow since the Fall of Communism
and the Racialization of Non-Russians.” The Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politic 18, no. 2
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[tanets chernykh] ...the dance of simple, naive, good people,” is stopped by the sounds of
(2.) an approaching white man, armed and in a white suit of the kind that “Europeans
wore in the colonies.” He is “affably greeted” by the blacks. At first concealing his
intentions, he suddenly punches them in the jaw and points his gun. They scatter in fear
and then fall into line for (3.) “the scene of forced labor,” which culminates when some
faint from exhaustion, sending the colonizer into a fit. The fourth movement begins with
“the [sudden] secret conspiracy of the blacks,” and ends with the expulsion of the
colonizer from their midst. In the final pose (5.), “the pause,” “the blacks look around at
each other: they are free.

Quietly and slowly the melody of the original dance” sounds and gets increasingly
louder, as the blacks fall out of line and resume their original dance. They dance to the
edge of the stage, where they “raise their fists as a symbol of freedom and fraternity.”
Explains Rumnev, “the movements of the blacks and their rhythms are based on the
dance rhythms of the Negroes of Central Africa,” and accompanied by a musical montage
featuring the work of Brazilian composer Oscar Lorenzo Fernandez, most likely, “Jongo
(Negro Dance).” The contemporary Russian composer Sergei Prokofiev contributes the
contrapuntal sounds of this montage (perhaps the “The Dance of the Knights” from
Romeo and Juliet, for its air of armed puissance). Since Rumnev introduces a homology
between the music and its accompanying image in the case of the Negro dance, the
inclusion of Prokofiev’s classical music (as the pinnacle of a Western cultural form)
aligns the figure of the white colonizer with Russia, introducing a strange tension
between socialist form and capitalist content on the acoustic level of the averbal
performance. “In all,” Rumnev concludes, “the pantomime reflects the recent events in
Africa, when the black continent gained independence and ended colonialism in many
territories.”*

THE SECOND SILENCE: RACELESSNESS IN THE SOVIET UNION

Africa the play aptly demonstrated the relevance of pantomime to post-Stalin
socialism, insofar as Africa the continent played a central role in expanding the
Communist sphere of influence under Khrushchev’s program of renewed socialist
internationalism (articulated as early as the “Secret Speech”). The Soviet Union lent
moral and fiscal support to third-world liberation movements, positioning itself as
brotherly “benefactor of the newly liberated countries,”* and invited a second wave of
African immigration to Moscow’s Patrice Lumumba Peoples’ Friendship University,
established in 1960 “with a stated objective of training the cadres of third world
specialists.”*® The question of Africa and its broader implications for race relations

(2002): 1-27; Jeff Sahadeo, “Soviet ‘Blacks’ and Place making in Leningrad and Moscow,” Slavic Review
71.2 (Summer 2012): 331-358

* Rumnev, O pantomime, 234.

23 Charles Quist-Adade, “The African Russians: Children of the Cold War." In Afiica in Russia, Russia in
Africa: Three Centuries of Encounters, edited by Maxim Matusevich, Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press,
2007), 153-73, at 154.

2 Maxim Matusevich, An Exotic Subversive: Africa, Africans, and Blackness in Soviet Popular Culture
and Imagination. Washington, D.C.: IREX [International Research Exchanges Board], 2008. I underscore
here that, even as third-worlders were invited to live under socialism, “Soviet leadership was careful to
avoid having a large population of Africans making Russia a permanent home, a situation that might lead to
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formed a key strategy in Cold War politics.”” Economic and social racism were legacies
of Western imperialism and capitalist exploitation, a history from which socialist Russia
could claim its conspicuous absence. Africa’s backwardness [ostalost’] was also blamed
on the West, while any positive developments were ascribed to the “modernizing effects
of a Soviet ‘civilizing mission,’ e.g., the construction of Soviet-assisted projects in a
‘socialist-oriented country.”*® Racism, consequently, was located over there, in the
capitalist countries (particularly in the U.S), but not in the Soviet Union.”

The rhetorical repression of race conformed to the overarching color-scheme of
cold war discourse, where, in the words of one Soviet Russian, “for many years” of party
rule, “only two colours [were] present in our propaganda—black and white. Black for
them, white for us. Moreover, these colours never mingled,” 3% nor could they, if a stark
line of contrast was to be cut between socialism and capitalism. “When we came to talk
about ourselves or our friends, we whitewashed...Unless we ourselves noted a problem
in the fraternal counties, it didn’t exist.”*>' But when it came to ideological enemies,
when “speaking, for example, about the USA, we liberally smeared everything with the
colour black.”” Indeed, (the) black face was not only the poster child for Soviet anti-
racism and anti-imperialism, but it also offered a pat indictment of all that was wrong
with America, whose crude cast of characters were shrouded in the darkness of bad
ideology when shuttled through the Soviet system of representations. White “Americans
were depicted in two ways,” either besooted ‘““as poor, unemployed, gaunt, unshaven
people in rags,” or dignified in the somber hues of “tuxedos and top hats, with fat cigars
in their mouths.” But there was also ““a third category—hopeless Negroes, all of them
victims of the Ku Klux Klan.”

Blackness acquired the status of “‘ontological symbol’ [as] the quintessential
signifier of what oppression means in the United States,”* affixing the history of racism
to the US, while effectively fixing the victimized Negro in the time before the civil rights
movement. It also traveled on the tides of socialist internationalism as a floating signifier
for white domination; such representations froze the black face as a terrible or stolid
mask in the fleeting scene of colonial subjection. The insurmountability of such images in
the mind’s eye of the white Soviet explains the reaction of one reporter at the 1957 Youth

the racial tensions similar to those experienced in most Western countries” (Quist-Adade, “The African
Russians,”155).

*7«As the terms of the ideological Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union jelled, racism
in the United States and other Western capitalist societies became one of the chief propaganda weapons in
the Soviet Union’s arsenal.” Jodi Melamed, “The Spirit of Neoliberalism: From Racial Liberalism to
Neoliberal Multiculturalism,” Social Text 89, vol. 24, No. 4 (Winter 2006), 4.

28 Quist-Adade, “The African Russians,” 167.

% As Meredith Roman writes, employing a tantalizingly theatrical metaphor: “Racism was officially non-
existent and that which existed at the popular level was never systematically reinforced by the state. This
was especially the case in Moscow, which officials used as the stage from which to project this image to
the world as the one society that had discovered the cure for racial prejudice” ("Pigmentocracy™).

3% Quoted in Vladimir Zubok, Zhivago’s Children: The Last Russian Intelligentsia (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009), 333-334.

*! bid.

* Ibid.

33 This taxonomy is laid out by a white Russian jazz musician of the surname Kozlov in ibid., 159.

34 Black theologian James Cone paraphrased in bell hooks, "Loving Blackness as Political Resistance." In
Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1992), 9-20, at 11.
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Festival after watching a dance number by an African troupe (nationality unspecified), in
what was, “as far as we know, the first very close encounter with the classical country
[stranoi] of colonial exploitation.” (Note the “classic” condensation of the African
continent into a single county, despite the programmatic foregrounding of “nationality”
over “race” in domestic discourse.) The performance of the African artists “served not so
much as an introduction to [their] art or even to their mores and customs so much as a
meeting with their people. And here we saw exactly what we wanted to see...The
enormous potential forces of the masses of the black continent, not yet exhausted, but
lying dormant in the shackles of its reserve, ready to realize itself in its location at the
boiling point.”’

At this time, the Soviet-Russian explains in a fittingly epidermal metaphor, “we
plastered the facade with zeal as if we were concerned with the fate of socialism, and we
didn’t think that the make-up put on an inflamed skin would produce a still more serious
condition,”*® and serious not just for Soviet Russia, but for those fraternal countries who
looked to the USSR to steer them away from the capitalist-imperialist foes. In
revolutionary Cuba, for instance, a locus of romantic fantasy for the generation of the
sixties,”” where local politics were made in the image and likeness of the Marxism-
Leninism, a similar rhetoric of internal racelessness—external racism obtained. The
extant inequities of race were ascribed to the capitalist-imperialist order that preceded the
installment of socialism in 1959. In a recognizable pattern, Cuban socialist society
distinguishes itself by rejecting these exploitative political-economic arrangements, and
thereby, according to its official rhetoric, leaving racism behind as well. Racism and race
are said to be a thing of the past in Cuba, and critique of actually existing racism is
rendered impossible in a “raceless,” postcolonial, anticolonial society. It is no longer a
social issue but a cultural one, relocated beyond the country’s borders. This paradox
yields “the hyperconsciousness of race and its negation,” allowing “old prejudices within
the vanguard and in the populace [to be] left unchecked,” in the assessment of
anthropologist Jafari Allen, while “the legacies of slavery and the pre-revolutionary era
[remain] evident in the contemporary lived experiences of the entire population,” and are
“extant in the rhetoric of so-called inclusion that finds blacks to be bestial, insolent,
hypersexual objects.”® Socialist Cuba, Allen concludes, in an evocatively ableist

3 Tu. Tuzovskii, “Eti piatnadtsat’ dnei v Moskve,” Teatr 10 (1957), 173.

36 Quoted in Zubok, Zhivago’s Children, 333-334.

37 Like Rumnev’s Africa, but at a much later stage of historical development, Cuba became a spatialized
metaphor for revolution, a fantasy field in which the Soviet Union played out its own past. It was, to quote
Vail’ and Genis, a “wondrous reality” [chudesnaia real nost] or “surrealist continent” [surrealisticheskii
kontinent] where the revolutionary romanticism of early Bolshevism met the colonial exoticism that
Bolshevik ideology proscribed. Petr Vail” and Aleksandr Genis, 60-e: Mir Sovetskogo Cheloveka, 3rd Ed.
Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2001), 44. “The powerful creative impulse of social upheaval
linked up with the romantic appeal of the far seas.” In this impassioned if imprecise mythos, the Spanish
language of the island reminded Russians of the most Romantic period of the Soviet past—the Spanish
Civil War—enhanced by the secondary associations with Ernest Hemingway and even Don Quixote. The
film by Afrophilic poet, Evgenii Evtushenko, called “Soy Kuba!” dramatizes this romantic relationship
between second-world nations. “The Cuban revolution easily became a metaphor of the October
revolution” just as the African slave uprising in the pantomime play metaphorized an earlier stage of the
world-historical story (ibid., 45).

3% Jafari Allen, ;Venceremos? The Erotics of Black Self-Making in Cuba (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2011), 54.
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metaphor, “seems to have been struck not only (color) blind but also dumb—silencing
race and thereby reinscribing racial terror.”*

Africa the pantomime staged this sort of silencing history for socialist audiences
to animate their indignation with capitalism; sympathy for the subaltern; and relief at
their non-complicity in such systems of global oppression. The Moscow show
conveniently offered another spectacle in the audience as confirmation. As one reviewer
of EKTEMIM observed:

At one of the concerts there were Negro students in the audience. Knowing
Russian poorly, they could not express their feelings in words. But in pantomime
there are no words. And when the pantomime-poster /960 in Africa was on the
stage, the representatives of the “black continent” gave a stormy standing ovation.

Ha o1HOM 13 KOHIIEPTOB Cpeay 3pUTENIEH OKA3aIUCh CTYIEHThI HeTphl. [lmoxo
3Has PYCCKHM A3bIK, OHM HE MOTJIM BBIPa3uTh CIOBaMU CBOU 4yBcTBa. Ho Benp u
B IaHTOMKME He ObuIo ciioB. U Korza Ha clieHe MoKa3ajal MaHTOMUMY-TUTaKaT
«1960-i1 ron Adpuxu», IpeICTaBUTENN «UYEPHOIO0 KOHTHHEHTa» YCTPOUIH
OypHYIO OBAITHIO.

Out of this journalist’s write-up, and indeed the play itself, also slips the “obscene
message” of Soviet attitudes toward black Africa. I borrow this term from Slavoj Zizek,
who contends that “explicit ideological statements...[are] always supported by their
shadowy double, by an obscene, publicly unacknowledged, between-the-lines
message.”"' In the ensuing pages, I hope to show how Soviet statements of equality were
actually subtended by the “obscene message” of a racial hierarchy predicated on speech
ability; and as such, were not so apart from the Enlightenment ideas about race
underpinning Western colonialism, whose disavowal, we have seen, constituted the
distinctness of Soviet socialism as a humanistic alternative to capitalism.

THE THIRD SILENCE: SUBLINGUAL SUB-SAHARAN OR THE SOVIET SUBALTERN
CANNOT SPEAK

For starters, we can locate this “obscene message” within the cyclical structure of
the play. It begins and ends with the same music and dance of “simple, naive” Africans,
interrupted only by a shimmer of revolutionary spontaneity, thereby situating its subjects
in the “eternal present” of colonization. Rumnev patterns this primitive dance on that of
the “Negroes of Central Africa,” “primitive” [pervobytnykh] or “backward” [ostalykh]
people, he notes in his book, among whom pantomime is still practiced “in our day,” as

* Ibid.

4y, Pirogov, "Bez Slov." Teatral'naia zhizn', no. December (1962), 31.

During the collapse of the USSR, “in the media, the very word —Africa—was often supplanted by cherny
kontinent (black continent), the place of danger and wasted opportunities, and a proverbial black hole
devouring scant Soviet resources.” Maxim Matusevich, “Probing the Limits of Internationalism: African
Students Confront Soviet Ritual,” Anthropology of East Europe Review. 27(2): Fall 2009, 31.

! Slavoj Zizek. "Multiculturalism, or, the Cultural Logic of Multinational Capitalism.” In The Universal
Exception: Selected Writings (New York: Continuum, 2006), 151-183.
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“ethnographic material testifies.” * This is a consequential detail for Rumnev, who, like

a good socialist, sees theatrical form as a superstructural index of a people’s stage of
historical development.* Though these Soviet actors enact Africanness through
pantomime, the pantomime of actual Africans—represented by the expressive dance and
final fist pump—slides into ethnographic inevitability. Something similar happens with
the audience members. Lacking a (socialist) language by which to describe their
experience (emotional, aesthetic, political), the Negro spectators are reduced to their own
pantomime: vigorous applause substitutes verbal response.

This scenario calls up a set of questions: How is the Soviet spectator interpellated
into this scene of black in revolt against white? How is the whiteness of the Soviet
spectator and the Soviet actor implicated therein? Further, how are the desired
propaganda-effects of Africa, as an agitational poster, inflected by racial difference?
Since a lasting ontological shift does not happen to the “Africans,” who display an
impulse toward socialism but lack the evolutionary credentials to sustain it, the action
onstage requires an audience member already endowed with revolutionary consciousness
to impart meaning on the mutiny, to provide it with a historical script, and to extrapolate
his own helper role vis-a-vis the proto-socialist primitive. This scene establishes a
dynamic of mastery and tutelage between white Soviet and black African subjects. In
other words, it says: decolonized Africans can develop a revolutionary consciousness, but
they cannot be a revolutionary class without a vanguard socialist power like the Soviet
Union to coach them. Recall that this is the mission of Soviet pantomime as Rumnev
articulated it: to reflect the hopes and support the struggles of the world’s “simple
people” through artistic representation.** Just as the play envisions white viewers, so it
necessitates white actors to create this point of spectatorial insertion.*’

Africa stages the scene of speechlessness which Gayatri Spivak has famously
queried in her essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” “Ventriloquism of the speaking
subaltern,” she writes, “is the left intellectual’s stock-in-trade.”*° In interrogating “the
[very] possibility of speaking of (or for) the subaltern,” Spivak lays emphasis on the
difference elided by the left intellectual between prepositions “of” and “for”’; between re-
presentation (in hyphenated form) of the subaltern and representation for the subaltern;
between tropological portrait and political proxy. The left intellectual professes (falsely)
to do away with the second term, claiming no longer to “speak for the oppressed group,”
while elevating his own theory to the level of action. This move motivates Spivak’s next
question: “Are those who act and struggle mute, as opposed to those who think and
speak?”*” Both representation (falsely renounced) and re-presentation operate by a logic

2 Rumnev, O pantomime, 20.

# «[laHTOMHIMA SBIISIETCS, IO BCCH BEPOSTHOCTH, HanboJee IpeBHel Gpopmoii TeaTpa, U3 KOTOPOH
BIIOCJIC/ICTBHY pa3BuBajiach apama. O0 3TOM CBHIECTENbCTBYIOT U OTHOrpadUUECKHe MaTepHabl, U
OIMCAHUsI MY TEIIECTBEHHUKOB, U B 0COOCHHOCTH CPABHUTEIBLHOE M3YUSHHE TEX 3PENIHIIl, KOTOPbIE MO ceit
JICHb OBITYIOT B PA3HBIX TOYKAX 3€MHOTO IIapa Y HAPOJOB, CTOSIIUX Ha PA3IMYHBIX CTYICHIX KYJIbTYPHOTO
pasBuTHs» (ibid., 19).

*Ibid., 155-6.

* For a similarly cast ethnographic gaze in the cinematic “jungle picture,” see Gwendolyn Audrey Foster,
Captive Bodies: Postcolonial Subjectivity in Cinema Albany, NY: State University of New York Press,
1999), 3.

% Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, edited by
Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (London: Routledge, 1995 [1985]), pp. 28-37, at 28.

7 Ibid. (her emphasis).
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of substitution, by which the left intellectual imputes an internally undifferentiated voice
to a collective subaltern subject that is, in effect, never able to speak for or of itself. This
scenario begets those “unfortunate marionettes” of history: “the much-invoked oppressed
subject...speaking, acting, and knowing...that [here, socialist] development is best for
her.”*®

The theory of pantomime articulated by Rumnev situates itself ambivalently
between (disavowed) proxy and portrait. At once, the theater is theory promoted to
praxis, “determined to stand in the lines of the active struggles.”*’ Not “speaking for” but
with the subaltern, socialist pantomime becomes struggle itself. At the same time, it re-
presents and represents, as it “dreams about the creation of pantomimes, consonant with
the socialist epoch, reflecting the ideology of the simple people.” Here the theater re-
presents a homogenous category of “simple people”—*“Africa” is a portrait of the
subaltern; and it “speaks for” the “simple people,” by “reflecting”—but not embodying—
their singular ideology. Responding to Spivak’s second question, “those who act and
struggle” are indeed mute—silent onstage (in portrait), silent offstage (according to
Soviet ethnography), and silent in the audience, too (when they appear as Sovietized
proxy). Africa re-presents the subaltern in order to authorize the representation of the
subaltern. The three applauding but otherwise silent (that is, non-Russophone) African
students in the audience are cited by the Soviet press as confirmation that the “black
continent”’ is in solidarity with socialism. As in the earlier instance of African dancers at
the youth festival, such re-presentations of blackness by the left intellectual boil all black
symbols down to “the boiling point,” liquidating the ability of subaltern subjects to speak
for themselves in more complex ways against the black-and-white politics of the day.
Thus, to give Spivak the last word, “the banality of the leftist intellectuals’ lists of self-
knowing, politically canny subalterns stands revealed; representing them, the intellectuals
represent themselves as transparent.”’

The flattening of subaltern speech and the corresponding one-dimensionality of
recognizably black roles in Soviet representation may partly be ascribed in this case to
the genre in which Africa was staged. The agitational poster or agit-plakat style of
performance was innovated by the dramatist Sergei Tret’iakov in the experimental
twenties and thirties, a period in Soviet history when “the artists of the avant-garde” were
busy drumming up socialist sentiment with “an extraordinary range of ‘agitational’
posters, designs for decorating agit-prop trains and trams and other materials to be used
in the battle against capitalism, against illiteracy and for the progress of the
Revolution.”' These propagandistic displays addressed the most pressing topics in
politics at home and abroad, and provided their audiences with the proper ideological line
on all the hot-button issues. Among the Bolsheviks’ multimedia tactics, the graphic
poster was prioritized, and became a ubiquitous feature of the revolutionary landscape in
Moscow, as Walter Benjamin recorded in his diary about the trip.’* The theatrical agit-
plakat extended the agitational activity of the era from the street to the stage, and brought

*Ibid., 29.

¥ Rumnev, O Pantomime, 155.

%% Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak,” 28.

>! Catalog for the exhibition, “Art of the Avant-Garde in Russia: Selections from the George Costakis
Collection.” Agitatsionno-massovoe iskusstvo (Moscow, Izdatelstvo iskusstvo, 1971), 96.

32 Walter Benjamin, Moscow Diary, ed. Gary Smith (Cambridge, MA: 1986), 49-50, 60-61, 64.
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it to life with real bodies, whose shorthanded stories could expand in time and meaning
over the course of a given scene. Tretiakov innovated the hybrid genre by poaching pithy
poster copy to use as titles for the individual episodes in his agitprop play, Earth
Rampant [Zeml’ia dybom, 1921]. A sample of these compactly evocative headings
include, “Down with War,” “All Power to the Soviets,” and “The Black International.”
The poster as a graphic medium, and to some extent, as a dramatic mode,
reflected the “Bolshevik’s privileging of the eye in the task of political education,
according to sociologist Victoria E. Bonnell, who pioneered the analysis of socialist
poster art. Two-dimensional posters were tasked with simultaneously inventing a visual
code that would legitimate the revolutionary state, and ensuring that “these images
[belonged] to a visual language that would be comprehensible to the population at large,”
“that could easily be ‘read’ by the people,” that is, the simple people, who were mostly
illiterate. (See Figure 4. for a paper-poster representation of colonized blackness from the
era of Rumnev’s pantomime.) Thus allegory and conceptual iconography were rejected as
aspects of an elite bourgeois aesthetics in favor of “a new set of images that were ‘simple,
close to and comprehensible to the spectator to whom the poster is directed,”” and
therefore deliberately anti-bourgeois.”* Iconography could not be nuanced nor demand
the spectator’s intense concentration, even when protracted in stage action, to guarantee
that the intended message got across. In order to eliminate the possibility that simple
people would misread visual cues, posters had to be supplemented verbally. This was of
utmost importance to Tret’iakov, who “found poster phrases analogous to textual posters’
(and not image-based ones), and devised a special form of “semaphoric speech” to
“directly affect the audience through [the agitational poster’s] verbal signals,” > thereby
“guid[ing] it toward heightened revolutionary consciousness and enlightened collective
action.”® In this sense, though the poster genre emphasized visual imagery, it actually
confirmed the supremacy of verbal language, when articulated in a conscious Marxist
idiom by a canny political actor. In a word, silent blackness required white subtitles.

9553

b

INFANTILIZING BLACKNESS: BLACK CHILDREN IN THE WHITE CHILDREN’S THEATER

Africa the play is but one in a broader set of cultural symbols of this era affiliating
blackness with silence, evolutionary with linguistic primitivism. Such depictions of
black Africans relied on the logic that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny, and translated
Marxist-Leninist stages of historical development into the span of a single human life.

To illustrate this principle in its relevance to Rumnev’s play: primitive communism, an
early phase of historical development, finds a correlate in human childhood; a people
living under primitive communism would be, by association, childlike. This move had a
politically strategic function. By infantilizing non-Russian peoples, Russia could

>3 Victoria E. Bonnell, “The Representation of Politics and the Politics of Representation,” (Review of N.IL.
Baburina, Sovetskii politicheskii plakat, 1917-1980. Iz kollektsii Gosudarstvennoi biblioteki SSSR imeni V.I.
Lenina), Russian Review 47.3 (July, 1988): 315-322, at 315.

** Ibid., 320.

>3 Sergei Tret’iakov, Slyshish’, Moskva?!, 191-192; quoted in Natasha Kolchevska, “From Agitation to
Factography: The Play of Sergej Tret’jakov,” The Slavic and East European Journal, 31.3 (Autumn, 1987),
pp. 388-403.

°® Natasha Kolchevska, “From Agitation to Factography: The Play of Sergej Tret’jakov,” The Slavic and
East European Journal, 31.3 (Autumn, 1987), pp. 388-403, at 390.
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recalibrate its fraternal®’ role in the “friendship of peoples” from equal to “big brother or
‘first among equals,’” as Meredith Roman puts it, or even “paternalistic,” as Maxim
Matusevich and others write. >*

Here the Latin etymology perhaps inadvertently comes to bear on these
figurations of Third World subjects as infants, those “incapable of speech” (which, as |
pointed out in the introduction, finds a rough etymological parallel in Russian).”® Soviet
culture recurrently produced (motion) pictures with infant black characters incapable of
fluent speech. ° In these scenarios, inability to speak Russian is equated with
speechlessness. Eminent examples from Russian cinema include the musical comedy,
Circus (1936) and the sea adventure, Maksimka (1952). “In both films,” Matusevich
observes, “Africa is typically presented in the image of a black child, cute and vulnerable
and in dire need of protection” by Russia as “savior of non-white races.”®' “Soviet
cartoons, films, and children’s literature” depict Africans “as docile and ready to please,
but also gullible and prone to seek pleasure rather than work.” This stereotype reached
its apogee in a 1970 cartoon with the “carefree” Africans from the island “Chunga
Changa.”®® Such representations implied the necessity for socialist ideology to intercede
and motivate individual labor and cultural progress. (See appended images of Circus,
Maksimka, and “Chunga Changans.”.) Though the carefree and work-free Chunga-
Changans do not speak but sing, ** they return for other reasons toward the end of this
analysis.

Aware of this infantilizing tendency, one has the sinking suspicion that the
audience members at the production of Africa were planted by the pantomime studio, or
perhaps dreamt up by the Russian journalist, insofar as the felicitous uptake of this racial
performative depends on the African’s authentication of his inability to speak and his
attendant authorization of the Soviet to speak for him. The former is achieved when the
fist pump of the Africans onstage is affirmatively mirrored in the round of Africans’
applause from the floor. The latter is effected in the triangulation between the hybrid
white-black Soviet in African drag onstage, and the white Soviet and black African in the
audience. In this lies the potential of another obscene message from the other side of the

37 Quist-Adade, “The African Russians,” 154.

> Meredith Roman, "Pigmentocracy." Washington Profile online
<http://www.washprofile.org/ru/node/8066> (2001); Maxim Matusevich, “An Exotic Subversive: Africa,
Africans, and the Soviet Everyday.” Race and Class 49, no. 4 (2008): 57-81.

%% Christopher Krentz calls up this etymology in Writing Deafness: The Hearing Line in Nineteenth-
Century American Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007). The Russian analog
is explicated in Konstantin Bogdanov, Ocherki po antropologii molchaniia: homo tacens (St. Petersburg:
Izdatel’stvo russkogo khristianskogo gumanitarnogo instituta, 1998).

5 This tendency to infantilize the black other was not a phenomenon specific to the Soviet period of
Russian history: “Russian art of tsarist times portrayed blacks not only as servants, but as infantile and
diminutive” (Quist-Adade, “The African Russians,” 164). That being said, the implications of this style of
representation shifted under Soviet programs that explicitly rejected imperialist formations of race and
biological racism in favor of “historicizing” nationalities policy.

8! Matusevich, "An Exotic Subversive.”

62 Maxim Matusevich, "Black in the USSR: Africans, African-Americans, and the Soviet Society."
Transitions 100 (2009): 56-75.

53 Andrei Voznesenskii provided another post-Stalinist picture of singing but not-speaking blacks in his
1961 poem, “The Negroes Sing” [Poiut negry]. Raquel Greene glosses Voznesenskii’s fascination with the
trope of blackness in “Representation of Africans and African-Russians in Russian literature and culture
over the last four centuries,” Black European Studies (2005).
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performance of Africa—that the audience members might not have responded to the play
in the ways described by the Soviet journalist. African students coming to the Soviet
Union in the 1960s were to wit not pro-Soviet Marxists like the “black pilgrims of the
1920s-1930s,” the first wave of African and African-American visitors.** In fact, they
rejected and rebelled against the actually existing socialism they encountered, even
petitioning against the “crude racism” of white Soviets and refusing to participate in state
rituals, making the African presence in Russia, in Matusevich’s coinage, “exotic
subversive.” ®

As a corollary to the first “obscene message,” it bears remarking on the double
performance of race in Soviet Russia. On the one hand, the state dramatized its anti-
racism on and off the stage: “under communism, Moscow ...was used as a stage from
which to project the image of the Soviet Union as the country which had discovered the
cure for racism.”® In this way, actual Africans and African-Americans who visited the
Soviet Union were preceded by the one-dimensional archetypes of blackness envisioned
on two-dimensional posters and in the three dimensions of poster-plays—as silent victims
of capitalism and imperialism, or silent recipients of socialist beneficence. On the other
hand, the racially-marked subjects, whose presence in the USSR was contingent on the
state’s performance of anti-racism, propped up the official drama by playing the part:
“being an African in the Soviet Union also meant that one performed foreignness on a
day-to-day basis” and, in this scenario, performed ideological support...despite that
“African students in Moscow articulate[d] ideas manifestly out-of-sync with Soviet
sensibilities.”’

Though I could locate no such “exotic subversive” protests of Rumnev’s
performance, Soviet history of racial/racist pantomime offers examples that counter the
scene of black consent. In 1924, with children’s author Sergei Rozanov, Natal’ia Sats,
later founder of the Moscow Children’s Musical Theater in 1965, cowrote a show for the
Comintern School which was aimed at six to eight year-olds. (Sats was very particular
about age-appropriate art.”®) The play was called “The Negro Boy and the Monkey”
[Negritenok i obez’iana]. It was wildly popular in its day, reliably selling out, and
totaling more than a thousand performances in the first six years of its decade-long
premier run. ® Its significance in the scope of Soviet theater cannot be overstated: when
Party members saw it in 1936, it moved them to establish the Central Children’s Theater
on Sverdlov Square beside the Bolshoi Theater. "° The play traveled to other republics
and beyond the Soviet Union, and was “revived [in] 1973 in the same Moscow children’s
theater in which it premiered.””' The original score supplied by avant-garde composer

% Maxim Matusevich, “Probing the Limits of Internationalism: African Students Confront Soviet Ritual,”
Anthropology of East Europe Review. 27.2 (Fall 2009), 22.

5 ibid. See also Matusevich, “An Exotic Subversive: Africa, Africans and the Soviet Everyday,” Race &
Class, Vol. 49, No. 4 (2008), 57-81.

% Roman, “Making Caucasians Black,” 1.

67 Maxim Matusevich, “Testing the Limits of Soviet Internationalism: African Students in the Soviet
Union,” In Race, Ethnicity, and the Cold War: A Global Perspective, edited by Philip Muehlenbeck
(Vanderbilt University Press, 2012), 171.

% Victor Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical Theater (Moscow: Raduga Publishers, 1986), 120.
%9 Natal’ia Sats, Sketches from My Life (Moscow: Raduga Publishers, 1979), 112.

70 Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical Theater, 34.

! Larry Sitsky, “Leonid A. Polovinkin: The Partial Avant-Gardist.” In Music of the Repressed Avant-
Garde, 1900-1929 (Westport, CN. : Greenwood Press, 1994). 112. There were other “Negro boys” beside
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Leonid Polovinkin (1894-1949) was his “best known” musical offering. "> Today the
play is remembered for its formal innovation, combining live action with animation
projected onto the stage.”

Sats devoted a good portion of text to the play in her autobiography, Sketches of
My Life [ Novelly moei zhizni]. She describes the plot and scenery in detail in the passage
below:

...A corner of the jungle, with lianas hanging, birds flying, elephants wandering
about. A cartoon is projected onto a flat to the right, showing a thicket where our
actors playing African children are hiding. They are lying in ambush, waiting for
more animals to appear. At a signal from Nagua, the children start banging their
tom-toms. The frightened animals scamper away (cartoon here). Nagua shoots at
the hindmost doe but misses and starts in hot pursuit. A panorama of the forest in
motion: Nagua is chasing the doe. At a certain moment, the actress playing
Nagua disappears and the action is continued in the cartoon. ™

...YTOJIOB B JIECHOM Halle, NIEPEBUTOM JINAHAMU, JIETAIOT NTULIBI, TYJISIOT CIOHBI.
Ha cranke cipaBa MyJbTHIUIMKAIMEH TPOESLUPYIOTCS 3apOCIIU, TaM Kak Obl
«TIPSAYYTCS» HAILM apTUCTBI, UTPAIOIINE HETPUTAHCKUX peOsT. OHU BBIKUIAIOT,
Korna codepercs modosnblie 38epeil B 3ToOM JieCHOM yroske. W BOT 1o curnamty
Harya Herputsita HauMHaOT OUTH B IIIyMOBBIE HHCTpYMEHTHI. [lepenyraHubie
3BepH (KMHOMYJIBTUILIUKAIINS ) 0OpamatoTcsi B 6erctBo. Harya mpurerummics B
OTCTaBIYIO JJaHb—IIPOMax, JlaHb nobesxana, Harya 3a Heill; Teneps maHopama
jeca B IBWKEHUHM: 3a JlaHbIo O0exxuT Harya. B ompeneneHHbIl MOMEHT akTpuca,
urpatomas ponb Harya, Kak Gbl «IIepelia» Ha KHHOMYJIbTHILIHKAT.

This idyllic scene is interrupted when a white man kidnaps the monkey Yirka, who saves
Nagua the Negro Boy’s life. The Soviet-issued English-language promotional material
for the musical theater tells us that “the youngsters greatly enjoy the story of [the]
friendship” ’® between Yirka and Nagua—a parable of race for the Soviet Union that,
unsurprisingly, resolves itself at the circus—a topos whose centrality in representations of
race we will discuss later is curiously persistent. “[ The children] eagerly

follow...Nagua’s adventures in search of his simian friend and the boy’s arrival in
Moscow; and they are glad to find out that the working class Negro is a friend of Soviet
children.””” This is, of course, the official message of the play as an instrument of

Nagua at the Moscow Musical Children’s Theater, where “the young ones met with their old friends,”
including “the Negro Boy Maksimka.” «MaJpIy BCTPETHIINCH CO CBOUMH CTAPBIMH 3HAKOMBIMHU
...HeTpuTeHOK MakcuMKa (B OJTHOMMEHHBIX pomn3BeneHmsx M. P. Payxseprepa, O. C. Konmmarnosckoro. b.
M. Tepentnera)...» <http://muzypedia.ru/index-189.htm>

" 1bid., 111,

73 The cartoon artists were the couples: N. and O. Khodataev and V. and Z. Brumberg.

™ Sats, Novelly moei zhizni, 112. “Now why is the substitution imperceptible and quite unimportant?...
because the costume, characteristic movements and habits with which the actress and director have
endowed Nagua are identical in the scenic and cartoon interpretation.”

7 Sats, Novelly moei zhizni, 162.

" E.S. Mikulina, et al., The Moscow Theater for Children (Moscow: Iskra Revolutii Publishers, 1934), 30.
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propagandistic pedagogy rather than pure entertainment. As Natal’ia Sats herself said
about the mission of the Children’s Theater, “We must use the theatre to educate builders
and fighters, not spectators.” "®

With its groundbreaking use of cartoon, The Negro Boy and the Monkey
appropriately caricatures the Africa about which it seeks to edify its young viewers. Its
imagery is more evocative than verisimilar, as we have seen, condensing the continental
geography into a single space wherein the tropical jungle gives way to lush forest and
finally to arid desert. Despite this noncorrespondence to topographical truth, the crew still
hoped for the correspondence of form to content in the production. As in Africa, The
Negro Boy and the Monkey matched musical accompaniment to visual narrative. Sats
pictured “the story and the staging simultaneously,” and, in her estimation, Polovinkin
succeeded in inflating the script’s “verbal characterizations” into “three [dimensions]”
with his score. " For all its forays into the aesthetically experimental, The Negro Boy
and the Monkey was a favorite; moreover, it managed to produce something of a reality-
effect among its young Soviet audiences who mistook the characters for potential pen-
pals and friends. “[A] play with dance and song, circus interludes, [and] animated
cartoons,” it “always draws a full house. And long after they have gone home the kids
remember ‘Auntie Natasha’ (Natalia Satz) and the Nice Negro Girl and send them letters
and drawings and stories of how they play at ‘Negro Boy and the Monkey.”” *°

So far we have not spoken of the play’s central persona: “the Nice Negro Girl” in
the English rendition, or the “Nice Negro Woman” or “Female” [ Dobraia Negra] in the
original Russian. The “running comment by the Nice Negro Girl”*' alone prevented the
performance from sliding into strictly silent acting. Sats had “conceived the play ‘The
Negro Boy and the Monkey’ as pantomime, dancing, wholly musical. Only the ‘person
at the proscenium’—the Nice Negro Girl—was given a few words” to say.*> Pantomime
is the sister art of cartoon, according to eminent Russian mime, II’ia Rutberg. It may also
be a performance genre uniquely disposed to representing race in the Soviet case. Of
course, the Negro Girl stops The Negro Boy short of pure pantomime. But what about her
merits the qualifier “nice” or “kind” [dobraia], and not the boy? Why did Soviet children
write to her and Auntie Natasha rather than Yirka and Nagua, the ostensible stars of the
show? Was it she whom African American actor Paul Robeson admired when he saw the
performance in 1935?% Was it to her nominal kindness that Langston Hughes alluded
when he expressed his regret at having not been able to secure a seat at one of Sats’s
typically sold-out productions? So striking a cultural moment was cut by the play that
Hughes was moved to remark on it in his autobiography, I Wonder as I Wander. The

78 Quoted in Gene Sosin, “Art for Marx’s Sake,” Theatre Arts (February, 1950), 31.

7 Sats, Novelly moei zhizni, 111 113.

Z? E.S. Mikulina, et al., The Moscow Theater for Children (Moscow: Iskra Revolutii Publishers, 1934), 32.
Ibid.

82 Sats, Novelly moei zhizni, 163. «Crekraxib « HerpuTeHOK 1 06€3bsiHa» s 33yMana KaK TaHTOMHMHO-

TaHHGBaHBHBIﬁ, OEJIIMKOM MYSBIKaHBHBH\/'I. HemHuorue ciioBa 6BUII/I TOJIBKO Y «Y€JIOBEKA ITPOHCIICHUYMA) --

Jo6poii Herpbr.»

83 «paul Robeson, the well-known Negro singer recently visited the Moscow Children’s Theater and saw a

performance of “The Negro Boy and the Monkey.” He had a long conversation with the director of the

theater, Natalia I. Satz, Honored Artist of the Republic who gave an account of the mass work of the

theater. Before leaving, Robeson made an entry in the visitor’s book in which he expressed his admiration

at the splendid performance of the play.” “Paul Robeson’s Visits Children’s Theater,” Moscow Daily News

(January 4, 1935), 1.
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“handsome little Negro boy,” he writes, “was presented most sympathetically, I was
told.”* Without too much prevarication, I want to point out the ambivalence of his final
clause: “I was told.” Here Hughes eschews the authority of the eye-witness, and instead
defers to the deeply-ideologized report of Soviet observers to describe the scene.

Meanwhile, non-Soviet observers, specifically the black students at the Moscow
Comintern School, did not like what they saw. Before incorporating their voices into the
chorus of reviewers, I want to describe more directly what exactly they were seeing.
Nagua, for one, hardly looked the part of “the working class Negro,” “friend of Soviet
children,” as the English-language material alleged.®® Instead, he appeared in blackface
and full “African” body paint or dark stockings, wearing only a loincloth patterned with
Lascaux-like cave paintings around his waist. His ears were weighted down with gold
hoops. And his artificially nappy black hair was adorned with feathers sprouting from his
crown, a costume detail which refers more readily to visual stereotypes of the Native
American than the black African. The promotional picture of Nagua shows him crouched
down, with hands gesticulating like his monkey familiar, Yirka—an image to which I
will momentarily return.

The Nice Negro Girl was costumed in a more contemporary if inexplicably
eccentric style. Her aproned polka-dot dress, with ruffled sleeves, collar, and skirt hem,
seemed a clownish play on antebellum fashion. Her face was painted black with
additional white accenting around the eyebrows. She wore a black body stocking that
peeked out from her short sleeves and extended to her wrists. Her nappy wig was parted
in the center and smoothed down the sides of her head, exploding in frizzy curls at her
ears. The top of her head was festooned with an oversized flower. Achieving this effect
of racial drag was no small feat. As the English material explains, “the stage directress
has lots to worry about up to the very last day before a ‘first night.” A real good make-up
is needed in order to change a blonde-haired actress like Vakhonina into a Negro girl.”*®
In addition to the practical problems such a metamorphosis inevitably poses for the
make-up artist, one imagines the ideological difficulty of regressing the mature socialist
actress back to a condition of (racialized) primitivism. In effect, this bit of theatrical
magic reverses the Soviet Union’s developmental mission in the decolonized countries of
the third world. The gender of “little Negro” impersonator is also significant here, insofar
as a crucial component of the socialist program for universal equality, into which official
anti-racism figured hugely, was equality of the sexes, a pared-down feminism that made
possible such structural equivalences between boy and girl (or woman), black and white,
Russian and African, and so on. But equality seems too generous a term for the logic of
metamorphosis by which the theater posed false and even problematic equivalences
between distinct styles of culturally-historically embodied being. Consider the
uncomfortable spill down the evolutionary ladder the theater takes in its own self-
description: “[Our] dancers are often called upon to impersonate rabbits and frogs,
grasshoppers and butterflies, dandelions and daisies. In the Little Black Boy and the
Monkey they dance as African children.””’

8 Langston Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey (New York: Thunder's Mouth
Press, 1986 [1956]), 200-201. I am grateful to Meredith Roman for pointing me to this passage.

8 Mikulina, et al., The Moscow Theater for Children, 30.

**Ibid., 37.

8 Victor Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical Theater (Moscow: Raduga Publishers, 1986), 113.
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The Little Negro Boy and the Monkey reappeared on the stage of the Children’s
Theater in 1973, now in a “new choreographic and musical version” or “ballet-
pantomime.” Leningrad composer, Sergei Banevich, had made the performance more
fascinating for its fidgety audience with a new score and song-and-dance numbers. This
alteration to the play interestingly invited more gender play, as “mostly travesty dancers
are used—men and women of short stature and slender build.” The actress who reprised
the Nagua role in the 1970s and 80s revival of the play, Tatiana Glukhova, was a white
female soprano, and, according to one Russian reviewer, “a ‘ready-made’ Little Red
Riding Hood [or] Snow-White.”® She appeared in young boy blackface for The Negro
Boy and the Monkey (now called “The Little Black Boy” in the Soviet English-language
publications), and for one of the two productions of Maksimka put on by the children’s
company. Both stagings cast white women in the title role of the “little negro boy” with a
proper name. “There were two Maksimkas in the theatre,” the state press boasts its
abundance. At the same time, it reveals the poverty of its racial imagination, since the
two actresses each embodied one of the two available stereotypes of blackness available
in the Soviet economy of representations. “One of [the Maksimkas], Tatiana Glukhova—
played him as a small, oppressed being, whom life batters about before his fate takes a
sharp turn through his meeting with the Russian sailors. The other Maksimka (Lydia
Kutilova)—is a little savage, half child, half animal, in whom the influence of the sailors
awakens a feeling of protest, and he begins to fight for his destiny.”® The Negro Boy
encompassed both stereotypes, and played them against each other along gendered lines:
the savage if quasi-ethnographic appearance of Nagua shared a stage with the Nice Negro
Girl, whose depiction drew on the mammies and Sambos of the racist American
imaginary. This familiar iconography was apparently easier for Soviet audiences to
identify with, since it cited the more economically proximate reality of the industrializing
West (and also, of course, because this variety of racist imagery circulated in popular
representations of black Africans and African-Americans in the Soviet press).

Putting aside the emotional shorthand of racial stereotyping, the primary reason
that the white children sooner sent their letters to the Negro Girl than Boy was, quite
simply, because she could read them. After all, she had the sole speaking part in the play,
and was presumably the only literate one among the cast beside the playwright, Sats. The
photograph captioning in the promotional materials demonstrates that the production
crew was aware of the import of the Girl’s speaking singularity in what would otherwise
be a pantomime show.”® To the rhetorical question—Why will there be no talking on the
stage?—they replied:

% Ibid., 101. Though it can only be a coincidence, the actress’s surname [Glukhova] shares a semantic field
with deafness [glukhota].

* Ibid., 55.

In both roles, blackness becomes a signifier for oppression by a dominant society, which produces, in turn,
a revolutionary or oppositional consciousness in the black figure. This attitude combines the pre-
revolutionary identification of Russian peasants with African-American slaves, and the sympathy of the
white intelligentsia with both; with a more modern intelligentsia or avant-garde self-conception as
persecuted by the state in the way that African Americans are by white slave traders and owners; and
finally a modernist predilection for the primitive, a theme profoundly plumbed Michael Mitsuo Kunichika,
"The penchant for the primitive: Archaeology, ethnography, and the aesthetics of Russian modernism."
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 2007).

% Despite a general reluctance surrounding spoken language, an oral script for the Nice Negro Girl was
introduced into the production “after the premiere of The Little Black Boy and the Monkey” as an entirely
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Why should there be? You [wouldn’t] understand Negro language anyway. But
the Nice Negro Girl [will] explain everything to you. She speaks Russian, and
can [speak Negro languages] too. So after the show you should write a letter to
the [Nice Negro] Girl and tell her how you liked “The Negro Boy and the
Monkey.”!

But as it turns out, there were people in the play’s audience at the purely pantomimed
production who could understand “Negro languages,” but who could not understand why
the Negro Boy had to be scripted as alingual. Black students wrote to the Comintern
leaders, demanding that Nagua be given the power of speech—that he be made to speak
Hausa or Bantu—as opposed to just emitting sounds like a monkey.”> These students
recorded their “bitter dissatisfaction with...the disgraceful characterization given the
[Negroes] in the Theatre...” in a series of “Resolutions in Connection with [the]
Derogatory Portrayal of Negroes in the Cultural Institutions of the Soviet Union.
They called for “the total elimination of such portrayals of the [Negroes] from their
cultural institutions. ..forever.” *

Their main grievance was the depiction of the Negro Boy not just as a friend of
the monkey, but as a monkey himself—a likeness cemented in speechlessness, as noted
above, and also in physical correspondence. The students were appalled that, even as
“correct and respectable information about the true character and physiognomy of the
[Negroes]” was “obtainable in [the Soviet] Union,”

993

the [Negroes in the play] were depicted in the most degrading manner (painting
them to appear [not] unlike real monkeys, an act which is now-a-days becoming
extinct even in capitalist countries, thereby causing the [Negroes] who were
present to feel that the people of the Soviet Union also think about the [Negroes]
in a chauvinistic trend of mind.”

dialogueless play. “The introduction of spoken language into the fabric of the performance [was seen] as a
personal defeat. ‘There’s nothing bad about it,” objected Natalia Sats. ‘We are addressing children some
of whom don’t even know how to read yet, and we must not feel embarrassed about using such methods in
order to reach the child.” Experiment is experiment! The use of oral commentary came to be accepted as a
customary feature of ballet productions for children.” Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical
Theater, 114.

°! Because the photograph captioning was cut off by reproduction, I could only guess at certain words,
included in the quotation in brackets. It is very possible that the Nice Negro Girl was described as being
able to translate between Russian and, not Negro languages, but monkey talk. Mikulina, et al., The Moscow
Theater for Children, 31.

%2 This discussion is found in the letter that the students addressed to Comintern leaders at the request of
Dmitri Manuilsky, secretary of the Executive Committee of the Comintern, dated January 29, 1933. The
document is located in the Eastern University's fond (RGASPI f. 532, op. 1, d. 441, 11. 15-19. Tam
extremely thankful to Meredith Roman for alerting me to this instance of resisting Soviet representations of
blackness as primitivism.

%3 “Resolutions in Connection with Derogatory Portrayal of Negroes in the Cultural Institutions of the
Soviet Union,” quoted in Woodford McClellan, “Africans and Black Americans in the Comintern Schools,
1925-1934,” The International Journal of African Historical Studies, 26.2 (1993), 389.

**1bid., 389.

%> McClellan, “Africans and Black Americans,” 389.
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A silhouette of the monkey and Negro Boy dancing in the African jungle from the
animation sequence presents the two rather unambiguously as twins in appearance and
posture. This correspondence compels us to pose the inverse question, phrased here in
the words of queer of color scholar Mel Y. Chen,,“Is the monkey ‘black,” I mean
racialized as black?” Does it “[refer] to a history of associations of simianness with
Africans, during colonial periods most certainly, in slave legacies, and as well in
contemporary popular racist imagination in the United States” and also, we append, the
Soviet Union?”°

The Negro Boy and the Monkey’s deliberately cartoonish departure from realist
theater did not mitigate its unintended and indirect material consequences for thinking
about race and animality in the Russian context. Soviet reviewers were impressed by the
seriousness with which the white Soviet child received the play; these adults were
enamored by the way the children mistook the actors playing human parts for real people,
and the actors playing animal parts for real animals. Sats illustrates the second mimetic
effect of her play with an anecdote. A woman and her daughter show up for the
performance only to discover that all of the tickets have been sold. What’s more, the girl
has already seen the show. So the mother proposes a trip to the zoo instead to see, in her
words, “a real monkey.” To this, the girl replies: “There,” at the zoo, “it’s not real. Here
it’s real...”””

On the other side of the stage door, Sats always delivered an introduction before
the performance of The Little Black Boy and the Monkey that supports this confusion:

Peering through the curtain, she turned to the audience with the question: ‘Do you
know what’s behind this curtain?’..the ‘right’ answer would come: ‘The stage,’
‘The theatre,” ‘The show,” ‘Actors’...Not at all, all of you are wrong. It is
Africa! Yes, yes, real Africa with tropical forests, wild beasts, and African
youngsters!’... Auntie Natasha’ with a few words had transported them into the
legendary, beckoning Africa.”®

The students refer to a history with long legs of representing blacks as monkeys. For instance, early travel
literature depicted black Africans as “lascivious, apelike sexual appetite...[going] so far as to lead black
women to copulate with apes.” For an extended discussion of this connections, see Sander Gilman, “Black
Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female Sexuality in Late 19™-Century Art, Medicine,
and Literature,” Critical Inquiry, 12 (1985): 212.

% Mel Y. Chen, “The Monkey Reads Queerly.” Manuscript (Berkeley: University of California, 2009).
7V Ashmarin, “Zdes’—nastoiashchee,” in Desiat’ let sredi deti (Moscow: 1928), 10-11. Cited in Natal’ia
Sats, Novelly moei zhizni, 165.

The lateral evolutionary link between blackness and simianness was already cemented by pre-revolutionary
race science, which was in active conversation with race science in the so-called bourgeois countries.
Russian scholars of race took as a starting point of their ethnographic inquiry the fact “that the negro comes
nearer to animals (monkeys) than to representatives of other races,” on mostly somatic and some linguistic
terms. Interestingly, the most concentrated locus of “Negro animality [zhivotnost’]” on the body was the
hand, the length of which “approached that of a chimpanzee or an orangutan.” D.N. Anuchin, “Negry,”
Brokgauz i Efron, t. xx. (St. Petersburg, 1897), quoted in V.B. Avdeeva, ed. Russkaia rasovaia teoriia do
1917 goda, no.2 (Moscow: 2004), pp. 199-200.

% Kabalevsky quoted in Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical Theater, 28.
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The point Sats wants to make with the anecdote about the credulous little girl and in her
own pitch for dramatic mimeticism is obvious: the monkeys in her theater are more real
than real monkeys. But Sats misses the obscene subtext of this scenario; indeed, she is
necessarily shielded from it by her faith in Soviet ideology. The realest monkey of all for
the child educated about alterity through this kind of art is the Negro boy himself.

And the primeval Africa of the children’s theater, with its animalized youngsters
and “wild beasts” (is there much of a difference in the performance after all?) is the real
Africa, having nothing to do with the place of righteous anticolonial revolution and canny
political action in the twentieth-century that the adult pantomime caricatures. (Indeed,
“Africa” circulates as a capacious concept-space encompassing all blackness, regardless
of actual geography, including African-American blackness.) The theater was quite
successful in conflating cartoonish representation and the complicated reality of race in
the minds of its child spectators. “[ With vitality] and great interest [they] responded to
the story about the friendship of the little African boy, Nagua, with the monkey, and
reacted strongly to the mysterious tropical African forest full of strange noises [and]
lethal hidden dangers.” *” Their empathy crudely activated, the children “imagined
themselves in a poor African village, got to know its inhabitants, witnessed the ancient
festival rituals,” until, “unexpectedly, this idyllic world of innocent human joys is
attacked by the world of evil and violence spreading cruelty and greed—these were the
white conquerors, the slave dealers from across the ocean.” The child spectators rejoice
again when “Nagua finds himself on a Soviet ship, and in the Soviet Union,” a socialist
update of Maksimka’s prerevolutionary story, and, “after long wanderings, the two
friends meet again—the monkey is appearing in a foreign circus company.” The cries of
Circus’s African American child echo in this scene’s obscene-subtextual analogy
between black boy and monkey. But unlike the conclusion of Circus, which incorporates
the black boy into the big, multiethnic Soviet family, “[this] ballet ends with Nagua and
the monkey returning to their native land.”'*

In the same way that the adult pantomime Africa fails to resolve the promise of
progress it extends to prehistorical people nestled in the innocence of their jungle-idyll,
the children’s play seals off its plot in a chronological-geographical loop. The proper
response of the Soviet child to this closure of African experience is an evolution in his or
her own political subjectivity: first moved by spontaneous emotion, the little socialist-in-
training comes to revolutionary consciousness by the play’s end, and demands that Nagua
and his dark-skinned colonized kin remain in the Soviet Union. This is what happened
when Paul Robeson went to see the play during its first run. “At the intermission, a little
boy rushed up to Robeson, hugged him around the knees, and begged him to stay in the
Soviet Union - 'You will be happy here with us.”'*! In other words, do not go back to the
jungle and its sequential savageries of uncivilized black existence and white colonial
slavery. Leave behind your idyll, which is ever-imperiled by imperialism. Leave your
ancient, tribal customs back in Africa. You can no longer be an ahistorical monkey now
that you have entered political life through the theatrical portal of the Soviet Union.

* Tbid., 32.

' Ibid.

" Martin Duberman, Re/Membering Langston (New York: New York University Press, 1997), 188. Of
Robeson’s supremely surprising response, Duberman writes, “Not surprisingly, Essie wrote the Van
Vechtens that 'We both love it here, and are profoundly interested in what they are doing."

82



This is the racist mythology that the black students were trying hard to dispel with
their letters and resolutions. It is one which mistakes the Negro with the monkey (or
conflates the two); believes African languages are no more sophisticated than simian
grunts; and understands the mark of civility, of Soviet civilization in particular, as
speaking fluent Russian—a successful project of enlightenment embodied in the Nice
Negro Girl narrator. This was the kind of popular racism circulating on the streets of
Moscow in the Soviet era—seeping up to the level of ideology in this play—that inspired
white Russians to ask black Africans if they lived in the jungle as monkeys, without
houses, “[cohabiting] with snakes and lions.”'®> And on the cusp of post-communism, it
motivated the beating and murder of a black Nigerian student “on grounds [of] being a
monkey,”'” and quite possibly the murder of Romalio more recently.

The makers of Soviet children’s taste recurrently represented Africa in the eternal
presence of the colonial moment, as uniformly premodern in an otherwise developed or at
least post-primitive world, a conceptual image best captured on the walls of the
Children’s Theater.'® The mural painted by N. Holts is a somewhat distorted map of the
world, in which each continent is decorated with and identified by a set of cultural
associations and stereotypes. Holts imagines his Africa much like children’s author,
Kornei Chukovskii did in Doctor Aibolit and Barmalei, early Soviet poems adapted to
screen multiple times during the post-Stalin period: for the fourth time by Mosfil’m in
1967 and again in 1973 and 1984. The most literal citation of Chukovskii comes in the
guise of a “big, mean crocodile” on the shores of western, formerly French, equatorial
Africa, clutching a black child in his jaws.'” The rest of the continent is sparse: a pair of
elephants (one being ridden by an arrow-launching African), a pair of zebras, a pair of
flamingoes, a camel, an ostrich, a pelican and a rhinoceros, pepper the length of the
landscape. A monkey, larger than the crocodile and even the elephant, appears at the
Cape of Good Hope. A palm-munching giraffe extends his neck along the entire eastern
coast of Africa. The preponderance of exotic fauna recalls Chukovskii’s warning: “Little
kids,/ No matter what you do,/ Don’t even think of/ Going to Africa for walks./ Africa is
dangerous/ Africa is horrible...”'° The meager human presence is confined to the upper
right corner of the continent (the erstwhile colony of Anglo Egyptian Sudan), where
crudely-drawn, dark-brown figures in alternating yellow and red loincloths dance in a
circle outside of one elevated hut in a compound of five, their activity confirming the
conception of the theater’s balletmaster, Olga Tarasova, of all the staged movement of
The Negro Boy and the Monkey “in the form of games. Everything was choreographed as
game playing: the games of the African youngsters noted for their agility...”'"’

The most striking aspect of this figuration of Africa arises by putting the continent
in the context of its surrounding world. The Middle East, for instance, is a barren desert
partially obscured by the tops of the African palm trees. A literal bridge to civilization
spans the divide between the uppermost points of Africa, what would be Morocco and
Algeria, and the European continent, on which ordered rows of bushy trees grow and

192 Quist-Adade, “African Russians,” 166.

1% Matusevich, “Probing the Limits,” 30

104 Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical Theater, photo insert.

195 Chukovsky’s poem “Barmalei”: “In Africa big/ mean crocodiles/ are going to bite you.” [B Adpuke
6onpmme/ 3mpie KpokoaAnIsl/ ByayT Bac Kycats|

106 «“Barmalei,” in Kornei Chukovskii, Doktor Aibolit (Moscow: Detskaia literatura, 1961).

107 Victorov, The Natalia Sats Children’s Musical Theater, 113.
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large architectural formations, inclusive of castles and church spires, loom. This is the
Old World, separated from the New by smoky industrial haze and swirling waters on
which a cargo-laden steamship drifts deliberately toward the crowded port of New York
at the feet of the high-rises of the city’s towering skyline. The mural thus maps time onto
space, with each continent corresponding to a particular economic phase in the Marxist
historical development. In this schema, Africa is unevolved, frozen in edenic time.

This image is legitimately edifying in Sats’s opinion because “the spectator is not
attending a geography lesson, but the theatre.” '®® What matters in this specific pedagogic
context is not cartographic accuracy, not the map’s success as a representation of ‘real
reality.” As with pantomime in Rumnev’s approach, the children’s theater transcends
“ethnic, geographical or social barriers.” Rather, to continue poaching and repurposing
Rumnev’s terms, it favors reflections of ideology which are “consonant with the socialist
epoch,” a temporal-spatial perspective that is not universally experienced, and therefore
does not yield a world map of objective proportions. Instead it appears as what Anne
McClintock calls “anachronistic space,” a colonial trope of the Victorian era, according
to which, “colonized people...do not inhabit history proper but exist in a permanently
anterior time within the geographic space of the modern empire as anachronistic humans,
atavistic, irrational, bereft of human agency--the living embodiment of the archaic
'primitive.””'"

Out of synch with the socialist epoch, these primitives are invited onto the stage
of internationalism only as living relics in a traveling ethnographic exhibition, as curious
natives from “an economy other than work,” where time is arrested outside of Marxism-
Leninism’s teleology.''® In their indigenous environment, these primitives “spend their
time celebrating, in pure expression that neither preserves anything nor accrues profit, in
a present, eternal time off, a pure excess,” which “effectively transforms [ethnographic
difference] into a festive theater.” ! The only goods such people do produce, the only
surplus of their lack of labor, is “an estheticization of the primitive,”"'* whose fascination
is found in comparative framing as a passage—the Middle Passage, more precisely—
“from primitive prehistory, bereft of language and light, through the epic stages of
colonialism, postcolonialism, and enlightened hybridity,” in the socialist epoch. “Leaving
the exhibit” of civilized evolution, and glimpsing the mural from right to left, “history is
traversed backward. As in colonial discourse, the movement forward in space is
backward in time: from erect, verbal consciousness and hybrid freedom....down through
the historic stages of decreasing stature to the shambling, tongueless zone of the
precolonial, from speech to silence, light to dark.”'"

"% n the full version of Natalia Sats’ personal notes on topography in the play, she complains: “I don’t like
the conception of the city. These are abstract modern houses. They don’t suggest a recognizable Moscow.
I don’t care that you represented Kalinin Prospekt realistically. The spectator is not attending a geography
lesson, but the theatre. I want a theatrical conception of the city’s image” (ibid., 138).

1% Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather : Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York:
Routledge, 1995), 30.

"9 Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History. Translated by Tom Conley (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1988), 227.

"' Ibid. (emphasis his).

"2 1bid. (emphasis his).

'3 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather, 12.
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THE FOURTH SILENCE: THE RACIALIZATION OF MUTENESS

These cultural texts about blackness show how the (in)ability to speak was
racialized in the Soviet imaginary—albeit we might have arrived at this conclusion by
traveling not to “the dark continent” but through the non-Russian Soviet republics in the
post-war period instead.''* Like their symbolic cousins from Circus and Chunga Changa,
the black subaltern of Africa cannot speak; they are functionally mute rather than
aesthetically silent (to combine the concepts of Spivak and Rumnev). Silence belongs to
the fully articulate white Russian play-acting at blackness, whose ability to opt out of
speaking affirms his superiority in the great chain of socialist being. This conjoinment of
“ethnocentrism and logocentrism” was not singular to the Soviet progress narrative but,
as Henry Louis Gates, Jr. has pointed out, was central to the “grand march of the
intellect” of the European Enlightenment, which “[attempted] to deprive the black human
being of even the potential to create art, to imagine a world and to figure it.”'"”
According to Kwame Anthony Appiah, in the colonial context, “language here is, of
course, a synechdoche” for civilization.''® This association makes for a reversible logic
of substitution, wherein race is read through speech, while speech and speechlessness or
sublingualism is read through race.

But it may not be necessary to go to these lengths to prove that muteness is
racialized as non-Russian since etymology does it for us on its own. Recall that nemets,
the word for German, derives from nemoi, or “mute,” and that “this derivation reflects the
ethnocentric, prejudicial attitude of early Eastern Slavs who, upon encountering their
German neighbors...found them to be lacking even the basic gift of ‘normal,” human
(i.e., Russian) speech.”'"” In his book on Soviet Civilization, Andrei Sinyavsky provides
an even less sparing etymology as it is pockmarked by Russian chauvinism and national
xenophobia. “’Ours’” or nash “can only mean Russians. Whereas the German spirit is
alien, inhuman. The Russian word for Germans (nemtsy) has the same root as the word
dumb (nemy): the Germans are those who can’t speak Russian, ‘nonpersons,” sometimes
evil spirits.”'"® In other words, to speak the unintelligible language of the other is
tantamount to not speaking at all, or not being able to speak. And in turn, to not speak at
all is tantamount to being ethnically or racially other.

To see how this bears out in more modern circumstances, we need only reflect
how “The Miracle Worker” [Sotvorivshaia chudo] was presented in Russia. This bio-
drama by William Gibson about the deaf-mute-blind American, Helen Keller, was

4 For the status of Russian nationalism in the post-Stalin Soviet Union, see Yitzhak M. Brudny,

Reinventing Russia.: Russian Nationalism and the Soviet State, 1953-1991, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2000.

"5 Henry Louis Gates, Jr. “Criticism in the Jungle.” In Black Literature and Literary Theory, ed. Henry
Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: Routledge, 1990), 7.

16 K wame Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), 55.

"7 John Spiegel, Dimensions of laughter in Crime and Punishment (London: Susquehanna University
Press, 2000), 122. The word expressed a “long-standing anti-German sentiment” that survived the early
Eastern Slavs into the modern era. As “in a footnote to ‘Christmas Eve,” Gogol writes: ‘Among us
everyone who comes from a foreign country is called nemets [German]; even if he is a Frenchman, a
Hungarian, or a Swede—he is still a German.”” Quoted in Elena M. Katz, Neither with Them, Nor without
Them: The Russian Writer and the Jew in the Age of Realism (Syracuse University Press, 2008), 66.

"8 Andrei Sinyavsky, Soviet Civilization: A Cultural History (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1990), 260.
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incredibly popular in post-Stalin Soviet theaters and ran regularly for decades starting in
1963. One particular production begins with Helen pantomiming to the strains of
“Asiatic” melodies, the music intended to evoke her animality, primitivism and isolation
from the world of rational humanity.'"® According to Soviet theater critics, an
evolutionary Bildungsroman forms the arch of the play, as “the young governess [Anne
Sullivan] awakens in Helen the deafened rudiments of speech—the main thing that
distinguishes man from animal.”'** Helen’s disabilities are overdetermined here: at once
her literal deafness is a symbol of “the moral deafness of that part of America”; it is
equated with the racist mentality of whites in the Jim Crow South. '*' At the same time,
the discrimination she faces as a deaf-mute is an analogy for the racism experienced by
black Africans under American slavery. In sum, to be deaf means to be both raced and
racist.

Soviet defectology or “special education” hands us the first part of the equation,
having defined the deaf-mute who used only his “primitive language” of signs as not yet
acculturated into socialist society. '** To wit, the Soviet Union’s own Helen Keller
equivalent, Olga Skorokhodova, a deaf-mute-blind woman and winner of the Stalin prize,
articulated her own transformation into a “model Soviet woman” out of “’half animal half
plant’ (she liked to cite this formula to stress the progress she had made since)” as a
process of “humanization” (her word) through defectological education.'” “In spite of
the lack of hearing,” like Keller, Skorokhodova “was trained to use her vocal cords
without being able to control her own speaking otherwise than by touching her throat
with her hand to make sure that the passage of air was taking place.”'** Through the air
passage then, a middle passage for the mute is molded, making a similar traversal as the
ethnographic exhibition space maps out, from a dark zone of “tongueless” silence into the
light foyer of freedom and linguistic consciousness.

"9 11’tani Ilialova, “U nas na gastroliakh” (review of the play from the Theater Archive in Moscow).

120 Mosgorspravka: Otdel gazetnykh vyrezok. Rostov-na-donu Komsomolets (20 July 1965). Reviews
consistently emphasize how Hellen Keller is a humanist project, how teacher elevates this little animal
creature [zver’, zverenyshche, zhivotnoe sushchestvovanie] into a human being.

121y, Gradov, “Muzhestvo na kazhdyi den’,” Molodaia gvardiia (Perm’), 19 July 1970.

122 Correspondingly, “the primary focus of deaf education [was therefore] on the return of speech.” The
founding father of defectology, Lev Vygotsky, feared that sign language alone would close the deaf child
off in a very narrow and confining world with only those who know the ‘primitive language.”” Though he
later abandoned this idea, it remained entrenched in Soviet defectological theory and practice until
perestroika. Jane E. Knox and Carol Stevens, “Vygotsky and Soviet Russian Defectology: An
Introduction,” in The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky. Vol. 2: The Fundamentals of Defectology
(abnormal psychology and learning disabilities). Edited by R.W. Rieber and A.S. Carton (New York:
Plenum Press, 1993), 18. A.R. Luria and L.S. Vygotsky, Ape, Primitive Man, and Child: Essays in the
History of Behavior. Translated by Evelyn Rossiter (Orlando, FL: Paul M. Deustch Press, Inc., 1992),
especially the essay “The Connection Between Thought and the Development of Language in Primitive
Society,” 62-70.

The characterization of the deaf-mute as anomalous and out of historical synch is culled from V.I.
Lubovskii, “Defectologiia,” Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia, 1970-1981 edition (Moscow: “Sovetskaia
entsiklopediia,” 1970). < http://bse.sci-lib.com/article024749.htmI> (accessed April, 2009).

'2 Irina Sandomirskaja, “The How-To of Bare Life: A Story of O.,” Documenta Magazines 1-3 (2007);
online at <URL>http://magazines.documenta.de/frontend/article.php? IdLanguage=1 & NrArticle=660
(accessed 24 February 2009).

"* Ibid.
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Along with the “[relatively] primitive peoples” of the world, the deaf-mute
remained at “a lower level,” at “the starting point for the historical development of
human behavior.”'* Both primitive individuals and primitive peoples were not outside of
but prior to socialist language. The reciprocal exoticisms, that allowed ethnic alterity to
stand in for sensory “defect” and vice versa, placed both “others” on the same lowly rung
of the socialist evolutionary ladder, which was really a hierarchy of animacy with speech
as its operative factor. The Soviet “view of deaf-mutes as inferior in the mental
development of members of society was an incontestable fact already at the end of the
nineteenth century” in Russia, when scholars ascertained that the "mental level of deaf-
mutes was so low," that, "from the heights of official science, the deaf-mute was equated
with the monkey,” an “historical comparison in the clinical literature” grounded in an
evolutionary logic, that, furthermore, equated “the deaf-mute with others to whom words
or concepts were unknown, including children, representative of 'primitive' tribes, and so
on.”'?® Defectology undertook to “return [the deaf-mute] to speech,” "%’ make the
ahistorical monkey-child a “new man,” and thereby synch him up with the Marxist-
Leninist present.'”® Coming to revolutionary consciousness as an achieved socialist
subject meant “speaking Bolshevik” at the top of one’s voice—vo ves’ golos, as
Mayakovsky put it—a promise extended to linguistically and racially “primitive” peoples
alike as the “comrades of posterity.”'*’

I gloss the racialization of silence in “The Miracle Worker,” and the alignment of
racial and linguistic primitivity in defectology, so that we might understand what kinds of
overdetermined discourses of muteness were encountered by the deaf-mute her or

125 AR. Luria and L.S. Vygotsky, Ape, Primitive Man, and Child: Essays in the History of Behavior.
Translated by Evelyn Rossiter (Orlando, FL: Paul M. Deustch Press, Inc., 1992), 42. See also the essay
“The Connection Between Thought and the Development of Language in Primitive Society” in the same
collection (ibid., 62-70).
Both primitive individuals and primitive peoples were not outside of but prior to socialist language. The
reciprocal exoticisms, that allowed ethnic alterity to stand in for sensory “defect” and vice versa, placed
both “others” on the same lowly rung of the socialist evolutionary ladder, which was really a hierarchy of
animacy with speech as its operative factor.
:z: Konstantin Bogdanov, Ocherki po antropologii molchaniia, 117-118.

Ibid.
'28post-Stalin pantomime used the African slave and the deaf-mute to signify primitive stages of man’s
cultural and ontological development overcome by the progress of History. Additionally, post-Stalin
pantomime of the unimpaired appropriated blackness, as it did deaf-muteness, as a metaphor for “the
oppression of creative artists under the Soviet regime.” Raquel Greene, “Representation of Africans and
African-Russians in Russian literature and culture over the last four centuries,” Black European Studies
(Miinz, Germany, 2005).
129 Note that Mayakovsky’s “comrades of posterity” [ToBapumi motomku] were muted by the “agitprop
stuck in [their] teeth” [aruTnpomn B 3ybax HaBs3]. Vladimir Mayakovsky, “At the Top of My Voice/Bo
Bech rosioc,” The Bedbug and Selected Poetry. Translated by Max Hayward and George Reavey
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press), 221-235.
This circumstance receives a darkly parodic treatment in Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago [Doktor
Zhivago, 1957]. The ears of the novel’s sensitive hero are acoustically accosted on a train from the East by
a deaf-mute, Maxim Aristarkhovich Klintsov-Pogorevshikh, who has been taught to speak by leading
defectologists (Zhivago guesses them by institutional name). His speech is anarchic and senseless, a
phonetic parallel to the “savageries” of revolution and war to which the good doctor has just borne witness.
For the only dedicated treatment of the book’s deaf mute, as far as I can tell, see I.P. Smirnov,
"Glukhonemoi demon (ob odnom avtosharzhe B.L. Pasternaka v romane 'Doktor Zhivago')," (St.
Petersburg, Russia: Institut russkoi literatury. Trudi Otdela drevnerusskoi literatury, 1996), 176-185.
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himself. We have seen how deaf-mute subjectivity formed in a matrix of race, and now I
offer a final, curious cultural artifact that may explain how deaf-mute subjectivity formed
in a matrix of racism. I do so by analyzing a strange but symptomatic artifact of late-
socialist culture, which condenses into a single illustrated anecdote all the operative terms
of this argument, namely, race, silence, and historical consciousness. Entitled “In Africa
Ice Cream Is Also Cold” [V Afrike morozhenoe tozhe kholodnoe], this is an anachronistic
piece, written in 1970 about an event from 1957. I came upon it by chance, while flipping
through issues of Deaf Life [Zhizn’ glukhikh], the official publication of the All-Russian
Society of the Deaf [Vserossiiskoe obshchestvo glukhikh], formerly known as Deaf-Mute
Life [Zhizn’ glukhonemykh] from its founding in 1933 until its name change in 1957 (the
momentous year in which the comic’s action is set).

The story goes like this: an African man comes to Moscow for the World Youth
Festival. It’s a hot day and he decides to buy some ice cream from a street vendor, using
the one Russian word he knows: “Eskimo.” Having forgotten his wallet at the hotel, the
Russians, in an excessive show of generosity, treat him to more Eskimos than he can
handle. As the “mountain of ice cream” begins to melt in his hands, he realizes he can
give it out to the Russian children on the street. A crowd gathers around this friendly
display. At the comic’s close, the black man repeats the title of the story in English until a
Russian girl translates for us: “In Africa ice cream is also cold.” (Along with the comic
[Figure 12.], a full translation of the Russian comic is available at the end of the chapter,
offered by the author who also speaks English...)

On its surface, this is a transparent parable about racial equality and cultural
sameness, endorsed by official ideology, and effected through language and symbolism.
The ice cream is positioned in a larger, zeugmatic semantic field of hot and cold. On the
literal valence of meaning, we learn that: the ice cream is cold,"** and the sun is hot. The
cold ice cream starts to melt under the hot Moscow sun. On the metaphorical level, we
find that Muscovites are warm, they “warmly [meet] with the youth of the whole world,”
despite the international context of Cold War. The implication that the “youth of the
world” might be met with otherwise, that is, coldly, figures crucially into Cold War
rhetoric. In full, the comic creates a touching tableau of multiculturalism which
demonstrates how the coldness of racial relations in the Cold War melts under the
warmth of the sun of Soviet internationalism.

The Eskimo—not the African—is the center of racial meaning in this scene. We
might ask why this is the only word the African knows in Russian—whether he knows it
first as the name of an ice cream bar or of a mythic igloo-dwelling people. Furthermore,
why does the African speak English and not an African language, as the African children
present at The Negro Boy and the Monkey queried incredulously? In any case, the
Russian child may have associated this image of the imperial Other overwhelmed by
Eskimos in the socialist metropole with Starik Khottabych, the Soviet version of
Aladdin’s genie, born of children’s author Lazar Lagin’s pen in 1937, and turned into a
movie in 1956."*" In this loaded allusion, it is important to note that Khottabich eats his
“mountain of ice cream” while learning to read Russian at the circus. The power of this

139 The text opts for “morozhennoe,” a substantive adjective derived from the verb “to freeze,” over
“plombir,” a less etymologically suggestive noun for “ice cream.”

B! Lazar Lagin, Starik Khottabych. The following chapters feature the Eskimo ice cream bar: XVII. Starik
Khottabych i Sidorelli and XXVI. Opiat’ Eskimo.
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allegory to domesticate cultural difference derives from the wholesomeness of its
symbolism. The anecdote tells us: “ice cream is cold everywhere”; what it means is: “the
world is the same all over”; or, to go beneath the chocolate coating to the vanilla center, it
implies: “we’re all white under the surface” (or, as Ellochka the Cannibal quips in the
twenties’ classic, Twelve Chairs [Dvenadtsat’ stul’ev, 1928], “You’re all white at the
back! (joke).”'** And since we are all equal under the skin, we can all be part of one big
Communist family. Thus this “interesting event” or “funny adventure,” whichever you
prefer, transpires on Gorky Street, one of the radial roads leading back to the city center
at Red Square.

But this equality is tenuous, since it is depends on the charity of the white Russian
adults. The African, without a wallet (and perhaps without a pocket in which to place it
in his traditional costume, presumably non-factory-produced), cannot taste the sweetness
at the center of the Soviet Union without financial support. This detail corresponds to the
paternalist thesis that Roman, Matusevich and others argue inheres in the relationship
between the Second and Third Worlds in the era of decolonization during the late 50s and
60s, when “Soviet leaders proclaimed that the USSR was offering humanitarian and
‘fraternal’ assistance to eliminate the dire consequences of colonial rule and save the
peoples of the newly liberated countries from neocolonialism.”'*

Still, the white adults only participate in this scene as subsidizers and spectators.
They smile while the transactions—of ice cream and language—occur between the Negro
and the children. Here, the visual aid is instructive: the African man crouches down to fit
into the final, claustrophobic comic panel with the Soviet kids. His stooping does not
represent condescension but instead an innocent, even infantile kindness. Any inequality
of adolescent African over Soviet children is reversed by the accompanying text and the
final punchline, which, I contend, is not the title but the story’s last line: “She knew
English.”

The second or extra punchline, “She knew English,” reveals the obscene subtext
of the story: this is a parable about racial difference. At its end, though the anecdote
manages to consume the excessive ice cream, it exudes excessive meaning, meaning from
which the African is excluded. The Eskimo’s egalitarian coldness gives way to the little
girl’s linguistic superiority. Ultimately, the scene of signification takes on prime
importance, such that the ice cream itself seems superfluous or ridiculous. Moreover, one

132 See Chapter 12 of II’f and Petrov’s famous farce. Of the very finite phrases the cannibal Ellochka is able

to say, this is the fourteenth: “U vas vsia spina belaia (shutka).”

For a provocatively pertinent discussion of the discourse of sweetness, socialism, and race, see Jafari Allen,
Venceremos? The Erotics of Black Self-Making in Cuba (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), pp.
43-51. Working through Fernando Ortiz’s “canonical book,” Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar
(1995), Allen contends that, in order to support the racial rhetoric that subtended the socialist revolution in
Cuba of 1959, “Africans had to have their culture ‘crushed’” like white sugar, “enough to yield consumable
sweetness” for the sake of the Eurocentric logic of the state. (48)

133 Quist-Adade, “African Russians,” 154. On the Soviet-African encounter, see Constantin Katsakioris,
“L’Union soviétique et les intellectuels africains: Internationalisme, panafricanisme et négritude pendant
les années de la decolonisation, 1955-1964,” Cahiers du monde russe 47, 1-2 (2006): 15-32; and Julie
Hessler, “Death of an African Student in Moscow: Race, Politics, and the Cold War,” Cahiers du monde
russe 47, 1-2 (2006): 33—64. On contacts with the “socialist countries” of Eastern Europe, see Anne
Gorsuch, "Time Travelers: Soviet Tourists to Eastern Europe,” In Turizm: The Russian and East European
Tourist under Capitalism and Socialism, edited by Anne E. Gorsuch and Diane P. Koenker (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2006), 205-26.

89



feels the defeat of the slim content of the phrase whose translation has taken a whole
passage to narrate. Why should it require a translator to relate this truism? The fact of
ice cream’s coldness is an especially tautological proposition in Russian, since the noun
used here is a substantive adjective derived from the verb “to freeze.” It turns out that
this is all the African has to offer intellectually: not much.

He asks for ice cream with a single word and a simple sign: holding up a finger to
signify “one,” he is rewarded with not one but a whole “mountain of ice cream” bars.
This racial pantomime is a necessity, a supplement for muteness and an approximation of
language on the part of the black African. It implicitly contrasts with the pantomime in
presumed excess of language, as practiced by Rumnev’s white actors impersonating
African subjects. In the “ice cream” play, sign and context can only do so much. The
Negro fails in his attempt to speak abstractly, to say that “ice cream is also cold in
Africa.” There is no pantomime that could guarantee the transmission of this message.
As a deficient speaker, his entry into mutual meaning-making relies on the multilingual
little girl, who rescues the story from silent slapstick and transforms it into a parable
about political and linguistic hierarchy. Ultimately, it is not the African’s subjectivity or
the intersubjective participation that matters here—it is the Russians’ success at
mastering the event, despite the ostensibly shared pleasures of communication and
dessert sharing all around. Without the little girl’s verbal dexterity, which at once
infantilizes and emasculates the Negro, he is fated to eternally repeat this phrase,
rendering the structure of the “ice cream” play isomorphic with Africa. The white girl
and the Russian comic communicate to the racially-marked hero: “Though you may intuit
its righteousness, you cannot make sense of communism, so we will give you the
language with which to do so.” In both cultural productions, the final act of transport
happens outside of the “limited” Negro consciousness.

THE SOVIET EROTICS OF RACE: A COMMUNIST (M)ORALITY PLAY

We can’t leave the little girl in the comic strip alone just yet, since the gender of
this encounter reveals another of the comic’s obscene subtexts. This scene, as we earlier
established, is one of linguistic mastery, exercised by the little white girl over the black
adult male. Its success, however, is subtended by the threat of the little girl’s loss of
control—over her language, over herself, over her desires. This shadow encounter
emerges retrospectively at the historical remove provided by the comic’s 1970
publication, thirteen years after the World Youth Festival which, as one Russian
participant reminisces,

brought together the youth of all five continents, but in special favor was black
Africa. To the Negroes of Ghana, Ethiopia, Liberia (countries that had only then
been liberated from colonial dependence) aspired journalists, to these [Negroes]
rushed Muscovite girls and the ‘savage ones’ like us in an international explosion

[poryv]. 134

134

“DecTrBaAIb COOpaA MOJIOIECKD CO BCEX ISITH KOHTHHEHTOB, HO B 0cOO0M (paBope ObliTa uepHas
Adpuka. K serpam u3 "ansl, Dronnn, JInbepun (Toraa 3Tu CTpaHBI TOIBKO YTO OCBOOOAMIIHCE OT
KOJIOHHAJIbHOW 3aBUCHMOCTH) YCTPEMIISUTUCH )KYPHAIKUCTHI, K HUIM B HHTEPHAI[MOHAJIBHOM ITOPBIBE
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This “spasm” of internationalism described above—something like socialist jouissance—
posed a special risk to the comrade who mistook Marxism’s definitive desire to have the
other politically with a desire to have the other physically (or who derived physical
pleasure from the consummation of political desire).

With no chronological leap, nor any cartoon conversion required, an analogous
meeting between white Soviet female and black African male played out in real life at the
Youth Festival and then again on the pages of the Soviet press. In an article entitled,
“These Fifteen Days in Moscow” [Eti piatnadstat’ dnei v Moskve], published in the
October 1957 issue of the popular journal Theater [Teatr], a Soviet reporter acquaints his
reader with “one Negro guest” [odnogo negritianskogo gostia] from Africa, who is
scrutinizing a painting by II’ia Repin in the Tretiakov Gallery. “The female interpreter
had started heatedly explaining to [the guest] what kind of painting was before him, what
it depicted, who painted it. And the guest, touched by her attention, all the same stopped
her with a delicate movement of his hand: he wanted to make sense of it himself.”'*> At
this moment, the linguistic mastery of the white Russian young woman, a grown-up
version of the comic’s little girl, is deauthorized by a surprisingly effective (and
racialized) use of sign language. But such an inversion is only temporary. “When [the
journal’s] photo-correspondent pointed his camera” at the African art-enthusiast, “the
female interpreter potently [v/astno] raised her hand,” reasserting control over the
encounter. ““Enough!! He has already been photographed today!!” she decreed.” (The
double doubling-up of exclamation points belongs to the impassioned Soviet original.)

The image that accompanies the article copy (Figure 13.) belies the success of the
female interpreter’s sign language. Against her decree, the disembodied male journalist
and the similarly effaced male photographer have the last word in this exchange, having
produced the verbal and visual portrait of the African which she forbids as he is looking
at a portrait in the gallery. Unlike his cartoon cousin, this “Negro guest” in the capital city
is dressed in a sharp mod suit, replete with pocket-square, and a white button-down dress
shirt bisected by a dark skinny tie. His concentrated stare is partially screened by a pair of
oversized T-shades. In a word, this is not the national costume of the tribal African seen
in the “ice cream” illustration. Beyond its immanent hipness, the fashionable attire of the
African shows off the shabbiness of Soviet dress, or Russian ‘national costume,’ if you
will, as modeled by the white young man to the left of the picture’s focal figure.
Evidently aspiring to the same degree of sartorial formality, the Soviet suit seems ill-
fitting, drooping at the shoulders and loose in the sleeves, hanging improperly like a
blazer borrowed from a father’s closet by a young boy. The reader’s attention already
clued into the gentle gesticulation and refined ability to signify of the African student, we
note how he rests his black hands confidently in his front pants pocket, his right arm in a
cavalier Akimbo. Meanwhile, the bearing of the young white man offers a frenetic

CIIETIMITA MOCKOBCKHE JIEBYIIIKH H «JIUKapm» Bpojae Hac.” Ogonek, December 27, 1997 (my emphasis).
http://www.ogoniok.com/archive/1997/4510/27-12-19/

I call attention to the way the speaker plays with the word “dikari” (savage or wild ones). This quote
captures the fear—differentially affecting Soviet girls--that hierarchies of civilization and primitivity were
reversed in the carnivalesque atmosphere of the Youth Festival.

135 Tu. Tuzovskii, “Eti piatnadtsat® dnei v Moskve,” Teatr 10 (1957); reprinted in his O teatre i drama, t. 2
(Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1982), 172.
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counterpoint; his long and lilywhite fingers are interlaced mid-fidget and thrust forward
at the midriff of a white dress shirt.

Despite the subtle difference in their black and white looks, both men look in the
same direction in the gallery, peering intently outside the frame of the black-and-white
picture and at a framed picture on the wall, one presumes. (Of course, such a forward-
facing stare is freighted with meaning in Soviet iconography, most canonically associated
with Lenin’s confident gaze at the radiant communist future.) The vectors of their
masculine vision exclude the white female interpreter, who appears to the right of her
foreign patron, her body and eyes turned rapturously toward him and away from the
implied painting. (A slash of black between two white figures, the African man is a
Soviet ice-cream sandwich in reverse.) The trio stands before Repin's portrait of "The
Zaporozhian Cossacks Writing a Letter to the Turkish Sultan" [Zaporozhtsy pishut pis'mo
turetskomu sultanu, 1880-1891], in which the subjects of representation are putting into
crude words their refusal to submit to imperial rule, in effect, representing their desire not
to be represented this way. The museum interestingly echoes this scene, by staging
another “delicate” battle over the terms of representation, to use the interpreter’s idiom,
over what is being depicted and who is depicting it, and, to embellish, for (or t0) whom.

With its trademark confusion of prepositions, and concomitant slippage between
portrait and proxy, this is the classic scene of subalternity—the intellectual ventriloquist
show of the international left speaking on behalf of the silent simple people in colonized
spaces. Deferring to Spivak’s formulation, we might ask whether the white Soviets in this
scene speak for their “Negro guest,” as his literal interpreters, or whether they speak of
him, and, in a sense, beyond him, inserting his silence into their system of meaning? To
wit, the African man never gets to open his mouth in this article, although his
unarticulated thoughts are twice given voice by the white female interpreter (even
“powerfully” pantomimed by her), and by the male reporter, an interpreter in his own
right, whose reading of the mute guest’s desires conflict with and ultimately undercut
hers.

This assertion of raced and gendered authority reaches its apogee in the reporter’s
final summation of their interaction. Of the white female interpreter, he observes how,
“She jealously guarded the guest, watching over him like her own personal property.”
This offhand accusation of ownership suggests Soviet betrayal or ideological infidelity on
two counts. Firstly, the young Soviet woman has violated the basic premise of socialist
collectivity, its categorical rejection of private property, and so she aligns her vision with
bourgeois capitalism. And secondly, to make matters much worse, she sympathizes with
the colonial history of slavery, by taking a black adult from colonial Africa and making
him into “her own personal property” or chattel. Having casually indemnified the female
interpreter, the Russian reporter leaves her off with a last backhanded compliment. “She
was the sweetest, although not the smartest, of female interpreters I have seen in my
life.”'*® And this is the danger posed by socialist femininity with which the the comic
also deals: that the white Soviet girl’s sweetness will exceed her intelligence, that she will
enjoy devouring her exotic ice cream sandwich so much that she spoils the ideological
dinner laid out for her and her female comrades at the table of communist
internationalism.

136 Tuzovskii, “Eti piatnadtsat’ dnei v Moskve,” 172.
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Even before 1957, the Party regarded Soviet girl-citizens as predisposed to this
confusion of ideological with individual passions, and it “[greatly feared] youth, and
particularly female, sexuality, as a force that could not be overcome, controlled or fully
harnessed for the service of the state.”’*” The sexuality of Soviet girls had to be managed
because, “it was feared that girls, once seduced, would become like their bourgeois
counterparts to the West and engage in uncomradely behavior and unrestrained
hedonistic desire,” thereby “endanger[ing] the future of the Soviet project and its fight
against the capitalist west.”'*® In this sense, the Youth Festival employed the moral
maturity of the individual Soviet girl as a measure of mature socialism. If the festival
was a test of self-control, the so-called children of the festival [deti festivalia], those
biracial babies born to white Russian mothers in the subsequent months, offered
irrefutable evidence of female moral failure. “The [festival’s] rumour mills
purveyed...tales of mass couplings and mass consequences: not a few trysts, but
parklands paved with amorous couples, not one biracial child, but a cohort.”'** According
to one Soviet historian of gender, the “biracial baby [stood] as a mark not of racial
tolerance, but of sexual ‘looseness’... something rather more negative and shameful than
the celebratory vision” of internationalism promoted in official socialist ideology.'*’

The Hipsters [Stiliagi, 2009], a cinematic sample of Ostalgie for the post-Stalin
period, exploits this favorite cliché of the festival, as the white hipster heroine gives birth
at the film’s finale to a black baby boy. Needless to say, the African father is nowhere to
be found following his fifteen-day stint in the Soviet Union, freeing the hipster girl up
from a secong act in her one-woman show of second-world hospitality, and allowing the
white Russian girl and boy to consummate their union under the sign of tried-and-true
internationalism. Hipster’s heroes are the tropological progeny of the white American-
Soviet couple from The Circus, the aforementioned Stalinist musical which also takes as

37 Ann Livschiz, "Battling 'Unhealthy Relations:' Soviet Youth Sexuality as a Political Problem", Journal
of Historical Sociology, 21 (2008), 397.

%8 R. Danielle Egan and Gail L. Hawkes, “Imperiled and Perilous: Exploring the History of Childhood
Sexuality,” Journal of Historical Sociology 21, no. 4 (2008): 355-67. Relevantly, Egan and Hawkes
emphasize “the use of sexual reputation as a ‘set of social and linguistic strategies to control girls.””

13 Kristin Roth-Ey, “’Loose Girls’ on the Loose?: Sex, Propaganda and the 1957 Youth Festival,” in
Women in the Khrushchev Era.” Ed. Melanie Ilic, Susan E. Reid and Lynne Atwood (New York: Palgrave,
2004).

140 Roth-Ey, “’Loose Girls’ on the Loose,” 86.

On the political function of “love” in the language of post-Stalin internationalism, see Cristofer Scarboro,
The Late Socialist Good Life in Bulgaria: Meaning and Living in a Permanent Present Tense (Lanham:
Lexington Books, 2012), 77. Scarboro explains that, “this internationalist consciousnessness was to be a
fundamental component of the new socialist humanist subject expressed as the love of the socialist world
and of the Soviet Union as first among equals within this geography. Love was the most commonly used
explanation for the connection between the two nations, Russia and Bulgaria in this case, “one born out of
past aid of the Russian empire and the Soviet Union in liberating Bulgaria alternately from the Ottoman
Empire...and monarcho-fascism during the Second World War. It was a powerful emotive love often only
explainable by Party officials in the hyperbolic words of poets and metaphor.” On the other end of the
argument, he concludes that, “love, and the acts of building socialism that resulted were the ultimate
expression of this new consciousness.” In other words, socialist humanism was fueled by love and
produced love in turn. “These bonds of affection were at least as important as the concrete results of mutual
assistance that were often the official rationale for the meetings [between socialist nations]. Love and
brotherly affection were always represented as the ultimate cause and result of mutual assistance between
socialist countries. Delegations worked surrounded by love” (79).
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its plot conceit the collective adoption of a white woman’s biracial bastard son by
representatives from all the united republics in the Ur-scene of Soviet multiculturalism.
In all of these texts, blackness remains mute, infantile, and instrumental to white socialist
subjectivity, but wholly undeveloped on its own."*!

Anxieties about sexuality meet with ones about race in the comic sequence and
the contemporary film and are likewise captured in the multivalent myth of the “dark
continent,” a phrase that circulated in Western colonial and in anti-colonial Soviet
discourses. According to Matusevich, it appeared with greater frequency in a modified
form as “the black continent” in the Soviet press as the rhetoric of racial equality
decreased, especially during the collapse of the USSR, when it was used as a synonym
for Africa as “the place of danger and wasted opportunities, and a proverbial black hole
devouring scant Soviet resources.”'** Though its overtly racist connotations may have
come to the fore only in the 1980s, the term appears to have traveled a lot in earlier
Soviet propaganda, even then smuggling in some ambivalence about the state’s anti-racist
message.'*’ The status of the “black” or “dark continent” as a double entendre is not

4! The threat of linguistic nonmastery embedded in the Soviet girl’s libidinal susceptibility to the seductive

babble of the primitive other, to borrow de Certeau’s terminology, is a complex expression of a more
simple phobia: that Soviet performativity might fail. While the girl is allowed by ideology, even
encouraged in the language of internationalism, to love the other, she cannot couple with him, nor can she
marry him. So long as he remains illiterate by Soviet standards, their union would be as believable as
marriage with a monkey. This consummate picture of performative failure offered by J.L. Austin in How fo
do Things with out Words has been brilliantly worked through by Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics,
Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012). To be sure, stiliagi were
often portrayed by the Soviet press as monkeys, parrots, and other jungle animals typically associated with
the African jungle.

Though there is insufficient space to analyze the film Circus any further, which has, to its credit, garnered
considerable critical attention, it is worthwhile noting the way that the film’s twinned concerns of race and
sexuality underwrite the scene of seduction and linguistic mastery animated in the deaf cartoon. I bring it
up again here because the dynamics of disclosing and revealing the black baby throughout the film by the
baby’s white mother, an expatriate American learning to “speak Bolshevik.” The arch of the story offers a
kind of supertitle or metacommentary to the Soviet silent film of race more broadly.

Furthermore, the instrumentality of black infantilism to white Soviet heterosexuality might be interestingly
interpreted as a form of narrative prosthesis as Robert McRuer describes with respect to disability in his
queer-crip intervention, “As Good as it Gets: Queer Theory and Critical Disability," GLQ: A Journal of
Lesbian and Gay Studies (2003) 9(1-2): 79-105.

Finally, Aleksandr Tairov’s staging of Negr, a retitled revolutionary adaptation of Eugene O’Neill’s play,
The Hairy Ape/All God's Chillun Got Wings, provides another cultural intertext, in which a white woman
acts alongside an African, dramatizing the seduction of the Russian avant-garde by ‘the primitive.’

'*2 Maxim Matusevich, “Probing the Limits of Internationalism: African Students Confront Soviet Ritual,”
Anthropology of East Europe Review. 27(2): Fall 2009, 31.

'"For instance, in the small collection of race-conscious texts examined herein, it crops up in the final line
of Rumnev’s script, when he summarizes how his “pantomime reflects the recent events in Africa, when
the black continent gained independence and ended colonialism in many territories”; as well as in a review
of Rumnev’s performance, which observes that, “[when] the pantomime-poster /960 in Africa was on the
stage, the representatives of the “black continent” gave a stormy standing ovation” (Pirogov, "Bez Slov,"
31). In Dark Continents: Psychoanalysis and Colonialism (Duke University Press, 2003), Ranjana Khanna
finds another “dark continent” lurking in twentieth-century Marxist practice, of which the Soviet Union
might be said to be the concentrically darkest spot. She cites Louis Althusser’s essay, “Contradiction and
Overdetermination,” in which he criticizes all socialist theorists save Antonio Gramsci for not “[following]
up on the explorations of Marx and Engels’ in order to understand how ‘superstructures are overdetermined
by a multitude of factors, and do not have their sole origins in the economic base. As if haunted by the
‘dark continent’ himself,” Khanna continues, “Althusser wrote of this undertheorization thus: ‘Like the
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surprising in view of its rhetorical origins: “Africa grew ‘dark’” in the nineteenth century
so that “Victorian explorers, missionaries, and scientists [could flood] it with [the] light”
of Western civilization, whether by continuing or by abolishing slavery.'* The
combined wisdom of colonialists and abolitionists held that both “slavery and savagery
[disrupted] Africa’s chances for civilization and salvation.”' Situated in a similar
paradox in Soviet discourse—as a prop in racist and anti-racist propaganda alike—both
usages supported the characterization of Africa as a civilizationally untouched land of
noble savages in need of socialist salvation.

But two sites of exotic inscrutability are collocated in the single image of the
“dark continent.” As Mary Ann Doane reminds us, Freud famously borrowed the phrase
“to describe female sexuality as ‘an unexplored territory, an enigmatic, unknowable place
concealed from the theoretical gaze and hence the epistemological power of the
psychoanalyst.” Here the ‘dark origins’ of the primitive converge with female sexuality as
...a marker for a displaced racial otherness.”'*® The trope “[condenses] motifs linking
the white woman and the colonialist’s notion of ‘blackness’,” and coarticulates racial and
sexual difference as points of mutual inarticulability.'*’ All the more, in the multiethnic
space of the Soviet capital city, this discourse deepened the blackness of black Africans
and African Americans, while comparatively whitening Soviet “blacks” [chernye], that
is, people from the Soviet republics of the Caucasus and Central Asia, the former subjects
of the Russian empire.'*® These ersatz Soviet “blacks” were beholden to the same exotic-
erotic attraction to black blacks as white Soviet women were. In an exemplary anecdote
of the “vivid first impression of Moscow” that “Africans’ presence provided,” one
“Elmira Nasirova [recalled] her mother’s worries that she would fall for the first African
she met.” '*

The ice-cream anecdote weaves these threads together in its implicit concern for
the morality of the white girl around the black man-child at the Youth Festival. The
hypersexuality of blackness, a potent node in the Western racist imaginary, hovers less
palpably over the encounter than the lack of libidinal command of the white female over

map of Africa before the great explorations, this theory remains a realm sketched in outline, with its great
mountain chains and rivers but often unknown in detail beyond a few well-known regions. Who has really
attempted to follow up the explorations of Marx and Engels?’” Ranjana Khanna, Dark Continents:
Psychoanalysis and Colonialism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003); Louis Althusser,
"Contradiction and Overdetermination."In For Marx (New York: Verso, 1996). 87-128.
!4 Patrick Brantlinger, “Victorians and Africans: The Genealogy of the Myth of the Dark Continent." In
Race, Writing, and Difference, edited by Jr. Henry Louis Gates (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1986), 185.
" 1bid., 193.
S David Eng, Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2001), 230 fnl2.
147 «“The dark continent trope indicates the existence of an intricate historical articulation of the categories
of racial difference and sexual difference. In it, there is an extraordinary condensation of motifs linking the
white woman and the colonialist’s notion of ‘blackness.”” Mary Ann Doane, “Dark Continents:
Epistemologies of Racial and Sexual Difference in Psychoanalysis and the Cinema.” In Visual Culture: The
Reader, edited by Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall (London: Sage Publications, 1999),448.
148 «A fricans, overwhelmingly students, allowed southern or eastern Soviet migrants a sense of relative
comfort; though darker skinner or darker haired than the host population, the migrants were generally less
so than sub-Saharan Africans, and citizens to boot.” Jeff Sahadeo, “Soviet ‘Blacks’ and Place making in
IIzgningrad and Moscow,” Slavic Review 71.2 (Summer 2012), pp. 331-358, at 342.

Ibid.
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her own desires, over which the thrill of the exotic exerted an additionally irresistible
force, as Soviet experts reasoned.”™® (And yet, it is still there in the associations of
African pantomime, which Rumnev reads as an ars amandi,"" typically performed
around a phallic fetish object of exaggerated proportions—here the surfeit of chocolate-
coated ice creams bars. Note how the two white girls on the level with the crouching
African’s crotch each hold a black bar in their hand.) If only, unlike the hysterical Dora,
these women could speak their sex; if only these African men, against the Soviet
stereotype of speechless primitivism, could speak theirs. Both, however, remain beyond
the reach of language.

This was the crux of a conflicted internationalism, which exhorted native
socialists to embrace the rest of the world metaphorically and at a distance but never
bodily nor in intimate proximity. In a word, Soviet citizens were allowed to like
delegates from the “friendly nations” but not to “like-like”” them. As the less than
celebratory reception of “children of the festival” by white Soviet society revealed, “in
both official and non-official [Soviet] space...the presence of foreigners,” conceived as
non-Russians, “[was thought to upset] the balance of the social and moral order:
‘Sovietness’ [was] threatened by ‘foreignness.””'>> Though racially-other bodies posed
this threat, it was Russian bodies, gendered female, who improperly responded to it. The

150 Without pantomime as a universal language to facilitate communication across culture divides, another
international language of the body comes into play: the language of love. Sexuality steps in beyond
pantomime: if the African can only say “Eskimo” and sign “one,” how else could the curious Soviet girl
entertain her international guest from a friendly nation for the rest of the day? Sex!

A Russian commentator on the post-Stalin times “attributes interracial sex to ‘ordinary female curiosity’
about ‘the anatomy and physiology of healthy men with unusual skin tones and strangely shaped eyes’ and
claims that [Komsomol brigade] patrols were particularly harsh with the Soviet women involved.” Anatolii
Rubinov, Intimnaia Zhizn’ Moskvy : Xx Vek Glazami Ochevidtsev (Moscow: Ekonomika, 1991), 224,
quoted in Kristin Roth-Ey, “’Loose Girls’ on the Loose?: Sex, Propaganda and the 1957 Youth Festival.” In
Women in the Khrushchev Era, edited by Melanie Ilic, Susan E. Reid and Lynne Attwood (New York:
Palgrave, 2004): 75-95, at 93.

'3 Among agricultural peoples pantomime “bore a phallic character, insofar as the phallus was deified as a
symbol of fruitfulness. One might propose that the phallic customs, accompanying these dances, with
comical scenes and pantomimes, gave a germinating jolt to comedy...Dances, inseparable from pantomime
among primitive peoples, frequently bore in these cases a sharply sexual character (for instance, the dances
of the Negroes of Central Africa, which later spread to the North, where there is said to be influence on
Algerian belly-dancing... these dances, connected to the customs of marriage, may be called choreographic
ars amandi.” Rumnev, O pantomime, 23. Rumnev’s Soviet ideas are buttressed by prerevolutionary race
science. The entry for “Negroes” [Negry] in the Brokgaus and Efron encyclopedia of 1897 notes the
precociousness of negroes in “physical and sexual development,” compared with Europeans. D.N.
Anuchin, “Negry,” Brokgauz i Efron, t. xx. (St. Petersburg, 1897); quoted in V.B. Avdeeva, ed. Russkaia
rasovaia teoriia do 1917 goda, no.2 (Moscow: 2004).

The staging of Porgy and Bess by American actors in Moscow in 1955 may have reinforced notions of
black hypersexuality in the Soviet imaginary. Of the thirty thousand Soviet spectators at the Moscow show,
“most of them were scandalized and astonished by the unabashed eroticism of the production. During the
scene when Crown attempts to rape Bess, ‘he grips her to him, gropes her buttocks, her breast; and end
with Bess raping him—she rips off his shirt, wraps her arms around him and writhes, sizzles like bacon in a
skillet.” At that moment ‘areas of audience suffered something like a blackout.”” Vladimir Zubok,
Zhivago’s Children, 96. For contemporary American reportage on the steamy performance that forced
white Russians into a blackout, see Truman Capote, “Porgy and Bess in Russia: The Muses are Heard,” The
New Yorker (October 27, 1956), and the response to Capote’s response by Mark Slonim, “Ivan and Porgy,”
The New York Times (December 2, 1958).

152 Roth-Ey, “’Loose Girls’ on the Loose,” 90.
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comic, I assert, seeks to resolve this dilemma of desire by restaging the encounter with
the exotic/erotic other as a fantasy of moral and oral mastery for the white Soviet girl
self. Language is the only thing that is consummated in this scene and the threat of
difference is licked up like so many “Eskimo” ice cream bars. To paraphrase bell hooks,
the other has effectively been eaten.'>

COLDNESS, COLONIALITY, AND THE COLD WAR: EATING ICE CREAM WITH THE
OTHER

Having evaluated the larger implications of the ice cream comic, | pause now on a
single moment in this scene, otherwise swallowed up in a passing clause, a shimmering
affect whose trace is quickly eaten up: “Suddenly the Negro saw children walking down
the street. He quickly approached them. The children were surprised at first, having seen
before them a Negro with ice cream in his hands. But then everyone understood.””* How
might this scene have ended without the ice cream—that universal object, cold on any
continent, which makes translation and mutual understanding possible? How would this
scene have been made meaningful? How would it have been understood if the children
had just seen a Negro standing before them?

Sitting in the second before “everyone understood,” I offer up another text which
enacts the same scenario of a Negro standing before a child, this time without the Rosetta
Stone of ice cream. The black man “[confronting] the white gaze,” the black man
“[meeting] the white man’s eyes”'>® is played and replayed in Frantz Fanon’s essay, “The
Fact of Blackness™ and in his book, Black Skin, White Masks, such that we might mark
this as the primal scene of colonial encounter. Fanon writes:

“Look, a Negro! Maman, a Negro!”

153 hooks writes that, “mass culture is the contemporary location that both publicly declares and perpetuates
the idea that there is pleasure to be found in the acknowledgement and enjoyment of racial difference.”
The other can be eaten, according to bell hooks, because “the commodification of Otherness has been so
successful [that the Other] is offered as a new delight, more intense, more satisfying than normal ways of
doing and feeling. Within commodity culture, ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull
dish that is mainstream white culture...The ‘real fun’ is to be had by bringing to the surface all those
‘nasty’ unconscious fantasies and longings about contact with the Other embedded in the secret (not so
secret) deep structure of white supremacy. In many ways, it is a contemporary revival of interest in the
‘primitive,” with a distinctly postmodern slant.” bell hooks, “Eating the Other: Desire and Resistance.” In
Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks edited by Meenakshi Gigi Durham and Douglas Kellner (Oxford,
UK: Blackwell Publishers, 2006): 366-80, at 366. Though Soviet society was certainly not a commodity
culture in the Western sense, we can still sense in this comic the objectification of the Other, that is, the
association of subjective alterity with particular objects. Here the “Eskimo” is consumed in place of the
racial Other, a delicate choreography between Soviet self and racial Other, by means of which the latter
might be consumed passively rather than consuming actively, thereby re-inscribing the status quo of racial
hierarchy (ibid., 367). This scene, this movement of racial displacement, dramatizes a response to the
question posed by performance studies scholar, Robin Bernstein, who asks: “How do people dance with
things to construct race?” Robin Bernstein, “Dances with Things: Material Culture and the Performance of
Race,” Social Text, Vol. 27, No. 4 (December 2009): 67-94, at 67.

'5*F A. Bobkov, "V Afrike Morozhenoe Tozhe Kholodnoe." Zhizn' glukhikh 8 (1970).

155 Fanon, Frantz, "The Fact of Blackness." In Theories of Race and Racism: A Reader, edited by Les Back
and John Solomos (New York: Routledge, 2000 [1952]), 90.
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“Ssh! You’ll make him angry. Don’t pay attention to him, monsieur, he doesn’t
realize you’re just as civilized as we are.”

My body was returned to me spread-eagled, disjointed, redone, draped in
mourning on this white winter’s day. The Negro is an animal, the Negro is bad,
the Negro is wicked, the Negro is ugly; look a Negro; the Negro is trembling, the
Negro is trembling because he’s cold, the small boy is trembling because he’s
afraid of the Negro, the Negro is trembling with cold, the cold that chills the
bones, the lovely little boy is trembling because he thinks the Negro is trembling
with rage, the little white boy runs to his mother’s arms: “Maman, the Negro’s
going to eat me.” '

What is the fear of the white child coming face to face with the black man? The white
child is afraid the black man will devour him, and this fear, at the base of racism, says
Fanon, is based on the barbarism of the black man as a cannibal. Because the black man
is a cannibal, he is savage. Because the white man is not, he is civilized. The white
man’s civility allows him to recognize the distinction; his iterative fear justifies it. “Face
to face with white men, the Negro has a past to legitimate, a vengeance to exact: face to
face with the Negro, the contemporary white man feels the need to recall the times of
cannibalism.”"” Fanon as Negro defers the threat of devouring by making himself into
an object. “Disoriented, incapable of confronting the Other, the white man, who had no
scruples about imprisoning me, I transported myself on that particular day far, very far,
from my self, and gave myself up as an object.” "°® The Negro made into an object to be
consumed, no longer a subject that devours, the coldness dissipates.

Such is the chilling stuff of the colonial encounter in the West. How does the
same scene play out in the anti-colonialist space of Soviet Moscow? The coldness inheres
in the Soviet scene, too, I contend, but it has already been externalized, contained in the
contiguous object: “the mountain of ice cream” in the Negro’s hands. The cannibal is also
here, hidden in the etymology of the “Eskimo”: the “samo-ed” or self-eater. Offering the
ice cream to the white children to be devoured in his place, the Negro neutralizes the
threat of his eating the children. He eats the ice cream—the symbol of himself—with
them instead. The flash of surprise in the children’s eyes is quickly subsumed by a sense
of mutual understanding. The racist fear is literally incorporated, taken into the bodies of
the white children: the coldness consumed, the ice cream eaten. As the black man
becomes innocuous through a cannibalistic gesture, the white children “eat the other.”
Deferring again to bell hooks, one witnesses a kind of “consumption” in this scene
“wherein whatever difference the Other inhabits is eradicated, via exchange, by a
consumer cannibalism that not only displaces the Other but denies the significance of that
Other’s history through a process of decontextualization.” This cultural consumption
“enables the voice of the non-white Other to be heard...even as it denies the specificity of
that voice, or as it recoups it for its own use.”'>’

SYMBOLIC RACISM: FOR THOSE WHO ARE BEGINNING TO READ...

156 Franz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove, 1991), 93.
7 1bid.

¥ Ibid.,, 192.

'3 bell hooks, “Eating the Other,” 31.
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But in order to fully reckon with this image, we need to look beyond the black
man, white girl, and black-and-white ice cream bar in the story to the frame of reading.
We must consider its conditions of its reception, that is, the interaction between the
immanent message of the anecdote and the way in which the designated reader is hailed
by the text. As the graphic outside the comic’s literal frame makes clear, the “ice cream”
story is intended “for those who are beginning to read” [tem, kto nachinaet chitat’], for
school-age children, evidently white ones, a detail that corroborates this chapter’s
position that racial pedagogy intervened at an early age in the individual Soviet life. This
comic sits at the anxious point where “real” infantilism comes into contact with its
conceptual double, where the white child separates from the black man-child.

It is consequential that the story was destined for the deaf child in particular,
appearing on the last page of Deaf Life [Zhizn’ glukhikh], the Russian magazine for and
by the deaf.'® The subjectivity of the deaf child (or the infantilized deaf adult learning to
read) is constituted in response to the narrative of the African who, not speaking the
language, must sign. For the deaf child, this comic then operates as a parable both about
race and about the inadequacy of non-oral communication. Relying on the slippery
analogy between racial alterity and deaf-muteness, the comic discredits sign by
racializing speechlessness. It places a surplus on the side of the deaf child who would
submit to the authority of spoken Russian, who would learn to read the Russian of the
non-deaf world with the help of this racist teaching tool. And indeed, teaching the mute
to talk and thereby assimilate into mainstream (speaking) society was the supreme goal of
Soviet deaf education. Sign language was banned for many years; according to Russia’s
leading deaf activist, as a function of “the racist ideas of the ignorant Communist leader,”
Joseph Stalin, and the oralist state during and after his tenure, which “took a great toll on
"the whole field of Deaf education and the study of sign language in the former Soviet
Union,” “the consequences of which have not been completely overcome even today.”!

The pantomime, the comic, and the cartoons on which I have commented all
imply a hierarchy of full speech qua full humanity, wherein both speech and humanity
are racialized categories. The internal relatedness of these texts about blackness, and the
continued relevance of their obscene message for post-socialist Russia, which lacks the
sugarcoating of anti-racist Soviet rhetoric, is confirmed by the most contemporary image
in this article’s assemblage (Figure 14.): an Eskimo ice cream wrapper from today’s
Russia with a Chunga-Changan “chocolate boy” on it, smiling toothily like the Soviet-era
Sambos who preceded him.'®® The unfortunate tenacity of this image bears out Patricia J.

29 ¢¢

'C Though there is insufficient space to develop this idea here, we might consider the coincidence that this
“defective” text, which fails to meet the generic expectations of the anecdote in its excessive punchline, is
intended for the “defective” subject of surdopedagogy, a subfield of defectology.

'6! Galina Zaitseva, “Istoriia Glukhikh: predmet i ob’ekt,” I* Moscow Symposium on the History of the
Deaf (12 September 1996), published in the online journal, “Biulleten’ Kommunikatsiia,” accessed
http://vm.iatp.by/bul/N5V8/history.html on March 3, 2009.

162" The “chocolate boy” [shokoladnyi mal’chik] Eskimo is pictured on the ice cream company’s website:
<http://www.chelny-holod.ru/catalogue-ice-eskimo.htm >. While it would require too great a detour from
the track of the chapter, it is worth positing that the possibility that post-Soviet Eskimo’s marketing
inspiration may have uncanny roots in revolutionary avant-garde culture. The “chocolate kid” could be a
very distant descendant of The Chocolate Kiddies [Shokoladnaia rebiata), a traveling jazz group from
America that made its way to the USSR in the twenties, to be immortalized in the silent Dziga Vertov film,
A Sixth Part of the World [Shestaia chast’ mira, 1926], whose intertitles film scholar Yuri Tsivian has
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Williams’s conclusions in the pertinent essay, “The Pantomime of Race.” Williams
cautions that the “scripted denial [of the import of race],” as in the case of the Soviet
deflection of race and racism outside its borders, “ultimately [allows] visual images to
remain in the realm of the unspoken, the unsaid filled by stereotypes and self-identifying
illusion, the [hierarchy of race] circulating unchallenged.” '®*

THE DARK SUBJECTS OF SOVIET ENLIGHTENMENT: RACIAL LOGICS AND
IDEOLOGICAL ANIMACIES

In summation, the relationship between blackness and deafness (understood in the
Soviet system as speechless) entails more than the mere reversible analogy, blackness is
mute and muteness is black. Rather, the terms correspond with one another structurally,
co-occupying a location in Soviet ideology. Insofar as Marxism-Leninism stadializes
development, both black and deaf-mute subjects are perceived as immature, not apace
with the socialist present (as subjects or social groups). Their absent or deficient speech is
the superstructural evidence of that immaturity. They are seen as representing earlier
versions of the historical subject who will grow into an ideal socialist, literate, articulate,
ideologically minded, and not a slave to capitalism or imperialism—the one who will
learn to “speak Bolshevik.” Until that political rite of passage, they belong to the
undifferentiated mass of “simple people,” for whom, as Rumnev explains, pantomime is
the lingua franca.

The transformation from a simple person into a socialist person is thus a story of
historical evolution, of passage through the graduated phases of political-economic
development as a society. Achieving political consciousness out of revolutionary
spontaneity (such as the blacks of the pantomime nearly do) was a feat facilitated by
literacy. This comes on no less authority than that of Vladimir Lenin, who asserted that,
“the illiterate person stands outside of politics,” that “without literacy, there can be no
politics,” nor can there be any “talk of political enlightenment.”'®* Learning to speak in
this over-determined way, with both grammatical and ideological intelligibility, was a
task on which all Soviet subjectivity turned, tantamount to entry into the realm of politics,
developing consciousness as a political actor and not a simple pawn in the historical
process (or outside of history, as the case may be).

rendered into a modernist poem worthy of parsing and putting into conversation with the other primary
materials of this chapter. “I see/the colonies/the capital/the colonies/the slaves/the capital/the slaves/from
the negroes/for the fun of it/it makes “The Chocolate Kiddies™/capital/the toys/the guns/hatred/cramps/on
the verge of historical perishing/capital/is having fun...” and so on (Tsivian offered a five-minute sample).
Tsivian, Lines of Resistance: Dziga Vertov and the Twenties (Gemona, Udine : Le Giornate del cinema
muto, 2004), 187.

163 patricia J. Williams, “The Pantomime of Race.” In Seeing a Color-Blind Future: The Paradox of Race
(New York: Noonday Press, 1998), pp. 17-30, at 18.

"4 Quoted in Jochen Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind: Writing a Diary under Stalin (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2006), 23. In Lenin’s on words and the original Russian Mayakovsky so
admired: “OTHOCUTENLHO BTOPOTO Bpara — 0€3rpaMOTHOCTH — ST MOTY CKa3aTh, 4TO, IOKa y HAC €CTh B
CTpaHE€ TaKOC SABJICHUE, KaK 6C3FpaMOTHOCTB, O MOJIMTUYECKOM ITPOCBEIIECHUU CIIUII-KOM TPYJIHO TOBOPUTH.
D10 HE ecTh MOJUTHYECKAs 33/1a4a, 3TO €CTh YCIOBHE, 0€3 KOTOPOTO O MOJUTHKE TOBOPUTH HEJIb3SI.
Bbe3rpamMoTHBII YeoBEeK CTOUT BHE IMOJIMTHKH, €T0 CHadaja HaJo HaydnuTh a30yke. be3 aToro He MoxeT
OBITH TIOJIUTHKH, 0€3 ITOTO €CTh TOJIBKO CIIYXH, CIUIET-HH, CKa3KH, IPEIPacCyAKH, HO HEe MoMThuKa.” V.1,
Lenin, "Novaia ekonomicheskaia politika i zadachi politprosvetov," In Polnoe Sobranie, 1956 [1921]), 172.
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Every citizen had to learn to speak Bolshevik at the beginning, which meant for
the “simple people” of the revolutionary era learning to read and write first. Often these
acts were consolidated into a single process—conquering functional illiteracy and
ideological backwardness; either way, their desired effects were supposed contiguous.
For this reason, from the moment they assumed power, the Bolsheviks undertook “the
mobilization of literate people” [mobilizatsii gramotnykh] and the “liquidation of
illiteracy” [likvidatsiia bezgramotnosti], and Lenin immediately decreed that all people
from eight to fifty years old learn to read and write in their own language.'® The long-
term results of this targeted education campaign were miraculous: the rate of adult
literacy in Russia jumped from the pitiable proportion of under 40% in 1920 to nearly
100% by the 1950s.'°

Of the practical strategies employed by the state, Andrei Siniavskii supplies “an
interesting detail” in his book on Soviet Civilization: “in the first Soviet schools for
children or adults, one of the first lessons written on the slate was ‘We are not slaves. The
slaves are not us.”” This phrase, one of the most popular ideological slogans of the
revolutionary era,'®” appeared in an abecedarian for nascent socialists, entitled Down with
Llliteracy: An Alphabet Book for Adults (Doloi negramtnost’: Bukvar’ dlia vzroslykh,
1919 [Figure 15.]).'°® Importantly, it is a verbal palindrome in the Russian original: My
ne raby, raby ne my. “We are not slaves, slaves we are not.” But the second clause, raby
nemy, is also a double entendre, meaning both “slaves we are not” and “slaves are mute.”
The pun is only possible in spoken language (and diminished in ambivalence in written
Russian), making it a socialist inside joke based on Derridean différance, which requires
the reader to operate in two linguistic modes simultaneously, using both eyes and ears to
get the last laugh at illiteracy.'®’

This was a skill-set the new state was game to provide, given that it staked its
popular legitimacy on the successful transmission of its ideological message to the broad
masses, peasants and lumpenproletariat, whose plights as “simple people” it pledged to
uplift through edification qua electrification. Therein lied “the power of the Communist
appeal,” which “cannot be overestimated”: it “promised that those who had been slaves in

' In the immediately post-revolution period, Lenin issued the governmental decrees, one “On the
Mobilization of Literate People” [O mobilizatsii gramotnykh] in 1918, and another "On eradication of
illiteracy among the population of RSFSR" [O likvidatsii bezgramotnosti sredi naseleniia RSFSR] in 1919.
The latter tactic known by its stump-name of “Likbez.” Nina Nar, “The Campaign Against Illiteracy and
Semiliteracy in the Ukraine, Transcaucasus, and Northern Caucasus, 1922-1941.” In Soviet Education,
edited by George Louis Kline (New York: Columbia University Press: 1957), 140.

16 Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 23; and Lenore Grenoble, Language Policy in the Soviet Union
(Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003).

7N K. Kozlova, Uproshchenie -- znak epokhi! Ph.D. dissertation. Institute Philosophy AN SSSR, 1990.
No .7, pp. 11-21.

1% Quoted by Konstantin Bogdanov, “Glukhonemota: Utopiia spaseniia.” In Russkie utopii, edited by V_E.
Bagno (St. Petersburg, Kanun, 1995), 238-280, at 242.

' The ideological rhetoric around illiteracy drew on different registers of ability, and was based on the
same multimodality as the clever slogan, though of a negative sort. While getting the joke about mute
slaves depended on being able to see and hear the sentence, exclusion from the socialist punchline about
illiteracy meant neither speaking nor seeing. Illiteracy, here likened to muteness, was also considered a
form of blindness, per the iconography of the anti-illiteracy campaign, as the copy on a widely
disseminated poster of 1918 makes clear: “The illiterate person is the same as the blind person: misfortune
and unhappiness awaits him everywhere.” [ Negramotnyi tot-zhe slepoi: vsiudu ego zhdu neudachi i
neschast’ia].
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the past could remold themselves into exemplary members of humanity.”' ™ The literacy
campaign brought social change down to the level of the individual by giving voice to the
mute slave of the old order. The mute slave, in turn, had to put stock in the revolutionary
idea that “by spelling out these phrases” in the socialist alphabet-book, “one could break
the chains of slavery.”'”" Such is the logic of “speaking Bolshevik,” as Stephen V. Kotkin
elaborates his influential theory. Becoming a legible subject at the dawn of Soviet
civilization involved a “process of social identification that demanded mastery of a
certain vocabulary, or official language,”'"*in written, oral, and conceptual registers.
Thus “publicly expressing loyalty by knowing how to ‘speak Bolshevik’ became an
overriding concern” in Soviet society.

While functional and ideological literacy were entwined endeavors, they were not
equal in import to the emergent state. One could be “simply functionally ‘illiterate,”” like
a certain Marfa, a notoriously unskilled locomotive driver, whose lessons in the language
of Soviet ideology Kotkin recounts. An ignorance more profound than merely being
unalphabetic, this Marfa “did not know, nor apparently did her husband, how to live and
‘speak Bolshevik,” the obligatory language for self-identification and as such, the
barometer of one’s political allegiance to the cause.” ' The couple’s consciousness
remained uncultivated in these other terms, insofar as revolutionary language in the
communist context revealed “the very shape of consciousness,” in Leon Trotsky’s
words.'”* As a counter to this couple, Kotkin culls from the archives some written
correspondence by another “new person,” a Tatar, whose letters cause the historian to
speculate “perhaps he was learning still learning to speak Russian; he was certainly
learning to ‘speak Bolshevik.””'” In broken Russian but fluent Bolshevik, the Tatar
testifies to his double redemption by the Soviet civilizing mission. In the letter writer’s
own words, “I am a Tatar. Before October...we weren’t even considered people.”'"®
Overcoming his illiteracy, he enters political life, and is effectively reborn in the
revolutionary moment, from mute Tatar animality to speaking Soviet humanity. (Here |
draw on Skorokhodova’s vocabulary of socialist grace.) The Tartar may not have actually
written the letter that bears his name as a signatory, Kotkin suspects; but he no less
inscribes himself into history as an active subject by ventriloquizing Soviet ideology. He

170 Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 14.

7! Andrei Sinyavsky, Soviet Civilization: A Cultural History (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1990), 145.
As Siniavskii, ever the shrewd critic of Soviet civilization, observes, this slogan bears another obscene
subtext or anti-ideological implication. In his opinion, the literacy campaign produced of the newly literate
proletariat a “self-satisfied slave.” “This slave not only does not feel his slavery, but sees himself as the
freest man there is, and dreams of converting workers of the world, suffering in capitalist chains, to the
same state” (128). Thus functional-cum-ideological literacy campaigns gave birth to a “standardized man,”
who was, per Siniavskii “the backbone of [Soviet] civilization. He represents this new breed, mass-minted
by the Soviet State and society. His spiritual, moral, and even intellectual profile places him immeasurably
lower than the most unenlightened muzhik. In exchange for the good qualities found in simple people, he
has acquired impudence, familiarity and arrogance, as well as a habit of judging and explaining everything
in the most primitive terms. This is a savage who thinks that he knows it all, that he is the pearl of creation”
(146-47).

172 Stephen V. Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1995), 220.

' Ibid.

'7* Trotsky quoted in Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 19.

175 Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, 222.

7% Ibid..
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is politically animated by an outside agent (the appointed letter writer) until he masters
reading, writing and speaking Bolshevik on his own.

In his investigation of Soviet subjectivity through Stalinist-era diary writing,
inspired by Kotkin’s work, Jochen Hellbeck offers the related life-story of Stepan
Podlubnyi, a dekulakized Ukrainian peasant, who was sharpening his tongue to speak
Bolshevik and Russian at the same time. “On the most elementary level, the diary helped
Podlubnyi master the Russian language, which—given his Ukrainian background---had
been taught to him only as a foreign language.” The many grammatical and orthographic
errors in the original text attest to this. But despite these mistakes in written Russian, “on
a deeper level, however, the diary served Podlubnyi in learning yet another language: the
Soviet language, a language revolving around labor activism, discipline, social use, and
devotion to the state order.'”’ Podlubnyi narrates the arc of his change as “a struggle
between ‘old’ and ‘new’ elements in society, ‘backward’ and ‘progressive,” darkness and
light.”'7®

From the first-hand accounts selected by these historians to illustrate the process
of becoming Soviet by learning to speak Bolshevik, a complex logic of linguistic
racialization reveals itself. At the most fundamental level, the literacy project appears to
have been raced in its reliance on the same set of colonialist tropes that underwrote deaf
education and third-world paternalism. The prevalence of this rhetoric, in the presence of
the extreme violence of the revolutionary years, “evoked the spirit of the Enlightenment,”
and “betrayed the self-understanding of the Communist party” as colonialist; it saw itself
“as a bearer of light whose mission was to bring education and technology to Russia’s
‘dark’ masses.”'” The literacy campaign was a gentler dimension of the “internal
colonization” of the country,'*® making the Bolsheviks, in the opinion of one historian,
“verbal imperialists,” who wielded language like an ideological rifle in their battle to
civilize the “backward people” they had newly knighted as Soviet citizens.'®'

A remediated form of enlightened Eurocentrism, Soviet anti-imperialism aligned
its symbolic sympathies more closely with the white man in the pith helmet than the
“dancing blacks” in Rumnev’s pantomime a these. Indeed, the intractable whiteness of
internationalism intensified in the USSR during and after the Second World War, as
white-Russianness and Soviet identity slid into increasing synonymy for the sake of
patriotic support. To be sure, even before the war, this racial conflation already inhered in
the tales of the Tatar and the Ukrainian learning to speak Russian and Bolshevik in the
same breath. But it became more explicit in the high-Stalinist era, when the state
backpedalled on its official nationalities policy, which had been deliberately scripted to
militate against white Russian hegemony in the equitable union of multiethnic republics.

As Soviet Russocentrism racialized socialism as white, so the desire to speak
Bolshevik was racialized as black. This epistemologically loaded color-coding allowed
the metaphorical movement of the speaking subject from blackness to whiteness.

177 Jochen Hellbeck, “Self-Realization in the Stalinist System: Two Soviet Diaries of the 1930s,” Russian
Modernity: Politics, Knowledge, Practices, edited by David L. Hoffman and Yanni Kotsonis (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 221-242, at p. 228.

"% Ibid., 227.

179 «>The transformation of old Russia into the USSR’ was viewed as tantamount to ‘the discovery of a new
continent.”” Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 21.

180 K otkin, Magnetic Mountain, 35.

'8! Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 19.
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Learning Russian — a racial and ideological language — one transported him or herself out
of the darkness of illiteracy and into the white light of Leninist electrification, into
political life and historical time. Socialism’s “new people” were born out of “simple
people” who had been abducted from the over-determined dark continent and spirited
away on the proverbial steamship of modernity by the (white Russian) sailors of mature
socialism—much like Maksimka but nothing like Nagua or his monkey-friend, Yirka.
This color-scheme seems then not an overlay of Stalinism but an insidious ingredient of
socialism from its inception. Already in the revolutionary era, while illiteracy is being
liquidated, it stows away on the poetic boat Mayakovsky builds in his 1927 futurist piece,
“To Our Youth” [Nashemu iunoshestvu]. (Note both the childish age and exclusive
pronoun of the poem’s apostrophe.) “Young comrades,” he exhorts, “keep eyes on
Moscow/ train ears/ to Russian consonants, vowels.” ... “Why,/ were I a black man/
whom old age hoars, / still, / eager and uncomplaining,/ I’d sit/ and learn Russian/ if only
because/ it/ was spoken/ by Lenin.”'®* Though the poem’s content confirms the limits of
the Soviet color palette, my reformatting of the original modernist typography regrettably
suppresses the way the poem visually progresses, as so many other things in this chapter,
according to the logic of the step-ladder.

These early years of Soviet rule bore witness as the “simple people” were
animated into political life through revolutionary language and “unceasing agitation.
The Party targeted the lumpen in particular for revolutionary development, regarding
them as “the most potent and effective forces for bringing about positive change in
Russia,” “those broad, illiterate peasant masses (the ‘spontaneous’), who had not been
corrupted by Westernized education or by working for the autocratic state and could
therefore express that pure, gut ‘rage’ of the Russians” so necessary to the Soviet
project.'® Learning to speak Bolshevik, they lifted themselves up from dark spontaneity
to radiant consciousness, the latter a paradigm of political subjectivity that stressed “self-
mastery and the individual will.” According to Jochen Hellbeck, it was “only after a
prolonged historical phase of mobilization and disciplinary violence,” an accelerated
Soviet take on colonialism, that the “scenario of self-activation” could be achieved on the
macrological level of society, such that “consciousness was no longer simply imposed on
backward people” by the Party. But instead ““it had begun to unfold from within,
animating Soviet citizens in ever greater numbers and deeper measure.”'®

As I bring this chapter to a close, I underscore this recurrent connection between
animation and agitation, and point to the literalness of this link in Soviet-Russian
representations of racial subjects. In short, I believe there is a reason that, in the case of
blackness, scenes of socialist animation so often resort to cartoon animation and other
low genres and disputably crude forms of depiction, like comics, public broadsides,

59183

182 Quoted in William J. Maxwell, New Negro, Old Left: African-American Writing and Communism
between the Wars (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 63. Here is the original Russian:
"ToBapuuy foHOIIN,/ B3TIT — Ha MOCKBY,/ Ha pyccknii Boctpute ymu!/ [la Oyns s/ u Herpom
MPEKJIOHHBIX TOJIOB,/H TO,/ 0€3 YHBIHBS U JICHHU,/ sl pyCCKUI OBI BBIyYHJ/ TOJIBKO 3a TO,/ 9TO UM/
pasroBapuBain Jlenun." Vladimir Maiakovskii, “Nashemu iunoshestvu (‘Na sotni estrad brosaet
menia...”).” In Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 13 vols. (Moscow: Gosizdat ‘khudozhnaia literatura’, 1958),
vol. 8, pp. 14-18.

183 Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 23.

184 K aterina Clark, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 22.
185 Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind, 21.
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children’s theater, and poster-pantomimes. Racialized subjects were animated and given a
voice in this story, at the same time, I argue, this act of ideological ‘envocalization’ or
ventriloquism was already raced (in advance of the subjects it agitated), insofar as Soviet
speech was comprehended by a colonialist logic.

In thinking of animation this way, as a political-aesthetic assemblage, I defer to
critical-race feminist Sianne Ngai, who defines it as “the process by which these
involuntary corporeal expressions of feeling come to exert a politicizing force,” similarly
laminating “‘animation’ and the ‘agitation’ that subtends our concept of the political
agitator.”'®® As I do in this chapter, Ngai’s book Ugly Feelings dives into a large pool of
cultural texts that deal with “ideologemes of racialized animatedness,” whose aggregate
examination brings “animation” up to the surface as the “rhetorical figure and the general
process of activating or giving life to inert matter.”'®’ She turns her attention to the other
cold war context in her analysis, and mines Harriet Beecheer’s Stowe’s sentimental
fiction, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), for its rich depictions of racial animacy. Ngai sizes up
a scene from the novel in which a “negro” body is shown jovially dancing and clapping,
not unlike the cartoon Chunga-Changans and Rumnev’s “African” mimes in the moment
before they are beset by the white colonizer. Here and elsewhere in the book, Ngai finds
that “animation turns the exaggeratedly expressive body into a spectacle...[of the]
African-American subject made to move physically in response to lyrical, poetic, or
imagistic language.”'® In a more sophisticated show of “excessive responsiveness” by a
black subject to white discourse, the title character is overtaken by “a kind of
ventriloquism,” as “language from an outside source”—*“the language of Scripture”—
“‘drop[s] from his lips’ without [Tom’s] conscious volition.” This instance of animation,
Ngai concludes, “involves likening [the racialized body] to an instrument, porous and
pliable, for the vocalization of others,”'® much in the way that poetic apostrophe is “a
form of ventriloquism, in which a speaker ‘throws voice...into the addressee, turning its
silence into a mute responsiveness.”” '*°

This description of emotional ventriloquism and “mute responsiveness” should
remind readers of the dissertation as much of Rumnev’s pantomime and the related texts
about race I interrogate in this chapter, as it does the lip-synching deaf actors who starred
in the previous one. The simple people becoming literate socialists, like the cadres of
decolonized Africans studying communism in the USSR, the mute performers in the
Moscow theater of the deaf, and the deaf children starting to read—all of these subjects
undergo a rite of passage in political consciousness as they learn to speak Russian and its
ideological dialect of Bolshevik. Until they were able to self-activate as agents of history,
these actors were compelled to rely on the state’s captioning of their silent pantomimes
and cartoons of revolutionary spontaneity on the cusp on consciousness.

186 Sjanne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 96.

" Ibid., 92.

" Ibid., 97.

"% Ibid.

190 Ibid..The embedded quotation comes from Barbara Johnson, “Apostrophe, Animation, and Abortion,” in
idem. A4 World of Difference (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Pres, 1987), 185.
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Figure 1. and Figure 2. Group stills from the pantomime production Africa [Afrika,
1962], staged by the student theater EKTEMIM at the All-Soviet Cinematography
Institute [Vsesoiuznyi intstitut kinematografii or VGIK].
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Figure 3. Illustration of the Africa pantomime from Aleksandr Rumnev’s book, On
Pantomime: Theater, Film [O pantomime: teatr, kino] (Moscow: 1964).

Figure 4. Soviet agitational poster condemning colonialism, printed in Krokodil (ca.
1960), reading: “The peoples of Africa will rein in the colonizers!”

&

HAPOD! AQPHKH OBYSLANT KONOHKBATOPOB!

107



Figure 5. Still from the Stalinist musical comedy, The Circus [Tsirk, 1930], directed by
Grigorii Aleksandrov.

Figure 6. Still from Maksimka, the filmic adaptation of K. Stanyukovich’s novel, later
reprised on the stage of Natal’ia’s Sats’s Children’s Theater.
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Figure 7. The Chunga-Changa islanders from the 1970 cartoon,
The Little Cutter” [Katerok].

Figure 8. Group-still from The Negro Boy and the Monkey.

109



Figure 9. and Figure 10. The eponymous protagonists, Nagua and Yirka, from the
Children’s Theater’s original production,
The Negro Boy and the Monkey [Negritenok i obez’iana].
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Figure 11. The Nice Negro Girl from The Negro Boy and the Monkey.
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Figure 12. The illustrated anecdote, “In Africa Ice Cream is Also Cold.”
[V Afrike morozhenoe tozhe kholodnoe.],
published in Deaf Life [Zhizn’ glukhikh], 1970.

ADPPUKE
MOPOXEHOE
TOXE -
XOAOLOHOE

MHOTrO HHTEPECHBIX CJYYaeB U CMEIIHBIX
NpYKIUeHni 6BII0 Ha (decTuraje MOJOIE-
xu B Mockse B 1957 roay. Kro Golia roraa
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Translation of the Comic

F.A. Bobkov, “V Afrike morozhenoe tozhe kholodnoe,” Zhizn’ glukikh [Deaf Life], 8
(August 1970), 28.

In Africa Ice Cream is Also Cold (for those beginning to read)

There were a lot of interesting incidents and funny adventures at the Youth
Festival in Moscow in 1957. Whoever was then in the capital saw how warmly
Muscovites met with the youth of the whole world.

Once on Gorky Street a Negro from Africa decided to buy ice cream.

“Eskimo!” he said and displayed one finger. He did not know any other words in
Russian. After that the Negro reached into his pocket for money. And suddenly he
blushed: it seemed he had forgotten his wallet in the hotel. [Drawing 1.]

So then the girls and boys, women and men, everyone who was standing in line
began to buy ice cream and treat the foreign guest to it.

After a minute there was a mountain of ice cream in the Negro’s hands. And he
did not know what to do with all this ice cream. The sun was hot here. The ice cream
was starting to melt.

What was he to do? Everyone around him was smiling, [Drawing 2.]

but no one knew how to help him. Then suddenly the Negro saw children
walking down the street. He quickly approached them.

The kids were surprised at first, having seen in front of them a Negro with ice
cream in his hands. But then everyone understood. A crowd gathered round them. The
adults were smiling, and the children were eating delicious ice cream and listening to the
Negro say something over and over again in English.

“What is he saying?” asked one boy.

“In Africa ice cream is also cold...,” said the girl. She knew English. [Drawing
3.]
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Figure 13. A picture of a black African student at the Moscow Youth Festival in 1957,
appreciating art with his white Soviet escorts, published that year in the journal Theater.

Figure 14. The “chocolate boy” [shokoladnyi mal’chik] Eskimo ice cream bar, an
obvious cousin of “The Little Cutter”’s Chunga-Changans.

.o
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Figure 15. “We are not slaves, slaves we are not.” A page from the illiteracy campaign,
originally published in the instructional text, Doloi negrammaotnost’!
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CHAPTER THREE.
UN-STRAIGHTENING THE SOVIET BODY:
THE QUEER PHENOMENOLOGY OF UNSPEAKABILITY

“I got into writing because I wouldn’t have been any good at standing up straight.”
— Evgenii Kharitonov'

2

“A normal, beautiful woman [needs] a symmetrical man.
—Andrei Sinyavsky’

Q)-'Q,. (ﬁ% A

S NATNA DR N

Figure 1. Interior Wall.
“The wall in the Moscow apartment of Kharitonov on Iartsevskaia St.
At the bottom is the alphabet of the deaf-mute.”

! Evgenii Kharitonov, Under House Arrest. Trans. Arch Tait (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1998), 154.

* Andrei Sinyavsky, “Pkhentz,” in The Portable Twentieth-Century Russian Reader. Ed. Clarence Brown.
Trans. Manya Harari (New York: Penguin Books, 1993), 488.

3 Photo by Ravil’ Deushev. From the archive of A.la. Deriev (Novosibirsk)”
http://www.vavilon.ru/metatext/risk2/haritonov.html . Accessed 2/09/10. Caption reproduced along with
the photograph from their original website.

CreHa B MOCKOBCKOH KBapTHpe XapHTOHOBa Ha fpiieBckoil ynume. BHU3Y - a30yka riryXoHeMbIX. @omo
Pasuna Jleywesa. U3 apxusa A.5.[lepuesa (HoBocnbupck)
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KHARITONOV INSIDE AND OUT

From the very outset, this chapter comes up against a wall: the one (pictured on
the preceding page) in the two-bedroom apartment 57 on the fifth floor of the second
corpus of lartsevskaia Street number 24 in Moscow, where the Soviet Union’s arguably
only gay author,’ Evgenii Kharitonov (1941-1981), once lived. It is fitting to begin
inside with Kharitonov since the expense of his writing openly and intimately on
homosexual themes in the late 1960s and 70s was, as he put it, unpublishability.” In other
words, he came out of the closet to go right back into the drawer. Though Kharitonov
never lived to see a line of his poetry or prose in print (certainly not in official
publications, but also not in samizdat), he composed ceaselessly and urgently until his
tragically cinematic death at not yet forty years old: carrying the barely-finished
manuscript of Under House Arrest [Pod domashnim arestom] down the Moscow
boulevard named for the national poet Aleksandr Pushkin, Kharitonov collapsed on the
ground of a heart attack and the loose pages of his life’s work were caught up and
dispersed by a passing breeze. His gay writing, it would seem, was destined never to
transgress the boundaries of private life, locked under house arrest along with the author.

Kharitonov’s public record proves equally curious and unrepeatable. Born in
1941 in Novosibirsk, Russia, he moved to Moscow during Khrushchev’s cultural thaw to
become first a student under Aleksandr Rumneyv, then an instructor of pantomime in his
own right at the All-Russian State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK). A founding
member of Rumnev’s Experimental Theater-Studio of Pantomime [ Eksperimental ‘nyi
teatr-studiia pantomimy] or EKTEMIM, “Zhenya Kharitonov voluntarily assumed the
responsibility of directing the theater before it existed,”® beginning roughly in 1961 and
ending in 1965 with Rumnev’s death. At VGIK, Kharitonov completed his first degree in
1964, taught a course in “Actorly Craft and Pantomime” [Akterskoe masterstvo i
pantomima] from 1967-1969, and defended his dissertation on pantomime in 1972 to
earn a doctoral degree in the study of art [iskusstvovedenie].

Later, in the so-called epoch of Stagnation, Kharitonov founded the “School of
Nontraditional Stage Behavior” [Shkola netraditisionnogo tsenicheskogo povedeniia] at
the “Moskvorech’e” State Institute of Culture. From the Seventies until his early death,
he choreographed for the rock group, Last Chance [Poslednyi shans], and occasionally
for films, including the dance of Elena Koreneva to the Bulat Okudzhava song, “Love”
[Liubov’] in the 1974 Andrei Konchalovskii film Romance for Lovers [Romans o
viiublennykh].” He made his own celluloid cameo in the type-cast role of “The Poet” in

* See Iaroslav Mogutin, “Katorzhnik na nive bukvy.” In Slezy na tsvetakh, tom 1. laroslav Mogutin, ed.
(Moscow: Glagol, 1993). He quotes Dmitrii Prigov, “’he was the first to write openly on homosexual
themes,” and use a correspondingly specific lexicon that had not existed in the age of his predecessors
[Kuzmin and Dobychev]. "OH nepBsIif cTai nucaTh OTKPOBEHHO HAa TOMOCEKCYaJIbHBIC TEMBI", HCIIOB3Y S
[PU 3TOM COOTBETCTBYIOLIYIO, IOPOIO - OUEHb CHEHUPHUECKYIO, JIEKCHKY, HE CYIIECTBOBABILYIO €IIe BO
BpEMCEHA €I0 NMpECAMCCTBCHHUKOB.

> Evgenii Kharitonov, “Nepechatnye pisateli,” in Slezy na tsvetakh, tom 1, 266-7.

% JKemst XapuTOHOB B JOOPOBOIBHBIX HAYAIAX B3SUI HA CeOs 0OS3aHHOCTH JUPEKTOPA elle He
cymectBytorniero teatpa. F. Povago, “EKTEMIM,” Molodaia gvardiia, 10 (1962), 273-287.

7 The author thanks Kevin Moss for alerting her to this more obscure moment of Kharitonov’s eclectic
creative activity in a personal email from December 4, 2009.
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Day of Icarus [Den’ Ikara, 1966]%, directed by M. Roshal’ and included in the 1968
children’s film-almanac, Awakening [ Probuzhdenie]. He worked on the other side of the
children’s film camera, too, composing humorous verses for an instructional cartoon on
the rules of the road (1974-75), and an original creative script for an unrealized animation
project, “My Dog’s Kitty Cat” [Koshechka moei sobaki, 1976].° Kharitonov adapted V.
Odoevskii’s “Godorok v tabakerke” (1834) into an absurdist children’s “talkie
pantomime” [ozuvchennaia pantomima] with the onomatopoetic title, “Dzyn’.” Finished
on June 29, 1981, “’Dzyn’” is allegedly the last thing he wrote, by means of which he
hoped to “outsmart the censor” [perekhitrit’s tsensuru], possibly encrypting a “gay?”
[goluboe?] subtext into the experimental children’s format.'® (This was a credible tactic
for circumventing censorship, given the precedent of turning to children’s literature
established by other politically-struggling Soviet authors.'")

In the midst of this eclectic and incessant creative activity, Kharitonov remained a
scholar and studied defectology, or Soviet “special education,” and speech pathology in
the Psychology Department of Moscow State University. His training thus positioned him
ambivalently between the two approaches to silence that this dissertation has engaged so
far. At once his affiliation with unimpaired pantomime implied an interest in muteness as
metaphor. At the same time, as a defectologist and logopedic theorist, he belonged to a
pair of professions that regarded silence as a pathological fact. These two silences spoke
to a third and fourth in Kharitonov’s experience as an unpublishable author and gay man.
His official occupation directing plays with the “deaf-mute” cast of Moscow Theater of
Mimicry and Gesture fruitfully fused many of these silences, I will argue, placing his
work with hearing and speech-impaired actors in quiet conversation with his underground
gay writing.

¥ Kharitonov met his good friend Elena Gulyga (1947-2008) on the set; she played his partner, “The
Poetess,” in the film short. Kharitonov, Pod domashnim arestom. Gleb Morev, ed. (Moscow: Glagol,
2005), 509.

? See “[Stikhi dlia mul’tifilm’a o pravilakh dorozhnogo dvizheniia]” in Kharitonov, Pod domashnim
arestom, 2005: 394, 541-2. Since the film was never made and Kharitonov’s original script was lost,
Morev includes the verses remembered by A. Deriev and published originally in Mitin zhurnal (1998), no.
56. Kharitonov composed these lines at the request of one of his former VGIK pantomime students, A.
Ziablikova, who also solicited “Koshechka moei sobaki” (Pod domashnim arestom, 395-398, 542).

'“He took on this Odoevskii adaptation per the suggestion of E. Kozlovskii and N. Klimontovich.
“Poetess” co-star and close friend, Lena Gulyga, recalls how Kharitonov hoped his stab at children’s
literature would make it past the state censors, and Gleb Morev, in his commentary, suggests that the
childish aspect of the piece might exist alongside its queer quality. Kharitonov, “Dzyn’,” in Pod
domashnim arestom, 404-434, 543-545. “Dzyn’” was written shortly before Kharitonov died and
published in tamizdat journals shortly after (Chasy, no. 3 [1981]; and Graal’, no. 10 [1983]).

"'In the Soviet period, “gifted poets and writers had preserved their talents and their independence by
going underground, writing children’s literature,” like Daniil Kharms and other members of the Oberiu,
Nikolai Zabolotskii, and Andrei Platonov, “and doing translations...many had kept on writing without the
hope of publication.” Deming Brown, The last years of Soviet Russian literature. prose fiction, 1975-1991
(Cambridge University Press, 1993), 11.
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Figure 2. Exterior walls of 24-2 Tartsevskaia Street.'?

This is how the present chapter attempts to scale its second wall, the one
continuously erected in the critical literature on Kharitonov bifurcating his life into
private and public, underground and official, literary and theatrical parts. The latter is
usually sacrificed to the former in these biographies, elevating his personal writing as a
true vocation and leaving the publicly esteemed Kharitonov of the theater and the
classroom out in the cold. Indeed, his career in avant-garde and deaf pantomime and his
involvement with the deaf community through defectology are typically dismissed out of
hand as any other late-Soviet sinecure for the intelligent writer or artist, like the cable-
laying job barely held down by Venedikt Erofeev’s loosely-autobiographical hero in
Moscow to the End of the Line [Moskva-Petushki, 1969]. Writing off Kharitonov’s
participation in pantomime as inevitable (an eminently unsupportable proposition in
itself) confirms an entrenched tendency in cold-war historiography: to split the socialist
subject into dissimulating public self and authentic private personality.'” The critical
neglect of Kharitonov’s public activity, and the corresponding concentration of attention
on his “closet” stories,'* reifies this commonly-held hunch that the Soviet state repressed

'2 The division of Kharitonov’s life into public-closeted, private-gay, is complicated even in this picture of
the exterior of his home. It was published by Gleb Morev on his private Facebook page in April 2010. I am
grateful to a mutual friend of Morev’s and fellow fan of Kharitonov for passing this along. In the spirit of
the dissertation’s fascination with the paradoxical genre of secret speech, I preserve the anonymity of my
social-media intermediary.

' This notion of the split subject of socialism with a public face and a private self has only recently begun
to be uprooted, most notably by Alexei Yurchak in Everything was Forever until It Was No More
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 2006), 4-7.

' As a consequence of this hegemonic narrative of total invisibility, Kharitonov’s masterful short story
about a painfully closeted gay man from Moscow, called “The Oven” [Dukhovka], receives the most
attention in critical literature. This hermeneutic tic tell us less about Kharitonov’s priorities and more about
the Anglo-American scholars who love him, since the location of the “closet” as a homosexual site in
Russian culture is a faux pas; (post) socialism had a distinct architecture of erotic agency. Moreover,
political—not sexual identity—was the true secret trapped in the binaries described in Sedgwick’s
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all expressions of true identity, especially sexual identity, and all the more sexual identity
of the non-normative variety.

That this narrative held sway over the gay author’s critical reception has
everything to do with the conditions of his initial and posthumous publication in 1993 by
Russia’s first gay publishing house, Aleksandr Shatalov’s Glagol. The occasion sparked
a passionate controversy among the post-Soviet intelligentsia, who deliberated over
whether Kharitonov could be included in both the national literary canon and the nascent
gay canon at once.”> This debate drew out the perceived tensions between literature as a
lofty pursuit and (homo) sexuality as mired in the earthly and ideologized everyday; a
binary opposition pitting the spiritually transcendent inside of an artist against the
contingencies of his outward embodied life.'® Some insisted that his professed
homosexuality was mere ornament or aesthetic affectation, disincarnating his artistic self
for the sake of transcendence. Others attempted to salvage his dramatic legacy by
sanitizing it of the sexuality spelled out explicitly in his poetry and prose. Still others
regarded his homosexuality as an ontological condition, contributing to rather than
competing with his artistic identity. Though these turf-wars over Kharitonov did not
conclude in consensus over his canonical belonging, critics of all camps did seem to
tacitly agree on a couple of points: 1) that the bodily dimension of same-sex love should
remain an unspeakable theme in national literature; and 2) that Kharitonov’s public career
had little to do with either his homosexuality or his private writing.

The flames of the controversy around Kharitonov’s publication were fanned by
the larger political conflagragation of presumably private sexuality going public in post-
Soviet Russia. This moment witnessed the emergence of a western-style gay and lesbian
(though mostly gay) liberation movement, when, according to one sociologist of “queer”
Russia, gays were “coming out in all sorts of public ways” and “taking up more and more
space in the public sphere.”’” At the same time, this same sociologist “[did] not see
Stonewall in Russia’s future”; and another observed that “the conditions of gay life” in
Russia in the “early 1990s seemed remarkably similar to the situation described in
accounts of gay life in America in about the 1940s and 1950s,” that is, pre-Stonewall,

Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1990). See Kevin Moss, "The
Underground Closet: Political and Sexual Dissidence in East European Culture.” In Post-Communism and
the Body Politic. Ellen E. Berry, ed. (New York: New York University Press, 1995).

!5 See Evgenii Bershtein and Anastasia Kayiatos, “The Literary Reputation of Evgenii Kharitonov:
Homosexuality as Ontological Taint,” manuscript (2001).

Kharitonov’s acceptance in the national canon remains tenuous today, and even local to Anglo-American
academic formations of late and post-Soviet literature. On the Russian side, this is likely a result of some
combination of everyday and institutional homophobias whose effects run deeper than those of the Stalinist
anti-sodomy statute, which was repealed in 1993.

'S This tension might be expressed another way, as one between literature as a transcendent activity and
byt, that is, the stuff of the everyday that gets in the way of transcendence. The impulse to purify literature
as a lofty pursuit of byt has had implications for the acceptance not only of sexual-dissident authors, but
also “women’s prose” [zhenskaia proza]. Thus I use only the masculine pronoun when discussing the artist
as an intelligentsia type. For more on the fraught position of women’s prose in the Russian canon, see
Benjamin M. Sutcliffe, The Prose of Life: Russian Women Writers from Khrushchev to Putin (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2009).

"7 Laurie Essig, Queer in Russia: A Story of Sex, Self and Other (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1999), xi-xii.
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when “the very concept of being ‘out’ was simply inconceivable.”'® Unlike the rest of
post-socialist Russians, subscribers to this school of thought reasoned, the country’s
“gays [were] still in a cold war,”'® and trapped in the total silence that had surrounded
sexual alterity under so-called totalitarianism. Claiming Kharitonov’s private life as part
of “Russia’s hidden gay history”* was a gesture of political defiance, of publicly
cobbling together a gay past inscribed in inside-spaces, like the wall of 24 Iarstevskaia.
For seven-and-a-half Soviet decades homosexuality had been stuck inside—in private
homes and lonely psyches—and would probably be for another seventy-five years, as
early gay activist Roman Kalinin prophesied.’

But I’'m not so sure that’s how it all works. The logic of Kalinin and the American
sociologists is problematic first for its easy imposition of Western formations of private
and public on socialist space and subjectivity;** and also for its unchallenged assumption
that gay visibility looks the same and gay speech sounds the same all around the globe. »*
The “from-Stonewall-diffusion-fantasy” described above,** shared by Russian activists
and their American allies alike, effaces the real traces of queer presence in proper Soviet
history. At the bottom of this mode of political thinking is the belief that the “history of
homosexuality” in Russia can never coincide with Soviet history proper, since Soviet
Russia could only be by eradicating homosexuality. This is not a paranoid premise—
indeed Maxim Gorky famously declared that “if you eliminate homosexuality fascism
will disappear”—but it misses the most important point: when the story of the Soviet
Union is told, so too are the stories of its sexual citizens. Soviet history is also the history
of homosexuality. The history of the state and the history of the people do not cleave
neatly in two, nor do the citizens of the Soviet Union themselves. This chapter will force
both these pat presumptions to crisis in the one person of Kharitonov, and insist instead

'8 Daniel P. Schulter, Gay Life in the Former USSR: Fraternity without Community: Issues in Globalization
(New York: Routledge, 2002), 6.

" Dexter Filkins, “Gays still in a cold war: Russian activists say new era, American give [sic] them hope,”
Miami Herald (1992).

2% Simon Karlinsky, “Russia’s Hidden Gay History.” In Out of the Blue. Kevin Moss, ed. (San Francisco:
Gay Sunshine Press, 1993).

2! Roman Kalinin quoted in Masha Gessen, "Moscow Activists Push for Gay Glasnost," The Advocate (18
December 1990): 5.

22 Like Silviano Santiago in his sharp-witted preface to the collection, Queer Globalizations, 1 second the
sense of uneasiness surrounding the premise that American-style visibility is best for queers
transnationally. Inspired by Santiago, I challenge the supremacy that Western-centric queer studies have
attributed Western formations of private and public (homo/sexual) space. Santiago, “The Wily
Homosexual.” In Queer Globalizations: Citizenship and the Afterlife of Colonialism, eds. Arnaldo Cruz-
Malavé and Martin F. Manalansan, IV (New York: New York University Press, 2002).

%3 The universalist presumptions of “gay” already accomplish this cultural reduction in a word. For starters,
consult Dennis Altman, Global Sex (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Jon Binnie, The
globalization of sexuality (London ; Thousand Oaks, Calif., SAGE, 2004); and for the Russian case in
particular, Brian James Baer, "Russian Gays/Western Gaze: Mapping (Homo)Sexual Desire in Post-Soviet
Russia," GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 8.4 (2002) 499-521.

?* Martin Manalansan observed this phenomenon that Paola Bacchetta cleverly christened the “from-
Stonewall-diffusion-fantasy.” Martin Manalansan, “In the Shadows of Stonewall: Examining Gay
Transnational Politics and the Diasporic Dilemma.” In The Politics of Culture in the Capital, eds. L. Lowe
and D. Lloyd (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997); and Paola Bacchetta, “Rescaling Transnational
‘Queerdom’: Lesbian and ‘Lesbian’ Identitary-Positionalities in Dehli in the 1980s,” Antipode (2002)

%3 David M. Halperin, How to Do the History of Homosexuality (Chicago, University of Chicago Press,
2002).
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that no definitive border separated his private gay writing from his public theater career,
his intimate biography from the fate of the state. The Soviet Union, I will argue, never
successfully expunged from its symbolic economy all opportunities for the expression of
difference more generally, or sexual difference more particularly. I point to pantomime as
one site for gay (and queer) expression.

Figure 3. “Evgenii Kharitonov on the balcony of his apartment.
28 or 29 April 1981.7%¢

KHARITONOV BETWEEN, AMIDST AND BEYOND

This photograph taken in the last year of his life shows Kharitonov indulging his
only real vice’’—smoking—as he stands instructively on the balcony of 24 Iartsevskaia
Street. Sandwiched between apartment walls in the liminal space of the threshold, ** his
ambivalent footing in the picture mimics the irresolvably midway position between
public and private that Kharitonov struck in his mature-socialist life. The enclosed
openness of his position as an artist and gay man—out and in at once—Ilets him breathe
freely in certain company, even as his lungs draw in the toxicity of the cigarette. At the
same time, he is free from sharing the spiritually stale air after which his stealth
counterparts gasp in a closet whose epistemology Eve Sedgwick famously describes for
the West. Instead, Kharitonov on his balcony embodies an “epistemology of the
vestibule,” that “liminal, semipublic space” beyond the space-time of the heterosexual
family home which, it is safe to assume, surrounds him on all sides of the apartment

26 "Eprenuit XapuToHOB Ha GatkoHe cBoeii kBapTupsl. 28 umn 29 anpens 1981 r. doto Papus Jleymesa.
W3 apxuBa A.S.lepueBa (HoBocubupck)." http://www.vavilon.ru/metatext/risk2/haritonov.html accessed
on 8 April 2010. From the online journal, RISK: Al'manakh, ed. 2 (Moscow: ARGO-RISK, 1996).

*" His status as an abstemious “golden boy” was a point of pride featured in his piece “A Russian who Does
Not Drink” [Nepiushchii russkii].

% Though this observation exceeds the scope of the chapter, it is worth suggesting that Kharitonov’s
betweenness has a lot to do with the threshold situation described by Mikhail Bakhtin in The Problems of
Dostoevsky's Poetics. Caryl Emerson, trans. (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1984
[1929)).
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building. In the vestibule, the balcony, the waiting room and other such undecideable
and in-between spaces, “alternative forms of sociability” emerge, says Heather Love;
“[communities] of subjects defined through indecision and delay” or “beautiful deferral,”
a mutual touching/feeling backward for the modern and modernist®® (that preempts the
rush headlong toward the radiant communist future or headfirst to the contemporaneous
gay liberation of the first world).

Rather than marginalizing him, this maneuvering placed Kharitonov at the very
center of the Soviet experience. With the help of the author’s own words, his
posthumous anthologizer, laroslav Mogutin, explains this in the latter’s introduction to
the first edition of Kharitonov’s collected works:

It is precisely this Kharitonovian position—“’I" amidst [sredi] people, culture, and the
state”—that was his main distinction from the prevailing mentalities of the
intelligentsia at the time. Amidst [sredi] people, amidst [sredi] culture, amidst [sredi]
the state where “amidst” [sredi] may be specified as “in the center” [v tsentre], but by
no means as “on the side” [v storone].*

Counterintuitively, this preposition sredi, meaning “amidst” or “among,” that Kharitonov
has chosen to describe himself locates him at once “in the center” [v tsentre] and in the
vnye or “beyond” of post-Stalin Soviet culture. Living vnye, a concept coined by
anthropologist Alexei Yurchak, means creating and inhabiting “deterritorialized milieus”:
locations neither wholly in nor wholly outside official culture; neither overtly siding with
Party ideology, nor rejecting it outright as political dissidents did,”’ and as Kharitonov
decidedly did not. From the impossible position of a sexual criminal, he felt a crushing
debt to the Soviet state. To live with it and in or amidst it required extreme plasticity on
Kharitonov’s part, an art of moving in betweenness whose cultivation was the supreme
purpose of pantomime, which I chase after in this and the subsequent chapter.

What about Kharitonov as an historical subject has motivated us to marshal this
preponderance of prepositions? Perhaps it is, as Kate Thomas captures it, “the
prepositional quality of the queer and, indeed, the queer qualities of the preposition,” by

%% Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard
University Press, 2007), 64. By this turn-of-phrase, I mean to invoke not only the title of Love’s work, to
whose notions of queer modernity and backward feeling I defer explicitly here and elsewhere in the
chapter. I also more obliquely invoke Eve Sedgwick’s collection of essays, Touching Feeling: Affect,
Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003). In this collection of essays,
Sedgwick explores the queer relationships between phenomenology, affect, performance and
performativity—conceptual threads I myself hope to interweave in the ensuing pages.

% Pmenno sta XapUTOHOBCKas O3HIus - "S1" cpenn mroneil, KyIbTypsl B rocynapcTBa’ - OblIa TJIaBHBIM
€ro OTIIUYHMEM OT MPEeOoOIaIaBIINX B TO BpeMsl HHTSIUIUTSHTCKAX YMOHAacTpoeHu. Cpen JTroAeH, cpenu
KYJbTYPBI, CpEJM TOCYAApCTBa, Te "cpenu” MOKHO paclleHUTh Kak "B IIeHTpe", HO HA KOUM 00pa3oM - "B
cropore”... Mogutin does a good job illustrating Kharitonov’s complicated and contradictory relationship
to Soviet power, laroslav Mogutin, “Katorzhnik na nive bukvy.” In Kharitonov, Slezy na tsvetakh, tom 1.
laroslav Mogutin, ed. (Moscow: Glagol, 1993). In the present chapter, it suffices to note how Kharitonov
worked with the system, exploiting its ambivalences and slipping queer messages through its cracks.

31 As Sergei Oushakine has shown, the outright rejection of the state and Party line by political dissidents
merely reified the existing dynamic of power-resistance in a dynamic of “terrifying mimicry.” On the
contrary, the deterritorialized milieu and the strategy of living vnye, of both depending on and departing
from the Party-state at the same time, disrupts the binary dynamic reinforced by the dissident movement.
Sergei Oushakine. "The Terrifying Mimicry of Samizdat," Public Culture 13.2 (2001): 191-241.
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which she points to the way “prepositions denote relative positions” of the kind queer
theorists have attempted to emphasize in being historical: “queer identities and practices
derive intellectual force from being perpetually and shiftingly relational rather than
teleological.”* Still, across time, something of a transitive obliquity obtains in the
inconstant object of queer studies: “What, in the nineteenth century, J. K. Huysmans
termed ‘against the grain,” Foucault called ‘slantwise’; for Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and
Judith Butler, queer positions are those that lie ‘across,” or ‘beside,’ social and sexual
hegemonic planes. These prepositions [induce] critical modes” that shift incessantly in
tandem with them, and stir the “search for new prepositions, vocabularies, and critical
methods that creatively resist delimiting narratives of origin and telos.”””

In its “semantic flexibility—its weird ability to touch almost everything,” queer
acquires a tactile and tactical traction: “despite its uptake into any number of banal and
commoditized contexts, the word still maintains its ability to move, to stay outside, and to
object to the world as it is given.”** And this can happen precisely because queer (as
theory and epistemology) has become the posterior side of sex; it has “[moved] away
from both evidentiary claims about same-sex desire and acts, and also from a focus on
gay and lesbian people.”® Like smoking, queer theory is best practiced postcoitally:
“after sex,” says Neville Hoad, suggestively.’® Perhaps this is what it means to stand on
the balcony of a khrushchevka and drag on a Soviet fag as Kharitonov does in the now
over-determined portrait that starts this section: “to stay outside,” like Love says, and at
the same time, be split inside in the Yurchakian sense of vnye; to be in “the before” of
modern gay identity (whatever that is) and also “the after” of sex as Hoad has it. As
much as possible, the present analysis will try to place Kharitonov’s queer theory of
bodily flexibility in relation to queer’s “semantic flexibility,” its prepositional flittings
between in and out, before and after—those qualities that make it a resilient methodology
and even lifestyle sooner than a set of static theoretical precepts.

For Kharitonov plasticity was a political-cum-existential strategy as well as an
epistemology and orientation to the world that could be activated by re- or de-orienting
the body in physical space. Pantomime as a practice of plasticity possesses this capacity
for dehabitualizing movement to disorient the body, and the phenomenological
exploration of plasticity in pantomime is the primary thread of Kharitonov’s dissertation.
Though his theory deals explicitly with pantomime, he hints that it has applications well
beyond the stage and studio. By moving the body in ways to which it has not grown
accustomed or automatized, the “plastic ‘I’ opens itself up (dissolving the fictive
difference between inner and outer) and onto the experience of new sensations to become
an “affective” subject,’’ receptive to its surroundings and to other bodies in ways that

32 On the prepositional quality of the queer, see Kate Thomas, “Post Sex: On Being Too Slow, Too Stupid,
Too Soon,” in After Sex? On Writing Since Queer Theory. Janet Halley and Andrew Parker, eds. (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 66-75 at pp. 70-71.
33 11

Ibid.
* Heather Love, “Queers This,” in After Sex? On Writing Since Queer Theory. Janet Halley and
Andrew Parker, Eds. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), pp. 180-191 at 182.
35 1.

Ibid.
3% Neville Hoad, “Queer Theory Addiction,” in After Sex? On Writing Since Queer Theory. Janet Halley
and Andrew Parker, Eds. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), pp. 130-191.
37 Here I mean “affective” less in the psychological and more in the Deleuzian sense as “a capacity of
acting and suffering that constitutes all bodies in general as well as the different parts of a singular body.”
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cannot be known or named in advance. Characterized by its uncharacterizability—that is,
its malleability, adaptability and receptivity—plasticity resists codification and is best
construed as method, approach, or angle. In his dissertation, Kharitonov indefinitely (and
beautifully) defers a definition of plasticity as such and instead continually elaborates its
qualities and capacities. More than that, his plasticity was opposed to codes themselves,
foremost among them, language.

Ultimately, I argue that the plastic thesis at the heart of Kharitonov’s pantomime
theory, in its refusal of spoken language, privileges and even prioritizes forms of
subjectivity considered unspeakable (homosexuality) or unspeaking (deaf-muteness) in
the late-socialist context, not only allowing for subtle expressions of dissent from Soviet
norms of citizenship contained in the “rhetorical body”; but also reopening a space in the
unsaid for enchantment and utopian dreaming during the disaffected era of Stagnation. In
order to substantiate these claims, it will be necessary, in the first place, to describe how
queerness qua sexual difference was “silenced” in the Soviet Union, and how pantomime
offered opportunities to “speak” queerness-as-silence, thus functioning as what I call an
“unstraightening device.”

Secondly, the relationship between queerness and deafness-as-silence cannot be
taken for granted nor easily imputed to Kharitonov’s biography. 1 will flesh out the
connection between “silenced” and “silent” subjectivities in what I find to be a fused
queer-deaf phenomenology embedded in Kharitonov’s dissertation on pantomime. This
theory obviously informed and was likely formed by his collaboration with the deaf
Theater of Mimicry and Gesture on the stage production of Kharitonov’s pantomime,
Enchanted Island, the full exploration of which will come in the subsequent chapter. My
hope is that this will have implications at once for future scholarship on Kharitonov’s
body of work and for studies of the body in general, into which I would like to insert
Kharitonov as a proleptic queer theorist himself. This will also mean gently bending
Russian formalists into conversations they have not typically had with gender’® and, I
hasten to add, sexuality studies, despite that the body and the erotic were key examples in
the theory of estrangement.

Paola Marrati, “Time and Affects: Deleuze on Gender and Sexual Difference,” Australian Feminist Studies,
21: 51 (2006), 313-325 at 315, her emphasis. As I delve more deeply into the terms of Kharitonov’s theory
of plasticity, the terms “acting” and “suffering” that Marrati has highlighted here will become important as
the two grammatical voices [zalogi] of pantomime: active [deistvitel 'nyi] and passive [stradatel 'nyi], from
the Russian root for suffering or affliction.

3% Apart from his essay, “the place of gender in Russian Formalist theory has remained an almost entirely
unexplored topic.” Eric Naiman, “Shklovsky’s Dog and Mulvey’s Pleasure: The Secret Life of
Defamiliarization,” Comparative Literature, Vol. 50, No. 4 (Autumn, 1998), 333-352, at 338. Naiman
argues that the theory of defamiliarization is patriarchal and misogynist. I will argue for its queer—and not
gay—reappropriation; although a gay reappropriation—in its unbroken masculinism—might more readily
confirm Naiman’s thesis about formalist misogyny which perhaps takes for granted, along with Laura
Mulvey’s theory of film spectatorship, the given or essentialness of gender (even when in drag). In
pantomimic performance there is no one-to-one ratio between visual signifier and gendered signified; in
fact, there is no internal consistency to a character’s play of gender on Kharitonov’s stage, and certainly no
way for an audience member to apprehend gender as a stable and abiding sign.
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ORIENTING DISORIENTATION IN THIS CHAPTER

This chapter takes as its primary task mapping the transmission of emotions
between moving bodies through pantomime, particularly in the queer mimetic practice
and theory of Kharitonov. It retains the dissertation’s wider focus on silence after Stalin,
and continues to elaborate on the possibilities of pantomime as an art of resistance
uniquely capable of coalescing Soviet counterpublics by evading the dangers of
verbalized or vocalized activities of dissent. As I earlier establish, this was the distinct
privilege of non-deaf mimes, whose silent kinetics were taken up as political messages by
like-minded theatergoers only against the perceived apoliticality of deaf-mute dramatic
motion. The deaf-mute actors had to speak so that non-deaf actors could be meaningfully
quiet. Perhaps counterintuitively, for both parties, silence on stage symbolized freedom.

In the ensuing pages, I analyze the theory of pantomime put forth by the doctoral
dissertation in film-acting Kharitonov filed in 1972, which develops, I argue, an
innovative aesthetics and phenomenology based on queer-deaf subjectivity. This
reconfigured conception of pantomime allows for the silent art’s reappropriation by queer
and deaf actors to creative ends. Kharitonov was writing his dissertation coextensively
with an original pantomime “libretto” (in his catachrestic designation) for the play,
Enchanted Island [ Ocharovannyi ostrov], first staged also in 1972 with the deaf Theater
of Mimicry and Gesture. The sketching out of Kharitonov’s pantomime theory will
establish the parameters of the search I conduct in the subsequent chapter on this queer-
deaf collaboration for signs of resistance to the Soviet state and disidentification with
audist or hearing-centric and (hetero)normative society. It will also allow us to grasp
how pantomime was a tool of queer world-making, even as we note here how the
difference of deatness was partially subsumed into sexual alterity. Though Kharitonov’s
own “nontraditional orientation” toward other male bodies could not be spelled out on
stage, [ will make the case that queerness is nonetheless visible in this pantomimic play—
in the story, the movement, and the corporeal genealogies his actors trace with their
plastic choreography, which are literally inscribed in his dissertation and recharted more
overtly in my “meta-dissertative” chapter about it.

Moreover, I will contend that pantomime is a queer art even without Kharitonov.
This will require a fresh definition of the queer for this context, one which captures at
once the qualities of a perceived object as queer, or at least participating in a sensibility
that might be considered as such, on the one hand; and the perceiving subject as queer or
as perceiving queerly, on the other. Still more significant will be the interaction of
subject and object, subject and subject: queerness reconstrued as a dynamic of
interrelationship, an angle of approach between two bodies and their surroundings, a style
of kinesthetics, an integral posture or posing with—a productive preposition for both the
space and time of relationships, which is seen at work in Chapter Four. In his dissertation
on pantomime, Kharitonov advances both a program of queer aesthetics and a
phenomenological profile of queer subjectivity that slips outside of the purview of
theatrical performance, first into Kharitonov’s prose and then into the uncircumscribed
performance of everyday life under late socialism. The picture of embodied, emotional
and experiential selfhood Kharitonov silhouettes in his theory decidedly departs from the
discursive or speaking style of subjectivity inscribed within state ideology, as outlined
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earlier in my dissertation and fleshed out more fully here (as a bodily form) in its capacity
as a normative foil.

To summarize, the chapter will arrive sequentially at the following conclusions.
Though queerness qua sexual difference was silenced in the Soviet Union, pantomime
offered a space in the Soviet symbolic economy to “speak” queerness as silence and thus
functioned as an “unstraightening device” (a term I address shortly). Kharitonov’s
semiotic theory of pantomime—based on the “unstraightened” movements of an
unspeaking body--doubly signifies as a phenomenology of queer-deaf experience.
Finally, the subject of his queer-deaf phenomenology quietly dissents from Soviet norms
of citizenship contained in the “rhetorical body” or “Bolshevik-speaking subject,” the
negative foil of this dissertation, whom Kharitonov identifies in his own dissertation as
the “speaking [.”

In this socialist context, my use of the term queer will strive to make strange, in
the formalist sense, the things I use it to qualify. In addition to preserving the strangeness
of its sound for Soviet space—especially since it does sound so strange to the Russian ear
as the clumsy contemporary borrowing, kvir--1 hope also that in my application the word
resonates as at once archaic and au courant. Though gueer is assuredly laden with a
different set of cultural associations in the current political moment, I hesitate to abandon
the idea that the bodies to which the term earlier attached are radically different from the
ones to which it does today. Or rather, I propose, it is the cultural production of these
bodies as radically different that made them seem gueer in the first place. Outside of the
dissertation, I allow myself to be seduced, for instance, by the canny correspondence
between today’s queer and the “strange people” [strannye narod]--who might just as
readily be rendered “queer folk™ in translation--those men having sex with men, who
populate the section of Eduard Kuzentsov’s gulag memoirs included in Vladimir
Kozlovskii’s late-Soviet compendium of Russian “homosexual-subcultural” materials.*’
Though queer here is not synonymous with our contemporary Western notion, it certainly
suggests some affinities with the Soviet case.

Once these stages of the argument have been rehearsed, my hope is that an
understanding emerges of Kharitonov’s continued participation in pantomime, plastic
choreography, and what he called the “non-speaking world” as central to his creative
corpus. Outside the dissertation, this conclusion forces the reevaluation of Kharitonov’s
poetry and prose as performative in two senses: as enacting the same disidentificatory
subjectivity his pantomime theory articulates and his play stages; and as indissolubly
linked to his theatrical or performance career. There is no obvious motive for Kharitonov
to have ended up in pantomime, I believe. On the contrary, he pursued it actively and
with creative intention. His early and sustained involvement with this silent drama and
the ‘silent” community of the deaf theater fundamentally shaped his art and his life in
profound ways. Not least of all, pantomime provided a safe space in which Kharitonov
could dream up and act out his queer desires—topics taken up in the pages that follow.

39 Vladimir Kozlovskii. Argo russkoi gomoseksual’noi subkul’tury: materialy k izucheniiu (Benson, VT:
Chalidze, 1986). Eduard Kuznetsov, Mordovskii marafon (Jerusalem: Knigotovarishchestvo “Moscow-
Jerusalem, 1979). Edward Kuznetsov. Prison Diaries. Trans. Howard Spier. (London: Vallentine,
Mitchell, 1975 [original Russian 1973]).
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WITH ONLY WALLS BETWEEN US...

Figure 4. Me at the first entry to Kharitonov’s
soon-to-be-demolished khrushchevka.

Here is a picture of the author standing outside of the apartment at 24 Iartsevskaia
in the summer of 2009, taken by a photographer and installation-artist friend, Oleg
Koshelets, who lives nearby the apartment and in the overlapping vicinity of the newly
erected metro station, Molodezhnaia. Oleg warns that this may be the last summer to
snap a photograph of this place since the city planners of now capitalist Moscow—not the
communist leader Gorbachev—are going to tear down this wall, along with the walls of
the many khrushchevki hastily built with poor-quality materials in the post-Stalin period
to resolve socialist Russia’s longstanding “housing problem” [kvartirnyi vopros]. *°
“Whether metaphorically understood or concrete, built socialism was decaying,” Thomas
Lahusen opines pessimistically, “or, if you wish, ‘in ruins,” from the very beginning of its
existence.”"' Another imminent example of socialism-in-ruins, the apartment Oleg
shares with his wife and design-partner Dasha will also go. In fact, as one Russian
newspaper reports, “all ‘five-story khrushchevki’ will be demolished before the year

0 party Secretary Nikita Khrushchev announced in 1957 that every Soviet family would receive its own
apartment.

* Thomas Lahusen, “Decay or Endurance? The Ruins of Socialism,” Slavic Review, Vol. 65, No. 4
(Winter, 2006): 736-746, at 744 (his emphasis).
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2010.”** When these walls are destroyed, when “these concrete ruins of socialism [in
which people still live]”* finally crumble, we risk losing the complex histories embedded
in them and inscribed on their surfaces—surfaces like this wall, whose eclectic images
only gesture to stories not found in the official archives and not part of the “vanished
empire’s” vast but incomplete institutional memory.

"When an era crumbles, 'History breaks down into images, not into stories,’”
philosopher Susan Buck-Morss reminds us as she places the words of Walter Benjamin
into the post-Soviet context.** Images of queer life under socialism in particular, like
these ones that lined the interior of a private dwelling, belong to a story secreted but not
dissolved by post-cold war history: at once kept outside of public annals but perhaps still
present in the confidential records of the state police. Since they were photographically
documented, the decorations on this wall may have been peeled off, painted or papered
over. Without access to the inside of the private apartment, it is impossible to say. No
house-museum is slated to be built in this abject architecture to honor the late figure of
note—well-known in narrow circles, as the Russians say—who once lived here, loved
here, wrote here, moved in fantastic and everyday ways here, for whom this wall guarded
a mystery encrypted in a special visual code.

When this apartment is finally torn down, another edifice will protect these
images and preserve their secret content for posterity: that is, a certain kind of historical
imagination. Here I refuse Lahusen’s pessimistic assumption about the Soviet case in
favor of locating in socialism unexpected spaces for queer utopian dreaming. Against his
chronicle of an always-already collective crumbling, I see the ruins of Russian
prerevolutionary and socialist history as the conditions of a series of small-scale building
projects, ones in which the lonely queer subject, a consummate bricoleur, is endlessly
engaged. Cobbling together multicolored fragments of the past, she fashions for herself a
fleeting home on the outskirts of a culture of monochromatic normativity. He buttresses
these ephemeral structures of memory with body and his soul, movement and emotions,
and an untenable kind of intensity. This chapter searches for the structures of feeling that
scaffolded late-socialist queer experience. It considers how criminally-queer and
culturally-excluded bodies hooked themselves into the affective histories that they were
actively creating in the moment or reactivating in their movement.

“To Dance the Dance of Impossible Love”:
UNSPEAKABLE SUBJECTS IN THE SILENT ARCHIVE

In this and the next chapter of my dissertation, I write about Kharitonov’s own
doctoral dissertation, which, thankfully, has been preserved and reproduced in its near
entirety in the 1993 and 2005 collections of his work issued by the gay publishing house,
Glagol. Though the 2005 reprint includes Kharitonov’s own notations that several

2 Resin, "Vse 'khrushchevki-piatietazhki' budut sneseny k 2010 godu," Nezavisimaia gazeta, 10 November
2005; quoted in Thomas Lahusen, “Decay or Endurance? The Ruins of Socialism,” Slavic Review, Vol. 65,
No. 4 (Winter, 2006): 736-746.

# Ibid. According to Lahusen, “these concrete ruins of socialism [in which people continue to live]” have
been fetishized by scholars who work in what Lahusen cynically calls the ‘nostaglia’ industry, they are the
last lost objects introverted by leftist intellectuals still mourning the death of (actually existing) socialism.
* Susan Buck-Morss, Dreamworld and Catastrophe: The Passing of Mass Utopia in East and West
(Cambridge, Mass., 2002), 68.
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original pantomime librettos are included as appendices to the dissertation, they are not
there.* I did find these missing librettos in the “real” archives in Moscow in 2010, but
even they appear to be a partial selection from his complete corpus. To compliment the
author-actor’s own texts, reminisces about Kharitonov by his colleagues and
contemporaries are gathered in the second volume of his collected works, and provide
interesting albeit similarly scant insight into his career as a pantomime director. With
annoying typicality, these recollectors of the underground culture frame this work—his
legitimate career—as mere facade for its legitimacy. Or else they see it as a passing fancy
of his early adulthood that gave way to his more serious vocation of writing. Likewise,
there is little remaining of the pantomime production,that Kharitonov directed at the deaf
theater (which I explore at length in Chapter Four). Writing about Kharitonov’s
performance career, for all its on-the-levelness with official history, was actually quite
hard for me to do in the absence of an archive in the usual sense. What is lost—the
unscripted rehearsals, the improvised “razminki” (or warm up exercises), the material
scenes of performance and reception—is lost forever, it seems, turned to dust by the
powers-that-be to make way for its new constructions, in a fate that matches Kharitonov’s
own demolished home.

In a way, this scenario of silence in time forces an elegant isomorphism between
an improper archive and its improper subject. The ephemerality of queer pantomime as a
fading and mostly forgotten smudge on the pages of Soviet cultural history, is, in a sense,
to be expected. And this expectation of ephemera tells a story of its own as an exemplum
of what queer theorist and performance studies scholar Jose Esteban Munoz calls “queer
evidence,” a type of artifact (or its very absence) which requires a “hermeneutics of
residue” to read.*® “Queerness,” contends Munoz,

has an especially vexed relationship to evidence. Historically, evidence of
queerness has been used to penalize and discipline queer desires, connections, and
acts. When the historian of queer experience attempts to document a queer past,
there is often a gatekeeper, representing a straight present, who will labor to
invalidate the historical fact of queer lives—present, past, and future. Queerness is
rarelyjt 7complemented by evidence, or at least by traditional understandings of the
term.

The gatekeepers of Soviet gay experience were especially vigilant. State-centralized and
officially heteronormative practices of representation and archiving render rather arduous
the retrieval of Russian queer ephemera today from the ruins of Soviet high culture as
well as from the late-socialist quotidian. (Though, if they are ever made accessible, the
rosters kept by the KGB of the capital’s “pederasts”—however such an identification was

* In a personal email correspondence between the author and Aleksandr Shatalov, the founder of Glagol,
Shatalov explained that the 1993 and 2005 editions of Kharitonov’s writing include the copy of the
dissertation that was in Kharitonov’s mother’s possession. The copy of the dissertation located in the Lenin
Library in Moscow had other libretti, though it seems not all of the ones in Kharitonov’s repertoire, based
on the personal accounts of his performances.

% Jose Esteban Munoz, “Gesture, Ephemera, and Queer Feeling: Approaching Kevin Aviance.” In Dancing
Desires: Choreographic Sexualities On and Off the Stage, ed. Jane C. Desmond (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2001), 423; 441.

7 1bid., 423.

130



determined—would likely attest to the existence of a vibrant if small homosexual
subculture.)

This difficulty is compounded by the fact that, on the one hand, many straight
Soviet citizens did not know how to read queer signs, had never come face-to-face with
something calling itself “homosexuality,” and correspondingly could not record their own
second-hand impressions of its presence. And, on the other, Soviet sexual others were
hardly in a position to organize politically or seek cultural visibility, given the persistence
of everyday and institutional homophobia; the tolerance for homophobic violence; the
active life of the Stalinist anti-sodomy statute in the post-Stalin period (until its repeal in
1993); the psychiatric persecution of lesbian-identified women; and so on. Official deaf
archival practice likewise slipped into an unmarked and homogeneous heterosexuality,
circumscribing the kinds of revelations of queer trace that might have occurred in the
case of Enchanted Island.

Thus the seeker of Russian queer residue from the socialist era finds herself
brushing against a set of crucial questions: How could queer lives have been lived in a
political culture that denied the very existence of sexual alterity, sometimes actively
expunging it? That lacked the language to describe it? And even if some clever queers
managed to carve out clandestine lives for themselves, carefully covering up their tracks
to elude the surveillance of the secret police and comrade-citizens, how then could
someone searching at a cultural and historical remove ever hope to discover the footprints
of such definitively hidden experiences? Of lives whose survivability was contingent on
at least partial effacement?

Against the odds, Munoz instructs the queer historian to sift for the fleeting clues
to sexual dissidence in the way the body moves (or, in our case, moved). He arrives at
this insight by narrating his own biomechanical biography: isolating a moment of queer
self-discovery, an outspoken cousin made apparent to him that his airy gait was less-than-
masculine. From then on, a young Munoz studied the way ‘real’ men walked ““and
applied this to [his] own body”’; he “tried to ape the movements of heterosexuality,”
though not always successfully.*® “These atomized and particular movements,” he
concludes, “the tilt of an ankle in very high heels, the swish of a hand that pats a face
with imaginary makeup,” these “tell tales of historical becoming.” When all else is “lost
to the evidentiary logic of heterosexuality,” “gestures transmit ephemeral knowledge of
lost queer histories and possibilities within a phobic majoritarian public sphere.”® As I
earlier establish in the first chapter, and will again in this and the next ones, the state had
its own canon of sanctioned movement in the Soviet Union, one with ableist and oralist
orientations that bore down with differential force on the bodies of “defective” subjects.
In the ensuing section, I hope to show how these heterosexist regulations on movement
came to (de)form or be (un)formed by certain late-socialist bodies in time and space.™
And, furthermore, with the help of Kharitonov’s dissertation on plasticity and his
pantomime librettos, I catalogue another corporeal idiom, and track perceptible or self-

* Ibid., 427.
* Ibid., 441; 426.
%% As Munoz writes of fellow anthologist, Paul Siegel shows “not only the social significance of queer

dance but the various ways in which a repressive state apparatus counters queer movements both literal and
symbolic” (ibid., 424-5).
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conscious departures from the dominant code of comportment that secrete clues of queer
presence.

But how to glimpse the ephemeral gestures made by intentionally obscure actors
halfway across the world and a half-century ago? As though obviating the aporia at the
heart of queer historiography, Kharitonov’s pantomime scripts catalogue phrases of body
language that may have transmitted a piece of the Soviet queer experience. Perhaps
precisely because dance is located, says Marcia Siegel, “at the vanishing point,” because
it “disappears in the very act of materializing,” paraphrases Munoz, it may be a privileged
style of queer aesthetics qua communication.”’ Munoz continues: “Queer dance is hard
to catch, and it is meant to be hard to catch—it is supposed to slip through the fingers and
comprehension of those who would use knowledge against us.”**

Kharitonov himself understood ephemera to be the stuff of queer art, life and love.
This is the position he explicitly takes up in his gay manifesto, “The Leaflet” [Listovka]:
that a flimsy relationship to time endows a special urgent quality to what he calls
“flowery” existence.

But we, the Flowers, have ephemeral unions, tied neither by fruits nor by
responsibilities. Living every hour in expectation of a new meeting, we, the shallowest
people, to our graves play records with songs of love and look around with nervous
eyes in expectation of ever newer young people like you. But the best flower of our
shallow people is called like no other to dance the dance of impossible love and to
sing of it sweetly.”

Soviet queer movements may have been very “hard to catch” in the proper
archival sense (especially given the fraught nature of documentation as potential fodder
for political dossier); but, to draw on the dialectic distinction Diana Taylor makes,
perhaps not so as a matter of repertoire. By the latter, she has in mind the “nonarchival
system of transfer,”* the unrecordable and unrecorded iterations of movement—whether
in everyday life or performance event—which “operate as valued sites of knowledge
making and transmission.” In lieu of the traditional archive and the state-historical
document, forms of knowledge-making and storing not always accessible to the queer
subject, this chapter draws on the repertoires of motion and emotion that pool into
genealogies of affect and performance (two operative terms of this analysis), which are
transmitted by the touching and feeling together of queer bodies in and across time and
space. Queer forms of touching are at once utterly historical just as they enact attempts

3! Marcia Siegel, At the Vanishing Point: A Critic Looks at Dance (New York: Saturday Review Press,
1972); Munoz, “Gesture, Ephemera, and Queer Feeling,” 441.

52 Munoz, “Gesture, Ephemera, and Queer Feeling,” 441.

33 Kharitonov, “Listovka. ”” In Pod domashnim arestom, 313.

VY Hac xe, y LIBeTOB, COI03bI MUMOJICTHBI, HE CBA3aHbI HHU IJIOaMU HHU 00s13aTenbcTBaMu. KBS €xKedacHO
B OKHIaHHUH HOBBIX BCTPEY, MBI, CAMBIE IIyCTHIE JIFOH, 10 rpoOa KPYTHM IUIACTHHKH C TICCHSIMH O JIIOOBHU U
CMOTPHUM HEPBHBIMH TJIa3aMH 110 CTOPOHAM B OXKHIAHHM HOBBIX U HOBBIX FOHBIX Bac. Ho jydrmwmii iiset
HAIIIETO IyCTOTO HAapoaa KaK HUKTO MPU3BaH TAHICBATh TaHEI[ HEBO3MOKHOMW JIFOOBHU | CIIAJKO O HEll
CIICTb.

> Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham
and London: Duke University Press, 2003), xvii.

>3 Deborah Paredez, Review of Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire, Modern Drama 48.3 (2005)
615-617.
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to transcend the limitations of history. The ensuing section considers historically-queer
movements under late-socialism, in order to contextualize Kharitonov’s attempts to bend
and transcend history through movement.

DANCING VNYE: SEXUAL DISIDENTIFICATION AND DETERRITORIALIZED SPACE

In order to frame the personal and emotional stakes of Kharitonov’s pantomimic
practice, it will be necessary to flesh out the “queer” culture of post-Stalin Russia in
which he was creating. I will be brief as there is already a handful of scholarly works on
the subject that offer a fuller picture than the present inquiry allows.” In the first place, I
must preliminarily flag my use of “queer” here, given its ahistoricality and non-
indigeneity to Kharitonov’s Moscow. I employ it elsewhere strategically, as a kind of
analytic trick that keeps the terms of alterity more open than “homosexual,” for example;
and that speaks of sensibilities, orientations, and relationships sooner than identities. (In
this and subsequent chapters, we will witness how forms of difference interpenetrated
and displaced one another.) To speak specifically of something called the “homosexual
subculture” of late Soviet Moscow—as one of its self-professed participants and
sociological observers more strictly delimits it—we might say that it was characterized
by the constant threat of violence and secured by a conspiracy of silence. While many
Soviet citizens enjoyed a relaxed relationship to the state under the post-Stalin political
regimes of Nikita Khrushchev, Leonid Brezhnev, et al., the reverse held true for
homosexuals or “blues” (as they lovingly labeled themselves), who were imprisoned with
greater frequency and lesser leniency for violating the anti-sodomy statute put into place
under Stalin in 1934: Article 121.>” A blue community persisted in the face of escalated
repression and cohered in part around the capital’s theatrical culture. Its survival was
staked on a degree of discretion outside of known circles, and on the familiarity of its
members with a special “jargon” (largely derived from prison slang) and a mutually-
intelligible code of comportment—a pantomime of desire, if you will.

The public or official life of the late-Soviet homosexual was often protected by
passing. This might be achieved with a sham marriage between a blue and a “pink,” that
is, a gay and lesbian-identified pair.”® Such acts of straight masquerade may have
prevented one’s name from showing up on the so-called “pink lists” of sexual
minoritarians maintained by the KGB. Kharitonov, for his part, was not fortunate enough
to escape the surveillance of the secret police, and shortly before his own death he was

%% For an introduction to the theme of same-sex love in late-Soviet Russia see Laurie Essig, Queer in
Russia: A Story of Sex, Self, and Other (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999); Masha Gessen, The Rights
of Lesbian and Gay Men in the Russian Federation (San Francisco: IGLHRC, 1994); Igor Kon, “Sexual
Minorities,” in Sex and Russian Society. Edited by Igor Kon and James Riordan (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1993); Vladimir Kozlovskii, Argo russkoi gomoseksual 'noi subkul ’tury: materialy k
izucheniiu (Benson, VT: Chalidze Publications, 1986); and David Tuller, Cracks in the Iron Closet: Travels
in Gay and Lesbian Russia (Boston: Faber & Faber, 1996). It ought to be noted that most of these works
give little attention to the status of homosexuality and homosexual culture in the fifties through eighties.

°" Healey, Homosexual Desire in Revolutionary Russia: The Regulation of Sexual and Gender Dissent
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 237-244.

¥ Kozlovskii, Argo russkoi gomoseksual 'noi subkul tury: Materialy k izucheniiu (Benson, Vt.: Chalidze
Publications, 1986), 211.
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tailed and interrogated after the murder of a gay friend. Moreover, Kharitonov was well
aware that his explicit engagement with homosexual motifs in his self-described
“unpublishable” writing hindered his work from circulating even among the artistic
dissidents of the literary underground. I lay emphasis on silence, passing, invisibility,
and unspeakability as queer topoi, as items of personal interest and places of creative
exploration for Kharitonov in his prosaic, poetic, and dramatic pieces; and underscore the
overlap of these themes with those described in the case of ‘deaf-mutes’ or ‘defectives’, a
theme investigated in the subsequent chapter on Enchanted Island.

Since queerness could never occupy an overt space in Soviet culture given its
prosecutable status, it materialized in other less official sites. The pantomime studio-
theater, I argue, belongs to that class of cultural locations in late-socialism that
anthropologist Alexei Yurchak has dubbed the “deterritorialized milieu.” Living “vnye”
[beyond], in a deterritorialized milieu, one “remains relatively ‘invisible’ to the system
while subtly eroding its structures. “[These] styles of living [vnye] generated multiple
new temporalities, spatialities, social relations, and meanings that were not necessarily
anticipated or controlled by the state, although they were fully made possible by it.”*
Even within the system, the person living vrye “is not tuned into a certain semantic field
of meaning...[he replaces] Soviet political and social concerns with a quite different set
of concerns that allowed one to lead a creative and imaginative life.”®'

Amateur theaters, for instance, supported infrastructurally by the state but
sneakily able to support non-state sanctioned ideas, easily qualify as deterritorialized
milieus. Theatre in general enjoyed an ambivalent relationship to the state in the post-
Stalinist period, during which time, “political ideology and the Party came to be
questioned and not merely echoed, but the presence of Party and ideology on stage
continued unabated.”®® Nimble political maneuvering was thus effected by interventions
into dramatic form: rather than continuing to use the “conventional symbolic denotations
of stage design, music, props, and actor’s movements canonized through the socialist-
realist interpretation of Stanislavsky, theaters began to reinvent stage devices, often
inspired by literature’s open range of meanings.” ® Directors reanimated unconventional
kinetic routines from vaudeville and the circus, both pantomimic genres.** Less Party-
minded messages were smuggled in through Aesopian speech, a complex language of
allusions that intelligent audiences trained in throughout the Soviet period.®

Independent dramatic works “never managed to move to a permanent stage,” but
nevertheless constituted “one of the most significant forms of the city’s artistic and

%% Alexei Yurchak, Everything was Forever until It was No More, 132.

“Tbid., 128.

*'Ibid., 132.

62 Victor Borovsky, “Russian theatre in Russian culture,” 4 History of Russian Theatre. Ed. Robert Leach
and Victor Borovsky (New York: Cambridge University, 1999), 115.

 Ibid., 164.

* Ibid.

63 «By the late 1960s and 1970s, Soviet audiences were coming to the theatre to hear ‘truths’ unavailable in
the press or other media. The metaphoric mise-en-scene, Aesopic dialogue and actors’ asides were avidly
sought and caught by an alert public. The gap widened between what was really going on and what was
officially acknowledged to be going on...” Anatoly Smeliansky, The Russian Theatre After Stalin
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1999), vi.
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intellectual life.” °® Their temporariness, even ephemerality, let them play a
carnivalesque role in the maintenance of Soviet society. “These ‘independent works’
with a right to be shown to a narrow circle had been deliberately instituted by the
authorities: they had agreed to this relaxation so that people could ‘let off steam’ from
time to time...”®” Though the Party permitted these spectacles only in order to preserve
the system for the long durée, they ultimately enabled slight displacements in Soviet
culture, the accumulation of which was able to subvert the system from within in a matter
of decades. In the present tense, they facilitated the formation of a style of semi-private
sociality associated with late-socialism: the public of svoi—meaning “‘us,” ‘ours,’ or
‘those who belong to our circle,”” a term with “no exact equivalent in English”—
“differed from those represented in authoritative discourse as the ‘Soviet people,”” and
yet it was not made of adamantly anti-Soviet people either.®® Rostov journalist Ludmila
Freidlin writing about the Soviet “studio theater movement” of the 1970s explains how,
“in the milieu [v srede] of the studio artists prevailed its own [svoe] idea about how stage
art should be, its own [svoi] idols, its own [svoia] aesthetic, finally — its own public [svoia
publika]. The directors, artists, actors and viewers composed one milieu [odnu sredu].”®
As today’s nostalgic blogs on pantomime testify, this sphere of theatrical activity may
have even prioritized the experimental art-form secondarily to the consolidation of its
svoi. To Vladimir Tsekh of Iurii Popov’s Rostov studio, “pantomime was hooey. Most
important to me were the human relationships. Our life and sociality [obshchenie]
backstage were the most important of all to me.” Lev Palii of the same group agrees:
“You weren’t the only one. Our relationships were also the most important to me. Our
personal relationships [/ichnie otnosheniia] were the connection in the theater.””® Both
the art-form and its immanent social-formation, I argue, were crucial to pantomime as a
means of affective world-making.

Embedded within the deterritorialized spaces of Soviet theater culture were even
less visible svoi, sexual socialities whose members had managed to slide themselves
through the cracks of Soviet culture twice over, and whose language of allusions had to
be still more spryly dissimulating and multivalent. Already partially deterritorialized, the
performing arts allowed for more slippery expressions of sexuality on and off stage.

% Elena Markova, Off Nevsky Prospekt: St Petersburg’s theatre studios in the 1980s and 1990s. Trans.
Kate Cook (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1998), 4.

7 bid.

6% Alexei Yurchak, Everything was Forever, 103. For more on late-Soviet private culture, the “company”
[kompaniia], and socialities of ‘svoi’, see Boym, Common Places; and Juliane Fiirst, “Friends in Private,
Friends in Public,” Borders of Socialism: Spheres of Soviet Russia. Edited by Lewis H. Siegelbaum
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

6 "Cepenuna 70-x ro1oB ObUTa BpeMEHEM sipUYaiIiero Xy 10’KeCTBEHHOTO BCIUIECKA. .. 31ech (B cpelne
CTYIMIiAIIEB) OBITOBAIO CBOE IPEACTABICHUE O TOM, KAKMM JOJDKHO OBITh CIICHIYECKOE HCKYCCTBO, CBOH
KYMHPBI, CBOSI 3CTETHKA, HAKOHEI[ - CBOS IIyOJInKa. Pesxuccepsl, XyI0KHUKH, apTUCTHI U 3PUTENN
COCTAaBJISLTH OJIHY CPE.y, [0 IPEUMYIIECTBY CTyIeHYeCKy 0. Bce oHM ObUIN JIeTH HeJaBHE, ele He
ocThIBIICH oTTenenu. HukTo emie He yceren nepenyrathes..."Liudmila Freidlin, Teatr s glavnogo vkhoda
(Rostov-na-Donu: ZAO "Kniga," 2009).

70 community.livejournal.com/rostov_80 90/110402.htm I have relied extensively on contemporary
Russian weblogs in crafting a history of Soviet pantomime, given the extent to which the unofficial (and
even, to some degree, the official) history of this artform remains to be written. I offer this dissertation as a
modest contribution to that project, and underscore the urgency of this undertaking given that, to put it
indelicately, many of its practitioners are elderly and dying.
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Theater people made up most of Kharitonov’s “homosexual milieu” [gomoseksual 'naia
sreda, for example’'; and one of the main cruising drags of the day was located on
Theater Square by the Bol’shoi in Moscow.”* Still, quasi-visible homosexuality
remained an inviolable taboo within the straight svoi of the surrounding theater culture,
not to speak of Soviet society at large.

Historically, (homo)sexuality moved more freely within Russian choreographic
circles. Classical ballet has always been readily queerable in this context, perhaps
because, as Kharitonov hypothesizes of his flowery brethren, “our genius flourished...in
[this] emptiest and most pretentious of the arts--ballet. It is obvious that it was created by
us.”” Richard Dyer, contemporary queer culture scholar, concurs: “gay men have been
balletomanes for everything from the fact of ballet’s extreme escapism from an
uncongenial world to its display of the male physique, and to its reputation as an area of
employment in which gay men could be open and safe.””* Kharitonov’s and Dyer’s
equation of the dancing male body with homosexuality has relevantly Russian roots.’
Even in the nineteenth century, “upper-class tetki” cruised “the ballet performances of the
Mariinskii Theater” in St. Petersburg for dates.”® But it was Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets
Russes (1909-1929) that notoriously bound up the desire of its director and lead dancer,
his one-time partner, Vaslav Nijinsky, with the queerness of its aesthetics. According to
one ballet scholar, “Diaghilev not only reintroduced the male dancer to the ballet stages
of London, Paris, New York, and other leading Western cities but thereby established a
sophisticated gay audience for ballet [...and] made ballet into a forum that in effect
created and supported the idea of the artistic homosexual man and defined a homosexual
aesthetic sensibility.””’

Soviet censors sanitized balletic performance in ensuing decades. But during the
still experimental New Economic Policy of the 1920s, there was “a private arts circle [in

5

! Theater was also a gay space for Kharitonov’s Soviet homosexual predecessor, Mikhail Kumzin, as the
following lyrical passage demonstrates. “Passageways, corridors, dressing-rooms,/ A winding staircase,
half-dark;/ Conversations, stubborn arguments,/ Over doors are curtains hiding nothing. [...] You will
arrive quite unexpectedly,/ Stamping through the corridor resoundingly--/ Oh, the depths of meaning
attached/ To your walk, to your smile, to your gaze!/ How delightful to be embraced in sight of all.
Mikhail Kuzmin, “At the Theatre,” Trans. Michael Green. Out of the Blue: Russia’s Hidden Gay
Literature. Ed. Kevin Moss (San Francisco: Gay Sunshine Press, 1997), 101.

72 Laurie Essig, Queer in Russia: A Story of Sex, Self and Other (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1999), 88.

73 Kharitonov, “Listovka,” 312. «HalI reHuii IPOIBEI, HAIPHMED, B CAMOM ITyCTOM KHCEHHOM HCKYCCTBE -
B Oanere. SICHO, YTO HAMM OH M cO37aH. TaHell J1 3T0 OYKBAJIBHO M BCSIKHI LUIATEp, HIIH J1I000€ Ipyroe
XYI0KECTBO, KOT/Ia B OCHOBE JISKHUT yCIIaaa.»

™ Richard Dyer, Only Entertainment (London: Routledge, 1992), 43. Quoted in Ramsay Burt, “Dissolving
in Pleasure: The Threat of the Queer Male Dancing Body.” In Dancing Desires: Choreographic Sexualities
On and Off the Stage, ed. Jane C. Desmond (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 209-241, at
214,

7> «“Available evidence suggests that the association between male dance and homosexuality arose only in
the early twentieth century with Diaghilev.” Ramsay Burt, “Dissolving in Pleasure: The Threat of the
Queer Male Dancing Body,” Dancing Desires: Choreographic Sexualities On and Off the Stage, ed. Jane
C. Desmond (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 209-241, at 213.

7% Healey, Homosexual Desire in Revolutionary Russia, 31-2.

77 Ramsay Burt, “Dissolving in Pleasure,” 213. Burt draws on Lynne Garafola’s argument that ballet
created a specifically gay audience via the English dandy in Ballets Russes performances. Lynn Garafola,
Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 362-65.
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Moscow named Antinoi (Antinous)] devoted to the appreciation of ‘male beauty’...which
[staged] readings of consciously homosexual poetry, recitals of music by ‘our own’
composers, and even an all-male ballet.””® Under Stalin and after, ballet remained a safe
haven for two controversial ‘formalisms’: pantomime and gay sexuality. The post-Stalin
period had its famous Rudolf Nureyev (1938-1993), “the first male dancer since Nijinsky
to bring a sense of mystery to his performances, a sense of the ambivalent, of the sexually
ambidextrous,” perhaps an air of queer enchantment.” The remarks of a fellow
classmate at the Kirov ballet academy help us appreciate how revolutionary Nureyev’s
moves were. He recalls that,

At that time, it was almost impossible for audiences and even critics to cope with
any expression of [sex] onstage. Most people simply put it out of their minds.
The rest had no adequate vocabulary to discuss what they saw. Sexuality on the
stage was something you did not write about or talk about. Any sign of it was
taken as some sort of pathology and denounced as a form of anarchism.*

Nureyev brought the same plasticity of his stage moves to his actively homosexual
private life, which has been credited perhaps tendentiously with his primary motivation
for defecting from the Soviet Union to the West at the height of the Cold War in 1961.
(Of note, before he left, “the most notorious cruising ground in Leningrad was the public
gardens near the Kirov.”®") Since his gay friends were mostly “local artists and
intellectuals who met more often in private apartments than public,” it is not surprising
that many of his unquestioningly heterosexual colleagues in the Kirov never guessed at
his “nontraditional orientation” (to use the Russian euphemism). Elena Tchernichova,
the stereotypical Soviet ingénue on matters of sex, had “absolutely no idea that Nureyev
was homosexual... The thought never even entered my head,” she explains.*

But even those who did not know what went on behind closed curtains were
scandalized by the gender transgressions of Nureyev’s onstage costume and
choreography, his penchant for performing not only in tights (a novelty that has since
become standard-fare), but for dancing the woman’s variations for certain canonical
ballets. The fact that movement was—and still is—gendered in performance, and that
informed audience members could read gender identity and disidentity into movement,
will have important consequences for Kharitonov’s pantomime. In the meantime, it is
enough for us to note that ballet functioned as something of a shibboleth for
homosexuality in Russia during Kharitonov’s day, so that the Leningrad poet, Gennadii
Trifonov, who spent four years in prison for sodomy in the 1970s, could communicate a
queer message simply by naming a novella The Two Ballets of George Ballanchine.****

® Healey, Homosexual Desire in Revolutionary Russia, 47.

7 Otis Stuart, Perpetual Motion: The Public and Private Lives of Rudolf Nureyev (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1995), 101.

89 A classmate of Nureyev, Aleksandr Minz, originally quoted in David Daniel, “Nureyev Observed,”
Christopher Street, August 1976, p. 19-21; requoted by Otis Stuart, Perpetual Motion, 62.

*! bid., 93.

% 1bid., 94.

% George Ballanchine (1904-1983) was a Georgian-Russian Petersburg-born dancer who acted as
balletmaster in Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, before relocating to the United States, where he is best known
for his pioneering work with the New York City Ballet.
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Indeed, not just in post-Stalin Russia, but “for most of the twentieth century, particularly
in countries where homosexuality was a prosecutable offense, ballet’s escapism was the
principal means for the expression of gay identities...Most pre-1960 ballets...are double-
coded—signifying homosexuality to those who know the code but apparently innocent to
those who do not (or choose not to recognize it).”*> Though “pantomime as a self-
sufficient art”® refused connections to classical ballet, it is still necessary to situate it in
the overlap between two audiences and artistic circles—theater and dance—that were
already deterritorialized in their own right. Pantomime actively drew from the expressive
repertoires of illicit speech honed in post-Stalin theater (smuggled in through double
entendre and ironic gesticulation) and illicit sexuality cultivated in post-Stalin ballet
(smuggled in through double-coded movement and costumes which left nothing to the
imagination).

Avant-garde pantomime, lingering in the tension between official support and
subcultural disidentification, was also able to accommodate articulations of love and
sexuality, sexual identity and affect that other areas of Soviet mass culture could not. As
opposed to conversational dramatic forms, the silent theater opened up a semantic space
for sexual feeling as one on a spectrum of passionate positions. As renowned mime I1’ia
Rutberg explains, “Pantomime is not in the area of experience [perezhivanie],” the
Stanislavskian concept at the core of acting in the realist verbal theater. On the contrary,
he continues, “it is the area of passions. But passions in life and on the stage give birth to
a new language. Passions purify movement, distilling in them the most important
thing.”®” Thus mime-directors from the late-socialist period, like Rutberg and
Kharitonov; routinely made recourse to the phrases “I love you” [ia liubliu tebia] or the
less object-determined “I love” [/iubliu] as ideal exercises for translation into body
language. In one of his pantomime monographs, Rutberg includes a pictorial catalog of
expressive facial and bodily postures based on the system of Delsarte; many of these
postures convey tenderness and adoration.

Practitioners of the corporeally cryptic art were aware of pantomime’s romantic,
erotic and even homoerotic potential. At the same time, so was the state, which checked
this freedom of nonexplicit erotic expression. In an exemplary instance, during a
performance by the Leningrad mime Nikolai Nikitin, “the curtain closed in the middle of

% On his first encounter with Nureyev: “I lived on Sadovaia Street and was returning home past Ka’kinyi
Garden. Ilook and see two of the most beautiful boys. One is in a uniform, from Suvorov; the other in
jeans (no one had jeans back then), was Nureyev. And they were kissing astonishingly. I stopped.
Nureyev turned and asked me: “Do you like this?” I answered, “it’s amazing!” And they we met in
London when my book Two Ballets of George Balanchine came out. He recognized me, and we chatted.
He gave me his book with the inscription: To one victim of the regime from another.” In his own words
(and my translation), Gennadii Trifonov, "Konets gomoseksualizma," Sobaka 66 (June 2006). Accessed on
7 April 2010 at http://www.sobaka.ru/index.php?path=magazine/article/more/554&photold=24 .

% Ramsay Burt, “Dissolving in Pleasure,” 214.

% This is Aleksandr Rumnev’s distinction between pantomime as a subordinate art within other arts (i.e. a
pantomime scene in a ballet or a pantomime sequence in a clowing or acrobatic act) and pantomime in its
own right (of the kind that he and Kharitonov performed). This distinction is reiterated by other theorists of
pantomime, including Kharitonov, and also I1’ia Rutberg, to name a few.

%7 ManToMuMa — 9T0 He 0671aCTH MIePESKUBAHMM, ITO 00JIaCTh CTpAacTEed. A CTPAcTH U B )KU3HU, U HA CIICHE
pPOXIar0T HOBBIH A3BIK, CTPACTU OUYMIIAKOT JABUKCHUEC, BBIJACIIASA B HEM CaMO€ T'JIaBHOC

Rutberg in “Chto takoe pantomima?” 2007. “Kul’turnoi sloi” (Arkhivnyi televizionnyi nomer peredachi
No. 35334), November 26. http://lentatv.ru/35334.
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an act. Charges of shamanism, avant-gardism and eroticism followed.” The party’s
clamping down on eroticism stemmed, in the opinion of one Russian observer, from the
“conformism, fear before the incomprehensible, and envy on the part of theatrical
specialists, critics and censors [which] led to unpleasantry and the harassment of Nikolai
Nikitin and his studio.”™*

And just as the state was hip to the ways that sexuality could manifest onstage, its
censors could also pick up on signs of sexual difference and homosexuality, even ones
that eluded an unreflexive heterosexual audience. On a later occasion during the era of
glasnost’, the director Roman Viktiuk, now known to audiences as openly gay, staged a
perfomance of Jean Genet’s The Maids [Les bonnes, Fr. Sluzhanki, Russ.] in which
“bare-chested men in skirts and heavy makeup play the women... The Soviet censor
originally read queerness into men playing women and tried to ban the show.”*

(Viktiuk skirted the censors by insisting the travesty merely complied with the
playwright’s instructions.) Thus, as Birgit Beumers asserts, sexual role-reversal and
gender-play were crucial to the formation of a gay dramatic genre.”® The local audience
accepted the apparent performance of gender transgression and, for those who recognized
it, the implications of homoeros did not pose a problem so long as it was in the service of
“high art,” and especially so long as it remained oblique and visually unconsummated,
according to an American sociologist of queer Russia. Love but not lovemaking was
admissible onstage, while the literal figuration of lust between actors of the same gender
was perceived as pornographic rather than aesthetic by the party and the popular audience
alike.

The pantomimic stage was, unfortunately, less open-minded about gender, and
rather infrequently featured females. Larisa Kuznetsova of Iurii Popov’s studio in
Rostov-na-Donu and its lone female player for a large part of the Seventies, describes a
common situation of gender segregation. “Iura [Iurii Popov] really was not keen on

admitting girls into his studio. He took me on the condition that I behave like a man.””"!

88 «Kmn-Geun mum. Ero 3amn Hukomnait Hukurun.” Accessed at
<http://www.derevo.org/common/rus/words/now/archive/2006/nikitin1.html> on 1.21.2010.
KOH(bOpMI/ISM, CTpax mepea HCIOHATHBIM, U 3aBUCTHh ITPUBEIIN K HEIIPUATHUIO U TPABJIC Hukonas Hukntuna
1 €Tr0 CTYIWHU CO CTOPOHBI TEATPAJIBHBIX CIICIHATIMCTOB, KPUTUKOB W HCH3YPHI. Ha OHOM M3 II0OKA30B
3aHaBeC 3aKpbLICs Hocpeau aeficTBus. [locneqoBann 0OBUHEHHS B [IaMaHU3ME, aBaHTapIHU3Me U
3POTHU3ME.

% Laurie Essig, “Publicly Queer: Representations of Queer Subjects and Subjectivities in the Absence of
Identity,” Consuming Russia: Popular Culture, Sex, and Society since Gorbachev. Adele Marie Barker, ed.
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999), 294.

% Like Essig, Birgit Beumers describes the appearance of overt (homo)sexuality on the Soviet stage during
the late and post-Soviet periods. Though I cannot support Beumers’ thesis—that sexual themes are not
treated by dramatists as real in themselves but as part of Russian hyperreality; nor can I concede to her
application of Western postmodern theory on late-capitalist society to account for a specifically (post)
socialist experience. Against Beumers, [ would argue that these representations of gender as performance
(sometimes at a double or even triple remove) have real—not hyperreal or simulated—effects on the way
gender and sexuality were imagined by Russians in the late 1980s and early 90s. I would also insist on the
extension of her emphasis on travesty and drag to encompass pre-Glasnost’ proto-gay theater in the work of
Kharitonov and possibly others. Beumers, “The 'blue' stage: homosexuality in Russian theatre and drama
of the 1990s,” in Gender and Sexuality in Russian Civilisation. Peter Barta, ed. (London: Harwood
Academic Publishers, 2001), 295-309.

o IOpa He 04YeHb OXOTHO IPUHUMAJ B CBOIO CTYIHUIO JIEBYIIEK, MEHS B3SJI C YCIOBUEM, UTO S OyIy ceOs
KECTKO IMO-MYKCKH BECTH.
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Furthermore, Popov expressed fears that heterosexual “procreancy of the body,” to
employ Plato’s turn-of-phrase symposiastic distinction (opposing the pederastic
procreancy of the spirit),”* would ruin Kuznetsova’s figure for the silent stage. “Iura did
not want me to get married and when he saw me pregnant, he nearly passed out. He was
afraid that I would lose my form.”* Thus we find that the pantomime body was
gendered male or at least manly; studios like Popov’s refused the specificity of feminine
form and demanded that female bodies pass as masculine in their shape and capacities for
plasticity. This compulsory masculinity invited certain kinds of spectatorship, while
foreclosing others.

In the first show put on by Popov’s studio, which was based on Marcel Marceau’s
“Life of Man” [Zhizn’ cheloveka], Kuznetsova was stuck backstage doing lighting,
illuminating the beautiful bodies of “only boys, [the] five of them [who] took part in the
play,” who were dressed in white make-shift leotards that left little to the audience’s
imagination.”* Needless to say, such costumes were not sold in the Soviet department
store and were made in-house, presumably by the female members. According to
Kuznetsova, “we made costumes [thusly]: we bought men’s underwear, sewed on long-
johns, sometimes we even used sleeves from jerseys to make leotards. The costumes
were terribly impoverished, but from afar they looked good.””> They “looked good” on
particular bodies, on the modal body of pantomimic practice which, I suspect, was white
and male, and, quite possibly queer.

The leotard and the less formfitting jumper were featured in the conversational
theater of the era as well. In Yuri Liubimov’s revolutionary production of Hamlet at the
Taganka Theater in 1971, Vladimir Vysotsky wore a similarly minimalist costume: the
black woolen jumper. Anatoly Smeliansky, a leading theater critic, explains that
“Vysotsky’s jumper was a sign of the generation of the sixties. The sixties men regarded
jumpers not only as a democratic uniform suitable for real men, but as a signal for
distinguishing ‘one of us’ [svoi] from ‘one of them’ [chuzhoi],”®® in other words, as the
badge of a particular deterritorialized milieu. (In the previous chapter, I investigate how
the black leotard is made to signify blackness in the 1962 poster-play Africa; here I
suggest that the white leotard refers to the white body. Both black and white are meant to
stand in for “nude” skin, and to reveal the contours of the skin as a matter of fact and
fabric, contributing to the perception of pantomime as erotic.)’’

%2 With this in mind, we might hear resonances of Platonic homoeros in the notion of pantomime as psychic
parthenogenesis (ones that will be amplified later in this chapter), in which a new language is born from
meditating on beautiful, young, and quasi-nude male bodies. This situation of philosophic contemplation,
what Plato called “procreancy of the spirit” in the Symposium, is inherently queer: opposed to heterosexual
procreation, and denied those men who would look to female bodies to sate their too-earthly appetite for
beautiful things but not the Beautiful itself.

% IOpa He xoTen, 9TOOkI 51 BRIXOIWIIA 3aMY XK, a KOTIa YBUIET MCHs OEpeMEHHOH, 4yTh B 0OMOPOK HE yIiall.
Boscs, uto s motepsto popmy. Would a footnote to Irigaray be too pedantic or theory-happy?

94 B cniexraxie MPUHUMAJIN Y4aCTHUE TOJIBKO MaJIbYUKHU, ITATH YEJIOBEK.

95 S Bam pacCKaxy, Kak MbI A€J1a]Id KOCTIOMBI: ITOKYIIaJIN MYKCKO€ HUKHECC 66.]1])6, ymuBaJIn KaJIbCOHBI,
WHOTJIa B KA4eCTBE TPHKO MCIOJB30BalH Jlaxe pykaBa oT (ydaek. KocTromsl ObITH yxkacHO yborue, HO
U3/1aJeKa OHH CMOTPEIIHCh.

% Anatoly Smeliansky, The Russian Theatre After Stalin, 95 (emphasis mine).

°7 On the distinction between nudity and nakedness in visual art, see Nikolai Evreinov, Nagota na stsene
(St. Petersburg, Morskogo ministerstva, 1911) for performance or stage art; and Kenneth Clark, The Nude:
A Study in Ideal Form (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956) for painting or graphic art.
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Figure 5. Turii Popov’s Theater-Studio of Pantomime, ca. 1970s.
After the play, The Column [Kolonna]. (Kuznetsova is third from right.)

By calling attention to the queerness of the pantomimic body, I am by no means
imputing a sexual identity or set of acts to the male/masculine subject on the stage.
Instead, in the first place, I intend to call attention to the gender transgressive behavior
required of female actors (as Kuznetsova complains above), and male actors in certain
travesty performances, including Kharitonov’s Enchanted Island. 1 am also suggesting,
like Nureyev’s classmate, that the visibility of any sexuality betokens a slippage, an
unhealthy or non-normative excess, in the Soviet Union’s heavily-regulated and
erotically-neuter economy of the body. Most of all, I hope to describe a queer position of
spectatorship, one which need not presume the presence of a person with same-sex
desires in the auditorium but rather describes a way of looking that might be taken up by
anyone who looks. Exemplary in this respect are the comments of Mark Rozovskii from
the recent documentary, What is Pantomime? [ Chto takoe pantomima?]. Rozovskii is the
much-acclaimed artistic director of the Moscow theater “U nikitskikh vorot” today, with
mime experience as an actor in the student-theater Our House of Moscow State
University during the 1960s.

There were beautiful women [in pantomime], but there were also beautiful men.
Grigor’ev and Garik Gots [of the Leningrad pantomime ensemble]— these are two
very beautiful bodies. I am a man of traditional [sexual] orientation, but these
people in their leotards evoked in me a genuine admiration of their extraordinary
bodies. Of course, any one of the pantomime actresses was very erotic—
pantomime is a very sensual art. It is an enchanting art of imagery.”®

%% BBUTH KpacaBUIIBI-IEBYIIKH, HO OBLIN M KPAacaBIbI-MyX4HHbL, I'pruropses u Napuk o1l — 3T0 B2 O4eHb
KPacHUBbIX Teja. S 4eI0BeK TPaAUIUOHHON OPHEHTAI[MH, HO 3T JIIOAU B TPUKO BbI3BIBAIH Y MEHS
MOJJTMHHOE BOCXHUII[EHUE CBOUMH HEOOBIKHOBEHHBIMH TelaMu. KoHeuHo, 1100ast 13 apTHCTOK HaHTOMHMBI
Obli1a OYeHb IPOTHYHA, TAHTOMUMA — OYEHb YyBCTBEHHOE HCKYCCTBO. JTO Yapyrolee HCKYCCTBO
obpaznoctu. “Chto takoe pantomima?” 2007. “Kul’turnoi sloi” (Arkhivnyi televizionnyi nomer peredachi
No. 35334), November 26. http://lentatv.ru/35334.
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Pantomime thus chisels a crack in the Soviet Union’s violently heteronormative visual
economy through which a queer subject position can form out of queer ways of looking.
In this space if not others, it is permissible for the male viewer to appreciate male beauty,
the eroticism of the male body in movement, because pantomime, an eminently sensual
art, opens up the range of sensual experience to its audience. Within the context of
pantomime, Rozovskii’s comments go unpunished; but beyond it, for the sake of
spectators not necessarily affiliated with his avant-garde svoi, Rozovskii must offer a
disclaimer about his “traditional orientation” before admitting to being more fascinated
by beautiful male bodies than female ones. His own inclinations appear to adapt to the
queerly slanted bodies on the silent stage; he twists himself, perverting his perspective, in
order to see what (and whom) he usually does not. The world that he glimpses this way
is full of wonder: a queerly enchanted island of imagery.

KHARITONOV’S DISSERTATION:
THE SIGNS AND SENSATIONS OF SILENT ENCHANTMENT

“dance provides a privileged arena for the bodily enactment of sexuality’s semiotics and
should thus be positioned at the center, not the periphery, of sexuality studies.”
--Jane C. Desmond’’

In 1972, Kharitonov completed his dissertation, Pantomime in the Teaching of
Film-Acting [ Pantomima v obuchenii kinoaktera] in partial fulfillment of a doctoral
degree in theater-acting at the All-Russian State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK),
where he studied in the Sixties under Aleksandr Rumnev, and later taught classes on the
“Actor’s Studio and Pantomime” [Akterskogo masterstva i pantomima]. Most likely he
was working on his dissertation at the same time as he was writing his original
pantomime libretto, Enchanted Island [ Ocharovannyi ostrov], definitely the same year he
first staged it with the deaf Theater of Mimicry and Gesture. It is apparent that the two
pieces—one academic, the other artistic—were dynamically dialoguing with one another:
he illustrates points of his pantomimic theory with episodes from the play. In turn, the
play instantiates his pantomimic theory, although less overtly.

As one Doctor of Philology, a member of Kharitonov’s dissertation committee,
lauded, “the problems posed in Kharitonov’s work far exceed the parameters of the theme
indicated in the title.”'” And as Mikhail Romm, the esteemed Soviet film director and
dissertation chair, affirmed, “the title of the dissertation is much too modest for its actual
content: in essence it is a theory of pantomime.” Heaping on another round of praise, I
propose that Kharitonov’s dissertation accomplishes even more than these VGIK
professors can recognize. In his exploration of silent performance art, Kharitonov
devised a queer phenomenology by another name. There is much to be gained by reading
Kharitonov’s contribution alongside more recent forays into queer phenomenology, such
as the one done by British philosopher, Sara Ahmed, in her eponymous work of 2006.

% Jane C. Desmond, “Introduction: Making the Invisible Visible: Staging Sexualities through Dance.” In
Dancing Desires: Choreographic Sexualities On and Off the Stage, ed. Jane C. Desmond (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), pp. 3-32, at 3.

100 Kharitonov, Pod domashnim arestom, ed. Gleb Morev.
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By putting these two texts together, it may become apparent which facets of queer (but
not homosexual) experience are translatable between contemporary Western and former
Soviet spaces. Additionally, Kharitonov’s work on queer and deat-mute phenomenology
allow us to see how the work of Ahmed and her interlocutors would benefit from
including a deaf and disability studies perspective, retooling her notion of the
“straightening device” to think more expansively about the socially embodied subject.

PART 1. SEMIOTICS

Still forward-thinking today, Kharitonov’s scholarly work on pantomime was
obviously cutting-edge for its own day, for re-introducing and elaborating a sophisticated
theory on a renascent avant-garde art form. Additionally, his semiotic analysis of
pantomime as a nonverbal sign system proved an innovative approach, applauded by his
dissertation committee, especially Viacheslav Vsevolodovich Ivanov (b. 1929, son of the
mystical Russian symbolist poet). Ivanov was impressed by Kharitonov’s “original
conception of pantomime, founded on a profound study of contemporary and classical
literature, on the question and works of aesthetics and semiotics.”'”! In the early 1960s,
Ivanov was one of the co-founders of the Moscow-Tartu School of Semiotics led by Iurii
Lotman. The school, like pantomime, “expressed the spirit of its age.”'** Both
pantomime as Kharitonov practiced it and semiotics as Ivanov applied it aimed at
recovering the mystical or mythic substratum of everyday experience, the enchantment of
phenomenal life that, lamented Max Weber, modern life had sadly shed. The rigor of the
Moscow-Tartu school’s meticulous structuralism disguised an intellectual plasticity that
found its physical correlate in the pantomimic body. In essence, semiotics was born at the
moment and in the same spirit as pantomime was reborn in the post-Stalin Soviet Union.
So how did Kharitonov’s intervention into bodily semiotics through the exploration of
pantomime compare with the work being done by his adviser and the cohort of Moscow-
Tartu semioticians?

Outside of pantomime, and athletic or physical-therapeutic settings, the field of
semiotics was emerging as a primary site in which Soviet scholars could think seriously
about movement and its social significance. Ivanov and other Soviet semioticians took
an interest in the communicative function of non- or extralinguistic phenomena in
culture. Atthe 1962 Symposium for the Structural Study of Sign Systems, Ivanov was
one of several presenters whose work appeared under the rubric “Nonlinguistic Systems
of Communication” in the published conference proceedings.'” Some of Ivanov’s
colleagues delivered a paper, cited by Kharitonov in his dissertation, on “Gestural
Communication and Its Place among Other Systems of Human Communication

[obshcheniia],”'™ in which they delimited meaningful movement from

1V V. Ivanov’s dissertation review is included in the commentary section of Kharitonov, Pod domashnim

arestom, ed. Gleb Morev.

12 B.M. Gasparov, “Tartuskaia shkola 1960-x godov kak semioticheskii fenomen.” In L.M. Lotman i
tartusko-moskovskaia semioticheskaia shkola (Moscow: 1994), 279-294, p. 279.

' Ivanov’s presentation on “nonlinguistic systems of communication” was on “An Analysis of Akhazian
Folk Games.” He gave other talks at this Symposium, including one on rhythmic construction in balladic
poetry.

1047 M. Volotskaia, T.M. Nikolaeva, D.M. Segal, and T.V. Tsiv’ian, “Zhestovaia kommunikatsiia i ee
mesto sredi drugikh system chelovecheskogo obshcheniia,” Simpozium po strukturnomu izucheniiu
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noncommunicative locomotory ‘noise,” by which was meant movement motivated by
reasons of biology or labor. They understood movements of this kind to be strictly
functional and therefore excluded from considerations as embodied semiotics. (In
contrast, Kharitonov insisted on inherent or internalized symbolism in the forms of
laboring and functional bodies.) These early semioticians explored communicative
behavior in various nonlinguistic codes, foremost among them kinetic; plastic; musical,
and tactile. “We are interested,” they wrote, “in how motional [dvigatel naial
communication distinguishes itself from so-called plastic communication (painting,
sculpture) by the elements of the message encrypted in a kinetic code unfolding in time.”
We should note, pantomime combines the motional and the plastic. Like the dissident
mimes who used their bodies to Aesopian ends, semioticians similarly understood silent
movement as potentially multivalent. Bodily behavior, they contended, “is constructed
in such a way that it (by virtue of the multiplicity of the communicative apparatus [the
body]) can transmit one at the same time as many messages, coding the one (or the many)
messages with one or many codes.”'?’

Though it is only of limited concern to us here, these scholars apply Jakobsonian
categories of (verbal) language’s communicative functions to describe varieties and
contexts of gestural communication. For the most part, they are interested in the gestures
that accompany oral-linguistic communication; they do, however, comment in several
places on the status of gesture qua communication independent of speech. In “normal,
unimpeded intercourse,” or “in a typical dialogue, the main burden of phatic and conative
functions is laid on kinetic communication; whereas “with the impediment (or
impossibility) of speech communication (noise in the connection channel, ignorance of
the linguistic code, disturbance of the aphasic variety) kinetic communication...acquires
a referential and metalinguistic function.”'*® More simply, gesture becomes
predominantly referential in the case of nonverbal communication, “in the case of the
total impossibility or prohibition on the use of natural language,” as with “the systems of
gestural communication used by the deaf mute”'®’; or when one interlocutor is ignorant
of the code, that is, when there is no common code between interlocutors. In these
instances, gesture is too busy being referential to be aesthetic. This supports our earlier
thesis that deaf gesture is perceived as deficit; sign is construed as a form of linguistic
compensation, and verbal speech remains the unchallenged norm or ideal, uniquely
capable of fulfilling all of the communicative functions.

Interestingly, these scholars deliberate at length on the status of pantomime as a
nonlingual sign system. We might even boldly propose that the thinking-through of
pantomime is a foundational moment for Soviet structuralism and semiotics. The art
form poses the constitutive question of the field: how does culture communicate without
words? For these interpreters of meaningful movement, pantomime offers a compelling

znakovykh system: Tezisy dokladov. (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo “Akademiia nauk SSSR”: Institut
slavianovedeniia, 1962), 65-78,

105 [[ToBenenme] MOXKET OBITH YCTPOSHO TAK, YTO IMOCHUIAIOMINN OJJHOBPEMEHHO (B CHIIy MHOTOMEPHOCTH
KOMMYHHUKAaTHUBHOT'O annapaTa) MOXET Ne€pe€aaBaTb KaKk OJHO, TaK U HECKOJIBKO COO6U.ICHPIﬁ, KOQUpPYyA 3TO
(wmu 3TH) cooduIeHns MO0 OTHUM, JINO0 HecKOIbKUMH Koamu (ibid., 67).

"% bid., 68-69.

'%7 The other situations of “unnatural” language include: “intertribal sign languages of North American
Indians, the systems of gestural communication used by the deaf mute, and the sign languages of the
monastic orders in medieval Europe” (69).
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case study since gesture here is sovereign: “freighted with the greatest aesthetic
burden...it falls to gesture to execute the whole complicated complex of communicative
functions” in the Jakobsonian paradigm: referential, conative, phatic, metalingual,
emotive, and, most importantly aesthetic or poetic. They continue: “most important [to
pantomime] from the aesthetic point of view is the problem of the ‘semantic key,’” the
means by which a movement or set of movements is marked off from the motional noise
as distinctly meaning-bearing. “The thing is, the simple display of a sequence of physical
actions,” even when the actor is acting with a poetic model in mind,

cannot communicate to the viewer the adequate aesthetic feeling. In order to make
pantomime not just comprehensible to the viewer—that is sufficiently difficult in
itself—but to introduce a poetic function into its action, the actor must locate one or
several gestures in a series which are distinct from the others, one which would be the
key to mystic insight [postizheniiu] into the hidden aesthetic significance of the entire
pan;[f))gmime. It turns out, every time a gesture of this sort is located it is a creative

act.

We ought to note here that even these spiritually disinclined structuralists lapse into
mysticism when it comes to pantomime. When successful, they suggest, the embodied
act of pantomimic communication is capable of transmuting the mundane into the
metaphysical, of “[poetically reproducing] ordinary human motions...as a means for the
poetic transformation of the world.”'*

Even still, despite that pantomime, unlike “deaf-mute” sign language, is capable of
transcending the purely referential to become a wholly “creative act,” these semioticians
remain skeptical about its actually doing so, particularly when abstract meaning or
emotion is at stake.

Evidently, here it is necessary to admit the limitedness of the modeling capacities of
this kind of art. It turns out it is possible to create a dictionary of gestures which
would correspond to abstract concepts, like love, anger, thought, freedom, and so
on...[but] gestures, the units of the dictionary, are not identical with the words of
human language, since the single means of forming more complex units is in
collocating gestures in a sequence. Consequently, the possibilities of this sort of sign
language to create aesthetic values will be very limited.''°

Such a restricted pantomime would assign the individual movement a single linguistic
meaning so that each gesture would represent an abstract word in one-to-one ratio. The
mime’s body acts here as a verbal rebus, his gestural language would be at a triple
remove from reality, constituting a tertiary modeling system in semiotic terms. The
movement in this style of pantomime is metaphoric or symbolic: each gesture represents
a single semantic unit (a “pantomeme”) whereas a metonymic pantomime such as

108 Volotskaia, et al., 76.

' Ibid.

"9 bid. Though there is insufficient space to explore the distinction, I must remark on the difference
between restricted pantomime of the readily symbolic variety as advocated by Delsarte and his Russian
epigone, Sergei Volkonsky, and the sort of pantomimic grammar that Kharitonov envisioned.
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Kharitonov attempted is asymbolic. Metaphoric pantomime fails “to adequately transmit
human feelings [chuvstva]” in both a referential and a sympathetic sense. The viewer
neither understands the emotions of the mime, nor does he co-experience them. In order
for pantomime to be affectively adequate, it must “find its specific way of correlating the
sign and the world, a way which would not make recourse to the mediation of language.”
As we shall see, this is the goal of Kharitonov’s unique brand of pantomimic movement.

Kharitonov was aware of this structuralist inclination toward pantomime, and of
the work being done by his adviser on the semiotics of aesthetic movement. In his
dissertation, he cites the 1967 article, “Film Language [lazyk kino],” in which Ivanov
argues that the dominant sign system of film, the language of action, is primary; it both
precedes and enables verbal language even in non-aesthetic contexts. “The first language
which we learn in very early infancy,” according to Ivanov, “is precisely the language of
action [iazyk deistviia]. If we did not know this language, then we could not learn verbal
language.”'"" Kharitonov builds on this notion in the second half of his dissertation,
which is a focused analysis of the syntagmatic, pragmatic, and metapragmatic aspects of
pantomime as a language of action. The actor or mimetic “I” is formed within the sign-
system of pantomime, thus he “experiences the sign system” as naturalized, “without
reflection, unconsciously.” For the viewer, the staged gesture or sign is similarly taken as
“symptom” rather than symbol”''%; the mime-sign does not point to something beyond
itself but instead signifies its very self.

In order to get at aesthetic movement pragmatically, Kharitonov, like Ivanov,
resorts to analogizing actional with verbal language (despite the latter’s contingent,
secondary relationship to the former). Pantomime is like verbal language in that both are
internally unified by a poetics and a canon. “A linguistic canon is realized in harmony,
proper pronunciation, the principle of selection for phonetic combinations according to
which the phonetic picture [kartina] of a given language is organized.”'"® As aural
principles comprise the poetics of a given (spoken) language, the pantomimic canon is
defined by the poetics of plasticity.''* Notably, Kharitonov describes a verbal canon
based on perfection and harmony, whereas the plastic body of his pantomime canon is
asymmetrical and compositionally askew.

The present analysis loops back around later on to describe the pantomimic body
and its epistemological implications in more detail. First a few more words are necessary
to structure our understanding of this semiotic theory of pantomime. Kharitonov
identifies as the syntagms (the smallest units) of plastic language “the individual spatial
moment; the canonical [body] position; and the arrangement of the body in space in
relation to another body.”'" In pantomime even—and especially—the unconscious

"V V. Ivanov, “lazyk kino,” Inostrannaia literatura 6 (June 1967): 262-267 at 263.

«I1epBHIit SI3BIK, KOTOPBI MBI BEIyIHBaeM B CAaMOM paHHEM JETCTBE, TO MIMEHHO S3bIK neficTBuii. Ecmu OBl
MBI HE 3HAJIM 3TOTO SI3bIKa, TO MBI OBl HE CMOTIIM 00YYUTHLCS H S3BIKY clloBecHOMY.» Twice in this five-page
article Ivanov points out the newness of semiotics as a field. He also notes the presence of Roland Barthes
at the symposium, linking the work of Soviet and French structuralists.

"2 Evgenii Vladimirovich Kharitonov, “Pantomima v obuchenii kinoaktera.” Ph.D. dissertation (Moscow:
VGIK, 1972); reprinted in Kharitonov, Pod domashnim arestom. Gleb Morev, ed. (Moscow: Glagol,
2005).460.

" 1bid., 454.

" 1bid., 460-1.

"2 bid., 466.
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emotional response in its bodily manifestation constitutes an image, a syntagm in the
pantomimic lexicon. Two or more syntagms are linked by whatever alternates them in
the course of a composition: either a metric, rhythmic or time-based change (as in non-
narrative dance or regularly versified poetry); or shifts in accented movement with no
regard for numerical regularity (as in prose). This latter style, rhythmically irregular,
ordered by inflected movement, corresponds to Kharitonov’s preferred variety of
pantomime. In order for a composition to be dynamic, its syntagms must be
heterogeneous, e.g. the coming together of gestures from different bodily canons; bodily
positions assumed in different sequences; or some kind of qualitative differences among
the performance’s participants.''® Kharitonov does not reserve the participatory role for
animate actors; he extends it to “characters as well as objects, spatial relations, [and]
costumes,” all of them count as “the sign-material of this system” based on their “ability
to play out, to manifest the sensible [chuvstvitel 'nye] properties of the sign.”"''” As we
talk later about the plastic “I”” and its affective body, we will also consider this system in
its integrity: how the body occupies space and employs material objects to meaningfully
extend itself into that space by externalizing its immanent sensations [chuvstval.

PART II. PHENOMENOLOGY:
SPEAKING SUBJECTIVITY AND MUTE EMBODIMENT

Though Kharitonov initiates part two of his analysis of pantomime with the
analogy of verbal language and movement as sign-systems, he devotes the latter half of
the section to complicating and even foreclosing this equation. The gestures of the
plastic body, the syntagms of which the pantomimic message (the performance) is
composed, finally cannot be compared to words since words exist at an insurmountable
remove from the material world or the abstract phenomena to which they refer.
Conversely, embodied movement is immediate, uniting signifier and signified or
restoring them to a primal unity. What are the consequences of the nonlingual nature of
pantomimic communication on the plastic consciousness formed within this sign-system?
How is meaning made differently within this system (as opposed to the verbal system)?
What epistemology is encoded within the plastic sign system, and what ontology does it
assume or produce in its actors? Lastly, how is meaning processed differently by the
individual consciousness in the semiotic universe of pantomime?

As it turns out, just as verbal and plastic languages are irreconcilable, so are
verbal and plastic selves decidedly different. Normative, non-pantomimic
consciousness—what I will here refer to as the speaking, discursive or verbal “I”
(Kharitonov’s govoriashchii)—organizes experience logically and in linear fashion, that
1s, he strings events together according to causality, and constructs visual sentences
obeying rules of grammatical order. This discursive self imbues all movement with
rational meaning, and strives to make sense of what he sees rather than simply sensually
experiencing it. If for the plastic self--his antipode in Kharitonov’s paradigm—touch is
the dominant sensory modality, the speaking “I” is defined primarily through sound and
hearing. Translation between these two personalities will take place visually, through the

16 1bid., 466.
7 Ibid., 469.
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objectivization and spectacularization of the emotional or haptic experience of the plastic
self for the sake of the speaking viewer. I return to this point later on.

In general, the speaking self does not have access to immediate experience, since
his interaction with the world and with others in it will always be mediated through a
language of symbols, words, and gestures derived from or replacing words. Kharitonov
remarks on the constructed quality of language (versus notions of human consciousness
as naturally verbal): “People’s thoughts and feelings are expressed in real life with speech
[rech 'iu], that is, symbols at some point specially invented.”''® As his connection to
others occurs in verbal dialogue, the speaking “I”” will be aligned aesthetically with
conversational [slovesnaia] drama rather than pantomime. Cut off from his animate and
inanimate milieu, the speaking self is singular and does not extend into space. His
emotional experience is likewise confined in a discrete corpus, making his body non-
affective and sensitively uncommunicative. He is, to put it plainly, a Cartesian cogito.
His “T” is located in his head, the seat of reason (he is always “adjudicating rationally™);
and his humanity is lodged in his mouth, the site of speech. His gestures are orderly and
constrained, disciplined in the repetition of ritual, through practices of everyday etiquette,
and by the drilling of military service. His body moves only with purpose, plot and
economy, ever oriented toward a felos.'"® This eminent (re) productiveness lines up with
his straightness or heterosexuality. He is, in a word, the embodiment of normative Soviet
subjectivity.

The pantomimic “I” Kharitonov proposes is the queer antithesis of the normative
speaking self described above. It is phenomenological rather than rational, deriving
knowledge from the experience of the body in the material world and not the secondary
or logical processing of first-order experience. “In pantomime,” Kharitonov explains,
“the character’s physical self-sensation [fizicheskoe samooshchushchenie] is the only
thing he experiences.”'** He “senses the self as a body.” '*' Linked directly to the world,
the plastic subject has a different relationship to verbal language, which feels alien and
unnecessary to his essence. It follows that “pantomimic personalities do not know speech
and communicate only by means of an originary [pervichnyi] nonsymbolic, nonabstracted
language”—the Real to the speaking self’s Symbolic, comprised of “mimicry,
movements, illustrative actions.”'** This gestural language has no relationship to the
symbolic language of the speaking “I”; it is not, for instance, its anemic or derivate
double, nor the approximation of conventional speech by a lesser intellect (as sign
language was presumed to be parasitic in this way upon spoken language). Indeed,
plastic language gives rise to a wholly other “I”:

The character of our pantomime knows no words. And not knowing words, he cannot
know the gestures that replace words. His elevated physical expressivity compensates
for this. He communicates with other characters and his material surroundings by
means of reflexive bodily reactions and actions. In these circumstances, the actor

"% Ibid., 442.

" Though there is insufficient space to deal with it here, the notion that the normative Soviet self, the ideal
or “positive hero” of socialist realism, is a teleological subject will be taken up more fully in the final
chapter on Andrei Siniavskii.

120 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 441.

! Ibid., 443.

"2 Ibid., 442; 444,

148



naturally senses his “I”” as a body, with a natural center of coordination at the place of
his solar plexus.'*

The “I” of Kharitonov’s pantomime has neither words nor verbally-referent gestures at
his disposal. Instead he has only the irreducible movements of the body as an extension
of emotion into space. Unlike the Cartesian speaking subject, the spirit or cogito and
body of the plastic self are cohabitative.

His consciousness not contained in the rational brain but radiating from the pelvis,
the plastic “I” communicates through the “language of physical sensation [chuvstva]” or
feeling, and the “language of action,” (perhaps the one whose foreknowledge by the actor
Ivanov identifies as cinema’s condition of possibility), which outwardly manifests
emotion as action and operates mostly in the haptic mode. “Pantomime of this sort is a
drama of organic silence.”'** By this, Kharitonov does not mean a protracted silence in a
performance (like the famous “mute scene” at the end of Nikolai Gogol’s Inspector
General [Revizor, 1836]), nor does he have in mind the wordless études in the first
semester of theatrical training at his alma mater, VGIK. Rather, he attends to the ways in
which “the unusual circumstances of pantomime stir personalities to plastically pregnant,
expressive, eccentric actionality [deistvovanie].”'*®

Though speech is the most recognized communicative paradigm of extradramatic
life, the “language of plasticity exists in real life,” too, and is the emulsifying substance
of sociality, in Kharitonov’s estimation. For the individual, embodied plasticity is
experienced as “language on a sensual, material [chustvennom predmetnom] level of
consciousness (or even generally before consciousness, simply a movement of material
objects communicating to one another).”'*® Such a conception of verbal language and
speech in relation to consciousness or the rational “I”” implies that there are alternative
and even more authentic ways to be a subject in the world: affectively or sensitively, for
instance—ways in which, [ will argue, Kharitonov is particularly invested, and ways
which make Soviet queer and deaf existences viable.

Since the role that reason plays for the speaking personality is occupied for the
plastic one by affect and sensual experience, the performance styles corresponding to
each figure are qualitatively disparate. The speaking “I” flourishes in the kinds of causal,
plot-driven conversational dramas that coalesce into Aristotelean unities. The plastic “1,”
on the other hand, is fully actualized in a process-oriented, non-narrative aesthetic
context, wherein plot is replaced by the shifting interplay of motional and emotional
states over time: in a word, pantomime. (In Kharitonovian pantomime, sensations and
emotions are equivalent to actions in their bodily excess and atmospheric potentiality;
whereas in Marceauvian symbolic pantomime, a hieroglyphic motion represents single

'% ITepconax Hameii TaHTOMUMBI He 3HaeT clioBa. Ho He 3Hast CI0BA, OH HE MOKET 3HATH H XKECTOB,
3aMEHSIOIINX CJIOBO, TO KOMIIEHCHPYETCS €r0 MOBBIMICHOH (pU3MIecKol BEIpasUTeIbHOCTRI0. OH
coolmIaercs ¢ IPyruMHE MEPCOHAKAMH U TIPEIMETHOH cpeioi MOCPEeICTBOM pe(IICKTOPHBIX TEIEeCHBIX
peakuui ¥ nedcTBUN. B 3TUX yCIOBHAX aKTEp €CTECTBEHHO OLIYIAET CBOE «s» KaK TEJIO, C IPUPOJHBIM
[EHTPOM KOOPIMHAIINU B MECTE COTHEUHOTo cruieTeHus. (ibid., 441).

124 [TanTOMIMa TAaKOTO POJa—HTO ApamMa OpraHudeckoro Mordanus (ibid., 459).

> Ibid., 459.

126310 361K [mracTuku] Ha YyBCTBEHHOM IIPEAMEHTHOM YPOBHE CO3HAHMS (WIIH Jake BOoOIIe 0
CO3HAHUS, IPOCTO JIBIKCHHUE MaTepPHAIbHBIX 00BEKTOB, COOOIIAIOIINX €ro APYT ApyTy. (442)
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emotion only in finite sequence.)'?’ Unable to communicate verbally, the heightened
expressivity of the pantomiming actor is not a formal conceit but a “natural emotional
manifestation.”'*® “Pantomime needs to be defined,” declares Kharitonov, “as the
concreteness of actions and emotional conditions of a character educed in expressive
movement.” '** The phenomenological nature of the pantomimic self shapes a new style
of embodied versus discursive sociality. Whereas in conversational drama [razgovornaia
dramal] the actor realizes his role in his association [obshchenie] with other characters by
means of dramatic dialogue, in “plastic drama” the actions are realized “naturally”
[estestvenno] in nonverbal associations: the physical interactions and bodily reactions of
the characters,” which should be regarded as dialogue in the context of pantomime, “that
is, as a language by which the characters associate with one another.”'*

There are two personalities involved in the single pantomimic exchange—the
plastic “I” on the stage whose movements the speaking “I” in the audience attempts to
imbue with meaning. Two epistemologies are thus negotiated between two sign-systems
with their polar ontological positions: the self-sentiment [samooshchushchenie] of the
silent actor and the rational perception of the speaking viewer. Kharitonov parses the
exchange as follows: “The actor in a pantomime plays exclusively on the sensible, plastic
level, no matter what interactions the plot of the pantomime proposes to him. But the
rational [ratsional 'nom] viewer, always [processes his perception] on an everyday
rational [rassudochnyi] level, returning the pantomimic personalities to the nonsensual,
rational [rassudochnyi] meaning of their actions.”’*' The speaking “I” has been
historically conditioned to expect reason with his stage realism. “In theories of the
actor’s art it is precisely coldness and rationality which are usually connected to acting,”
and “the verbal theater demands the reasonableness [rassudochnost’] of its actor’s play,”
as in French Enlightenment drama, in which the characters voice the reason of their
actions in monologues. Conversely, in pantomime, “the actor’s escalated sensation of his
own body...and the unmediated revelation of himself in movement...assert his
unburdenedness by [these] reflexes of reason [rassudka].” (448)

The pantomimic actor, it turns out, “‘cannot mediate his experience of a play with
rational judgment,”'** for just as there are two modalities of understanding pantomimic
action, so are there two orders of movement that correspond respectively to their actors
and interpreters. In reverse order, they are the “gestures of the speaking world” (ones
belonging to the realms of ritual and etiquette, like curtseying); and those immediate and
nonsymbolic gestures of plastic language particular to pantomime. The gestures of the

"7 Ibid., 452.

"% Ibid., 440.

"% Ibid., 439.

501bid., 442. 1have chosen to translate obshchenie as association in order to preserve the root ‘soc-,” the
retention of which I hope will allow the transition between pantomime’s providing an individual’s
embodied means of “association” to pantomime as a mode of embodied sociability.

P!bid., 443.

2 1bid., 459. Interestingly, this excluded Brechtian alienation from Kharitonov’s conception of
pantomime. By extension, we should rule out the role of formalist estrangement here, too. The idea is that
the pantomimic “I” is prelapsarian, exists in a state wherein the word and the world are one and meaning is
still immanent in movement. The A-effect or verbal estrangement are necessary only insofar as the actor
resides in a world where meaning is already at a remove, where the everyday has been formalized and
naturalized to such a degree that unmediated experience of it has been rendered practically impossible. Of
course, estrangement remains possible for the speaking “I”’ who encounters this other order of gesture.
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speaking world have long ago effaced their etymology, and the emotional or embodied
contexts which shaped their content. They have lost their internal form or affective
motivations and become empty, superficial signs.'*> Those personalities who manage to
preserve the embodied content of gestural language are pantomimic, and perhaps, as
Kharitonov describes them, neither hearing nor speaking, that is, functionally deaf mute.

Ultimately, the “rational” way of reading pantomimic action belongs to the
“speaking world” [govoriashchii mir] of the audience."** The division of the
performance space into a mute stage and a speaking auditorium reminds one of the real
circumstances in which Kharitonov’s original pantomime play, Enchanted Island, was
put on: at the Theater of Mimicry and Gesture, Moscow’s theater of the deaf (discussed at
length in the previous and subsequent chapters), which catered primarily to a
hearing/speaking audience. Given that Kharitonov crafted his radical theory of
phenomenological subjectivity while working with the deaf theater, indeed, while
composing this play, it is tempting to read a kind of canny deafness into these moments
of his dissertation. (It is entirely plausible, for example, that the operative term “speaking
world” would have been part of Soviet deaf parlance then the way “Deaf World” is today
in American signing communities.)

Kharitonov respected his deaf actors as connoisseurs of silence, experts in
expressing emotion by non-verbal means—a skill he perceived as shared with the Soviet
gay subculture, whose social existence relied on an elaborate system of unspoken
semiotics and bodily signs. Consequently, Kharitonov mystified the “natural silence” of
deaf-mutes as a form of ontological distinction coterminous with that of queer silence.
This was of course a problematic but also a positive approach that might nonetheless
have allowed for a style of affirmative deaf identity to coalesce in ways that defective
conversational theater did not. Needless to say, it is troubling for the way it presumes
that speechlessnesss is the continguous condition of hearing impairment, and that non-
verbal speech does not count as language, such that expression by means other than the
mouth is cast as primitive, even prelapsarian. Like the manualist school of early
American deaf education, Kharitonov cherished signs as “’an original language of
mankind,’” “a language closer to God and nature than speech, uncorrupted and pure,
more honest because more direct as a means of emotional expression.”'*> I repurpose
this romantic rendition of Sign Language here insofar as it seems a direct quotation from
Kharitonov’s manual for pantomimic acting. In this work, he laid emphasis on the silent
actor’s emotional authenticity, a task at which the “naturally” non-speaking—as opposed
to the speaking subject playing at silence—was especially adept.'*® He regarded

"33 Here 1 point to the work of prerevolutionary linguist, A.A. Potebnia, on “internal form” [vautrennaia
forma] in Mysl’ i iazyk [Thought and Language], Kharkov: 1892).

P4 Ibid., 443.

35 Douglas C. Baynton, Forbidden Signs: American Culture and the Campaign against Sign Language
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 9.

136 This notion that the hearing and speech impaired were somehow better suited for expressive theatrical
and cinematic genres is not unique to Kharitonov. Preeminent dramaturg Peter Brooks quips something
along the same lines: "The mute role is remarkably prevalent in melodrama. Mutes correspond first of all
to a repeated use of extreme physical conditions to represent extreme moral and emotional conditions: as
well as mutes, there are blind men, paralytics, invalids of various sorts whose very physical presence
evokes the extremism and hyperbole of ethical conflict and manichaestic struggle. In the gallery of
mutilations and deprivations, however, the mutes have a special place. One is tempted to speculate that the
different kinds of drama have their corresponding sense deprivations: for tragedy, blindness, since tragedy
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pantomime as something other than an imperfect parrotry of a major spoken tongue.
Instead it was for him a first-order language in its own right, self-reflexive, integral and
untranslatable into words, more resonant in “broken” than symmetrical bodies, connected
immediately to the higher reality of living emotion."’

If Kharitonov’s text offered a rejoinder here to Rumnev’s pantomimic formula,
we find the former favored his actors “sooner mute than silent.” Yet the way Kharitonov
recuperated and eventually queered defective quietude was by esteeming both deaf and
gay actors as outside of rational subjectivity—a location that he favored but that
nonetheless risked reifying this Enlightenment hierarchy in its inverted state. At the same
time, Kharitonov’s dissertation, and even his nonacademic queer writing, seems so
focused on unseating rational subjectivity as the supreme mode of being, that we would
err in interpreting as a slight the nonidentification of the deaf actor with reason. Instead, I
urge us to consider how Kharitonov esteems gestural language as uniquely capable of
communicating emotional knowledge, and furthermore, as nonderivative of
spoken/written language. This last proposal potentially bespeaks Kharitonov’s special
understanding of deaf sign language as a “true language” in the (problematic) linguistic
sense. Perhaps he would have been picked this idea up while working in Moscow State
University’s Defectology department, which was gradually radicalizing in the direction
of deaf pride during the later Soviet period.

QUEER PHENOMENOLOGY AND DEAF DE-STRAIGHTENING DEVICES

Before shifting in the next chapter to an interpretation of the play itself and of the
actual instance of queer-deaf collaboration in its performance run, let us continue to
scrutinize the sharp distinction Kharitonov draws between a normative speaking self and
an alternative plastic self. This will enable us to explore more extensively later on how
the plastic self reads as both queer and deaf. In the section of his dissertation entitled,
“The Self Sentiment of the Actor in Pantomime (2.4),” Kharitonov reintroduces his
ontological dichotomy, in fact, barely rephrasing his position from the earlier cited
passage (441).

The ‘I’ with whom the character of speech activity acts, who is endowed with
speech but then acts quietly differs in principle from the ‘I’ of the character who acts in
those activities where the possibility of speech is generally excluded.

If the ‘I’ in the first instance contains in himself a physical self-sentiment, sufficiently
mediated by the judgments of reason, then the ‘I’ of the second instance has a
sharpened sense of himself as a body, and of experiences only of bodily interaction
with other bodies and objects. His center is located, that is to say, not in his head, but

is about insight and illumination; for comedy, deafness, since comedy is concerned with problems in
communication, misunderstandings and their consequences; and for melodrama, muteness, since
melodrama is about expression." Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James,
Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1974), 56-7.

Other scholars like John S. Schuchman have explored the non-metaphorical presence of deaf actors in the
performing arts. For instance, see John S. Schuchman, Hollywood Speaks: Deafness and the Film
Entertainment Industry (University of Illinois Press, 1999).

137 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 441.
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in his solar plexus; any action begins from here. This ‘I’ naturally excludes
gesticulations replacing words, for he does not know any words."**

It is striking that Kharitonov here draws a distinction in consciousness between speaking
and plastic, and not along the more obvious binaries of speaking—nonspeaking,
speaking—silent, or speaking—mute. This contraposition he selects does not immobilize
the speaking subject against his alter. Rather, the unlikely binary, speaking—plastic,
calls attention to the ways in which, in order for certain identities to be constructed
recognizably as “speaking,” certain styles of movement must be foreclosed. And since,
as Kharitonov demonstrates throughout his dissertation, movements are manifestations of
emotions and constitute interrelationships between objects, bodies, surroundings, and
selves, the foreclosure of a particular style of movement amounts to the making
impossible of certain kinds of sociability. (At the very least, Kharitonov conveys that a
divide of language separates these two kinds of selves, and that any communication
between these orders of individual and collective consciousness must happen by means of
translation.) The relationship between movement and emotional connection,
communication and community, lie at the quiet heart of Kharitonov’s pantomime theory
as a philosophy or subtle manifesto of new relational possibilities. Reading the
dissertation through this prism, it becomes apparent that Kharitonov’s nomination of
plastic (rather than silent or mute) as speaking’s other allows him to forge unexpected
connections between various groups lacking access to normative speech, embodiment, or
inter-bodily behavior.

So who is the normative speaking self? What is normative embodiment? And
what does normative bodily behavior look like? The identification of such a character
and class of movement is neither the primary nor explicit goal of Kharitonov’s
dissertation, and yet, as he identifies the two styles of self—speaking and plastic—and
the peculiar ways in which these selves are kinetically expressed—he does end up
offering something akin to a queer analysis of normativity. His sympathies, of course, lie
with the plastic body and its new canon of bodily movement, and so the normative
speaking “I” remains a mostly shadowy figure in the text. Yet Kharitonov continuously
gestures toward the obviousness and omnipresence of this figure in the performing arts
and Soviet society more broadly. The normative body is introduced negatively, for
instance, when we discover its range of activity is comparatively constrained vis-a-vis the
unpredictable if not infinite motional possibilities of the pantomiming body. The
speaking self or non-plastic “I” appears in other iterations in the dissertation as the
laboring body or the body at work, that is, the quintessential socialist body. This
productive self is an everyday body, conditioned through ritual gesture, residing in public
space with the maximum efficiency afforded by standing up straight and not touching
other bodies, relating to other bodies “straightly.” (In some ways, it bears resemblance to

138 o
((H)), C KOTOPBIM BBICTYTIACT NMMEPCOHAXK PEUYEBOTO ACUCTBUA, -- TAC OH HAZCIICH PEYBIO U TOTr'J1a, KOTraa

JEHCTBYET MOJIUa, -- U «sD» IEPCOHAKa, BHICTYIIACHIET0 B TAKOM JICHCTBHH, 1€ BO3MOXKHOCTh PEUH
MCKITIOUEHa BOOOIIIEe, Pa3IHYaroTCs B MPUHIIUIIE.

Eciu «s1» B IepBOM cilyuyae BKJIIOYAeT B ce0st PU3MIECKOe CaMOOIIYIIICHHE, IOCTATOYHO OIIOCPEI0BAHHOES
YCTAHOBJICHHUSMHE PACCYAKa, TO «sD» BO BTOPOM CiIydae eCTh 000CTPEHHOE OIlylieHHe ce0s Kak Tena,
MePEKMBAHUE TOJBKO TEIECHBIX B3aMMOJICHCTBHIA C IPYTHMH TeJIaMHy U rpeameramu. L{eHTp ero
HAaXOJIMTCSI, TAK CKa3aTh, HE B FOJIOBE, & B COJIHEYHOM CIUICTEHHH; OT HEr0 HAYMHAETCS JII000E TyBCTBO.
DTO «s1» €CTECTBEHHO HCKIIIOYAET JKECTUKYIISIINIO, 3aMEHSIONIYIO CI0Ba, MO0 He 3HaeT ciosa (ibid., 474).
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what disability studies scholar Tobin Siebers calls the “social body.”'*?) The straightness

and symmetry of the normative body, opines Kharitonov, is wholly unnatural: it visually
symbolizes the successful internalization of the norms of bodily comportment secured
through physical and social discipline. (Likewise, Ahmed supplies, “straightness [is]
about becoming rather than being...the subject ‘becomes straight’ as an effect of
work.”)"*" And just as rigid bodies have been disciplined into physical normativity, so
have they in turn been conditioned to normative affect.

We follow Kharitonov’s logic to the point where the straight body becomes a
symbol; and almost to where the plastic body reveals itself to be irreducible. Kharitonov
locates in symbolically perfect posture a compulsory straightness that, I argue, is related
to, and has spatial implications for what radical feminist Adrienne Rich calls compulsory
heterosexuality. In its natural state, the body is not internally straight, nor does it incline
toward other bodies straight-wise. Despite that “the body is by nature inclined to
dynamic contraposition, the majority of everyday situations does not allow it to realize
itself in regard [to the realization of bodily affects].”'*' Becoming an “everyday” self
thus means submitting one’s body to a set of social-aesthetic norms which preempt
certain kinds of affective experience. This normative “category of [bodily] positioning,”

deliberately does not allow the body to extend itself into its naturally dynamic
contraposition; the positioning according to which the body symbolizes something with
itself, manifests a certain image not issuing immediately from the nature of bodily
movement. Thus the requirement of disciplinary straightening out — especially turned
out shoulders, chest forward, chin up, frontal hand cues — this brings the body to
symmetry, as if symbolizing the simplest and clearest appearance of order. [This] has
been associated with the presentation of good manners—the body frame straight to
the utmost, ideally as if tight-laced in a corset, elbows turned inward, rigidly immobile
hips, chin highly raised—this symbolizes certain class-based concepts of virtue. Such
positionings in relationship to bodily behavior occur not only in situations connected
to necessity or the fulfillment of obligation, but also in situations of everyday life.

They are already a certain aesthetic norm.'*

Dominant orders of corporal movement try to untwist the body into an “aesthetic
norm” of symmetry; they act, in Sara Ahmed’s phrase, as “straightening devices,” which
establish an embodied “relationship between the normative and the vertical axis.”'*?

I pair Ahmed’s recent analysis of the social body with Kharitonov’s insights as I believe
they are mutually illuminating. Ahmed accounts for “the vertical axis [as] itself an effect
of being ‘in line,” when the line taken by the body corresponds with other lines that are
already given. The vertical line is hence normative; it is shaped by the repetition of bodily
and social actions over time...Things as well as bodies appear ‘the right way up’ when

'3 Tobin Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008).

140 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2006), 79.

141 «To ecTh TeNo 10 IPHPOJIE CKIOHHO K JMHAMHYECKOMY IIPOTHBOINOIBHKEHHIO, GOJIBITHHCTBO
OOBIJICHHBIX CUTYAIIMi HE JaeT €My Pa3BEPHYTHCS B 3TOM KauecTBE [pearn3alny TelecHbIX adheKToB]»
(ibid., 463; my emphasis).

"2 1bid., 463 (my emphasis).

'3 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 66.
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they are ‘in line,” which makes any moment in which phenomenal space does ‘line up’
seem rather ‘queer.””'** Ahmed observes the emotional effects of limiting movement.
“Compulsory heterosexuality,” she contends, “shapes what bodies can do. Bodies take
the shapes of norms that are repeated over time and with force. Through repeating some
gestures and not others, or through being orientated in some directions and not others,
bodies become contorted. For Ahmed, as with Kharitonov before her, the
circumscription of movement and the social determination of bodily orientation has
emotional ramifications, “enabl[ing] some actions only insofar as they restrict the
capacity for other kinds of action” and feeling that depart from these norms.'*

Since the body, Kharitonov avers, is naturally plastic and inherently
contrappostal, we might also see it as oriented perversely or queerly in space. In the Indo-
European etymology, “queer is, after all, a spatial term, which then gets translated into a
sexual term, a term for a twisted sexuality that does not follow a ‘straight line,” a
sexuality that is bent and crooked.”'*® The Russian terms of the Soviet era (rough
analogs for the Anglo-American “queer” here in the absence of such subcultural selt-
appellations)—perversion [izvrashchenie] or deviation [otklonenie]—encode similar
semantics of twisting, deviating, or veering away from the straight and narrow. In the
Soviet context, one’s bodily orientation in space as straight—symmetrical, upright, ‘in
line’—coincides with an ideological-erotic orientation as straight.'*” Kharitonov notes
this in the above discussion of regimes of comportment: the absolute verticality of the
straight figure is actively produced as the social norm despite the body’s own queer
intentions. Physical erectness operates as a symbol of moral rectitude. Thus the epigraph
from Andrei Siniavskii’s short story, “Pkhents,” about a queer sort of Soviet who is
actually a hunchbacked alien makes intuitive sense: “a normal, beautiful woman needs a
symmetrical man.” (I evaluate this fantastic tale vis-a-vis queer gesture in the gulag in
Chapter Six.)

To these everyday “straightening devices” pantomime offers an antidote.
Retroactively infusing Kharitonov’s theory with Ahmed’s vocabulary, we might
rechristen it an “unstraightening device” (or even “de-straightening” device, given the
derivative status of straightness in both of its valence.) Its plastic physicality can claim
none of the economy or productivity of the body belonging to its speaking antipode. The
movements of the plastic self are formal, not functional, atelic, ornamental. And the
repertoire of nonproductive, nonreproductive, or useless mimetic positions is specially
positioned “for the realization of bodily affect.”'*® Opening up the body onto its organic
plasticity liberates the individual-—on and off the stage—to experience emotions and
sensations that are squeezed out by everyday body norms and slip beyond the

144 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 66.

3 1bid., 91 (her emphasis). There are, of course, less negative forms of bodily contortion in the plastic
sense. In our interview, Ritta Zhelezova emphasized Kharitonov’s ability to fold himself up into a human
pretzel [krendel’].

146 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 67.

" Tronically, the Russian queer slang for heterosexual in the Soviet and post-Soviet period is “natural.”
The reader of Kharitonov’s dissertation might chuckle here, given the author’s desire to prove that
straightness—as a spatial or sexual orientation—is anything but!

148 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 463.
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circumscriptions of verbal speech. Contrapuntal movement, excluded from the everyday,
149

is thus sublated—mnot earthly but otherworldly.

Figure 6. Slanting Queerly: Iurii Popov’s Theater-Studio of Pantomime, ca. 1970s.
From the left: Lev Palii, [urii Popov, Vladimir Shkrylev.

Pantomimic practice is a way of embodying the world queerly, or even
incarnating a queer world through choreographies of alternative embodiment. To this
end of queer world-making, Kharitonov devises a special “canon of dynamic
contraposition” [kanon dinamicheskogo protivopostanovleniia),"° a category of motion
for “the body that does not require words,”15 ! which features countermovement,
isometrics, imbalance, disequilibrium (“in the physical and emotional sense”'*?),
asymmetry and slant. This style of nonvocal embodiment “[positions] the corpus, the
legs, the arms, the head,” differently than mundane norms of comportment and
conventional dramatic or balletic movement require.'>® (In fact, Kharitonov stresses that
pantomime’s plastic canon directly opposes the bodily canon of classical ballet—a
distinction which is lost on those who would conflate self-sufficient pantomime with
pantomime as a subset of balletic movement.) The “natural” laws of plasticity mobilize
the body against the false and deforming ideal of corporeal harmony. Pantomime aspires
“to manifest countermovement in the body.”"**

The only constant rule of pantomimic movement is that the body is obliged to
violate all of the forms of the normative canon: when straightness is called for,

19 That is, to elaborate a specifically Russian distinction with extreme relevance for the Russian
homosexual tradition: queer plasticity is not part of byt but of bytie. See Brian James Baer, Other Russias.
150 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 462.

! bid., 453.

2 1bid., 444.

"3 1bid., 454.

" 1bid., 461.
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Kharitonov insists on curves, angles, awkwardness and unlikely inclinations. For this
reason, whenever Kharitonov writes “skewed,” “slanted,” “deviant” and “asymmetrical,”
I encourage the reader to experiment with a proleptically queer-theory reading of
Kharitonov’s text by mentally substituting “queer” as a multivalent moniker for
nonstraight bodily orientations. The following extended excerpt provides an occasion
ripe for this exercise in reading pantomime queerly.

In our canon, the corpus is, as a rule, askew-- the spinal column is at an acute angle to
the pelvis. When it is straight (the general force of the body is directed either upwards
or downwards), it is counterposed by the slant of the pelvic bone, of the shoulder
girdle and head. The head, as a rule, is inclined [otklonena — deviated] to the side
opposite the direction of the spine. In the case the head makes a straight line with the
body frame [korpus], it is turned in relation to the body frame along the spinal axis.
The shoulder girdle, as a rule, does not make a straight line, does not support the
shoulders in a level static position in relation to one another (one shoulder may be
thrust forward, the other in place, one may be higher than the other). One hip, as a
rule, is lower than the other and in this or another measure is ahead (the weight is not
evenly distributed on both legs). The hands, as a rule, are not symmetrical. The bend
of the elbow is not the same for both hands at the same time. (It may be the same
when the elbows are holding a different direction.) The legs are not turned out. The
arch of the foot is not extended, that is to say, the direction of the foot is not
counterpoised to the direction of the calf and so on. Symmetry is what is excluded
from our canon. 1f some paired parts of the body seems sometimes in symmetrical
relatior11555hips with one another, partial symmetry disrupts the direction of other paired
parts.”

If the verticality of the spine and the symmetry of the other body parts vectoring from it
are the visible effect of physical and social “alignment,”'*° then Kharitonov reverses this
violent orthopedic process, restoring the body to its immanent queerness and
polymorphous plasticity.

The normative canon forces the body against its intrinsic desires to be oriented in
particular ways. So doing, it works against the fulfillment of bodily desires more
properly, preventing the experience of the full-range of sensual pleasure. When the body
is allowed to collapse into its unconditioned contrapposto, the “first position” (to abuse a
balletism) of the queer canon and the body’s preferred resting stance,"’ pleasure
becomes a possibility again—and not just for the plastic actor: the contrapposto reminds
the nonplastic viewer of these embodied possibilities. In the following passage,
Kharitonov reflects on the static postures and dynamic progressions that engender sensual
pleasure.

Here the following happened: the body made itself manifest also in the
movements of contrapposto with a profoundly dislocated center of gravity, but it

'35 B Hamem kaHOHE KOPITyC, KaK MpaBmIo, mepekomen (ibid., 462; my emphasis).

156 “The vertical line as an effect of this process of alignment” (Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 66).

157 Of the contrapposto, Kharitonov notes how “this simple position opposes the parts of the body in their
resting position” (“Pantomima,” 461).
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was not active, goal-oriented movement...the body, as it were, was wallowing in
a certain condition; characteristic were the pendulate corpus, the limpened heavy
hands, not finding one’s footing, searching for it, half-bent knees, unsteady
staggering gait, sliding on the floor, trying to lift oneself, support oneself, trying
to make a dash toward the object, veering away from it. This autochthonous
means of play interests us as containing the most profound possibility for
pleasure, catharsis, for actor and audience.'”®

Like Kharitonov, Ramsay Burt detects such possibilities for pleasure in the queer dancing
body, as it “[attacks] the notion of a rational unitary heterosexual subject [and] invents
new fragmentary and dissolving subject positions from which to experience a radically
revised imagination of the body’s capacity for pleasure.”>® What counts as queerness
here, to paraphrase Foucault’s oft-cited comments on homosexuality, “is not a form of
desire but something desirable”; an “historic occasion to reopen affective and relational
virtualities, not so much through the intrinsic qualities of the homosexual but because the
‘slantwise’ position of the latter, as it were, the diagonal lines he can lay out in the social
fabric and allow these virtualities to come to light.”'®

Against social and institutional pressures, the silent mime aspires toward
asymmetry—-“to give [the body] the kind of slant that would bring the direction of
movement of one part of the body into contraposition with the direction of another,
and additionally facilitate its coming into slantwise relationship with other bodies. The
plastic body thus assumes a queer posture in two senses: in its internally counterpoised
angles and also in its improper interactions with others. The actors in Kharitonov’s style
of pantomime un-align themselves, moving in ways that are “profoundly assymetrical” —
in contradistinction to the deliberate arrangement of bodies in classical balletic
formations. “The aesthetic meaning of the asymmetric formation is understood,”
Kharitonov declares: “total symmetry is the most abstracted, nonsensual [rechuvstvennyi]
(‘cold’) kind of order—static equilibrium.”'*® Compulsory symmetry, to which the body
of the speaking self is inured, precludes the enjoyment of other selves as partners in the
co-production of emotional and sensual experience; whereas the point of pantomimic
performance is to create the “conditions for interaction and play.”'®® “For [plastic]
actors, the task is to sense the self [lichnost’] as a body in pantomime,” and to sense it as
a synthetic body composed of all of the other bodies—animate and inanimate—which are
interacting on stage.'** Meaningless and noncommunicative in their isolation, individual
bodies come together to form an integral corpus and personality. “One actor senses
himself as the control center, the body frame, and the others sense themselves as the
corresponding hands, left and right.” ' This interrelationality is the only way for the
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¥ bid., 477.
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' Michel Foucault, “Friendship as a Way of Life.” In Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth (New York: The New
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plastic actor to move away from the normative world’s hegemony of words, and be
“returned to the language of physical sensations, which he receives from another
personality, object, element, to which he responds with a felicitous or infelicitous
action.”'®® Pantomime is thus more than a performance style: it is an eminently relational
subjectivity, a mode of association, and a sociality.

The “simple movement of material objects [is] a language, a means of
association.” ' Because the entirety of the pantomimic personality’s behavior is
determined in the context of interactions, there is no sense of self outside of a relationship
with another person or with the material world (a position of interdependency that
squares with the essentially socialist ethics of mutual reliance and care at the core of
disability studies). When a plastic person is not touched by or not touching someone or
something, he resides in an unconscious state, as if “in a deep sleep, coma, or death.” 168
In other words, when this self stops interacting, it ceases to exist. The pantomimic ‘I’ is
only by being with. And this infinite receptivity to and permeability by the other makes
pantomime’s sensual self a sexual self as well. According to French phenomenologist
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, on whose theories Ahmed bases much of her own: “the sexual
body is one that shows the orientation of the body as an ‘object that is sensitive to all the
rest,” a body that feels the nearness of the objects with which it coexists.”'® The body
oriented queerly to other bodies is affective and also affectively oriented to these other
bodies as queer.'”’

The plastic body of pantomime is definitively interrelational and extensional. The
normative speaking self is not so lucky, constrained as it is in affect, association, and
space. In this respect, it would seem Kharitonov’s queer phenomenology complements
the model postulated by Ahmed. In the normative world, she tells us, “the body
‘straightens’ its view in order to extend into space.”’' Repeated acts of lining up
construct “the bodily horizon” as normative, and normatively configure the space that
surrounds it.'’* The necessity of this repetition in the production of straightness is what
makes “compulsory heterosexuality [a] form of [repetitive strain injury].” ' In effect,
“spaces become straight” through this repetition, “which allows straight bodies to extend
into them.”'”

Kharitonov, meanwhile, describes a different field of action than Ahmed. Here,
in the always-already queer terrain of pantomime, the body unstraightens in order to
extend itself.'”> Because it is free to incline toward the various objects of its choosing,

1 Ibid.

"7 Ibid., 442.

"% Ibid., 444.

' Maurice Merleau-Ponty internally quoted by Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, page 67.

70 In her monographic rescue mission of “bodies that matter” from generations of Judith Butler misreaders,
Gayle Salamon describes material subjectivity—for all subjects, not just trans ones—as necessarily
interrelational and, as such, inherently sexual. Salamon, Assuming a Body: Transgender and Rhetorics of
Materiality (Columbia University Press, 2010).

' Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 66.

72 1bid., 66 (her emphasis); 91.

73 Ibid., 91 (her emphasis).

" Ibid., 92.

175 Meanwhile, in the straight spaces of the everyday, the straight body, despite its definitively disciplined
and constrained posture, extends. The scene of Enchanted Island with the invisible man dramatizes both
aspects of this phenomenon: on the straight street, the invisible man, a queer figure, is stepped on, shoved
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the nonstraight body “fits” into this performative space, which privileges queer
departures from imposed lines of desire. “All of these dynamic contrapositions in the
body and between bodies are assisted by the objects and planes situated on different
levels (one leg on a step — the slant of the pelvis and so on, an object in the hand — the
slant of the shoulder and so on).”'"® Queer space is homologous with the queer body:
skewed planes appear for the skewed subject. The plastic body thus extends into space
and is an extension of this space, and pantomimic meaning is made in the dynamic and
indiscrete interaction between subjects and surroundings—and this is a pleasurable
event.'”’

Yet the pleasure in plasticity multiplies not merely because the subject reemplots
or reorients its body in social space, but because Kharitonov’s method fundamentally
challenges the sensory coordinates by which that mapping takes place. In this, his
pantomime theory as a quasi-phenomenology of silenced/silent experience reveals the
limitations of Ahmed’s argument in its incidentally ableist assumptions about the queer
body. Hers is still a body-made-subject, following Judith Butler, by interpellation
through a hearing-speaking symbolic. The subject becomes queer by veering away from
a hail that is heard but unheeded.'”® In contrast, Kharitonov’s bodies are “queer” before
the call of the symbolic which never actually resounds in the plastic world. Recall that,
his theory centers on “the ‘I’ of a character acting in the kind of [silent] performance that
generally excludes the possibility of speech,” whose defining feature is its
phenomenological consciousness, its “heightened sensation of itself as a body, and [its]
experience only of bodily interaction with other bodies and objects.'” Such a figure is set
against the “speaking ‘I,”” which knows the world, its ego, and others on very different,
and very verbal terms; in a word, through symbolic mediation. By imagining the
possibility of a subject outside of an audist symbolic, Kharitonov subtly demonstrates the
sensitivity of his thinking to the way in which embodied modalities of communication
impact dramatic style in particular, and embodied, material experience more broadly.

These postulates, furthermore, make for unwitting affinities between his work
with silent and deaf theater and more recent deaf-studies interventions into performance
that similarly consider how space is experienced uniquely by subjects with spatial
languages, like sign. Deaf theater scholar Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren, for instance,
proposes how “deafness curtails the oral dimension of communicative exchange and
promotes a phenomenology of speaking from other spaces of the body” that become
“vibrant transmitters of meaning, nodes of sensory and perceptual quotation of a fully
material way of being in the world. This bodily stance unfolds in a field of action as a
performative embrace of a phenomenologically primordial hearing and response” which
ask the audience to “hear [with the third ear in] the absence of apparent meaning.”'*

aside, and forced out of the motional frame. He flees the heterosexual public sphere into a private home,
where he is free to explore the full-range of his plasticity.

176 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 465.
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Likewise, in her self-admitted manifesto, Carrie Sandahl urges us to “consider how
certain disability conditions alter human relationships to space” and how, unknowingly
echoing Kharitonov, “disabled bodies also challenge certain aesthetic values of space,
namely symmetry.”'®! The combined wisdom of these queer-crip scholars, Kharitonov
included, complicates our understanding of the way straightening devices compel not
only heterosexuality but also able-bodiedness and even vocality, insofar as resonant
speech extends the body in space in particular but noninevitable ways.

Acting of the averbal variety makes no hard-and-fast distinctions among degrees
of vocality or animacy—concepts which the second chapter argues are mutually
imbricated. All objects within the field of plastic action, provided they allow for the
extension of the wordless body, come alive compositionally in the composite totality of
their interaction. In order to participate, they need only satisfy the single stipulation of
pantomimic space: “[positioning the characters] in surroundings [that dispose] them to
bodily”—and not verbal—“reactions and activities.”'* Just as pantomimic subjects
functionally die the moment they stop interrelating, so pantomimic objects lack
significance in their isolation; they are meaningful only in terms of their interactions with
bodies, contributions to the formation of new bodily behaviors, and participation in an
indivisible living ecology. '**> The pantomimic subject becomes a subject among subjects
of play, an object among objects. A great phenomenological deprioritization or leveling
out results, enabling the emergence of inanimate intimacies and intimate inanimacies
between all the phenomenal bodies on stage.'® The plastic body is “ecstatic” and
“excessive” in this way, characterized by emotional spillage beyond the discrete
boundaries of the self and into the material milieu which is in turn emotionally
saturated.'® Kharitonov christens this unity “the affective body.” '*

THE QUEER VOICE OF QUIET BODIES

And as the soul, as it were, demands a song, so the body demands a dance.
Evgenii Kharitonov'®’

An emotional grammar guides the behavior of the plastic body, which
Kharitonov, reassuming his semiotic stance, partitions into the two “voices”—an irony
only in English grammar—characteristic of spoken/written language: the active and the
passive [deistvitel’nyi and stradatel’nyi zalog]. Each voice is expressed in its own
repertoire of silent motion and thematic realm of activity. Illustrated concretely, the
active voice “is the body in sporty movement (in light athletics, in gymnastics) or in the
process of work, where big and beautiful coordination appears (on the order of chopping
word or scything); that is, in action completed according to its own initiative,” realizing

'8! Carrie Sandahl, “Considering Disability: Disability Phenomenology’s Role in Revolutionizing
Theatrical Space,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism (Spring 2002), 17-32, at 27-28.

182 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 466.

" 1bid., 467.

'8 For an extended discussion of queer (in) animacies, consult Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial
Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012).

185 Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 447.
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its internal teleology, like Aristotle’s acorn becoming oak.'*® This kinesthetic style is
gendered male, racialized an unmarked white (Russian), and enacted by the rational
subject we have already encountered in the “speaking world.”

Activity and passivity describe not only dynamic genres but also power dynamics.
A body in the passive voice, crushed “under someone else’s influence,” alternately
struggles for self-liberation, evidenced in “a spasticity of movement, in jostling about”; or
it droops under the weight of the other, succumbing to “the languor of sensation
[chuvstvo], manifested in heavied hands and gait, in the swaying of the corpus.”'™
Simultaneously depressive and hysterical, this type of motility provides “the opportunity
to experience tragic sensation [chuvstvo]” or feeling and is generally assigned to female
roles—unsurprisingly, given the stereotype of unstable psychologies.'”® Passivity is
symptomatic of tragedy in particular and affect in general. Often “the examples of
expressive movement and positions of the body in the moment of experiencing affect
[are] in the passive voice” in pantomime. '*' In filmic and mundane movement, on the
other hand, governed more rigidly as they are by norms of static gender and dynamic
embodiment, passivity appears less frequently. This is because “the passive voice of
bodily behavior...departs in much greater measure from activity and manifests in affect,”
making it “more difficult to encounter in real life in the restrained, unaffected [ne-
affektivirovannom) behavior of a person today.”"** If everyday norms temper the rational
(male) subject against passivity’s emotional permeability, certain bodies are more
susceptible. “There may be moments,” Kharitonov qualifies, “of openly experiencing
feelings [chuvtsva] in especially impulsive people (predominantly among Southerners'”?
and in the behavior of women).” That said, “generally ecstatic displays are a rarity in
everyday plasticity” where a masculine stoic activity reigns. As if to underscore his own
exclusion from the class of properly moving hence properly gendered Soviet subjects,
Kharitonov waxes poetic here: “as the soul demands song, so the body demands dance.
And as the body demands its emotions are given release in affective movement, so the
viewer demands to see this release and co-experience [soperezhivat'] it.”'** With this
slight but supple rhetorical gesture, Kharitonov succeeds in queering the audience and
performers (mainly male) of pantomime, in essence, feminizing all participants with
affect.

Outside of pantomimic practice, there is a history of associating queerness and
passivity in the Russian and Soviet contexts. The bent body is also the gulag bottom, the
'degraded' partner or opushchennyi, whose name—Iliterally, "the one who has been put
down"—connotes as much a spatial as an affective relationship. The Soviet male “prison
hierarchy [positioned] the passive homosexual [or bottom] at the very bottom (those men

"% Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 454-45.

"% Ibid., 454.

% Ibid., 454-55.

“!bid., 456.
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193 By another, derogatory name in the Russian context, Southerners are “black.” See Jeff Sahadeo, "Soviet
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who played the active, penetrating role were usually not considered homosexuals).”'** In
labor camp literature, one of the few places where homo/sexuality visibly circulated in
Soviet culture,

we find stories of seduction, threats, abuse and gang rape that force inmates into the
passive homosexual role — a role one cannot change afterwards, destines one forever
for sexual slavery, beatings and humiliation...We find images of effeminate men, at
times doing the dirtiest work and at times enjoying the food and protection of their
“owners” — the active homosexuals. We find long lists of nicknames used for passive
homosexuals — from shortened female names to “girls,” “bitches”, and other
nicknames that mark their subordinate status.'”

Much of the argot of the Russian homosexual subculture evolved out of camp and
criminal jargon."”” In confinement or on the street among cognoscenti, one might meet
with the word baba, literally “old peasant woman,” with the figurative connotations of
“passive male homosexual,” “passive homosexual partner in prison,” or “effeminate male
homosexual.” As aktivnaia baba, literally “active old woman,” it applies to a “lesbian
fulfilling masculine functions” or a “masculine woman.”"”® (Note that, even when an
active masculine role is assumed by a same-sex-loving woman the passivity of her gender
cannot be overcome.) Passivity is thus a way of being oriented in space toward one’s
own body—as passive gender; and being oriented to the bodies of others—as passive
sexuality.

Passively orienting oneself to the sensual world has also been queered in the
Russian religious imagination. Here it is helpful to recall that the Russian word for
“passive” in the grammatical sense—stradatel 'nyi—shares a root with stradat’, a verb
with religious overtones meaning “to suffer” or “to be afflicted.” In the prerevolutionary
Silver Age of Russian culture, the writings of eccentric journalist Vasilii Rozanov (1856-
1919), especially his People of the Moonlight: Metaphysics of Christianity [Liudi
lunnogo sveta: metafiziki khristianstva, 1911], were central to enshrouding the
homosexual in an aura of supreme spirituality, the luminosity of which did not diminish
even in the post-Soviet period.””® “[T]hose who are in some way or other anomalous in
sex, anomalous to a greater or lesser degree, those who cannot lead a normal family life,
who cannot marry in the normal way”—those who have veered off the straight line of
reproductive heteronormativity, we might say today—these people “have formed the

195 Adi Kuntsman, “’Beyond the Borders of the Human’: Same-Sex Memoirs in the Gulag Literature,” draft
(May, 2007), p. 2; later published as Adi Kuntsman, ""With a Shade of Disgust": Affective Politics of
Sexuality and Class in Memoirs of the Stalinist Gulag," Slavic Review 68, No 2 (summer 2009)

196 Kuntsman, “Beyond the Borders,” 6; see also Adi Kuntsman, “Between Gulags and Pride Parades,”
GLQ 14.2-3: 263-287.

7 See Kozlovskii, Argo russkoi gomoseksual noi subkul 'tury for an extensive glossary and sustained
exploration of the contact zone between homosexual and criminal subcultures.

1% Tvan Saburoff, “Towards a Russian Gay Lexicon,” kultura 2 (2008) How Should We Read Queer
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whole of [the] asceticism” at the heart of Christianity, he contends.”” Rozanov rendered
these spiritual sodomites (his words) “as essentially passive creatures, lacking the active
energy required for heroism.”*' The same note of kenoticism stuck to the Russian
mythology of Oscar Wilde, who was canonized in the tsarist Fin de Siecle through De
Profundis as a suffering saint, more so the penitent ascetic and less the Aesthete author of
Dorian Gray.zo2

Working in a virtual vacuum of queer representation in the Soviet period,
Kharitonov drew on the prerevolutionary personae of Wilde and Rozanov in order to
fashion himself in the image of a sexually and metaphysically struggling writer.
Evidence that this queer self-fashioning carried over into his stage practice is found in
Kharitonov’s esteem for self-directed, obliquely transitive, and ethereal plasticity over the
(re) productive and earthly movement of everyday normativity. That is, in his theatrical
and well as his literary undertakings, he privileged bytie over byt, the spiritual over the
terrestrial term of this foundational binary of Russian cultural identity, like his Symbolist
forebears who “used byt to designate the reign of stagnation and routine, of daily
transience without transcendence, whether spiritual, artistic or revolutionary.”*"
Throughout his oeuvre and particularly in his unpublished gay manifesto, “The Leaflet,”
Kharitonov reserved “the first place in paradise and a divine kiss” for his queer
“flowers,” characterized by their endless flitting about in search of “ephemeral unions”
and by their weakness for the “playful and impractical” in “all art with sensual pleasure
as its basis.” He uprooted his flowers from byt, whereas “everything pious, normal,
bearded, everything that is presented as a model on earth,” everything smugly swaddled
in “the warmth of the family...free from the daily search for love,” he relegated to the
domain of the everyday, the space of the “literal,” the “crude,” and the “straight”
[priamomu] >

At the same time as the silent theater revival, the cinema of Sergei Paradzhanov
(1924-1990) similarly luxuriated in the visual poetry of languishing bodies, and so
Kharitonov holds up Paradzhanov’s Color of Pomegranates [ Tsvet granata, 1969] as
exemplary for its “endless movements of the body in the passive voice.” His interest is
piqued by the film, he confesses, “not only because the characters do not speak...but also
because their behavior is structured according to the logic of a dance...a dance of
yearning,” motivated by the curious fact that the actress playing the male lead, the
Armenian boy-poet Sayat Nova, also plays his female beloved, the princess.””> (457)
Thus the story’s arc of desire loops back onto itself, like Narcissus gazing longingly at his
own reflection, to invoke the dissertation’s own metaphor. To be sure, it is a queer
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desire—of passivity for itself—and it makes perfect sense to Kharitonov (“of course,” he
exclaims, an actress plays both roles). This double passivity means that everything the
poet does is a “dance and not an ordinary action...His movements cannot be called active
because he does not finish them, and they are not directed toward anything. It is only a
certain exit of the body into movement,” the kind of perpetual motion,**® Kharitonov
cautions, that cannot sustain itself without plot.

Seeing as plot was the primary element of Soviet “party-minded” art preventing a
literary, filmic, or theatrical piece from earning the pejorative appellation of “formalist,”
Kharitonov’s is a pointed comment here. The Color of Pomegranates, like
Paradzhanov’s other films, met with great resistance from the state-run studio Goskino
for its abstraction, subjectivity, and formalism.””” It was the last film that Paradzhanov
put out until 1984. The fifteen-year hiatus between its completion and the release of his
next film was tainted by professional blacklisting, political persecution, and
Paradzhanov’s eventual incarceration in late 1973 in a labor camp for charges of
spreading venereal disease, propagating pornography and perpetrating homosexual rape.
Kharitonov, writing his dissertation in 1972, might have been aware at the time of the
KGB harassment of his queer contemporary. He may even have recognized in the
filmmaker a shared sexual orientation. Either ways, it is clear he felt they shared an
aesthetic orientation that included queer plays with binary gender.

EMBODIED GENEALOGY, QUEER CITATIONALITY

Passivity thus functioned as a form of queer citationality in Kharitonov’s dramatic
theory and practice. Throughout his dissertation he drops the names of other artists who
play with gender and sexual identification and who themselves were known as “sexual
deviants” in their day. One such instance dwells on the spells of passive masculinity in
Sergei Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible [Ivan groznyi, 1944; 1958]. “It is revealing,”
Kharitonov nods to his initiate reader, “that we meet with this example of the passive
voice of natural dance precisely in Eisenstein, who loved ecstatic displays of human
behavior and even studied their theories.”**® On another occasion, Kharitonov lip-syncs
to a Thomas Mann quotation about emotion’s exhibitionist nature and essential struggle
with secrecy that culminates in what might be described as an exhortation to come out of
the affective closet. Mann writes, “feeling by its nature does not want to be hidden, it

206 By this phrase, I mean to point to the interview with Sergei Paradzhanov by the same name, which was
published in a Russian-language Soviet film journal and in the American film press: Sergei Paradzhanov,
“Vechnoe dvizhenie,” Iskusstvo kino (1966); “Perpetual Motion,” Film Comment (Fall 1968),.

27 For a catalog of the directors other unfortunate brushes with Soviet creative control, see James Steffen,
“From Sayat Nova to The Color of Pomegranates: notes on the production and censorship of Parajanov’s
film,” Armenian Review, 47.3-4 (1995), 105-147.
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tries to show itself, to announce itself, ‘Out with you!” as we say, before the whole
world...External expressiveness is proper to people of feeling...”*"

Though these intertextual episodes are undoubtedly illustrative of pantomimic
principles, Kharitonov’s citationality does other conceptual labor. It simultaneously
belongs to what queer scholar Christopher Nealon calls that “simple but enduring lesbian
and gay practice of listing famous homosexuals from history—a gesture of genealogical
claiming” performed “most famously by Oscar Wilde in his rehearsal, at his 1895 trial, of
all the illustrious historical adherents to ‘the love that dare not speak its name.”*"°
Nealon reads these lists as “a gesture of political defiance...designed to combat a
homophobic belief in the lonely singularity of gay men and lesbians” over time and
across space.”'" In the Russian tradition, even Rozanov’s mystical treatise doubles as a
directory of male lovers of male beauty through the ages. In his book Foundlings,
Nealon explores the way the list operates in individual works of pre-Stonewall art as
“affect-genealogies,” which attempt to create a queer community in the past while
anticipating a set of sympathetic readers in the future.”'> The roster of flowery forebears
Kharitonov puts forth is his stab at “feeling historical.” (It is also a resistant response to
the KGB’s pink lists.) And the “affect-genealogy” he creates is just that, a queer lineage
of “people of feeling,” whose unrestrainable effusiveness seeps into embodied life.

In addition to the literal citationality of Kharitonov’s bibliography, there is
another kind at work in his dissertation: performativity as a citational practice. We have
already encountered this Butlerian concept in the first chapter on deaf theater. It suffices
at present to highlight only its newly pertinent aspects, namely, how bodies materialize
intelligibly by citing norms of gendered embodiment, and how individual bodies become
inscriptional sites for collective histories. Explains Butler in Gender Trouble and Bodies
that Matter, the “illusion of an abiding gendered self”*'"* is produced through the
“regularized and constrained repetition of norms” at a quotidian level.?'* While these
bodily reiterations sediment into the effect of normative gender, they also open up “gaps
and fissures in that citational process—the ways in which repetition both repeats the same
and differs and defers from it—[which] mark the multiple sites on/in which the
contestation of regulatory norms occurs.”"> Queer theologian Amy Hollywood pries
open Butler’s primarily linguistic theory of subject formation to encompass kinds of
materiality not conditioned by discourse, like “ritual acts and bodily practices...modes of
walking, standing, and sitting, sleeping and eating, giving birth, nursing, healing, etc.,”
those acts which fall under the heading of habitus as elaborated by Marcel Mauss and
Pierre Bourdieu. Summarized by Butler,

29 Mann quoted in Kharitonov, “Pantomima,” 448. Original: T. Mann, losif i ego brat’ia, t. I. (Moscow:
“Khudozhestvennaia literatura,” 1968), 107.

219 Chris Nealon, Foundlings (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000), 5-6.

! Ibid.

> Ibid., 16

213 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990),
140.

2% Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1990), 95.

21> Amy Hollywood, “Performativity, Citationality, Ritualization,” in Bodily Citations: Religion and Judith
Butler. Ellen T. Amour and Susan M. St. Ville, eds. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 252.
See Butler, Bodies that Matter, 10.
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bodily habitus constitutes a tacit form of performativity, a citational chain lived and
believed at the level of the body. The habitus is not only a site for the reproduction of
the belief in the reality of a given social field...but it also generates dispositions which
“incline” the social subject to act in relative conformity with the ostensibly objective
demands of the field.*'®

In the scope of the queer-deaf phenomenology we have teased out between Kharitonov
and Ahmed, we should keep in mind Butler’s propitious spatialization of habitus as a
social disposition and an inclination, with the actor’s implicit potential to not “line up” or
to queerly angle herself toward social demands for conformity. Though, in Hollywood’s
opinion, Butler never fully integrates sabitus into her update of performativity in
Excitable Speech (1997), ultimately reducing it too to the effect of language, we should
travel further in the direction of Butler’s efforts in this analysis, by thinking through the
ways in which the inarticulable movements of Kharitonov’s pantomime acknowledge and
transcend late-Soviet habitus as a “tacit form of performativity.” Here we can consider
how alternate, anti-normative practices of bodily citation occur in those gaps and fissures,
yielding a practice we might call “queer citationality.” Into this we would fold the
traditions of bodily deviation imminently identified in Kharitonov’s oeuvre, as well as the
habit of “deviant” list-making that Nealon regards as crucial to queer world-making.

These “affect-genealogies,” themselves an instance of queer citationality (insofar
as each list is inherently intertextual in its reference to the ones that preceded it), find a
nonverbal analog in the “performance-genealogies” that Joseph Roach describes. By
this, Roach has more in mind than mere dramatic traditions or canonical histories of
theater; the term

also [attends] to ‘counter-memories,’ or the disparities between history as it is
discursively transmitted and memory as it is publicly enacted by the bodies that bear
its consequences...Performance genealogies draw on the idea of expressive
movements as mnemonic reserves, including patterned movements made and
remembered by bodies, residual movements retained implicitly in images or words (or
in the silences between them)...*"

Not only does the body remember socially-constructed movement and with it the social
movements other politicized bodies have enacted; but memory itself is “[transmitted and
transformed] through movement.” Roach dubs the mutuality between memory and
movement the “kinesthetic imagination,” and extends its field of operation beyond the
stage to “the performance of everyday life, consolidated by deeply ingrained habits and
reinforced by paradigmatic systems of behavioral memory such as law and custom.”'®
(This concept resembles Butler’s citationality at this point, but perhaps it gets at the body
in the way that Hollywood had hoped would happen but did not with habitus in Excitable
Speech.) Like Butler, Roach points out the resistant possibilities inherent in the
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kinesthetic imagination, since it “is not only an impetus and method for the restoration of
behavior but also a means of its imaginative expansion through...extensions of the range
of bodily movements and puissances...”*"” Because the kinesthetic imagination relies on
the historical sedimentation of norms and their equally historical (if not archival)
violations, it is possible for subjects to experience “kinesthetic nostalgia” for “movements
and gestures [that descend] like heirlooms through theatrical families.”**° The ensuing
section of the chapter will seek to inhabit Kharitonov’s kinesthetic imagination, to feel
his kinesthetic nostalgia for dormant but yet incarnatable forms, and thereby to trace his
affect and performance genealogies through pantomime and dance.

Scholars less interested in how dance “feels historical” have looked at movement
not so much as a form of embodying sympathy over 