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Abstract

This article examines the novel Kitai-Gorod (1882), a key text in the oeuvre of
the notoriously prolific, much lampooned, and now little read writer Petr Dmitrievich
Boborykin (1836-1921). Rather than seeing this novel as a representative example of
Boborykin’s consistent failure to write well, the article focuses on what is distinctive
about its technique: the massive descriptions of commercial street traffic that introduce
the novel’s plot seem to be something wholly new in Russian literature. Boborykin’s
narratorial disposition, frequently described by his detractors as abnormally exuber-
ant, is understood here as a formal effect of the representational challenges posed
by this endless array of commodities streaming into Moscow from all corners of the
world. As presented here, Kitai-Gorod emerges as a sign that the loosening of real-
ist conventions and the emergence of unprecedented representational problems at the
turn of the twentieth century brought about a period of extraordinary technical and
formal experimentation that remains to be rediscovered.
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On the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday in 1911, Petr Dmitrievich
Boborykin was honored in the popular weekly magazine Niva (Grainfield)
with a retrospective article about his long and fruitful career in Russian
belles lettres. “HemHOro B pycCKOU JUTEpaTypHOU CeMbe KakK IMpPOILIOro,
TaK U HACTOSIIEro TaKUX MCKJIIOUUTENbHBIX CYACTIMBIIEB, KaKUM SIBIISIETCS
Ilerp ImutpueBnu boGopeikun. Kaxercs, yero Tonbko He gan bor 3Ha-
MeHuTOMYy pycckomy nucarenio!” (“There are few members of the Russian
literary family, whether now or in the past, who have been as exceptionally
lucky as Petr Dmitrievich Boborykin. What didn’t God grant to the famous
Russian writer?”; Niva, 1911, p. 647). It is true that the highly educated, well-
travelled, and prolific writer had a remarkable career, but his good fortune
evidently did not extend to his reputation, to which literary history has not
been kind. For much of that career, Boborykin bore mockery and derision
from fellow writers and critics that was intense even by the standards of
nineteenth-century Russian public discourse. The immense productivity of
this publisher, novelist, journalist, dramaturge, theater critic and pedagogue,
literary historian, public lecturer, essayist, and memoirist itself provoked a
reaction in many contemporaries bordering on revulsion. Though distingui-
shed (the Boborykin family traced its lineage back to the thirteenth century),
Boborykin’s name was infelicitous: it evokes the words “bob” (literally “bean”,
but proverbially “nonsense”) and “ryk” (“roar”), and so it inspired the verb
boborykat’, meaning to write quickly and badly (McNair, 1994, p. 114). He
was insulted in print — Dostoevsky’s ‘Bobok’ may have taken its title from one
of the writer’s pseudonyms, Pierre Bobo (Saraskina, 1998; McNair, 2006) —
and ridiculed in private correspondence. Ivan Turgenev (1986, vol. 2, p. 306),
writing near the end of his life to Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, complained,
“4l nerxko Mory npejcTaBuTh €ro Ha pasBajMHAX MUpa, CTPOYALLErO POMaH, B
KOTOpOM Oy/IyT BOCIPOU3BEIeHbI caMble TTOCNIeTHIE ‘BesiHUs Morubaronien
3emid [...] [TocMoTpuTe, OH KOHUYUT TeM, YTO OyJeT BOCCO3/1aBaTh >KU3HEH-
HbIe (PaKTHI 32 MATh MUHYT 1Mo uX Hapoxkmenus!” (“I can easily imagine him
atop the ruins of the world, dashing off a novel that will reproduce the very
latest ‘currents’ of the dying earth [...] Look, he’ll end up recreating the facts
of real life five minutes before their emergence!”). This image of Boborykin as
a pathologically productive writer enthusiastically generating endless masses
of pointlessly up-to-the-minute literary impressions was widely shared.

This cruel remark came at a time when Saltykov-Shchedrin’s longtime
working relationship with Boborykin had recently come to an end. For
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about ten years, from the early 1870s to the early 1880s, Otechestvennye
zapiski (National Annals), where Saltykov-Shchedrin was literature editor
(and, after Nikolai Nekrasov’s death in 1878, general co-editor with Nikolai
Mikhailovsky), relied on Boborykin’s steady output of fiction and reporting
to fill its issues (see, for example, Saltykov-Shchedrin, 1965-1977, vol. 19,
bk. 1, p. 164). It was an awkward match: the leading journal of the narodniki
regularly published work by a writer known for his ideological indifference
and lack of any “o6muii npunmun” (“common principle”), the absence of
which allowed him to publish in periodicals all across the ideological spectrum
(Protopopov, 1892, p. 160). Already in 1868, before their collaboration had
begun, Saltykov-Shchedrin lampooned Boborykin’s scandalous novel Zhertva
vecherniaia (The Evening Sacrifice) for its prurient attention to “Humdo-
MaHusg ¥ npuanu3Mm” (“nymphomania and priapism”; Saltykov-Shchedrin,
1965-1977, vol. 9, p. 38). In late 1882, Boborykin approached his editor
with a large novel about the rise of the Moscow merchantry to economic and
cultural dominance. Saltykov-Shchedrin rejected it. At an editorial meeting, a
memoirist recalls him remarking, “/la uTo Bbl, 6aTeHbKa, KaKOW K€ 3TO PO-
MaH! ITO MPOCTO-HANPOCTO Kama.noz éeujeil, BOBce He poMaH! Y Hac, cllaBa
6ory, He MmarasuH!!” (“Come on, man, what sort of novel is this! This is simply
a catalogue of things, and not a novel at all! Thank God we are not a store!!”;
quoted in Shcheglov, 1975, p. 306).

Kitai-Gorod was published soon after, in Vestnik Evropy (The Herald of
Europe), where it fit the editor Mikhail Stasulevich’s interest in “photographic
depictions of contemporary human life” (Fedyashin, 2012, p. 165). The
novel’s reputation as an accurate, if not particularly insightful, reproduction
of the social and economic life of 1880s Moscow has not changed in the
ensuing century and a half. It has generally been regarded as Boborykin’s
most successful work, and the literary historian and bibliographer Semen
Vengerov praised its depiction of the Moscow business class as something
completely new in Russian literature (Vengerov, 1895, p. 233). A century
later, the literary scholar Vasilii Kuleshov (1986, p. 189) offered a relatively
generous assessment — in Kitai-Gorod, he writes: “BnepBble nmpejcTai 001Uk
MoOCKBBI KyTe4ecKol, TBOPSHCKOW, KANUTATNCTUYECKON, MaHy(paKkTypHOH,
OMPKEBOU, KaHIENIPCKOM, (PaOpUIHON, 3aBOICKOM, OOraTor M HHUIIEH, Jie-
JIOBOH ¥ pasryyibHOU. CBeJleHbl B eJMHOE IIeJI0e BCE 3TH PEaid CTaporo
u HOBOoro B Mockse” (“for the first time, there emerged the image of the
Moscow of merchants, nobles, capitalism, manufactures, the stock exchange,
chancelleries, factories, plants, Moscow poor and rich, businesslike and
carousing. All these realities, the old and the new in Moscow, are united in
a single whole”). It is, then, at best, a colorful glimpse into a vanished pre-
revolutionary world, rendered vivid by its author’s indefatigable search for
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novel impressions and precise rendering of contemporary details, but lacking
in the synthesizing power through which the classics of nineteenth-century
Russian realism achieved profound insights into their changing society.

Indeed, it is probably the common view of Kitai-Gorod as an informative
and apolitical description of daily life that granted it a second life in the Soviet
period, during which it appeared in five different editions intended for a mass
audience. Meanwhile, the author’s reputation evolved from that of a “Beipazu-
TeJi[b] MHTEPECOB U HACTPOEHUN MpOCBelleHHOU Oypkyasun” (“mouthpiece
for the interests and inclinations of the enlightened bourgeoisie”) during the
Stalin period (Kubikov, 1930) to a representative, in later Soviet decades,
of the amorphous mass of minor imitative naturalists who emerged during
the decline of the realist novel at the end of the nineteenth century. Besides
these Soviet editions, Kifai-Gorod appeared in at least two pre-revolutionary
editions and at least one post-Soviet one, meaning that this novel has been
published far more extensively than any of Boborykin’s other works. Despite
its relative popularity, Kitai-Gorod remains little studied, whether in the
context of Russian realism or of Boborykin’s vast and virtually unexplored
individual corpus. Perhaps it seems to many readers that there is not much
to say about this accumulation of colorful details loosely glued together by a
tenuous plot.

Boborykin claimed in an interview to have published 125 novels (quoted
in Shcheblykin, 2002, p. 99). The vast majority of these have never been
republished, and most of the work that appeared in Boborykin’s collected
writings (two separate twelve-volume editions, published in 1886 and 1897)
has not been republished since the nineteenth century. Boborykin was rarely
celebrated as a good writer. He was, however, widely known and read, and his
steady output over the decades attracted substantial critical attention. Like
some other, arguably more artistically gifted contemporaries, like Aleksei
Pisemskii and Nadezhda Khvoshchinskaia (both examined in other essays in
this special issue), he sank into obscurity and remains little-read and little-
known today. A handful of scholars, notably Kirsten Blanck, Sergei Chuprinin,
A.M. Linin, John McNair, Anton Shcheblykin, and Ewa Stawecka, have
focused their attention on Boborykin’s work and legacy. In general, as both a
writer of fiction and as a broader participant in late-imperial public discourse in
the capacities of essayist, journalist, and critic, Boborykin has been examined
as part of larger trends, such as naturalist theory and practice (Stawecka,
1981; Blanck, 1990), the powerful impact of Zola’s writing on Russian
public culture (McNair, 2000), or fin-de-si¢cle narratives of degeneration
(Nikolozi [Nicolosi], 2019). The consensus is that he was not a particularly
innovative writer and that he drew much from the work of others, particularly
Zola. Recently, Susan Layton has inquired in a different direction, suggesting
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that Boborykin’s novel Tiaga, published just before Anna Karenina in the
same journal (Russkii vestnik [The Russian Herald]), bears a number of
notable similarities to Tolstoy’s novel and might plausibly have influenced
him (Layton, 2022, pp. 392-410).

A few scholars have examined Boborykin’s works for their distinctive
formal features, rather than as one of many fungible instances subsumed by
the naturalist paradigm. In Linin’s (1935, pp. 109, 113) view, Boborykin’s
manner of writing exemplifies the bourgeois attitude to life and work: “On Bce-
raa coewmut. [...] Kynuuii, HeyTOMUMBIN, U3YMUTENBHO PabOTOCIOCOOHBIM,
OH Bcerma 60fp, 9HEPTUICH, KU3HEPaoCTeH. [...] BoGopbIkuH 3aMeuaTesieH
UMEHHO KaK C80€00pasublii mun nucamens, cO30aHHO020 OYpIICya3HOol Kyab-
mypoti” (“He is always in a hurry [...] Mercantile, indefatigable, capable of
astonishing amounts of work, he is always vigorous, energetic, exuberant. [...]
Boborykin is remarkable precisely as a distinctive type of writer generated by
bourgeois culture’; italics in the original). Linin identifies a distinctive mood,
a particular affective disposition in Boborykin’s authorial attitude toward his
material that is not a matter of intention so much as a direct consequence of
Boborykin’s status as a function of bourgeois culture. We will return to this
distinctive aspect of Boborykin’s work in the discussion of Kitai-Gorod below.
Indeed, this vivaciousness is so characteristic of Boborykin that Vengerov
(1895, p. 211, n. 1) credits him with coining the word zhizneradostnyi (“full
of the joy of life”) in his novel Polzhizni (Half a Lifetime, 1873).!

Chuprinin (1993, p. 13) characterizes Boborykin’s entire decades-long
project as “HeuTO MOXOKee Ha WLITIOCTPHUPOBAHHYIO Ta3eTy Wi, Jydlle, Ha
€EerofHO OOHOBJISIIOIUIICSI MHOTOTOMHBIN GeJUIeTPU3UPOBAHHBIN SHIMKIIO-
neuaeckuii cinoBapp” (“‘something resembling an illustrated newspaper, or,
better, an annually updated, multi-volume novelized encyclopedic dictiona-
ry”’). According to Shcheblykin (2002, p. 254), who has offered the most
sustained examination of Boborykin’s fictional works, Boborykin had to
invent a new novelistic form, less dependent on the subjectivity of well-
defined characters, in order to accommodate social transformations of such
complexity that “BBISIBieHME WX 3aKOHOMEPHOCTEW HE MOTJIO OBITH OCY-
MIECTBJIEHO IO KaKON-TO ogHOoN xu3Hennon muaun” (“the elucidation of their
laws could not be accomplished through the course of any individual life”).
Linin, Chuprinin, and Shcheblykin all suggest that Boborykin’s novels were
particularly responsive to contemporary social developments on the level of
their form. Written as rapidly as possible by a writer facing lifelong financial
constraints (Boborykin was burdened with debts from his time as editor of
Biblioteka dlia chteniia [Library for Reading] between 1862 and its demise in
1865), these were manifestly not works composed in detachment and repose.
They derive some of their contemporaneity from Boborykin’s own reporting
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on the latest cultural and social developments and express his theoretical and
critical views, which attempted to synthesize scientific precision with artistic
freedom (Blanck, 1990, p. 97).

Boborykin’s avowed purpose in writing Kitai-Gorod was to demonstrate
the obsolescence of the conventional literary image of the Russian merchant,
which had crystalized in the plays of Aleksandr Ostrovskii: “LleHTpasibHBIIA
tun cmexotBopHoro ‘Kura Kuteiua’ yxe comen co cuenbl. Hago 6b110 co-
BCEM HMHa4ye OTHOCUTBCS K MOCKOBCKOH Oypskyasuu. A aBtop Csou .iodu
— coumemcs! He XenaJd U3MEHSITh CBOEMY OCHOBHOMY THUIY OOIWYHTENb-
HOTO KOMHMKA, TPaKTOBaBLIEro BCe elle Mmo-crapoMy cBoux Kynmos” (“The
central type, the ridiculous ‘Kit Kitych’, had already departed the stage. A
completely different attitude toward the Moscow bourgeoisie was needed. But
the author of Svoi liudi — sochtemsia! [It’s a Family Affair — We’ll Settle it
Ourselves] did not want to betray his principle role, the comedian of exposés
who interpreted his merchants in the old way”’; Boborykin, 1965, vol. 1, p.
295). Instead, his novel was meant to be a reliable “xynoxectBenn[oe] npef-
IBepue K ‘TIo3HaHuIo cTapoi ctoiuusl’” (“literary threshold to ‘knowledge of
the Old Capital’”’; cited in Mudrov, 1926, p. 143). This was not a matter of bare
reportage however; Boborykin composed his novel carefully, with a structure
that alternated descriptive sections with action (cited in Mudrov, 1926, p. 143).

In this article, I assume that Kitai-Gorod deserves careful examination and
approach it as a case study in the transformation of the realist novel in the
final decades of the nineteenth century. I take my cue from Margaret Cohen’s
(1999, p. 25) observation, apropos the now mostly forgotten sentimental novels
that dominated French literature before the rise of Balzac and Stendhal around
1830, that “too often, noncanonical texts are fragments of lost solutions or
answers to questions we no longer hear.” My hypothesis is that criticisms
frequently aimed at Boborykin’s novels (and at Kitai-Gorod in particular)
— their formlessness, their superabundance of arbitrary detail, their weak
characters and vague plots, the impossibility of figuring out where the author
stands in relation to the frequently polarizing social phenomena described in
them — are meaningful developments in the history of the novel worth studying
in their own right.? Bad works of art can be illuminating in the particulars of
their badness. Perhaps it has proven so difficult to make sense of Boborykin’s
work because it resists the kinds of reading that scholars of Russian literature
have traditionally employed and that the canonical works of Russian realism
encourage. They feature little of the epistemically fruitful generalization, the
depth psychology, or the tone of moral seriousness often associated with
Russian literature. The frequently noted weakness of Boborykin’s characters
and the overwhelming accumulation of details in his works displace the human
from the center of the story, in a striking departure from the humanism of the
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mainstream literary tradition. The novels themselves, seemingly arbitrary in
their construction and constantly succeeded by new publications, frustrate the
predominant scholarly approach of treating each separate work as an integral
whole.

My proposal is therefore to treat the author’s inability to control his material
as a significant marker of a development in the history of literary representation
rather than as a failure of individual skill. Drawing on Boborykin’s own literary
criticism and journalism, as well as contemporary reactions to Kitai-Gorod, 1
argue that this novel registers the disintegration of those organizing models of
the world that had made the classic Russian realist novel possible, and that this
is most evident in the novel’s seemingly autonomous descriptions. Decades
before such pronouncements as Osip Mandel’shtam’s (1990, p. 203) ‘Konets
romana’, which claims that “nanbHeiimas cyap6a poMaHa OyieT He UeM UHBIM,
Kak [...] karactpoduueckoii rubenbio 6uorpadun’ (“the subsequent fate of
the novel will be no other than [...] the catastrophic death of biography”),
Kitai-Gorod demonstrated that the modern commercial city could not be
comprehended by a narrative on the human scale. To the extent that Kitai-
Gorod is a novel, its primary object of representation is a city, not the people
whose lives unfold within it — something that has few, if any precedents in the
Russian literary tradition. No character can take it all in, the way that Rastignac
surveys Paris from a height at the end of Balzac’s (1951, p. 304) Pere Goriot,
nor is this the claustrophobic St Petersburg of Prestuplenie i nakazanie (Crime
and Punishment), where no viewpoint can fully conjoin the capital of palaces
and ministries and the city of slums. In Kitai-Gorod, as characters weaken,
description intensifies, and this description therefore does not belong to any
unified point of view. It requires a virtual observer, untethered to the human
body with its physical limitations. Seen in this light, Boborykin’s commonly
noted weaknesses as a writer enabled him to write about something as vast and
amorphous as the transformation of Moscow into a hub of global commerce.
Crucially, what he gives us is not a synthetic, bird’s-eye view of this process,
but rather, a phenomenological immersion in it, a glimpse of what it is like to
be swept away by physically overpowering historical change.

The Novel as a “Catalogue of Things”

Instead of seeking to penetrate into the deep meaning of contemporary life,
Boborykin’s works spread over its surface, accumulating as much information
as possible. Indeed, Boborykin understood his own literary project as dev-
eloping “oxcmencusno, a He unmencusno” (“‘extensively, not intensively”;
italics in the original; quoted in Mudrov, 1927, p. 15). Kitai-Gorod, described
by a contemporary as “XymokecTBeHHasl (PU3MOJOTHS MOCKOBCKOTO Mam-
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MoHa” (“an artistic physiology of Muscovite Mammon”), amply demonstrates
the distinctiveness of this new kind of novel (Mikhnevich, 1884, p. 19).
Whether called a naturalist novel or, following Boborykin’s (1876) own
terminology, a “peanpHBIl poMan” (“real novel”), Kitai-Gorod is precisely
not a work of critical realism. Through such procedures as typification and
the careful curation of epistemically fruitful details, the classic realist novel,
as contemporaries tended to understand it, labored to let the essence of reality
shine through mundane appearances, much as G.W.F. Hegel (1975, vol. 1,
pp- 165-166) described the work carried out by Dutch Golden Age painting
in his Lectures on Fine Art:

In the case of the human form, for instance, the artist does not proceed, as
may be supposed, like a restorer of old paintings who even in the newly
painted places reproduces the cracks which, owing to the splitting of the
varnish and the paint, have covered all the other older parts of the canvas
with a sort of network. On the contrary, the portrait painter will omit folds of
skin and, still more, freckles, pimples, pock-marks, warts, etc. [...] For in all
this there is little or nothing of the spirit, and the expression of the spiritual
is the essential thing in the human form. (Emphasis in the original.)

This was the reason that the metaphor of “daguerreotyping” — the mindless
photographic reproduction of reality — was so frequently employed as a
criticism of writers who were not sufficiently selective toward their material.®
Kitai-Gorod departs from this paradigm. Instead, it seeks immersion in the
immediate sensuous experience of the present and tends to avoid gener-
alization. Mediating categories like plot, character, narratorial or authorial
judgement dissolve in order to bring the reader closer to the feel of the
contemporary moment. The bodily experience of this presentness — expressed
as the zhizneradostnost’ condescendingly attributed to Boborykin by his
contemporaries — is a crucial part of this procedure. Boborykin’s novel
mobilizes and organizes affect in a distinctly different way from its canonical
predecessors.

Kitai-Gorod is a novel about the economic transformation of Moscow,
about the “MemoBbIii Mecsl, poccuiickoro kanurtaiausma” (“honeymoon of
Russian capitalism”; Ovsianiko-Kulikovskii, 1910, p. 139). It brings the reader
into an emergent world crowded with commodities and populated by people
who live to make money. In both Russian literature and elsewhere, this process
was often represented as a catastrophe, or at least with a substantial allowance
for the grief felt at the loss of social relations and systems of value that cannot
survive in the capitalist world. But Kitai-Gorod is uncommonly optimistic
about these changes. The primary mode of this optimism’s expression is not,
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as may be expected, narrative. Although the ending of the novel does suggest
a bright future for Russia, this future is disconnected from the plot. All that
its erstwhile protagonist, Andrei Paltusov, manages to do is commit mild-to-
moderate embezzlement in the service of a vague idea and escape serious
punishment. This mediocrity is characteristic of Paltusov; he has a great deal of
energy, but he is not the “pocropuiuk ¢ noa3uen” (“usurer with poetry”) that
Dostoevsky (1972-1990, vol. 9, p. 142) imagined in the drafts to Idiot. Nor
does he measure up to titanically ambitious characters like Balzac’s Rastignac
or Zola’s Saccard, whose pursuit of power embodies the dynamics of an
entire era.* Paltusov’s rise and fall do not structure the narrative of the novel,
which consists of innumerable episodes teeming with characters not closely
connected to his plotline. In general, the novel’s characters seem rather cold
and lifeless, an observation curiously hinted at by their piscine names (Paltusov
— halibut, Krasnoperyi — rudd, Osetrov — sturgeon).’ The characters are less
individuals than embodied social forces, and the focus throughout the book is
on the description of the world that these social forces are making.

To be sure, the waning of character is a feature widely observed across
European novels toward the later stages of realism. Important for my argument
is how Fredric Jameson (2013, pp. 28, 29) has linked this process to a new
representational emphasis (if not to say discovery) of affect — to the process,
captured at a crucial stage in the development and decomposition of realism,
by which “the isolated body begins to know more global waves of generalized
sensations”’, which are distinct from the familiar “named emotions” in many
ways, including in their resistance to meaning. In Boborykin’s case, the result
of the diminishment of character and the narrative in which characters develop
is that descriptions — of objects, of places, and, most of all, of the bustling
streets of Moscow’s merchant neighborhood — displace all other elements of
novelistic construction to the periphery. Decades after Saltykov-Shchedrin’s
caustic remark about Boborykin’s novel, Nikolai Mikhailovskii made a similar
observation: the author heaps up disorganized images and scenes “kak ToBap
B MebespHOM aBke ['octuHoro mBopa” (“like the wares in a Gostinyi Dvor
furniture shop”; Mikhailovskii, 1895, p. 111). In these critics’ view, there is
an odd inertness about this novel, despite its subject matter; no unifying idea
cuts across the accumulated facts to elucidate their deeper meaning.

One source of this abundant information is Boborykin’s own reporting
about Moscow life. About a year before the serialization of Kitai-Gorod began,
Boborykin published a series of ‘Pis’ma o Moskve’ (‘Letters about Moscow’),
also in Vestnik Evropy. These letters describe the distinct character of Moscow
and its recent transformation into a commercial and cultural center of the
Russian Empire. The neighborhood of Kitai-Gorod plays a central role in the
city’s life:
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3TO — rpoMajHblil MUP, NPUEMHUK MHOTOMHUJUIMOHHON NPOU3BOJUTEIb-
HOCTH, NpOsIBUBIIEN cOOOIl BCe SIPKHE CBOWCTBA BEJIMKOPYCCKOIO yMa,
CMETKH, MbIILIEYHON M HEepBHOI sHepruu. Ha uccnegoBaHue sToro npu-
EMHHUKa HaJo MOJIOKUTh JoJrue rofgsl. OH-TO BIOCIENCTBUU U BbUIBETCS
B 0c000r0 poja CTONUILY BCE-POCCUIICKON MPOMBILLIEHHOCTH U TOPrOBJIY,
kak Hpio-Mopk crai no atoii yactu cronuueii Amepukanckux IlItaTos.

(This is a vast world, receiving the productivity of many millions of
people, expressing all the prominent qualities of the Great Russian mind,
its cleverness and the energy of its muscles and nerves. The study of this
receiver would take many years. It will eventually emerge as a particular
kind of capital of all-Russian industry and trade, like New York became in
this sense the capital of the American States.) (Boborykin, 2000, p. 261)

The rise of the Kitai-Gorod district, its emergence as the commercial heart of
the whole empire, is what Boborykin’s novel will ostensibly be about.

The letters also describe the transformation of the Moscow merchantry into
a new cultural elite, which coincides with the decline of the nobility: “Many-
taxTypa, ambap, 6aHK U JaBKa Bce Ooblie 1 60JIbIIE MOIHUMANN TOJIOBY HE
B YMCTBEHHOM )KM3HH, HO B )KM3HU TOPOACKON, IO CBOEMY MaTepuaibHOMY, a
3areM u obuecrBeHHOMY BiusHuio” (“The factory, the warehouse, the bank,
and the shop raised their heads, not in intellectual life, but in the life of the city,
thanks to their material and, consequently, social influence”; Boborykin, 2000,
p. 262). Itis clear that the journalistic account of Moscow life provides some of
the novel’s structure, for example the relationship between declining nobility
and ascendant merchantry. Boborykin devotes a large part of his ‘Letters’ to
the description of an ostensibly heretofore unknown social group — merchants
who are making strides in intellectual and cultural development, casting off
the costume and mores of the traditional merchantry, and founding cultural
institutions with their wealth. The story of these new, educated, merchants
will form a significant strand of the novel, where, however, they are largely
represented by women and young people rather than rich male patrons of the
arts.

Journalistic technique also provides some of the novel’s narrative devices.
This is apparent at times when the third-person narration is interrupted by the
narrator addressing “you”, such as this: “3a HeCKOJbKO IIaroB 10 KBACHOM
JIaBKU OONIaCT Bac CBHIPOH CBEXECTbIO Morpeba, U SrojiHble Ta3bl HAUMHAIOT
Bac IeKoTaTh B HO3MpsX (“a few steps before you reach the shop selling kvas,
you will feel the damp freshness of the cellar, and berry-flavored gasses will
start to tickle your nostrils”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 37). Immediately
preceding this passage, a character had been reminiscing about his visits to
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this shop, but the source of the passage’s perspective is ambiguous. With this
sudden intrusion of the second-person plural, it seems as if the narrator of
an immersive piece of travel writing is recalling his own visit and taking the
reader along.

The narrative of declining nobility and ascendant merchantry is incorp-
orated into the novel with familiar naturalist techniques and shaped by a
degeneration narrative. At a ball organized by a merchant’s wife,

Csexue Jmna, CTpOﬁHbIe WU TIBIIITHBIE OIOCTBI PE3KO oT/IMYaJin Kyneue-
CKHE CeMelcTBa. YK He B epBbi pa3 3ameuan 310 [lanrycos. K Poroxu-
HbIM €311UJI0 U MHOI'O IBOPSAHOK. VY Tex nmonagaianuchb 60.]'[])]_[]6 XYAbIX, CYXHUX
TaJIMd, CIMIIKOM JIJIMHHBIX 1iel. Jluna Oblin HepBHEee, HO HenpaBuiibHEe,
C HeKpacuBBIMU HocaMu. TyanieTsl Kymunx penIuTeIbHO YOUBaIu JBOPSH-
CKHe.

(The fresh faces, the slender or voluptuous busts, sharply distinguished
the merchant families. Paltusov noticed this, not for the first time. Many
noblewomen also came to the Rogozhins. Those more often had thin, dry
waists, excessively long necks. Their faces were more expressive, but less
symmetrical, with unattractive noses. The merchants’ toilettes were gaining
decisive ascendancy over those of the nobles.) (Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2,
p. 328)

The decline of the nobility even extends to their physical condition. The
Dolgushin family is ostensibly representative of the urban nobility circa 1880:
the mother is terminally ill and addicted to morphine; the father, a retired
general, spends his time on pointless financial schemes and refuses a job offer
as supervisor in a tobacco factory. Of the family’s three children, the two sons
are depraved gamblers, while the daughter, Tasia, the only member of the
family with the potential for a future, dreams of becoming an actress — a career
which she is finally able to pursue only because she marries the rising young
merchant and soon-to-be factory director Rubtsov, who, being more open-
minded than a nobleman, will likely accept this not altogether respectable
occupation for his future wife.

The story of Tasia and Rubtsov, as well as other members of the younger
generation of their respective classes, points to an anticipated unification of the
two classes. On the other hand, Paltusov, the novel’s ostensible protagonist, is
an enterprising nobleman who sets out to defend the fortunes of his estate
and declares it his mission to “6opoTbcs ¢ kyneueckoi MonHoi” (“fight the
merchant moneybag”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 392). Howeyver, at the end of
the novel, he is on course to marry a rich merchant’s widow. From the merchant
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side, the widow of a major businessman identifies herself as a “nBopsiHsia-
scst Memjanka” (“a bourgeois woman affecting gentry manners”) and seeks
to overcome the cultural divide between merchants and nobles (Boborykin,
1993, vol. 2, p. 135). Through this (occasionally literal) marriage of the
estates, Boborykin suggests that new social groupings are possible beyond the
hereditary confines of the earlier noble and merchant identities. As Nikolozi
[Nicolosi] (2019) has shown, degeneration is a powerful narrative-generating
device. However, in Kitai-Gorod the degeneration narrative is one of several
narrative strands that seem insufficient to unify the novel’s descriptions.

Kitai-Gorod and Au Bonheur des Dames

Given Boborykin’s reputation as an imitator of Zola, it would be reasonable
to assume that Kitai-Gorod is a derivative work, perhaps inspired by Au
Bonheur des Dames (The Ladies’ Paradise), a novel set in the new type
of Parisian department store that emerged in the 1860s. Zola’s book teems
with commodities and has a great deal to say about the fascination that
the sight of consumer goods can elicit in the shopper. But Boborykin’s
novel preceded Zola’s: Kitai-Gorod was published in the first five months
of 1882, while Au Bonheur des Dames was serialized in the journal Gil
Blas between December 1882 and March 1883, after which it appeared as
a separate volume.® Turgenev encouraged Zola to have the book translated
almost simultaneously with its serialization, and it was published in Russian in
1883 as a supplement to the journal Budil nik (The Alarm Clock).” Boborykin
then published a lengthy review of Zola’s novel and a more general discussion
of his work in the November and December 1883 issues of the journal
Nabliudatel’ (The Observer). Boborykin’s discussion of Zola’s novel makes
implicit comparisons to his own recently published Kitai-Gorod.

In this remarkable review, Boborykin draws attention to the link between the
description of consumer goods and the intensity of the consumer experience.
Anticipating Rachel Bowlby’s (1985, pp. 66—80) examination of the interplay
of “dream and machine”, of eroticized consumerism and rational planning in
Gustave’s department store, Boborykin describes the novel as “mosma [...]
JAloIasl HaM 4yBCTBOBATb, YTO TAKOE >KEHCKasl CTPAcTb K Hapsmy, K Mofe
[...] B ocoGeHHOCTM K HOBU3HE. M Bce 3TM MHCTHUHKTHI >KEHIIUHBI CHEa-
JICh PbIYaroM HOBOW TOPrOBJIM; UMH CyMEJIM BOCIOJIb30BAThCSl T€ HOBa-
TOpBI, KOTOPBIE CO3/IATIN 3TU KOJIOCCAbHbIE KapaBaHcapau MapuKCKOM MOJI-
Hou Toprosian” (“a poem [...] allowing us to experience woman’s passion
for clothes, for fashion [...] especially for novelty. And all these women’s
instincts have become the lever of a new business; they have been utilized by
those innovators who have created these colossal caravanserais of the Parisian
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fashion trade”; Boborykin, 1883, p. 219). Boborykin particularly marvels at
Zola’s achievement in writing a novel whose true protagonist is a department
store:

U kak JIerko 4esloBeKy ¢ MOTY4YHM TAJIAHTOM YBJIeUb HAC UCTOPUEN Mara-
3MHA, OMMCAHUSIMY, KapTHHAMU MOJHBIX dmansdiceil, CAeIaTh U3 TOBAPOB,
U3 TIPO3BI TOPralecTBa 3aBlieKaTeIbHbII POMaH, TAIONUI HaM He TOJIbKO
Xy[0XEeCTBEHHbIE BIIEYATICHUS, HO MHTEPECYIOMIUI HAC, TOYHO GYITO ObI
JIeJI0 IO 0 KaKOM-HUOYb poMaHudeckoM repoe. Hukorga eme B Gese-
TPUCTUKE >KU3HBb LEJIOr0 MPENNPUATHS, COCTOSLIETO U3 LENu AECHEXHBIX
pacueToB, He OblJIa TaK CJIUTA C UCTOPUEH JTIOOBH, KaK B 3TOM pOMaHe.

(How easily can a person of great talent engross us in the story of a store, in
descriptions, pictures of fashionable shop windows, to make an engrossing
novel out of merchandise, out of the prose of mere trade, a novel that offers
us not only artistic impressions, but also interests us, just as if the matter
concerned some novelistic hero. Never before in belles lettres has the life
of a whole business, consisting of chains of monetary calculations, been so
conjoined with a love story as in this novel.) (Boborykin, 1883, p. 220)

Boborykin notes, somewhat coyly, that Zola’s only predecessor in this respect
might be the German realist Gustav Freytag and his novel Soll und Haben
(Debit and Credit, 1855). But Kitai-Gorod is very much a novel in which “ne-
JIOBOW TOPTOBBII MHTEpeC Urpai TiaBHylo pois” (“the interests of practical
trade played the main role”’; Boborykin, 1883, pp. 219-220). Boborykin insists
repeatedly that the story of Gustave and Denise forms a large part of the novel’s
interest, but that it is intimately related to the story of the store, which is not
mere background for the love story. This new relationship between characters
and their setting supersedes that older novelistic technique, whose practitioners
“CIIMILIKOM MHOTO 3aHUMAJUCh OTAEJIbHBIMU JIMUHOCTSIMU, UX MCHUXOJIOTHEN
U poMaHMYeCKUMHU NpukmouyeHusmu’” (“were too concerned with individual
personalities, their psychologies and novelistic adventures”; Boborykin, 1883,
p. 220). This critique of the psychological novel recalls Shcheblykin’s (2002,
p. 182) observation that in Kitai-Gorod characters are not developed in depth;
rather, the author chooses characters who are distinguished by “xontakT-
HOCTBIO C OKpYXKarllel cpefoil, yMEeHHeM MOHSITh e, BIUThCS B Hee, a B
WHBIX CIIy4Yasix U MOTYMHUTH CBOMM JIMYHBIM HHTepecam” (“‘contact with their
environment, the ability to understand it, enter into it, and in some cases to
utilize it for their personal interests”). In Boborykin’s own novel even more
than in Zola’s, characters will become a pretext for bringing that material
environment into view.
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Especially noteworthy for Boborykin are the descriptions in Au Bonheur
des Dames. He observes that:

PAJIOM C HOBU3HOU 3TOTO OTTEHKA €CTh U OO0JIbIIIee COBEPIICHCTBO (POPMBI,
BBI3BAHHOE HE CTOJILKO IE€TANILHON OTIEINKOII [...] CKOJILKO SIPKOCThIO 00-
IEr0 KOJIOPHUTA, HEPBHOCTBIO TOHA, CIIOCOOHOCTBLIO M yMEHbEM 3alHTepe-
COBaTh YMTATEJsl BCEMU 3THMH HEOJlylIeBIEHHbIMI BElllaM, NPefCTaABIIS-
IOLIMMHU COOOK0 Ha JKUTEUCKUU B3IJISIT HUYTO MHOE, KaK MecTphblid Gazap
BCSIKOM JTOPOTOM U JIEIIEBOM PYXJISIIN.

(Alongside the novelty of this accent there is a greater perfection of form,
which is brought about not so much by a meticulous finish [...] as by the
vividness of the overall coloring, the nervous energy of the tone, the ability
and skill to interest the reader in all these inanimate things which, from an
everyday point of view are nothing more than a motley bazar of all manner
of expensive and cheap bric-a-brac.) (Boborykin, 1883, p. 221)

Working against the jaded “everyday point of view”, for which the department
store goods are “all manner of expensive and cheap bric-a-brac”, Zola succeeds
in imbuing these objects with “nervous energy”. It becomes clear that the
method of description is particularly important to Boborykin. Far more than
inert inventories of objects, the descriptive passages in Au Bonheur des
Dames are points of particularly concentrated interest. Here, too, it seems
that Boborykin is explaining his own priorities in Kitai-Gorod as much
as analyzing what makes Zola’s novel so successful. The reviewer goes
on: “MarasuH, paclUMpsIIOIIMI CBOM JeJia, NpeBpallaeTcs Moj ero nepom
B LIeJIbIIl MUp, e MaTepuasl, U3y4eHHbII TOOPOCOBECTHO, CTAHOBUTCS YK€
HE TOJIbIM WMHBEHTapeM, a LIeJbIM XYIO0)KECTBEHHbIM 3[aHUEM C HEOObIK-
HOBEHHO IapMOHMYECKHMM paclpefieleHueM 4YacTeid u 60raTcTBOM TBOpUYE-
ckoro m3obperenust B manenmux noapobHoctsx” (“The store, expanding
its operations, becomes under his pen a whole world where the material,
studied conscientiously, becomes not a bare inventory but a whole artistic
edifice with an extraordinarily harmonious distribution of parts and a wealth
of creative invention in the smallest details”; Boborykin, 1883, p. 222).
These explanations for the success of Zola’s project seem especially pertinent
to the descriptions in Kitai-Gorod. An effective presentation of a complex
assemblage of objects has to offer the reader not just a list of things but
a unifying feeling, characterized here by Boborykin as “spkocts obiero
konmoputa” (“vividness of the overall coloring”) and “HepBHOCTH TOHA”
(“nervous energy of the tone”). It is clear from Boborykin’s analysis of the
department store’s significance that the success of Zola’s project depends on
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his successful communication of how the women feel when shopping there;
that is, Zola has to convey the intensity of the experience. Even if the goal
is maximal objectivity, the success of the project depends on the novelist’s
ability to capture and communicate the subjectively experienced effects of
this consumer abundance. Only the successful representation of what it is
like to be enraptured by the department store can capture what is historically
significant about this phenomenon and avoid becoming a “bare inventory”.
It makes sense, then, that the flow of goods through the Moscow streets of
Boborykin’s novel will also be presented in a style that is anything but soberly
objective. As important as the description of the traffic is the registration of
the peculiar joie de vivre that emanates from this beating commercial heart of
the empire.

If we follow the logic of Boborykin’s argument, what is historically
novel about the shopping experience is not specific to any particular person.
Everyone who enters the department store will share in the same category
of experiences induced by the new environment. If the main object of
representation is this general experience, felt individually but common to
all, then elaborated characters would limit the representational aims of the
description. The feelings and sensations, belonging to no one in particular,
have to be untethered from the necessarily individualized perspectives from
which they are experienced. If anything, Kitai-Gorod goes farther in this
regard than Au Bonheur des Dames. The characters are less developed, and
whatever the possible explanation for this in the writer’s limitations, it ends up
augmenting what is distinctive about this work. Because the characters are so
weak, the novel’s massive descriptive passages are not focalized through them,
but instead, come to the reader by an endlessly shifting series of viewpoints.
The setting of Kitai-Gorod is also more dispersed than in Zola’s novel: instead
of a department store, there is the entire city of Moscow.

Exuberant Description

The comparisons of Kitai-Gorod to a store catalogue or a furniture ware-
house by Saltykov-Shchedrin and Mikhailovsky make for cutting deflations of
Boborykin’s literary ambitions, but they are not altogether accurate. Leaving
aside the possibility that these readers simply did not get very far in their
reading, Kitai-Gorod likely produced such an impression in part because the
episodic narrative, quite hard to follow on its own, is bookended by descriptive
chapters that have no direct connection to its plot. At the start, before any of the
novel’s characters have been introduced, the reader encounters a three-page
chapter taken up by a description of commercial traffic in the Kitai-Gorod
neighborhood. The attention devoted to bales of cotton and crates of tea in
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these pages seems too extensive and too enthusiastic to be mere scene-setting.
As a device for introducing Paltusov, who is the first character to appear, it is
excessive. In a sense, it does characterize him as a product of this milieu. But
his subjectivity does not motivate the description. The perpetually hurrying
businessman does not have time for this kind of observation. Although he
loves Moscow and feels energized by its vitality, “MbICIb €r0 He MOTJIa TOJTO
0CTaBaThCs HA Xy0KeCcTBeHHOU cTopoHe npeamera” (“his thoughts could not
remain for long on the aesthetic side of any object”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2,
p. 20).

There are earlier models of chaotic urban energy in Russian literature.
The opening pages of Prestuplenie i nakazanie provide a vivid description
of the stifling heat and dirt of St Petersburg in July, for example. As has
often been noted, in Dostoevsky’s novel the city and the protagonist are
closely intertwined. As a consequence of the interpenetration of the setting
and the protagonist’s subjectivity, objects in the city take on a symbolic
character. The narrator presents to us the things that Raskolnikov sees and
leaves out what he does not. As a result, the imperial capital becomes a city
of taverns and tenements rather than palaces and statues. In Kitai-Gorod the
relationship between individual and milieu is unidirectional. Paltusov, with his
determination to get rich at any cost, seems to emerge out of the atmosphere
“where everything thirsts after profit, where it is not possible to live a day
without selling and buying” (Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 8). Paltusov is just a
tiny particle in the ceaseless churn of the city, and it is the motion of the streets
and the less perceptible mechanisms of the economy they suggest that become
the novel’s main focus.

The novel’s first words throw us into the middle of a busy square. All
around, countless carts and wagons laden with the most variegated goods are
streaming into the merchant quarter. The paragraphs that follow are prone
to lists — of the motley line of shop signs and advertisements lit up by the
midday sun, of produce on display in rows of bins, of the plodding commercial
vehicles carrying goods and cabs and carriages darting between them, of
cursing draymen and coach drivers. The sequential refocusing on different
sets of objects suggests a concrete observer looking first at one thing and
then at another. However, this is not, strictly speaking, a narrative. Although
the various parts of the scene are not at a standstill, there is no discernible
temporal trajectory, and we soon become aware that time has taken on a
heterogeneous quality. An unfortunate woman who is stuck between two lanes
of traffic also appears to be stuck in time: she drops her bag imperfectively
— “PacrepsiBIIasicsl MOKymnaTeIbHNIA, He T00eXaB JI0 IPYroro TpoTyapa, po-
HsIJIa KapTy3 C YeM-TO CheCTHBIM U rpoMko axana” (“A bewildered shopper,
having failed to reach the other side of the street, was dropping her package
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containing something edible and gasping loudly”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2,
p-7). The moment of her mishap here undergoes a strange temporal dilation
as the woman, instantaneously observed, becomes part of the processual
description. In contrast, when the narrator describes smells, these come to us as
a sequence of perfective verbs, each given its own moment of experience: “To
OTJACT MOCKAaTeIbHbIM TOBAPOM, TO CIIMPTOM, TO KOH(peTamu” (“‘one moment
it smells like drysalters’ goods, then alcohol, then sweets”). However, the
implication is that there is no end to this succession of smells, no progress
through time to any culminating olfactory event. These grammatical shifts
register the rapidly shifting position from which the narration is occurring,
from a spatially localized, at least potentially embodied, perspective, to one
that seems to anticipate the spatial and temporal dilations and discontinuities
of film editing.

The counterpart of the unfortunate shopper stuck perpetually between two
lanes of traffic is a composite laborer, simultaneously “Ha Bo3ax u B 0003aXx,
PSIIOM U 1103311 TeJIeT, IOMOBOM, B U3MSITON IUISITIEHKE WU 3aCaJICHHOM Kap-
Ty3e” (“on the carts and trains, alongside and behind the wagons, a drayman,
in a crumpled hat or a greasy cap”’; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 8). The general
and the particular, the singular and plural, are all mixed together. Although
critics routinely attacked Boborykin for his failure to generalize, it is clear that
what we read is not a verbal snapshot of any particular moment, but an attempt
to lift some general impression out of the succession of such moments. It is
just that this general impression itself has to be in disorderly motion in order
to capture what is most important about the commercial life of the city: its
ceaseless activity, the performance of an “endless song” (Boborykin, 1993,
vol. 2, p. 9).

In the midst of this activity, one particularly vivid detail stands out, prepared
by the word “now” (vot), as if it is being thrust into the reader’s awareness
(Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 8). A ray of sun draws our attention to a wagon
laden with some amorphous and disgusting substance. As the description
directs us to the figure on the wagon (na vozu), we also get a good idea of
what the cart is carrying. Atop this pile of manure — navoz — sits a young
man. Indifferent to the smell, he is entirely absorbed in the consumption
of an open-faced sandwich of not entirely fresh yellow roe. The eater’s
enjoyment is the centerpiece of the description, which informs us both of
his “delight” (udovol’stvie) and “pleasure” (naslazhdenie). The spatial center
of the description then shifts to him. He becomes the reference point toward
which, from all sides, from all corners of the world, the traffic continues to flow.
This scene of consumption marks the transition from the general, continuous
motion of the merchant quarter to the particular episode. It is clear that the
devourer of the sandwich serves a function in establishing important themes,

77



V. Shneyder Slavic Literatures 158 (2025) 61-85

such as insatiable hunger and unlimited consumption, which will lend some
organization to the material of the following four hundred pages (in this regard,
the scene of mindless delectation anticipates the opening episode of Anton
Chekhov’s ‘V ovrage’ [ ‘In the Ravine’]). He already adumbrates that this world
is neither elegant nor easy on the senses, but is both fascinating and, in its
way, beautiful. Moscow is presented here in implicit contrast to the constraints
and euphemisms of St Petersburg and thus emerges as the setting that allows
unrestrained appetites and feelings to flourish.

Like the introductory chapters as a whole, there is some excess to the
description of the young man; it is too intense, too full of sensuous detail to
collapse into any theme. The sensory intensity of the description — bright sun,
choking dust, the nauseating smell of the cart, the saltiness of roe — becomes
the main object of representation. Since this is not a psychological novel, it is
not the young man’s subjective experience that matters, but the overwhelming
intensity itself. The narrator’s perspective soon shifts again, now soaring “Hap
3TOU KOJIBILIYIIEHCS TOJ0COU U3 JIolIafel, IKUMaXKen, BO30B, JIIOJCKUX Io-
JIOB CTOMT CTOH: pPyOJib KyMIja, CIIMHA MY>KHKa MOIOT CBOI0 HECKOHYAEMYIO
necHro...” (“over this swaying line of horses, carriages, wagons, and human
heads, a groan rises: the merchant’s ruble and the peasant’s back sing their
endless song...”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 9). Like the introduction of
the theme in the description of the young man eating, here we find only the
suggestion of a possible analytical stance. The novel will have little to say about
social inequality or class conflict, supporting the critics’ case that Boborykin
had no firm political principles. Detractors of Boborykin’s work were nearly
unanimous that the author was frivolous, flitting effortlessly and indifferently
from topic to topic. Considered on the scale of Boborykin’s entire project, it is
possible to see this indifference as a failure to commit to any principles, but in
the case of the street scene in Kitai-Gorod, the lightness of the implied author’s
disposition grants a special kind of buoyancy to the narratorial perspective. It
leaps from place to place, refusing analytical distance from the scene, instead
repeatedly throwing the reader into the midst of this overwhelming chaos.

Instead of understanding, the scene offers rapidly alternating sensory
intensities. There is a kind of free-floating excitement in these pages that is
not linked to any subjective standpoint in particular, but seems to suffuse the
entire scene, filling the very air: “Ynuma u miomags CMOTPENIU BECENION Sp-
Mmapkoit” (“The street looked like a cheerful fair”). The excess of description
recalls Jameson’s (2013, pp. 54-55) discussion of the famous lists of objects
in the novels of Zola:

a tremendous fermenting and bubbling pullulation in which the simplicity
of words and names is unsettled to the point of an ecstatic dizziness by
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the visual multiplicity of the things themselves and the sensations that they
press on the unforewarned observer. The unexpected result is that far from
enriching representational language with all kinds of new meaning, the gap
between words and things is heightened; perceptions turn into sensations;
words no longer take on a body at prey to its nameless experience. Finally
the realm of the visual begins to separate from that of the verbal and
conceptual and to float away in a new kind of autonomy.

The accumulation of sensorially precise detail exceeds any conceivable
illustrative purpose. By virtue of its sheer length and the extraordinary
proliferation of precisely rendered details, the overlong description breaks
out of description’s ostensibly subordinate role to narration. So, too, in the
opening chapters of Kitai-Gorod, it seems as if the colossal energy of the
scene overwhelms any attempt by the novelist to press it into service of his
goals. The very narrator seems to be dazzled by the surroundings.

The energy of business powers the endless flows of wagons and people.
No one seems to have agency in this process. Nobles and merchants alike are
shaped by their heredity and their milieu, in line with the deterministic logic
of naturalism. Even the most powerful merchants and entrepreneurs seem like
tiny particles in this vast, unsystematized mass. The final scene of Kitai-Gorod
features another scene of busy Moscow life. Everywhere, new restaurants are
being established — another indication of the unimpeded growth of the city’s
appetites. The state, appearing briefly as the juridical apparatus that fails to
punish Paltusov, has a very limited role in the novel. In the final chapter, in the
course of another massive description, this time of a newly built restaurant,
a song is overheard: “cnaBbcs, ciaBbes, csiTast Pycy” (“glory, glory to you,
holy Rus’”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 418), from Mikhail Glinka’s opera
Zhizn’ za tsaria (A Life for the Tsar). The state’s sudden appearance at the
end suggests that it is the economy that is driving the state toward glory rather
than the other way around. As the narrator follows the traffic along a horse-
drawn railway — once again, as in the opening chapter, the movement of the city
generating the text to no particular narrative end — we catch a glimpse of the
old building of the municipal and provincial government offices, which were
awaiting demolition to make way for the new building of the Moscow City
Duma.? In the midst of the revitalization of the Kitai-Gorod neighborhood,
the dilapidated seventeenth-century government building, “cKky4HO€ U JIOTHO
CKOJIOYEHHOE, HaBeBalolllee NamsTh O ‘siMe’ M MepBOOBITHBIX MPUKa3HbIX
(“/dull and thoroughly boarded up, carrying recollections of the ‘pit’ [debtor’s
prison] and primitive officials”; Boborykin, 1993, vol. 2, p. 417), reinforces
the sense of the state’s withdrawal.
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The verb in this passage is important: “navevat™ and its nominal counter-
part, veianie, are words commonly associated with Boborykin (as in Turge-
nev’s disparaging remarks, quoted above). Many readers thought that what
Boborykin sought to capture were these ephemeral breezes and currents of
time. It took great sensitivity to do so, but it ultimately yielded no reward in
greater insight into the dynamics that determined the course of the age. In the
passage from Kitai-Gorod, the memories belong to no one in particular; they
simply emanate from the gloomy sight of the old government building. And
although there is a content to those memories, what overlays them is a mood
— and a mood strikingly at variance with the boisterousness that is generated
by the surrounding neighborhood. The final image of the paragraph — dust,
thrown up by the traffic and suspended in the sunlight — seems to capture
Boborykin’s manner of writing in its unceasing motion, its lightness, and its
ephemerality.

At this point, some of the flaws that critics frequently identified in Bobo-
rykin’s work, and which are evident in Kitai-Gorod, take on a greater
significance. The narrative vagueness, the lack of any firm principles or
ideas, the poorly developed characters and, hovering over it all, the sense
of energetic and cheerful indifference, which critics attributed not just to
Boborykin’s narrators in their particular works but to the author himself: all
this signals how Boborykin’s work diverged from the Russian literary norm.
The foolish cheerfulness — the zhizneradostnost’ — often imputed to Boborykin
is strikingly at variance with the emotional tonality that predominates in
Russian realism.

We can find a clue to the deeper significance of this variance and why
contemporaries found Boborykin’s cheerfulness so irritating in Ilya Kliger’s
recent work on Russian realism’s shared social imaginary. Developing Jame-
son’s argument that the increasing prominence of affect shapes the representa-
tional procedures of realism, Kliger (2024, p. 228) argues that in the Russian
context, a range of affects mark a character’s encounter with “substantive life”,
that is, “the conscious life of participation, to whatever extent possible, in the
affairs of the state”. In a literary tradition shaped by the dominating presence
of the state and the relative devaluation of nonpolitical private life, characters’
affects register “distinctive alignments between the acting/suffering individual
and the substantive order in which they act/suffer” (Kliger, 2024, p. 216). Most
important for my purposes here are the affects of deadlock, languishing, and
melancholy, which Kliger associates with a character’s progressive separation
from the sphere of the political. In contrast to the paradigmatic European novel,
characters in Russian novels are not freed by the withdrawal of state coercion
to pursue private happiness; they are instead left burdened by their sense of
alienation from “the question of the common good” and “excluded from the
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zone of political sovereignty” (Kliger, 2024, p. 231). The remoteness of any
such affects from the diegesis of Kitai-Gorod signals the novel’s separation
from the entire social imaginary in which the content of a character’s life
inheres in his or her participation in substantive life. Contemporaries tended
to read this separation as Boborykin’s triviality.

Moreover, absent in Kitai-Gorod are not just these — as Kliger shows us,
political — affects, but even anyone who could feel them. We return here to
the diluteness of the novel’s characters and the corresponding looseness of the
plot. As a contrastive example, Kitai-Gorod reminds us that the major works
of the nineteenth-century Russian literary tradition relied on characters who
had to be rendered with enough vividness to stand both as fictional individuals
permeated by historical forces, that is, as epistemologically illuminating types,
and as representatives of whole generational dispositions. That sense of the
power and vividness of characters was dependent, as Chlo€ Kitzinger (2021,
p. 155) has argued, on a “presupposition of the work’s own organic coherence
— the purposive ‘labyrinth of linkages’ that the context of novel reading
encourages us to think we will find”. Along with vividly legible characters,
Kitai-Gorod denies the reader this sense of coherence and, with that, a sense
of the novel’s separation from the unmediated flow of life.

For generations of readers, starting in Boborykin’s time and extending
to the present, it has proven hard to read a novel like Kitai-Gorod with
expectations trained on the major works of the Russian literary tradition.
Here the reader finds no analytical purchase on the economic and social
forces whose particulars Boborykin so scrupulously documented, and no
synthesizing power that would organize this mass of particulars in a narrative
focused on one or several typical characters. What I have proposed here is
that instead of critical realism, what this novel offers is a phenomenological
investigation into an experience so sensorially intense that no single subjective
standpoint is sufficient to capture it. As heavily peopled as the streets of
Moscow are in Kitai-Gorod, we are confronted here with a dehumanized novel
that is not principally concerned with an individuated character’s experience of
any internal or external world. Much as Linin described Boborykin himself as a
writer created by bourgeois society, we can now see Kitai-Gorod as a catalogue
of ambient intensities, of moods generated as by-products of Moscow’s
commercial energy. This is a radical departure from what we know as realism —
one that points to modernist or even postmodernist experimentation of the next
century. Only further reading in nineteenth-century Russia’s “great unread”
(Cohen, 1999, p. 23) can tell us what other remarkable experiments in the
capabilities of the novel await our recognition.
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Notes

1. Characteristically, Boborykin (1886, vol. 9, p. 181), a self-conscious
linguistic innovator, identifies his source for the calque in the German
“Lebenslustig”.

2. Several of the ostensible flaws in Boborykin’s writing, including an
overabundance of detail and an inability to separate the accidental from
the typical, resembles those that critics identified with the style of women
writers in the middle of the century. See Vaysman (2021).

3. See, for example, Dostoevsky’s (1972-1990, vol. 19, pp. 178-186) review
of the sketches of N.V. Uspenskii or Mikhailovskii’s (1957, p. 606) critical
review of the early works of Anton Chekhov, in which he likens the
writer to a “Mexanuueckui anmnapat” (“mechanical apparatus”). The same
criticism, unsurprisingly, was often directed at Boborykin.

4. Capitalists in works of Russian realism tend to be bland, marginal figures,
who nevertheless can wield a great deal of narrative power. See Shneyder
(2021, pp. 23-27).

5. Regarding these names, Shcheblykin (2002, p. 185) observes: “B nepe-
YHUCJICHHBIX (PaMUITHSIX, KaK BUVM, HET HIYEro POMaHTUYECKOTO, OJTyX0-
TBOPSIIOIIETO U JIa’ke, MOJKHO CKa3aTh, TMYHOCTHOTO. ECTh TONILKO yKa3a-
HUE Ha ycrnex B aene uwiu ero oxuganue” (“In the enumerated names, as
we see, there is nothing romantic, nothing animating, or even, we might
say, personal. There is only the indication of success in business or its
expectation”).

6. Boborykin (1965, vol. 1, p. 318) himself insisted that his signature
method of writing had matured long before the emergence of the French
naturalists, a claim supported by the unadmiring literary historian Kons-
tantin Golovin (1904, p. 397).

7. Zola apparently read Nikolai Chernyshevskii’s Chto delat’ ? while working
on his novel, and Vera Pavlovna may have left a faint trace on the
protagonist of Au Bonheur des Dames, Denise (See Brakhman, 1963,
pp- 873-874). On Zola’s success in Russia, see Nicolosi (2019, pp. 69-78).

8. I take this translation of the term prisutstvennye mesta from Antonov,
2016. As he explains, in the nineteenth century this building housed a
number of important government offices, including the main police office
and provincial treasury. In his words, persons of property “could hardly
avoid visiting the building, either in person or through a representative,
on a multitude of errands and matters that bound the early industrial state
and its subjects, whether it was to register a debt transaction, to request a
police debt collection proceeding, to purchase stamped paper used for all
official business, or to pursue a court case” (Antonov, 2016, pp. 19-20).
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