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QUEUETOPIA: SECOND-WORLD MODERNITY AND THE SOVIET
CULTURE OF ALLOCATION
Andrew H. Chapman, PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2013

The social structure of the queue, from its most basic forms as a spontaneous group of people on
the street, to the ordered lists of status-based priorities within society, leads to rich discussions on
consumption, the behavior of crowds, and everyday life within Soviet society. By viewing how
practices such as queuing were encoded in Soviet culture, the dissertation theorizes how
everyday life was based on discourses of scarcity and abundance. | contend in my second
chapter that second-world modernity was not predicated on the speed and calculation usually
associated with modern life. Instead, it stressed a precise social ordering of allocation and a
progress defined by the materiality of Soviet life. This notion of modernity operates irrespective
of the temporal concerns usually associated with the first-world. In Chapter Three, I discuss how
cities themselves served as the ultimate Soviet commodity, allocated to citizens who supported
the Soviet project.

Central to my analysis is a conceptualization of Soviet subjectivity through the prism of
the queue, in which I explore how voices of individual priority operated simultaneously amongst
discourses of collectivity. Chapter Four looks at this notion, called ocherednost' (queue priority),
which traces how authors expressed their concerns within the very same collective and allocative
discourses of queuing.

The dissertation also looks at Soviet material culture and what goods meant in a culture
of shortage in Chapter Five, titled “Trofeinost' (trophying) and the Phantasmagoria of Everyday
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Consumption.” It details the fantastic, absurd, and imaginative ways in which Soviet consumer
culture was depicted in fiction. Commodities themselves become objects of attention and
structural devices in narrative.

Finally, the concluding chapter looks at the post-Soviet period and the proclamations of
the capitalist world’s so-called “culture of abundance.” Vestiges of queuing in the post-Soviet
period continued to exist, even after the connection between consumers and a state-ordered
system of allocation collapsed. The legacy of second-world modernity continues to permeate the
current landscape; habitual practices become transformed into cultural events and performances,

such as queuing flash mobs and board games.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION: THE END OF THE LINE!

But as a phenomenon, as a microstructure, the queue’s a very curious

thing, and it’s curious that it hasn’t been researched and analysed at all.

— Vladimir Sorokin, “Interview” (151)
When | explain to people that | research the culture of queuing, it almost always elicits an
immediate response that includes anecdotes of personal experiences, jokes, and cultural
stereotypes of how a particular group waits. Queuing and waiting are common modern
experiences, regardless of place, economic system, and time period. For Americans, their
awareness of queuing in the Soviet Union was often related through numerous travelers’
accounts of poor material conditions of everyday life and through the numerous jokes told by
American politicians such as Ronald Reagan. Winston Churchill coined the term “Queuetopia”
in 1950 to warn against the threat of socialism both in Great Britain and in Eastern Europe:
“Why should queues become a permanent, continuous feature of our life? Here you see clearly
what is in their minds. The Socialist dream is no longer Utopia but Queuetopia. And if they
have the power, this part of their dream will certainly come true” (Langworth 42). The melding

of the words queue and utopia highlights the double-sidedness of both optimism and

! Note on transliteration, translation, and dates: System Il will be used throughout, except in
situations when authors prefer or publish under a different transliteration. English translations
are cited from published volumes, when available, although | have changed the transliteration of
Russian names for the purposes of uniformity and made corrections to adhere more closely to the
original text, when necessary. Dates provided for primary sources refer to date of production,
unless otherwise noted with relevant publication information.
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disappointment that each word shares separately. The homonym utopia refers to both an ideal
“good place” (“eu-topos”) but also a “no-place” (“ou topos”) that cannot exist in society.
Likewise, queues offer their own promise to allocate goods farily, but they often subject people
to long periods of waiting. Both concepts present an ideal that often falls short in practice.

While queuing can be directly linked to the Soviet urban experience of the 20" century,
its history dates prior to the Soviet period. The author VIadimir Sorokin traces the history of the
queue back to the Khodynskoe Field tragedy of 1896, when thousands gathered for gifts from
Tsar Nikolai 1l the day after his public coronation. Queuing became a common practice in the
years following Khodynskoe, with strikes, demonstrations, and bread riots over the inability to
buy goods from the turn of the century leading up to 1917, one of the factors eventually resulting
in the abdication of Tsar Nikolai 11.2 Sorokin notes the importance of these events, calling them
the birth of “the collective body” in Russia that would become so important in the revolutions in
future years (“Afterward” 256). This view places the shaping of the collective body as
something that arose out of the populace’s connection with the leader. The queue can thus be
conceptualized in many forms away from the site of consumption, and in this case, it takes the
shape of a procession. Over 100,000 people viewed Lenin’s body in the temporary mausoleum
during its first months, resulting in architect Aleksei Shchusev’s construction of a more

permanent granite version in 1930. Before Stalin was placed in the same mausoleum following

2 This scene of the crowd crushing itself to get within proximity of the Tsar has prevalently
occurred in Russian history and culture. Lev Tolstoi’s War and Peace (Voina i mir [1865-1869])
features a scene with the character Petia, who is almost crushed to death while trying to see Tsar
Aleksandr Il. Sergei Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible (lvan groznyi [1944-1946]) similarly
constructs a scene in which boyars wait for the Tsar, imploring him to retake control and rule
over the Russian nation.



his death in 1953, thousands gathered to catch a glimpse of the leader’s body at a public viewing
in Red Square, with many crushing one another in the process.

The practice of queuing took different forms under the leadership of Stalin. In Everyday
Stalinism (1999), Sheila Fitzpatrick finds the shortages of the end of the 1920s and 1930s as a
byproduct of the rapid urbanization and industrialization of the Five Year Plans, a course that
required the newly formed, centrally planned economy to provide all material goods to its
populace. Individual need was placed secondary to the country’s drive towards industrialization.
Likewise, deficiency and failure was just one part of the state discourse that divided citizens and
enemies: “Under the First Five Year Plan (1929-1932), heavy industry was the top priority and
consumer goods took a poor second place. Communists also attributed food shortages to
‘hoarding’ by kulaks, and when the kulaks had gone, to intentional anti-Soviet sabotage in the
production and distribution chain” (Fitzpatrick 42). In A Social History of Soviet Trade (2004),
Julie Hessler details the state’s control of queues in order to limit private trade. Speculators and
queue specialists were arrested beginning in 1928 and secret decrees in 1939 ordered the policing
of nighttime and overnight queues in Moscow (236, 267).

The gendered aspect of queuing also becomes particularly visible during this period, as
women waited in lines outside of city prisons to learn the fates of their husbands and sons and to
deliver packages to them. Anna Akhmatova’s poema, Requiem (Rekviem [1935-1961/1988]),
and Lidiia Chukovskaia’s Sof’ia Petrovna (1939-1940/1965) both serve as condemnations of the
Stalinist era, particularly the purges directed under Nikolai Ezhov from 1936 to 1938.% During

this time period, relatives were told by NKVD that those arrested had been sentenced to “ten

® Requiem was an ongoing project for Akhmatova, written between 1935 and 1961. It was first
published in the Soviet Union in 1988.



years without the right to correspond” (“desiat’ let bez prava perepiski”), despite the fact that
many of those who had been arrested had already been executed. These sentences kept relatives
waiting, with many making further inquiries ten years later in 1947, when they were told that
their relatives had died while imprisoned. Both authors show how those who waited in lines
during the Stalinist period were subjects positioned in a constant state of uncertainty, and in the
control of state power.

Waiting as a form of endurance and survival was also viewed as a heroic act in the
mythology of World War Two, as the geographic space of the Soviet Union was transformed
into the war front and the rear. Inhabitants of Soviet cities endured lengthy blockades and sieges
before the Nazis retreated from Soviet land. The city of Leningrad was cut off from the rest of
Soviet territory during its almost 900-day siege. This endurance on the national level was also
replicated in more intimate scenes of waiting. The popular World War Two poem by Konstantin
Simonov, “Wait for me, and | will return” (“Zhdi menia, i ia vernus™ [1941]), serves as a perfect
example of both the temporal and spatial aspects of waiting. The poem, which is addressed by a
soldier at the front to his wife at home, stresses the need for patience in waiting and enduring
World War Two, but at the same time, highlights the physical separation that causes this
temporal problem. The first lines of the poem, “Wait for me, and | will return,” stress that
waiting will solve the problem of separation, almost as if the successful return is dependent upon
the act of waiting.

The post World War Two decade again saw rationing as a means of controlling scarce
goods during reconstruction. Long after the Soviet Union recovered from the effects of the war
and acquired greater economic stability, queuing remained a routine everyday aspect of Soviet

life: people stood in line for food and medicine, and queued symbolically in waiting lists for



commodities such as apartments, furniture, or automobiles. The period of Stagnation highlights
the stability of the queue; many people view the period nostalgically, buying into the values that
the state was not necessarily able to provide abundance, but rather a “guarantee of greater
equality and material security” (W. Thompson 85). Products provided an illusion of stability,
ignoring other undesirable features of Soviet society, such as rising crime, soaring rates of
alcoholism, and other alarming demographic statistics. Delays experienced by Soviet consumers
statistically pointed toward impending economic disaster, as Soviet citizens in the 1980s spent 80
billion hours per year waiting in line for goods, working only half that amount of time (Zemtsov
261). The practice of queuing for goods was interpreted as a commonplace, however, and was
viewed as a nuisance of everyday life, rather than an extraordinary problem.

Soviet citizens relied on queues, amongst other means, to acquire both domestic and
highly sought-after foreign goods. It is interesting to note that while scarcity was often
associated with foreign goods and the rarest items in Soviet society were doled out to those on
nomenklatura lists, it is the ever-presence of foreign capitalism in the post-Soviet period that,
according to many, destroyed the queue. Konstantin Bogdanov concludes that the Stagnation
period was the last era for the queue: “The queue began to lose its monolithic stature, thinned
out and dissolved. New landmarks loomed. The air reeked of the West, and the Queue, having
crumbled near the Mausoleum, materialized for a while by the radiant heavenly light of the walls
of the newly opened ‘McDonalds’” (426).* He also points out that the queue no longer needs an

ideological representation tied to its appearance (427). Sorokin similarly writes that the queue

4 “Ouepenp cTajia TEPSATh MOHOJIUTHOCTD, PEAETh U OCHINATHCS. 3aMasuuid HOBbIE OPUEHTHPHI.
B Bo3nyxe omyrtumo 3amaxio 3amaaoMm, u Ouepelnb pacChIaBIIMCh OKOJIO Ma3oses,
MaTepuaIn30Bajach Ha HEKOTOPOE BPEMsl Yy CHUSIOIIUX HE3EMHBIM CBETOM CTE€H HOBOOTKPBITOTO
‘Maknponanaca’ (Bogdanov 426).



changes form in post-Soviet Russia. It loses its system of ordering, and dissolves into the chaos
of the crowd. This world, however, certainly still exists in Russia on the bureaucratic level of
state provided services. All of these different forms of queuing detailed above range from the
spontaneous appearing crowds to the virtual queue, an ordered list of names. The dissertation
will treat both ends of this spectrum as queues, which occurred historically in practice and found
artistic form in representation.

Existing scholarship on the queue has been limited almost solely to the field of sociology
and economics.> Barry Schwartz’s Queuing and Waiting (1975) highlights the inherent
hierarchical meaning found in acts of waiting and the social organization of the queue. Russo-
Soviet discussions of queuing are often grounded in sociology as well, beginning with Aleksandr
Zinov'ev’s sociological novel The Yawning Heights (Ziiaiushchie vysoty [1976]), which takes a
very similar stance to Schwartz’s on the queue as a social structure that allocates goods based on
priority. Vladimir Nikolaev’s The Queue as a Form of Habitation (Ochered' kak sreda obitaniia
[2000]) views the queue as a physical manifestation that embodies various principles, feelings,
and emotions, such as envy and competition, as well as fairness, across the collective.®

More recent studies that analyze the queue from cultural studies perspectives are from
two Slavists, Bogdanov and Mikhail Epshtein. Bogdanov’s chapter “The Soviet Queue”
(“Sovetskaia ochered™) in Everydayness and Mythology (Povsednevnost' i mifologiia [2001])

views the queue as both a structure and symbol that links everyday experience with ideology, a

® For economic analyses of queue systems, which | will not treat in the dissertation, see Kornai,
Kornai and Weibull, Polterovich, and Stahl and Alexeev.

® In the dissertation, the noun “the collective,” as well as the adjective form, will refer to the
notion of people as a social unity, and should be distinguished from the few references I make to
actual workforce and administrative organizations, which I denote by the terms “collectivity” or
“collectivities.”



vicious circle of consumption that enforces a key concept of Soviet ideology: the delaying of the
present time in favor of future success. While his study is not historically grounded within a
specific period, it uses literary and folkloric examples to bolster a sociological analysis of the
queue’s various social manifestations. Epshtein’s chapter, “The Queue” (“Ochered™) in God of
Details (Bog detalei [1998]), similarly looks at the queue from its spontaneous formation to its
culmination as the ultimate expression of socialism: the Lenin Mausoleum. Both of these views
are more concerned with questions of temporality than with the spatial, hierarchical ordering of
queuing in Soviet culture. The topic of waiting has been actively discussed in four monographs
devoted specifically to the topic from 2007 to 2010.” These studies trace modern-day instances
of waiting from the everyday use of the doctor’s waiting room and the airport terminal, to the life
and death situations at refugee camps. As | will discuss later, these authors are largely interested
in the commoditization of waiting against the backdrop of capitalism.®

The dissertation is informed by the insights from these volumes on social organization,
everyday life, and the ideological encoding of everyday practices. Discourses on queuing, on the
one hand, were appropriated to embody Soviet ideology, positing the populace’s orientation
towards the future as a feature of second-world modernity: experiences of waiting and delay, the
immediate needs of making acquisitions in the present, are conflated with notions of future
progress. On the other hand, queues can be considered unofficial, spontaneously forming
structures that exercise their own system of order and rules. Both of these ends of the spectrum

nevertheless posit queuing as a practice that placed people within subjective orientations

’ See Ehn and Léfgren, Moran, Sayeau, and Schweizer.

® Commercial spaces often attempt to fill the voids of waiting. Airport malls filled with clothing
and bookstores, television monitors, computing centers and electronic charging stations are all
commodities that seek to occupy us while we are in transient spaces between our everyday
habitations.



necessary to the socialist project. The appropriation of the queue as both a symbol of tolerance
or patience, and of equality through individual acquisition, is oriented in the same social
structure.

The dissertation has the ultimate goal to explore the arena in which cultural texts depict
subjective experiences of waiting and the social organization of queuing. In this project, | hope
to outline the intricacies of how second-world culture was constructed out of discourses on
materiality, that of scarcity and abundance, as opposed to first-world culture, which oriented
itself against the overcoming of temporal gaps. The dissertation thus sheds light on how each
modern society viewed time, the notion of progress, and the costs of waiting within everyday
life. | contend that Soviet modernity forwarded a culture of allocation that found a place for
material acquisition outside of critiques of petit-bourgeois consumption, which did not fit into
socialist ideology. | am particularly interested in how these discourses broke down in the post-
Stalinist period, and | detail how discourses of queuing shifted from a collective consciousness
that operated on principles of patience to wait for a future of abundance, to a means of
expressing individual priority and individual meanings in the present conditions of scarcity. This
marks a revival of how everyday life was narrated in Soviet culture, as authors and other cultural
producers look for and create new meaning from the material world that was allocated to Soviet
citizens. The dissertation thus tracks an imaginative response to conditions of scarcity and how
the absences of material goods are transcended through cultural texts’ surpluses of
representation.

My approach is multidisciplinary, in that | explore the sociological ramifications of
queuing and waiting, the history of practices, and the narratives produced throughout the Soviet

period into the present day. In my analysis, | focus both on cultural depictions of the queue, as a



social phenomenon, but more so as a contiguous sign related to other trappings of second-world
modernity. The queue was a marker of scarcity that ran across different aspects of Soviet culture
and life, and to reduce it to a social practice or a reflection precludes a larger picture of its place
within second-world modernity. The queue is an event, a site of gathering, and a host for
emerging voices and expressions.

The dissertation treats all these levels of discourse equally, considering the culture of
queuing from textual representation to the level of practice. Throughout the study, | analyze
orally told anecdotes and jokes alongside verbal and visual texts, reading constitutive parts all as
stories, mapping out how they articulate the subjective experiences of queuing and waiting.
Although the dissertation focuses heavily on Soviet culture, |1 do at times refer to texts and
studies from the Eastern Bloc. | consider these examples to be a larger part of second-world
culture and second-world modernity, whose differences | outline opposite the first-world in
Chapter Two.

The texts chosen do not simply provide descriptions of lived experiences or slices of
everyday life, but rather actively relate moments of waiting to each author’s understanding of
principles and disciplines of queuing and allocation. | will detail how cultural discourses were
broken down on three levels: Spatially on the macro scale of the Soviet urban landscape (Chapter
Three), institutionally through discussions of priority and social hierarchies from within the very
unions and collectivities that allocated products (Chapter Four), and finally, materially, through
explorations of the consumer landscape of objects, which acquired new meaning and value
through new forms of distribution and uses (Chapter Five). Thus, | am a describing not simply

stories of people waiting and the lines that appeared on street corners, but looking more deeply



into the cultural responses that arose out of a single modern vision that sought to allocate and

package ideological meaning to its populace along with the very goods and services it offered.

10



2.0 HOW WE STAND: SECOND-WORLD MODERNITY AND THE SOVIET

PROMISE OF ALLOCATION

If a crowd is considered chaos, then a queue is cosmos, formed by rules of
numerable harmony.®

— Lidiia Ginzburg, Zapisnye knizhki (343)
As a goal, the most important feature of this object is that, like
“communism” or “utopia,” it is given, not chosen; shared, not individual
(the citizen asks not “what shall | buy today?” but “What are they giving

us today?”)
— Sally Laird (gtd. Sorokin, The Queue: 1988 ii).

21 ETYMOLOGICAL ORIGINS AND RITUALS OF WAITING

Manifestations of waiting and their derived meanings vary greatly. The dissertation follows
Schwartz’s definitions for the terms queuing and waiting in order to differentiate between the
emotional, physical toll of waiting and the social practices and structures that dictate how we
wait. He defines “queuing” as a social structure organized in terms of priority, whereas the term
“waiting” is simply the “orientation of the personalities” of the structure (7).2° For Schwartz,

waiting is not simply a conscious act, but rather built into our psychological makeup, as children

° “Bcim Tonma—-sTO  Xaoc, TO 04epe/Ib—KOCMOC, YCTPOEHHBIM MO 3aKOHaM HMCYUCIUMOMN
rapmonun” (Ginzburg 343).

10" Although 1 will use examples from various studies that lack a conceptualization that
distinguishes between queuing and waiting, the separation of the terminology is integral to
understand and to lay out the differences between the first- and second-world.
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first learn delayed gratification through the anal stage of their psycho-sexual development; thus
the “installation of patience becomes a central problem of socialization” (173). The queue, by
contrast, is a social organization that specifically addresses problems of how social bodies are
positioned and served, which through state allocation, becomes central in second-world societies.
According to Schwartz, “the problem of allocation has to do not only with how much different
persons are to be given from a finite supply of goods and services but also with the priority in
which their needs are to be satisfied” (93; emphasis in original). Queuing emphasizes the issue
of priority, and the social structural model of the queue organizes how people wait.

The word “queue” originally described the “tail of a beast” beginning in the 16" century,
and it later described the fashion of the ponytail, as both Russian and English borrowed the usage
from French in the 18" century (Barnhart 627). While the word also described rows of dancers
in Middle English dating back to before 1500, it evolved during industrialization to describe
lines of people and vehicles in 1837. The word queue (ochered'/khvost) has special connotations
in both the Russian language and Soviet culture. Khvost, translated as tail, was primarily used up
until World War One. The modern variant, ochered', can best be translated into English not only
as queue, but also as having the meaning turn, as in “one’s turn” (*v svoiu ochered™). This dual
meaning of queue and turn immediately establishes nuances of a system of ordering and priority,
rather than simply signifying the spontaneous organization of people. The movement away from
khvost, a term that describes only the queue’s physical aspect, to the word ochered’, also reflects
this notion. In fact, plans of modernization are connected with the language of queuing, with
party directives ordering tasks in queues with the most urgent at the front of the line. State

speeches invoke the vocabulary of the queue with the term “first in line” (“v pervuiu ochered’”).
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This use of the word ochered’ implies that certain goals of modernization should be placed
before others, establishing a clear order of directives based on a hierarchy of importance.

These etymological origins are reflections of how queuing was not just a physical act,
despite perceptions that always associate it with the common phrase “standing in line.” When
viewing the queue from other disciplines, such as information science, however,
conceptualizations offer insight beyond the physical structure, and instead focus on systems of
allocation that often exist virtually. Sociological studies offer a middle ground and are more
appropriate for how I view the queue, in that they not only consider the queue’s ramifications for
the individual who stands in line, but also treat the queue as a form of social structure that occurs
both on and away from the street corner. Here, the queue’s multiple manifestations go far
beyond the physical act of standing and incorporate those who serve others, and the institutions
they represent. Schwartz details some of these spatial orientations in the physicality of queuing
and how they relate to power structures by noting that they construct a dyad of server and client.
Servers remain stationary, while those who wait in line are forced to travel to the site of the
server. The server remains in his natural dwelling, while those who wait are held without these
comforts of the home (17).*

I am interested precisely in how Soviet culture tried to ideally depict this server-client
relationship. Existing scholarship has taken a different approach, largely focusing on how

everyday practices of queuing were subsumed into a larger, ideological notion of waiting.

1 Schwartz notes how servers remain stationary, while those who wait in line are forced to
move. The Russo-Soviet context of this aspect of waiting is widely experienced in customer
service in both businesses and bureaucratic institutions: office spaces resemble the domestic,
with amenities from home such as teakettles and kitchen utensils and glassware being
commonplace. Moreover, stores and offices routinely closed for lunch breaks. While these
instances are bemoaned as poor quality service in what is characterized as a working-class
system, those who wait are also prevented from working.
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Bogdanov’s chapter “The Soviet Queue” focuses on the connections between everydayness,
defined as the daily grind of everyday life, and ideology, noting how the queue sublimated
experiences of waiting with ideological notions of progress: “A person’s understanding of Soviet
queue culture is surrounded by feeling and emotion that is expressed, on one hand in the practice
of everyday life, but on the other hand, through the ideological discourse of the epoch” (380).%
Bogdanov cites literary and folkloric examples from the 20" century to illustrate how
representations of everyday life are conflated with Soviet notions of collectivity and progress,
recasting the queue not as a line, but rather as a path (“put™) (384). What is more interesting in
his analysis, however, is his observation of how Soviet culture adopted elements of tolerance and
patience in its notion of progress: “The future advances in accordance with an already prescribed
script, and all that is needed for its approach is the ability to wait, the strength to endure” (383).%
Soviet ideology’s conception of history works on this premise, and Bogdanov rightfully points
out slogans used by Vladimir Lenin, such as “One step forward, two steps back,” that emphasize
the idea of delay that comes with a promise of progress (384).* An obvious temporal
connection can be made with the method of Socialist Realism, whose temporal scope viewed

reality in its revolutionary development. Socialist Realism operates as a denial of the present in

12 « o
Jlyist yenmoBeKa COBETCKOM KYJBTYpBI ITOHATHUE OYEpENU OKPALICHO YyBCTBAMMU U HMOLUSMU,

BBIPOKAIOIIMMHU, C OJHOM CTOPOHOH, MPAaKTHKYy TIOBCEIHEBHOr0 ObITa, a C JApyron—
uzeosiorndyeckuii auckypc smnoxu” (Bogdanov 380).

13 “Bynyuree HacTymnaeT B COOTBETCTBHH C IIPEAMHCAHHBIM JUISL HETO CLIEHAPHEM, BCE, YTO HYKHO
IS er0 MPHOIMKEHUs], —YMEHUE XK 1aTh, ciiia Tepnenus” (Bogdanov 383).

% “I1lar Brepen, xpa mwara Hasax” (Bogdanov 387).
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favor of what should become in the future. In this way Soviet culture constantly postponed
success toward the future, when communism as a terminal point could finally be achieved.*
Bogdanov’s analysis is useful in that it analyzes how state-promoted discourses of
queuing oriented people toward the socialist project, while concealing much of the ideology
within everyday life. A workers’ tale “At the Barber Shop” (V parikmakherskoi” [1940]) by
Mikhail Zoshchenko shows just how the commonplace of waiting was transformed into a
pedagogical moment. Zoshchenko presents a humorous, idealized depiction of the collective
nature of the queue, who patiently wait for Lenin. In the story, Lenin joins a queue at a
barbershop in order to get a shave, much to the surprise of the workers who wait. Lenin’s speech
is colloquial, placing him on the same levels as the workers when he asks: Well, who is last in
line?” (330).'® When the workers offer him a chance to skip the line, Lenin uses the opportunity
to provide a lesson, stating: “There must be order to the queue. We ourselves form rules and we
should carry them out even in the smallest details of life” (331).}” What is interesting in the
story is that despite this proclamation, the rules are not followed. The hero of the story, Grigorii,
states that he would be willing to go unshaven for five years, rather than make Lenin wait. Lenin
is convinced by the workers to skip them in line, as he does not want to offend them for their

offer. The workers are rewarded for waiting, however, in that they are able to observe Lenin

> In The Soviet Novel (1981) Katerina Clark discusses the dueling temporalities of the Socialist
Realist text, noting the denial of a present time: “Many great moments have been identified in
the past, and many are foreseen for the future; in the interim, a lot of ordinary time has to elapse.
This problem is smoothed over by making the future goal and past glories invest the present with
their significance. A hierarchy is thus established in which the present moments are not valuable
in themselves but represent modest, particular instances of Great Moments” (175).

16 “Hy, xto mocieauunii oxxumaet?” (Zoshchenko 330).

1 “Haxo cobmronars odepenb U NopAaoK. Mbl camu CO34aeM 3aKOHBI U JIOJKHBI BBITIOJIHATH UX
BO Bcex Menouax kusnu” (Zoshchenko 331).
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being shaved: “And everyone watched, how carefully and respectfully he was shaved” (331).'2
The story reconciles the fact that Lenin skipped the line. The workers revel in the spectacle of
the leader, yet conclude he is at the same time a normal person: “And everyone looked at
Comrade Lenin and thought: “This is a great man! But he is so modest!”” (331).*® Zoshchenko’s
story conveys the idea of ritual waiting, in which deference is shown by lower-ranking people
who wait and depend on positions of authority. The story depicts a harmony between the
workers and leader, and while the lesson of the story is somewhat destabilized by Zoshchenko’s
humor, it is representative of how Soviet culture routinely emphasized a collective that served its
higher ranks through sacrifice, diligence, and patience.

The ritual of waiting for Lenin was of course played out as one of the Soviet Union’s
most well known spectacles. Epshtein calls the queue a monolith of Soviet society that leads
straight to the Lenin Mausoleum. He views this type of waiting, the procession, as the highest
ideologically encoded everyday act. He compares the queue with the Egyptian pyramids, noting
how the queue is both monumental and seemingly eternal, built from the bottom up by those
under the leader’s rule. The queue is like a pyramid, constructed not from the sand of the desert,
but from the sands of time (58). Epshtein’s notion of the queue posits its followers in full
dedication to their pharaoh, constructing a monument in his name. In this move, he connects the
path of the queue to its culminating point, the origin: Lenin. “And the highest, most monumental
of these human pyramids, at its foundation is the main vault, where the main queue of the

country leads. The mausoleum is the union of two monumental structures: the Egyptian tomb at

18 “I1 Bce cMOTPAT, Kak OCTOPOXKHO 1 BEKIHBO ero Gpeer” (Zoshchenko 331).
19 ] Bce CMOTpPAT Ha ToBapuina JlennHa u mymarot: “OTo Benukuil yenmoBek! Ho kakoi oH
ckpomHubiii!” (Zoshchenko 331).
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its base and Soviet queue as its superstructure” (59).%> Although the path of the queue leads to
the cult of the leader, it is important to note how the procession is at the same time an
empowering, individual experience. Bogdanov agrees with this reading, and adds that queuing
to say farewell is an individual activity: “The farewell is always a queue, people, moving one
behind the other, ordered by the ‘procurement’ of their portion of ‘the farewell” (387).?* This
point captures an important moment. Waiting became ritual in Soviet culture, tied not only to
everyday consumerism, but also to mass events experienced both individually and collectively.?

Schwartz also analyses what he calls ceremonial waiting, a type of dramatized
performance that shows one’s loyalty to the social structure and leader (44). The Lenin
Mausoleum was a highly structured experience of waiting. The flow of Soviet citizens who
waited to see Lenin at the mausoleum was mediated by state guards to keep the procession
moving. The structure of the mausoleum was designed with crowd control in mind, with a clear
path constructed around the open-glass casket.? The mausoleum was not only a structure that
ordered the crowd, aligning everyone in respect to the leader, but it also interrupts the fluidity of
everyday life to allow for contemplation. Like a ceremonial moment of silence, another act of

waiting that seemingly suspends action in time, the mausoleum transformed waiting for Lenin

20 “}] camas BBICOKAsi, MOHYMEHTAJIbHAsI M3 3TUX YEJIOBECUECKUX MHUPaMHUI C OCHOBAaHHUEM B
[JIaBHOW YCBIMAJIBHULIE, KyJa BEIET TJIABHAs OYEPEAb CTpaHbl. MaB30iieli—CpalleHne IBYyX
MOHYMEHTQJIBHBIX CTPYKTYp: CTUIIETCKOW TPOOHHUIIBI B OCHOBAaHWM M COBETCKON OdYepeau B
Hajcrpoiike” (Epshtein 59).

21 “IIpomanne—-aTO Bceraa ouepeib, JIOAW, ABWXKYIIHECS IPYyr 3a JAPYroM B TIOPSIIKE
‘mostydueHue’ cBoei nmoptiuu ‘nipomranue’” (Bogdanov 387).

22 processions were a ubiquitous image in early revolutionary culture, from Aleksandr Blok’s
poem “The Twelve” (“Dvenadtsat” [1918]), to Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin
(Brononosets Potemkin [1925/26]), and Dziga Vertov’s One Sixth of the World (Shestaia chast’
mira [1926]) and Three Songs about Lenin (Tri pesni o Lenine [1934]).

2% The mausoleum was later retrofitted with stands for party members to make speeches and
watch parades, transforming the mausoleum into a multi-purpose structure that showed deference
for the leader, but also served as a podium for the Party to literally stand alongside Lenin.
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into the highest ideological form of deference. It equated waiting with a sense of permanence
that can stretch time, and was further embodied through the famous slogan, “Lenin lived, Lenin
lives, Lenin will live.”**

These examples largely deal with the ideological underpinnings of Soviet culture in
relation to a progress that is defined temporally. As seen in Zoshchenko’s “In the barbershop,”
Soviet culture also found ways to effectively sublimate the hierarchies that become entrenched in
structures of waiting, passing them off as perceived collectivity. | would like to emphasize that
cultural projects defined progress throughout the Soviet period by paying equally close attention
to the spatial configurations of socialist modernity. It becomes apparent that Soviet culture went
far beyond simply stressing patience and collective acts of waiting, but also ordered everyday
life through discourses of allocation. The temporal aspects of queuing and waiting were
appropriated by Soviet culture precisely to create this spatial and social order, which emphasized

that Soviet modernization could fairly, but not always equally, allocate the world that it created

to its populace.

2.2 THE COSTS OF WAITING: FIRST- AND SECOND-WORLD

RECONCILIATIONS OF EVERYDAY LIFE

Queues are not distinctly Soviet, as all modern social systems “must “‘decide’ how much different
members are to be given from a collective supply of goods and services,” and the “priority in

which the members’ needs are to be satisfied” (Schwartz 13). The definitions and linguistic

24 (13 7
Jlenun xwun, Jlenun xwuB, JIeHuH OyAeT KUTh.
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examples in this section will further illustrate how queuing and waiting are conceptualized
differently between the first- and second-worlds. One of the largest differences is in the
treatment of time as an organization of everyday life. Schwartz locates the compulsion to pass
time efficiently in Western Europe within its Christian traditions, noting specifically how
elements of the Protestant work ethic relate to emphases on completing tasks efficiently, with
respect for one’s craft, and a revulsion for idleness (154). This base acts as a prerequisite for
modern European social organization in the 20" century, which valued time: “More than we
realize, perhaps, the ethic that found its center in that part of the West transformed the rest of it
by helping to create the motivational prerequisite for fitting into and refining the time orientation
of its age” (155). In On Waiting (2008) Harold Schweizer also writes that in the first-world,
“The beginning of the 20™ century is marked by the concept of time as its main organizing
principle” (4). The means of serving and supplying a society reflect the economic base of the
system and Schweizer notes that under capitalism the experience of time is reduced to being a
commodity.

Those who stand in line become commoditized in a server-client relationship, numerated
in a system of access and delay for goods and services. Henri Lefebvre notes how everyday
modern life in the first-world strives to be presented as an ordered, calculated experience, and in
doing so, brings the subject into the realm of the commodity: “And what of everyday life?
Everything here is calculated because everything is numbered: money, minutes, metres,
kilogrammes, calories...; and not only objects but also living thinking creatures, for there exists a
demography of animals and of people as well as of things” (21). Lefebvre is most interested in
the ways that states and industries try to colonize everyday life, but he concludes that the

everyday cannot be systematized by philosophical thought. This view places the everyday at
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odds with the state and industry, which try to claim this space and its inhabitants all as part of a
teleologically driven system.

In his notes on the arcades of Paris, Walter Benjamin laments this very notion of the
engineering of everyday life, finding that the automation of the modern world was passed on
from the boredom of the elite to the toil of the laborer (106). Modern life fails in redirecting and
organizing all of man’s spare time and energy into its teleological paths, as the repetition of
automated processes such as the factory assembly line is experienced as boredom. On the one
hand, boredom can terrorize those who are busy, as much as it can those who have nothing to do.
On the other hand, Benjamin notes that this type of time, the boredom of waiting, has a
transformative element, in that one “takes in the time and renders it up in altered form—that of
expectation” (107).

The language of the consumer world immediately reflects the differences between first-
and second-world conceptualizations of what expectation meant. The English language
expression, which does not exist in Russian, “First come, first serve,” stresses individual
opportunity, but it also recognizes that this gain comes at the expense of others who arrive

later.®

Again, in English, discourses of time and money are associated with the possibility of
opportunity (and opportunity cost) in the phrase, “Time is money,” whereas the Russian phrase,

“Time provides money, but you can’t buy time with money,” identifies that time is not a

> The most similar idiom to “First come, first serve” is “Kto mepBblii BcTan TOro u Tanku,”
which is used not in the consumer context, but more generally, along the English equivalent of
“the early bird gets the worm.”
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commodity that can be acquired.?® While first-world modernity stresses the engineering of time
(to “kill” or “waste” time is to pass time unproductively), second-world modernity hides or
deemphasizes this necessity of maximizing time as its organizing principle. The quote “time is
money” displays an openness about the commoditization and precious nature of time and
immediacy, which Soviet modernity downplayed.?’

First-world modernity focused on the overcoming of time, the ability to do things
efficiently and speedily; the second-world mitigated this feature by incorporating delay into
discourses of allocation and procurement. The concept of delay becomes extremely important
then to the study of second-world modernity and the command based economy of the Soviet
Union and can be defined as the lag created between servers and clients who wait for the
allocation of goods: “The study of delay is therefore a task requiring psychological as well as
structural and interactional modes of analysis; it demands investigation of the subjective

standpoints of clients and their servers. For, delay is not only suffered; it is also interpreted. It

%6 “Bpemst IeHBIM JACT, a HA ACHBIM BpeMs He Kyruiub.” The phrase “time is money” has been

conceptualized repeatedly by writers since ancient Greece. Sir Thomas Wilson wrote in A
Discourse Upon Usury (1572) that “They say tyme is precious,” and Francis Bacon wrote in “Of
Dispatch” (1625) “Time is the measure of business as money is of wares.” In Advice to a Young
Tradesman — Written by an Old One (1748) Benjamin Franklin is credited with the exact
wording “Remember that TIME is Money” (qgtd. Cryer 274).

2" The study of time usage in the Soviet Union can be placed within the context of the cultural
representation of factography (faktografiia) as well as the drive for empirical social research in
the 1920s. Tracking began in 1923 by the economist S. G. Strumlin, who measured how
laborers, peasants, and cultural workers spent their leisure time. Much of this data in the 1920s
was published, but political attacks made survey work more difficult. Analysis of time budgets
came to a stop with the first purges of 1936. While it would at first seem paradoxical that the
measuring of time would stop during the Soviet Union’s most aggressive period of
industrialization, it is not surprising, since empirical data of time usage pointed out the flaws of
Soviet modernization. “The short-comings of Soviet society, while freely admitted by Lenin,
conflicted with Stalin’s claims of rapid advance towards socialism, and became correspondingly
more embarrassing” (Matthews 4). With Stalin’s death and the ensuing cultural and political
liberalization of the Thaw period, sociological studies resumed and the field flourished in the
ensuing decades.
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has meaning for both those who wait and those who keep them waiting” (Schwartz 7). This
definition points toward the various subjectivities formed through waiting, where one interprets
the local situation of his place in line and also the macro scale socio-economic question of the
allocation of socialism. Failure to allocate goods fairly or in a timely fashion, as I will show,
was interpreted and criticized in a variety of ways. For example, the instability of the server-
client relationship even extends into the Russian language for the verbal aspect pair “to acquire”:
when asking where one can buy a particular item, only the perfective verb “dostat™ is used,
rather than the habitual, imperfective form “dostavat’,” which would signify the item’s stable
existence.

This ideology of allocation locked its populace into a server-client relationship with the
state, not through commoditization, but through the interpellation of individuals into collective
and communal social structures that decided priority and access to goods. Allotment created this
relationship, organizing extended waiting lists for the most valuable commodities, such as
apartments and automobiles. Waiting lists tracked the precise dates when citizens would receive
products, placing them in a role of expectation. This relationship created a promise of allocation,
and is reflected on the linguistic level, where people would ask not what is being sold, but rather,

“What is being given out?” (“Chto daiut?”), or “What was thrown out?” (“Chto vybrosili?”).

%8 Katherine Verdery locates this control as a feature of second-world organization, calling it the
“Etatization of time.” Looking at Nicolae Ceausescu’s rule in Romania, Verdery focuses on the
state’s monopolization of time, which included the redefining of state holidays, the allocation of
services such as electricity according to strict timetables, and the inducing of shortages in order
to restructure the everyday lives of its citizens. While Verdery’s study is specific to the
totalitarian regime of Romania, it lends insight into how the state’s official discourses on time
create and convey centralized power.
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The use of the third person impersonal phrase in both questions implicitly labels the state as a
server and citizens as the clients who wait for state allocation of goods and services.

Allocation thus helped to construct a subject’s understanding of time and delay and
became a major site of contestation in everyday life. The Soviet promise of allocation
sublimated expectations that could not be satisfied in the present time of everyday life, but could
be resolved only when placed in the long-range teleology of Soviet modernity. One Soviet joke,
famously recited by Reagan in 1988, tells the story of how only one in seven Soviet citizens
owns an automobile, and how there is a ten-year wait to acquire one. Upon purchasing the car,
and being notified of the car’s delivery in ten years, a man asks, “Will that be in the morning or
afternoon? Because | have the plumber coming in the morning.” Of course, the American
retelling of the Soviet joke is meant to scoff at the inadequacies of the Soviet system, but it also
ridicules the micromanaging of everyday life, which central planning sought to organize.

Discourses of central allocation claimed to add a new order to everyday life. Soviet
culture had always struggled against the everyday by taking in the unsystematic aspects of life
and endowing it with ideological meaning. At the center of this process lies a conflict between
how everyday life is experienced as lack, or as being insufficient and incomplete. This aspect of
deficiency can be seen across many Russian definitions that confine everyday life, byt, to the
material world, in contrast to its counterpart, bytie, which encompasses a higher realm of ideas
and spirituality.”® Russian definitions of everyday life have historically never been labeled
neutrally and often carried negative connotations. Everyday life, | argue, is not conceptualized

temporally for its repetitions and routines, but rather materially, through the binary of absence

2% Svetlana Boym echoes this definition of everyday life in Common Places (1994): “The major
cultural opposition in Russia is not between private and public but rather between material and
spiritual existence, between byt and bytie” (83).
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and presence. lurii Lotman defines everyday life simply as the ever-present. “Everyday life is
the usual flow of life in its real, practical forms; everyday life is the things that surround us, our
habits, and daily behavior. Everyday life surrounds us like air, and like air, is noticeable only
when there is a lack of it, or it is spoiled” (10).*® Lotman situates everyday life in relation to
scarcity when he states that it only becomes recognizable when it is lacking in something. In
the context of the Soviet culture of allocation, we can begin to construct a definition of
everydayness conceptualized through material absences and the ways in which these void are
transcended.

Kristina Kiaer and Eric Naiman write that this predisposition toward devaluing the
materiality of the everyday was at odds with the new Soviet state, which sought to create a new
everyday life (novyi byt): “This leads to a fundamental tension in Bolshevik Marxism, which was
caught between Marxist materialism, on the one hand, and on the other, the traditional Russian
dualism that pitted the devalued material realm of byt against the higher spiritual realm of bytie”
(10). Transforming byt for the early Bolshevik state sought to reconcile these conflicting
tensions, by improving material conditions and by instilling a new form of bytie endowed with
“transcendent values of socialist community” (10). Kiaer and Naiman are interested in the early
Soviet period of the 1920s when the social projects, such as those by the constructivists, sought
to transcend everydayness by controlling and redefining how public and private space were used,;
they formulated architectural designs that forced inhabitants to live differently, such as in the

communal apartment, or within closer proximity to their fellow workers. These projects all

30

“BpIT—3TO 0OBIYHOE MPOTEKAHHE >KU3HU B €€ PealbHO-TIPAKTHUECKuX (opmax; ObIT —3TO
BEIIM, KOTOPBIC OKPY’KAIOT HAC, HAIIM MPUBBIYKH M KaXIOJHEBHOE IOBeCHNE. BHIT OKpyxkaeT
Hac Kak BO3/yX, OH 3aMETeH HaM TOJIbKO TOT/a, KOIJa €ro He XBaTaeT MJIM OH MOPTUTCS

(Lotman 10).
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shared the Marxist belief that physical environment dictates social relations, and new plans
fashioned utopian designs that embodied socialist ideologies.

These examples of a materialist ideological positioning can be traced throughout Soviet
history, where collective achievement and monumental feats transcended everyday struggle and
deficiency. Material growth was emphasized by a culture of fulfilling norms to produce
abundance. In his genre-bending fusion of history and novel, Red Plenty (2010), Francis
Spufford describes how Soviet planning was firmly rooted on materiality as a marker for
progress: !

Indeed there was a philosophical issue revealed here, a point on which it was
important for Soviet planners to feel that they were keeping faith with Marx, even
if in almost every other respect their post-revolutionary world parted company
with his. Theirs was a system that generated use values rather than exchange-
values, tangible human benefits rather than the marketplace delusion...By
counting actual bags of cement rather than the phantom of cash, the Soviet
economy was voting for reality, for the material world as it truly was in itself,
rather than for the ideological hallucination. (88)
Progress thus had a material, tangible element to it, not simply defined by the breakneck speed of
modernity, not by the fulfilling of a task, but by the reaching of a norm, a number that marked a
physical presence of items produced. This element was important, as ideologies that stressed
material abundance countered the realities and horrors of collectivization. The famous

shockworker Aleksei Stakhanov reveals this emphasis on material markers of progress when he

3! spufford is adamant that Red Plenty is neither novel nor historical account. He tries to capture
a moment in history of the Khrushchev era that he likens most closely to a modernization of the
Russian fairy tale.
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stated in “My Suggestion to Soviet Cinema” (1938) that while coal miners in the 1920s were
demanding bread, they are now demanding grand pianos (qtd. Taylor and Christie 390). The
statement is important, in that not only does it define Soviet progress through things, but it
introduces a cultural benchmark. The grand piano is not seen as a marker of bourgeois living,
but a measure of culture that the Soviet Union should acquire along with its industrial
abundance.

As | will detail in the coming chapters, both Soviet planning and culture tried to
overcome lack and downplay scarcity, and under Khrushchev and Brezhnev, aimed to provide a
greater sense of material security in everyday life, a less romantic notion of progress than the
monumental feats achieved at the same time. For example, one joke comments on the ability of
Soviet technology to send man into space, but its inability to stock food shelves: “Gagarin’s
young daughter answers the phone: ‘Daddy’s flying around the Earth and will be back today at
7:00 p.m., and Mommy went out to buy food, so there’s no telling when she’ll be home’”
(Smolitskaia 391).%

These examples all reveal the underlying idea that second-world social organization is
less dependent on the representation of efficiency and engineering of time, but rather on the
representation of the order and abundance of materiality. Official Soviet culture throughout its
history sought to fix space by portraying a unified collective and endowing it with the abundance
of material goods. This representation, | argue, is a way of fixing social relations that are
dependent upon the server-client relationship, where social structures, such as queues, offer the

perception of being in a horizontally oriented structure, when in reality, subjects were positioned

32 “Jlouka I'arapuna orBeuaer no tenedony: ‘Ilama neraer Bokpyr 3emnu u BepHercs B 19.00, a
Mama yIiia o Mara3uHam, U Korja BepHeTcsi—Hen3BecTHo ” (Smolitskaia 391).
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into a vertical structure of distribution where they relied on the goodwill of the state. The ideals
of allocation produced yet another site of communal life, where people waited together for their

abundance to be “handed” or “thrown out” by the state.

2.3 THE QUEUE AND SOVIET SPACE: BUYING IN TO THE CROWD, PEOPLE,

AND COLLECTIVE

In order to read this idea of Soviet cultural allocation, my methodology heavily relies on
sociological studies of the queue, in that the field of sociology gives insight into the queue as
social structure, while cultural studies of queuing in the Russo-Soviet context have explored
mostly temporal and ideological questions. While Soviet citizens were taught that waiting was a
necessity of Soviet life and modernization, it was the collective process of waiting that created a
notion of stability. This view of the queue expands our notion of the collective in Soviet culture
that is traditionally defined as the summation of workers in collectivities: the place of labor is the
site of identity formation. A reading of the queue and socialism as a system of allocation,
however, redefines collectivity as a two-way street, not only emphasizing peoples’ service to the
state, but rather the state’s service to the people.

The queue as a form of social organization, particularly the control of crowds, can be
connected in the modernization of Europe and the commoditization of consumer goods.
Benjamin’s notion of the flaneur relates to this view on the commoditization of modern life,
stating that it is the impetus to the formation of crowds. The flaneur, who gazes, but does not
act, himself becomes a commodity: “He seeks refuge in the crowd, as the department store draws

in the flaneur to make use of him to sell goods” (10). For Benjamin, the formation of the crowd
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beginning in the 19" century is firmly tied to the act of consumerism and the presentation of
goods in the urban space: “For the first time in history, with the establishment of department
stores, consumers begin to consider themselves a mass. (Earlier it was only scarcity which taught
them that)” (43). Even in the context of the showcase of consumer goods at the Paris Exhibition,
Benjamin focuses on the separation between the commodity and the consumer: “They
[exhibitions] are a school in which the masses, forcibly excluded from consumption, are imbued
with the exchange value of commodities to the point of identifying with it: ‘Do not touch the
items on display’” (18). Here it is important to note that the so-called consumer becomes
reduced to his gaze, and the viewing of the item becomes more important than the actual act of
consumption, which does not even happen.

The queue in Soviet society, of course, forms a different ideological connection in its
server-client relationship, as people “buy into” the socialist system by joining its ranks. One of
the questions the dissertation asks is how can we classify the space of the Soviet queue? Can it
be considered a form of collective, or simply a collectively habited space? On the one hand, the
queue is a construct, byproduct, or failure of Soviet state planning to provide its citizens with
goods or services. On the other hand, a queue simultaneously forms by those who inhabit its
space. It is a collective of people, but not as stable as official collectivities, the organization of
people at the level of Soviet institutions such as the school or the workplace. Nikolaev writes
that the queue is an ambivalent Soviet space: “The queue presents itself as a collection of people

in one place, characterized by its temporary and changing composition: with the flow of time
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new members join its ranks, and former people leave” (7).>* Moreover, people join the queue in
order to satisfy a personal goal, and once they accomplish this task at the front of the line, the
goal disappears. This dynamic aspect of the queue, in which temporary individual goals exist, is
what distinguishes it as a social structure from collectivities, which ideally operated under state
guidance and the permanent singular shared goal of achieving communism. It can be most
closely compared with a notion of communality that existed in Soviet structures, most notably in
the communal apartment. Il'ia Uthekhin calls one of the principles of communal life the
“mechanism of the simple [living] queue” (“mechanism zhivoi ocheredi”), which regulated how
inhabitants shared living space by taking turns, from daily activities of cooking, washing, and
using the telephone, to the less desirable task of doing chores (44).

Despite this ambivalent positioning, the queue was a space of habitation in which
different groups interacted. The individual becomes a part of the crowd through the sharing of a
common fate, as all members in a queue share the same goal, which according to Nikolaev,
levels all other differences:

The main and most widespread identification that arises, regardless of whether
people end up in the queue day after day against their own will, regardless of
which strategy they use or which benefits and privileges they have, and regardless

of the competition that the queue creates, is that everyone who still ends up in the

3 “Odvepenp Kak TakoBas TNIPEACTaBIACT COOOH coOpaHHWe JIOJACH B OJHOM MeECTe,

XapaKTCPUIYIOIICCCA TEMIIOPAJILHO U3MCHAOIINUMCA JIMYHBIM COCTAaBOM: C TCUCHUCM BPCMCHU K
HEH MPUCOCIUHAIOTCS HOBBIE WiIeHBI, a mpeskuue BeiObBaroT” (Nikolaev 7).
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queue inevitably shares a common fate, and everyone has the same chances. (38-
39)34
Moreover, similar to the public location of the collective, people in queues are held to the same
level of behavior amongst one another, and adhere to a system of rules based on queue discipline
(Nikolaev 10). These observations allow Nikolaev to view the queue under various guises of
collectivity. They unite different classes of people (minus those with privileges who avoid
queues) in the same location. Likewise, the many nationalities of the Soviet republics are also
represented.®®> While these observations are hardly novel, Nikolaev notes that the queue
represents an alternative narod, translated here not as “nation,” but as “people.” Along with
transport, the queue is one of the few areas where almost all types of Soviet society routinely
gathered (156).%® In this sense, the queue creates the illusions of equality and solidarity in what
was itself an illusory classless Soviet society.
What is particularly interesting is that advances in queuing practices that divided the
collective mass never caught on in the Soviet Union, or more importantly, were never instituted.

In the 1960s, the “thinking ticket machine” was developed in Sweden (Ehn and L&fgren 15).

3 «“OcnoBHoit u Hambonee IMPOKOH MJIeHTU(PUKAIIMEH, BOSHUKAIOIICH Ha 3TOW IMO4YBe, OblLia
UACHTU(UKALMS IPYT C IPYTOM TeX, KTO BOJICH-HEBOJICH M30 JIHS B ICHb OKA3bIBAJICS B OUEPEIH
—HCE3aBUCHUMO OT TOr'0, KAKUMHU CTPATCTUAMU IMOBCACHUSA B OUEPCIU OHHU ITOJIB30BAINCH, UMCIIN
JIK OHU KAKHUC-TO JIbI'OTHI W MPUBHUIICTHU HJIM HC HMCIIM, HC3aBUCUMO OT TECX KOHKypGHLIHﬁ,
KOTOpbIE B OdYepeau BO3HHMKaIW. [l BceX OSTHUX JIOACH mMomMamaHue B OdYepeb ObLIO
HEU30EKHBIM, PYTHHHBIM U TPEJICKa3yeMbIM (PaKTOM €CTECTBEHHOM >KU3HU: OHM ObUIM paBHBI B
cBoei cynanr0e, y HuX ObLIH paBHbIE ImaHchl Takoro momaganue’ (Nikolaev 38-39). He also notes
how those in line are united against those who are privileged enough to avoid queues (41).

% This aspect also became the source of numerous jokes and anecdotes, especially about
Georgians, who were known to have mastered the ability to queue and minimize their time spent
in lines.

% Higher-ranking party members on nomenklatura lists were able to subvert the system of
queues, buying scarce items from state-run hard currency stores beginning in the 1930s. People
also avoided queuing through the gift giving exchange process of blat, in which items were
traded based on personal needs. For a lengthier description of blat, see Ledeneva.
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The device, which hands out a numbered ticket, allowed people to wait individually and remain
mobile, rather than hold their place in line. Ehn and Lofgren note how this invention
revolutionized the way people were able to wait for services, but there was also another change:
“there were no orderly queues but only a seemingly disorganized crowd of people holding little
paper slips with numbers, which they glanced at now and then. It was no longer possible to
know who was next in line” (15). Ehn and Lofgren bring up this example to reflect how the
practice of queuing across the world was transformed from a collective waiting process into an
individual activity. The ticket machine never caught on in the Soviet Union, and even today is
severely lacking in Russia (“Russia scores™). The practice of writing numbers on one’s hand, or
on the bottom of one’s shoe did exist, but this method of keeping track of the order of the queue
was instituted by those waiting, rather than by the institution itself.

Everyday life in the Soviet Union thus was heavily shaped through communal and
collective social structures, which not only grouped people’s waiting as a mass, but also allowed
for the state to promote discourses of allocation. While Nikolaev’s notion of a common fate
seems rather deterministic, the rest of the dissertation focuses on the creative attempts to find and
express distinction within a culture of mass allocation. This view traces not a breakdown of
collective behavior in Soviet culture, a topic that has been explored across disciplines, but rather
the breakdown of allocative influence in everyday life. The structure of the queue proliferated
throughout Soviet space in different forms, perpetuating its structure into various facets of

everyday life, but as | will show, it was also the site for new appropriations and transformations.
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2.4 BOURDIEU AND CERTEAU: PERPETUATING STRUCTURES AND

COUNTERING TACTICS

I am interested in how the social practice of queuing was conceived and conveyed in discourse.
In all of these discourses on queuing, we see the subjective interiority of waiting and its cultural
life, constructed against the backdrop of socialist modernity, which seeks to shape and form its
subjects’ orientations toward its own teleologies of progress. Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the
habitus views how dispositions are created across social fields, so that these dispositions support
the very structures from which they emanate: Objects of knowledge are *“constructed, not
passively recorded, and, contrary to intellectualist idealism, that the principle of this construction
is the system of structured, structuring dispositions, the habitus, which is constituted in practice
and is always oriented toward practical functions” (Logic 52).

Bourdieu’s theory of practice is appropriate in many ways to view the representations and
rituals of the queue, in that it sublimates the absurdities and struggle of everyday life into
commonplace experiences for those who waited in lines. The phrase, “What are you waiting in
line for?” (“Za chem vy stoite?”), was rendered useless in practice, as people would see a line
and jump in it, regardless of what was being sold or what they needed. Epshtein furthers this
idea on language, as the queue’s physical orientation places bodies in an unnatural position.
Visual ties of communication with others are severed as focus is placed solely in direction of
what lies ahead: “All of communication with the world occurs face to face, through wide-open

eyes, an open handshake... And then there is the queue, the ‘tail,” where people stand with their
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gazes fixed on each other’s backs” (55).%” Likewise, practices of queuing forwarded purported
logic. For example, if there was no line outside of a store, people deduced that the store had
nothing to sell.

All these aspects of the Soviet consumer world became normalized within everyday life.
One’s navigation of the consumer sphere is reduced to, as Bourdieu writes, the acting out of
roles: “The social world is seen as a representation...and practices are seen as no more than the
acting-out of roles, the playing of scores or the implementations of plans” (Logic 52).
Bourdeiu’s notion of habitus reveals that while people consent to practices, there still is a
perception of agency. Soviet consumers still had to invest time in procurement, even in
deplorable situations of waiting, but they received gain from their actions, and took note of this.
People bragged about acquisitions, and as | will show later in Chapter Five, treated shopping as a
form of sport, where products of acquisition served as trophies. These improvisations and
strategies, according to Bourdieu, are unknown to the agents themselves that they are actually
constituted in the habitus.®® Even if the subject thinks he is manipulating or subverting the
structure, these actions are prescribed within the rules of the field. They allow for changes to be
made in order to propagate the future of the system. For Bourdieu, the habitus operates within
classes and stratifies their boundaries. While they do not cite Bourdieu, Bogdanov and Nikolaev
both follow this line of thinking, and point out that the stability of the queue and its ability to

operate properly came from people’s hope and belief in the system: “In order to wait for

37 wpas
Bcé oOmenune ¢ MUpPOM CTajgo MPOU3BOAUTHECS uepe3 JUIO, Yepe3 paclaxHyThle Tjasa,

OTKpBITOE pyKomokatue... WM BOT odepenb, ‘XBOCT,” TH€ JIOAU CTOST 3aThUIOK, YIMUPAsCh
B3msiiamu B ciuHy” (Ephstein 55).

%8 According to Bourdieu, this process occurs without a conductor, as responses are “inscribed in
the present” (Logic 53). People are conditioned by past history that eliminates meaning in
present time.
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something from the queue, you need above all else the belief in that queue—to believe in the
practicability that organizes its rules and imposition of trust” (Bogdanov 421).*° The
presupposition both of a classless society and of the Soviet command economy as a server of the
populace provided a reason to believe and participate in the system.

Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is not stifling for the subject, whose lack of consciousness
or agency is subsumed within everyday life. Commonplaces are constructed from ideological
channels, but made regular in their everyday occurrences. The author lurii Druzhnikov
literalizes this idea in his biographical essay, “I was born in a line... and learned how to live
where scarcity was forever” (1979). The author, whose mother actually did give birth while
waiting in a queue, describes what Bourdieu calls a second birth, the socialization of the
individual into the social field:

And ever since, the queue became an integral part of my existence. Or more
precisely, |1 became a part of a large, living organism, which was called the queue.
Every day | stood in queues for bread, for a glass of water, in order to buy a shirt
or a pair of boots, for textbooks and notebooks, for passports and my military

service card, in order to file documents at the institute, in order to take a book out

39 «
Yto6b! uero-1ubo xJaTh OT OUEpein, HYKHO MPEXK]IE BCETO BEPUTH B CaMy O4Yepelb—BEPHUTh

B 11€1€CO00Pa3HOCTh OPTraHU3YIONINX €€ MPABUJI U HalaraeMbIx UMH 00s3aTenbeTB” (Bogdanov
421).
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of the library, to get a tooth pulled, to get married, and to get divorced. (la
rodilsia 7)"*°
Druzhnikov also describes a situation, in which a foreigner asks him why the state does not hire
more people to work in a shop, in order to sell products more quickly or manufacture more
products. He surmises sarcastically that life without lines would be unimaginable, even
frightening: “Imagine life without queues. It would be very dangerous for the state. How would
people spend their days, if they didn’t have to stand in lines? What would they begin to think
about? What would they want to do? Pure and simple, the queue is a gigantic state juice
extractor” (13).** The quote illustrates humorously Bourdieu’s notion that habitus precludes
subjects from thinking outside of what are perceived as an objective set of accepted conditions
and rules in society.

At the same time however, Bourdieu seems to implicate subjects for their willingness to
operate and commit to rules of the social field. Disposition is “always marked by its (social)
conditions of acquisition and realization, ends to adjust to the objective chances of satisfying

need or desire, inclining agents to ‘cut their coats according to their cloth,” and so to become the

accomplices of the processes that tend to make the probable a reality” (Logic 65). One can

40 «C 1ex MOp OYepeab CTaja HEOThEMJIEMOM 4YacThbIO MOETO cyliecTBoBaHus. Mnu, Tounee, s
CTaJl YaCThI0 OTPOMHOTO KHBOTO OpPraHM3Ma, KOTOPBIA Ha3bIBaeTCA Ouepenpio. EjkemHeBHO s
CTOSUT B OYepe/six 3a XJieOoM, 32 CTAaKaHOM BOJIbI, YTOOBI KYMHUTh PYOAIIKy WA OOTHHKH, 3a
y‘IGGHHKaMH " TCTpaasAMHU, 3a MaCriopToM M BOCHHBIM 6I/IJ'ICTOM, I-ITO6I>I noaaTtb HJOKYMCHTLI B
HHCTHTYT, 4TOOBI B35ATh KHUTY B OMOIMOTEKE, 3a7IeUnTh 3y0, )KeHUThCs, pa3Bectucs” (la rodilsia
7). Druzhnikov originally published his essay in English in The Washington Post in 1979, only
more recently republishing a version of the article in his memoire in Russian under the title I was
born in a Queue (la rodilsia v ocheredi [1995]).

41 “IlpencraBpTe cede xu3Hb 0€3 odepeneld. ITO OUYEHb OMacHO JJis rocyaapcTBa. Yem jroau
3aMoNIHAT JIeHb, €CIIM HE MPUIETCs CTOATh B ouepelsx? O yeMm HauHyT aymarb? UYto um
3axo4eTcs Aenarh? B cymHocTH, 04epe—iATO OrpOMHAasl TOCYJapCTBEHHAs COKOBBDKHMAIKA™
(la rodilsia 13).
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follow Bourdieu’s theory of practice and certainly relate it to how Soviet modernity evolved
under Stalin through Brezhnev, anchoring its subjects in consumptive tracks, which, in turn,
oriented them toward state ideologies of allocation.

Bourdieu’s theory nicely articulates the intricacies between both mediated consumption
of culture and its mediated production. His view of the dispositions created through habitus,
however, leaves little room for cultural production outside the field of power (the economic and
political realm). Production can only develop within the rules dictated by the habitus. Indeed,
much of my argument lies within Bourdieu’s conceptualization. | maintain that discourses of
individual priority emanated using the very ideologies of socialist allocation. Likewise, people’s
appropriations of the homogenized consumer culture of the second-world created new forms of
expression. Bourdieu’s reading seems to undervalue these acts and expressions as being creative
or unique.

According to Michel de Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life (1980), the world of
narrative and language formulates tactics and strategies. Representational spaces are created in
order to find spaces of contestation in structures. Operational schemas are like a literary style for
Certeau; ways of writing can be distinguished just as different ways of operating. He
differentiates between strategies, which “are able to produce, tabulate, and impose these spaces,
when those operations take place,” from tactics, which “can only use, manipulate, and divert
these spaces” (30). Both of these operations formulate, for Certeau, imaginative acts and new
meaning: “He creates for himself a space in which he can find ways of using the constraining
order of the place or of the language. Without leaving the place where he has no choice but to
live and which lays down its law for him, he establishes within it a degree of plurality and

creativity” (30; emphasis in original). The place of tactics and strategies can be traced to what

36



Certeau labels as “the narrativizing of practices,” in which texts find a “way of operating” that
has its own procedures and tactics within systems of power (78). Certau’s notion of how tactics
develop is appropriate to view the queue, as its social structure emanates out of Soviet
modernity’s allocation, but acquires its own rules and ways of operating by those inhabiting its
space. For Certeau narrativizing tries to escape the world of dominant ideologies by encoding
practice within a different rule set, that of narrative, which has its own conventions.

Certeau, like Bourdieu, notes that one can never escape this system of power relations,
but must operate within it; their analyses reject the idea of representation as “reflection,” which
place the work’s structural elements on the same level of social structure.*? Instead narrative
refracts social reality through its own media, and most importantly, its own logic. Certainly,
queuing was a practice that was characterized by its tacit conciliatory nature, as people would
enter a queue without even knowing what product was available, but it was also a practice that
promoted strategies of local knowledge as to where and when goods were sold, how people stood
in multiple lines at once, and maximized their so-called wasted time. This is also how | view the
dual nature of the queue in cultural representation, and how it can simultaneously express
collectivity and proper allocation, but also individuality and individual desire.

Regardless of whether one sides with Bourdieu or Certeau on how subjects operate
within social structures, the queue is a structure that allowed for a voice of priority and
individuation to emerge from the socialist culture of allocation. While sameness of purpose

might seem to unite people standing in lines as they wait for a given product or event, people are

2 In his later volumes The Field of Cultural Production (1993) and The Rules of Art (1996),
Bourdieu extended his theory to more directly discuss the production, rather than the
consumption of literature and art, seeking to explore how authorship and production are shaped
by political, economic, and cultural fields.
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differentiated by individual concerns as well as their queue position. This tension, which | label
as ocherednost' (queue priority) is a subjective positioning where, by standing or waiting in a
queue, the individual becomes part of an unofficial collective, but at the same time is
distinguished from his or her neighbor through a system of ordering and succession.

The individual nature of queuing as a numbered system also contributes to the changing
dichotomy between equality and inequality.** “At any given moment, all of those waiting in line
are separated in their advances toward the goal by different intervals (intervals from their own
place, until, one could say, the ‘zero position’ where one achieves his goal and leaves the
group)” (Nikolaev 10).** Here, | am precisely interested in the individual subjectivity of
numbering, as one identifies himself by his position in line: first, second, and last; if we return to
the question in Russian “Who is last?” (“Kto poslednii?””), ocherednost' can be seen as a form of
queue discipline across different levels of Soviet society, ranging from the micro everyday
consumption of goods to the macro, an individual’s official position within society.

The dissertation later focuses on this concept of ocherednost' to detail the subjective
interiority of queuing in narratives of the post-Stalinist period, which posits the individual
simultaneously as a part of a group, yet ordered within that group by queues and Soviet

institutions that decide orders of priority. | contend that this becomes a defining feature of

* Ilila Zemtsov notes how the queue’s social structure is hierarchical and reflective of the class
stratification of the “classless” Soviet society: “The social structure and composition of queues
reflects the hierarchy inherent in Soviet society. People who queue are on the lowest rung of the
Soviet social ladder. They are workers, rank and file officials, professionals without a big
reputation. Such people do not have privilege of exchanging their money for goods in closed
stores” (263).

# g Ka)XJbI JTaHHBIM MOMEHT BPEMEHU BCE YYACTHUKH OYEpPEOU OTIEIECHBI OT JOCTUKEHUS
e Pa3HBIMU PACCTOSHUSIMHU (PacCTOSHUSAMH OT WX COOTBETCTBYIOIIETO ‘MecTa’ 0, TakK
CKa3aTh. ‘HYJICBOT'O MECTa,” 3HAMEHYIOIIETO JOCTHKEHUE 1eu U Beixo u3 coopanus” (Nikolaev

10).
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second-world modernity. What is most interesting in this move is that the very same discourses
of queuing that were used to forward the socialist project can be used to assert individual
priority. It highlights the communal nature of Soviet life, which subsumed individual desire
within structures of organization and power. Regardless of subjects’ agency and their
dispositions, which consciously or unconsciously adapted to a given set of rules (in Bourdieu’s
terms “the field”), the queue posited people to be able to assert their individual priority. The
socialist project endowed its citizens with capital they acquired solely by waiting for the
promises of the socialist system.

Certeau’s writing on the tactics of narrative also lend insight into how second-world
cultural production represents scarcity. Storytelling operates to create an acceptable “real,” in a
way compensating for material lack (Certeau 79). Stories create literary excess that steps in for
scarcity, whether that was created in official state discourses that created fictional abundance, or
the narration of memoires that retold prized everyday moments, such as the procurement of rare
mandarin oranges, or the first time a Soviet citizen tried an American product, such as Pepsi
Cola.”® These narratives offer a stockpile of substance that escapes the confines of the Soviet

material world. They evolve into strategic statements that find and create new spaces of

% Narrative often evolves out of the preconditions of scarcity. Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of
the Folktale (Morfologiia skazki [1928]) identifies lack as being one of the two narrative
preconditions of the folktale. Perhaps it is comical that when Propp had to define this term in
Russian, he specifically had to separate a literary specificity from its social meaning of his time:
“We realize fully that the terms “insufficiency’ and ‘lack’ are not wholly satisfactory. But there
are no words in the Russian language with which the given concept may be expressed
completely and exactly. The word ‘shortage’ sounds better, but it bears a special meaning which
is inappropriate for the given concept.” [“Mbl BHOJHE CO3HaEM, YTO TEPMHUHBI ‘HeAOCTada’ W
‘HexBaTka’ He BMoOJiHE yaauyHbl. HoO Ha pyccKOM s3bIKE€ HET TaKMX CJIOB, KOTOPHIMH JAaHHOE
MIOHATUE MOTJIO ObI OBITH BBIPAXKEHO BIOJHE TOYHO U Xopomo. CI0OBO ‘HEOCTAaTOK  3BYYHT

Jydiie, HO OHO HWMEET OCOOBIM CMBICH, KOTOPBIA ISl JAHHOTO TIOHATHS HE TOIXOIUT’
(“Morfologiia” 29)].
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representation, endowing Soviet social structures and their corresponding ideologies with new
logic, and new meaning.

This personalized expression carves out new spaces from the confines of Soviet
modernity. It is the ultimate simulation of second-world culture that demands a cultural
sustenance despite an empty shelf of wealth. Going back to Lotman’s definition of everyday
life, which is only noticeable through lack, conceptions of the Soviet world rehabilitated
everyday life, and rendered its material fabric with highly personalized meaning. Experiences of
the everyday and the Soviet landscape could never live up to the ideological promise of waiting
for a world of abundance that the state depicted in films and novels of the Stalinist period. These
realms never really corresponded, but consumers began to find refuge from their alienation in
other forms of self-made culture. A sarcastic joke from the Stagnation period reflected this
notion. It returns to Khrushchev’s proclamation that by 1980, the Soviet Union would achieve
its communist transition: “We were promised communism by 1980 and all we received instead
were the Moscow Olympics.” This ideological longing no longer had real meaning for people,
and the Soviet material world, no matter how impressively it was constructed, could never live
up to the intangible, lofty abstract ideological promises of communism.

The prizes of Soviet allocation were simply not worth the delay. In an interview
discussing his novel The Queue (Ochered' [1980]), Sorokin writes, “Soviet man doesn’t have a
present tense. He either lives on nostalgic ideas about the past—imagining the sweet, friendly
life people used to live—or on an ideological notion of the future, a future he’s continuously
striving towards. For seventy years now people in this country have been living on hope, on
constant promises” (“Interview” 149). This constant postponement is reflected in political

speech, as Sorokin quotes Lenin: “At the first Congress of the Komsomol Lenin said: ‘We old
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folk won’t live to see communism, but you young people will live to see it’” (“Interview” 150),
and it was also reflected in Soviet policy, most notably in the redefining of Marxism-Leninism
during the Brezhnev period, when the term “developed socialism” was added to the stages of the
path to attaining true communism. For Sorokin, the postponing of goals and redefining of
ideology is just one of the many disconnects between modernist teleology and lived experience:
Now of course the goal has been infinitely postponed, no one talks in terms of
dates any more, but it still exists—the slogan hasn’t been wiped away. And this
means that our actual, real, present life is devalued—it doesn’t really exist.
People are continually asked to wait for something, starting from the most
mundane, ordinary things... up to things on the global, mystical level: our
descendents, if not we ourselves, will live to see the dawn of communism.
(“Interview” 150)
The comments illustrate how the extending of abstract ideology contrasts with everyday reality.
The repetition of the ideological slogan is worn out, as it rubs against the actual material reality it
seeks to transform. Something else had to replace the Soviet slogan, which was itself, a dull and
shoddy Soviet cultural product.

The stories | am focusing on, regardless of subject or genre, are heavily inflected by this
political economy of second-world modernity. My methodology, therefore, is not to collect texts
in order to tell a cultural history about queuing and waiting, but rather to offer an exploration of
how the second-world political economy was inflected in narrative, transforming a world of
scarcity to a cultural representation of textual excess that finds a way of expressing tactics and
strategies, local knowledge, and personalized conceptions of everyday life. The dissertation

seeks to explain how practices were narrativized into tactical and strategic statements, and in this
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process, how the practices shaped literary and cultural texts. How do authors begin to find ways
to express conditions of scarcity or the time spent waiting in queues? Likewise, what are the
different ways in which texts frame the subjectivities of queuing, from the agony of the crowd, to
individuation in recognizing personal distinction in the very same spaces where official Soviet
culture sought collective identity formation? The queue as speech act occupies a liminal space
within the official public discourse of Soviet society. It is on the one hand, out in the open,
visible on the street or written on a sheet of paper. On the other hand, it is the source of
circulation of voices that often run contrary to the Soviet project.* Narrative returns voice,
moving away form queuing as simply a positioning of bodies, but rather as an expression that
recovers communication. By tracing the presence of these pliable tropes and voices across
Soviet culture, it becomes apparent that the representations of waiting, queuing, scarcity and
allocation occupy a dominant, yet polysemic place in Soviet culture, rendering the presences and
absences of second-world modernity. | am interested in how literature began to lay bare the
contradictions of what was once a seemingly congruous teleological path, and instead featured
narratives that focused on the details of the everyday material world. In doing so, these
narratives all try to locate a space and time, a way of understanding the unsystematic everyday

world within the ordered, representational life of modernization.

% Seth Graham identifies the queue as one of the “marginal settings” where Soviet jokes
(anekdoty) circulated people’s discontent with the system (9). He compares the food line to the
traditional marketplace, the site of the “carnival idiom” for Mikhail Bakhtin (144). Hessler
similarly describes the queue as a public source of information, where the state could gauge
dissatisfaction. She cites the flour panic of 1927 as one example, during which Kliment
Voroshilov toured Moscow cooperatives, met with salesclerks, and also observed behavior in
queues, stating that people were calm and that “the crowd dd not crush forward, and there were
no malicious yells or noisy expressions of discontent” (157).
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3.0 WAITINGINTHECITY: HABITATION AND THE REALLOCATION OF

URBAN SPACE

The problem is that any utopia, be it social, political or
architectural, is a u-chronia, forced atemporality, interrupted time-
flow, life standing still. What architectural utopia does not take
into account is history; both in the broad sense of social history and
in a sense of individual history with its multiple narratives of
everyday life. — Svetlana Boym, Common Places (130)

In our city there are way too many residents. There are too many
people arriving from out of town. Way too many cars. Everyone
is rushing somewhere, everyone is late for somewhere.
Everywhere there are crowds, jostling, and queues. But all the
same, | love my city. It is my city.*” — An Office Romance
(Sluzhebnyi roman)

3.1 MAPPING MOVEMENT AND STASIS: THE BUSTLE OF THE CITY AND

HABITUAL ROUTINE

The utopian ideals of the city present it as a place of speed, calculation, and anticipation.
Everything is accelerated, and even the unsystematic aspects of everyday life seem organized.

The city offers a dreamscape for its inhabitants, mirroring the very buildings that reach toward

4" “B Hamewm ropoJie uepecuyp MHOTO )kurteneid. Yepecuyp MHOTO mpueskux. Yepecuyp MHOTO

MamnH. Bcee kyna-to criemar. Bcee kyna-To oma3apiBaroT. BcCroay TOJIKOTHS, AaBKa, OYEpEu.
Ho Bce paBHo 51 110065110 3TOT Topoa. Dto moii ropox’” (Sluzhebnyi roman).
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the sky. If the city itself is the ultimate image of progress, how do we understand the delays and
inconsistencies of modernization that are such an integral part of the urban experience? In his
chapter “Waiting,” Michael Sayeau writes that the relationship between urban waiting and
modern experience is a distinct feature of the modern novel that chooses to “wait rather than to
consummate” (284). Sayeau is interested in the act of writing and narration as a reaction against
the discourses of the progress of modernity: “The history of modernity has been narrated again
and again as a story of speed and anticipation, of the training that informs it and the ramifications
of this training... But when we brush the literature and theory of the period against its grain, we
discover an alternative starting point in moments of waiting” (296). Sayeau is concerned with
how cultural texts portray the notion of delay amidst rapid industrialization. We can locate these
moments of waiting as reacting to the discourses of modernization throughout the Soviet period,
almost as a built-in braking mechanism, or a moment to orient oneself in the middle of the chaos
and speed of modern life.

A perfect example of this temporal braking can be seen in the Natal'ia Baranskaia’s A
Week Like any Other (Nedelia kak nedelia). The 1969 publication of the novella in the journal
New World (Novyi mir) became famous for its voicing of gender inequality, namely in narrating
the everyday dilemmas of a wife’s double life (dvoinaia zhizn') at the workplace and at home.*

Baranskaia’s protagonist Ol'ga juggles her duties between the workplace and home, and the city

*® Georgii Daneliia’s Autumn Marathon (Osenii marafon [1979]) would satirize this aspect of
urban life from the male point of view ten years later. The main character, professor Andrei
Buzykin, struggles to balance his work life with his private life, a marriage and an affair that
occurs during work hours. Andrei is ruled by his alarm clock, which he uses to partition the
roles of his life from husband, father, friend, and professor. The city is the arena in which this
hectic lifestyle plays out, and its demands do not ease. Anna Lawton notes that the urban
landscape in Daneliia’s Leningrad, whose endless row of streetlights leads “to infinity,” helps
create the film’s elegiac tone (23).
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is depicted as a vortex where cyclical time takes over. The rush of city life and its demands for
punctuality are always contrasted with its delays. Ol'ga is always headed somewhere, only to be
held up by the routines of everyday life, such as waiting for busses or waiting in line for food.
She remarks, “In Moscow everybody always rushes. Even those, who have nowhere to go”
(Baranskaya 26).*° Baranskaia’s novella is notable for how it employs narrative devices that
stretch its short duration of time. The time frame of one week is extended through cyclical
literary devices; each day is a chapter, and repetitive scenes occur day to day. Ol'ga often notes
the time of day, down to the minute, for various chores, making the reader hyperaware of the
importance of fleeting time. Conversely, the novella’s title infinitely extends the diegesis of
Ol'ga’s routine outside the scope of the week. The work is representative of urban prose
beginning in the Thaw period, which depicts the city routine as a never-ending battle with no
finish line in sight.
Andrei Bitov similarly describes the temporal constraints of urban life in his short story,
“Life in Windy Weather” (“Zhizn' v vetrenuiu pogodu” [1963-1964]), but adds a corresponding
spatial dimension. Bitov’s story details an urban dweller, Sergei, whose trip to his countryside
dacha for the summer offers a momentary relief from the hustle and bustle of the city:
Distances too had changed. Suddenly he no longer had to be somewhere by a
specified time, he no longer had to wait for buses, which sometimes were late and
sometimes didn’t open their doors. He was now totally independent in his
movements, and distances, which in town were inescapably connected with some

means of transportation, could here by traversed only on foot. In this sense he

49 «y Hac B MockBe Bce Beerja cremar. Jlaxe Te, komy Hekyzaa” (Baranskaia 16).
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had suddenly become the owner of his own personal means of transportation.
(“Life” 306)>°
Bitov, an urban prose writer of the Moscow School (sorokoletniki) constructs a binary between
village and city life that depicts how the intellectual is a product and creature of the urban
environment.>* Bitov’s Sergei is liberated by his retreat to the country dacha, but the trifles of
work and the office never disappear from thought, and he still longs for the city.

Although urban spaces were the pinnacle of Soviet modernity, their ensuing
representations beginning in the Thaw period render cities as the hallmark of everyday life. The
city is not seen as the calculated product of industrialization, but rather as a labyrinth through
which its inhabitants must navigate, and become accustomed. The narrativizing of Soviet urban
space recalls Certeau’s essay “Walking in the City” (1984), in which he notes how cities order
space and their inhabitants. They direct people where to walk and drive, when to move and
when to stop, and outline the rules of habitation in everyday life. The architecture of Soviet
institutions, for example, mediated crowd control, as minimal amounts of entrances were left

unlocked in buildings, forcing visitors to weave through double door entrances, whose

0 “Y3mennmuce paccrosiHua.  EMy BIpyr He HaJ0 CTalo IOCHeBaTh KyAa-Inbo K

YCIIOBJICHHOMY 4acy, HE HaJ0 CTaJ0 XJaTh aBTOOYCOB, KOTOpPHIE TO OIA3IbIBAIA, TO HE
OTKPbIBAJIN I[Bepeﬁ, —B CBOUX IICPCABMIKCHUAX OH YKC IMOJHOCTHBIKO 3aBHCCI OT CCGH, u
paccTosiHUSI, KOTOpPhIE B TOPOJIE Ka3aluCh HEM30€KHO CBSI3aHHBIMU C TPAHCIIOPTOM, TYT
npeoa0JICBAJIUCh TOJIBKO IICHIKOM. B »TOM cMBICIE OH BHE3AIHO CTal BJIaACIbLIEM JIMYHOT'O
tpancnopta” (“Zhizn"” 100).

> This chapter will not detail the already well-documented classifications between urban prose
and village prose writers (derevenshchiiki) of the post Stalinist period. Village prose often
looked at the alien nature of the city, which represented the loss of tradition. The city was one
part of the Soviet modern project that threatened the countryside.
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corresponding inner entry was locked.* People, however, form a corresponding dialog in their
interactions with urban spaces. They map out their own routes within the drawn out paths of the
city. For Certeau, individuals carry out linguistic speech acts (parole) against the pervading
ideological language of the city (langue). These narratives create a back and forth contestation
between the city and its inhabitant, where the layout of the city always enacts forms of urban
waiting. “The practices of spaces” are “like the tropes in rhetoric, deviations relative to a sort of
‘literal meaning’ defined by the urbanistic system” (100). From lurii Trifonov’s “The
Exchange” (“Obmen” [1969]), Venedikt Erofeev’s Moscow—Petushki (Moskva—Petushki
[1969]), and to Vladimir Sorokin’s The Queue (Ochered' [1983]), the main examples discussed
in this chapter, texts across the post-Stalinist period explore the urban landscape not as a
destination, but as a place of habitation, a crystallization of everyday practices that are not
aligned with the ideals of Soviet Modernity. Unlike Sayeau’s idea that narrative tries to escape
the disorienting speed of modernity, these authors are concerned with finding a lived space of
comfort within the harrowing walls of the city. The dynamics of life find their representation
within courtyards, queues, trolleys, and stations, transient places in which people’s movement is
multidirectional and chaotic. Yet these public places are a secondary home beyond the personal
apartment flat, woven into the personal narrative.

The city is thus narrated in an asynchronous fashion that maps multiple nodes and the
different paths that connect characters, places, and ideas. Urban stories are told through the

movements of the city’s inhabitants, who constantly cross paths and interact with one another,

%2 gayeau similarly points out examples in contemporary architecture, such as the airport
terminal shopping mall, calling it an experiment in “locked-in shopping” (279). The terminal
offers only a few seats that purposely do not accommodate those who wish to wait stationary,
forcing them to be mobile consumers in the halls of the terminal while waiting for departing
flights.
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carving out multiple stories. In this process, the story of the urban landscape is remapped by its
populace through their modes of habitation. The city’s automation, the speed and repetition of
modernity, gives way to a static and cyclical, yet intensely lived space: those very same
repetitions are no longer the crowning achievements of modernity, but are instead depicted as
habitual, recurring features of everyday urban life. This chapter explores the city in texts of the
post-Stalinist period, which rendered urban life not as the accelerated metropolis of modernity,
but as a lived space, where routines of everyday life often operate contrary to systematic, modern
design. The city as text is read against its modernist grain: life is not synchronized with the
cityscape: its spaces must be negotiated, navigated, and inhabited according to its inhabitants’
own rules.

The result is a complete refashioning of the city, defined by its life, rather than by its
structures. The underground poet Sergei Gandlevskii plays with this idea on how urban spaces
should not be represented through name and structure, but by the people who occupy them. In
his poem “Here is our street, let’s say” (“\VVot nasha ulitsa dopustim” [1980]), he rearranges the
lines to Aleksandr Blok’s well known poem “Night, street, streetlight, drugstrore” (“Noch’,
ulitsa, fonar', apteka,” [1912]) to read “Drugstore, queue, shiner” (“Apteka, ochered’, fonar™).
By rearranging Blok’s poem, Gandlevskii’s version introduces a human component to the work,
something markedly absent in Blok’s poem. Gandlevskii’s lines, As you can see, nothing special
here: / “A drugstore, a queue, a shiner” / “Under a chick’s eye. Everywhere a burning smell”
transfers the poem’s attention from the city space to the human realm, specifically in the word

shiner (*fonar”), which no longer means streetlight, but is transformed in context into slang for a
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black eye (Gandlevsky, “Here is our street” 42).>® Gandlevskii views the typical Soviet
neighborhood as the crowning achievement of urbanity. “Here is our street, let’s say”
delegitimizes the city space as the model of modernity by celebrating and reclaiming the seedy
spaces of the everyday world. Using Blok and other influences from Russian modernist
movements to define urban life, Gandlevskii also performs another representational feat outlined
in this chapter. His depiction defines urbanity through past and present, but glosses over the
signifiers of the Stalinist period in his treatment of the city. Moreover, he composes an image of
Moscow through the suburb. His region “Ordzhonikidzerzhinskii,” a conglomeration of the
names Ordzhonikidze and Dzherzhinskii, creates the notion that the monumental gives way to
the ordinary in the peripheries of the Soviet suburb.

In preparation of hosting the 1980 Summer Olympics, a 1979 cartoon in The Crocodile
casts Moscow very similarly, hardly as the metropolitan representative of the world, but instead
as a small village. The cartoon plays on the new construction of the Moscow Olympic Village,

stating: “In general, Moscow always has been and remains a large village” (Figure 1).>*

%3 “Kap BHmWIIb, HET IpUMET 0coObix: / Armreka. odepens, honapb / Ilox rimasom GaGBbr.
Beroay raps” (Gandlevskii, “Vot nasha ulitsa” 64).

> “A B obGumem, MockBa Kak ObLIa, TaK M OcTaxachk GomblIoi mepeBreil” (“Olympiiskaia
derevnia”).
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Figure 1. “Olympic Village” in The Crocodile>

% «Olympiiskaia derevnia.” Krokodil 31 (1979): 5.
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The cartoon conveys that while Moscow is a modern city, worthy of the Olympic games, at the
same time, it shares a local, traditional meaning with its inhabitants. Its outwardly, international
monumental exhibition spaces are just as important as its inwardly pointing places of habitation.
While the official Olympic symbol features a silhouette of the Moscow State University, one of
the seven Stalinist wedding-cake high-rises, the cartoon sees these new impressive buildings,
specially built for The Olympic Games, not as great modern achievements, but as part of a lived
environment. The cartoon reflects the different approaches to urban architecture between Stalin
and Khrushchev. If the goal during the Stalinist era was to transform cities’ identities,
destroying the old and assembling new images of Soviet power, the Khrushchev and Brezhnev

eras sought rational designs to make these new spaces actually habitable.

3.2 OUT OF THE STALINIST CITY AND INTO THE HOME: PERSONABLE

SPACES OF THAW AND STAGNATION

The Soviet city was conceptualized as the height of Soviet modernity throughout Stalinist
culture. The 20™ century saw Moscow rise as the Soviet capital, with new architectural
monuments serving as cultural wallpaper plastered over Moscow’s old imperial legacy. While
Moscow was city number one, the urbanization project of the Soviet Union created an ordered
hierarchy of cities in Moscow’s image. Stalinist culture ordered Soviet space on this macro
scale, ideologically allocating its prized urban spaces to its citizens. The 1932 development of
the internal passport required all citizens to have registration permits (propiska) for their place of

living. The system established control over where people lived as well as reinforced the idea that
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the capital cities of Moscow and Leningrad were the prize cities of the Soviet Union, where
everyone strove to live.

Clark labels this facet of Stalinist culture the “sacralization of space”: “The entire country
was organized in a hierarchy of spheres of relative sacredness, a cartography of power. It was
the task of Socialist Realism, whether in art, in film, or in literature to present the public with its
landmarks and its route maps” (8). Clark locates the city as the ideal of Stalinist culture. The
city, symbolized by its vertical architecture, became a symbol not only for the heights of Soviet
modernity, but also for the acquiring of a socialist consciousness by the individual (8). Socialist
Realist narrative structures allowed heroes to pass though time and space that mirrored their
social mobility, placing them in a congruous line with the progress of Soviet modernity. In
Socialist Realist novels and films, the hero’s journey to the center was coupled not only with
acquiring social consciousness, but also with acquisition of some kind, whether it was rank or
social recognition. The city space, specifically Moscow, served dual purposes as both
destination and an object of acquisition, as characters strove to reach the center. By showing this
journey, the city was constructed as a place of achievement that was only worthy of its most
productive citizens. Moscow was a celebratory space denoted by its monumental architecture,
but city life itself was largely absent in representation. Socialist Realist texts often ended before
offering the viewer any real glimpse of everyday city life. The city thus became the ideological

terminus in Soviet culture.®® As destination, the city was an object of desire, but there was much

%% It is no coincidence that train stations, canal terminals, and other places of arrival are heavily
featured in Socialist Realist texts. A perfect example can be found in Aleksandrov’s Volga-
Volga (1938), where the main characters celebrate their song of the motherland in a Moscow
canal terminal station.
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to be desired about city life itself that was not chronicled in the films, novels, and stories of the
period.

The Soviet city was instead presented as a place of abundance and the peak of Soviet
modernity, the locus of the economics of allocation. While Soviet culture reflected geographical
allocation as an ordering principle of modern society, many texts destabilize this ordering. For
example, a 1971 kinozhurnal episode of The Fuse (Fitil"), titled “Gift Set” (“Podarochnyi
nabor”), satirizes the allocation of Soviet space. When a man talks to an operator at the post
office to make a long distance call, stating “I’d like Moscow please,” she asks for the number in
Samarkand that he would like to reach, despite the fact that he has no intention of calling there.*’
After explaining that he knows no one in Samarkand and refusing her offers to call there, she
explains to him that someone has to call there: “Do you understand citizen, everyone asks for
Leningrad, everyone asks for Moscow, but Samarkand, who will take it?” (Gabai).”® The sketch
reduces Soviet space to the level of a cheap commodity that one does not intend to buy, as the
operator asks the man, “And when | went to a store, and said that | only needed to buy gloves,
how would you answer me?” to which he replies you can only buy it as part of a gift set.”
Recognizing Moscow as just another product of shoddy socialist consumerism, the skit presents
a uniform Soviet landscape with interchangeable parts.

Post-Stalinist culture also “reallocated” spaces of representation back onto the city, but
this time, not as a pinnacle of urban achievement, but as an everyday space. It is apparent that

not only are these stories inverting past cultural modeling of Soviet space, they extend the

> “Mue Mocksy, noxanyiicra” (Gaibai).

% “Mexay moueM TOBApHIN, 3HAETE, YTO BCE CHpamIMBaloT JICHHHIPaJ, BCE CIPAIIHBAIOT
Mocksy, Ho Camapkam, Tak KTo Oyaet opars?” (Gaibai).

%9 “A xorza s [IPUILIA K BaM B MarasuH, ¥ CKa3ajla YTO MHE HYXKHBI TOJIBKO IEPYaTKH, YTO BbI
mens otBetraun?” (Gaibai).

53



terminus of urban representations that had gone missing in Soviet culture. Soviet culture had to
depict life in the urban centers as part of the state’s rebuilding effort in the post World War Two
period. Cities were given mythological status and labeled “Hero Cities” (*“Goroda-geroi”). This
movement focused on the survival of the city and its inhabitants, incorporating the modern space
of the city alongside a longstanding mythologization of the country.
Rebuilding the Soviet Union’s hero cities was an effort that sought to memorialize them,
but also make them habitable. Even if housing shortages were being solved through low-quality,
prefabricated housing, development of new city districts was uneven. Lags existed between
moving into new housing districts and the opening of local services that served these areas:
These gaps may necessitate months, even years, of interim and frequent longer-
distance commuting to shop, restaurant, service centre—and even occasionally
school—which not only lengthens queues for buses, trams and trolleybuses but
also the queues and searches for goods and services in the city centre which often
decisively concentrates a mainly inherited retail structure. (Hamilton and Burnett
266)%°

A 1980 cartoon from The Crocodile plays with the poor quality of state services, comparing city

transport with the allocating of food staples: fruits and vegetables (Figure 2). A line on a street

% Even if cities are places that present themselves as a coherent modern whole, they are always
riddled with temporal and spatial contradictions. Walter Benjamin observed this discontinuity,
noting how the city was a place where old and new clash, where the modern is always
constructed alongside the ancient. Benjamin cites the example of Paris and how the underground
tunnels of the metro occupy a place right next to the ancient catacombs (85).
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corner forms, and one friend tells another: “Shura, get in line quickly. 1I’m told that fresh busses

are being given out.”®

CHNA NPHUBBIYKK

— UWypa, ckopei ouepens 3AHHUMANH,
roBopar, ceemue asTobycu suiBpocHim.

Figure 2. “The Strengths of Habits” in The Crocodile®

61 «_ Yllypa, ckopeil ouepempb 3aHHMail, rOBOpAT, cBexHe aBToOychl BbIOpockmu” (“Sila

(E)rivychki”).
2 «Sjla privychki.” E. Vedernikov. Krokodil 34 (1980): 4.
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The cartoon reflects citizens’ dependence on the state to properly provide services, and again, as
seen in the “Gift Set” skit, depicts a cheapening commodification of city life. The systematic
schedules of city planning are reduced to a chaotic scene of shopping, where food is “given out”
(“vybrosili”). The engineering of urban life was an experiment fraught with delay, despite
attempts beginning with Khrushchev to build more habitable environments.

Discourses of urbanization under Khrushchev moved away from monumental street
squares and the equally public communal apartment (kommunalka), and instead emphasized the
need for more private space. The ideals of Khrushchev’s urbanization and rational design
renewed modernist utopian visions of the 1920s of housing for all. At the 1962 Party Program
the promise was made that every family would have a private apartment by 1980 (Morton and
Stuart 7). The rationalist impetus of Soviet design was further articulated by Khrushchev in his
famous 1957 “Kitchen Debate,” in which he lambasted the lavishness of American domestic
culture in comparison to the functionality of the Soviet home.

The reappearance of everyday city spaces directly coincided with the major efforts of
urbanization under Khrushchev. The monumental city center was replaced with the suburban
housing plan as the main area of representation. Thaw period films, such as Lev Kulidzhanov’s
and lakov Segel’s The House | Live In (Dom v kotorom ia zhivu [1957]), showed a more
personable, private side to the city. These texts featured the interior, private spaces of the
apartment instead of the monumental palaces, canals, and transportation centers of Stalinist
culture. Giorgii Daneliia’s | Walk Through Moscow (la shagaiu po moskve [1963]) went one

step further by removing the teleological movement of heroes, as his young characters wander

56



around Moscow for the duration of one day.®® The collective, monumental depiction of Moscow
retreated to a more intimate, personalized depiction of public space that epitomized Thaw
culture. The characters in I Walk Through Moscow experience the city as a place of enjoyment;
they are not directed by it, but rather move freely through its spaces without hardly any
repercussions to their mischievous behavior.®* The close of the film conveys this freedom in
public space, as one of the main characters, Kolia, sings the title song of the film while skipping
through a Moscow metro station. A worker stops him and asks what he is doing, but in a trick
that fools audience expectations, requests that he continue singing.*® 1 Walk Through Moscow
was a popular film in the 1960s, but its intimate view of Soviet urban life and the private space
of the home clashed with the blemished image of the city in the ensuing decades. The city as
text is riddled with spaces of negotiation, as characters become lost in its spaces or travel in
conspicuous ways on their pursuits of procurement. Wandering through the urban landscape is a

hallmark of the three texts analyzed closely in this chapter, but this form of urban waiting takes

%3 | Walk About Moscow is representative of how youth culture of the Thaw period expressed
freedom of movement in Soviet space. Vasilii Aksenov’s A Ticket to the Stars (Zvezdnyi bilet
[1961]) similarly depicted this freedom, featuring a story of friends’ whimsical travel to the
Baltics.

% The film clearly distinguishes between the old, Stalinist generation, and the youth generation
of the Thaw. Adults condemn the free-living behavior of the trio, who are less concerned with
rules and social norms, illustrated in a scene in a record shop, where they hold up an angry line
of people to chat with an attractive store clerk.

® There are three major themes about the city presented in the song’s lyrics. The first creates the
notion of a welcoming city space, where one can always spot someone they know within the
crowd: “Streaking by, amongst the crowds of people, a familiar, welcoming face / merry eyes.”
[“MenbkueT B TOJMe 3Hakomoe Jwuio / Becenbie rnmasa”]. The second theme emphasizes the
ability to move freely: “And | move, | walk about Moscow / And I still cross / The salty
Pacific Ocean / The tundra / And the taiga.” [“A s uny, mararo nmo Mockse, / U s emie
npoiitu cmory / Conensiii Tuxuii okean, / U tyunapy, u taiiry”]. Lastly, even if one travels far
and becomes homesick, Moscow remains a home, illustrated in the closing lines, “And I
remember about Moscow.” [“U BcriomHuto 0 Mockge...” (Daneliia: Shagaiu)].
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place in unforgiving city landscapes that reflect characters’ contemplation, longing, and
unfulfilled desire.

The city spaces of the Stagnation period are interchangeable and indistinguishable. Its
drab features show no signs of individual identity, a perfect backdrop for those who seek
meaning and personal fulfillment in its endless spaces of crowds, queues, and bureaucratic
institutions. The cartoon short featured at the beginning of El'dar Riazanov’s The Irony of Fate
(Ironiia sud'by [1975]) shows how this utopia of the Soviet city space was culturally
reconstructed as a faceless monstrosity. The cartoon depicts an architect, whose design serves as
the model that would transform the Soviet and second-world landscape. It reflects the rise of the
Khrushchev apartment building, nicknamed khrushchevki, which proliferated throughout Soviet
cities and abroad.®® In the cartoon, the architect runs away from his design, and its presence
relentlessly chases him everywhere as urban spaces expand.

The acted portion of the film uses the comedic genre of the New Year’s film to comment
on the interchangeability of Soviet space, as the main character Zhenia drunkenly and mistakenly
boards a plane to Leningrad, navigating his way to an apartment flat he thinks is his own in
Moscow. A similarly decorated apartment flat, which exists on an identically named street,
generates a comedy of errors in which Zhenia meets Nadia, the owner of the flat, instead of his
fiancée. The film is one of many examples that create the anyplace of socialism, where everyone
shares the same unfulfilled desire from city to city.

This aspect of representation, which | call urban longing, describes the search for a

personal fulfillment from the masses of city life. It reveals the contradictions of the city as the

% Khrushchevki were prefabricated and typically five stories. As design progressed to feature
taller and longer, city block-length apartments in the following decade, the new buildings were
labeled brezhnevki.
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ideologically allocated place of desire, but its lived experience can never live up to its ideals.
This notion recalls the two sides of Certeau’s essay, in which he begins by looking down on New
York City from the World Trade Center, noting the city’s design and cartography. He
recognizes that this view is a different way of seeing than from the city’s depths, where
everything is magnified, no longer quiet and peaceful. While seeing the grandeur of the city is a
viewing practice, walking the city is a spatial practice undertaken from below. In On Longing
(1993) Susan Stewart also notes these separate experiences of the city and how they create a
fracturing in subjectivities represented in city narratives: “This view remains radically outside
the scene: one cannot enter into the life of the city without experiencing a corresponding change
of perspective. Therefore the view from above remains a view from an elsewhere, a view which
in making the city other must correspondingly employ metaphors of otherness” (79; emphasis in
original). Waiting in the city is an act much like walking. Waiting and habitation become
textual acts that represent the feeling of longing, the moments of oneself trying to find
synchronization with the movements and pervading ideology of the city. This urban longing of
the second-world is also a longing to build a life in the city, whose spaces were ideologically

allocated as promises to its citizens.

3.3 BYT AND THE URBAN DILEMMA: IURII TRIFONOV’S “THE EXCHANGE”

George Gibian discusses the urban landscape in Trifonov’s writing as part of a typology of urban
prose prevalent in the Stagnation period. For Gibian, Trifonov’s works fall under the category of
“City as Locale of Perennial Ethical Dilemmas” (49). Gibian briefly notes that the urban setting

is the perfect arena to discuss daily interactions amongst the different sectors of the “urban social
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pyramid” (50). The city becomes a site of decision-making for the individual, from trivial
choices to pointed ethical dilemmas. “The Exchange” features a Moscow intellectual’s,
Dmitriev’s, pursuit to procure an apartment at the cost of his family relations. Along with his
tactful wife Lena, they seek to exchange their flat with the larger, nicer unit of Dmitriev’s dying
mother, Kseniia Fedorovna. Dmitriev is a character of inaction who does not want to interrupt
the status quo: “And he soothed himself with the truism that there is nothing wiser or more
valuable in life than peace, and that one must protect it with all one’s strength” (256).°” “The
Exchange” in this sense is about the securing of happiness, and Trifonov questions how this is
possible in relation to the material world.

Trifonov presents the reader with the ethical dilemmas of what it means to consume, or
let objects consume one’s everyday life. In his essay “No, it isn’t about everyday life, but about
life!” (*Net, ne o byte — o zhizni!” [1976]), Trifonov defended his works by stating: “We don’t
write about bad people, but about bad quality [of life]” (544).°8 In “The Exchange,” Trifonov
pays close attention to the details of Dmitriev’s apartment, initially showing its luxurious side,
but then revealing that his prized objects are really not of high quality: “Dmitriev and Lena slept
on a wide sofa bed of Czechoslovakian make, luckily purchased some three years before, which
was an object of envy among their acquaintances ... In the evening when they were lying on

their Czech bed—which turned out to be not very durable, quickly getting rickety and squeaking

67wy YCIIOKOWJICSI Ha TOW WCTHHE, YTO HET B JKM3HU HHUYETO 0OJiee MYyJIpOro W IIEHHOTO, YeM

HOKOI#1, ¥ €ro-To HyXHO Oepeub u30 Beex cuir” (“Obmen” 8).
%8 “Mpb1 nuiem He 0 JypHbIX JIOAAX, a 0 AypHbIX KadecTBax” (“Net, ne o byte” 544).
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with every move...” (258).% The modifier of distinction, Czech, is pervasive in the passage,
appearing more times than is needed after its initial attribution. The furniture is more than just
an object in their flat. It tells the story of a past transaction made by Dmitriev and his wife Lena,
and the reader is even provided with the sofa bed’s date of procurement. Trifonov continues this
ploy by using the material world to inadequately define the immaterial: the emotional,
psychological, and ethical aspects of life. Dmitriev tries to describe his quality of life materially
when he says to himself, “Well, how is everything at home? — But simply these emotions and
feelings also have sizes, like boots and hats” (265).”

“The Exchange” is often discussed through this prism of everydayness and how it defines
the urban milieu. Trifling details bogs down characters, as well as the text itself, and preclude
any transcendental meaning. David Gilllespie views “The Exchange” through the prism of the
intellectual and his place in the Moscow landscape. Trifonov’s “Moscow trilogy” “is ostensibly
describing contemporary Moscow byt, the everyday life of people faced with an ethical dilemma:
to compromise their principles and gain material benefit, or remain loyal to them and continue to
live in straitened circumstances” (48).”* He writes that Trifonov’s task is to detail this rise and
fall of the intelligentsia in the post-Stalin era. Intellectuality, in the words of Simmel, is “thus
seen to preserve subjective life against the overwhelming power of metropolitan life,” which is

the hallmark of Soviet mass production (324). Dmitriev is symbolic of the intellectual crisis of

69 “IlImutpueB u JleHa cmamyM Ha MIMPOKOM TaxTe YEXOCIOBAIIKOTO IMPOM3BOICTBA, YAAYHO

KYIUICHHOM TpHU TOJAa Ha3aJ M SBJIABILICHCA NPEIMETOM 3aBUCTH 3HAKOMBIX ... Bedepamuy,
JIOKACh Ha CBOC YCHICKOC JIOKE — OKa3aBIICCCA HE OYCHB-TO IIPOYHBIM, BCKOPE OHO pacliaTajloChb
U CKPHUIIENIO MPH KakaoM aBmwxenuu...” (“Obmen” 10-11).
70 “‘Hy, xak y Bac qoma aena?’ — HO MPOCTO 3TO COYYBCTBUE M 3T MPOHUKHOBEHHOCTh UMEIOT
$1a3Mepm, kak 6otuHkyu wiy nutsnel” (“Obmen” 19).

Trifonov’s “Moscow trilogy” is composed of his early works, “The Exchange,” “Preliminary
Conclusions” (“Predvaritel'nye itogi” [1970]) and “The Long Goodbye” (“Dolgoe proshchanie”
[1971]). See Partridge for a complete study of the cycle.
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the period that is under attack from a culture of conformity and careerism. He is one of many of
Trifonov’s characters who fail to transcend the inadequacies of everyday life, but remain firmly
entrenched in it. This reading places Trifonov’s preoccupation with the Moscow intelligentsia at
the center of the story, and reinforces scholarship on the familiar themes of the Moscow urban
school. “The Exchange,” as others have described, is certainly a text about material acquisition
and the loss of morality, particularly amongst the intelligentsia.”> The text features an intense
focus and longing for things, the material objects of desire and how people relate to them.

In this section | would like to view “The Exchange” somewhat differently, detailing how
the urban landscape provides a physical container that slows down the text and allows for
Trifonov’s lengthy literary expositions. In “No, it isn’t about everyday life, but about life!”
Trifonov describes the urban condition as a feeling of stasis and uncertainty, in which “we find
ourselves on some kind of long transit” (“Net, ne o byte” 545).”° He is extremely attentive to
the evolution of the urban material landscape from Stalinism through the Thaw, into the present
time as a space of loss and atrophy, a decaying space architecturally, physically, biologically,
and of course, morally.

For Trifonov, the endless city landscape offers a literary space for ethical digressions that
seemingly navigate the same physical space as his characters. He writes in his essay “To
Choose, To Decide, To Suffer” (“Vybirat', reshat'sia, zhertvovat™ [1971]) that life in any large
city is full of challenges that test the individual:

Every person, living in a large city, experiences every day, every hour,

unapproachable magnetic currents of this structure, which sometimes tear him

2 See Gillespie, Maegd-Soép, and Woll (55-64; 87-118; 25-26).
73 “MbI HAXOMUMCS Ha KAKOM-TO JUIMHHOM Tieperote” (“Net, ne o byte” 545).
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apart. You need continually to make a choice, to decide on something, to

overcome something, to struggle with something. Are you tired? OK, go relax in

a different place. But here, everyday life is a war that knows of no truce. (529)"
The city is both a place that enslaves its inhabitants and mystifies them in moments of longing.
In one scene, Dmitriev looks out onto the cityscape from his apartment, finding inspiration that
the city’s vastness represents opportunity: “From the heights of the fifth floor he looked out onto
the square with the fountain, the street, the column holding the trolley schedule, and a dense
crowd around it, and further on, the park, the multi-storied buildings against the horizon and sky”
(261).” In this landscape, Dmitriev zeroes in on an unknown woman in the crowd, and this act
of observation, of picking out a single person in this massive landscape, fascinates him: “What
was inconceivable—he didn’t like the woman at all, —but the secret observation of her inspired
him. He thought about how all was not yet lost, thirty-seven—that’s not forty-seven, or fifty-
seven and that he still could achieve something” (261).”° Viewing the city provides an
opportunity to forget the details that consume one’s life, and Dmitriev momentarily escapes his
problems. Moscow is also used to map out the cartography of Dmitriev’s ethical dilemma.
While at his mistress’s, Tania’s, Dmitriev can easily imagine a new life within the walls of a

different apartment flat:

74 o o
Ka}KI[I)II/I YCJIOBCK, XHBYIIUHU B 0O0JIBIIIOM ropoac, HCIBITBIBACT Ha cebe CKXCIHCBHO,

€KEYaCHO HEJOCTYIHBIE MAarHUTHBIE TOKH 3TOW CTPYKTYpHl, MHOTJIA DPa3phIBAIOLINE €ro Ha
gactd. HyXKHO MOCTOSIHHO JenaTh BHIOOP, HAa YTO-TO PEIIaThCs, YTO-TO MPEOI0ICBATh, YEM-TO
xKepTBoBaTh. Ycranu? Hwdvero, ornoxHere B Ipyrom mecre. A 37ech ObIT—BOIHA, He
suaromias nepemupus” (“Vybirat™ 529).

™ “OH CMOTpe ¢ BBICOTHI MATOrO ITakka Ha CKBEP ¢ (DOHTAHOM, YIHMIy, CTONO ¢ TaGmmIeit
TPOJUIECHOYCHOM OCTaHOBKH, BO3JIE KOTOPOT'O CTYIIAIACh TOJIMA, U AaJbIlle OH BUIENT MapK,
MHOTO3TaKHBIC JIoMa Ha ropu3oHTe U HeOo” (“Obmen” 14).

’® “HenonsTHo MOYeMy—KEHIIIMHA €My COBCEM HE HpaBHJIaCh,—HO TalHOE HAOJIOJICHUE 32 Hel
BJOXHOBJIsUI0 ero. OH Aymall O TOM, YTO €lIe He BCe MOTEPSHO, YTO TPUIALATh CEMb—ATO HE
COPOK CEMb U HE MATHIECAT CEMb U OH €IIe MOKET Koe-uero pooutscs” (“Obmen” 14).
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Dmitriev got up and went to the balcony doors. There was a wonderful view from
the eleventh floor of the stretching field, the river, and the cupolas of the cathedral
in Kolomenskoe Village. Dmitriev thought of how he could move in to this three-
room apartment tomorrow, see the river and the village in the morning and
evening, breathe in the field, go to work on the bus to Serpukhovka, from there on
the subway, it wouldn’t take so long. (275)"’
Yet the natural contours of the Moscow landscape lead Dmitriev back to reality: “He
remembered that somewhere far and near, through all of Moscow, on the shore of this same
river, his mother was waiting for him, his mother who was experiencing the sufferings of death”
(275)."

Dmitriev’s contemplations often take place during his narration of the routes he has to
take, the time he has to wait for buses. Urban space provides the necessary time for Dmitriev’s
troubling contemplations:

And he was still thinking about it when the shuffling crowd carried him along the
long hall where the air was stifling, and it always smelled of damp alabaster, and
when he stood on the escalator, squeezed himself into the car, looked over the
passengers, the hats, the briefcases, bits of newspapers, plastic envelopes, the
flabby morning faces, the old man with the household bags on his knees, going to

shop in the city center—any one of these people might be the saving variant.

" “JIMuTpHeB BCTaJ, MOMAOIIEN K OaTKOHHOH JIBEpH. C OOMHHALIATOTO OJTaka OBUI
3aMeyYaTeNIbHBIM BHJ Ha TIIOJIEBOM NPOCTOp, PEKy M TEMHEBIIEE IJIaBaMU colopa Cello
Komnomenckoe. JIMuTpueB moaymai, 4To MOT Obl 3aBTpa MEPECENUTHCS B 3TY TPEXKOMHATHYIO
KBapTHPY, BUJETh IO YTpaM U IO BedYepaM pEeKy, Ceno, IbIIaTh IOJeM, €31UTh Ha padoTy
aBTOOycoM 10 CepIryXxOBKH, OTTY/Ia Ha METPo, He Tak yk gonro” (“Obmen” 30-31).

"8 “Ho TYT K€ BCIIOMHUJI, YTO TJIE-TO JTAJIIEKO U OJIM3KO, yepe3 Bcio MOCKBY, Ha Oepery 3Toi e
PEKH, €ro JKICT MaTh, KOTOPast HCIBITBIBAET cTpaganust cMeptu” (“Obmen” 31).
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Dmitriev was ready to shout at the whole car: “Who wants a good room, twenty

square meters?... (264)"°
While the city’s gigantic nature creates anonymity, offering a chance to start over as someone
else, Trifonov presents these moments as false hopes. He always returns to history, the family,
and the natural world, which stand in contrast to the artificially created city. Trifonov uses these
moments to slow down the movement and development of the story. Everyday incidents offer a
braking device for Trifonov to infuse “The Exchange” with history, chronicling Dmitriev’s
extended family since the revolution. He maps out how Dmitriev’s family settled in Moscow,
into their current apartment.®® All of these details of life bear down on the text and materialize
Dmitriev’s crisis of character.

Trifonov was accused of writing bytopisanie following the publication of his Moscow
trilogy (Woll 103).8* Although “The Exchange” embraces official state discourses on rationalist
consumption, it transgresses these boundaries by paying too much attention to the objects of
desire. Not only are characters incriminated for their commodity fetishes, but Trifonov also
lashes out against the very objects that entice: state-made furniture and state-made apartments.

Although the novel makes it clear that Dmitriev is stepping around the system in order to receive

" “1 Bce 0 TOM JKe—KOT/la MIapKaroIias ToJMa Hecjaa ero Mo JJIMHHOMY KOPHIIOpPY, TAe ObLT

CHEepPTHIl BO3AYX M BCErja Maxjo ChIppIM anedacTpoM, M KOTJa OH CTOSUI Ha 3CKanarope,
BTHCKHBAJICA B BaroH, pacCMaTpHBaJ MACCAXXUPOB, IUIAIbI, MOPTHENH, KyCKA Ta3eT, Marku 13
XJIOpBUHMIIA, OOMSKIIME YTPEHHHUE JIMIA, CTApyX C XO3IHCTBEHHBIMM CyMKaMHU Ha KOJICHSX,
eAyIIUX 3a MOKYIIKaMH B IEHTP,—Y JIIOOOT0 M3 3TUX JIFOJIeH MOT OBITh CIIACUTENIbHBINA BapHaHT.
JlMuTpueB TOTOB OBII KPUKHYTH Ha BeCch BaroH: ‘A KOMy HyXHa Xopouias
naanaTuMerposas?..”” (“Obmen” 18).

% This scope is very similar to Trifonov’s novel The House on the Embankment (Dom na
naberezhnoi [1976]), which features the same museum-like exploration of the urban space of the
apartment flat as a form of family history.

8- Woll writes that the labeling of works as bytopisanie in the 1960s and 1970s was a serious
charge. Critics maintained that depictions of everyday life must be grounded in a socialist
context (103).
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his apartment earlier, commentary on the process is almost completely absent amidst the actual
details of the transaction. The bureaucratic descriptions of the various committees and jurists
with whom Dmitriev must deal completely drown out the narration of Kseniia Fedorovna’s
death:
But this jurist was the major screw in the matter, because the claimants aren’t
called to the meeting, and the decision is only carried out on the basis of the
jurist’s conclusions and the presented documents. At the end of July, Ksenya
Fyodorovna became sharply worse, and they took her to that same hospital which
she’d been in almost a year before. Lena managed to get a second hearing of the
claim. This time the jurist was included properly and all the documents were in
order: a)... (302)%
Trifonov lists the four required documents in detail and the organization to which they should be
sent. In effect, state speech precludes any meaningful moments at the novella’s close. Everyday
life is monopolized by the state, and it is not just Dmitriev’s weakness of character that leads him
to unethical solutions, but it is the constant arena of the atrophied urban landscape that points
him in this direction. At the close of the novella, the material exchange becomes symbolic of
Dmitriev’s personal shortcomings, as the mother Kseniia Fedorovna points out, that Dmitriev

“already made an exchange long ago” (301).%

82 «A sror IOpUCT OBLT TJIABHBIM BHHTOM JI€ja, IMOTOMY YTO 3asBHUTENICH Ha 3acelaHue He
BBI3BIBAIOT M PEIICHHWE BBIHOCUTCS JIUIIh HA OCHOBE 3aKIIOYCHHS IOPUCTA M TMPEJICTABICHHBIX
nokyMeHTOB. B koHile ntons Kcenun @egopoBHE ClIenanoch pe3Ko XyKe U €€ OTBE3JIU B Ty Ke
OonbHUILY, TNIe OHA ObLIa MOYTH roj Hazaa. JleHa moOwmiiack BTOPUYHOTO pa3zdopa 3asiBICHUS.
Ha »TOT pa3 ropucT ObLT HACTPOEH KaK HY)KHO, M BCE JOKYMEHTHI ObLIH B MOpsake. a)...”
(“Obmen” 63)

8 «Tyr yke oomensiicst, Bursa. O6men npousomien...” (“Obmen” 62).
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Trifonov concludes “The Exchange” with one final description of the growing city. The
narrator announces that the village where Dmitriev’s family dacha was located has since been
cleared and replaced with a new stadium and a hotel complex for sportsmen. Dmitriev’s sister,
Lora, has moved to a new region of Moscow into a nine-story building. In this very brief
description, Trifonov erases the family history of the Dmitriev household. The modern cityscape
expands, leaving little room for past history and memory. The work charts two different
trajectories—that of the city and its inhabitants. Dmitriev expounds on existence in the world
during one of his moments of urban observation from his balcony: “There is nothing in the world
except life and death. And everything that is dependent on the first is happiness, and everything
dependent on the second... And everything dependent on the second is the destruction of
happiness. And there is nothing else in this world” (275).%* The urban environment is a perfect
backdrop to illustrate this philosophy. Trifonov’s static world of architecture clashes with the
dynamism of life, but each operates similarly; buildings are constructed, only to be later

destroyed. Places change and the physical traces are removed, just as memories are forgotten.

3.4 PERIPHERAL LONGING AND URBAN VAGRANCY: VENEDIKT EROFEEV’S

MOSCOW—PETUSHKI

Erofeev’s Moscow—Petushki leaves behind the environment of Moscow, and locates most of its

action within the compartment of a regional train (elektrichka). The poema features Venia, the

84 .

“B Mupe HET HUYEro, KpoMe KM3HU U cMepTH. W Bce, 4TO MOABIACTHO MEPBOil,—CUYaCThe, a
BCE, YTO NPUHAAJIEKUT BTOPOM... A BCe, UYTO IIPUHAJIEKUT BTOPOH,—yHUUYTOXKEHUE cUacThs. U
Hu4dero Oosbiie HeT B 3ToM mupe” (“Obmen” 31).
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pseudo-biographical author and narrator of the story, a drunk who seeks to reach the village of
Petushki, but can never find his way. He is caught in a holding pattern, somewhere between the
two bookended spaces of the poema’s title. Dismissed from his job as a foreman for a cable-
laying crew, Venia yearns for both Moscow and the social world that as a vagrant he does not fit
into, and Petushki, the unattainable drunken utopia where an unnamed woman awaits him.
Laura Beraha and Karen Ryan-Hayes both view the poema through the genre of the picaresque,
in which the hero, an outcast, travels through space and expresses his dismay at the surrounding
society. Beraha notes how the genre’s predication of the road motif mirrors Venia’s construction
as a rogue (21). Many critics, such as Mikhail Ephstein, have discussed Venia, as both character
and author, as a modern holy fool: “What we witness in him is the process of lumpen-ization of
the Russian holy fool—from Vasily the Blessed to Erofeev” (429). My reading of the poema
focuses on the work’s sense of simultaneous transience and duration, highlighting Venia’s
homelessness, his incapability of inhabiting any stable space in the work. The train journey’s
extended length of the poema provides a spatiotemporal dimension to Venia’s euphoric
exposition, but it does not reconnect character and landscape.

Moscow is shown to be a harsh environment, one where Venia is kicked out of bars, and
has trouble navigating the labyrinths of hallways and train platforms in which he always
becomes lost. The opening lines of the poema feature this drunken vagrancy, in which Venia
stumbles around searching for the center of Moscow and the Kremlin: “Take yesterday. Again |

didn’t see it, and | spent the whole evening wandering around those parts, and | wasn’t even so
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drunk” (Moscow to the End 13).%° Looking for the Kremlin is a daily quest for Venia: “That’s
nonsense—if not yesterday, then today I’ll get there” (14).2° He wanders through train stations,
bars, and stores, as the public space of the city is his area of habitation. Venia’s experience of
the city is largely narrated though how he is subjected to its rules. He states that the worst time
of the day is when stores and bars are closed, as he has to wait to restock his supply of alcohol.
Likewise, his movement through space is often narrated as an involuntary experience: “l walked
across the square. Rather | was drawn across it” (17).%

Beraha traces the movement of narration in Moscow—Petushki in relation to traditions of
Russian travel writing from Radishchev to Pushkin: “What is more, by shifting from
Radishchev’s travel notes at waystations to travel ravings between stops, Erofeev ‘blinkers’ his
narrative, traps it into a kind of tunnel vision closed on all four sides. He strips the landscape of
all but places names; the place names thus become signposts without reference, hollow traces of
squeezed out signifieds” (22; emphasis in original). While Beraha astutely notes that the
signposts lose their reference points with any signifying cityscape outside the train car, they
more importantly shape and interrupt the narrative in a variety of ways. For example, as Venia
tells his story, the novelistic discourse identifying the signpost marker interrupts his storytelling,
and reminds the reader of the movement away from Moscow:

If you want to know everything, I’ll tell you, but wait. I’ll tie something on by

Hammer & Sickle and

8 “Bor u BUEpa OIATh HE YBUJAEI—a BEb LCJIbIA Beuep KPYTUIICS BOKPYT T€X MECT, U HE TaK
4yr00 oueHb mbsiH ObL1” (Moskva—Petushki 17). Although I will refer to the text as Moscow—
Petushki, all citations in English refer to the translation under the title Moscow to the End of the
Line.

8 «310 wenyxa: He BbImen Buepa—BaoIiTy ceromms” (Moskva—Petushki 18).

87 « o] omen yepes momags—aepHee, He mowel, a nosnexes” (Moskva—Petushki 20).
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Moscow—Hammer & Sickle
then I’ll tell everything, everything. Be patient. Aren’t | being patient? (25)%

The journey away from Moscow reinforces and adds a spatial dimension to Venia’s narrative of
how he is misunderstood: “I could tell you plenty about this subject, but if | start telling
everything, I’ll stretch it out as far as Petushki” (34).2° Venia is an outcast from the space of
Moscow, and thus his narration of this aspect of his life can fill the spatial gap of the train
journey to Petushki. The signpost markers give a spatial dimension to his personal journey; they
also materialize his problems in the physical world of the city.

Erofeev as author plays with reading conventions from the poema’s outset in his “From
the Author” introduction (“Uvedomlenie avtora”). He states that he has self-censored one
chapter “Hammer & Sickle—Karacharovo,” which due to its vulgarity would cause readers,
“particularly the girls” (*v osobennosti devochki”), to skip directly to that section (Moscow to
the End 11; Moskva 15). Like Schweizer’s description of reading as an act of waiting and
expectation, the playful novelistic discourse of the introduction creates a sense of anticipation
that stretches across the space of pages. When the reader does reach this section, it has indeed
been edited to the reader’s dismay. Erofeev’s plea to the reader for a linear reading of the work
is instantly destroyed by Venia’s narration, which itself is disjointed, incoherent, and his
nonsensical allusions to and illusions of Russian literature, the bible, and mythology completely
destabilize the text. His narration maps, or acts out, a personalized history of literature, as he

travels across the Soviet landscape. Venia uses different genres to describe different places:

8 “Ecnm YK Bbl XOTHTE BCE 3HATh - S BaM BCE PAcCCKaxy, MOTOJUTE TOJIbKO. BOT moxmentoch
tonbko Ha Ceprie u Momnote u... / MockBa—Cepn u Monotr / U Torma Bce, BCe paccKaxy.
[Toreprure. Beas s-ro Tepruiro!” (Moskva—Petushki 25).

89 “d mHOroe Mor GbI pacckasarh MO 3TOMY IMPEAMETY, HO €l s Oyay paccKa3blBaTh BCe—s
pactsny 10 cambix Ierymkos” (Moskva—Petushki 31).
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“The devil knows in which genre I’ll arrive in Petushki. All the way from Moscow it was
memoirs and philosophical essays, it was all poems in prose, as with Ivan Turgenev. Now the
detective story begins” (73).%

Venia’s travel narrative through cartographic markers and literary genres is not a reliable
form of narration. Vladimir Tumanov notes that the levels of narration, both oral and written,
occurring both before and after Venia’s death, create the character’s “nowhereness”: “Venia’s
inside-out narrative suggests a narrator for whom time has stopped: a hero who seems to exist
outside of existence and therefore is not constrained by its temporal or sequential parameters”
(101; emphasis in original).”* Beraha describes the text’s annihilation of place, and that
movement does not exist at all: “Nothing moves, for this is a journey in nothing but non-existent
name” (22). One of Venia’s hallucinations, the Sphinx, poses a riddle that reflects this notion of
time and space acquiring a sense of elsewhereness: “*As is well known, in Petushki there aren’t
any points A. Moreover, there are no points B, C, D, or E. There are only points F*” (137).%
Experiences of time and space again become interchangeable for those who navigate through it,
and Venia mentions: “And all the same, | wouldn’t wake up on Friday. 1’d wake up on Saturday

and not in Moscow either but under the railroad embankment in the Naro-Fominsk region”

% “Uept 3HaeT, B KakoM >xaHpe s noeny nao IlerymkoB... Ot camoif MOCKBEI Bce ObLIH
dbunocodckue rcce ' MeMyapsl, Bce ObLTH CTUXOTBOPEHHUS B mpo3e, kak y VMBana Typrenesa...
Tenepp HaunHaeTcs AeTekTuBHAs moBecTh” (Moskva—Petushki 59).

L Tumanov’s question of narration arises from Venia’s death at the end of the poema, which
produces the impossibility of the character to narrate from the grave. More interesting is his
discussion of folk and written aspects of the narration, which include Venia’s conversations, but
also physical documents inserted into the text, such as the charts Venia creates to map his former
coworkers’ productivity, or the so-called scientific studies of drunkenness that he cites.

92 “*Kak H3BECTHO, B [Terymxkax Het myHKTOB A. IlynktoB L] Tem G6onee Hetr. EcTh 01HU TONBKO
nyukTel b’ (Moskva—Petushki 101)
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(60).*  The reversing of spatial markers creates multiple interpretations, from it being a
representation of Venia’s drunken visions and hangovers, to Erofeev’s leveling of the
center/periphery hierarchies of Soviet space, to more messianic visions of Venia’s suffering and
death, and finally the coming of the apocalypse.®*

The travel to Petushki supports this foreboding notion of an apocalyptic journey. While
naming his drink recipes, Venia remarks that he will share them, “if | get there alive, if God is
gracious” (71).% Petushki can be interpreted as a biblical Eden, with Eve as the unnamed female
character who waits for Venia, and this reading rightfully places the village in a different realm
opposite of Moscow. Konstantin Kustanovich reads these moments as part of a larger motif of
Venia’s “longing for a higher meaning of existence and not finding it” (136). Petushki’s
surroundings are described briefly by Venia both realistically and divinely, as he points out two
welfare agencies, yet simultaneously in the same sentence, calls Petushki “the resting place of
departed souls” (“gnezilishche dush umershikh™) (160; 116).

Venia’s traveling between Moscow and Petushki ultimately reflects the fracturing
of the character that occurs in the poema.®® A scene in which Venia recalls witnessing a man cut
in half by a train at Lobna station later mirrors his remarks that he was split in two by the pain of
being shoved up and bloodied against the Kremlin walls. The fracturing of both landscape and

character are united throughout the text, especially at the end, where both sides come together.

% “Y ce-Taknu YTPOM B MATHUILY S HE MPOCHINANCA. A MPOCHINIANICA YTPOM B CyOOOTY, U yXe He
B MoCKBe, a 1Mo/ HAChIbIO JKeJIe3HOM Joporu, B paiione Hapo-dommuncka” (Moskva—Petushki
50).

% The Sphinx also mentions the Soviet explorers Mikhail Vodop'ianov and lvan Papanin, whose
heroic expeditions are reduced to comical absurdity.

% “ocmm no6epych xuBbIM: ecit Muoctus Bor” (Moskva—Petushki 57).

% \vsalentina Baslyk creates binaries to describe Venia’s schizophrenic character, in categories
such as the sacred versus the monstrous, the self against society, and aggressive versus gentle.
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Noticing that the buildings in Petushki seem larger, Venia remarks: “Everything gets bigger with
a hangover, exactly as much as everything seemed more insignificant than usual when you were
drunk” (156).%” Moscow and Petushki are Venia’s two sides of drunkenness, the euphoria of its
heights, and the corresponding depths of the hangover, just like the sinusoidal graph that Venia
displays. The two sides of the landscape, the utopia and dystopia of Soviet space, are
incorporated in the monumental, yet horrific images of the Kremlin opposite the unnamed
hallway where Venia is finally murdered. Two of Moscow’s most famous landmarks, Russian
and Soviet, lvan Martos’ Monument to Minin and Pozharskii (1818) and Vera Mukhina’s
Worker and Farmgirl (1937), physically attack him in his delusions and realizations that he has
arrived in Moscow.

Many of the articles cited here warn of the impossibility of any single interpretation of
Erofeev’s poema. The text hovers in a nebulous space between fiction and biography, the social
world of Moscow and the heavenly world, and finally literary and philosophical delusions, which
incorporate Russian, Soviet and world culture. Nonetheless, all of these vacillations are afforded
their place through the extended journey outside of Moscow, which again provides a literary
space for Venia’s lengthy exposition. In effect, the city serves as an inhospitable place for
Venia’s thoughts and desires, and it is only in the enclosed train car where they become fully
articulated. The enclosed, yet public space of the train car is far different from the settings of the
city. The train journey of Moscow—Petushki echoes Certeau’s notion of “travelling
incarceration,” where the passenger’s immobility matches the static framing of the passing

landscape through the window, despite the train itself barreling down the tracks: “The

97« 9
Bce BBIPpACTACT C IMOXMCJIbA POBHO HACTOJIBKO, HACKOJIBKO BCC Ka3aJIOCb HHUYTOXHCHU

00brgHOrO0, KOr/1a Thl ObLT mbstH’” (Moskva—Petushki 114).
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unchanging traveler is pigeonholed, numbered, and regulated in the grid of the railway car,
which is a perfect actualization of the rational utopia” (111). For Certeau, the train berth is
where a “little space of irrationality,” the amusement of travel, is contained within the grid of the
railroad system (111). The train allows for private thought, as isolation produces a dream space
for the passenger: “Glass and iron produce speculative thinkers or Gnostics. This cutting-off is
necessary for the birth, outside of those things but not without them, of unknown landscapes and
the strange fables of our private stories” (112). Like standing from the heights of the city, it
provides a private vantage point of spectatorship, ambivalent to the chaos of the city. This
abstract position is empowering, yet melancholic. And this aspect of Certeau’s “encarcertion” is
what is so prevalent, albeit different in Erofeev’s elektrichka. It creeps through the surroundings
of Moscow, making its scheduled stops, all but Eskino, holding its passengers to experience the
lag of unending journeys without offering the sights of the outside world. Venia’s dreams do not
come from his point of view as a spectator: he rarely, if almost never, looks out the window of

the train car.

3.5 INTIMACIES OF PUBLIC SPACE IN VLADIMIR SOROKIN’S THE QUEUE

Sorokin’s The Queue evokes a question outlined in the previous chapter: How can we place the
queue’s presence within a concept of Soviet pubic space? The queue is a social structure that
emanates from the state’s distribution of goods, but at the same time, however, it represents an
unofficial mass of people that spontaneously forms within the mediated space of the city.
Sorokin’s novel provides an interesting take on this question, as it seeks to define the expressions

of the public realm. Sorokin claims to have no interest in these sociological questions, and that
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he was only interested in the queue as a “non-literary polyphonic monster” (qtd. Epstein, Genis,
and Vladiv-Glover 276). He feels a sense of anxiety from the masses, and believes that social
life “does not have the power to transform human nature” (277). Despite this partiality of private
over public life, 1 will show how Sorokin’s text still indeed creates and celebrates a notion of
intimacy within the public realm. While public space is a construct shaped and often defined by
the urban landscape, the city is not the sole determinant of the interactions within its walls.
Sorokin explores this notion by stripping the city of its physical markers. He creates public
space solely through the voices that occupy his queue, thus placing people at the center of the
work, and carving out a city vis-a-vis how his characters interact with one another.

Analyses of The Queue almost always begin with the text’s form, noting that it lacks any
form of authorial discourse. Sally Laird writes in an introduction to the 1988 English translation,
that the work can hardly be called a novel or a play, and instead classifies it as a musical score,
“a bizarre street symphony” (qtd. Sorokin, The Queue i).*® The story, told almost solely from the
voices that inhabit the queue, are often composed of single word utterances or sounds. Sorokin
seeks to define a mass language that exists within proximity, but separate from state language.
He removes the conventions of literary language to emphasize what remains:

In principle, the conceptualist artist doesn’t have his own language—he uses only
the language of others, as Andy Warhol, for example, used the language of cliché,
of mass language. This idea to me seemed very natural; it had an obvious

relevance to our situation here, to our attitude towards the language of the state,

% Natal'ia Andreeva and Ekaterina Bibergan also discuss Sorokin’s connection with the sound of
his text. They note that the author took part in a series of acts that experimented with recording
and playing sounds with the art group Collective Actions (Kollectivnye deistviia) during the
period when he wrote The Queue (154).
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its literary language. | feel acutely that | can’t be inside this language, because to
be inside it, to use it, to use it as mine, means that I’m inside this state—and that’s
something that I always feared, I’ve always felt myself to be out on the edge.
(“Interview” 149; emphasis in original)
Sorokin refuses to be “aesthetically involved,” and although one cannot escape being “ethically
involved,” as he admits that we all live here, he sees a freedom in using the language solely of
the queue, without interjecting his own narrative voice (149). This removal allows Sorokin’s
gueue in a way to become autonomous from its author. The queue’s representation comes solely
from its ranks and those who surround it, as opposed to an authorial figure such as the writer.
Sorokin constructs a polyphony of voices that represent character types of Soviet society;
men, women, children, students, and the elderly all inhabit the queue, in addition to different
ethnicities and professions, from the peasant to the worker to the intellectual. Sorokin shows
how different forms of speech permeate public space, from those in the line to the authorities
who try to police its ranks. While these voices are distinguished from one another by
individuated language, they are rarely named, and even when a voice is marked, it is difficult to
identify the voice’s location. Does the reader’s vantage point change as the queue slowly moves
forward, or does it shift amongst the stationary bodies? When do the multiple entrances and
exits from the stage space of the queue happen?®® All of these ambiguities destroy standard

notions of narrativity, where layered levels of discourse routinely mark each character’s

% The Queue was adapted for the theatre, as one act of a larger play called Claustrophobia
(Klaustrofobiia [1994]) by Lev Dodin and his students of the St. Petersburg Maly Drama
Theater. The production featured opera and dance numbers to represent different forms of
speech. The performance took place on a meta-theatrical set, a white, three-sided box (259). For
a complete description of the production and the group, see Rzhevsky (256-260) and Shevtsova.
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utterances, the tone of voice that is used, but also and very importantly here, characters’
orientation to one another and the environments they occupy.

While they are stripped of their literary markers, Sorokin develops the background stories
of featured characters. Within the text the reader locates a protagonist, Vadim, who enters the
queue in search of the unknown product. The product itself is not important, and Sorokin instead
explores the dense, transient social space that one must traverse in order to acquire desired items.
The wait to procure objects leads to intimate exchanges between characters. After being spurned
by a younger woman, Lena, Vadim meets Liuda, who invites him into her apartment. The
plurality of voices once found in the queue is transformed to an intimate conversation at a
kitchen table and later, a graphic sex scene composed more of sounds than words. Vadim fails to
wake up in the morning to rejoin the queue’s ranks, but in Sorokin’s twist, the woman works for
the distribution center, and he will receive his goods outside the line.

Vadim’s travel to the interior mimics how Soviet culture treated public and private space.
Sorokin juxtaposes the space of the woman’s apartment with the outside urban environment:
“This contrast between what goes on in the street and the cosy mini-world of the private
apartment reflects our Soviet situation in general. That is, the street is the space occupied by
ideology, while there’s very little ideology in the apartment” (qtd Laird. 148). Vadim’s
successful procurement outside of the queue, albeit accidental, is seen as a way of preserving
private life, of escaping the city and retreating into the space of the home. It reinforces the
novel’s celebration of a humanity that exists beyond the economic transactions and exchanges
that structure and dominate everyday life. Epshtein describes this aspect of the worn down city
subject, who is no longer defined through speech and communication, but through his physical

collecting. He uses the term the “urban nomad” (*gorodskoe kochev'e”) to describe this

7



lonesome behavior of the daily life of exchange and consumption in the city, devoid of
communication, but filled with fleeting economic transactions. He describes a typical scene at
night, when crowds of people return home from work, stopping to buy food and goods on the
way:
Look at an evening crowd in the city—how sublimely and monotonously faces
and shoulders drift. Hands, which usually cultivate people’s gestures, here are
forever extended and retracted like those of a porter. They don’t gesticulate,
signal, or intermingle—they carry. They do not enact the social horizontality of
communication, but the physical verticality of gravity (60).**
Sorokin tries to rehabilitate this realm of public life by giving speech power over physical action
and its representation. In their quest for procurement, Sorokin does not allow his characters
moments of serious contemplation of how they fit within the larger mass of people and the city
itself, but their speech is still important. According to Konstantin Kustanovich, Sorokin “enjoys
language without striving to produce ideas” (304). Voice in The Queue is still expressive, but it
only articulates immediate desires, simple utterances to pass the time by communicating with
one another, and later in the apartment, the grunts and moans of VVadim’s and Liuda’s extended
sex scene.
Sorokin’s absence of novelistic discourse allows for the queue to take center stage. Its
characters, its objects, and its purpose are not completely defined, but its movement and life are

what is most apparent. Sorokin’s queue becomes the center of its inhabitant’s lives. People

100 “TlocMoTpHTE HA BEYEPHIOW TOMITY B TOPOIe—KaK BBICOKO H OTPELICHHO POILIHIBAIOT JIAIA

U miedd. Pyku, okyThIBaiolye OOBIYHO YEIOBEKAa MaHEpa >KECTOB, 37IeChb BEYHO OIYIIECHU U
OTTSIHYTHI, KaK Y HOCHJIBIINKOB. OHH HE XECTHKYJIMPYIOT, HE CHUTHAJIAT, He OOIIAr0TCS—OHH
HecyT. OHu oOpalieHbl HE B COLMAIBbHYIO TOPH30HTAIb KOMMYHHMKAIMM, a B (PU3HUECKYIO
Beptukaias rpasutamn’ (Epshtein, Bog detalei 60).
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leave its ranks to shop for other products or to go to work, only to return later. While the novel
does not structurally map out each individual’s exact movements, their multiple entrances and
exits to the queue establish it as a mainstay of Soviet life. The queue is the place of habitation,
replacing the home and the city. It is depicted as a living organism that negotiates its way
through Soviet space. It harks back to Certeau, who describes how people’s movement through
the city carves out a narrative space contrary to modern discourses of the city. The queue
changes directions multiple times to suit the needs of its ranks. In one scene, a character returns
from making a separate purchase and reveals that kvass is being sold nearby:

— Aha! Itissoclose! Lets move the queue and let everyone drink kvass. And

its convenient, and we will keep the same order.

— Exactly! You are pretty smart, friend! Go there, comrade!

— What’s all this?

— There’s a barrel of kvass over there!

— Really?

— Qur friend here’s just had some. Not a soul there. Let’s move over, and we

will all drink kvass. (28)*"*

The scene recalls the description of the Soviet queue as both a communal and collective
organism. At first, the participants operate in a communal fashion, taking turns to leave and buy
kvass, ensuring that they can save each other’s places. They then display a collective behavior,

realizing that everyone can enjoy kvass at once if they move the line a few buildings over to

101 «__ A tax! D10 xe coBcem Gimmsko! Beiraem ouepelb U MycTh Bce KBac NbloT. U ynoOHo, u

nopsiiok cobmonaercsa. / — A touno! ['omoBactelil TeI mapens! J[Buraemcs Tyna, ToBapuIm!
| — 3ayem 310? / — Tam Gouka c kBacom! / — IlpaBma? / — Ilapenp nui TosnbKO 4TO. U
Haponay Hema. ITogsuHemcs, na u kBacy HambeMmcs Bce” (Ochered' 30).
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where the kvass barrel is located. The same scene is repeated with a different group, as they
bend the queue to run through a children’s playground, so that everyone can sit on benches (82;
70).102

The movement of the queue and its many episodes also conversely maps out city spaces.
The queue moves through courtyards, rather than down the street as requested by the police.
Inhabitants give each other directions of where to buy items, providing the few physical
descriptions of the city. Street names or recognizable places are absent. While the image of the
cityscape is absent, its dimensions are defined by how Sorokin’s characters inhabit space. Places
are carved out through the negative space of voices that occupy the street. For example, when
describing how to get to a barbershop, a man gives directions by the city’s surrounding features,
as opposed to street names: “There is one, but it is not that close. You know... how do |
explain... you need to go half a block of houses down, and then to the right. There is a narrow
side-street” (16)."% When asked for the street, he does not remember, and says it is “on some
alleyway” (16).**

The repeating episodes identify how Sorokin’s gaze wanders throughout the queue.
Multiple scenes return to the kvass vendor, and through these continuities the cityscape is etched.
In the beginning of the novel, one person observes the ugliness of urban living, singling out the

asphalt surfaces that do not provide shade: “That’s how it is in town never gets really fresh.

192« Maybe we should sit ourselves down there, comrades? What’s the point of standing

here? / — Good idea, why not... / — Just have to bend the queue round there... / — Yes.
Let’s bend round into the yard now, into the yard!” (82). [“Tak, Moxer, TaM paccsiaemcs,
toBapunu? Yero crosate-to? / — JlaBaiite, koHe4HO... / — 3arHemcs Tyaa u Bce... / — Jla.

Briru6aemcs Bo aBop, Beirn6aemcsi!” (Ochered' 70)].

103 [IpaBna, He Tak ONM3KO, HO €CTh. 3HAEMIb... KaKk Obl TeOC OOBIACHHUTH... MPOUTH HAIO
MOJIKBapTaja mpsMo, a ocJie HanpaBo. Yiiouka Takas yzeHbkas~ (Ochered' 16).

104 «“ITepeynox kakoit-ro” (Ochered' 16).
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You need a river and fields if you want fresh air. Here all you’ve got is dust and asphalt” (12).*%

Later, presumably a different person notices the buildings casting shadows, where the asphalt
environment surrounds the line:

— We have nowhere to go out.

— That’s just it. It’s either asphalt everywhere or cars. (95)'%
Finally, the city is rendered by its architectural legacy when people comment on the city’s old
buildings that the queue passes through:

— They don’t make yards like this nowadays.

— Course, these are prewar buildings...

— Made them properly in those days.

— Course they did. Look at those bricks...

— Nowadays they just bung a few slabs together, completely useless.

— They get them up quickly, mind you.

— Quickly and badly. (96)*"
Like Gandlevskii’s poem, Sorokin pictures a suburb that could exist anywhere in the Soviet

Union. There are some references to the center of Moscow, but it is only mentioned because one

person heard that jeans were sold there the day before.

105

Tax B ropone — kakas mpoxusaja. s mpoxmianbl peka Hy)KHa, TpaBa. A TyT IbLIb, Ja
acansT...” (Ochered’ 17).
106 «A 10 y Hac BbliTH Hekyna. / — Touno. Wnm acdanbt Be3ne, WIM MalldHBl CTOUT

(Ochered' 81).

107« Tagux JBOPOB Imac He aenatoT. /| — Tak 370  n1oBoeHHbIe noma... / — Torma ctponnu
xopotro. / — Xopolio, KOHeUYHO. BoH, Kupnu4u kakue... / — A I1ac HalUICNaloT TUTAT 3TUX, a
TonKy HuKakoro. / — IIpaBna, crpost O6bicTpo. / — bricTpo, na mnoxo. / — Jla, mioxoBaTo”

(Ochered' 82).
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Sorokin finds further solace in public space through the queue’s insular structure, which
further reinforces the notion that the members of its ranks belong together. Its members
recognize when something is wrong, like when people who join its ranks do not belong:

— What’s going on? Don’t tell me another bunch have turned up...

— I’m leaving.

— What are they shoving like that for ... watch out!

— We’re not pushing, it’s them pushing us.

— Look where you’re going, will you... (41)*®
The queue is inwardly looking, in that people become acquainted with one another in their
immediate proximity. The queue’s insularity recalls Sayeau’s description of the intimacy of
public space. Citing Georg Simmel’s sociology of the city in his famous essay “The Metropolis
and Mental Life” (1903), Sayeau describes how interactions in the modern world occur in public,
yet very intimate, interpersonal spaces: “This oddly distanced intimacy of the bus queue and the
train, the crowded atomization of the café, the purgatorial temporalities of the bureaucratic
waiting room—each one of these are laboratories for the development of new modes of
subjectivity, themselves the object of political and economic experimentation and exploitation”
(291). Sorokin’s queue articulates this aspect of insularity as a defense against state exploitation
in a scene where the police arrive to allow a visiting group of tourists to skip the line. Sorokin
differentiates the language of the police from that of the queue, and their orders are written in
capital letters. The police make intermittent appearances throughout the text, always trying to

calm down the crowd. They frequently repeat the same statements: “NO NEED TO MAKE

108 «__ Yro tam? Heyxenu onsare moxbexan kro-to? / — Iloiiny cxoxy... / — Yto x Tak

TOJIKAIOTCA-TO... OCTOpokHe#! / — Jla MBI 4TO b TONKaemcss? DTO HAC TONKawT. /| —
Ocroposxmneii...” (Ochered' 42).
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NOISE!,” “WOULD YOU PLEASE KEEP QUIET,” and “KEEP ORDER!” (23).109 The idea of
order (poriadok) carries a special connotation for Sorokin and is discussed several times
throughout the text. Sorokin associates the word as a signifier for Stalinism. Not only do almost
all of the police utterances repeat the call for order (“sobliudat’ poriadok’), but those standing in
line discuss the era of Stalinism, agreeing that while the country was run strictly, it was efficient,
and products were cheap and abundant:

— And yet he won the war, strengthened the country. And everything was

cheaper. Meat was cheap. Vodka was three rubles, sometimes even less.

— And there was order then. (97)**°
Sorokin sarcastically comments on the Stalinist period through his characters’ ignorant
reminiscences of everyday life during the period, where people “worked consciously” (rabotat’
na sovest’) and norms were fulfilled. They question what Brezhnev can do with a corrupt and
inefficient system that is not policed: “And what can Brezhnev do? The system is at fault”
(99)."  The comment is immediately interrupted, as one man notices another queue on the
street. It is apparent in the dialog that the strict micromanaging of the Stalinist period is now in
the hands of the people, who must keep track of their own order in everyday occurrences, such as
the queue.

Sorokin’s The Queue thus depicts a public space in which the ideologies of the city and

the state have not fully absorbed and co-opted the practices of everyday life. While they operate

on completely opposite planes, they intersect in the courtyards and other transient spaces of

109 “CTOMTE CIIOKOMHO!” and “IIPOIY BAC HE IIYMETL” and “COBJIIOJIATD
IMOPSAIOK!” (Ochered' 25).

Ho«__ A on BOWHY BBIUTpaAJI, CTpaHy ykpernwi. W gemesiie Bce Obi10. Msico nemeBoe. Boaka
Tpu pyousss. axe menbmie. /| — U nopsimok Osu1” (Ochered' 83).

MU «A yro Bpexues caenats moxker? Cucrema takas™ (Ochered' 84).
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habitation to become at times indistinguishable from one another. One joke reflects this notion,
and describes a bus making a scheduled stop at the end of a queue: “A Moscow bus driver
announces: ‘This stop is the liquor store. Next stop is the end of the queue for the liquor store’”
(Petrosian 23).1*? The joke reveals that while the queue is not entirely a Soviet structure, it has
been institutionally integrated to adapt to Soviet life. Sorokin’s queue finds and operates in
spaces not already colonized by Soviet modernity. The queue is an everyday, public
construction that forms alongside the larger, abstract notions of allocation; it enacts its own
forms of order and distribution according to the way people live. The work’s vision of urban
space resembles Lefebvre’s conceptualization of how the auspices of modernity have not
completely colonized everyday life. Sorokin’s queue is self-policed, and establishes its own
order through roll calls, personal favors, and relationships between people. This is the type of
subjectivity that occurs beyond the simple numbering and ordering of a social structure. It is
ordered, yet highly personal. Language acts as a means of location and distinguishing oneself
amongst the crowd. According to Sorokin, he chose to represent the queue in dialog form to
highlight this strategy of the individual utterance:

The queue speaks its own language. There are no attempts to make this language

literary. | feel very clearly the difference between literary language and the

language of the crowd. This language is absolutely not functional, it’s ritualistic

112 « ‘ o
Boaurens aBToOyca o0bsiBisier: OcraHoBKa ‘BUHHBIN Mara3uH’, cleayromas oCTaHOBKa—

‘Konen ouepenn’” (Petrosian 23).
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by nature. Its purpose is not to exchange information or ideas—it’s designed for
finding one’s place somehow in this gigantic mass of people. (152)***

The subjectivity of the queue is just one of the many constructs of second-world modernity,
where people find ways to locate and distinguish themselves amongst others in a collective and
communal society. This moment that distinguishes people from one another will be the focus of
attention in the next chapter, in which | explore how Soviet society became stratified in queue-
like hierarchies that were fueled by personal distinction. The crowds that constituted urban
space were by no means homogeneous, collective spaces that the state proclaimed would ensure
equality. This concept, defined earlier as ocherednost’, is crucial in understanding the ways in
which individual priority is articulated in the post-Stalinist period, and specifically during the
period of Stagnation.

If this chapter is about the longing to fit into the Soviet allocated city, the next chapter
details the assertion of one’s right to access these spaces and to find a way of operating within
communal societies. Prized urban spaces, such as apartments, were historically encoded with
remnants of consumer tastes and social mobility of the Stalinist period. The urban centers
constructed out of a workers revolution, evolved to reflect their new inhabitants. The white
collar, culturally conscious urban elite would not settle for the modest, yet utopian impulses of
the Thaw period, or saw through the abuses that overlooked socialist morality and the promises

of material equality.

13 The Russian phrase “Who is last?” does not necessarily emphasize priority, but serves a
pragmatic aspect: it identifies exactly the attendance and order of a line, as some customers who
participate in multiple lines will not always be present. Sorokin includes a lengthy scene in The
Queue, in which people respond to roll calls.
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4.0

FROM OCHERED' TO OCHEREDNOST": INDIVIDUAL PRIORITY AND THE

SUBJECTIVITY OF ORDERING

| am a sovereign state.'™

— Aleksandr Zinov'ev, “The Formula of life” (*“Formula zhizni” [13])

The line for grapes was almost 300 meters. If I get in the back of the line,
then I’ll have to slowly shuffle all three hundred meters, and I’m in a rush
to see Nina. | walk straight up to the saleswoman. The saleswoman
smiles and she begins to weigh the grapes, taking all the ripe bunches and
plucking out all the rotten ones. She does this because | don’t ask for any
kind of exception for myself, and also because 1 look like
Smoktunovskii.'™> — Viktoriia Tokareva, A Day Without Lying (Den' bez
vran'ia [137])

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The opening scene from Leonid Gaidai’s popular comedy Operation Y and Shurik’s other

Adventures (Operatsiia Y i drugie prikliucheniia Shurika [1965]) features the title character

Shurik as he waits in line with a small group for the bus (Figure 3). When the bus arrives, he lets

women and children, as well as others on before him, only to miss the bus himself. The process

14 «d ecth cyBepennoe rocyaaperso” (“Formula zhizni” 13).

15 w3y BUHOTI'PAJOM O4Yepelb METpPOB B Tpucra. Ecim g craHy B XBOCT O4epelau, TOTJa MHE
IpUIETCA MPOUTH MEIKUMU U PEJKUMHU IIaraMu 3TH TPUCTa METPOB, a s Toporutock k Hune. S
MOJXO0XKY TpsMO K mponaBmuue...IlpomaBumna yneibaeTcs W HAauWHACT B3BEIIMBATH MHE
BUHOTPaJ, OTOUpas CHelble I'pO3/bs U BBIIUMBIBAS M3 HUX THUIbIE srojel. OHa Tak Jenaer
MOTOMY, 4YTO 5 He TpeOyio g ceds HUKAKOro HCKIIOYEHHs, U TOTOMY, YTO s MOXOX Ha
CwmoxktyHnoBckoro” (Tokareva 137).
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repeats itself with the arrival of the next two buses in the light-hearted slapstick scene. Shurik
helps a man carrying a bathtub, a child, and others to the dismay of those behind him, who want
to board the bus as quickly as possible (Figures 4 and 5). Finally, the man immediately behind

Shurik becomes impatient, shoves him out of the way, and boards the bus, leaving the film’s

hero waiting yet again (Figure 6).

Figure 3. Queuing for buses in Operation Y and  Figure 4. Communal behavior in Operation Y and

Shurik’s other Adventures Shurik’s other Adventures

Figure 5. Absurdities of communal behavior in Figure 6. Impatience in Operation Y and Shurik’s

Operation Y and Shurik’s other Adventures other Adventures
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The scene is illustrative of what is to become a dominant feature of Stagnation culture: the call
for individual priority against the monolith of collective society. Shurik is visually demarcated
from the others in line; he doesn’t have an umbrella or a hat. This visual hint sets up the scene
and positions him against the collective mass, even though he acts in their interest. While Shurik
is the hero, defined by his socially conscious good deeds, these acts get him nowhere. The scene
is indicative of the cynical attitude Soviet culture begins to adopt, targeting the ideals of
collectivity, communality, and social equality.

Gaidai’s film was released at the crossroads of Khrushchev’s liberal Thaw agenda and
Brezhnev’s ideology of developed socialism, commonly marked historically as the period of

Stagnation.*'®

The film, according to Sasa Mili¢ is a reprisal of Khrushchev-era economic
values, providing a systemic critiqgue of the leader’s egalitarian policies. The period of
Stagnation can be differentiated economically and socially from Khrushchev’s Thaw by a series
of observations. Khrushchev’s reign is typically marked by his egalitarian reforms, such as the
Virgin Lands Campaign (1954), that sought to reestablish equality between center and periphery.
Economic reforms under Khrushchev also tried to enact greater equality across the social body.

Brezhnev’s policies sought to repudiate these changes, eliminating wage reforms and retail price

stability. James Millar notes how Brezhnev’s turn toward reestablishing the vertical social

18 | define the period of Stagnation (period zastoia), a name that was only assigned
retrospectively, from 1966 to 1985, beginning with the trial of Andrei Siniavskii and lulii
Daniel', which set the tone for control over cultural production under Brezhnev. Likewise, in the
film industry the period is marked by the shelving of many problematic films for distribution
beginning at the end of 1966. My periodization is backed by events outside of literature and film
as well, with Brezhnev’s first use of the term “developed socialism” in 1967, a term that later
characterized the Stagnation era officially in the fourth, 1977 Soviet Constitution (T. Thompson
207). Finally, I mark the year 1985 as the end of Stagnation, when Mikhail Gorbachev was
elected General Secretary and introduced the policies of glasnost and perestroika, which mark a
decisive departure from the ideology of the Brezhnev period.
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hierarchies of Stalinism reflected in material inequalities: “It also chose not to reverse the policy
of retail price stability that had been established and repeatedly promised ever since Stalin’s
death. Hence the resource crush could not but be reflected in lengthened queues for desirable
consumer goods and in decreased incentives to work hard or to work at all” (371).**’

Despite these visible inequalities across the social body, the time of Brezhnev’s rule was
one of the periods of Soviet history that was most stable economically. Stagnation can be
viewed as a plateau of the Soviet project: Urbanization had already become a primary mode of
life for most citizens by the 1960s, and by 1975 seventy percent of urban dwellers no longer
lived in communal apartments (Suny 437). Living standards rose compared to previous periods,
as wages increased by fifty percent and consumption of goods by seventy percent (W. Thompson
84). While these markers of material affluence point towards an increase in wellbeing of the
average citizen, Ronald Suny writes, that unlike the Stalinist period and its fluid social mobility,
Soviet society under Brezhnev had become crystallized, entrenched in a conservative
bureaucracy that prevented access to the privileges of the social elites. He views the period as a
frozen society, one that could not integrate and pass on the project of building socialism to the

waiting generation: “Basically Stalinism and the post-Stalinist bureaucratic economic system had

created an educated, mobile, expectant society. But the possibility of realizing one’s ambitions,

7 The famous mock-slogan, “they pretend to pay us, and we pretend to work” perfectly captures
the cynicism toward the benefits of labor during Stagnation.
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of fully expressing one’s opinions and interests was precluded given the undemocratic political
order and the petrified ideology of Marxism-Leninism” (439).'8

The time period features a particularly interesting clash between the abstractness of
ideology and the pragmatic aspects of everyday life; the illusion of stability under Brezhnev, a
reassertion and reclassification of Soviet ideology, is pitted against the material conditions of
reality, particularly towards the end of the era. The Soviet ideology of developed socialism, an
extra step in Marxist-Leninist development, continued to lose much of its meaning for many
individuals. As the teleology of Soviet modernity was delayed, and extended into the future on
the level of official state discourse, people still embraced Soviet culture collectively through
empty rituals and practices that guaranteed individual wellbeing. Moreover, in order to
maneuver through the increasingly entrenched social bureaucracy, the principles people were
taught did not always function in society, requiring one’s local knowledge, tact, and private
disavowal of communal behavior.

This chapter specifically focuses on cultural production of the Stagnation period by
selecting a group of texts that negotiate the conflicts between the egalitarian ideals of collectivity
and individual desires of material acquisition. | will focus on how authors interpret these
conditions, and how their narratives voice concerns of material inadequacies, social inequalities,
and the breakdown of communal living. Works depict the queue as a social ladder across a wide
variety of genres and media to offer a critique of everyday life in the Soviet Union and of the

individual’s harsh existence amidst social pressures. Erofeev’s rogue, Venia, in Moscow—

118 Oleg Kharkhordin further develops this notion in his study, The Collective and the Individual
in Russia (1999), by detailing how in the post-Stalinist period, social control from central state
institutions gives way to increased manifestations of collectivity, which can enact similar
pressures (280). Kharkhordin’s analysis highlights a new role of the collective in maintaining
official standards.
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Petushki voices this exact concern, defiantly stating: “I’ll remain below and from below I’ll spit
on their social ladder. Right, spit on every rung of it. In order to climb it, it’s necessary to be
kike-faced without fear of reprimand; it’s necessary to be a pervert, forged steel-assed from head
to toe. And this I’m not (41)."° Venia’s refusal to conform to the social world reflects the
central problem presented in this chapter, the simultaneous voicing of individual and collective
concerns.  Analyzing Vladimir Voinovich’s The Ivankiad (lvan'kiada [1976]), Aleksandr
Zinov'ev’s The Yawning Heights, and El'dar Riazanov’s The Garage (Garazh [1979]), | follow
how cultural producers begin to articulate different individual subjectivities carved out of the
stratification of Soviet society: the social structures, institutions, and professional collectivities

that were scattered across its landscape.

42 OCHEREDNOST' AND THE PRIVILEGE OF TASTE

A telling cultural icon from Brezhnev’s reign was not the leader himself, but of the excessive
number of medals he wore, visibly displaying his status of General Secretary. Brezhnev’s visual
display was the terminus of an increasingly atrophying bureaucratic chain of social mobility that
could no longer fulfill the needs of the populace. Soviet culture, even predating the official

adoption of Socialist Realism in 1934, featured a teleological path of stages, linear movement

19« ocraroch BHH3Y U CHHU3Y IUTIOI0 Ha BCIO Bally oOIIecTBeHHYIO JecTHuIy. /la. Ha kaxmyro
CTYNEHbKY JIECTHULIBI—IIO TUIEBKY. YTOO 1O HEl MoAbIMATHCS, Ha/l0 OBITH )KUIOBCKOIO MOPIOIO
oe3 CTpaxa U ylnpeka, HaJlo OBITH MmUI0pacoM, BbIKOBAHHBIM U3 YHUCTON CTAJIN C T'OJIOBEI 10 IIAT.
A s—mne takoit” (Moscow—~Petushki 36). Venia’s obscenity toward the Jew was left out of the
English translation quoted here. He invokes the stereotype of the greedy Jew in order to show
his disgust of all of society and their aspirations to climb the social ladder.
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with clear stops that displayed character development, rewards, and higher rankings. Vera
Dunham’s influential article “The Big Deal” discusses the post-Great Patriotic War state under
Stalin, which struck an agreement with the emerging middle class, providing affluence as a
reward to social order:
The middle class wanted careers backed by material incentives—housing,
consumer goods, luxuries, and leisure time. Neither the regime nor the middle
class was interested in ideology or further revolutionary upheavals. Neither
objected to a stratified society. Both proposed to build on the basis of what was
there already. Both were interested in stabilization, normalization, and material
progress. Both were interested in social mobility. The new careerism satisfied
the upwardly mobile individual, who was then expected to be loyal to those who
permitted him to be such. (204)
Dunham traces “The Big Deal” culturally as well, making a brief observation that the Soviet hero
changes after 1945: “Slowly the paragon of the forward-striding communist took on a new form.
Someone resembling a middleclass careerist replaced the revolutionary saint of the twenties and
the party vigilante of the thirties... He drove his own private car. He was disinterested in touchy
matters of ideology and higher policy” (205). She ultimately concludes that “The Big Deal was
a giant shift that aligned meshchanstvo (petit-bourgeois behavior) with kul'turnost’
(culturedness)” (205).*%°
Dunham’s observation on kul'turnost' reveals the height in which Soviet ideology was

materially encoded under Stalin. Soviet material culture provided more than a visual, everyday

120 Amy Randall details how the origins of kul'turnost' coincided with the rapid industrialization
and urbanization, which attracted peasants into cities (39). State guided consumerism was
initially meant to educate rural people about modern ways of life in the city.
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correspondent to the numerical, scientific successes of state modernization. It becomes apparent
that earlier signifiers of ideological correctness under Stalin, the acceptance of the individual into
the collective whole, had been replaced by other forms of inclusiveness, namely material
acquisitions that legitimized and visibly displayed one’s place in society. It was precisely this
area that was denounced immediately by Khrushchev after Stalin’s death. Khrushchev’s attack
on the “varnishing of reality” (lakirovka) simply stated that culture must be truthful to the
material conditions of Soviet society. Vladimir Pomerantsev’s influential, Thaw-era essay “On
Sincerity in Literature” (“Ob iskrennosti v literature” [1954]), echoes the attacks on the
“varnishing of reality” lead by Khruschev. The essay gives great attention to the topic of
shortage, describing the act of literary production in these terms:
And what is over-insurance? At a minimum it contains ten vices. It is self-
interest, cowardice, blind pragmatism, lack of ideas, and so forth, including
underhandedness. It is clear that overcoming these vices will demand far more
effort and time than, let's say, ending the lack of livestock or the shortage of
goods. (49)**
Stalinist cultural representation sought to mask shortages, claiming that abundance across
different spheres of life was the markings of a successful socialist system. Pomerantsev stresses
that the successes of production can only accomplish so much, and that literature needs to
transcend material accomplishments, which he relegates to the world of everyday life. Literature

must instead lead straight to the soul of the person:

121 «A g1o Takoe nepecTpaxoBka? ITo, 10 MEHbILIEH Mepe, LIENbIX AeCATh TOPOKOB. TyT srousm,
TPYCOCTb, CJIEMOW MPaKTUIM3M, OC3MJACHHOCTh M Mpodee, BKIOYAS M TMOMIOCTh. SICHO, 9TO
W3KMBAaHUWE JTHX TIOPOKOB MOTpeOyeT Kyaa OOIblle YCHWIMKA W BPEMEHH, 4YeM, CKaxeM,
JUKBUAANNSA OECKOPOBHOCTH MJIM HeXBaTKu ToBapoB” (Pomerantsev 49).
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We have now built many homes with bathrooms and refrigerators; we have
declared war on the housing shortage and all sorts of shortages; we will be a
hundred times more concerned about the human person. Houses for factory
workers should be built at the same time as the factory; in any town you should be
able to buy everything. Yes, this is necessary. Yes, we shall live well. And all
the same... all the same, while struggling for a comfortable everyday life, we
must remain above everyday life. (52; emphasis in original)'**
Pomerantsev’s call to rise above everyday life stands in sharp contrast to Stakhanov’s statement
from the 1938, in which he states that factory workers earlier demanded bread, and now that their
quotas are fulfilled, they are demanding grand pianos. For Pomerantsev, material acquisition
does not equate to a higher sense of cultural literacy. What Pomerantsev instead describes is one
of the defining features of Thaw culture: the move inward that privileges personal space as
opposed to the public, material realm.

While this trend continues into the period of Stagnation, especially in the writings of
popular authors, | will argue and show how much of Stagnation culture and beyond performs an
exact opposite movement. It reintegrates the material landscape of Stalinism as a site of identity

formation, where one’s relation to this world became one of its defining features. Many of the

heroes of Stagnation culture define themselves by their misfortunes and failures to access this

122 “Temeps MBI MOCTPOHMIN MHOTO JOMOB C BAHHBIMH KOMHATAMH M XONOAWIBHHKAMH, MBI
OOBSBUIIM BOMHY KWJIMIHOW HYXJI€ U HEXBATKaM BCSKOTO poJia, Mbl Oy/ieM BO CTOKpaT OoJbllie
3a00TUTHCS O yesioBeke. JlomMa mpu 3aBoje JTOJDKHBI CTPOUTHCS BMECTE C 3aBOJIOM, B JIIOOOM
ropojake A0JKHO BCE mpopaBaThes. Jla, Tak u HykHO. Jla, MBI Oyaem xuth Xopomo. 1 Bcé-
Takd... BcE-Taku, OOpsACh 3a ONAaroycTpoeHHBIH OBIT, HaM HAJ0 OCTaBaTbCsi HAO ObITOM”
(Pomerantsev 52; emphasis in original).
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space, whereas in the Thaw, they were championed for their ability to escape it or criticized for
their cunning ability to exploit it.*?

Vasilii Aksenov’s “The Steel Bird” (“Stal'naia ptitsa” [1965]) perfectly illustrates the
concerns over social mobility of the Stalinist period. The story depicts an individual’s despotic
rise to run a communal apartment building. The mysterious, half-human outsider, Popenkov, is
initially adopted by the apartment dwellers, and they let him sleep in the elevator provided all the
residents are home for the night. As the apartment inhabitants nurse Popenkov back to life, he is
extended privileges, namely a state operation and the right to skip queues to buy medicine,
spurring his rise to power. The apartment dwellers’ socially conscious behavior leads to their
enslavement by Popenkov, and this decision is mocked by those who realize what is happening:
“We’ll do whatever we can...So that’s how it was, chaps! We went on with what we were
doing. Bottoms up! Salute. Oh yes, we carried the furniture in for him, and that evening he

nailed up the main entrance. Since then the tenants have been using the back entrance” (29).'%

123 For example, in Vladimir Dudintsev’s Thaw-era text Not By Bread Alone (Ne khlebom
edynim [1956]), a grandfather clock is not simply an object that shows the high-ranking
Drozdov’s wealth, but is rather a divisive object that separates and isolates him from less
fortunate characters. When his wife Nadia asks him if she can invite some of the workers to her
birthday party, he singles out the looming clock, and says: “Because they, how do | explain to
you... are slaves of things. They will see and identify you and | with all of these things that
surround us. They don’t have a grandfather clock. They will always envy you for this reason
and will carry that over to unsuspecting people. It will happen the same way that it did with
Mozart and Salieri.” [“TlotoMy uTO OHH, Kak Obl TeOe CKa3aThb... paObl Belied. YBHIAT U
OTOXIACCTBAT T€65I U MCHA C TCMH BCIlaMH, KOTOPBLIC HAC OKPYXKAIOT. VY HHUX HET TaKHuX BOT
4acoB, KOTOPBIE CTOAT Ha 1moiy. OHM BCer/ia 1o 3TOW MpUYrHE OYIyT CBOIO 3aBUCTh NMEPEHOCUTH
Ha HUYEro He rmojo3penaromiero uenoeka. Kak y Monapra ¢ Canbepu nonyquinocs” (20)].

124 “Bor Takas 6buia ucropus, pedsta. [loexanmu nanwiie. Promku Ha ypoBenb Oposeit! CanroT.
Hy na mebens Mbl eMy 3aHECHIH, a BEYEpPOM OH 3aKOJOTHII MapaaHblid noabe3a. C Toro BpeMeHH
JKHMJIBIBI CTAJIM XOUTh Yepe3 uepHbii xox” (“Stal'naia ptitsa” 604).
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“The Steel Bird” is a curious allegory for Stalin’s rule. While Popenkov is a Stalin-like
figure, the work does include the leader Stalin separately, mentioning the event of his death.'?
Popenkov’s rise to power from a modest background of poverty eventually culminates in his
reckless control over the apartment complex, which begins to crumble as it grows into a
monstrosity. Popenkov, however, hardly serves as a representative of the usual characters who
were criticized in texts warning against meshchanstvo. He is unique, powerful, and despite
embodying negative characteristics, is curiously celebrated by Aksenov. Popenkov’s move
through the social ranks is depicted as an act of villainy, and Ryan-Hayes rightly describes this
process as an act of consumption (Ryan 32). Although the apartment dwellers drive away
Popenkov at the story’s close, he is not dead, and flies off to lurk for future generations, the
legacies of Stalinism still imposing on future generations.

These commentaries on material acquisition find their way into many texts of and
discourses of the post-Stalinist era. Works begin to discuss and to condemn unequal socialist
illusions of allocation and equality, yet at the same time, begin to desire theses privileges within
Soviet society. This idea, which | label ocherednost’ (queue priority and queue discipline),
describes literature’s and other cultural products’ emphasis on individual distinction amidst
collective allocation. The queue posits the individual simultaneously as a part of a group, yet
ordered within it. | contend that this becomes a defining feature of individual subjectivity in
much of literature and culture in the post-Stalinist period, and especially during the period of
Stagnation. What is most interesting in this move, is that the very same discourses of queuing

that were used to forward the socialist project and collective sharing are later used to assert

125 Ryan-Hayes notes the references to Stalin in the work, namely the title and Popoenkov’s
unidentifiable language, whose sounds resemble Georgian (Ssee Ryan, 30-33).
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individual priority, individual distinction, and immediate individual needs against the backdrop
of scarcity.

Ocherednost' can be theorized alongside Bourdieu’s notion of distinction, which views
cultural practice and taste as a means for people to distinguish themselves from the common
masses. Bourdieu is interested how difference across social, economic, and cultural spheres give
social formations their structures (Distinction 163). This is particularly relevant for a discussion
of queuing, as Bourdieu’s analysis of tastes, interactions with one another, and social orientations
reveals how institutions position individuals within groups. Similar to the ways | theorized the
queue as a conciliatory, collective space in Chapter Two, Bourdieu details the illusion of how
power structures accommodate the social body and placate it by satisfying its needs, but only
through delayed action: “Especially when they compare their present conditions with their past,
the dominated groups are exposed to the illusion that they have only to wait in order to receive
advantages which, in reality, they will obtain only by struggle” (164).

A 1978 cartoon in The Crocodile plays with this notion of social hierarchy in its
depiction of chess pawns queuing for the position of the queen (Figure 7). The cartoon, printed
in a small section of the journal on a back page, interestingly interprets Soviet society through

the feudal monarchy of the chessboard.
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Figure 7. “Competition for the vacant position of the queen” in The Crocodile*®

Of course, for every eight average pawns, there can only be one queen, and the cartoon makes
light of this by depicting a mass of pawns lining up for the distinction of queen. While the
cartoon uses the feudal rankings of the chessboard, the language of the sign features common
Soviet bureaucratic language “Competition for vacant position” (“Konkurs na zameshchenie
vakantnoi dolzhnosti”).

Bourdieu finds that in the stratification of society, delay is a defining feature of social
control. In his study on queuing, Schwartz likewise identifies the connection between the queue
and stratifying institutions. He notes that queuing theory is in essence a stratification theory of
institutionalization (93). The queue is a social structure that enlists its users in an inverted “take

and give” relationship. Whether or not the time put in is worth the product or service eventually

126 «K onkurs na zameshchenie vakantnoi dolzhnosti ferzia.” V. Mokhov. Krokodil 19 (1978):
13.
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received, the queue is an institution of urban life that takes people’s time and effort and
subsumes it within its calculated space and time.

Lag, frustration, and satisfying needs are some of the driving features of distinction for
Bourdieu. As people try to move into more desirous positions, the order of society is constantly
changing, dictating new tastes that maintain exclusivity:

Collective and individual delay has social consequences which further complicate
this process [of social mobility]. Relatively late arrival not only reduces the
duration of enjoyment; it also implies a less familiar, less “easy” relationship to
the activities or asset in question, which may have technical consequences—e.g.,
in the use of a car—or symbolic ones—in the case of cultural goods. It may also
represent the disguised equivalent of pure and simple privation when the value of
the asset or activity lies in its distinguishing power (which is clearly linked to
exclusive or priority access) rather than in the intrinsic satisfaction it gives. (164)
Bourdieu’s discussion is relevant for discussions of the culture of Stagnation, as texts begin to
concentrate on the individual and his access to privileged areas of Soviet society. During the
Stagnation period, authors and artists alike actively begin to evaluate their status in society, using
this issue as the basis for narratives. The ways that social structures allocate and impose on
cultural practices is particularly relevant, and what is unique about works of this period is that
the voices of discontent among cultural producers begin to voice the economic ramifications of
artistic censorship. Groups of cultural producers, such as the dvorniki, who had to support their
artistic ventures through low-level menial work, discuss their lack of access to the exclusive

world of high-ranking officials.
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George Faraday examines the Soviet film industry during the period of Stagnation
similarly through the prism of Bourdieu, detailing how artists were rewarded and punished for
their compliance and noncompliance with state aesthetic codes and subject material. Calling it a
process of “unofficial stratification” and a structure of “informal prestige,” Faraday details the
valuation process of art under Brezhnev, which was torn between moral-artistic integrity and
conformity to official demands (23-24). Faraday’s study is more concerned with the historical
factions in artistic unions, particularly the film industry’s revolt in 1986, which resulted in
dismantling the systems of administrative control. Similarly, Maurice Friedberg identifies the
precarious cultural situation between authorship and censorship as emblematic of the socio-
economic contradictions of the time, where the unofficial, second economy offset the
inadequacies of central planning: “Most writers and artists gain security and benefits from
adhering to the system, which skillfully blends privileges with selective repression to insure
outward conformity” (vii). My chapter instead focuses on similar concerns and their
representation in narrative. Texts feature the battles over Soviet space, the mediation of taste,
and those who occupy positions of ownership and power.*?’

Bourdieu is interested in class struggle, where taste is the product of class identity that
further divides people. Societies divide people through organizations such as educational
institutions, where people are allocated to places of prestige, and others to devalued positions of
service: “The effect of ‘allocation’...mainly operates through the social image of the position in

question and the prospects objectively inscribed in it, among the foremost of which are a certain

127 Friedberg makes a brief observation on the first half of the 1980s about this conflict and its
dominance in contemporary Soviet culture: “Cultural products such as literature of mass appeal,
theatre, cinema, and television that reflect as well as try to influence popular values and attitudes
show increasingly rigid class distinctions and great lust for material possessions” (1).
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type of cultural accumulation and a certain image of cultural accomplishment” (25). Stagnation
culture begins this battle at the institutional landscape, attacking those who inhabit bureaucratic
structures. As artists proclaim their talent in the cultural sphere, they lament their inability to
translate this cultural capital into economic access. Artists can only distinguish themselves
through their intellect and cultural prowess, as opposed to the bureaucrat who can easily access
the closed-off material world of the Berezka, a hard currency store.

Distinction was created vis-a-vis the system that gave power not to those people who
controlled the means of production, but of distribution. A famous skit, “The Deficit” (*Defitsit”)
written by Mikhail Zhvanetskii and acted out by Arkadii Raikin illustrates this process. Featured
in the 1974 television variety show People and Mannequins (Liudi i manekeny [1947]), Raikin
plays a man from the Caucasus on an airplane, who tells the flight attendant how the culture of
scarcity creates “respected people” (“uvazhaemye liudi”). Raikin’s character imagines a world
of abundance, but emphatically decides against these ideal conditions: “The warehouse manager
comes—we don’t pay attention to him. The store director—we spit on him! The stock clerk of
the shoe department—Ilike a simple engineer! Is this good? Quite the contrary! Let there be
abundance, let there be everything! But leave a shortage of something!”**®® While the skit

criticizes the Soviet system of allocation and how it creates distinction in a collective society,

128
“3aBckian MaeT—Mbl €ro He 3ameyaeM. J[MpeKTop Mara3uHa - Mbl Ha HEro Iuioem!

ToBapoBen 00yBHOTO oOTIena—~Kak MpocToil mmxkenep! D1o xopomo? Ito mpotusHo! IlycTs
Oyznet nzobunue, mycts Oyzaer Bce! Ho mycth yero-to He xBaraer” (Raikin)!
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Raikin’s over the top ethnic caricature sidetracks and softens this critique.’*® Nonetheless,

Raikin and Zhvanetskii go beyond ridiculing the behavior of people in a deficit economy,
stating: “Shortage is the great motor driving the distinction of societal relations.”**°
The evaluation of distinction thus operates through several fields, occurring socially and
aesthetically: “It should not be thought that the relationship of distinction (which may or may not
imply the conscious intention of distinguishing oneself from common people) is only an
incidental component in the aesthetic disposition. The pure gaze implies a break with the
ordinary attitude towards the world which, as such, is a social break” (Distinction 31). A
defining feature of Stagnation culture is the strategic maneuvering that can be found in texts, as
they attempt to assert nonconformist ideas in the pubic arena. Alexei Yurchak discusses the
difficulty of defining discourse during the period of Stagnation, specifically in analyzing the time
period through binary categories such as “official/unofficial,” “conformist/dissident,” or
“state/people”:
What tends to get lost in the binary accounts is the crucial and seemingly
paradoxical fact that, for great numbers of Soviet citizens, many of the
fundamental values, ideals, and realities of socialist life (such as equality,
community, selflessness, altruism, friendship, ethical relations, safety, education,

work, creativity, and concern for the future) were of genuine importance, despite

129 Sergeui Oushakine writes that Raikin’s comedic performances feature the intersection and
disconnect between the aural and ocular, which operate on different planes (“Laughter Under
Socialism”). The appearance, gestures, and expressions of performance often produced the
impetus to laugh for Soviet audiences of Raikin, which at times destabilized the content of a skit.
Indeed, this aspect of Raikin’s comedy is present in “The Deficit,” even more so in a live
performance of the segment, where the loudest laughs in the audience come not from
controversial material, but from Raikin’s garbled pronunciations of Russian language.

130 “JlepuuT—BeNuKHiA IBUTATENh OOIIECTBEHHBIX crienupuyeckux oTHomennit” (Raikin).
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the fact that many of their everyday practices routinely transgressed, reinterpreted,

or refused certain norms and rules represented in the official ideology of the

socialist state. (8)
Yurchak points towards a disjuncture between ideology and everyday practice, which often
resorts to pragmatic solutions that transgress various value systems. In the examples that
follow, authors and filmmakers still embody socialist principles of equality, using similar state
discourses, but they do so to make major breaks with current societal practices: they seek
individual distinction in the name of justice, even if it comes at the cost of greater collective
need.

In finding this voice of distinction, | contend that many literary representations of the
queue during this period hinge on common uses of satire, humor, and sharp ridicule in order to
examine more closely the systemic structures of socialist allocation and how they are abused in
everyday practice. Satiric modes of writing flourished during the period of Stagnation.
Although many of these works were never published in the Soviet Union, a wide range of satiric
works were produced, even with an increase in censorship under Brezhnev. Satire helped to
reshape the voice of dissent that was unleashed during the Thaw. Anatoly Vishevsky writes that
irony was the defining tone of the 1970s, voicing the disappointment of many authors
disillusioned with the end of the Thaw (4). He also notes, that irony was only affective because
Soviet readers, especially urban intellectuals, were attuned to it: “Their texts came as a direct
response to the public’s taste. In this way the distance between the horizon of expectations and
the works was nonexistent—the texts made no demands on the receiving consciousness to make

a change on the horizon of unknown experience” (6).
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As Stagnation culture begins to satirize and cynically discuss the role of individuality in a
collective society in both popular and unpublished works, the dichotomy between groups lies not
only in the relationship between people, but also between individual and collective priority, and
the access to goods and services. The three texts closely analyzed in this chapter are
representative of other texts in the following ways: satiric tones used by authors construct sharp
individualized voices that do not simply comment on societal flaws, but rather are used to assert
individual claims. While the texts present the satirist as a civic spokesperson for others, they
simultaneously exist for the individual orator, who fights for his own wellbeing. Satiric modes
of writing seek to subvert social norms and existing social hierarchies, juxtaposing the behavior
of those in positions of power with those who are held powerless. Lastly, by satirizing the
experience of the queue, authors infuse life into a social condition of immobility and decay,
while still referencing the severity of an ever-present reality. Satire provides effective and biting
commentary on the present time, as it often reaches outside of the text and contrasts the literary
text against a known social reality.

The literary and filmic texts chosen for this chapter can also be considered as
representative in that the producers do not celebrate the everyday for its chaos and irreducibility
to a single path, but rather construct a variety of narratives through which the individual views
the complex ordering of everyday Soviet life. Authors begin to find ways to express
individuation, recognizing personal distinction and access to exclusive privileges that opposes
what official Soviet culture tried to present as a seemingly uniform material world. They
envision everyday life as part of an imagined ordered society, pitting individual heroes against
the collective, which is often viewed as a vertical, rather than horizontal system of relations. In

this exploration, individual subjectivity is often defined through one’s priority within the state
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allocation of socialism, creating a conflict between individual and collective need.** Here, I am
most interested in carving out a distinct space for Stagnation culture separate from the period of
the Thaw. Many studies of late Soviet culture describe how texts begin to lay bare the
contradictions of what was once a seemingly congruous teleological path. My study instead
looks at texts as they begin to break down official discourses of Soviet allocation, a more
specific area imbedded within Soviet second-world social organization. In doing so, works focus
on and challenge the inadequacies of everyday life, interpreting scarcity not as a local problem,
but rather as a result of systemic inequalities and as the result of the poor behavior by those who

fill society’s ranks.

4.3 HAIL TO THE QUEUE: DISCOVERING THE SOVEREIGN STATE OF THE

INDIVIDUAL IN ALEKSANDR ZINOV'EV’S THE YAWNING HEIGHTS

In order to detail the relationship of the individual against the social pressures of the collective,
Aleksandr Zinov'ev theorizes the rules of Soviet communal space. Zinov'ev is interested in
Soviet bureaucratic space, and he examines the absurdities of how individuals operate according
to and not according to its rules. Trained as a logician and sociologist, Zinov'ev’s multifaceted
career across literary and scientific fields was nonetheless directed at a primary goal: to describe
the contradictions between abstract understandings of communist ideology and its lived practice.

Beginning with his 1954 dissertation on the flaws in logic in Marx to his literary works of the

131 stalinist culture was able to sublimate tendentious topics such as envy and competition
amongst and within labor collectivities, packaging these concerns in a teleological narrative
structure that showed collective progress alongside individual initiative.
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1970s, which expedited his expulsion from the Soviet Union, Zinov'ev sought to describe the
rules by which Soviet institutions operated, proliferated, and instilled purported ways of living.
This section will look at two works by the author: The Yawning Heights and The Reality of
Communism (Kommunizm kak real'nost' [1980]). While Zinov'ev has already outlined the
majority of, if not his entire theoretical framework within his fiction prior to The Reality of
Communism, for the purpose of clarity | will refer to this volume for these points, which are
presented in a non-fiction form. Also, although Zinov'ev does not explicitly discuss queuing in
The Reality of Communism, he outlines what he calls the “laws of communality” (“zakony
kommunal'nosti”). In his novel The Yawning Heights Zinov'ev applies these laws to describe the
system of communism as a queue-like hierarchy.

Zinov'ev’s The Reality of Communism outlines his theory on the laws of communality,
which have been scattered throughout the author’s numerous novels. Zinov'ev’s study views
how collective societies operate in conditions of shortage. This analysis is less concerned with
physical acts of waiting in line, and instead focuses on communal behavior in dealing with
questions of allocation, such as social mobility and state control over the access and delay of
goods. Zinov'ev states that in any society, regardless of its economic base, a set of communal
laws exist, by which individuals must abide.*** Communal laws favor individual existence, as
people will always try to improve their standing. Humans operate by laws such as, “give less
and take more; minimal risk and maximum gain; minimal personal responsibility and maximum

distinction” (Reality 61).2* Zinov'ev believes that the goal of civilization throughout history has

132 Zinov'ev notes that these aspects of communal behavior are natural to humans as physical
beings, deriving from man’s biological evolution (Reality 62; Kommunizm 65).

133 “MCHBI_HG aaTb H 60)’[5]].[6 B34Tb, MCHLBIIC PHCKA U 60)’[5]].[6 BbITOY, MCHBIIIC
OTBETCTBEHHOCTH H OoJibine movera” (Kommunizm 64).
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been to create institutions and beliefs that limit these laws.*** Constructs such as government,
law, morality, and religion curb this instinct in favor of rewards based on self-sacrifice and
service. While communism stresses the collective need over the individual impulse, its lofty
goals and governing principles fail in practice:'*®
The difference between how a humane or inhumane society forms in this country
or a foreign one, depends not on the laws themselves, but rather on the abiliy of
the population to develop institutions, that stand up against these laws and limit
them. Only where these [institutions] do not exist in a society or where they are
weakly developed, will the forces of communality gain great strength and
determine the physiognomy of the society, and indeed the character of the
institutions notionally designed to protect people from their effects. What will
then develop is a type of society in which there will flourish hypocrisy, together

with violence, corruption, bad management, irresponsibility, poor workmanship,

3% Bourdieu’s writings on social mobility and class struggle highly resemble Zinov'ev’s
observations: “Reconversion strategies are nothing other than an aspect of the permanent actions
and reactions whereby each group strives to maintain or change its position in the social
structure, or, more precisely—at a stage in the evolution of class societies in which one can
conserve only by changing—to change so as to conserve” (Distinction 157).

135 According to Zinov'ev, communist ideology only provides the illusion that exploitation has
been eliminated. *“Various forms of social and economic inequality are not eliminated under
Communism but only change their forms” (Reality 25). [“Pasauunbie ¢hopMBI CONUATBHOTO |
O9KOHOMHYCCKOI0 HCPABCHCTBA HC YHUUTOXAIOTCA HPpHU KOMMYHHU3ME, a JIMIIb MCHAIOT CBOU
bopMBI U B KaKHMX-TO OTHOIIECHUsAX erne Oosee ycuiampaercs” (Kommunizm 24)]. Moreover,
communism denies the existence of laws of communality, instead ascribing these features to
capitalist societies.
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cheating, boorishness, idleness, disinformation, deceit, drabness and a system of
work privileges. (Reality 62)**°

This model of relations views communism as a state controlled entity, but where the individual
behavior of the people subverts the ideology of the system. Communism cannot act as an
abstract science when it is actually ruled from the bottom, where it is the people’s individual
actions that build social institutions throughout society. Thus, society is not governed under the
auspices of an overarching ideology.

Zinov'ev’s laws of communality thus provide an appropriate analysis of how individuals
operate within hierarchies and various orderings of society, especially amidst conditions of
scarcity; if all positions in a social hierarchy become saturated, an individual must displace
another in order to move up the social ladder. According to Zinov'ev, laws of communality
create perverse valuations of worth: one must satisfy authority to get ahead. As people vie for
position, the non-threatening, non-entity improves his standing, while significant, talented
individuals are eliminated.

Zinov'ev’s views, while being the most systematized of any author discussed in the
dissertation, are presented in an extremely distorted, kaleidoscopic form in his fiction. The
“sociological novel” The Yawning Heights is an allegory of Soviet history from Lenin to

Brezhnev that takes place in the society Ibansk, and details the absurdities of communism,

136 < -~ o o o
A dJeoBeUYHBIH WU OeCUEIOBEUHBIH THII O6H.I€CTBa CJIOKHUTCA B TOM WM HMHOH CTPAHC,

3aBUCUT HE OT CaMHUX 3THX 3aKOHOB KaK TaKOBBIX, a OT CHOCOOHOCTM HACEJICHUS Pa3BUThH
WHCTUTYTHI, MPOTUBOCTOAIIME 3TUM 3aKOHaM M OrpaHMYMBaromue ux. Jlumb B ToM ciydyae,
€CIIM HUYero 1moto0HOro B 00IIECTBE HET WIIM 3TO Pa3BUTO C1a00, KOMMYHAJIbHbIE 3aKOHBI MOTYT
MPUOOPECTH OTPOMHYIO CUJTY M OYIyT ONpEeaessiTh BCIO (PU3NOHOMHIO O0IIIECTBa, B TOM YHCIIe—
ONPENENATh XapaKTep OpraHu3alMi, 110 UJee MPU3BaHHBIX OrpakaaTh Jrofed oT Hux. M torma
CJIIOXKHUTCSA OCOOBIH THIT 00IIecTBa, B KOTOpPOM OyIeT MpOIBETaTh JHUIEMEpHE, HaCHIIHE,
KOppyHIus, 0ecX0o3aiCTBEHHOCTh, 00€3/MuKa, 0e30TBETCTBEHHOCTb, XalTypa, XaMCTBO, JICHb,
ne3uH(opmarus, 0OMaH, CepoCTh, CHCTEMa CIy)eOHbIX mpuBmiIernii” (Kommunizm 65).
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particularly the role of human behavior within this system.**" In The Yawning Heights, the word
is much more powerful than the image. Zinov'ev’s sociological novels offer little description,
imagery or even action.®® Instead, he focuses on conversations or speeches, presenting one idea
through various speaking subjects. Zinov'ev thus presents a logo-centric alternative world that,
like Soviet culture, depends on the power of the word.

The novel is a drawn out series of titled episodes that illustrate Zinov'ev’s sociological
points, most notably, the laws of communality. All the citizens of Ibansk can be divided into two
characters types: intellectuals, who openly articulate how society operates in a dysfunctional
manner according to individual impulses, under the guise of communal ideology, and
bureaucrats and party members, who do not speak out about these ideas, but carry them out in
everyday practice. Of course, those who are smart enough to understand the situation are denied
positions of power and are relegated to low-status jobs. Each of the misfit characters theorizes
how marginalization occurs in society. Zinov'ev celebrates these characters, as pathetic and
weak as they are, in that they understand and voice their opinions of the state.

The novel includes ten chapters titled “The Queue.” In these chapters, Zinov'ev outlines
his theoretical framework on communal living through the image of the queue, detailing how the
complicit act of queuing leads to the marginalization of the individual. Throughout the ten

chapters, the queue proliferates, spontaneously beginning from the base of innocent, yet selfish

137 Zinov'ev’s sociological novel uses literary devices to expound sociological principles. His
novels, all written in this self-proclaimed genre, generally follow a simple structure of titled
chapters, which are not necessarily dependent on one another, and can stand alone as individual
texts. His novels offer a compromise in which Zinov'ev claims to follow a sociological
methodology, yet colors his findings, sarcastically subverting the tenets of Soviet ideology.

38 The genre of the sociological novel is devoid of superfluous language. Zinov'ev does not
describe the setting or description of characters in a particular episode unless it contributes to the
message conveyed in the scene.
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individual desire, but culminating in an absurd, institutionalized structure. The proliferation of
the queue in The Yawning Heights directly parallels the epidemic growth of bureaucracy in
Ibansk, a comparison used by Zinov'ev to reflect the purported teleological path of communism.
For example, when asked why there are so many meetings in Ibansk, the character Neurasthenic
(Nevrastenik) responds that meetings, yet another place of waiting in Ibanskian society, will
evolve along with the development of communism: “‘They are the greatest invention of
civilization,” said Neurasthenic, ‘the highest form of social democracy for individuals who are
the lowest rungs of the social hierarchy. When the total Ism is established, mankind will move
into a new cycle of progress whose pinnacle will be the transformation of society into a

permanent meeting’” (Zinoviev, Yawning 634).'*

After establishing that the meetings will
ensure a voice for individuals, Nevrastenik adds that the permanent meetings will then evolve to
permanent committees, and then to honorary committees. The passage shows one of Zinov'ev’s
primary occupations in the novel: to strip the meaning away from ideological language and its
structuring power. He empties meaning from the Soviet term “permanent revolution” and casts
it off as a barren purgatory of waiting in a meeting.

The educated characters of The Yawning Heights realize, however, that this added
bureaucracy does not ensure equality, but only further relegates lower class members of society
down the social ladder. In one episode the character Blockhead (Balda) discusses how queuing

is an act of complicity, where the individual becomes a passive, marginalized non-entity amongst

the collective. Drawing a diagram on the asphalt as they wait in line, Blockhead notes that of all

139 .
“Benuuaiiiee n300peTeHHE NHWBWIM3aud, TOBOpUT HeBpacrenuk.  Bricmas ¢dopma

COLMAJIBHOW JIEMOKpATHH JJIsi MHAWBUIOB, HAXOAAIIMXCS HAa HU3LIMX YPOBEHAX COLMATBHOM
uepapxuu. Ilocie ycTaHOBIEHUS MONBHOTO M3Ma YEIOBEUECTBO HAYHET HOBBIM IIMKII PA3BUTHS,
KOTOPBIN 3aBEPUINTCS MPEBPALICHHEM BCEro o0IIecTBa B MOCTOSHHO JieiicTBYyIoIIee coOpanue”
(Ziiaiushchie 429).
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goods available for consumption, only the worst quality and minimum quantity is made available

to those who wait:
The best part of it, the part which is in shortest supply, goes into the system of
outlets reserved for the privileged. So this part doesn’t come into the queue
system. The rest, in principle, is for everybody else. But is this so in actual fact?
You know perfectly well that a large part of this remainder, and its best part, is
distributed among the second-rank authorities. There’s no law about it, but it’s a
custom which is religiously observed by those responsible for distribution.
(Zinoviev, Yawning 782)'%°

Blockhead concludes that those who queue only receive the worst quality products, and that they

are reduced to waiting for crumbs. While Zinov'ev is not well versed in western studies of

sociology, it is interesting to note that his views on the queue are strikingly similar to Schwartz’s

notion of allocation.

Conditions of scarcity arise because society does not actively solve its problems, but
instead takes the easy path and does nothing. The character Sandal (Lapot') asks Blockhead why
people do not work more instead of waiting in line? “‘But it would seem a lot simpler,” said
Sandal, ‘to make people work instead of standing around in queues. There’d be more goods and

shorter queues’ (Zinoviev, Yawning 782).%*" This point illustrates that the citizens of Ibansk do

140 «Camas Tydiiasi 4acTh €ro W camas Ne(UIUTHAs 10 3aKOHY HJET B CHCTEMY 3aKpBITHIX
pacnpenenurenieid. JTa 4acThb B CHCTEMy odepeau He mnomaner. OcTanbHas 4acTh HUIET Kak
Oynaro Obl At Becex. Ho Tak u Ha camom niene? Bbl mpekpacHo 3HAETe, YTO 3HAUUTENbHAS OIS
MPOAYKTA JJIsi BCEX, @ MMEHHO—ETO JIy4Illasi 4acTh, paclpenessieTcs Cpeld HadalbCTBa Oojee
HU3KOTO YPOBHS. 3akoHa Takoro HeT. Ho ecTh 00bIyaii, KOTOPHI CBITO COOMIOAAETCS TEMU, KTO
ocymecTBisieT pacnpenenenue” (Ziiaiushchie 528).

141 ep BEllb Ka)K€TCsl, KyJa Mpolle, TOBOPUTH JIamoTh, BMECTO CTOSIHUSI B OUEPENSX 3aBUCUTH
nrofeit paborate. IIpomykToB Oymer Oonbiie—ouepeau Menbiine” (Ziiaiushchie 528).
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not consider waiting in line as an act of effort, but rather a leisure activity. Blockhead responds
that queuing is peaceful, and if queues did not exist, then people would begin to think and
demand better leisure activities. He concludes, “malcontents begin to appear” (783).**? Thus,
the queue is just one of the many conciliatory spaces in Soviet culture, only constructed because
people accept their fate out of self-interest in order not to overexert themselves.

Zinov'ev thus outlines a theoretical framework for communism through the image of the
queue, detailing how the marginalization of the individual occurs in Soviet society, as well as
how the system proliferates, beginning from the base of selfish individual desire, to the creation
of institutionalized structures that pretend to govern the system. Zinov'ev illustrates this growth
absurdly through the example of the queue, which begins spontaneously only to become
institutionalized. As it multiplies, members of the queue draft waiting lists that secure a future
member’s right to join. Another example details the queue’s election of officials, and its plans
for its one-year anniversary celebration. These examples do not occur all in one scene, but rather
grow in absurdity repeating in section after section interspersed throughout the novel.**?
Zinov'ev’s queue sections reach their pinnacle of institutionalization with the inclusion of

the “Anthem to the Queue” (“Gimn ocheredi”), one of seven outlandish anthems in the novel.

The text provides an extreme level of cynicism, moving away from the realm of Zinov'ev’s

192 «yenoBonbrbie mossites” (Ziiaiushchie 528).

143 Zinov'ev’s writing of these sections display reflexivity to the subject matter. In one scene,
two characters observe a fight with a salesperson, that of course in Zinov'ev’s world sets off a
chain reaction down the line: “That lad over there has just got served out of turn and now he’s
hanging about with nothing to do. In a moment someone in the queue will say something to the
ones who’ve gone out of turn...Now someone’s beginning to sound off at the sales staff.
Someone else is starting to tell him off” (Yawning 375). [“Bot napens nonyunn 6e3 ouepenu u
Terephb cTouT 0e3 aena. Ceiuac, KTO-HUOYb U3 OYEPEIU CACIACT 3aMeYaHue TeEM, KTO Jie3eT 0e3
ouepenu...Tenepb KTO-TO HayHET pyrarb NpoJaBLOB. KTo-To Ha4HET pyrarb Te€X, KTO pyraer
npoaasuoB” (Ziiaiushchie 257)].
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sociologically based discussions in favor of emotional outburst. The anthem curses the queue,
addressing it in the familiar second person form (“ty”), a sardonic way to show the commonplace
nature of the practice. The anthem establishes the connection of dependency between the
structure and its inhabitants:

I am your life, the queue replies,

Without me, not a step you move,

Without me, no one sells or buys,

Without me, nothing you can do. (Zinoviev, Yawning 758)***
By the end of the novel, Zinov'ev adds another queue leading to a crematorium, where each
individual is incinerated. As the queue measures the duration of each person’s life, the front of
the line culminates in his death. The crematorium’s sign above the entrance illustrates
Zinov'ev’s main point: “REMEMBER! NO-ONE AND NOTHING IS FORCING YOU TO
TAKE THIS STEP!” (828).** The sign emphasizes that it is the individual’s choice to preserve
or erase his own identity. Before entering, another character, Chatterer (Boltun), requests to
cease to exist, so that he will not have to witness how people treat each other. Throughout his
life, his actions have been directed by petty self-interest to advance through the system, instead
of toward anything independent or worthwhile. At the conclusion of the novel, Zinov'ev mourns
the loss of this person, simply because he becomes aware of his behavior. Zinov'ev does not
provide any solution or hope for Ibansk, but he calls for greater self-awareness from people,
stating that individuals must live by their own laws, and not by the ones that seek to take

advantage of a flawed society.

14 Yusnb 1 TBos. / Bes mMeHs mu Ha mar. / Hu naTh U MH B34Th. / bBe3 MeHs HU mmumia.
(Ziiaiushchie 511)
145 «ITOMHU! K DTOMY TEBSI HUKTO HE ITIPUHYXJAET!” (Ziiaiushchie 560).
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44  CASHING IN QUEUE CAPITAL: SOCIAL RECOGNITION, WAITING, AND

STRATEGIC MANEUVERING IN VLADIMIR VOINOVICH’S THE IVANKIAD

The other two texts in this chapter offer more strategic renderings for the individual to navigate
the atrophied social spaces of bureaucratic structures. Voinovich’s The lvankiad is an account
that details the author’s competition with a high-ranking Soviet bureaucrat, Ivan'ko, to procure
an apartment in Moscow. Petr Vail' and Aleksandr Genis analyze the text as a documentary
novella, calling it Voinovich’s battle for truth (23). More insight into the novella can be gleaned
from its dedication, to the very bureaucrat lvan'ko and his comrades, whose actions gratuitously
gave the author a rich source of material [“bogateishii fakticheskii material” (434)]. Voinovich’s
dedication is revealing of the author’s intentions to convert the idle, useless time spent fighting
against the bureaucratic system into useful, artistic material. The novella is thus a strategic
exercise that not only examines problems of privilege and corruption, but also displays the
author’s ability to fight and at the same time produce a text.

The novella is composed of two main strands: the strategies and tactics VVoinovich adopts
to procure the apartment, and all of the bureaucratic steps he must go through to do so, and,
secondly, the author’s obsessive preoccupation with lvan'ko, who is sarcastically labeled the
hero of the story. These two strands drastically oppose one another, the first consisting of
meetings, telephone conversations, and formal written documents inserted into the texts, all told
in a rationally, calmly stated format. The second voice is an intense scrutiny by Voinovich of
Ivan'ko consisting of humor, dream sequences, and hyperbole. Both modes of narrative really
accomplish the same task, as they are lengthy extrapolations on the Soviet bureaucratic system,

but they are told in radically different ways.
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The novella begins by outlining VVoinovich’s wait for his apartment. Voinovich reveals
that he is socially conscious of his peers, as he initially gave up his spot in line to a colleague
looking for an apartment, on the condition that he is next to receive another two-room apartment.
When discussing how he received his previous apartment, he explains why he deserved it: “My
wife’s and my patience was rewarded. Five years we had waited for a one-room apartment, five
years we waited in line... Our one-room apartment was everything to us. We waited longer than
others waited, we needed it more than others, and we received the apartment” (440).**° The
point | want to emphasize here in the quote is the second to last line, where Voinovich
distinguishes himself from others because he waited. In Bourdieu's terms, Voinovich has built
up enough capital, from queuing, to exchange it for something of material value. Voinovich
relates his experience of waiting, not as a common fate, but as an ordeal that gradually
differentiates him from others and gives him higher priority over them. It is because he has
waited that he derserves an apartment, and therefore can assert his priority over others who have
not. Voinovich presents himself as a modest, law-abiding, socially minded citizen: “Simple
food, modest clothing and a roof over my head, is everything that I’ve only needed for my
wellbeing. Its true though, that over that roof I always wanted a separate room for myself, but
that could probably be considered too lavish a wish” (434-435).**" Voinovich’s statement, while
on the surface is presented humbly, quietly condemns those who would not agree with such a

simple request.

146 « -~ o
Hame c¢ »xeHoit TCPIICHHUEC BO3HArpaxaacTcCs. [IaTe €T MBI KW B OJHOKOMHATHOU

KBapTUpEe, TATh JIET JKAalM CBOel odepeaw...Hama ogHOKOMHATHash KBapTHpa B JOMe—
CIMHCTBEHHAs. MBI JOJIBINE IPYTHX JKIATH, MBI OOJIBIIE IPYTHX HYKIAEMCS, MBI 3Ty KBAPTUPY
nonyuum” (lvan'kiada 440).

17 “IIpocras nuima, CKpOMHAs OZIEXK/Ia W KPBILIA HAJ[ TOIOBOA—BOT BCE, YTO MHE HY)KHO II0
vacTu Onarononyuunsi. IIpaBia, 1Mo KpeIeil MHE BCEra XOTeJI0Ch UMETh OTIACIbHYIO KOMHATY
1Tt ce0st JIMYHO, HO BPS JIM TAKOE XKeJlaHKe MOYKHO cunuTaTh upe3MepHbiM (Ivan'kiada 434-435).
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Juxtaposing this modest characterization, Ivan'ko is brought into the text. Upon the
departure of a Jewish writer who leaves for Israel, Voinovich is in line to receive the apartment,
only to have the mysterious bureaucrat, previously unknown in his cooperative, step in and take
the place. Not only has Ivan'ko not waited on the list for apartments, but he already has a three-
room, lavishly decorated place, and only wants the new place to expand the existing apartment to
four rooms. While the central plot of The lvankiad deals with the apartment procurement, the
novella uses this discussion of queuing and priority as a satirical commentary on the Writers’
Union. Voinovich touts himself as a talented writer who can mold even the dullest reality into
useful material, whereas lvan'ko is likened to a saucepan: “That night I slept poorly. | dreamt of
a white, long-handled saucepan used for milk, and | was trying to solve the question, could this
saucepan be considered a writer? And for some reason, | decided for myself, that it could never
be a writer, and excuse me, could never be allowed in the union” (449).2*® Because Voinovich
considers himself a talented writer, he asserts his social worth opposite Ivan'ko. In two sections
titled “The Communist lvan'’ko” (“Kommunist lvan'ko) and “The Writer lvan'ko” (“Pisatel’
Ivan'ko”), Voinovich details the careers of his nemesis, revealing that the communist has a full
resume, but the writer only has a sole publication of a 44-page book, with illustrations, on
Taiwan. Cynically relating this discovery back to his personal situation, VVoinovich quips: “With

these facts it was difficult to form an idea about the level of giftedness of our writer, but to the

148 « . .
B Ty HOYb 5 cnan mioxo. MHe cHuack Oenasi, ¢ ATMHHOW PYyYKOHM KacTproJisd JIIsl MOJIOKa, U

sl ObITAJICA PCHIUTL BOIIPOC, MOKHO JIM €€ CHHUTATh IMUCATCIICM. 4! MOo4YeMy-TO pCIINI AJId CCGH,
YTO MHCATEIIEM €€, MOKaIyi, U HEellb3s, HO IpUHAT B coro3 Moxuo” (Ivan'kiada 449).
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extent that can be surely confirmed, that on the topic of territorial aspirations, he certainly isn’t a
first-timer” (458).'%

The book can also be read as a step-by-step manual for how to deal with Soviet
bureaucracy. Although he presents the ordeal as a source for artistic production, Voinovich is
sharing local knowledge, presumably addressed to the local reader who is familiar with all of the
bureaucratic people, institutions, and procedures.”™®  His inserted letters even include
calculations of the square meters that should be afforded to him by Soviet law. Voinovich also
conveys what not to do. While he extends criticism beyond lvan'ko to include other committee
members, Voinovich is fully aware of the way one should operate in the public realm of Soviet
society. He includes passages of letters that were never sent, as they contain insulting language
that would do only harm (515).

The excess of letters recreates and conveys the frustrations of the author, as the reader is
forced to endure the repetitive language and foregone conclusions that each letter will deny
Voinovich. The letters thus perform the act of waiting through the process of tedious
storytelling. It establishes the back and forth correspondence of the bureaucratic system, where
nothing is accomplished, but much effort is expended. The title itself conveys this sense of the
epic journey. The reader can trace the narrative’s duration of seven months from the dates of the
letters, but it is only in the epilogue of the novella that VVoinovich reveals that to procure the

apartment, he needed to fight another two years.

149 “TTo srum JAHHBIM TPYJIHO COCTAaBUTh MPEACTABICHUE O CTENEHU JapOBaHUS HAIIEro
IHcaTess, HO 3aTO MOKHO YBEPEHHO YTBEPXKAATh, YTO 110 YACTU TEPPUTOPUAIIBHBIX MPUTA3AHUI
o BoBce He HoBHUOK” (Ivan'kiada 458).

139 \/oinovich directly addresses the reader throughout the text and relates the situation to the
reader by calling lvan'ko “our writer” (Ivan'kiada 458).

117



While The Ivankiad dramatizes the scarcity of the situation that drives the story—the lack
of apartments and the waiting time that one must endure—the novella ultimately is about
Voinovich’s fight for distinction at Ivan'ko’s expense. The apartment becomes a trophy in this
battle of distinction between a talented intellectual and a hack bureaucrat. While Voinovich’s
voice dominates the text, Ivan'ko is largely absent, denied direct speech, yet he is the proclaimed
hero of the story.™ Voinovich has used the narrator’s position to take center stage, only to
illuminate one important point on those who act silently:
And while you plan great reforms, build castles in the sky, find mistakes in Hegel,
brood over lines of poetry or try to find the X chromosome under a microscope,
our modest drudge, with his shrewd little eyes, carefully follows you to see if,
under the guise of struggling against alien ideology, he can get something from
you: your apartment, wife, cow, invention, a position, or an academic title.
Gradually, in leisurely fashion, he heats up the atmosphere, and then you notice,
on that modest face there won’t be a smile, but a wolfish grin (524).%

Voinovich only reveals at the end of the novella that the constant presence of the narrator

throughout acts as a trick, a distraction from a behind-the-scenes look at how Soviet society

operates. There is always at least one Ivan'ko quietly lurking for every outspoken Voinovich.

31 jvan'ko rarely speaks in the work, aside from a few short statements at cooperative meetings.
152 “I noka BbI HameuaeTe MpOrpaMMbl BEJIUKUX MPeoOpa30BaHMil, CTPOUTE BO3IYIIHBIC 3aMKH,
HUIIETEe OH_II/I6KI/I y FCFCHH, BBIHAIIIMBACTC CTPOUKU CTUXOTBOPCHUS UJINA IBITACTCCh PAaCCMOTPETH
B MHKpPOCKON X-XpOMOCOMY, Halll CKPOMHBIH TPYIICHHK CBOMMH BOCTPEHBKHMH TJIa3aMH
OUTENBHO CIIETUT, HENb3sl AU IMOJ BUIOM OOpHOBI ¢ YYyXIOH HIeojoren yTo-HHOYIh y Bac
OTTSNATh: KBapTUPY, JKEHY, KOpPOBY, H300peTeHHe, IODKHOCTh, WM YyYCHOE 3BaHUeE.
[TocTeneHHO M UCTIOBEIb HAKASAET OH aTMOC(Epy, U BOT HA CKPOMHOM JIMIIE BBl 3aMEYaeTe yxKe
He ynbIOkH, a Bomuuit ockan” (lvan'kiada 524).
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45  THE COLLECTIVE REVOLTS: EL'DAR RIAZANOV’S THE GARAGE

The Garage comically treats the problem of Soviet allocation, as the film takes place in a
cooperative meeting that must decide those who will receive the few remaining garage spots
from a state construction project. The film employs a satiric tone that it mischievously purports
does not exist in contemporary Soviet culture. When one character Marina explains that she is
studying contemporary satire, the response she receives from a high-ranking bureaucrat’s son
questions her decision: A specialist in Soviet satire? What a wonderful profession. You study
something that does not exist.”***

The Garage is a chamber film, shot almost solely in one meeting room in the Institute for

the Protection of Endangered Species (Institut po okhrane zhivotnykh ot okruzhaiushchei sredy),

a name chosen that clearly reflects on the precarious situation at hand (Figures 8 and 9).

Figure 8. Endagered animals in The Garage Figure 9. Endangered animals in The Garage

158 “Crienmanuct mo coBerckoit catupe? VauButenbHas npodeccrs. Bel 3aHEMaeTech TeM, 4ero
uer” (Garazh).
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Despite the film’s claustrophobia of being trapped in the institute, The Garage does not utilize
this space to make time drag on. The movement in the room is dynamic, with characters making
animated speeches, animatronic creatures moving around the room, and tensions always running
high. Although the situation of the garages is firmly grounded in social reality, the exotic setting
of the museum lends to the absurdity that ensues.

There is little sense of the importance of time. This is established at the beginning of the
film, as several jokes are made that comically render time. A mother, Natasha, mentions that her
seven year-old son is left home, and the joke is made, “When we get out, he will have already
turned eight. Or perhaps ten.”*** Another woman has a fresh chicken that will soon rot, but
again the imporatance of this trifle is unimportant, as the legs of the chicken, prominently
sticking out of the bag, are simply a source of laughter. Only one character in the film really has
to be somewhere important, the newlywed husband, but his misfortune and complaints are
comically undercut. The immediacy and importance of time is thus removed when the character
Khvostov locks everyone in the room until the problem is solved justly. Times is stripped of its
value in favor of finding the proper solution and the proper social order.

Riazanov actually attended a collective garage-construction project in preparation for the
film: “I returned home after the meeting absolutely deafened. Many of my friends were among
those present, people | once considered perfectly decent. At the meeting, though, they showed
an entirely different side of themselves. | saw a herd of people devoid of conscience. They’d
forgotten about fairness and become both indifferent and cowardly. It was as if their masks of
convenience had fallen away revealing the ugliness and monstrosity of their faces” (qtd.

MacFadyen 65). The Garage certainly is about exposing the methods of evaluating social worth

15% «“TToka MbI oTCIOIa BBIIEM, €My CTYKHET Bcero BoceMb. A To u aecats” (Garazh).
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within the collective environment, as the group bickers over the remaining garage spots. The
film consistently breaks down discourses on allocation and collective behavior, challenging the
will and social pressures of the collective majority. The character Aleksandr Grigor'evich
initially identifies this task as being useless: “Those who are not excluded outnumber us. And
everyone one of them will vote against us.”**® Riazanov’s task throughout the film is to break
down the social pressures of the collective and transform it into a reasonably, justly acting mass,
and he does so through individualized characters and their convincing speech acts in the public
arena.

The film establishes a cynical tone from its outset, showing the ugly underbelly of Soviet
material culture, namely the dingy, still not finished garages over which everyone will fight.
During the title credits, the camera focuses on the bleak construction site and the overcast skies
of Moscow, much like Riazanov’s portrayal of Moscow and Leningrad in The Irony of Fate.
The lifeless panning shots of the urban landscape are contrasted with the images of the casts of
characters, who are all introduced individually with headshots of them smiling in their cars.
Moreover, characters are identified by both personal names and their nicknames such as the
Trombone Player (Trombonist), The Newlywed (Zhenikh) and Ponytail (Khvostov), who
happens to be bald. This juxtaposition identifies a hierarchy that places individuals and their
personalities above the everyday material world, the urban space, for which the characters
inhabit and fight. As the characters fight for spaces and recognition from the cooperative,
Riazanov poignantly explores a common theme of moral loss through the act of material

acquisition. One character, Fetisov, states that he has sold out his country (“prodal rodinu”) to

155 “Becnonesno. Tex, KOTOpBIX HE HCKIIOYWIM BOH UX Ha CKOJbKO Oombmie. WM kaxmpiit

€CTeCTBEHHO mporojocyet npotus Hac” (Garazh).

121



acquire the garage. When asked to clarify how he has betrayed his land, Fetisov describes how
he sold his home in the village, not just a typical Moscow suburban dacha, in order to buy an
automobile. He has sacrificed the most, losing the house that his grandfather built, and therefore
according to his logic should be awarded a garage.

David MacFadyen notes that The Garage is a film absent of lyricism: “The system as
Other defines the behavior of many characters, and their speech is often heard, not as a brave
means of self-definition, but as a long series of ideological clichés or formulaic phrases” (66).
Here, | would disagree with MacFayden in his claim that this is not an expression of self-
definition. As | have discussed in this chapter, the voice of cultural producers and subsequent
representations become extremely entrenched in official forms of discourse, appropriating it for
their own purposes. This strategic move begins to assert an individual voice of priority that is
defined within discourses of state allocation, but adapted to promote the interests of the
underappreciated.

While some characters, such as the cooperative leader and villain Anikeeva speak in this
ideologically loaded language, others are quite individualized. The other institute leader,
Sidorin, for example, combines the commonplace speech of the cooperative with diminutives,
producing a curious sounding state discourse. Sidorin addresses the constituents at times as “my
tender one” (“laskovaia moia”), and “my golden one” (*zolotoi-moi”), and his inappropriately
used diminutives add a biting, ironic tone to his task of taking away the four garage spots. When
he begins to introduce the question of the garage spaces, he begins, “I read the list with a
grieving heart.”**® He repeats the phrase “with a grieving heart” three times before Anikeeva

bluntly interrupts him, telling him to read (“Zachitivaite!”). This scene is representative of how

136 “3qupThiBato crimcok ¢ Gonbio B cepaue” (Garazh).
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The Garage treats language and self-expression, placing individualized speech at odds with
coldhearted state discourse. However, this does not mean that characters in the film are not able
to express both positions simultaneously, or even to combine the two together. Moreover, the
film consistently uses layered speech: the audience can hear the business discussed by the
cooperative in the background, yet at the same time hears personal conversations about
relationships and everyday problems in the foreground. The characters’ numerous dialogs
provide a repetitive, although effective means of self-expression. As the character Khvostov
protests losing his spot, Sidorin thus calls for the end of these outbursts, stating: “This lyrical
performance needs to be ended.”**’

Riazanov’s film is dangerous in that it reverses the hierarchies of power in the end. Only
the extremely negative character Narpukhin upholds the bureaucracy at the end, saying: “l am
against anarchy. | am for order and discipline. | am from the majority. And for you, the most
important thing are personal interests.”**® His statement is rendered false by this point in the
film, as Narpukhin is now in the minority, and order has been reestablished by other means
outside of social status and privilege. Those who received spaces through connections (“po

blatu”) are denied spots, while those from below win against the bureaucracy. A separation

between the groups is evident throughout the film, and is directly stated by Aleksandr

137 “310 nupuueckoe orcrymieHne Hano Obl komuars” (Garazh). Khvostov is cast near the
outset of the film as a heroic character. He has lost his voice from a cold he caught when
jumped into a chilly pool to help a colleague. The character cannot speak during nearly the
whole film,but is still able to assert himself through his actions, gestures, and outbursts, as he
interrupts votes by sitting on the table, eating official documents, and locking everyone in the
room. While he is positively characterized as one of the most socially conscious characters, his
highly individualized behavior is set off by self-interest, and is also celebrated in the film.

18wy npotuB aHapxuu! S 3a mopsnok u auctuminHy! S u3 GosibIIMHCTBA...A I BAC—CaMoe
riaBHoOe, TuuHble nHTepech” (Garazh).
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Grigor'evich when he tells Sidorin: “I am not dear to you.”** The film ends, however, without
completely resolving the last garage space, as one person will still be denied a spot. Everyone
draws straws, a method deemed by the group to be the most fair, satisfying both the higher-ups
and the lower-ranking members of the cooperative. The only person who misses out on a garage
is the forgotten character who has been sleeping in the back of the room for the whole film, the
Director of the Insect Division (“Nachal'nik otdela nasekomykh”). The bureaucrat Sidorin
identifies his complacency and values it, stating “Here is someone who is satisfied.”**

If Riazanov’s film tries to right the moral flaws and bad behavior that corrupt the Soviet
system of allocation, the film’s conclusion still identifies a problem that remains. The Garage
gives characters individual opportunities to voice their concerns, and the chamber format of the
film is the perfect setting to allow each to do so. Sympathy for characters is built as the camera
cuts and zooms on individual reactions of concern during the proceedings. It is only fitting then,
that the one person who shows the least interest in his wellbeing loses out at the end of the film.
As the members of the cooperative push the hat toward the insect director for him to draw what
everyone knows is a short straw, the film cuts away to the closing credit sequence, denying the
viewer even a moment to see his reaction.

MacFadyen concludes his analysis of The Garage by observing that Riazanov’s world is
one where “the self is claimed by the material world of trade” (70). | have already traced this
theme throughout many of the texts presented in this chapter, but Riazanov, along with
Voinovich, Zinov'ev, and others, seems to be exploring something beyond simple critiques of

meshchantsvo. Soviet culture becomes increasingly interested in the loss of self through the

159 «
160 «

U Bam s ne moporoii” (Garazh).
Bot xomy-To xopomo” (Garazh).
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exchange of goods and the maneuvering for positions of status. The official position claims that
one should maintain civility, reinforcing state power structures and the status quo. A dissenting
position, however, begins to claim a greater social responsibility, as well as social worth for
those who are underappreciated by the Soviet system. In turn, a claim to material access
surfaces. Voices from below bemoan unequal access to the privileges of the social elite.

The culture of the Stagnation period emphasizes the question of ocherednost’, the
problem of succession and individual priority within a collective society. The queue is no longer
viewed as strictly a physical, spontaneous phenomenon that changes from day to day. Rather, it
is a pervading order for all social positions and relations, which subsequently controls an
individual’s access to certain goods and services, but also reflects on the individual’s value to the
collective. As | have shown in the three texts above, the acts of queuing and waiting are
interpretive tasks, as those who wait contemplate their place within power structures and the
allocation of socialism. In this evaluation, discourses of queuing begin to articulate an individual
identification, which is based on the subjectivity of numbering. In turn, | find that this study can
produce a deeper understanding of cultural production in this period, which has often focused on
the plight of the individual author amidst censorship and artistic conformity. | think these
narratives, however, produce a more complicated picture: they articulate the material
consequences that come with the plight of the cultural producer. As much as narratives of
queuing and waiting tell stories of economic scarcity and the endurance of waiting, we see that
they also express far more important concerns about individual distinction within the socialist
project.

This chapter seeks to define the individual “I”” of the Stagnation period as a voice that

attempts to assert individual priority, even when it is sometimes at odds with the voice of
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collective need. Zinov'ev’s quote, “I am a sovereign state,” a variation on the famous quote by
Louis XIV, reveals this interesting contradiction (13). He maintains that while an individual’s
nature is to act out of self-interest, it is often done so only in relation to one’s communal
pressures. Zinov'ev thus states that what must be done is the seemingly impossible: to
successfully live independently from the society that surrounds us.

In the three textual examples, we see the voice of individual priority being formulated in
Soviet culture, but it is being done so within the same moral framework of how the queue was
conceptualized throughout the Soviet period. Zinov'ev’s, Voinovich’s, and Riazanov’s
characters remain “true” to the socialist values of the queue, where it is the corrupt society
around them that acts in self-interest and subverts the equality of the social structure. However, |
think it is important to note here that these same heroes, while being socially conscious, are very
much individuals in how they voice their concerns.

As authors begin to assert claims to greater social recognition and the material access that
comes with higher status, the quality of everyday life is drawn into greater focus. Chapter Five
will detail the rendering of Soviet material culture amidst conditions of scarcity, redefining the
images of objects and removing ideological anchors of consumption that were established under
Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev. Even though the state created the illusion that it could
provide affluence with both domestic and foreign goods, outside strategies for procuring items
dominated the late Soviet period. Strategic procurements and creative forms of consumption
find fantastic and phantasmagoric appearances, providing unique and individualized expressions

to socially endemic problems.
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5.0 TROFEINOST' AND THE PHANTASMAGORIA OF EVERYDAY

CONSUMPTION

And if anyone were to think seriously about a monument to that period, |
would suggest that the empty mausoleum (should Lenin’s body ever be
finally consigned to the earth) be filled with those deficit, prestige items
for which Soviet citizens suffered torments standing in line.

— Vladimir Sorokin, “Afterword: Farewell to the Queue” (253)

Things don’t like me... Things like him.**
— lurii Olesha, Envy (Zavist' [6])

5.1 INTRODUCTION

A common riddle told during the Soviet period begins: “What is long and green and reeks of
sausage?” The answer: “The long-distance train from Moscow.” The riddle describes the
excursions to other cities that many people took to shop for rare items not available at home. It

also points toward the many discourses constructed around shopping in the Soviet Union, giving

161 «“Menst me moGsi Bewy. .. Bey ero mo6sat” (Zavist' 16).
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the train a grotesque depiction, snake-like in shape and unpleasant.'®® This chapter will look at
what | label the phantasmagoria of everyday consumption in late Soviet culture, detailing the
cultural milieu of the Stagnation period into perestroika and its discourses on conspicuous
consumption. Grotesque forms of material culture emerge from Soviet consumerism, as the
state-ideologically defined tastes of kul'turnost' are deconstructed in texts. While the Soviet
material world was often said to be lacking in quantity and quality, a more personalized,
pragmatic attitude compensated for the ugliness of scarcity and shoddiness, and instead
conveyed a sense of dearness in deficit culture.

Benjamin noted the value of the commodity at world exhibitions and arcades throughout
the 19™ century, describing the phantasmagoric relation between flaneur and commodity:
“Exhibitions glorify the exchange value of the commodity. They create a framework in which its
use value recedes into the background. They open a phantasmagoria which a person enters in
order to be distracted” (7). In this process the person is elevated to the level of the commaodity,
where “he surrenders himself to its manipulations while enjoying his alienation from himself and
others ... He ends in Madness” (7).

Benjamin’s notion of phantasmagoria is stifling, describing a society ruled by the
commodity. Margaret Cohen writes that Benjamin’s phantasmagoria was constructed as the

opposite of allegory: “Allegory’s etymology implies the possibility of redemption and as such

182 Olesha has an extended passage mocking the grotesque, yet virtuous sausage invented by the
Soviet state in his novel Envy (1927): “He, the ruler, the communist, was building a new world.
And in this new world, glory sparked because a new kind of sausage had come from the sausage
maker’s hands. What did it mean? Biographies, monuments, history had never told me of glory
like this” (40). [“On—npaBuTenb, KOMMYHHUCT, OH CTPOUT HOBBIA MUp. A cllaBa B 3TOM HOBOM
MHpE BCIBIXMBAET OT TOTO, YTO M3 PYK KOJIOACHWKA BBIIIET HOBBIM cOpT KosOachl. S He
MMOHMMAIO 3TOM CJIaBBl, YTO K€ 3HAUuT 3T0? He o Takol ciaBe rOBOPHIM MHE >KW3HEOMHCAHUS,
MaMSITHUKH, UcTopus...” (Zavist' 34-35)].
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contrasts with the etymology of the phantasmagoria, which substitutes ghosts for the allos that
signifies allegory’s transcendence. Appearing as allegory’s Doppelganger, the phantasmagoria
remains firmly footed in the haunted realm of commercial exchange” (96). Benjamin’s
theorization of the arcades and the flaneur is primarily interested in Marx’s notion of commodity
fetishes, and while this discussion is certainly appropriate to a discussion of Soviet consumer
culture during the Stagnation period, when prestige Western goods were sought after by many
citizens, 1 would like to use it as a departure point to discuss the Soviet culture of scarcity and
how the commodity was envisioned amongst these conditions.

In the following cartoon from The Crocodile, cucumbers wait in line for the canning
factory, and by the time they make it, they are already rotting (Figure 10). Seeing that the
cucumber at the front of the line is still fresh, the others deduce, “the Green one must have cut

the line!”’163

163 «3enen ewe 6e3 ouepenn 1e3ts” (“1z zhizni orgurtzov.”)
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Figure 10. “From the Lives of Cucumbers” in The Crocodile

The cartoon comments on the quality of Soviet goods, which by the time they reach the
consumer, are already past their prime. More importantly though, the cartoon conflates goods
with their consumers by anthropomorphizing the product. The act of waiting is compared with
the biological process of rotting, endured by both the low quality product and those who wait for
it. Another joke depicts people waiting in line for blood sausage (krovianka). When one person

gets in line, he asks what is being given out (“Chto daiut?”). The person in front of him

164 «12 zhizni orgurtzov.” E. Gavrilin. Krokodil 29 (1978): 4.
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identifies that the line is for blood sausage, and then proceeds to ask him if he has stood in the
other line to first donate blood.

The cartoon and joke both recall Benjamin’s notion of the “debasement of things” (qtd.
Cohen 96) that occurs with the commodification of modern life. Whereas in the first-world the
debasement of things occurred by their price as commodities, in the context of the second-world
and Soviet command economy, an analogous debasement occurred through shortages caused by
inefficiencies in state allocation. People were forced to find personal connections, which were
just as, if not more important, than the money used to buy goods. Discussing his novel The
Norm (Norma [1979-1983]), Vladimir Sorokin comes to similar conclusions about Soviet
produced material culture: “It’s a curious fact, but if you look around you’ll see that we’re living
in a realm where the culture of things is not respected at all (“Interview” 150; emphasis in
original). Sorokin’s critique describes the shoddiness of Soviet products, but although they were
deficient, they became just as dear to Soviet citizens as prized foreign goods. Ol'ga Gurova
describes this connection between Soviet consumers and goods through a play on the two words:
“In general under the conditions of shortage, the thing was not a commaodity but quickly became
a comrade” (“Ot tovarishcha” 41).'% As the “commodity” is lifted to the status of “comrade,”
the exact opposite movement that Benjamin described in his notion of phantasmagoric relations,
the “haunted realm” of shortage becomes rehabilitated. In order to describe this attitude toward
Soviet material culture, 1 will use the term trofeinost'.

The term, translated here roughly as “trophying,” describes the act of sacralization of an

object, the practices in which scarce items or even their remnants, such as wrappers and empty

165 “Boo011e B yciaoBUsAX Ie(UIIUTA BEIlb OYEHb HEJOJTO SBISUIACh TOBAPOM, OBICTPO CTAHOBSChH
‘roBapuimem’” (“Ot tovarishcha” 41).
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boxes, take on added meaning in Soviet culture amidst conditions of scarcity. Products were
divided into names that signified their availability (“available goods” [dostatochnye tovary] and
“branded goods” [firmennye tovary]).'®® People went to great extents to procure goods. There
are numerous anecdotes of people jumping into queues without knowing what item was
available, or hording certain products, not knowing when they would become available again.
Likewise, shoppers developed tactics of local knowledge to try to outwit other shoppers. The
avos'ka was a great example of material culture that served as a tactical, malleable object of the
late Soviet era. The mesh shopping bag could easily be carried around in case one stumbled
upon a kiosk or store with something worth buying, and would expand to carry products home.
The name derives from the word, avos', meaning “on the off chance,” and indicates the ways in
which Soviet shopping forced the consumer to adapt to uncertain situations.

The concept of trofeinost', according to Vladimir Nikolaev, relates to the ways that
behavior is changed by economic shortage, which encourages people to hoard products, devise
strategies that increase the chances of acquiring a product, as well as minimizing the time spent
in lines. He views product procurement and all its acts, from queuing to unofficial forms of
distribution such as a blat, as a form of sport. Trofeinost' thus describes how both acquired
domestic and foreign goods acted as trophies that demonstrated an individual’s tact (23).
Typical conversations during the Soviet period dealt with how one procured an item, but
according to Nikolaev, these conversations, were simply about boasting, as the details of

procurement, the what, where, and how, were no longer pragmatic pieces of information on a

188 yurchak defines firmennye tovary not for their specific brand name, but rather by their
western origin: “Something was firmennyi because it was manufactured elsewhere and therefore
established an authentic link with the Imaginary West” (196). His definition argues that people
were not concerned with specific brands, but rather “authentic Westernness” (196).
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deal already long gone: “The demonstration to another of one’s ‘strategic stockpiles’ (shown
visually or told orally) also wielded a specific quality to the exhibition of trophies” (24).*’

Nikolaev’s analysis deals almost solely with social practices and their behavioral
implications in the commodity-consumer relationship. Shortages did dictate people’s activities,
social exchanges, and the social strategic networks they created in order to obtain goods. But
shortages also placed due attention on consumer products themselves. Nikolaev describes this
aspect of trofeinost' as an opportunity for the Soviet citizen to experience an “existential holidays
of life” (“ekzistentsial'nye prazdniki zhizni”) through rarity; he notes a number of incidents that
citizens would remember, such as the first time Cuban bananas appeared in the USSR, the
appearance of Pepsi-Cola in 1973, or taking turns to chew gum (24). 1 would like to expand his
analysis in this chapter, however, to also reflect the changing role of the consumer product,
especially in its cultural representation, which acquires new meaning in a deficit economy.
These “trophies” meant more than their intended manufactured use, and reflect on the many
imaginative uses of Soviet commodity culture.

The topic of consumption has been widely discussed throughout the Soviet period across
a variety of disciplines. While ethnographic studies of consumption under socialism typically
draw attention to social relations and networks of distribution, Liviu Chelcea’s article “The
Culture of Shortage during State-Socialism” instead views consumption through practices that
stem from objects themselves. Her study looks at how the “culture of shortage” in Romania led

to practices such as hoarding, rationing, intensive recycling, and extensive repairs (16). She

167 13 [ 7
JIeMOHCTpalusi JPyroMy 4YeJOBEeKY CBOMX ‘CTPaTerMUeCKHX 3amacoB’ (BU3yajbHas HIIH

yCTHAas) TakXKe 00J1a1aeT Crelu(pUUIeCKUM KaueCTBOM BBICTaBKH Tpodees” (24).
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notes that studies have focused on means of procurement rather than discuss possession of
things, which in itself is a personalized, “unique activity” (19).

Chelcea also notes that consumer items in second-world economies acquired new
meanings: “Goods that would have been commodities in a market economy acquired the features
of gifts or rarities” (20). Products were used in ways contrary to their manufactured intentions,
used to repair other items, or residual packaging served as decorations, in what Chelcea calls
“bricolage activities” (36): “Unlike the flaneur-like, browsing consumer of the malls, the
socialist consumer searched for useful contacts, made careful preparations and was hyperaware
of how goods were used. The socialist shortage made most consumers spontaneous bricoleurs,
by forcing them to combine, recycle, repair and trade goods or parts of them” (Chelcea 38).
Appearing on one of the covers of The Crocodile in 1978, a cartoon plays exactly with this
notion, as abundant carpets are recycled, hung on every wall and ceiling, and recycled into
presumably a deficit product: drapes (Figure 11). Likewise, another cartoon shows a crying
child who is forced to read scientific literature because the store is out of children’s books, but at

least requests a copy with pictures, making do with what is available (Figure 12).
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Figure 11. *“You got another one? Let's hang it Figure 12. “You can even give me quantum

in the bathroom...”*® In The Crocodile mechanics, as long as it has pictures.”*®° In

The Crocodile

Chelcea’s discussion of social practices serves as an appropriate departure point to view
the discourses surrounding consumption, shopping, and item procurement in fiction. The center
of attention in these curious cases of consumption in literature is not specific to the late-Soviet

era, but can be traced across Russo-Soviet literature, even dating back to the 19™ century with

168 “Epnie ogun mocrama? Ioecum B BanHyio...” (“Eshche odin dostala?.” G. lorsh. Krokodil 2

[1978]: cover).
169 «JTaiiTe x0T KBaHTOBYIO MexaHuKy, HO ¢ Kaprunkamu” ( “Daite khot' kvantovuiu mekhaniku,
no s kartinkami.” Krokodil 12 [1979]: 8).
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Nikolai Gogol”s Dead Souls (Mertvye dushi [1842]).*"° Likewise, Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master
and Margarita (Master i Margarita [1935/1966]) depicts the magical and grotesque side of
Soviet consumer culture in numerous satirical scenes involving foreign currency, which had

great purchasing power in Torgsin stores.'™

The magical possibilities of money literally
materialize out of thin air, as Woland tosses money out to the theater audience, and rubles
magically transform into foreign currency, incriminating the theater d