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PREFACE 

A study of the place of Boris Pilnyak in Soviet Literature 

faces several practical difficul!ies; biographical data are scanty, 

critical material is very scarce, and some of his \'lorks are unavail­

able or difficult to obtain. Until greater Inti tude is al1O\~ed to 

Soviet scholars and until the author's \'lorks are more readily avail­

able, non-Soviet scholarship can only render preliminary judgments 

upon Pilnyak and his works. There is always the possibility that a 

substantial amount of "desk-drm'ler literature" by the author \'lil1 be 

published at a later date. 

The scope of this study is general, the basis of more detailed 

investigations in the futur~; Pilnyak is viewecl in the context of the 

1920' sand 1930' s, the period in \'lhich he wrote the great majority of 

his novels and stories. Pilnyak is not only an interesting author, 

but also worthy of attention as a central figure in the struggle for 

power between various Ii tera!y groups or camps. 

The first part of this thesis deals \'lith Pilnyak the author -­

his concern \'lith the Revolution, his themes J and his characters. The 

second half of the thesis deals with Pilnyak the literary politician _ .. 

his role in the Union of Writers and his difficulties with the Soviet 

literary and political establishments. 

v 



I hope to attain two goals as a result of this study: 1) to 

shed some light upon Boris Pilnyak as an author and personality; 

2) to delineate the fratricidal struggle in the literary arena of the 

late twenties through the case of Boris Pilnyak. 

I have used the transliteration of the name "Pilnyak" which is 

most common in English; the correct form is "Pil'njak." 

All quotes from Pilnyak's works are in Russian, with the 

exception of those quotation which are llvailahle only in English. 

I wish to express my gratitude to Dr. Louis ,1. Shein, Chairmnn 

of the De-partment of Russian, Hc.\1aster University, and to Dr. C. ,J. G. 

Turner, for their advice and assistance. 

I also wish to thank Hd·laster IIniversity for granting financial 

assistance in the form of a Graduate Teaching Fellowship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

For many students of Russian literature Boris Pilynak is an 

author of the early Soviet period whose works are occasionally read, 

but more often passed by with a cursory mention. At one point in his 

turbulent career Pilnyak was considered the most outstanding prose 

writer in the Soviet Union; the fatal combination of passing time, 

changing tastes, and an official silence on the part of Soviet literary 

critics has served to relegate Pilnyak to a minor niche in the history 

of Russian Literature. Gleb Struve points out that due to "great 

handicaps. such as the deliberate suppression of facts and the equally 

deliberate creation of myths~' important Soviet writers of the Twenties 

are only names to later Soviet Teaders, if even that.l 

Boris Andreyevich Vogau (Pilnyak) was born on September 29, 

1894, in Hozhaisk, a small town not far from Moscow. His parents were 

from Saratov, where the family later returned when Boris began his 

formal education. Pilnyak's father, a descendent of the Volga German 

colonists, and his mother, who carne from a Russian merchant family, were 

involved in the ~~o~nic1!.~?~. movement of the late nineteenth century; 

their influence can be easily discovered in the works and world-view of 

-----------------------------------
lGleb Struve, Soviet Russian Literature~l7:~, (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma-P);;sS;"195l)": p. xi. 
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their son, who smv wisdom and strength in the common folk (narod) and 

their primitive way of life rather than in government and industriali­

zation. 

Pilnyak's early boyhood was spent in many ancient Russian tmms: 

Mozhaisk, Bogorodsk, and Kolomna are three historic locations where the 

elder Vogau1s occupation of veterinary surgeon led the family. Boris 

found himself surrounded by relics of Old Russian history; ancient 

history, together with the study of languages, retained life-long 

interest for Pilnyak. 

2 

In 1913 Pilnyak graduated from the Nizhni Novgorod Academy of 

?vlodern Languages, and in 1915, his first story was published. Information 

concerning Pilnyak during the First World War, Revolution, and Civil War 

is very scarce; he apparently travelled widely within Russia and took 

part in expeditions in search of food during the famine. 

In 1922 Pilnyak's first major work, ~_ed~, was published; his 

reputation soared and Pilnyak became the leading prose \vriter in the 

Soviet Union. IIis appeal declined in the later Twenties and his political 

fortunes also suffered an eclipse. His political problems and recantations 

will be disctissed in the body of the thesis. 

Very little is knmm of Pi lnyak' s life in the Thirties; he pre­

sided over a literary circle which met in his apartment once a ,.,reek until 

his arrest in 1938 as a Trotskyite and Japanese spy. He was executed, 

but the date remains unknmm. !lis works have never been republished in 

the Soviet Union. 



Pilnyak receives a mention in the ~.?:!.erary Encyclopedia_ of 1934 

(vol. 8), but any mention of his vvorks is deleted from the .L~.n~e .. ~ov_~~ 

~cyc10J?.~ of 1940 or its supplement of 1958. Other Soviet 

criticism will be discussed in the thesis itself. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

RUSSIA VERSUS THE WEST 

Boris Pilnyak published novels and stories from 1915 to 1937. 

Despi te the length of that period and the upheavals \<lhich took place in the 

Soviet Union during that era -- war, revolution, famine, industriali-

zation -- Pilnyak followed one line of thought throughout the great 

majority of his works. It is difficult, if not impossible, to give a 

precise definition or picture of this thread of thought; the thread. 

however, can be arbitrarily divided for purposes of discussion and 

study. 

The first. aspect is the opposition, familiar to all students of 

Russian Literature, between city and country, which in turn represents 

urban, Western influence conflicting \vith genuine, rural Russia. The 

second aspect of the theme is an offshoot of the first opposition: 

instinct pitted against intellect. The processes of a bount.iful yet 

sometimes cruel nature, associated with rural Russia, conflict with human 

efforts to conquer nature and emotion; the trend towards systematization 

and planned existence 'is usually associated with urban Russia, which is 

more open to Western influence. The third aspect of the theme is what 
II 

Leon Trotsky labelled Pilnyak t 5 " re trogesssional realism: the opposition 

of ancient primitive Russia to modern civilized life. 2 The sum of these 

------,-~---------.-------~-

2Leon Trotsky, Lit~tu_re and Revolution (Ann Arbor: University 
of t>Uchigan Press, 1960) J p. 76ff. 
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components forms an undefinable unity \1hich can be described as a 

struggle between forms of planned existence and the blind forces of 

nature which were allowed full sway before the advent of civilization. 

The opposition of the city, especially St. Petershurg, to the 

country has been a recurring theme in Russian Literature. The city in 

a predominantly agrarian nation appears strange and hostile to all 

5 

except cQnfirmed urban dwellers; life in the city seems hectic and 

unnatural. In such a situation the city becomes isolated not only from 

the country but from the nation as a \1ho1e; urban life becomes 

artifical. St. Petersburg became such a city, and Russian \1riters 

have portrayed its residents as spiritless bureaucrats, rich but root­

less dandies, and the oppressed poor who cannot escape. The first 

"superfluous man", Evgeny 0l1egin, is a product of the city who is 

divorc~d from the roots of Russian tradition ; when he Tctires to his 

country estate and meets Tatyana, the artificiality and aimlessness of 

his life in the city become apparent. 

In his story, ~ O~rc2.':!., Nikolai Gogo1 paints a terrifying 

picture ef St. Petersburg: gray, cold, \'lindy, impersonal, almost 

foreign. The price for the city's grandeur is continually paid by the 

dehumanized workers of the bureaucracy; public achievement is bought 

and maintained by immense private sacrifice. 

In Poor Folk, a story similar to The Overcoat, Feodor Dostoevsky 
----~- ... 

portrayed the trials of Makar Devushkin, an honest but poor man in Saint 



Petersburg. Like the "underground man," Makar is divorced from reality 

just as Saint Petersburg -- dark, sooty, smelly -- is divorced from 

the Russian soil. The inhumanity of the city drives him to conscious 

self-humiliation, the complete loss of self-esteem as a human being. 

In Notes from t~ Unde!.gr~~ Dostoevsky also employs the 

capital as a befitting unnatural setting for his irrational hero. 

Leo Tolstoy'S War an? ~.e.!!:~ is in part a polemic against Saint 

Petersburg. St. Petersburg society consists of many Kuragin families 

vain, avaricious, and unhappy; the artificial social life of the 

capi tal is opposed by the natural life of the country estate, just as 

abortion is opposed by the natural processes of birth, life, and death. 

As Prince. Andrei gravitates from the country to the city, he becomes 

progressively disillusioned and unhappy, while Pierre gravitates from 

the city to the harmony of the country. Andrei initiated his life's 

quest by leaving Bald Hills, his father's estate,' and finds death; 

Pierre termina.tes his quest at Bald Bills and finds life. 

The opposition of city to country runs much deeper than mere 

rural antipathy to, or fear of, urban existence; the issue is 

inextricably connected \vith the larger question, apparent in literature, 

philosophy and theology, of Russia's relationship to the West. "The 

~Iongol Yoke" had effectively segragated Russia from the remainder of 

Christendom; when the Tsars finally became independent, Western Europe 

had entered upon the Renaissance period and about to launch the 

6 
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Reformation. 3 The Latin West was now as alien to the r4uscovites as 

the t-iongolian East, and the fall of Orthodox Constantinople to the 

Turks in 1453 left the Russians in a solitary position. The insular 

defensive mechanism of "The Third Rome" was called upon to create and 

maintain a national identity for the Russian people, and the Tsars 

consolidated their autocratic pm'ler at the expense of intellectual and 

economic development. Eastern r.loscm .... rather than Western Kiev had become 

the center of Russian life. 4 

Peter the Great initiated a revolution designed to terminate the 

centuries of isolation and stagnation, a revolution so thorough and so 

brutal that Peter has been considered a prototype of the Bolshevik. 5 

Peter's reforms are often thought to consist mainly in the introduction 

of Western technology to the Russian backwoods; his most radical and 

enduring "reform," however, was to change the entire concept of govern-

ment from the personal relationship between "the Little Father" and the 

Orthodox Christian people to the concept of the state as an independent 

6 entity, the institutional bureaucracy satirized by Gogol and Dostoevsky. 

---.-~.-.--------.-~------=----- . - -_. ~ 
3Hans Kohn, The ~~:>sian Hind (New York: Harper fT Brothers J 

1962). p. 4. 

4~'J p. S. 

5Nicolas Berdyaev, The Origin of Russian Communism (Ann Arbor: 
The University of ~!ichigan Press:-Y9605~ 13. 1V1l'"eil BercTyaev compares 
Peter's revolution to Lenin's, he prefers the latter. 

6Marc Raeff, Origins of the Russian Intelligentsia (Neh' York: 
Harcourt, Bra.ce, 11 WorTJ;Inc., 1%6) J p. 35.--
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While this new outlook became political fact, it was not able to 

displace the old view among the peasants and sections of "the intelligentsia; 

one hundred years after Peter's reign the institutions of government were 

still considered to be a foreign importation which had succeeded in 

deceiving the Tsar and in causing a split (raskol) into two Russias, 

official and popUlar. 

TIle image of dual Russia is not simply 
a conception of the state and people as 
two different Russias. It also comprises 
an evaluative attitude, or rather a range 
of such attitudes. Their common 
denOli1inator is the apprehension of the 
autocratic" sta.te power as an alien power 
in the Russian land. 7 

The Slavophils never ceased to denounce Peter the Great and his 

l'eforms; in their view Peter denied the religious foundations of the 

ancient Russian nation (communes, paternalism, Patriarchal church 

government) and introduced insidious Western ecclesiastical reforms and 

social conventions. The debate between Slavophils and Westernizers 

continued through t.he nineteenth century. Many people held an intermediate 

vim"', such as Alexander Pushkin, who was certainly no Slavophil, but 

recognized the dangers of wholesale and thoughtless imitation of the West. 

Evgeny Onegin's indiscriminate predilection for Western books, clothes, 

and foods is both symptom and cause of his rootlessness and unhappiness. 8 

---7Ro~~-r~ ~uc~er~~ Soviet Political Ivlind (princet;;;;= 'p;i~~~ 
University Press, 1963),p-:-7-0-. -----

8Alexander Pushkin, ~~_~ (r.loskva: Academia, 1933), 
Chapter one, Stanzas II, IV - VIII, XVI, et. ale 



Dostoevsky also entertained ambiguous feelings towards Europe; 

he viewed the West as a "precious graveyard," a sad relic of a great 

Christendom. 9 The industrial revolution, capitalism, and political 

revolutions of the West caused many Russians to distrust Western 

influences in their country; as these phenomena slowly became part of 

Russian life, this distrust caused some to re-define their natipnal 

identity in terms of Russia I s relationship vii th the East. 

The "Scythian" movement in literary and philosophical circles 

was an expression of Russia's links with the East as wen as ,..,ith the 

West. A group of intellectuals, led by Ivanov-Razumnik, the historian, 

were descendants of the Slavophils in that they considered Western in-

9 

fluence in Russia to be an undermining of Russia's own cultural traditions. 

They also felt that the autocracy, especially its structure after Peter 

the Great., '-Jas· alien to the Hussian people; for this reason the Scythians 

tended to support the 1917 Revolution, believing that Boshevism would 

10 rid Russia of the alien bureaucracy and autocracy. 

Among the literary figures influenced by the Scythians was 

Alexander IHok. He composed a poem immediately folloNing the Revolution 

which captured the Scythian mood; it emphasizes Russia's differences from 

the West with an outburst of Slavophil messianism, but combined with a 

plea for peace and cooperation. 
------------------------------------~.------------

9F • r-I. Dostoevsky J '!.l:at~a KarJ!.mazg'yv..., in .?~ranie~hinenii~, 
edited by L. P. Grossman at. a1., IX (r-Ioskva: Gosudarstvennoye 
Izdatelstvo Khudozhestvennoy Literatury, 1956), p. 289. 

- < 

lOSir John Maynard, Russia in Flux (New York: Collier Books, 1962) 
pp. 279-281. 



. MvrJIbOHbI -- B8.C. H8.c -- Tbiom, Ii Tb~m, Ii TbMDl o 

ITorrp06ylhe, cpa3HTeCb C HaWA! 

-1(a, CI<Il",fThr -- MDT! .2la, a3HaTbI -- 1fbI, 

C paCKOCbIM:Ii IT iKWUThlMH O'-Imm! 

B rrOCJIe,ll;W.1H p8.3 - 0I10MIIHCb, CT8.PbIH Mrrp! 

Ha 6paTCKMH: I1ap TpY,ll;a VI MVIP8., 

B I10CJIe.n,HVIM pa3 - Ha CBeTJThIH 6paTCl~IiH rmp 

C3LrnaeT mpB8.pCKaH JIIq)8.! 1.1 

By 1918 the lines \vere dravm; country/ Russia/ Asia were 

competing against city/ West/ . Europe for philosophical and literary 

hegemony. 

10 

Boris Pilnyak, in common with all educated people, \oJas compelled 

to take a stand on the revolutionary changes of 1917; neutrality 'vas· 

impossible. Pi1nyak' 5 parents were narodnik~, and apparently their 

opinions influenced their son; Pilnyak declared for the innate wisdom 

of the Russian masses, the peasantry J and village life rather than the 

urban proletariat, cities, and \oJestern influence. He shared the 

Slavophil belief that the cities, centers of Western philosophy and 

German bureaucracy, were dens of iniquity; he also shared the Scythian 

hope that the Revolution \vould eradicate the cities altogether and 

restore Russia's ancient customs. Pilnyak' s ~~~ed Year J the novel which 

brought him into the Ii terary limelight J contains many passages \vhich seem 

llAlexander nlok, Skifi, in Sobranie Sochinenii, II (Hoskva­
Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoye Izdatelstvo 'Khudozhestvennoy Literatury, 1960), 
p. 360. Another poem of Blok's, Dvenadsat' J also reflects the Scythian 
point of view; the Revolution is viffio.Jed as a purification. 



to reflect a sympathy for the country rather than the city; Donat, a 

warmly and humanly portrayed Old Believer who combines an anarchistic, 

evangelism Christianity with thievery, states that Petersburg is a 

12 fungus. 

The most detailed condemnation of cities, hm ... ever, comes from 

the retired Archbishop Sylvester, who has lost his faith in Orthodoxy 

and reverted to the pagan faith of his ancestors. 

l-tB ropo.n.a Hapo.l(HbIH npoceJ[Ot{HhlH EYHT npID-ree - CMepTh ••• 
Bee AO OAHoro B ropOAe CMY>KHJillJ '-lTo6bI 
06CA.YJl<lli33,Tb CaNiI-IX ce6s:r, H EGe AO OAHoro B ropDJJ;e mmaJIH 

EYMarH, 

11 

tlTo61I 39JIYTaTbC.SI B HI1X -- 6Yt-,fH.rax, B 6YMaiKR9x, KapTO'-lR"lX, 
lCaPTax, nJIaTaI\ax ••• no ropOAY illaTaJIHCb rOJIoJ~, CHiJHJIHC, H 
CMepTh. ITo npoCneRTaM: o6e3yMe:B!Jllie MeTaJII1Cb !'l.BTOM06HJJ!4, 
TOMHCb B npeJJ;cMepTIIOa 1>,I\YHe ••• I{pacHM I<pOBHHaq )/{tI3Hb 
YillJIa H3 ropoJJ;a, RaJ{ H He 6bIJIa 3AeCb, nOJIOUUM, npror.JIa 
6eJI9.5I 6YM8JIU'IaH I!(H3Hb -- CMepTb. ropOJJ; YMJ1P8.JI, 6e3 
pOIlf.l(emm,. A 3a rQPoAoM, Ha oRPamrax!s pa31'Opa,nOcb 
Hoe.De XOJIOl-~Hoe 6arpHHoe B03pC)lf.n;emle. 1 

The preference of Pilnyak's characters for the country rather than 

the city is intimately connected with their abhorrence of Western influence 
, 

in Russia, an influence which is predominant in the artifical atmosphere 

of the city. The most amusing example of disdain for Western Europe is 

the attem-pted arrest of Andrei Volkovich by ,Tan Laitis, the Lithuanian 

Communist in charge of the Cheka detachment in Ordynin. 

p. 132. 

---,----- _______ ~ ___________ m_._. _____ _____ 

12Boris Pilnyak, ~, (Letch\'lorth:nradda Books Ltd., 1966), 

l3Ib " 1 

-~., pp. 158-160. 
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Pilnyak seems to delight in the deception of the foreign Communist by 

the Russian anarchist, so much so that the reader might wonder hON this 

episone escaped the scathing criticism \~hich doggerl Pilnyak' s literary 

career. 

Y BOPOT CTOHJI TOB8JJI1IU .7IaHTTlIc C wrpq~m~ COJIJ1;"lT. 
Ornep Kc'lJIVlTI<Y AImpeH BOJiltoBVltI. 

TOBaPHm ,7IaHTHc cnpocHJI: 
--rAe 3~8Ch eCTh KBapTepa OBHU8pa-~BOp}nnnla-S~­

~eHTa BO~OBHCH? 
AMperr BOJIItoBWI 6eSpaSJIWl:HO OTBermJI: 
-- 060tmHT8 ~OM, TaM no .I1eCTHvtll8, BO 6TOPOVt :3TroK. 

CK8.SaB, rr038 Blf,V.n, nOCTOHJI Y KaJIHTKH JIeHVlBO H AeHVlBO 
nOllieJI B AOM, K nap81J;HOHY B..'<Olt'J. TOBapnm JJ:.!lHnm rrOUIeJI 
K 3a,ll;HeMY XO~Y. JIeCTHHTl.!l rrpI-'!BeJIa K 38.KOJIOtIeI-IHOH ~BePVl. 

-- He 3~eCH. 
-- JJ:BepH JIOMaHTe! 
-- BI1lVtJI! '? -- CWl.3RJI Cepreil CepreeBHtI CapR8.CTV(tIeCKH 

11: 3axoxOT8.JI, ~ep>:caCb 3a X<TIDOT. 

-- MOJIo~en! A?! CRM ornep 11: -- TIC»K8.JIylhe 1 ~ 3 q,D;HHH 
npoxo~! A? !Xo-xo! l-fmH B nOJIe BeTpa. Xo-xu! •• 

iii 

While Pilnyak deals hal'shly with the West and the city, particularly 

St. Petersburg, he occasionally portrays them in a friendly light; 

15 
such is the favorable picture of Great Britain in "The Cheshire Cheese." 

The man Nhom Pilnyak held to be primarily responsihle for the 

westernization of Russia, hm'lever, Peter the Great, receives uniformiy 

harsh treatment from the author. 

Pilnyak's intense dislike of Peter the Great was not unique; the 

majority of the Elllp~ror' s subjects were convinced that he "las· the anti-

----=.--~.-----

l4Ibi~., pp. 66, 68. 

l5Pilnyak, "The Cheshire Cheese", in The Tale of the Unextinguish­
able Hoon and Other Stories, (New York: Washington' S-quiie- p-iess, Inc.., 
1"967, pp. r21-1~ 



eh ' 16 rl.st. The Slavophils interpreted Peter's reforms as "the betrayal 

of the original national basis of Russian life J a violation and 

17 interruption of its organic development." 

Pilnyak is a part of this tradition; to him Peter is the chief 

villain of Russian history. Entire short stories are dedicated to 

exposing Peter as the man responsible for the influx of Western 

methodology and philosophy; in most of his larger works he sprinkles 

references to Peter's prostitution of Russian traditions. In Naked 

Year Gleb OrdyninJ as' icon-painter and scion of a noble family, states 

this negative attitude after a condemnation of Western Europe for its 

capitalism and mechanization at the expense of spiritual culture. 

- EBponerrclOuI KyJIbTypa -- rrYTb B ~rmrn. PYCCK951 

rocy.n;apcTBemrocTb D:Ba rrOCJIeD:IDiX BeKIl, 01' (\eTPa, 
XOT8Jia rrpHH51Tb 8'f'J KYJIbTYPY. POCCYI>! TOMH.JIIlCh B YAYl/1bYI, 

CI1JIOlUb ror'OJIe P..C WlSI 0 

• •• -- 6bIJIH. pyeCI{Il>! Hap01LH8..H XmBOrrYICb, apXYITeKTYPll, 

MY31rn:a, CKa3aHIfH 06 HY.Jlwunm JIJl3"l.peBCKOH. ITpYIille.JI ITe'l'P, 

11 HeOOp05I'l'HOK rJI1160H CTR.JI JIOMOHOCOB, C olT,om 0 CTelCJIe, If 

I1ctre3JIO nO.ll;JImmoe HapO.ll;I-4oe TBOp'IeCTBo ••• 18 

Peter J then J has paralyzed the organic gTO\vth of Russia by 

introducing his reforms; he is regarded as a sort of foreign conqueror, 
___ ._4 ______ ~_. _____ · __ . _______________ _ 

13 

l6Sir Bernard Pares, ~ !1is,EorL of Russia. (New YorK: Vintage, 1965), 
p. 225. 

17 Berdyaev, ~ cit., p. 12. 

l8Goly God, 0.£ .•. c~ .• , p. 101. 
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eradicating the local culture just as later Tsars used the Russific.ation 

policy ih an attempt to eliminate native cultures. 

portrayed as a half-crazy, semi-literate alcoholic who causes families 

to be separated, men and women to violate their consciences, and friends 

to sp~ upon one another. A song is quoted: 

A ~ ITeTpa, QTO rne~~HMille, 
C RlIH3eH 6p9..JI 110 C'f:IJ py6JIeB~ 
C 60np no IIH'rH.ZJ:ecHTu. 

C }(peCTbHH rIO rIHTI'f py6JIeB. 

Y ROPO AeHer ReT -~ 
Y Taro lVI[TfI B03bMeT. 

Y ROPO WiTH ReT --

Y TOPO )I<eRY B03hMeT! 

Y R,OI'O )KeITh! HeT--
rn u I 19 
.lOPO CRJIi[QT'O C 1'0JIOBOH B03bMeT •••• 

Another aspect of the country/ Russi.a/ Asia ~~ city/ \Vest/ 

Europe opposition in Pilnyak' s \vorks is his attitude towards the newly-

formed Communist government and its representatives. Pilnyak's 

interpretation of the Revolution will be treated below; at this point it 

is only necessary to note that he viewed the Revolution as a grass-roots 

movement of the people to rid themselves of alien Western influences and 

return to the wise customs of their ancestors. In this resJ?ect Pilnyak 

19pilnyak, "Yevo Velichestvo Kneeb Piter KomondoI''', in Nikola-na­
p~q,dya~h (Hoskva - Peterburg: "Krug", 1923), p. 21. 



followed the Scythian interpretation of the 1917 Revolution, shared by 

Sergei Esenin and Alexander Blok. 20 

. The truly Russian people -- workers, peasants, and enlisted 

mili tary men -- \vere revolting against centuries of Western domination 

through the bureaucracy, landowners, and officers in an attempt to 

regain control over their own destiny, a destiny separate from both 

East and \Vest. 

Pilnyak portrays an error which apparently cropped up during 

the early days of the Revolution; the peasants distinguished between 

Bolsheviks and Communists, the former being considered bona-fide 

Russians, while the latter were regarded as representatives of an alien 

power. The basis of such a distinction may be that the average Red . 

Armyman \'lith whom the peasant came into contact was an ordinary fellow 

like himself: simple, uneducated, and conscious only of a ne\'l freedom. 

The Conununist, on the other hand, a dedicated ~Iarxist, was usually an 

educated person, often with a Jewish, Baltic, or German surname, \ .... ho 

represented organization and commands from a distant location, just as 

alien as the Petersburg-oriented Tsarist functionary before him. 

In the above-mentioned incident between Andrei Volkovich and 

Comrade Jan Laitis, the foreign Communist., despite the.fact that he 

represents the Revolution with \.,rhich Pilnyak basically sympathizes, 

15 

is portrayed as a fool; Laitis appears in an even more unfavorahle light 

20Struve, ~ci~., pp. 9, 20-22. 



21 
with Olly Kuntz in the convent chapel. What is initially portra)red as 

a sefId-mystical mating in the sanctuary in order to conceive a new 

Messiah is actually a clumsy debauch which will terminate in an 

b . 22 a ortlOll. 

The most explicit elaboration of the Bo1shevik1 Communist 

opposition occurs in NakedYea.r. Nikon Borisich says: 

.; Hrooopro, pec5HToB Be3Y B KpacHYlO RP..mro, c5YP>Kyes 
c5HTb, Ce-Tmni. .51, rOBopro -- M.hl 38. c5OJIhluemm:OB C TO'Yl1vt:, 
3a COBeT.bT, a Bhl, ,lJ,OJD:{HO, wU,f,1,meCThI?. ITolll,lIa tIeCaTb ••• 
ce-TRKH OOHnHO ••• 

__ KHMYHe-eCTI>I! -- M: C rm:eprwreCI<IiM )'£<eCTOM 
(c5JleCJf.VBUllli.{I!u B JIyqHHe I'JIt13aMH): _ .. MlI 3R 60JIhlUeBI1IWB! 

3a cOBernl t.ITOO:bI rrO.-H8JlleMY, rro-pOCC8HCKI1:. 23 

For Pilnyak the Bolshevik represented the e1ementa.1, rural, 

16 

nati ve Russian aspect of the Revolution, \vhile the Communist represented 

the urban, proletarian and ~'Iarxist ingredient of the same event. It is 

clear from Pilnyak's works that h~ eagerly supported the first aspect 

of the Revolution, while he viewed the second as merely a continuation 

even an intensification -- of harmful Western influences. Klavdiya, 

,----------------------._---=------
21GO~.l ~G<2~' ?J2.:..~., pp. 150··160. This scene is a variation on 

the experienced, callous girl and inexperienced, ardent boy theme. 

22The abortion image occurs often in Pilnyak's works; as the 
termination of the life-process it is a sign of decadence. 

23~ly.S~, £E~it'j pp. 223-224. 
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pregnant with an illegitimate child, expresses a vie,,,, of the 

Bolshevik Revolution quite different from the Communist Revolution, 

which occurs often in Pilynak's works. 

-- 1I O'l!eHb cpM3HOJIOrwma, -~ CK8.3aJIa OHa. 

-- 1I .mOOJIIO ec Th, .mOOJllO r"u,lThCH, JIJ<X'5JIIO, Kor,n;a 

IlfapHK, Hama c06aR9., JIHY.:<eT MHe PYIm IT HorM. 

MHe npImTHO uapmJaTb ,n;o KPOBIT M011 KOJIeH11... A 
Y.<IT3Hb -~ OHa 60JIh1II8JI, OHa KpyrOM, H He pa3Cll-I)J8.lOCh 

B HeM, H He pa36Hparoch B peBOJllOI~I-m, -- HO H repIO 

HM, 11 uY.<H32~' IT COJIHhJllIKY, IT peBOJIIOInm, 11 H 
CnOIWMH8.. 

The opposition between Bolshevism and CommunisI'l or more 

correctly, between revolutionary romanticism arid the New Economic 

Policy -- is portrayed in Naked Year; Kitai-Gorod, the center of 

capitalist enterprise in pre-revolutionary Hoscow an~ thus~ a center of 

Western influence, competes for ascendancy 'vi th the revolutionary,' 

semi-Asiatic blizzard. 

nHeM B Momme, B H11Tati-ropone, Y.<OHrJII1POB!lJI 

ROTeJIOR, BO cPpaRe M C nOPTPeJIeM -- M HO'l!hIO ero 

CM8HHJI: HWl'aH, He6eCH!3.H mmeprrH, 'l!TO JIeX<HT 3a 

BeJP.1ROM HIlMeHHoH cTeHoi1, 6eB ROTeJII{9., C nyI'OBHuaMrr 

rJIa3. -~ TaI{ 'l!TO JKe, -- Y>KeJIM KWI'aH Tenepb CMem1:T ce6s:r 

Ha ROTeJIOK BO CPPqRe M C nopT¢eJIeM?! -- He TPeTMH JI~ 
~eT Ha cMemf, TOT, 'l!TO 

24Pilnyak, Krasnbve Derevo (Berlin: Petropolis, 1929), p. 60. 
--.~.~---



MeTeJIb, MapT. -- Ax, RaJ01.H MeTeJIb, ROf',lIlt 

ESTep eCT CHef'. Llfoosm:, llIO-OS151 , IllOOOO.HSr! •• 

lEI-my, I'Baay, I'aaay ••• f'BJurnyy, f'BHHill1Y.IIY ••• 
f1,J-BY-33! f'y-EY-33!.. r JI8.-B.r)yr"d •• r JIa-ooyr,n-,d •• 
llioosm, f'mrnyy, ra'-lYY! rJIa-ooYMM:! !f)!-By-B! !Ax, 2S 
RaRasr MeTeJIb! HaR I'1e:TMbHO! •• RaJ< -- XO-pO-IllO! ••• 
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In Ha}~ Pilnyak concedes defeat on behalf of Bolshevism; 

with Ivan Ozhogov and his community exiled to the kilns, once again 

native Russia has been subdued by the West, this time through "NEPmen." 

the defeat \'Jas completed; not only \Vere "NEPmen" victorious, hut the 

urban proletarian civilization gained complete control over rural, 

Bolshevik Russia. 

2SG I r' d . t )0 Y \"10 , or. CJ. ., p. 206. 



CHAPTER TWO 

INSTINCT VERSUS INTELLECT 

Pilnyak's vim'ls concerning the 1917 Revolution, the Civil Wa.r 

and Communism serve as a. convenient bridge between two chapters. On 

the one hand he interpreted the Revolution as a liberation of Russia 

from urban Western influence after centuries of subservience) while on 

the other hand he also viewed the Revolution as a liberating factor on 

a 1110re basic plane, the level of pure instinct. In this regard 

Pilnyak parted company from the Slavophils who ''lere also anti-Western; 

while they desired a return to a primitive Christian Russia, Pilnyak 

looked even further back to a pagani anarchic RussiC', before the 

Varangians came to rule over them and before Christianity was imported 

from Constantinople. 

Pilnyak's most common metaphor for the Revolution is the 

blizz.ard. A blizzard is unplanned, uncontrollable, and usually causes 

tremendous hardship for those unfortunate enough to be caught in it. 

At the same time it has a purgative function in the realm of nature; 

it scatters and kills the old in order to make way for the new, and it 

also covers urban ugliness with a white blanket. 

Pilnyak views the Revolution in much the same way; he sees it as 

a spontaneous outburst of the people, unplanned, uncon,trollable, the 

19 
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cause of incredible ha.rdships, but also a purgat.ive event, dispersing 

the marks of Western influence and spurring the sedentary and sleeping 

masses to action. In many of his stories and novels the blizzard occurs 

either as a sign of change or as scenic backdrop behind revolutionary 

action. The most obvious application of the metaphor is Chapter Seven of 

Naked Ye~l?.; the' entire chapter consists of only three '<lOrds which are 

related as the terms of an equation: "POCCl1:H. PeBOJIIOIT,HH. 

In the short story, ~owstorn~, Pilnyak writes: 

MWllirI1, MHJlhIH TOmpHUl'b 6cipI-iCb I 
Ml1.J1blH, MI-iJlhIH TOBapMillb E.JIeHa I 
}~Kb Xoponol cBo6o~a, MeTeJIb. 
K9.Kh XOPOlllO I 27 

26 
MeTeJIb." 

The snowstorm represents the unleashing of natural forces and the 

overthro,,", of unnatural cont.rivances which curtail human behavior, the 

struggle of the blind forces of instinct against any form of planned 

existence. Even when the image is not as explicit as in ~aked y~~. or 

~'lS!9_~~' the significance of the snowstorm is clear. In "Death" Pi1nyak 

portrays an aged landmmer who lives his last days during an Indian summer 

and then dies; the death of this man, which represents the demise of the 

old order, is immediately follm'led by a snowstorm, "an. earthly joy. ,,28 

----------------------------
26 lbid ., p. 211. 
~ 

27pilnyak, "Metel", in EE.op'eJ.:.~ (~!oskva: issue 1, 1922), p. 120. 

28pilnyak, "lJeath'~ in Tales of the Wilderness (New York: . Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1925), p.194: ---------



The signs of vibrant ...,inter, attempting to break through the hold of 

languid summer, finally triumph, just as the various illnesses which 

plague the landowner finally overwhelm his body's resistance to 

inevitable death. Pilnyak is portraying his ml11 belief in the 

invincibility of nature and the natural rhythms of life as well as the 

inevitability of the Reve1ution. 

ii 

21 

Pilnyak's second metaphor for the events of 1917-1920 is "wormwood" 

(IIOJJ1:i!Hb), a natural force primarily sexual in connotation, which is 

likened to the pla.nt of the samp name. The Revolution, \."hich was a 

spontaneous outburst, was preceded by an accumulation of energy by the 

Russian people as a result of cent.uries of inaction; \'lhen this energy 

was released, the entire lund was convulsed and the foundations for a 

ne\'! way of life were laid. Pilnyak used the human acts of sexual inter­

course and birth to act as an analogy to the equally natural process of 

the Revolution; the act of intercourse is the Revolution j the release of 

energy and the convulsion of the Russian people, and the birth is the 

issue of that act, the new social order of Bolshevism. 

In the short story I ~r~~, which was later incorporated into 

~~~.ed . .!.e..a.r, Pilnyak draws a parallel between the expression of revolution­

ary fervor and sexual desire; both emotions, natural and therefore 



approved by the author, culminate in a tremendous release of energy and 

birth. 29 Pilnyak considers nature and its processes to be the greatest 

marvel imaginable; each man, as part of nature, finds fulfillment in his 

l'lOrks insofar as he is obedient to the rhythms of life. \Vi thin this 

context, then, the sexual imagery is in good taste; it is man's most 

personal and most valuable contribution to creation. 

In ~~d. Natalya the anarchist and Baudek the archaeologist, 

in the preliminary processes of becoming sexually involved with each 

other, discuss the Revolution, while the author connects their sexual 

desire and the Revolution with the approaching storm; all three 

phenomena are natural, good, and signify the birth of something new. 

The Revolution, the storm, and the desire of Natalya and Baudek share 

in the quality of Normwood; the fact that it grows wild in the country-

side signifies that it is a natural, living force. Baudek says: 

-- Pocc Rg:. PeBOJIIOI-U1H. ,lLa. TI!-W-Ie'I' rrOJIhlHbIO --

X<HBO:i H Mep'I'BOIO BO.zr;OIO? ",.u ,[(a1. • TIoCMOTPHTe ICPYI'OM -~ 
B Poc<!-vtl1 CeH'IaC eI~a;ma. PRXHeT TIOJlblHbIO -- rrOTOMY 'ITO 

CI(R3Wt. rr Y H!lC, BOT Y Hac ,lI;BOHX, -- 1'0)1:<8 CW13Wl., 

BmJIH PYKR rrl3.XHYT nO.llbll1bIO 1 

Hal'aJIbH CRn:e.JI!l CI(JIOHHI:'DIl1Cb, yrr!-J.J.U1 ROChT, --

orrHTb nO'IYHJIn OCTPO, 'ITO peBOJIIOUI'gi ,lI;JlH Hee CBH:VUIa c 

PMOCTbIO, pq.zr;OCTbIO 6yt'rnoi1, C Toi1, r,lI;e CROp6b Hn:eT PHlJ;OM, 
no.lIbJHHarr CRop6b. 30 
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~-,..,. ..... -----.-.... ~-.-.-- -------------------------------
29Pilnyak, "Wormwood I' , in The Tale of the Unextinguished Hoon 

and -'~.th~.E...~t~r_i~e_s~, ~ cit., pp 6l:"72:-~0c!. contaTns a-numberof 
Short stories which hadbeen previously pUblished. The Russian quotes 
of "Wormwood" are taken from the text of ~ly G_o~, since the Russian 
text of the story was unavailahle. 

30,,\.1 d'" 't 67 68 vormwoo , In 0E'C}._o, pp. - • 



After a short interlude, Natalya and Baudek hear the peasants 

speaking of the Revolution which they regard as the second coming of 

Stenka Razin. The Revolution is portrayed as both good and bad~ joyful 

and painful; Natalya feels these emotions within herself • 

•• OCSt3aJI'3. Rq)f~DIM: yr'OJII,OM CBoepo TeJIa oppmffiYIO 

pa,n;OCTb, p.moc~/IO MYKY, CJL'3,ll;Iqro 60JIb; rrOHMM:R.JIR., 'ITO 

POpbRRJI T'Opet.lb rrOJThIHll -- CJI.!Vl:OCTb rrpeRpaCH"l., He06bnmoBeHHR.H, 

6e3Mepm15'I pa.n;OCTb. }{m.w.n;oe :KIlCIillMe Eqy.ll:eRa, eme HepOBHoe, 

00l!<m'!lJIO l!<HBOIO Bo.n:ofI. 

3TY nO'Ib neJIb3H 6l>TJIO crraTb. 

PP03 a rrpHilTJIa C JIHBHm{, C PPOM'3.1J(H 11: ~.{QJII-IHmru. 3Ta 

rp03a 3aCT!lJIa HaT!lJIbIO 11: oaY.ll:m,a 38. oopeTHel ,{, 31'1. P8.3B9..JU1HgMVI 

6mrrn:v, rrepcW\CIWM I{!lpemThI, HaTR..'IbH rmJI8. rIOJIbIHHIjlO _e' TY 
OO.ll:bMoBCRym CROp6b, tITO OCT!J.B11:JIa Ha YBeRe uapeBH"l. 

rrepcVt,ll,CI<as:r. 3l 

The pain attached to loss of virginity is balanced by the jO)' 

of love, conception, and birth; the sufferings of the Revolution are 

balanced by the advent of the just social order. 

~Vhi1e the blizzard and wormwood represent the revolutionary 
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struggle itself, the result of the Revolution is represented by the image 

of childbirth. 32 Just as loss of virginity implies both pain and joy, 

so childbirth represents the same combination. Archbishop Sylvester tells 

-.-__ ._---------------
31 "Worm·mod", in 0..E.cit., p. 71. Goly God, in op.cit" p. 138. 

321'he relatively calm period of gestation does not enter into 
Pilnyak's analogy. The revolutionary struggle is violent from beginning to 
end; there can be no intermediate phase of pregnancy. 



Gleb, "Bee ICPOBhIO pO~I1TC5I, Bee B KPOBI1, B KpaCH01-I. vr cp.nar !l:paCIIhli1! ,,33 

Basic social change must also be bought in blood. 

If the ally Kuntz ~- Jan Laitis incident is recalled, the 

connection between birth and revolution becomes more clear. CornradeJan 

Laitis and Olly Kuntz must conceive a child at midnight in the convent 

chapel, behind the iconostasis; the child will be a "Savior" who in 

twenty years time will reveal himself as the Messiah. 34 The comedy of 

errors \'lith which Pilnyak surrounds this incident demonstrates his 

disdain for the ~roposal in general and for the foreign Communist in 

particular. The reader knolvs what Laitis does not know, that ally is 

not a virgin, but the most promiscuous woman in town who has regular 

abortion~. Pilnyak employs this incident to portray his belief that 

foreign Communists have nothing to offer to Russia; the abortion is 

indicative of the Western failure to bear fruit in every regard, and 

the subsequent arrest of Olly and Laitis is Pilnyak's condemnation of 

their contribution to the Revolution. 

The relationship betlveen Arkhip Arkhipov and Natalya Ordynina 

is presented as an alternative to the Laitis - Kuntz mating; Arkhip, 

an honest Russian peasant, and Natalya, the doctor~daughtcr of a noble 

35 family, are Bolsheviks. In a scene which is reminiscent of 

24 

--.---.. ~---------~.-.--
33Goly God, £E'~~~" p. 104. 

34Ibid., pp. 70-71. 

35 Ibid., p. 108. Natalya Ordynina should not be confused with 
Natalya theanarchist. 



Chernyshevsky's What to y-~, Arkhip and Natalya discuss the practical 

advantages of their marriage; although neither loves the other, they 

perceive the value of breeding a robust.peasant with an intelligent 

noblewoman, the best of the old order. 36 Pilnyak leaves no doubt that 

this union will produce healthy and intelligent children, and that 

Natalya and Arkhip's union is far superior to the union of Jan Laitis 

and ally Kuntz. 

25 

One cannot help but feel, however» that Pilnyak is choosing the 

lesser of hlo evils; -t,hroughout his literary career he exhibited de­

light:in the natural processes of life I and his matings are always 

passionate and animal-like. The Arkhip/Natalya marriage is so devoid of 

emotion that the reader is compelled tb come to the conclusion that this 

wlion is endorsed only because Pilnyak vim<fs the rationalistic, 

impersonal approach to marriage of the Communists to be superior to the 

frui tless union of Jan Laitis and Olly Klmtz. If such an inter­

pretation of Pilnyak's endorsement is accurate, then Pilnyak's attitude 

toward the Revolution ~nd Communism becomes clear; they must be endorsed 

not because the)' are inherently good or beneficial J but because they are 

the only present alternative to decay and death, symbolized by the 

abortions of Olly Kuntz and the Ordynin girls and by the syphilis of 

the Ordynin males. The only marriage which is superior to that of Arkhip 

----------------------~-- -~----

36Ib~_., pp. 208-210. 
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and Natalya is the elopement of Mark and Irina; the reader knows, 

however, that the free life of the Old Believers and anarchists is 

doomed' to extinction at the hands of the Bolsheviks. 

iii 

Pilnyak's use of the natural processes of life to portray the 

events of 1917-1920 demonstrate his preference for the instinctive 

rather than the intellectual; a Marxist or any other systematic 

explanation of the Revolution was completely alien to Pilnyak. In his 

early stories he was enthralled by the animal life of pure instinct, 

especiallya..'l illustrated in wolves; as the reader's familiarity with 

Pilnyak grows, it becomes apparent that he attributes the animal's lack 

of artificial~ ty to a lack of intellect, that aspect of man which is the 

source of his sufferings and unhappiness. In two of his short stories 

,Pilnyak portrays the natural life of two birds (OveE,.!he. Ravin,e) and the 

natural life of two pre .. historic humans (A Year of Their Li~~s); thci,r 

lives are quite similar in their simplicity and natural happiness, quite 

unlike the turbulent and unhappy life of most of the civilized people in 

Pilnyak's stories and novels. 37 The young man in A Year Of l?e~Live~, 

Demid, leads a completely instinctive life with a bear as his closest 

male companion; his intellect seems to be superfluous equipment. 

-.-------~---.,~------------.---,-,~.*---

37"Over the Ravine", in Tales of the Wi.l.d~ess, £E. cit., pp. 69-
84. "God 1kh Zhizni", in R~_sElesn~~~_~remya (Moskva-Lenin-g"rad: 
Gosudarstvannoye Izdatelstvo, 1927), pp. 86-97. 
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In Sf!O\'I Wind the brutal aspect of animal life comes to the fore; 

the wolves, ''Ihose free 1i ves Pilnyak generally admires I turn upon the 

leader of the pack who has deserted them to avenge the killing of his 

38 mate. The saving grace of Snow Wind is that the wolves expect and 

accept the violence which they inflict upon each other; only animals 

with intellects question the life-processes and consequently make them-

selves unhappy. 

The questioning and opposing of the rhythms of life are the 

bases of human suffering f.or Pilnyak. In this regard he echoes Leo 

Tolstoy's thesis in !i2.~' an5!. !}e~; Kutuzov is victorious because he does 

not attempt to impose his will upon events, but a\vaits their unfolding 

with patience. Napoleon, on the other_hand, is defeated because he 

believes that his intelligence and actions are responsible for the 

creation of history and victory upon the battlefields. 

Natasha Rostova reaches her height of achievement with maternity, 

, ... Illie Princess Elena reaches the depths with her abortion. Natasha is 

also the opposite of Prince Andrei; ",hile Natasha exhibits vi tali ty and the 

joy of living, Prince Andrei, who is a rationalist Rar ex,:~!.:~, is an 

example of fruitless intellect, isolated from vibrant life. 39 Those 

persons who lend themselves to the processes of nature receive Tolstoy's 

benediction, while those who obstruct nature or attempt to influence events 

39Ralph Hatlaw J !£,lst.2l. (EnglC\vood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1967) J 

p. 3. 
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. are roundly condemned and doomed to failure.
40 

Pilnyak shares Tolstoy's attitudes in this regard; from !,Jaked 

Year through the short stories and The Volga Flows into th!...s:3~i_an Sea 

to his final long story, The ~:!2:th of a Han, instinct is artistically 

acquitted while intellectual approaches are clearly in disfavor. 

Intellect any systematic approach is occasionally victorious 

over nature; in :rIle Vol.s.~!}.ows into the Caspian ~~.2;., for example, the 

river is reversed when the dam is constructed, and in ~aked Y,!l~, the 

organization of the Communists is victorious over the anarchists. Even 

on these occasions, however, the author's sympathies seem to be with 

the natural approach; the old Ko10mna rather than the stupendous feat of 

dam-construction attracts Pilnyak, and the liberty and warmth of the 

anarchists are carefully portrayed while the inevitably victorious 

Bolsheviks are cold caricatures of Chernyshevskyts rationalistic heroes. 

iv 

What is the basis of Pilnyak I s preference for the instincti VA 

rather than the intellectual? Pilnyak was influenced by Heraclitus, a 

Greek philosopher \o[ho flourished circ~ 500 B.C. Heraclitus is chiefly 

!emc:..m~~~d by' h.i~_~m_~n.t that_ :'eyeryth~lg £lows and ·not;l~b~d~s. ,,4~. 
40Tolstoy evolved from this early position to a later belief in 

the efficiency of personal initiative; cf. l~ K!ngdom of God ~_,;o[ith~:r:.,~. 

4lphilip Wheel\'lright (ed), The Presocratics (New York: The Odyssey Press, 
1966L p. 70. Pilnyak is reputed To have carrie-d a copy of Heraclitus's 
fragments on his person (p. XII J The Tale of trie Unextinguished 1>1oon J ~ cit. ,) 
A study of Heracli tus' s fragments""l:eveal'ed surprising srnlariiTes "betwecIl­
the Greek philosopher apd the Soviet author. 



The theory of universal flux precludes the possibility of 

absolutes and principles which are necessary for the initiation of 

intellectual activity; everything changes so quickly that the intellect 

cannot make a conclusive judgment before the premises change. The only 

reali ty of which a person can be certain is \vhat he sees) feels, or 

hears; the intellect is deceived if it attempts to interpret and order 

reaH ty. A Heraclitean theory of knowledge, therefore, is virtually 

impossible; man cannot actually perceive reality through his inte llect. 

We should let ourselves be guided by what 
is common to all. Yet, a1 though the Logos 
is common to all, most men live as if each 
of t~~m had a private intelligence of his 
own. 

29 

The key to knowledge, then, is not intellectual activity, but 

a fusion of the individual personality into the common principle of 

life; withdrawal from the common processes of nature is a manifestation 

of intellectual pride, the vice which is the source of all evil for 

Dostoevsky, Tolstoy. and Pilnyak. Pilnyak felt that a trust in human 

instinct rather than reliance upon intellect serves man's best interests. 

Heraclitus states that "man is not rational; there is intelligence 

only in what encompasses himH •
43 Pilnyak believes that each manls 

__ • ______ ._~ _____ ~ ____ ~ __ b_. __________ _ 

42 IM.i., p. 69. 

43 Ibid ., p. 74. 



instinct will lead him to a share in that common intelligence which is 

found in nature, while the intellect, paradoxically, tends to limit 

man's real understanding of life. 44 

Instinct opposed to intellect can also be expr~ssed as chaos 

and nature ~~ logic and civilization; everything is in motion and 

incapable of definition. The Revolution, for example, is incompre-

hensi.ble and inexplicable because it is a spontaneous and chaotic up-

rising of the people which is eradicating civilization and initiating 

a return to a more natural way of life. Marxist explanations of the 

Revolution are merely another manifestation of intellectual pride and 

are doomed to be mistaken. 

30 

Another aspect of Heraclitean influence upon Pilnyak is the role 

of fire in ~!aho[~l.. Heraclitus considered fire to be the basic 

element of all- things: "there is exchange of all things for fire and 

of fire for a11 things, as there is of wares for gold and of gold for 

45 wares." Aristotle mentions that "Heraclitus says that a11 things at 

some time become fire" and that "fire is the first principle.,,46 Cicero 

states that Heraclitus taught that fire was that from which the mind of 

1', b' . d ' d 47 1V111g elngs 15 erlve. 

--------.~-----~,------ ,---------_._-----
44 Tolstoy Vi'CW5 the intellect as 'the source of pride which 

is the most common limitation upon man's ability to perceive reality. 

45 Ibid., p. 71. 

46!bid., p. 80, Aristotle, !'..hls2:~, 205(\, 3, Hetaphysic::" 984a 7. 

47.!.bi<!.., p. 89. 'Cicero, p.~ Natura Deor~, III, 35-36. 



Fire, the first principle I changes into other elements and, in 

the process, becomes corrupted; this process of corruption -- from 

fire to air, water, and earth -- is called the "downward way.,,48 In 

!:!.ah~any: the names of the "war communists J" the !:.k!llomon~, are all 

derived from words connected with fire -- Ozhogov J Pozharov J and 

Ognyov. 49 Pilnyak implies that these men, certainly out of ttme \'Ii th 

the prevailing New Economic Policy, are pure Communists, and that the 

31 

Soviet authorities have betrayed the Revolution for which these men had 

fought. Just as fire is the purest element in nature, so the okh~ 

are the purest element of post-Revolutionary Russian society.50 Ivan 

Ozhogov says: 

----------=------------.. -.--------~-.--,--~ 
48.~b:i.~., p. 12. 

490khl-omon is employed by Pilnyak to designate a member of the 
community OIpe-rpetually inebriated Communists who live in the Kiln; they 
represent" the idealists of 1917··1921 (War Communism) \'/ho are unable to 
cope with the drab reality of NEP Communism (1921-1928) which they regard 
as a betrayal of the Revolution. The word may be derived from t\'IO Greek 
words, Ol):hlos and Monos (mob and alone respectively); the meaning, then, 
could beoutcast, exile, etc. cf. Pilnyak, Mother Earth and Other Stories 
(New York,-Washington: Frederick A. Praeger 7P'tlbffShers', 19b-sr;p-:- 76,/ --­
footnote, Another point of interest is the Okhlomons names, derived from 
fire; they use these names in place of their'SUi'names, a step which is 
similar to reIigious pl"ofession and formal dedication to a new life. Ivan 
Ozhogov is -erie fool for Christ's sake and the okhlomons are the monks 
pf the Soviet Union, models of perfection in the'W'orYd7 

50 In the ini Hal part of the story Pilnyak calls Ivan Ozhogov, 
-the chairman of the Okhlamon community I the hero of Ha~~~ny , cf. 
Pi 1nyak I Krasnoye Dereva, iO, cit., p. 17 • . -.----



HaCTOHIUI1e IW~.fMYHM'CTbI 1'30 rem.\: ropO,lJ;e -- TaJIbRO 

MOl, IT BOT H"L>vf OCTaJIOCb MeCTO TaJIbRO B rrO,lJ;3eMeJIbIT. 

51 61TJI 3,lJ;eCb rrepBblM ROMM1flrn:CTOM, IT 5I OCTlllIYCb HM, rrORB. 

5I iKVIB. Hrorrn:: VJ,lJ;eVI He rroI'll6HYT. 

lI.aJIhure HB9.H KaprrOBITtI 6pei\wI ~~ Oll OMT!:> 

paCCR8.3I:ffiaJI 0 CBoen ROMM.1JHe, 0 ee. p'lB8nCTB8 IT 6paTCTBe, 

-....; OIl YTOOPZ{,ll;'lJI, tITO ROMw,JHI13M, eCTh rrepBblM .n:eJIOM 

JIIOC50Bb, Harrpm:<emroe BHrrM9.HI1e 'lIeJIOBeWl R tIeJIoneRY, 

,lJ;pyxceCTBO, CO,lJ;p'Y)KeCTBO, copac50Ta, -~ RomtIYHI13M eCTh 

O'fW13 OT Bemei1 IT .l(JIH ROM~.ryHI13Ma VICTID-mOI'O nepBbIM n:~fOM 
,lJ;().JNllibI 6DITh JJI<XSOBh~. YJ38.)I(eHH8 R tIeJI0BeRY VI -- JIIOII}l:.· 

Yakov Karpovich Skudrin, Ivan's NEPman-brother, attests to the 

fact that the ~'?.~ are the most honest people in town, even if they 

are.idiots; Pilnyak tells of Ozhogov's fervent speeches which brought 

tears to the eyes of the ok!,:10211on ~~ audience. 52 Despite obvious flaws 

in their characters~ the alcoholic okhlomons are favorably compared to 

NEPmen, especially the Bezdetovs, whose surname implies Pilnyak' s 

condemnation. The okhlomons are similar to the "Fools for Christ" 
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(~~~.ti:.~) of an earlier period; although not many people imitate (that'" 

that particular brand of asceticisTll, the okhloJ11~ and "Fools for Christ" 

cause those who have diluted or perverted their original faith to experience 

a twinge of conscience. 

---------~------------------------------------------,----------------~--

51}~., p. 36, 62 • 

. 52IPid., pp. 48, 62-63. 



33 

new novel; Pilnyak must have hoped that the Soviet literary and 

political authorities would not recognize the provacative surnames of 

the "war ComrJlunists." 

Heraclitus displayed an attitude towards nature which Pilnyak 

portrayed in his animal stories; the forces of nature are an amoral 

force, indifferent to human concepts of right and wrong, justice and 

injustice. Human judgments of morality concerning the events of 

nat.ure are dependent only upon how these processes affect t.he individual, 

for good or for ill; the processes themselves are neutral, unrelentingly 

regular, and the culmination of an endless series of conflicts and 

tensions. 

The hasic cOflflict is bet''/een life and death; ne,." life is 

realized only through death. In the short story, Sn..2.:'!...!.~?dJ Pilnyak 

shows the struggle for life between wolves; a young wolf leads the fight 

to depose the old wolf who is leader of the pack. 

The old wolf, fresh from his kill, slowly 
descended the valley where his pack had 
gathered. At the sight of his grey gaunt 
form they rushed forward to meet him ••• 
the young wolf, with a savage squeal, 
dared to throw himself upon the leader 
in a sudden fierce attack ••• the young 
wolf, like the old one before him~ no\v 
became leader and too a mate; she \'las the 
daughter of the old leader, and she went 
into the cave to breed. 53 

------------------,----~--------------- ------
53"snow Wind," in Tales of the Wilderness_, op.cit., pp. 132-134. 
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'That last sentence is also the last line of the story. Pilnyak 

does not conclude the story with a moral judgment or expression of 

horror at the cruelty of fate; what has happened is natural and is 

accepted as such by the wolves. The author is merely reporting the 

tensions from which life is created; in the same way the Revolution is 

creating new life, and moral judgments and expression of horror are 

out of place. All one can do is trust in the forces of natural develop-

ment, an attitude which \~ill earn Pilnyak much negative criticism from 

Marxist readers. 54 

54pilnyakls style is outside of the scope of this work,' but it 
shoUld be mentioned as another demonstration of Pilnyak's attraction to­
ward the instinctive rather than the intellectual; his ttyle ,itself is 
anti-intellectual. Pilnyak was a practitioner of dynamic, ornamental 
prose \.,.hich was opposed to the use of a conventional plot with its 
emphasis on intellect and idea. As a stylistic appendix to'this study, 
cf. The Scrapion Brothers by Hongar Oulanoff (llague: Bouton & Co., 1966), 
Prof: OuTanOff studies "the connection between Pilnyak I s attraction to 
instinCt and the anti-intellectual style of his plotless prose; he also 
testifies to Pilnyak t s influence upon the Ii terary scene of the early 
1920's. Also cf. Robert ~!aguire, Red Virgin Soil (Princeton University 
Press, 1968), pp. 118-119. 



CHAPTER THREE 

RETROGRESSIONAL REALISM 

i 

This study of Pilnyak's central theme began with the author's 

specific preference for semi-Asiatic Russia rather than the West, which 

in turn \oJas followed by his general preference for instinct and 

nature rather than intellect and civilization. Pilnyak further defined 

his preferences by his commentary on Russian history. 

P.ilnyak condemned Peter the Great for introducing Western 

technology and bureaucracy into Russia; even before the advent of the 

Emperor, however, Pilnyak discovered other influences \'i'hich served to 

corrupt purely Russian practices. In Naked Year Donat the Old Believer 

is close to the soil and the processes of nature; tho Old Believer rather 

than the Orthodox has kept more of the old \'i'ays of Russian life. The 

basis of the rask~ was the introduction of ne\'i' religious practices by 

Patriarch Nikonj these practices were viewed by the Old Believers as 

heretical Greek imports and not native to the Russian people and their 

Church. 55 

----------_._-------------- --------
55pares, 0r.cit., pp. 163-167. 
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In N.aked YeaT Pilnyak, through Archbishop Sylvester j reveals 

that he regards the Old Believers as an aberration also: Christianity 

in general, a foreign import, is a fraud perpetrated upon the Russian 

people by Greek connivers. 

BMeCl'O nB.CXI1 .n;eByureK HB. YPOqM[lIax 

YMh1K8..Jlli, Ha npHI'OpK8.X E .n;y6paBaX ErOPHIO, 

cKoTbeMY 6 ory, MOJlliJll1C b • A npaBOCJI8.BHOe 

XPHCTHaHCTBO BMeCTe c I~apffi,f"YI npMllIJIO, c ~oM 
BlL.."1C T1>IO, VI HapO.n; OT Hero -- B 

CeKT'llITCTBO, B 3Hax~PH, KY.n;a XOqeillb, KaI\ 

Ha .n;OH, Hg, $'IHK -- 01' BJIaCnf. 

HY-Ka, ChTIJJYI, ,{T06bI B CK8.3Kax npo npaBocn-aBI1e 

6wro? ,1\8maH, Be.n;OMbI, BO,lI .. HIThle, HHKaI\ He 

I'OcnQl~b CaBao::p.56 

Christianity and monotheism are fiction; ",henever the people 

have had a choice or becn able to move to the hinterlands, the old 
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pagan beliefs survived. Pilnyak was not looking back to the Seventeenth 

or Sixteenth centuries, as some critics assert, but to the Ninth century; 

Varangian princes and Greek churchmen are just as responsible for the 

negative alien aspects of pre-revolutionary Russia as Peter the Great 

and Nicholas 11. The connection between the Revolution and pagan 

religion, a symbol of natural tribal life of pre-988 Russia, is 

portrayed in the conversation between Archbishop Sylvester and Gleb 

Ordynin. 

.-----------~------------------------------------.------

56Goly God, £E.ci~'J p. 103. 



CJIbJilH11IIb, RaE peBOHIOU;I1~ BoeT -- R9.K Bell:bMa 

B M6Tem! CJIYIllaH: -- I'BI1H"j'Y, pmu'ryy! mooSI, 

lIIOOOSISI. •• I'aay. Vi JIelIII1H 6apa6aHI1T: -- VITa 

-- B6ym! I'Tt'3.-B6Yl.]MM. A Bell:bMhl 3aJJ;OM --

rrepell:oM rrOll:MaxHBaIOT: -- KBapT -- X03 1 
KsaPT -- X03! ••• ~elliI1H HPI1TCSI: -- Ha~- - ~BaE! 
Ha~-38aK! XMyl A B8T8P, a COCHhl, aCHeI': 

illOH, illOOH ••• illOOH.o.illOOH ••• XMYYY ••• VI B8Tep: 
- __ I'BI1HY'JlJ... Cill>JilII1i.Ilb? 5 7 

The combination of Soviet j argon and folklore I joined "lith 

the blizzard of the Revolution, emphasize Pilnyak' s belief that the 

Revolution signals a return to nature and an abandonment of Western 

civilization. For Pilnyak the Revolution means the erasure of Russian 

history from c988 to 1917, one thousand years of negative foreign 

influence. 

ii 

Another manifestation of Pilnyak' s preference for antiquity is 

his attitude towards industry in general and the dam at Kolomna in 
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particular; -- many of his stories and novels, especially ~Ia<;bin~:!.~_]vol~ 

and The Volga Flows i21tO. ~~ Caspian Sea, are thinly-disguised 

condemnations of the industrial revolution and factory- life. Pilnyak was 

not alone in this regard; Alexander Rlok and Anton Chekhov both portrayed 

----------~-----------------------------=--------------------------------

571_bid • J pp. 104-105. 

• 
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the seamier sides of fa.ctory life in Russia, along with Maxim Gorky 

and Alexander Kuprin. Pilnyak, however, did not merely expose managerial 

excesses or p!l1rtray the evil side-effects of industrial life; he opposed 

the very idea of industry. Pilnyak was oriented towards rural agrarian 

life, hunting, and fishing; he felt completely alien to the factories 

and to the stultifying monotony of work from which the laborer gained 

so little. 

Some of the most biting anti-industrial sarcasm came from the 

pen of Boris Pilnyak. In the short story Wolves, Pilnyak substitutes 

details of the new gray ugliness of the industrial environment for 

the usual lyrical description of nature; he also criticises the tendency 

of the Soviet Union of the 1920's to divinize the machine and to 

aanctify its anonymous operator. 

Boxpyr 3A.BO,n;!l, nO' OOJIbUIR.RY, p.<1m . .{8TR.JICH 

33.BCAcKID'i nCCeJICK, l~OMHllli~ RaR ClmCpeIIIm1'KH, 31l 

TIaJIHCa,n;a.\l.11, B ~IePHOM: KoncTH, B 6YPOM CT KCllC'l'Pr 

CHere. 

A TA.M, 3a 3!1BCI(CKOH cTeHoli, Gil 3R.BIWMCM:, -­

--AbIM, RonoTb, orcHb, -- I.lD.ft.{, JIR3r, BIi3!, H Cl(prnI iK8JIe3ll, 

-- IIo.nyMPaK, 3JleKTPI1'J:ecTBC BH8CTC COJIHIT.q. -- MaJllYlHA., 

,nonycRI1, KOJOOpbI, BilrpaHR9., MapT3Hhl, ~- m 01'OPB9.H CT 

CO.JIHIJ;il, 01' IIOJIeti, 01' rlBeTcB, OT PZ<llHhlX YT8X H II8ceH 

PZ(aH1lX, ThI He IIoli.ll;elllb BIlpaBO HJIH BJI8BC, nOTOMY 'ITO BeCb 

3R.BCl(, R£l.R asIKC H RaR PH.ll;PFtBJIWIeCRI1i1 IIpeCC, O.ll;Ha WllilltH.<1, 

I',lI;8 'IeJICB8R -- JlVl1IIb JJ:orrYCR, -- MaIliI1Ha B MilCJIe, RilK nCT8H 

'IeJICBeR, -- 3IlBO,ll; OlieHb OOpeH, B Rytiax yPJIR 9 JKeJIe31l, 

)I(eJIeaHOrO J1C~.r!1, C TllJIhHbIX om,[JIOI~, CPOPMOBC'IHCi1 neMJIH, -­

TaM, 3.<1 3FtBOJJ:Clwrr CTeHO~, -- 'IeJICBeg, HR>KeHep -- erc 

HHKTC He BH,lH1T -- rrOBOp'l'IHBn.eT pnrqap: CRB03b ICJ)1Ill1Y l-meT 



cWl,a ROMeTOH IThTJlli JJYtI COJlHlJ/l ~- H on CJIY'IaeH VI 

HegyJKeH 3,lJ;eCh. 

tITO TaRoe -- M!lliIID-Ia? 11 RTO TEt.ROM 

rrpOJleTapmr? -- Y MffiUHHhl, RP..R Y 6ora, HeT RPOBH:. 

B AccHpH:n, E BaBMJIOHe, B ErYII1Te -- 6wm 60lKhH: . .ll;EOpnr, 

y HHX 6bTJIY'I CJT,I/JlmH:. Ho TortJ;a Hil 3IlBO.ll;CIWM .ll;BOpe-·­

npCJ.J1eTapI1I1 -- CJIY)KK9. umm·nru, RaR IDDlceHep -- IlOIl. 

POCcm! np!lBWJIIlCh MeTeJIhIO H RpOBhIO. 

IIpmtr.7m HOBbIe MOH8.XH:, IIPJ1HeCJIH: HOB:yIO Eepy -- EePY 

M9lIIillThI -- npOJIeT'lplm.
p8 

There are other sections in the same story which echo these 

sentiments; they show that Pilnyak is not only in the tradition of 

anti-industrial fiction; but also comes close to the Orwellian 

nightmare which is also portrayed by Pilnyak's contemporary, Evgeny 

Zamyatin, in \Ve. Pilnyak reacted not only to the ugliness of the 

factory milieu, but also to the dangers of a new civilization in \-lhich 

greater importance is attached to the machine than to the man who 

operates it; while the man is mere priest, the machine is God. 

While Pilnyak is alienated by the drabness and dehumanization 

of industry, he is also nostalgic about the Russia which is being 

replaced by the nm." industrial complex. In ~olga Flows into the 

------ ~~----.-.--------

58pilnyak, "Volki", in !Crasnaya Nov' (issue 13, 1923), 
pp. 134, 138, 139, 140. 
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Caspian ~3:. the dam at the historic site of Kolomna, a grandiose proj ect 

of the first Five Year Plan, is contrasted to the age-old customs of 

the people in the local villages. When the dam is completed many of 

these simple peasants will have to vacate the lands which their ancestors 

have worked for centuries; the offence against nature, however, is 

primarily emphasized by the fact that the dam ,·,rill cause the river to 

flow backwards. Despite the author i s obvious sympathy with the life of 

the villages and their historical significance, the waters inundate the 

area; the new order, natural or not, is victorious. "Water encircled 

the tower of Marina Mniszek the tower of legendso,,59 

As another clue to Pilnyak' s sympathies, the okh~Ol~ Ivan 

Ozhogov, .symbol of pure Communism, dies as the flood engulfs the cellar 

of the brick factory. "So died Ivan Ozhogov , a good man of the good 

times Nineteen-Seventeen to Nineteen-.Twenty One. ,,60 

Ivan was incorporated into the novel from ~~ogany after official 

criticism of the short story; Pilnyak was expected to redeem himself 

by writing a novel depicting the achievements of the Five Year Plan. The 

redemption, however, fell short of expectations; while ~Ia~og~ was, 

among other things, a condemnation of NEP Communism as a perversion of 

59Pilnyak, The Volga Flows to the Caspian Sea (London: Peter 
Davies, 1932) p. 320:-=' 

60.!!ii,. J p. 322. 
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of industrialization but also an admission of its inevitability. Ivan 
1 

Qzhogov's death symbolizes the death of all that was good in the 

Revolution; the successful reversing of the river and its subsequent 

inundation of Ivan's cellar signifies the victory of civilization over 

nature, and also the victory of the Commwlists over the Bolsheviks. 

Pilnyak's attachment to the past, and the inner conflict for 

which this attachment was responsible, is apparent in Naked Year and 

realized that the disappearance of the past is inevitable, but he was 

arso well aware of the ugly, impersonal aspects of the nm., mechanized 

society.6l In ~~!., for example, the aristocratic Ordynin family 

clearly contains \vithin itself the seeds of decay, symbolized by 

hereditary srphi lis and abortions; despite the drabness and inhumanity 

of industrialization and Communism, the new social order will inherit 

the future because nothing else is present to combat it. 

iv 

In conclusio~, Pilnyak's theme, which as been divided int.o three 

sections, is the tension between unfettered freedom and any form of 

systemat.ized existence. I1is sympathies are clearly wtth freedom, which 

is represented by Russia and her peasants who adhere closely to the 

-------------------- -------------------------------
61pilnyak' 5 personal failure to solve this conflict may have 

partly responsible for his attraction to alcohol. cf. Ilya Ehrenburg, 
Memoirs: 1921··1941 (World Publishing Co., 1964), pp. 24-28. Edward J. 
BrOwn;--Rli.SS":liii1C:lterature since the Revolution (New York: Collier, 1963), 
p. 114.--- -



processes of nature; he ridicules and condenms the rationalistic West, 

represented in Russia. by the nobility and certain sectors of the 

intelligentsia. As an artistic aid to his central thesis, Pilnyak 

employed pre-historic Russia as his example of a free,·natural society. 

This central theme occurs in Pilnyak's works from 1915 to 1937. 

his last maj or story, :rhe B,irth of a ~~nJ ·concerns a dedicated Soviet 

public prosecutor who gives birth to an illegitimate child; maternal 

instincts and human emotions, which she thought were experienced only 

by the bourgeoisie, gain control of her personality.62 
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The Soviet view of Pilnyak's theme will be presented in a 

separate chapter; even at this point, however, it shoUld be obvious that 

Pilnyak's defense of instinct and freedom against any form of planned 

existence runs counter to the belief in human conquest of nature and 

to the gradual growth of totalitarianism in the Soviet Union during 

the Twenties and Thirties. 

____ ~_,_. ________________________________ • ________ ._~~ _______ ._=3 __________________ _ 

6211Rozhdeniye Che1oveka", in Novy Hir (issue 1, 1935), pp. 111-126. 

• 
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CHAPTER FOtJR 

PILNYAK'S CHARACTERS 

As a prelude to a study of Pilnyak's characters, a mention 

should be r.1ade of the author's use of characterization in general. 

The connection bet\."een Pilnyak' s characters and themes is similar 

to the bond between Dostoevsky's characters and themes. Konstantin 

Hochulsky states that "in the ,."orld of Dostoevsky the idea ahmys 

portrays the spiritual center of the personality. The personality 

. . "64 is always ldea-bearlng. 

In Dostoevsky's novels, characters are embodiments of 

ideas. In !)o~ro..:'?.!..ok, for exaJTtple, Ver~;ilov represents German 

idealism and socialism, Arkady DolgoTuky represents the Rothschild 

idea (happiness and self-confidence are by~products of independent 

wealth), Bakar Dolgoruky represents the religious idea (the liberating 

influence of belief in Christ and the Orthodox Church), and Prince 

Sergei represents the stagnant nohility, divorced from the life of 

the Russian people (!~~:~~2). All of Dostoevsky's major novels can he 

dissected in a similaT way; the author's ability to put flesh and blood 

on these ideas varies from character to character • 

. -------.~-~-. ---------------, 

64Konstantin rlochulsky, postoevsky (Paris: Y~"CA Press, 1947). 
p. 405. 
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Another aspect of Dostoevsky's characterization is the moral 

complexity of his characters; each personaHty is a huma~ being 

with good and bad point.s, doubts and anxieties. Even Svidrigailov, 

the symbol of Raskolnikov's attraction to evil, presents a good 
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side of his personality in C~nd Punishment. Although Dostoevsky 

resisted the temptation to portray his characters as entirely good 

or evil, they usually lack flesh and blood. They adequately 

represent ideas, but it is difficult for the reader to visuali ze these 

characters as physical hunian beings. 

Tolst.oy's characterization was superior to Dostoevsky's. 

Al though a fe\'l persons seem a bit ethereal (Platon Karataev, for 

example), most of his characters are quite humanly and convincingly 

pOl'trayed through lavish and recurrent physical detail. Although 

Natasha Rostova represents the nrinciple of natural life J she is 

much more than the embodiment of an idea; she is alive and vibrant, 

a \'laml and complete human being. Unlike Dostoevsky, \·,hose characters 

tend to be morally complex and otherwise somewhat vague, Tolstoy's 

characters are morally simple and othenvise very detailed. Although 

a myriad of descriptive human detail is given to Tolttoy's characters, 

they are either good or bad, approved or disapproved by the author; 

there is no middle ground for Tolstoy. Napoleon ig ridiculed and 

condemned as an egocentric, effeminate fool, and Kutuzov is praised as 

a gruff J patriarchal ''lise man; historians of the period, hONever» do 

not descrihe these personalities in such black and white terms. 

~- , 



Pilnyak's characters, like Dostoevsky's, stand for ideas. 

Also like Dostoevsky's characters they are occasionally ~rcdihl~ 

but more often insufficiently human or mere caricatures. Pilnyak's 

characterizations resemble Tolstoy's in that the author's benedictions 

and condemnations are quite obvious: to the reader. Pilnyak blatantly 

illustrates his preferences through ridicule and caricature of 

chal'acters \<thom he dislikes. 

While Tolstoy's approved characters either triumph or find 

happiness, Pilnyak's favorite characters, those who are spared 

ridicule and are presented favorably, are doomed either to extinction 

t 'f If' 6S or 0 paIn. u con ol1n ty • 

" In general Pilnyak' s characters are not individual personalities. 

Occasional warm, human portraits are drawn of certain individuals, 

such as Gavrilov in Th€':..~~: .. .2i_ t~ Un~xtinguished Moon, but these are 

the exceptions. The characters of whom Pilnyak seems to disapprove 

are almost ahmys portrayed as syphi titics, abortionists, or in}mmanly 

rigid; the characters of \'lhom the author approves are heal thy, fertile, 

and personahle. In none, or very few, of these cases are the characters 

treated as individuals inviting further study or emotional involvement 

on the part of the reader. Identification \<lith a hel'o or individual, 

which is possible \'lith many literary characters, is very difficult, if 

not impossible, in Pilnyak's stories and novels. 

6Sp '·1 k 1 • 1 f ff d b h . f 1 f . . d 1 nya' nmse su ~ere ot paIn u con OTInl1:y an 
execution. 
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Characterization does not seem to be a matter of importance 

to Pilnyak. As soon as each character has conveyed the idea of 

which he is an illustration, he is removed, and another character, 

or set of characters, occupies the center of the stage. In Naked 

Year, \1ahogany, and The Volga Flm",s to the Casnian Sea, characters - - --------'------

are briefly introduced, re-appear in unorderly sequences in con-

fusing relationships with each other, and then disappear; hecause 

Pilnyak does not depend upon conventional plot in his stories and 

novels, the reader has no idea as to whether a certain character 

will re-appear or not hefore the conclusion of the work, or ,,,,hether 

that character is important or not. 

Pilnyak avoided the use of a central character in most of 

his works for the same reason that he shunned the use of the con-

ventional plot; in order to construct a plot or to portray a convincing 

character, the author must devote many pages to details which limit 

the pace and scope of the worl~. In Nakerl Y.e.a!. the plot is the 

Revolution itself. The loose ~e of scenes, some of which are 

loosely united through the presence of the same persons, conveys the 

sense of uncontrollable chaos of Russian life which Pilnyak thought 

the Revolution represented. If the author had chosen to employ a 

central character (or a plot, for that matter), the scope of the novel 

would be severely limited insofar as one person is necessarily 

limited. 



Th~ second reason for Pilnyak's avoidance of central 

characters is the author's helief, similar to Tolstoy's thesis in 
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~an~~J that there is no central .character in great historical· 

movements such as the Revolution and the War of 1812. The Revolution 

is an uprising of the Russian people who are seeking to return to 

theil' national roots J and so, there are neither heroic deeds nor 

heroic individuals. If one wishes to catch the flavor of the 

Revolution, he must plunge into its chao::; and feel the Revolution 

rather than view it through the eyes of one or t,'lO personalities. 

The Revolution and advent of Bolshevism are irrational and elemental 

movements, and any orderly presentation or sequential treatment of 

these events would run counter to Pilnyak's understanding of their 

significance. For this reason Pilnyak portrays the Revoluti.on as a 

whole; tho chaos of Naked Year is the chaos of the Revolution. In 

his later works j such as tt..ah?.EanYJ the situation is limited, but 

Pilnyak still shuns the use of a central character. An overall 

picture of the personalities of NEP Communism -- NEPmen, War 

Communists, peasants, disenfranchised noblemen, and Trotskyites is 

presented rather than a single portrait. This method of characterization 

not only permitted the author a ''lide scope, hut also gives the 

impression that the author \'1as unahle to find the "posi ti ve hero" in 

the Soviet scene. 
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ii 

The characters whom Pilnyak dislikes are simply those who 

embody ideas of which he disapproves. In the preceding chapters 

concerning Pilnyak's themes, one idea in particular emerges as the 

main recipient of Pilnyak's scorn, namely, that man is superiol' to, 

and should organize, the processes of nature. Persons who advance 

this idea are either ridiculed, condemned to embarrassing failure, or 

revise their opinions. Thus Jan Laitis is a fool in Naked Yea:r:" 

Nekulyev in ~'Iother Earth is doomed to failure, and Antonova in ~ 

Birth of a ~f~n. belatedly recognizes the role of instinct and emotion 

in her life. When this type of person is successful, he or she is 

portrayed in such a \'lay that the author's sympathies cannot possihly 

be interpreted. as heing in their favor. In Naked Year i\l-khin 

Arkhipov and Natalya Onlynina, the Rolsheviks who represent the 

future of Russia t are inhumanly rigid rohots, and in The .volga Flm'ls 

to the C~sp~an ~Sea, the engineers, who have successfully reversed 

the f1 ow of the river, as \.,re 11 as the female \.,rorkers, are living in 

a state of rlloral chaos which destroys their relationships '1ith their 

\'1i ves and fellow-workers. 

On the other hand, anyone who recognizes the primacy of nature 

and instinct appears to receive the. author' 5 approval. In Naked Year 

Pilnyak portrays a scene which is reminiscent of Levin's mO\'ling scene 

• 
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in Anna Kareninn, as the members of the anarchist commune work the 

soil and become part of the agrarian cycle of planting and harvest. 

The author's enthusiastic description of Andrei as he works in the 

field indicates Pilnyak's fondness for both the character and the 

type of natural life Nhich Andrei and the scene represent. 

y aHA.pXYl'CTOB AHI~peM rrO.ll;HHMaJICH C 

3a.pei1, -- JIe'I'Hei:i, 6e~3MepHo fIcHorr, H -- C c50'-IROrr 

HA. nape B .ll;b1lII.J1<.lX M'-IA.JI Hq peKY 3A. BO.ll;Oi1; ••• COJIHne 

nO,ll;JrnM'lJIOCb RpacHoe H Me.D;JIeI-IHOe, o.ll;e)1<,l~a MORJII't 

Me.n;B5IHOH pacoH, H3 3!'lJi!vU1Il( YXOllJ1JIH nOC,JIe.l(HMe 

MO'-Ibq TYMHH"l.. B ,lI;BeHl'l,li;ll}lTb llia6aurHJIM ,ll;O mex, 

MJ'iK'-IHHlI I10,ll;HWYfaJIH nap, COOv.pMffCb R o6e.l(y, 

6pomioBHe OT COJIHIl'l, pl'tHblHe AI-r.n;pei1 He pac50TaJI 

M1JIllU-'lMVI, -- CJIa.lum nHJIH rrJIe'-IM~ rr051CHill_l8. H 6e,n;pa, 

rOJIOBa. c5bIJIa JIePRoi1, MbICJIM"-- fICH1if H THXM. 11 MIOHb 

C ¢,:-'lPPOpOBLn.m )K8.CMIlli.r:j}{M
lJ 

C XPYCT8.JlbHNMH ero 

BOCXO.n;A.MH, .. rrpoareJI ;yY.<e. 6 

In his~lOrks Pilnyak followed the Heracli tean (and Hegelian) 

principle that conflicts produce new forms of reality. The author 

presents themes and characters as opposinR pairs and portrays the 

consequent tensions. In his animal stories Pilnyak illustrates this 

principle \"ith wolves and birds; the young kill or otherwise depose 

the old in order to make way for the ne\", and aggressive males 

struggle for females of their species. 

--------~----------------------

66Go1y God, OPe cit., pp. 122-123. 
~ . 



Jan Laitis and Andrei Volkovich are presented as opposites 

at the beginning of N~. Jan, the foreign Communist, is at 

so 

the opposite pole from Andrei, the Russian anarchist. Jan is arrested 

by the Bolsheviks, and Andrei is forced to become a fugitive as the 

anarchist commune is destroyed. A sort of synthesis results as 

Jan and Andrei fade out, Arkhip Arkhipov, the Russian Bolshevik, is 

presented .as the model of the ne .. " Soviet citizen, a Communist with a 

Pugachev beard. 

iii 

Both Heraclitus and Hegel viewed the conflicts produced by 

nature's processes as a necessity for progress; Heraclitus viel'ls 

the process as the survival of the fittest, and Hegel's dialectic 

calls fOl' the fusion of elements of two clashing opposites. If the 

reader expects to discover progress as a result of the tensions and 

conflicts in Pilnyak' s \vorks, he will be disappointed. In his animal 

stories progress is evident, hut whon the author doals with human 

beings, it seems as though a regression is taking place. Arkhip 

Arkhipov, the Bolshevik who is conceded the future of Russia, is a 

caricature of a human being in comparison \vith Andrei Volkovich and 

Mark, the son of Donat the sectarian. The reader receives the 

McMASTER UN1VERSITY L1BRARt 
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impression from these characterizations that Pilnyak regarded 

Bolshevism as an inhuman ideology which is attractive only to 

machine-like men in leather jackets whose only human value seems to 

be efficiency -- "to function energetically." In none of his works 

is there portrayed a personable Communist, a fact which "laS duly 

pointed out hy Soviet critics. The examples of Ja.n Laitis and 

Arkhip Arkhipov nave been mentioned above; in ~~_Year Pilnyak 

described the Bolsheviks in a paragraph "lhich has often been quoted as 

the typical caricature of the Communists by the Fellow Travellers in 

the early T\wl1ties • 

• ~ • C 06 vrpaJIvrc b HaBe pxy JIIOIIJ-i B KQ}I{aHVIX 

KypTlmx, 60JIblli9BliRVt. 3TH BOT, B RO>K.-'lHblX tC.YPTRaX 

K!',l~lIJ:.ri1 B CTnTb, lWJf():').H1,rM: RpllCllBerr, W1Y\~hIi1 xperrOR, 

11 Ky,Zl;PH ROJlbUOM non; C:~ypA)KROM H9. ~qThTJIOR, Y K!DMOrO 

Kpermo 06TRUYTbI CIC-YJI'DI, CleJI~KI1 Y T'yO, tJ;BH)l<eHHIT Y 
Km!~Ol'O YTH1I<HbI. I"3 PYCCIWH P1IXJIOTI, KOP5=!BOH 

HapOZJ;HOCTVI -- 01'60p. B RO>I<8.H1TH l{YPTK8.i:i -- He 

ITOZJ;MO'Iv1l1Ib •••• A pX'Y!IT A pxmlOB ,n;nCM C YrZJ;CJI B HCIIOJIROM:e. 

6YMaT'I1 TmcwI, HOTOM MOT<1ftC)« no ropo,n;:v H 3aBOXI;Y -­

no KompepemU1Rt(1j no CO()P'lHRHM~ no Mwi'VffiI'llM. Eyr.mT'll 

nPIC8..lI, 6pOBI1 C1J;BHT'a5I (H 6LIJI8. 60po.ZJ;ll 'IYTb-~TTb 
BCR.lIORO'I8Hn) t nepo tJ;eP>KM TonopoM. 

I\oxcaHLle KYT)TICH. 

EOJIblllemu<H. EOJIbllleBHl{l1? ~- ll:a.. TaR. 
Bo'!', 'ITO l'aIcoe 60JIhlIl8Bl1J(f'{! 67 

----------------------------------------------
67 
~~~., pp. 199-200. 
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In Hahogany no regular member of the Communist Party is 

portrayed, ''lith the exception of Akim Skudrin ,·,ho is ahout to he 

expelled for Trotskyism. From the opening section of the story, 

the reader learns that the local leadership of the Party is corrupt. 

B mma )Ke O)lJlroI<.nbI ynOJIHOMO'IeHHblli BHYTopra. 

He-TO CB~, He~TO Ra~ B COBep1I8HHO 'I-pe3BOM COCTORHHll, 

'I'O.JIKHYJI c.nyqarn:m no neJIOBKOCTI1 )I<eHY npen;cen;aTeJIR 

I1CnOJII~OMR., -- Ta M:OJIBI1JIl'l. m.f,IJ, nOJIH!.!. npe3peHTAI'I: -~ 

«51 -- KYBap3HH'l», -- Yl1OJ1HOMOl.reHHbIH Cau, OY)I;yqI1 He 

OCBe)l;OJ.XJIeH B CHJIe cerr -:paMI1JII1vr, R3BYIHHJICsr ~mVIBJIeHHO, 
-- H 6b1JI BIIOCJIe.n:CTBYH1 38. CBoe Y)I;HBJIeHI1e noxepeH H3 

ye3Jr.a. Ha'IaJIbCTBO B ropo.n;e )!(HJIO cKyqelrnO~ OCTepcras:rCb. 

B npMP07~Hai1 nOll;0:3pIiTeJIbHOCTH, npO'Iero H'lCeJIem'lH, 3aH8HHJIO 

06nr.cCTBeHHOC'l'b CKJIO'II~8.MH H TIpeI~36HP8.v'I0 J~~IH rO)l; CflM:O 

ce6rr c O,l"(HOl'O ye31~Horo nyKOBOn;smrero nOCT'l Ha l(p:vrOH B 

3aBHct-NOCTH OT I'pYlmI1'J)oBOI<: CKJIO'I8.UVAX v'II1'IHOCTeI1 no npmnnmy 

TPHlIIl':lma K!f.rpTtl.Ha. ITo TOMY' )K8 nplffiLl;I-my TPHlllimH8. Ka'PTl'l.H8. 

ROM6mmpoB'lJIOCb H X03qHCTBO.
68 

In the latter part of the story IVan Ozhogov converses with 

his nephew, Akim, about the expulsion of the idealists from the Party. 

--BbIT'HaJII1? •• - cnpocI1JI PMOC'I'Ho. 

--OTKYl(a? -- nepeCnpOCHJI AKI1:M:. 

--P3 napnrn:, -- CW13a.1I 1~mlH KapnOBI1:'I. 

------------------.----------, 



-- ReT. 

-- ReT? He BbII'HaJIrr? -- nepeCrrpOCHJI !":B9.H rr B 

rOJIoce ero B03HIillJI'l ne1faJIh, -- HO ROI-PIrIJI OH 6o.n;po: 

HY, He CeH1fRC, TaR rrOTOM BhII'OHSIT, BCex .n;emiliueB 11 
TPOIJ;R11C TOB BblI'OHIT1' ~ --

S3 

B:aJIhIlie VIBau KaprrOB111f 6pe.n;H.JI -- B 6pe.n;y p!3.C­

CRa3ImaJI 0 CBoeH ROMM1Jue, 0 TOM, I~aR 60IJI rrepBbIl.I 

rrpe.n;ce_Zl;RTeJIeM: HCrrOJIROJla, RaR11e 6:bTJIH Te ro.zu,r 11 RaI{ OH11 
.~ 69 

rror1'luJlli~ I'p03Hble ro.n;hl, I~alt rrOTOM npOI'HaJII1 ero 113 peBOJIIOI~rr11. 

In Ivan Hoskva the reader encounters a sincere, hut color-

less Communist, the first fOl' whom sympathy might he sho\'l1\. He is 

defeated in his efforts to help create a nc'''' society, hO\'lever, by 

natural forces over which he has no controle Ivan's hereditary 

syphi lis gradually deprives him of his mental faculties and he 

enters a world of fantasy '-lith a mummy which has heen brought to 

Hosco\'1by a Russian professor of history. Ivan stands out in 

relation to the local peasants t'ii th whom he is Ii ving; he attempts 

to persuade them of the advantages of technology and the superiority 

of the Communist regime to the tribal life of the peasants. His 

efforts are portrayed in opposition to his occasional lapses into 

insanity, which tend to belie his claims of innate Bolshevik superiority. 

His hereditary syphilis and insanity suggest that his rabid belief in 

technology and organizational efficiency does not take into account 

perennial human irrationalities and the limitations of human history 

which ahtays seem to suhtract from even the best of plans. 

69 Ibid ., pr. 61-62. 



In Mother Earth Nekulyev, a Communist, is sent to a back­

woods area to compel the peasants to stop stealing the di~inishing 

timber supply of the state-owned forests' along the Volga. The 

peasants regard the local forests as their mill, while the Communist 

attempts to convince them of the priority of national needs over 

their local, comparatively selfish necessities. Nekulyev fails; 
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not only do the peasants disregard his appeal to aid the central 

government and continue to steal the tir:1her, hut the hapless 

Communist barely escapes with his life. Nekulyev is not a malicious 

character, but he is an alien imposition upon the siJllple life of 

the local peasantry, merely the representative of another avaricious 

absentee landlord. The analogy between the Soviet government on the 

one. side, and the Tsarist government and/or private landmillers on 

the other is left unsaid by the author, hut the reader might wonder 

if the local peasants J supposedly the heneficiaries of a Workers' and 

Peasants' nepublic, could discern hetl'leen the Whites and the Reds, 

both of ,."hom exploit the local inhahitants in Mother Earth. 

In The VoIB~IO\~~_ t<?~...!~_e Caspian Sea a different group of 

Communists is presented: Sadykov, Poletika, and Laszlo are engineers 

''lho are entrusted ,'lith the task of constructing a dam on the HoscO\'l 

River. When the dam is completed, the river \I1ill he reversed, the 

historic and ancient town of Kolomna \'Till he inundated, and a hydro .. 



electric plant ,,,il1 be established. Each of these three Communist 

engineers seems to be a good man: Sadykov is reminiscent of Arkhip 

Arkhipov in ~a~ed ~~ in that he is seemingly devoid of emotion 
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but sincere; Poletika is a believer in the idealistic aspects of 

Communism (similar to Ivan Ozhogov), but drawn to Russia's pre­

revolutionary heritage; Laszlo is a very human Communist whose career 

and domestic life are destroyed by his adherence to the net" moral 

code. 

The connecting link between these three men is not only 

their Communi.sm, hut their entanglement in each other's marital 

affairs. Poletika's ,~ife had fled '''ith Laszlo, and Poletika accepted 

the situation in accord with Communist morality (derived from 

Chernyshevsky's Wha~_to D~~?) which dictates calm rational acceptance 

of net" 'sexual or mad tal attachments rather than an emotional refusal 

to recognise the change of affection. Despite Poletika's noble 

attempt to 'arrange his life in accord ,,,i th these ideas ~ he has re­

tained his love for his wife and is portrayed in the novel as a lonely, 

pathetic figure for whom ideology is not a replacement for human love. 

Almost bTenty years after the original incident Laszlo becomes 

infatuated with Haria, Sadykov' s ,,,ife, when Sadykov j Poletika, and 

Laszlo are assigned to the Five Year Plan project at Kolomstroi. 

Sadykov becomes a",are of ~1aria' s love for Laszlo and he insists that 

the t\·10 live together. Sadykov, ",ho had never told his ''i'i fe that he 
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loved her,. feels that his action is in accord with the net" morality 

which encourages lovers to live together in happiness while their 

former mates go their own way. Laszlo's allegiance to this vieNpoint 

compels him to desert his wife (Poletika's ex-wife) and join Haria, 

but he soon realizes that his attraction to Maria was purely 

physical and passing. He regrets the desertion of his first wife) a 

fact which Haria realizes and which leads her to commit suicide. 

The female construction lvorkers are incensed at Haria's suicide, 
! 

which they interpret as another manifestation of male exrloitation 
I. 

of helpless female, and they go on strike; the breakdown of the 

family unit has heen responsible for the halt in construction. 70 

This particular problem, of course, is settled and construction 

continues; at the end of the novel Poletika and his wife are reunited 

and Laszlo's carep.r comes to a halt, as he is considered a stumbling-
.' 

block to the successful completion of the dam. The scene of reunion 

bebleen Poletika and his wife seems to receive more enlphasis and 

care on th~ part of the author than the completion of the project. , 
; 

The individuals and their relationships to each other are portrayed 

as being more important and more interesting than the fate of the 

Five Year Plan. 

701n fairness to the Communist Party, it should he noted that 
the Party itself had reversed its position on sexual morality long 
before the publication of Pilnyak's novel. Party officials realized 
the necessity for the maintenance of the family unit. 
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The Communists portrayed in The V.oIga Flm.s to the Caspian 

Sea are quite different from those portrayed in earlier works. The 

"leather jackets", hard, efficient young-men of a single purpose, 

are replaced by tired$ middle.·aged men whose rational commitment to 

Communism had not foreseen the consequences of a morality Nhich 

attempts to eliminate man's instinct. The reader receives the 

impression from the unhappiness of the Communists that it would 

have been preferable for the men to struggle for the preservation of 

their families rather than meekly accept the situation; the latter 

alternative is unnatural for any animal, hUJTlan or not. The old 

Bolshevik Poletika has suffered greatly because of this morality. 

He also suffers hecause of the construction of the dam, as his 

attraction to Russia's past competes with his conviction that the 

dam represents for Poletika Communism in toto; \'Ihy does it have to 

root out the P::lst in such a brutal fashion? At the conclusion of 

the novel Poletika makes an agonizing Act of Faith in Communism hecause 

it is the only possihle Nay for Russia to go fOTi'lal'd at this particular 
, 71 

period of history. 

71 1n conjunction ,,,Hh Poletika's act of faith, Pilnyak wrote 
much the same thing in an autohiographical piece, quoted in Struve, 
op.cit., p. 215. Pilnyak believes that the Communists are the 
nistoric destiny of Russia for the moment. 
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iv 

In contrast to the drab and unfavorable portraits of Communists 

Pilnyak draws comparatively vivid pictures of personalities who are 

-obviously not in concert \'lith Soviet policy of the 1920's. These 

people are often openly hostile to the regime, such as Ivan Ozhogov 

in Mahogany, or they believe in ideals which cannot possihly he 

reconciled ''lith any interpretation of Communism, such as anarchism. 

Ivan Ozhogov, who has heen mentioned ahove a number of times, 

is the traditional "fool for Christ~s sake," who calls sinners to 

perform penance and to recall their original, undiluted commitment 

to their faith, in this case, Communism. Ivan is portrayed as a 

thoroughly likable person; despite his faults of perpetual drunken­

ness and occas"ional rudeness, he is honest and idealistic, "a fool 

of Soviet Russia for Justice's sake," in the midst of petty thieves 

without any ideals at an.72 Soviet critics were quick to notice 

that the only honest person in the story is driven to alcoholism and 

insanity by the local Communist bureaucrats. The reaction of these 

critics, and Pilnyak' s subsequent difficulties, will be recounted in 

a later chapter. 

A second character in ~1ahogapx. is not as developed as Ivan 

Ozhogov, but he stands apart from the corruption of his native to\m 

• 
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where he has returned for a visit. Akim Skudrin, Ivan's nephe,,!, is 

a Trotskyite who is "flesh of IVan Ozhogov' s flesh ••• " and 'veeps for 

C . 1 73 ommunlsm ost. It is rare for a literary character to be 

labelled a Trotskyite; in the politically charged atmosphere of the 

late T'venties Pilnyak' s portrayal of Akim assumed importance as a clue 

to Pilnyak's opinions concerning the factional strife within the 

Communist Party. 

Akim almost seems like a Communist Christ-figure; he is 

associated 'vith the wooden Christ crowned "'ith thorns, his mother is 

solemn when she meets him, "as at Communion," and as he leaves his 

birthplace for the last time, the reader receives the impression that 

his crucifixion as a Trotskyite is imminent. "The Trotskyite Akim 

was late for the train, just as he 'vas late for the tl'ain of time." 74 

Akim is also almost alone in his refusal to condemn his aunt, 

Kapitolina, for her blO illegitinlate births; he echoes thoughts 

which Pilnyak as narrator had \vritten a feN pages befoTe Akim's 

thoughts were presented. He recognizes that Kapitolina's two 

illegitimate children and their grandchildren have provided a rich 

and full life for the old \vOlnan, while Rimma, her sister, who condemned 

Kapitolina for promiscuity and maintained her sterile virginity, is a 

--------~---.---

73Ibid., pp. 63-64. 

74Ibi~. J p. 69. 
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lonely figvre who finds a modicum of happiness by belatedly immersing 

herself into Kapi tolina' s family life. The processes of nature, 

whether legitimized by human convention or not, are more fruitful 

than solitary virtue. Akim vie\vs the Revolution as the termination 

of these false human conventions and as a declaration of helief in 

the fruitful processes of nature, thoughts presented by characters 

in other \'Iorks of Pilnyak. 

Pilnyak's characterization of Akim also became a source of 

trouble for the author. Akim the Trotskyite is portrayed as a 

morally good man \'Iho is sincerely interested in the ''lell-heing of 

people, ''lhile the Communists of the local Party leadership are bent 

on their own financial and political gain at the expense of the 

to\vllsfolk. 

Akim and Ivan Ozhogov are imique in Pi Inyak' s w01.'ks in that 

they represent political factions and are still portrayed ''lith some 

feeling and care hy the author.. The other characters who are \'Iarmly 

and humanly portrayed are either 'apolitical or anti-political. In 

~a~e.d }e!!::!.., for example, \vhile the Bolsheviks are flat, colorless 

caricatures of human beings, Andrei Volkovich, Donat J Hark, and 

the memhers of the anarchist c.ommune ane illustrated as vihrant human 

components of a universal natural process of life. Only these 

characters experience joy and delight in the \'lorld about them; the 

Communists are as dour as they are drah. Irina descrihes her life 



with Hark, farming, bathing in the river, long rides by horse over 

the vast plains, and then she exclaims, "how many heautiful and 

happy days are ahead of me!" 75 Arkhip and Natalya, on the other 

h d ' ". 1 'ld d k ' ,,76 an , are more prosalc: cozl.ness, c n ren, an wor ••• worr.. 

The character of Donat the sectarian is \.,rorthy of mention 

because he best exemplifies ideas which are evident not only in 

Naked Year but in the early animal stories also. Donat is a 

Christian \.,rho practices the works of mercy. He leaves food on the 

table and an unlocked door for weary travellers, hut he is also a 

horse-thief who believes in the survival of the fittest. He care-
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fully follows ritual prescriptions such as abstinence from tea, hut, 

.,.lith a clear conscience~ steals horses and murders trespassers, just· 

as wolves and eagles instinctively steal provisions and protect 

their domain , he it lair or nest. 

Irina, who deserts the anarchist communo and joins Donat's 

family as his daughter-in-IaN, expresses the same idea. Andrei 

says: 

«." ..... TIo,neJIHTeCh co MHOIO MaRJ'lMVI, TOBapHlll. 

Yfpmm, -- IT(»I{a..nyHc Ta! 

45I o6HKHoBeHHo O'l'BeqaIQ TaR: 

__________________________ 0 ______ ' ________ • _______________________________________ __ 

75Go1y God, ~c~., p. 146. 

76!.!?i.<!.., p. 210. 

If 



«-- Pa3B8 J.!yJKtII-lliLI npOCSIT? -- ~-y>KtImn,I ClepYT! 

EepYT CBOOO,ll;HO H BOJIbHO, RaR P8.3ClOiffiHRH 11 R.HapXHcw! 

HMO YMeTb 3MynlliTh "tIeJIOBeWl IT ('5!-iTb X(eHlIl,rmy. Pa3Be 

)ICe HOI em3 BepHTe B K9.IWrr-TO I'YM9.HH3M IT cnp8.00,ll;JIlmOCTb? 

-- R tIOPTY Bee! nYCTb BhIMpYT Bce; RTO He ~,meT 
60pOTbcn! OCTaHYTCH O,ll;HH CHJIbHbID IT CBoClO,ll;Hbro! •• 

./. ~ 1T A OJ 77 ,~-- .7TO CRa3a.Jl p,apBHH, ~- I"OBOPHT TIDCO HLtpea. 

Irina and Donat are happy. Donat states that his people 
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have contentedly fo11O\.,ed their customs since the time of Catherine 

the Great J when they loft the cities and settled in the hinterland'. 

Happy people are rarities in Pilnyak's "lOrks, and the reader's 

tendency is to sympathize or identify ''lith their ''fay of life and 

ideas. Donat and Irina, hONever, illustrate the ugly aspect of 

what seemed to appeal to Pilnyak ~- the struggle for survival. 

Pilnyak records many such struggles t especially on the animal level; 

destruction and chaos are beautiful because they give birth to new 

possibilities. On the human level, the process is not so beautiful; 

it leads to ,.,holesa1e destruction, murder, and theft, all of \.,hich are 

justified by the pr.lnciple that "might makes right." Hm'l much 

Pilnyak himself subscribed to this theory is difficult, if not im-

possible, to say. It is ominous i though, that some of his most 

attractively portrayed characters are the mouthpieces of such sentiments. 

--.----.------,-------------~---------------

77Ibid., p. 142. 



Trotsky singled out Donat as the main enemy of the Revolution, for 

if Donat's fierce individualism, unchecked in the novel, is allowed 

to be victorious, the Revolution \'lill collapse and the classless 

78 society \'lill remain a dream. 

The final class of characters which seemed to interest the 

author was the nobility. In Naked Year and A Thousand Years these 

portraits are friendly. The nobles are not characterized as heart-

less exploiters or decadent hedonists, hut as human beings ""ho have 

the misforttme of belonging to the wrong social group at- this 

particular period of history. In this regard Pilnyak was preceded 

by Ivan Bunin and Anton Chekhov ,.,.ho drm., sympathetic, hut objective 
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portraits of the last days of the Russian aristocracy. In Chekhov's-

CheTlY:, Orcl~ the landowners lose their estate through inaction 

rather than seizure by peasants or expropriation hy the government; 

in Pilnyak' s ~~:!._ Year the Ordynin family has to contend with the 

Bolsheviks, but their hereditary syphilis and their inability to 

find a niche in the nm., Soviet society (''lith the exception of 

Natalya) suggests that they contain the seeds of decay within them-

selves. 

Boris Ordynin, the eldest son, hecomes the de facto head of the 

family when his father~ ,"ho has undergone a religious conversion after 

a life of dissipation, hecomes a hermit in his mffi room. As the 

18 Trotsky, op.cit., np. 85-86. ~ __ 1. 

• 
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reader learns more of the family and its disintegration, he receives 

the impression that the elder Ordynin's religious fanatic~sm is a 

resul t of insanity produced by the advanced stages of syphilis. This 

disease has been passed on to all of the Ordynins with the exception 

of Natalya the Bolshevik, ''lhose physical health coincides ''lith the 

fact that she has forsaken the aristocracy. lrhen Boris learns of 

his disea.se, he is horror-stricken as he realizes that he is in-

curably ill and "till eventually lose his mind. Boris commits suicide 

and the relationship of the nohility to the Bolsheviks becomes 

apparent as "the triumphant playing of the 'International' resounds 

through the entire house" as the shot rings through the ancestral 

} f 1 0 I · 79 lOme o· t le T( )'luns. Bolshevism is putting an end to a thousand 

years of history connected with the nobility. 

v 

Some of Pilnyak's characters receive more vivid treatment 

than others, and those \'lho are convincingly portrayed usually are 

representatives of anti-Soviet sentiments. Communists are caricatures, 

nobles are sympathetically portrayed, and anarchists and Trotskyites 

a1'e favorahly compared to Party officials. lrhatever Pilnyak' s 

opinions ''lere, nonwCornmunist characters received more detailed treat-

79 
Goly God, ?~~_c}!., p. 112. 
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ment from the author, while characters who would receive official 

approval from Soviet authOJ.'ities tend to leave unfavorable impressions 

upon the reader. The close association between characters and themes 

in Pi Inynk I s works. laid the author open to the charge that his 

artistic inability, or lack of desire, to portray a sympathetic and 

personable Communist reflected his lack of sympathy for the Revolution 

and the Communist Party. The next part of this study will examine 

these accusations and Pilnyak's attempts to become an approved Soviet 

writer. 



SOVIET LITERARY CRITICISM OF PILNYAK 

CHAPTER V 

i 

Before a study of Soviet c:r.iticism of Pilnyak' S works commences, 

it should be apparent that Pilnyak would merit negative criticism from 

almost every literary critic in the world; his themes and characters 

are quite out of tune with the prevailing sentiments of fwentieth·· 

century civilization, irrespective of ideology. The fact that Pilnyak 

was fated to publish his works in the Soviet Union of the 1920' s added 

to the amount and intensity of the criticism Hhich the author received. 

Not only ,.,ras he faced with an aU-encompassing ide ology which denigrated the 

aspects of Russian tradition which he especially appreciated, hut he had 

the added r.1:isfortllne of being caught between groups of literary politicians 

in a vicious struggle for recognition as sale interpreters of official 

Soviet literary policy. 

As a prelude to presentation of specific Soviet criticism of 

Pilnyak, it is necessary to mention the conflicting starting points of 

the various groups of literary critics. As each individual critic 

comments on Pilnyak, he is not only criticizing the author from a 

Marxist point of view, hut also attempting to demonstrate his own 

66 
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ideological orthodoxy at the expense of the author and other critics. 

Thus the individual piece of criticism may be not only an objective 

discussion of the literary merits of the \'lork, hut also a defense of 

current political trends and personal interpretations of those trends. 

Unless the differences of approach among the critics are made clear 

from the outset, their comments are less comprehensihle. At the same 

time, as the diverse nature of the various cl'iticisms becomes apparent, 

Pilnyak I s situation becomes more a\<Jk\'lard, since no group or individual, 

no matter \'lhat the int0rpretation of Harxisr.l, could puhlicly defend 

Pilnyak and not become suspect himself. 

ii 

Two fundamentally different vie\'ls of the role of literature were 

espoused hy ~olsheviks during the 1920' s. One vie\<J was rooted in the 

thought of Karl Harx, and the second had as its hase the theories of the 

radical literary and social critics of the nineteenth century. The 

first attitude towards literature reflects Harx's theory of historical 

process, namely, that socialism is merely a transitory state of preparation 

for the Comr:nmist ideal of the classless society. The literature of the 

transi tory period \<Ji 11 also be temporary, as it also is in a state of 

preparation for its role as a true artistic representation of Communist 
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society and will necessarily reflect the shortcomings of the socialist 

approximation of the final goal. The artist can be granted great latitude 

so long as he does not attack the goal itself; his portrayal of im-

perfection. may even spur his readers to greater efforts to reach 

Communism. The foremost exponent of this lihera1 attitude tm-mrds 

literature \'1as c,. V. Plekhanov, the "father of Russian Harxism" and 

the most prominent pre-revolutionary literary critic among the Marxists. 

In 1924 Leon Trotsky, following P1ekhanov's vieNs, published a 

book of critical essays, Lite::ature a~Rev~~~; in the chapter 

entitled "Communist Policy towards Art li he elahorated his vie\'1s on 

freedom of artistic creation within a Harxist-Leninist frame\wrk.
80 

Art mw;t mal~e its 0\'111 way and hy its 
own means •••• the party leads the 
proletariat, but not the basic processes 
of history. There are domains in which 

. the party leads, directly and im­
'Pcrative1y. There are domains in which 
it only cooperates. There arc, finally, 
domains in Nhich it only orientates it­
self. The domain of art is not one in 
which the party is called upon to 
command. It can and must protect and 

------------------------------------------------------.---------------
80In order to avoid misunderstanding, a careful definition of the 

term "freedom" is necessary at this point. When Trotsky treats of free­
dom of literary creation, he means freedom to arrive at goals pre­
determined by the theories of Harxism-Leninism in any manner not detri­
mental to, or derogatory of these goals. His more totalitarian colleagues 
denied even this minimal freedom to artists; they dictated the exact form 
to he employed in the achievement of a literature truly reflective of the 
Socialist society. cf. Trotsky, on. cit., p. 218 0 Harriet Borland, 
Soviet Literary Theory and Practicecrurrng the First Five Year Plan: 
1928-,~9-32 me", YorK: Kings Crown Press, 1950), p. 10. 

• 



help, but it can lead only indirectly •••• 
It can and must give the additional 
credit of its confidence to various art 
groups ''lhich are striving sincerely to 
approach the Revolution and so help an 
artistic formulation of the Revolution. ••• 
The Party ••• regards literary fe11m.; 
travellers not as the competitors of the 
writers of the Horking class, but as the 
real or potential helpers of the working

81 class in the big work of reconstrllction. 
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The second attitude towards literature does not regard artistic 

creation as a representation of contemporary life (socialism with its 

imperfections), but rather as a representation of an ideal which \'lill be 

attained in the future, or an idealized portrait of the present. With 

this approach freedom of creation is greatly curtailed; human failings 

on the part of Communists are not permitted to appear in print. This 

point of vim" ,,,ould obviollsly appeal to government and party authorities 

who have a vested interest in puhlicizing the successful and popular 

aspects of their program ,,,hile maintaining a strict censorship concerning 

the remainder of their policy. 

81 

82 

All forms of art must in every 1my help 
raise the mass consciousness and organize 
the mass will, mind, and enthusiasm for 
socialist construction and the great 
social reforms heing carried out J and for 
international socialist education. 82 

Trotsky, op.cit.~ p. 218. 

Borland, op.cit. J p. 23. This is Hiss Borland's paraphrase of 
B. Ettinho.f. "Art in the Five Year Plan of Cultural Construction," VOKS, 
II, no. 10-12 (1931), p. 4. 

.. 
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These two approaches to literature, which shall be termed 

Harxist and Stalinist respectively, fought for supremacy in the 

83 
literary arena from 1917 to 1930. Huch of the freedoJ1l for literary 

creation and possibility of publication of that decade is us~ally 

attributed to the comparatively chaotic state of Russian social and 

economic life a cOllciition which required the total attention and energies , 
of the young Soviet government. While it is difficult to contradict this 

opinion, a bit of credit must also go to the high-ranking Bolsheviks, 

such as Rukharin, Lunacharsky, and Trotsky, , ... ho resisted the shrill de­

mands of the "proletarian" writers for the regimentation of literature.
84 

The greatest single bone of contention between the blO groups was 

the position of the fellow travelers ~ of whom Pilnyak was one of the 

most prominent. The Narxist vim ... gravitated tm ... ards a permissive 

83The use of the term "Stalinist" requires some clarification. 
Stalin's approval of certain literary critics and artists seems to be a 
case of pragmatism rather than a sign of approbation or literary appreciation. 
These critics and \-Jriters \'lere tools for Stalin's total regimentation of 
Soviet life and were allm ... ed to function insofar as they served that 
purpose. The fate of many formerly favored literary figures during 

the purges of the late Thirties demonstrates Stalin f s abi 1i ty to alter his 
benedictions to fit changing interests. Thus the epithet IITrotskyi te" \<las 
hurled at people \ ... ho had long and honorable careers of avid opposition to 
Trotsky's literary opinions, e.g., Leopold Averbakh, who was branded a 
"Trotskyite wrecker." cf. Brmffl, Ope cit., pr. 216-219. 

84 In May, 1924, the Press Commission of the Central Committee of 
the Bolshevik Party maintained that freedolll in Ii tel'ature was permitted 
and necessary. This resolution was later incorporated into the platform 
of the Thirteenth Conference of the Communist Party in 1925. Nikolai 
Bukharin,at that time editor of yravda and a member of the Central 
Committee of the COJllmtmist Party, upheld the right of "anarchic competition" 
in literature. Anatol Lunacharsky, Commissar of Education, supported 
Bukharin's theory of free competition. Borland, on.cit' t pr. 13, 16. 
Hax Eastman, Artists in tJnifor~ (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1934) 
pp. 135-140. 
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approach; when the social reaH ty improves (as Socialism hecomes 

Communism) J the fellmv travelers \vill reflect this change in the evolution 

of their literary \vorks. Fellow travelers, as well as avmved Communists, 

should be allm'led into the literary arena so long as the social and 

political realms are not threatened. As Trotsky points out, the fellmv 

travelers can play an important role) for their knm'lledge of literary 

technique will enah1e the evolving literature of the socialist period 

to be genuine art and not slogans on factory walls. 85 

The Stalinist group \vanted to rlispense with the services of the 

fellow travelers; since art is primarily a means of education a.nd social 

improvement, it should portray the ideal life to be imitaterl hy the 

masses, the life advocated by the Party authorities. Fellmv travelers, 

who do not appreciate that ideal, cannot he entrusted \vi th the task of 

pub lie education. ~lost literary figures \Vho supported the notion of 

literature as primarily an educational tool were convinced that felloN 

travelers were counter-revolutionaries who for sone reason or other were 

unable to emigrate. The Russian Association of Pl'oletarian Writers (RAPP), 

under the leadership of Leopold Averbakh, was quite willing to sacrifice art 

to ideological orthodoxy and called upon the Party to refuse puhlication 

to those \'1riters ''1h05e politics were suspect. 86 

85 
Trotsky, op.cit., p. 227. --. 

86Bor1and, OPe cit., p. 12. From a speech hy Averbakh at the 
Conference of the Literary Department of the Central Committee of the 
Russian C:ommunist Party, May 9, 1924. 
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The various groups which claimed to be ideologically correct 

not only fought fe11m ... travelers and Communists \'/ho advocated freedom 

of publication for fellow travelers, hut "also other groups ,,,hich Nere 

''lilling to eliminate non-Communists from the li teTary scene. Thus 

various Communist groups -- The Smithy (Kuznitsa), RAPP, October, On 

Guard (Va PosJJ~.) -- each accused the others of heing "anti-proletarian," 

Le., anti-Communist. Each group appealed to the Party leadership for 

its sign of approbation as a means of establishing the groups position 

as the sole guide to a ne", literature. This unfortunate tendency on 

the part of the gl'oups presented a tremendous temptation to political 

leaders; it \'las a chance to silence Ii teral")' deviations from the Party 
~ 

line and also J)l'esented an opportunity to demonstrate an apparent 

omniscience in an area in which political leaders should, perhaps I ack-

Ilm'iledge their comparative ignol'ance. The ultimate result of such a 

policy ,;'ould be the strangulation of creative literature. 

The struggle \'laS carried on in literary journals and committee 

meetings. The tone of the charges and counter-charges hecame so vitriolic 

and shrill that the Central Committee of the Conununist Party felt ohliged 

to call the writers and literary groups together in an attempt to put an 

end to fratricidal infighting and claims of exclusive orthodoxy. In Hay 

of 1924, the Party expressed its belief in freedom of artistic creation. 

Huch of the credit for this position must go to Trotsky who foresaw the 
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catastrophic results of Party interference \'lith the processes of literary 

development. The enforced silence of \'lri tel'S \'lho do not seem in complete 

accordance \'lith the opinions of the Party leadership \."ould effectively 

block the continuity of literary creation and thus prohihi t the _ 

evolution of a literature truly reflective of the best interests of the 

Party. At the same time the opportunity for the Party leadership 

arhitrarily to proclaim literary theory would lead to arrogance and the 

cult of the omniscient Party leadership. For these reasons Trotsky waged 

~n unre~itting struggle against the regimentation of literature and its 

complete identification ''lith Party policy; his influence helped con­

siderably to postpone the advent of official intolerance to the literary 

87 scene. 

The years follml'ing the death of Lenin in 1924 \'lere characterized 

by a fateful struggle for pm'ler wi thin the leadership of the Russian 

Communist Party. Stalin emerged victorious, and Trotsky was expelled 

fl'om the Party in 1927, deported from the Soviet Union in 1929 t and finally 

assassinated in ~1exico in 1940. In order to consolidate power and further 

weaken Trotsky's influence, the epithet "Trotskyism" was hurled at any and 

all variations from the Stalin party line during the years 1927-1940. 

Trotskyism -- i.e. J any difference of opinion from Stalin -- was fought 

at all levels, including literature. 

87Bro\ID, oPe cit., p. 214. 

• 
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Stalin's attitude toward literary freedom was quite different 

from the approach advocated by Trotsky. The primary direction of ,Joseph 

Stalin's actions as ruler of the Soviet Union was the extension and 

consolidation of his power over all aspects of Soviet life. His mm 

revolutionary experiences had taught him the value of the printed word, 

and he spared no effort not only to si1en~e literary opposition, but also 

to dominate literary production. While Trotsky upheld the internal Im"s 

and independent development of literature (within a Harxist frame,,,ork) t 

Stalin viewed literature as an instrument of party propaganda, whose form 

and content would be determined by political considerations. l\~ile 

Stalin did not personally take part in the Ii terary Narfare of the 1920' s, 
.he encouraged opponents of Trotsky's views to struggle for control of 

the literary arena. 

One such opponent ,,,as Leopold Averbakh of RAPP, who ,,,as the 

hatchet-man of literature until he fell into disfavor in 1932. Averbakh 

attacked fellm'l travellers and fe11m" Communists who did not share his 

opinion that "the method of artistic cl'eation is the method of dialectical 

materialism. ,,88 By 1930 Averbakh' s loud and persistent campaign to regiment 

literature was faily successful; silence, death, or emigration removed many 

b 1 h ' t f l' ., R9 Tf 1" d d o stac es to ac levemen 0 Iterary unanlmltYe .1US art ost IS In epen.ent 

88 
Eastman, on.cit., P. 129. 

_. ..I,. 

8gB • .T. Brown, "The Year of Acquiescence" in Literature and 
Revolution in Soviet Russia, 1917-1962, ed. hy Hax HaY''Iard °fr Leopold 
Labedz-(London: Oxford University Press, 1963)J pr. 44-61. 



75 

character and became a tool at the service of a political program. Art 

\.,ras no longer moving along in accordance with its own la\.,rs: hut was 

jumping and jerking to fit the current p.olitical line. Writers who did 

not measure up to these standards \.,rere cruelly criticized and vilified. 

Soviet literature embarked upon the path \.,rhich Trotsky had energetically 

opposed: strict party control of literature and subjugation of art to 

propaganda and didacticism. When the literary inquistion was completed 

by 1930, RAPP was dishanded and Averbakh was shifted to a minor post 

before his eventual liquidation as a Trotskyite during the purge trials of 

1937-1938. Stalin had allO\'led RAPP to become the apparent voice of the 

Party in the literary arena in order to eliminate unreliable elements 

without his personal intervention. Once this intermediate goal w.as 

achieved, he asserted his cOJllplete domination of the field of artistic 

creation and eliminated his middlemen, Averhakh and RAPP. 

iii 

In the midst of the struggle for ascendancy in the field of 

literature, Boris Pilnyak received criticisms from a ,.,ride spectrum of 

viewpoints, represented in this study b}' five critics \.,rho represent the 

predominant trends in Sovi.et literary criticism of the time. Pilnyak, 

who supported the Revolution but ,.,ras not a believer in the ideals of 

Commtmism, wrote that he supported the Communist Party insofar as it \.,ras 
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a part of Russia's historic destiny.90 Pilnyak was fellow traveler, and 

in the eyes of Marxist ideologues, therefore, his art is transitional. 

His art "is more or less organically connected with the Revolution, 

but •• is not at the same time the art of the Revolution."91 As such, 

Pilnyak could expect to be criticized by those wbo felt themselves to 

be custodians of Harxist orthodoxy. 

"Probably the most stimulating comments on ••• Pilnyak come from 

the pen of Trotsky.,,92 In Literature and Revolution Trotsky devotes a 

section to the ''1orks of Boris Pilnyak. Trotsky's comparatively mild 

criticism, written in an almost paternal manner, scores Pilnyak' s 

faul ty attitude tm'l(lrd the Revolution, based on a reactionary philosophy 

of history. At the same time Trotsky praises him for his realism and 

youthful potential to overcome his defects and produce art reflective 

of the true ideals of the Revolution. 

Trotsky praises Pilnyak for a realistic portrayal of the con-

text of revolutionary chaos. Reality is not the transitory chaos, but 

rather thf1 establishment of a nel'l permanent social order. While some 

authors see only "lice, hUl;S, and bagmen," Pilnyak ''1ri tes about these 

phenomena as by-products of a birth agony_ In Trotsky's vie"" Pilnyak 

90St . 215 ruve, ~ Cl~., p. • 

91 Trotsky, 01:. ~it'J p. 56. 

92 Brown, Russian Literature since the ~evoluti0l!_' OPt cit., p. 294. 
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is attempting to demonstrate that the Revolution does not consist in 

the complete chaotic disruption of law and order with its subsequent 

disorder and physical hardships, hut in the construction of a new order 

with tremendous potential for the improvement of man's· lot on this earth. 

At the same time Trotsky questions the ability of Pilnyak's 

artistry to accomplish the goal of a realistic portrayal of the birth 

agony. Trotsky claims that Pilnyak is artistically ineffective in this 

regard because he does not intellectually grasp the Revolution. 

A master must have within himself an 
organic, irrefutable axis and the 
Bolsheviks have displaced the main 
axis •••• the invisihle axis should be 
the Revolution itself! around which 
should turn the whole unsettled} 
chaotic, and reconstructing life. 
But in order that the reader should 
feel this axis, the author himself 
must have felt it and at the same 
time mutt have thought the matter through. 93 

Trotsky feels that Pilnyak has not thought the matter through, 

although he may have felt the axis. Although Pilnyak realizes that the 

bugs, lice, and bagmen are part of a tremendous hirth agony, he cannot 

say what is being horn. Agonies, even hirth.agonies, have to be 

justified, or IIhistory is a madhouse. 1I94 

93 Trotsky v op. cit., pp. 58, 59. 

• 
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Why does Pilnyak not comprehend the Revolution? Trotsky places 

the blame upon Pilnyak' s philosophy of history and he cites Pilnyak' s 

anti-Petrine views as the first piece of evidence of a faulty view of 

historical development. 

Pilnyak's philosophy of history is 
absolutely retrogressiona1. This 
artistic "fellow-traveler" reasons 
as if the road of the Revolution leads 
backwards, not forward. Pilnyak accepts 
the Revolution because it is national, 
and it is national because it pulls 
down Peter the Great and resurrects 
the Seventeenth Century. To him the 
Revolution is national hecause he 
thinks it retrogressional.~S 

Trotsky confronts this view of the Revolution with his own. 

Essentially the Revolution means the 
people's final break with the Seventeenth 
Century, with Holy Russia, with ikons 
and roaches. It does not mean a return 
to the pre-Petrine era, hut, on the con­
trary, it means a communion of the entire 
people \'Ii th civilization and a recon·· 
struction of the material fOlmdations of 
civilization in accordance Nith the 
interests of the people ••• the barbarian 
Peter ''laS more national than the Nhole 
bearded and over··decorated past which 
opposed him ••• national is that which 

95.Ihid., p. 84. 

, 
<, 



raises the people to a higher economic 
and cultural plane. 96 

79 

Tr?tsky criticizes Pilnyak for his attitude toward Petrograd 

(nm." Leningrad). Pilnyak "has no use for Petrograd. ,,97 He prefers 

peripheral provincial and village settings, rather than Petrograd; 

Bolshevism, hm ... ever, is almost a Petrograd phenomenon. For Trotsky, 

Pilnyak's attitude is symbolic of his failure to grasp the central 

idea of the revolutionary epoch. Petrograd is not to be insulted or 

dmmgraded as a symbol of Western influence in Russia; it is, on the 

contrary, a city of the Revolution, a revolution which would have heen 

impossible in any other location of Russia. The Bolshevik Revolution 

signals the advent of the henefits of Western technology to the masses 

and not a return to the romantic notions of Slavophilism. 

The city lives and leads. If you give 
up the city, that is, if you let it he 
torn to pieces economically by the kulak 
and artistically hy Pilnyak, then there 
\.;i11 remain no Revolution, hut a violent 
and bloody process of retrogre3sion. 
Peasant Russia, deprived of the leader­
ship of the city, not only will never 
get to socialism, hut \'li11 not he able 
to maintain itself for two months, and 
,."il1 hecome the manure and peat for 
world imperialism. 98 

--~~-------------.----------------.----------------------------------
96Ihid., pp. 94-5, 96. 

97 Ibid~, p. 84 •. 

98 Ib 'd __ 1_. , p. 92. 

• 
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As a third symptom of Pilnyak' s retrogessional philosophy of 

history, Trotsky cites the author's tendency to portray the Revolution 

as a massive peasant revolt in the tradi·tion of Pugachev and Stenka 

Razin. Trotsky apparently feels that this is more of an inclination 

than an actuality, for he uses the words "if Pilnyak should insist on 

resolving the Revolution into peasant revolts and peasant life," and 

"what a pity if the master should decide that the hase peasant life is 

J 1 1 · ,,99 tle W10 e plcture. Although this tendency may remain only a 

tendency, Trotsky must feel that it is a very real danger that merits 

criticism. It is a symptom of a more serious heresy a view of the 

Revolution as an elemental Russian movement, likened to a snm.,rstorm. 

This point is the central area of misunderstanding for a fellow travelers; 

they all "shaH the same passive, contemplative, and philistine romantic 

attitude towards the Revolution as towards a national elemental power 

100 l.Ullcashed." Trotsky refutes this view of the Revolution as a peasant 

revolt and blind force of natlll'e.' 

But these most. important traits -~ clarity, 
realism, the physical power of thought, a 
merciless consistency, a lucidity and 
solidity of line, which come not from the 
village, hut from industry, from the city, 
from the last \vord of its spiri tua! deve lop~ 
ment -- are the fundamental traits of the 
October Revolution, and they are entirely 
foreign to the "fellm.,r travelers," and that 

------------------------------------------------,----------
99.!.hld., p. 86. 

lOOIbid., p. 97. 
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The October Revolution, according to Trotsky, is not only not an 

unleashed elemental force, hut directly opposed to elemental forces 

in favor of a conscious and rational plan of life. 

In summary, Trotsky feels that Pilnyakts faulty attitude tm1ard 

the Revolution is due to a retrogressional philosophy of history, 

which is indicated on three levels: 1) a reactionary attitude toward 

the introduction of l\Iestern influence under the aegis of Peter the 

Great;~2) an instinctive dislike of Petrograd as a symhol of Petrine 

accomplishment; 3) an inclination to view the Revolution as a national 

elemental-force or massive peasant revolt. 

Trotsky concludes his section with a bit of fatherly advice for 

Pilrtyak to gl'OW in his understanding of the Revolution and not to settle 

down on past laurels. There must be "no venerability. If self-

satisfaction and pendantr), lurk behind his hroken voice, then even his 

hig talent ''Ii11 not save him from an inglorious end. Pilnyak is talented, 

h h ' d'ff' I' 1 0 d . h h' ,,102 ut 15 1. lCU tJ.es are a so great. ne nee s to \'l1S 1m success. 

Trotsky also \."rites, however, that the solution of the prohlem of Pilnyak, 

as \'t'1 th all fe11m1 travelers, "depends on not so much on the personal 

qualities of this or that 'fe11m." traveler,' hut mainly on the objective 

101 b'd 104 1..2:.._., p. • 

102 Ibid • p. 90. 
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103 
trend of things during the coming decade." Trotsky was quite 

right; under Stalin's control f the objective trend solved the problem 

by eliminating the fellm'l travelers as sJlch, including Pilnyak. This 

solution was quite different from advice to improve one's understanding 

of the Revolution. 

Another Soviet critic who dealt thoughtfully and substantially 

\·lith Pilnyakwas A. K. Voronsky, founder and first editor of R~d Virgin 

104 
Soil (Kr8snaya_~ov'). Voronsky shared Trotsky's liberal attitude 

tm'/ard the fellow travelers: insiston Communist ideology as an ideal, 

but let t;he fellow travelers publish and hope to discover progress in 

their work. The moderate editor, therefore, ''1n$ willing to lJublish 

Pilnyak's Norks so long as some sign. of approval might be given: Nhen 

he published Nak~~ar.., Voronsky censoJ~ed Pilnyak' s theories of histnl'Y, 

revolution, and sex. 

----_ ... __ ._--------
l03Ih · I . _2:!._., p. 56. 

104 
" Alexander Konstantinovich Voronsky (1884-1943) was a priest's 

son who ''las expelled from the Tambov Seminary as a disciplinary prohlem. 
He became. involved in l'evolutionary activities and jOUl'nalism. In 1921, 
with Lenin's blessing, he founded Krasnaya Nov' J the first major literary 
journal in the Soviet Union. In 192'/Te\'/as removed frOll'\ his post as 
editor and expelled from the Party as a Trotskyite. He ''las later read­
mitted to the Party, but wa.s arrested in 1937. The activities of his last 
years al'e unknown, hut he certainly spent those years in some sort of 
confinement. 



In a critical article in his joul~a~ Voronsky discussed the 

significance of Boris Pilnyak \.!i th the same mixture of praise and 

105 
admoni tion which Trotsky would employ t\olO years later. Voronsky 
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granted that Pilnyak had captured some scenes of the Revolution, but 

he goes on to say that the author should have made the point that these 

scenes do not constitute the Revolution. Voronsky also criticized 

Pilnyak for employment of sexual imagery as an analogy of the Revolution. 

Voronsky called upon Pilnyak to examine his \'1orks up to that point 

(1922) and to abandon romanticism and primitivism. Voronsky seemed to 

accept the Bolsheviks of Naked Year as genuine reproductions of the ne\'1 ----_. -

mm\, and one is not sure \vhether he did this as a sign of good \'1il1 or 

density. Voronsky's final judgment of Pilnyak was that "Pilnyak had· 

failed to grow, 'vas repeating himself ~ and ,",auld occupy only a modest 

place in the }~}story of Russian literature as a \'1ri tel' of period 

pieces. ,,106 Nhen ~1ahogan~ and The Vol~.Jlo\'Js ~o the Ca:pian S~ \'lere 

published, Voronsky had already been removed from his position as editor, 

and his thoughts on those works, as wel1 as other later stories, are 

unavailable. 

Another moderate criticism came froJl1 Vyacheslav Polonsky, \'lho 

fOlmded and edited a Journal~ Press and Revolution (~~chat '_ i Revoliutsiy.a), 

10SA• K. Voronsky, "Literat~rnye si1uety, Ror. Pilnyak," in 
Krasnaya Nov', no. 4, 1922, pp. 252-269. also cf. Robt. ~taguire, Red 
y_~rgin Soil (Princeton: Princeton University Press J 1968) t pp. 101-128. 

106'1' . 125 f \f k "P' I' k' ~aguIre, OPe CIt •• p. .• C_. orons y, lsate , nlga, 
Chit ate 1 t J" in Krasnaya"'lifOV', no. 1, 1927, pp. 226- 239. 

.. 
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107 and served as editor of New World. Polonsky wrote a critical article 

devoted to Pilnyak in 1927, entitled "Chessmen \vithout a King.,,108 

Polonsky points out that Pilnyak is an h~ir of Bunin, Chekhov, and Boris 

Zaitsev as "an artist of the old intelligentsia in the period of iU 

109 historic catastrophe." He also views Pilnyak as the artist of the 

chaos of social struggle, the Revolution; these tNO aspects of Pilnyak's 

works compete \vi th each other throughout the author' 5 works. In a 

summation of the previolls literary criticism of Pilnyak in the Soviet 

Union Polonsky divides the· critics into two classes which seem to he 

at opposite poles of the spectrum of Soviet literary and political 

thought •. Some critics consider Pilnyak a writer of the revolutionary 

epoch, even a revolutiona.ry "'riter~ while others think that "reaction 

. d h' ,,110 gU1 es 15 pen. 

Polonsky scores Pilnyak for a lack of moderation, especially the 

use of repetitions such as the snowstorm image for the Revolution. 

Polonsky connects the snowstorm imagery ,·Ti th the Scythian movement in 

literature, which he vimvs as the Norst form of Slavophilism. The most 

important and damaging criticism) hm/ever, is the treatment of Communists 

107vyacheslav Polonsky (1886-1932) Nas eventually condemned as a 
counter-revolutionary and removed. frolll his editorial posts and silenced 
as a critic. His natural death in 1932 probably saved him from the 
purges of the later Thirties. 

108 V. Polonsky, "Shakhmaty bez korolya," in Navy Hir, issue 10, 
1927, p~. 107-193. 

l09Ibid., p. 171. 

llOIbid. , p. 172. 
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in the author's \'lorks; Polonsky, unlike Voronsky, realized that Pilnyak 

employed bloodless caricatures as Communists and that the author's 

sympathies are torn between his Scythian sentiments and admiration for 

h B 1 h Ok h f ° ° 11 111 teo s eV1 s w 0 unct10n energet1ca y. Polonsky feels that 

Pilnyak pays only a grudging and belated tribute to the hard-working 

Bolsheviks, and even then the author's Scythian feelings cannot help 

but intrude to ridicule the Bolshevik faith in efficiency and industry. 

Polonsky asserts that Pilnyak would like to believe in the Revolution, 

but that his "petty bourgeois romanticism" prohibits a profession of total' 

support. Pilnyak is alienated from both the peasantry and the proletariat. 

He is an "'anarchist,' 'romantic,' a bit of a mystic, a hit of a meta-

physician," but not really anything but a rootless member of the pet~y 

bourgeois intelligentsia. Polonsky concludes his article by calling upon 

Pilnyak to cease his amhi valence. 

OH He 3H9.8T ern,e TBepn;O-9 c Re~,{ OH, C 

npaBbIMH HJIH C JI8BbIMH? C ~.{8J1II1H8.M11: llJIH 

C B0JIK81rnf C «KOMIvt\fHeCT'lMl1» wm: C 

«60JIbill8BI1:Wl.Hl1?>iA ~H3Hb rp86Y8T: HJIH­

MH. ECTb, ROHe'IHO, TP8TJ1ll nYTb: 6eiK!lTb 

Ha Ce:aepI-ThII1 no.moe ~ B KHT!lH, Ha CqJf,lJ;BHtIeBbI 

OCrpOB'l, B TVPUT11O, WI. RyJII1'I1m. Ho 31'01' 

rryTb ~- y:aOAHT OT (30pb6bI. KorAl":!. )~e .JJI().lJ;11 

lllIbid., p. 181. cf. Maguire, op. cit., p. 110. Maguire dis­
cusses possihle reasons why Voronsky did not criticise Pilnyak's treat­
ment of Bolsheviks. 

" 

L. 



6 Opo.JIMCb , YJIerreThIB'1SI? J3 HDllreunmx )1<e 

YCJIOBMrrx OTK~3 OT 60Pb6hl 03HaH~eT 

TBop<recKY'".tO cMepTb. TOJIbIW OJJ;mt B1IXO,n; 

eCTb JJ;JI5I TIMCH.TeJIH, ROTOP1lH XO'IeT 61ITb 

'tIeJIOBeROM CBoero BpeMeHI1: C peBOJIfOUHeH
1
' 

3a pe BOJIIOWllO , mmCTe C p8JlO'Irn.{ KJI13.CCOM. 12 
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Trotsky, Voronsky, and Polonsky possessed a numher of common 

traits. They were Contmlmists who criticized ''1riters from an ideological 

point of view as ",ell as from a literary standpoint. All three J hm'lever, 

.were ''1i1ling to let the fellm'l travelers publish and, more important, 

''1ere willing to take the time and effort to write thoughtful commentaries. 

The next group of commentators ''1ere not so broadminded; they demanded 

ideological purity as a prerequisite to publication, and tended to vimv 

literature as an educational tool \'lith -a social and political message. 

Pyotr Kogan puhlished a critical article in Ne!'1 World which 'vas 

dedicated to Pilnyak, and a section in his book, The Literature of These 

Y . 1 d J P"l k 113 _~~~.' 15 a so evotell to . 1 nya,. Kogan did write thoughtful 

criticisms of various literary figures, hut his sociological and economic 

opinions intruded to overwhelm the literary aspects of his commentaries. 

--- . -----
112 

Polonsky, £E. ci~., p. 193. 

113pyotr Kogan, "Boris Pilnyak t" in Novy ~~.E.' vol. 8 issue 10, 
1925, pp. 108-119. also Literatura Etikh Let (Ivanovo-Vosnesensk: 
Osnova, 1924), pp. 104-106. -K~U872-l932) was an· old Bolshevik who 
was well-known in literary circles before the Revolution. Kogan was in 
the tradition of the nineteenth century radical social and literary 
critics and \Vas not at all interested in questions of form. Thus the 
experimentalism of the 1920's received hostile critical comments from 
Kogan, \Vho opposed freedom of publication for fellmv tra.velers t Kogan 
became an enemy of Voronsky a.nd opposed the liheral policies of Krasnaya. 
Nov' and its editor. -----
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Kogan criticizes Pilnyak for having seen and under!itoocl the Revolution, 

but being inca-pab Ie of accepting it because "the roots of his soul are 
.. 

in gray antiquity" which makes comprehension of the present ,."orld im-

possible for Pilnyak. After a critical mention of anti-industrial 

sentiments in Pilnyak's ,vorks, Kogan touches upon a point which Trotsky, 

Voronsky, and Polonsky did not raise. While these three called upon the 

author to improve his understanding of the Revolution and to seek new 

themes, or nm." methods of treating old themes, Kogan demands that 

Pilnyak publicly explain his political and social beliefs so that the 

't' '11 k "h P'l k b' d l hl'S heroes end. 1I114 crl lC WI, nm." tv ere 1 nya eglns, an Wllere _ 

Kogan' 5 first critical reaction to a \'Jork of literature, then, is to 

attempt to discover the political persuasion of the author and to 

correct his possihle deviations from an ideological orthodoxy. This 

approach would'be the predecessor of the totalitarian methods employed 

during the Five Yeur Plan. 

KQgan mentions faults to which other critics had also given their 

attention: failure to create credihle and personable Communists, pre-

ference fpr the past, and a hasic mistmderstanding of the Revolution. 

Kogan attacks Voronsky for not dealing more severely ''lith Pilnyak, and tvhile 

Trotsky praises Pilnya:k for a realistic portrayal of scenes of the 

114 Kogan, Boris Pilnyak, in Ope cit,.) p. 111. Literaturn Etikh 
~~, pp. 104-105. 
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Revolution, Kogan ""rites that Pilnyak is not only not the poet of the 

Revolution, hut the "Homer of syphilitics, the troubador of neurotics 

and alcoholics," the heir of Dostoevsky and Artsybashev. 115 Kogan admits 

that Pilnyak possesses talent, hut the critic states that this talent 

is wasted on portrayals of sex and peasant revolts. The Revolution is 

derived from Harx, not from Hakhno, and the author has failed to point 

out "the historical consistency and immutability in its contradictions and 

o ,,116 Z1gzags. 

Kogan demonstrated a prelllature enthusiasm at the conclusion of 

his article in Ne,~ World. He had just read Pilnyak t s short stories 

dealing llfith airplane flights and 'vas under the false impressi()n that 

Pilnyak was reversing his stand against civilization. The author's 

later publications would prove Kogan! s hopes to he misfounrled. 

Georgii r.orhachev puhlished a criticism of Pilnyak in his book, 

Conteml1orary Russian Li terat_~, \vhich served as a texthook for Soviet 

d f l Ot 117 stu ents 0 1 erature. Gorbachev, who had opposed the liheral 

___________________ 0_. _______ __ 

115 Kogan, Literatura Etikh Let, p. 104. 
Dostoevsky was in disfavor "in the Soviet Union. 
of decadence for the Soviet critics. 

116Ibi<!.., p. 106. 

During the 1920's 
Artsybashev was a symbol 

117 Georgii Gorbachev. Sovremennaya Russkaya Li teratura (Hoskva­
LeningTa.d: Gosudarstvennoye IzdatelStvo Khudozhestvennoy Li teratury, 1931), 
pp. 132-148. Gorbachev's chapter headings are unusual for a Nark of 
literary criticism: "Neo-bourgeois Literature," "Petty Bourgeois 
Literature," "The Left Wing of Petty Bourgeois Literature," "Proletarian 
Literature." 
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attitude to\'Jard fellow travelers '<lhich had been espoused by Trotsky and 

Voronsky, was a supporter of proletarian critics and writers who sa"" no 

place for non-Communist 'vTiters in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev's book, 

first published in the late T, ... enties, repeats the criticisms of earlier 

critics, but he also presents a more detailed analysis of Pilnyak's 

political and social philosophy from an official pointof vim~. 

C~t1Te3 CJIr'lBHHexpT1JIbCTBa 11 I\YJIFlqeCIWrO 

HeO-aIIapxwnm, HeO-Hap0,ll;HMqeCTBa ••• 

IIepBoe 6wro rrpoTecToM rroJJ:l;rpeO,ll;aJIbHOrO 

rrrnxec TbH rrpOTITB rop0JJ;CIwro K8.11Y!TFl.7II1~3Ma, 

BTopoe HEJIH8TCH ()oph6o~ MeJ1Ko6YI»1<YA.3HOrr 

rrOJIYHaTypaJIhHO X03HITC'rBeI-tHOH ,ll;epeBHI1 C 

npOJIeTapCI\WA: ropo.l~mr.118 

In accordance with the Harxian analysis of history, then, Pilnyak 

is two eras hehind reality he represents feudalism which has to be 

replaced hy canitalism hefore the proletariat can seize power. In Russia, 

hm/ever, capitalism had not reached a sufficiently significant level of 

development by 1917, and feudalism, capitalism, and socialism met at the 

same juncture of history. Gorbachev seems to imply, therefore, that 

Pilnyak is a defender of feudal:i.sm against socialism, ""hich niaces the 

author not only in the camp of the reactionaries, but not even on the 

same level as the capitalists. This type of literary criticism is unique; 

lI8Ibid ., p. 142. 
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the brunt of the criticism falls upon the author's political failues 

rather than artistic shortcomings. 

A second example of social and political considerations extending 

into the literary realm is Gorhachev's comment upon Pilnyak's lack of 

class consciousness. Gorhachev notes that Pilnyak is able to portray 

man as opposed to nature, hut is apparently unahle to shoh' the opposition 

among various' social groups within human society • 

• • • HecJ>.{OTPSI H13. Bce 110IThl1'RH .n;aTb RJ1.'1CCOHhlH 

aHa.JIH3 TIOJ.IO>KeHHSI conpeMeHHorr HnOHIlli I1JIH 

KHTaH, TIHJIbHSIR, B CYIIJfIOCTH, BOCl1PIfHI1},.,raeT 

5Irromoos RqR e.lU{f~no .HTIomoo, MoHT'oJIHIO, Rim 11 C) 

e.n;mn,JIO MOIn'OJIT,.lIO, a KHTai1, R13.R e.n;mrorn KHTarr. . 

This type of literary criticism -- a lack of class consciousi'\ess 

lends credihil i ty to the events portrayed in the next chapter. 

iii 

The Soviet critics have agreed that Pilnyak's understanding of 

the Octoher Revolution \'las imperfect from a Marxist point of view. 

What sets Trotsky, Voronsky, and POlonsky apart from Kogan and Gorbachev 

is the extent to which a writer must accommodate himself to the ideology 

l19 Ibid ., p. 148. ----"-
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of the Communist Party. The first group demanded as a minimum the absence 

of counterrevolutionary propaganda, and believed that the \'lriter \'lould 

progress, \'lith proper encouragement, in proportion to the social progress 

of the body politic. The second group, in the spirit of Belinsky and 

Chernyshevsky, asked for allegiance to certain ideals as.a prerequisite 

for publication and demanded that the literary \'lork he a favorable 

presentation of those ideals. The victory of the latter group forms the 

matter of the last chapter. 

.. 



CHAPTER SIX 

PILNYAK AS A LITERARY POLITICIAN 

The preceding chapter presented literary criticisms of Pi Inyak' s 

stories and novels '"hich ,,,ere published in the Soviet Union. Only t\Vo of 

Pilnyak's works had heen refused publication by 1929» and these two 

stories .. .., The Tale .. ?~ the Unextinguished Moon and Hahogany ~- were the 

sources of much trouhle for the author. 

Pilnyak's first major clash with Party authorities occurred 

within the context of events in the Soviet Union, seems to be an in-

credibly stupid move on the part of the author. H. V. Frunze, Trotsky's 

successor as the COl'lmander of the Red Army, died under mysterious 

circumstances rluring an operation in 1925, and suspicion gre,." concerning 

S . fl' 1 d d h 120 P', k' 1 bl' h d ' ta1In S 1'0 e In t 1e lmexpecte eat. I_nya s ta e, pu 1S e In 

1926, reprorluces the facts of Frunze's death (Gavrilov in the story) 

\'lith "NlUllbcr One" of the ruling triumvirate definitely responsihle for 

120M• V. Frunze supported Zinoviev in the intra-party struggles 
of the T\Vcnties, so Stalin did have reason to be glad of his death. 

92 



93 

the Commander's death. It ,.,.as puhlished in Nm". Wor1d J then l'!i thdrmffi 

after a feN copies had been circulated, and suhsequent copies of the 

issue carried a substitute story. The Tale of the Unex!..inguished Moon 

reached only a very fm.,. subscrihers, therefore, and amazement ran high 

when the fol10Ning issue of the journal contained Pi1nyak's apology 

for contributing to false rumors. 121 ~C\'" World apologized for accepting 

the article, and the censor ,.,.ho accepted the article for puhlication Nas 

demoted. 122 

The occasion ,.,.as even more complicated by Pilnyak' s dedication of 

the story to A. K. Voronsky. Voronsky ''las a1rnady the recipient of 

abusive criticism from left-wing critics for his permissive attitude 

toward the fe11O\'1 travelers, and this story threatened to make his position 

even more difficult than it ,.,.as. He hastened to rej ect the dedicatinn 

and declared that he considered the story a crude distortion of the facts 

d 1 " 1 1 123 an rna lCl0US 5 an(er. 

At this point in Soviet literary history authors Nere not yet 

subjected to mass arrest, and, despite the audac.ity of the theme of !b.e 

Tale of the.JJnexti~uished Hoon, Pilnyak escaped relatively unscathed. 

121Pilnyak, "Pis'mo v redaktsiyu." iIi Novy Mir~ issue 1, 1927, 
p. 256. 

122Harc S10nim, Soviet Russian Literature (Nel'! York: Oxford 
University Press, 1967), p. 64. 

123 
Voronsky, Lette!" to Novy Hir, issue 6, 1926 t p. 184. 
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In 1929 J the appearance of Pilnyak' s short novel, Hahogany, 

in Berlin caused a sensation. It \'las not only the foreign publication 

of Mahogany \'lhich precipitated the crisis of 1929, however; a certain 

amount of ill-feeling was left over from the first crisis, and the fighting 

within the literary realm was becoming more vicious as the Russian 

Association of Proletarian Writters (RAPP) struggled to gain complete 

control of literary production. Pilnyak had earned RAPP's disfavor 

because he "had consistently talked and written against the prevalent 

tendency to write from the vim'lJ)Qint of an ideology.,,124 Stalin desired 

to consolidate all literal'y organizations in order to facilitate 

governmental control, and he a11owc(l RAPP to make free-\1heeling attacks 

on all other groups in order to annihilate as many dissidents as possible 

\'lithout direct intervention of the government. One of these groups 

was the Union of Writers, of which Pilnyal: \'laS Chairman of the Executive 

Board and head of the Hoscm'l hranch, \'lhile Evgeny Zamyatin, another 

politically unreliable author j , ... as head of the Leningrad branch. There 

were no solid charges to be laid against the Union, so the attack took 

the form of a personal vilification of its leaders, Pilnyak and 

Zamyatin. 

124B R' I . . h R 1 . . rm'lT1, USSlan ,lterature Slllce t e evo utlon, OPe Clt., 
p. 113. RAPP insisted that all writers reflect Party ideals and . 
policies in their works. 
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The specific charge against Pilnyak was the allegedly illegal 

publication of Hahogany in Berlin , ... hile at the same time it ''laS 

refused puhlication in the Soviet Union. The practice of foreign 

publication was actually widespread in the Soviet Union, which did not 

subscribe to the International Copyright Lm.,,; it Nas both necessary 

and peI'lnitted to puhlish in both western Europe and Russia in order to 

protect the work. Pilnyak submitted the manuscript to publishers in 

both the Soviet Union and in Berlin. The Moscow firm delayed publication 

to permit Pilnyak to make some requested revisions, and he was powerless 

to halt the Berlin publication. RAPP seized the opportunity to inaugurate 

a vicious campaign to portray Pilnyak as a counter-revolutionary in league 

,."ith·"White Guard" e1ements.
125 

Although Pilnyak ,."as able to document 

the facts that the Berlin publisher had printed ~lahog~ny without his 

approbation, and that the Berlin firm (Petropolis) \I]as an approved 

foreign outlet for Soviet authors (therefore, not a Nhite Guard front) J 

the smear campaign continued ,."i th great ferocity. 

At this point some attention should be paid to Hahogany itself 

in order to understand the puhlic outcry and why it was refused 

publication in the Soviet Union in the first place. When one considers 

the situation of 1929 -- the deportation of Trotsky and the rising star 

125Ihid., p. 113. 
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of RAPP --:- Hahogany almost seems to rival The Tale of the Unextinguished 

Moon for lack of tact. Not only is the Communist Party illustrated as 

a collection of inept bunglers and petty· embezzlers, but the only honest 

and morally upright characters in the story are a disillusioned "war 

Communist" and a Trotskyite, Ivan ()zhogov and Akim Skudrin respectively. 

The only political point of viel" is presented hy Yakov Karpovich Skudrin, 

and this theory of the disappearance of the proletariat is a combination 

of a Trotskyite heresy with Pilnyak's anti-industrial sentiments. 

-- A H BaM MHCJIb rrpHT'OTOBHX, FX3 MbICJIb ••• 

Teoprut MapKca 0 rrpOJleTapbSITe CIWpO ,ll;OJDKWl 

clLITb 3a61TTa, nOTO'X'J-'tiTO cmA: npO.lIeTapbHT 

.n;OJDKeH HC T.fe 3 HYTb , -- BOT~ I~aKaH MOH ·MhlCJIb •• 

-,- a CTaJIO-6"hlTb. Yl: reH peBOJIlOUi'HI HVI-R-T.feMY, 

OlIllicl Jea , RX3, HCTOPI1J1. B CVIJIY TOPO, .n;8.j 'ITO 

eu~e ,ll;&':'1-.TPI1 rrOIWJleHYiH 11 rrpOJIeTapbHT 

MCT.fe3HeT -- B HepBYIO OT.fepe,ll;b B ~Oe,ll;I1HeHH!.iIX 
IHT8.T9X, B AHrJII1I1, B T'e!T:',{!l.HI1H. M8.PRC HanHCR-1I 

CBOro Teopmo B 3IIOXY p8.CUBeT9. 'JI:iliIreT.fHOrO 

TPy,~a. Terrepb M8JllHHHHll TP;w( 3H.M:eHHeT 

MbJIIIUhl. BOT K8.W3.H UO>! MbTCJIb. CROPO 01WJIO 

wumm OCTaHYTCH O,ll;HH IDDlWHepIJ, a rrp0JI8TapbHT 

MCT.fe3HeT, rrpOJIeT8.pbHT rrpeBpaTHTCH B O.n;HHX 

IDD:<8HepoB. BOT, KXO, RaKR.H MOH MhlCJIb. A HIDKeHep 
... 1?6 

-- He rrpo.JI8Tapvm. ~ 

The connection between this passage from Hahop"~ and passages 

from l~ol ves, for example J is the assumption that the machine will 

l26p ' 1 k K 0 . 31 1 nya, rasnoye erevo, p. . • 
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eventually replace man, for \'lhen man's muscles are altogether obsolete, 

man himself Nill be obsolete. 

An even more dangerous deviation in 1929, however, is contained 

in this paisage, the belief that the dictatorship of the prolet~riat 

''Ii 11 soon pass away. The left-wing Communis t 1 i terary critics argued 

in favor of a proletarian culture on the basis that each ruling class had 

its own culture. Trotsky argued that the dictatorship of the proletariat 

was a temporary situation, and that a sufficient amount of time for the 

develot>ment of a nm'l culture would not elapse liefore the proletariat 

would be able to relinquish pm ... er and the classless society lVDuld come 

into being \'lith a nm'! classless culture. 127 The members of the Soviet 

pm'ler structure, who were the dictatorship of the uroletariat, were in 

no hurry to rel inquish the reins of pm ... er, and they discouraged 

speculation concerning the duration of proletarian rule. Since 

Trotsky ''las the foremost critic of' Stalin' 5 tendency to lengthen the 

period of dictatorship, he \'las purged, and so, Pllnyak's employment of 

Trotsky's theory of the disappearance of the proletariat was a politically 

unfortunate and ill-timed error. 

Pilnyak was ousted from his administrative positions in the Union 

of Writers and then deprived of membership itself as the power of RAPP 

made itself felt. The press campaif;n continued as Pilnyak was accused 

127Trotsky, 9P' cit., pp. 184-185. 

.. 



98 

of treason, ingratitude, and sanotage. The beleaguered author was apparently 

quite shaken by the intensity of the attack, and r.iax Eastn~an reports that 

Pilnyak, unable to defend himself in the -mass media, threatened silicide if the 

128 
vilification did not stop. In 1930 Pilnyak wrote The Volga Flows to 

--- ...... -= 

the Ca~ian Sea as a form of reparation for Mahogany's political short-

comings. Victor Serge Sal'1 Pilnyak during this period, and reports that 

the Cultural Section of the Central Committee of the Communist Party 

assigned Pilnyak a "ghost \·triter" who ,'WuId provide ideological direction 

for the author. "The helpmate's name ''las yezhov, and a high career 

awaited him, followed by a violent death: this "/as the successor of 

Yagoda as head of the G. P .ll. ~ shot like Ya.goda in 1938 or 1939.,,129 

puhlication, Pilnyak '~rote other short works N"hich are nothing more than 

propa:ganda for the Soviet government. The violent criticism subsided 

and Pilnyak ac.knowledged his past mistakes. Pilnyak was the first 

author to recant publicly and completely to reverse his positions at the 

behest of: the Party; Struve '5 29viet Rus;dan Literature contains examp les 

of Pilnyak' s eagerness to serve the "social cOn1Inandll of the Party, a 

position which he had regarded ''lith disdain only a fe\.,r years hefore the 

l28Eas tman, op. cit., p. 121. Eas tman gives a full account of 
the charges thrmm atj)ilnyak, especially those appearing in Literaturnaya 
Gazeta. 

129Victor Serge, Memoirs of a Revolutionarv 1901-1941 (London: 
Oxford University Press, 'I963)-:-P:-269. . ' 
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publication of Stones_ and ~oots_. 130 Pilnyak continued to publish 

stories without any further battles ,.,.ith the literary establishment. 

After his execution in 1938, he was virtually ignored until 1964, ,.,.hen 

the literary magazine Mosco\'l (Hoskva) published excernts from a novel J ------ ' 

"The Salt Storehouse," ,.,.hich was completed j lIst hefore his arrest. 

The editorial introduction in HoseO\', admits that Pilnyak was we11-

knmm during the Twenties and early Thirties s and that, although he 

incorrectly understood the Revolution and the Soviet Union at the 

beginning of his career, he eventually became a major realistic writer 

before falling victim to the purges of 1937-1939. Although the 1'e-

admission of Pilnyak into the history of Russian literature has taken 

place, it" still appears unlikely that a collection of his works will 

he issued in the Soviet llnion in the near future. 

130 
Struve, ~.cit.) r-. 214. 



CONCLlJSION 

Th~ purpose of this study of Boris Pilnyak wa.s'announced in the 

preface to be twofold: to draw attention to the relatively litt1e-

knmm Pilnyak, and to portray J through Pilnyak' s case J the struggle 

for control of literature in the Soviet Union of the 1920's. 

The question of Pilnyak's rehabilitation may serve as a catalyst 

to summarize the preceding chaptErs and provide some conclusions 

concerning the role; of Boris Pilnyak in Soviet Russian 

Literature. 131 

The themes which Pilnyak chose to employ in his works are not 

themes \"hich are generally popular with the reading puhlic. The 

question of Russia's relationship '"ith the West has always interested 

educatQd Russians I hut the great maj o1'i ty of them disagreed ,,,1 th 

Pilnyak's tendency to ally the Russians with the Oriental peoples 

against the Europeans. Educated people would also dislike his appeal 

to instinct over intellect and his praise of antiquity at the expense 

of modern civilization. The average reader of the mechanized and pragmatic 

T\.;entieth Century, for example, be he communist or capitalist, would 

prefer the advantages of the hydroelectric station at Ko10mna and ,,,ould 

131The term "rehabili tation i • is emll~Oyed' in 'the Soviet Union t: 
signify the reintroduction of a literary or political figure into public 
life. The title of llya Ehrenhurg's novel, The Thaw 9 lent itself to 
charac,terize the period of following Joseph 'St-alin's death in 1953, a 
period during which many \vriters were posthumously published. Hany of 
these authors had been previous ly condemned for not writing from the vie\.J­
point of "Socialist Realism, II but the process of rehahi Ii tation emphctsizes 
the aspects of a writer \'lhich 8,re acc:.eptabie to the Party and deletes or 
ignores the less pleasing elementi of his works. . 

, 100 
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not feel any remorse at the inundation of the histoTic tmvn upon the 

completion of the project. The tension bet\'ICen nostalgia for the 

past and modern convenience, a tension \'lhich Pilnyak attrihutes to 

some of his most attractively portrayed characters, does not even 

exist for the great majority of people. Despite anxieties concerning 

automation and pollution, very few people of whatever ideological 

persuasion feel greatly intimidated by the machine and it's ability 

to perform more and more functions which were formerly in the human 

domain. 

In a sense, then, these unpopular ideas which are circulated 

in Pilnyak' s \wrks are not harmful to the Communist Party or the 

Soviet estahlishment, for they are almost universally rejected at 

, // . 

this point in history. Pilnyak, therefore, should not be primarily 

considered an aberration from Socialist Realism, hut rather a departure 

from the consensus of T\'lentieth century human thought. \\Thy, then, 

can he not he rehahili tated as an exmnp1e of eccentricity who later 

recanted and publicly praised I1the social cor.u~and" theory of 

literature? The 1964 article in ~'!o~, mentioned in the body of this 

study ~ seemed to be a preliminary for such a rehabi 1i tation which never 

materialized. 

One reason why Pilnyak IS maj or \'lorks may never be repub lished 

is their connection \'lith historical events. Although Leon Trotsky 

praised ~ked Ye~~ for its realistic portrayal of events on the 

periphery of the Revolution and Civil War, alJllost all other Communist 
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critics considered it a distortion of reality. It may \'le11 be that as 

the Revolution and Civil War become more remote and even more romanticized 

than they are nm'l, accounts such as Pilnyak's will be still less 

welcome. Pilnyak's essential error -- essential insofar as rehahilitation 

is concerned ~ ... is that he not only wrote a novel, hut also left a 

record of an important year ,.,rhich conflicts with the official version 

of the events of that year. Pilnyak's version is unsympathetic to the 

Bolsheviks, focuses on immorality rather than heroism, and presents 

attractive nobles and anarchists and unattractive Communists. 

Hahogany is the \'lork by ,.,rhich Pilnyak is represented in most 

Western anthologies of Soviet short stories. This l'lOrk, never 

published in the Soviet Union, conta.ins Trotskyite sentiments, but -

it also portrays the desire of Commlmist hureaucrats to hecome the new 

nobility and the renlacement of ascetica1 ideas hy pleasure and po\.,rer. 

The disappearance of NEP did not mea.n the disappearance of class 

distinction in the Soviet Union, and Hahogany would be an emharrassing 

reminder of the bureaucratic tendency to amass privileges at the 

expense of the general public. Hahogany is, therefore, a story which 

cannot possihly be salvaged, since the entire work is an indictment of 

Communist society. 

A conflict with the official vim." of events would also seem to 

militate against the republication of The Volga Flows to the Caspian Sea. 

.. 
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As the tremendou5 program of cra5h industrialization becomes legendary, 

accounts l'lhich dl'lell on the seamier sides of life at construction 

si tes l'lil L be discouraged even more than they are now. Pilnyak' s 

account of the construction of the dam and hydroelectric station at 

Ko10mna almost disregards the construction itself and concentrates on 

the moral problems of the engineers. At the conclusion of the novel 

the reader is· not left in admiration of the great engineering feat, 

but rather in sadness at the death of the disillusioned "lVI'ecker," 

Ivan Ozhogov, and at the effects of the hreakdown of the ne,'l moral 

code upon the lives of Poletika, Sadykov, and Laszlo. The historical 

is so intricately interwoven \'lith the fictional that it is impossihle to 

salvage either Naked Year or The Volga Flows to the Caspian Sea. The 

very small portions of these novels which coincide ld.th the official 

versions of the Revolution .and industrialization would fill less than a 

few pages. 

One can eliminate almost all of Pilnyak I 5 other \'lorks in a 

similar manner. Ho!..~art~, for example, is hlatantly anti-Communist, 

The Birth of a Han portrays the unnatural rigidity of Soviet officials, 

and Ivan ~1oskva is a mockery of the Communist "positive hero." What 

remains is a small collection of short stories, especially those dealing 

wi th animal life and the hasic human experiences of life and death: 

!,.a"~es of the Wilderness, for example, could \'lell be repuhlished \'li thout 

offending Soviet sensihilities. These stories, however, are a mere 
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fraction of Pilnyak' 5 output, and it t'lould be difficult for Soviet 

authorities to publish this small amount without raising the question 

of Pilnyak' s other works. 

The question of Pilnyak 9 s possible rehabilitation is further 

complicated by the events of 1927-1930 \o,Tith regard to the regimentation 

of literature. Although his subsequent recantations and oft-expressed 

desire to ohey the "social command" eventually diminished Pilnyak's 

reputation as an independent Nriter, the fact that he \'las selected, 

together \o,Tith Evgeny Zamyatin, as a target for such a violent campaign 

of abuse illustrates the degree of danger \o,Thich he represented to RAPP 

and other exponents of a c~refu11y censored and didactic literature. 

!he .volga~.~~s to the CasEian Sea, a novel \'lhich attempted to 

portray the achievements of the first Five Year Plan, indicates 

Pilnyak's apparent inability to adapt to a doctrinaire theory of 

literature such as Socialist Realism, and that the fears of Leopold 

Averbakh and other proletarian critics concerning Pilnyak were justified. 

Any future rehabi 1i tation of Pilnyak, then) must he tempered by the 

fact that he never adjusted successfully to the demands of Soviet 

literature. 

Pilnyak's activities as a literary politician, however, are 

not the prime factor in delaying his rehabilitation; the author's \'lOrks 
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h 1 1-" b l' h" b I" " 132. D " t emse ves are tIle ma1n 0 stac e to t e1r repu 1cat10n. esp1te 

the peculiarity of the ideas presented in Pilnyak's \'Iorks, they remain 

potential \"eapons against the Soviet government which prohibits all 

criticism of the social order, no matter hO\~ petty. Contemporary 

Soviet literary criticism still demands that authors emphasize only 

the positive aspects of Soviet life, and PiL'ak' s emphases on immorality 

and philistinism run counter to the tenets l1hich have dominated Soviet 

literary theory since 1930. It seems very doubtful, therefore, that 

Pilnyak t S \'lorks will be republished in the Soviet lJnion. The silence 

concerning Pilnyak which followed the article in Hoscm'i' \'li11 probably 

be-extended for a long time, and his complete rehabilitation cannot 

occur until the fundamental premises of Soviet literary criticism are 

altered. This prospect does not seem likely. 

131.. Even such a bitter anti-Communist as Ivan Runin, Nho emigrated 
to France following the Revolution, has been repuhlished in the Soviet 
Union. 
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