
Florida State University Libraries
Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2018

Aleshkovsky's Post-Modern Treatment of
the Soviet 'New-Man' and Soviet Reality
Robert John Wittman

Follow this and additional works at the DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


 
 

FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

 

 

ALESHKOVSKY’S POST-MODERN TREATMENT OF THE SOVIET ‘NEW-MAN’ AND SOVIET REALITY 

By 

ROBERT JOHN WITTMAN 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis submitted to the  
Department of Modern Languages and Linguistics 

In partial fulfillment of the  
requirements for the degree of 

Master of Arts 
 

 

 

 

2018 

 

 

 

 

 



ii 
 

Robert Wittman defended this thesis on November 16, 2018. 

The members of the supervisory committee were: 

 

 

 

 

Nina Efimov 

Professor Directing Thesis 

 

Lisa Wakamiya 

Committee Member 

 

Robert Romanchuk 

Committee Member 

 

 

 

 

The Graduate School has verified and approved the above-named committee members, and 

certifies that the thesis has been approved in accordance with University requirements. 

 

 

 

 



iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract………………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………iv 

1. INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..….…1 

2. SOVIET LITERATURE AND ALESHKOVSKY……………………............................................................4 

3. THE SOVIET NEW-MAN…….………………………………………………………………………………………………….8 

4. ALESHKOVSKY’S PETTY DEMONS………………………………………………………………………………………..19 

5. A HERO OF TIME: MENNIPEA AS HISTORY………………………………………………………………………….23 

6. CONCLUSIONS……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………29 

Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….......….….32 

Biographical Sketch………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

ABSTRACT 

 In Yuz Aleshkovsky’s prose, the writer creates the literary image of the Soviet Union’s 

‘new man’ and his reflection on Soviet history.  Representing the third wave of Russian 

Literature in immigration, Aleshkovsky published his samizdat works in the West. This thesis 

includes an in-depth coverage of three Aleshkovsky novels: The Hand and Kangaroo written in 

the Soviet Union and circulated in the underground, and A Ring in a Case, a work compiled and 

published in the United States which covers the intra-collapse era of the Soviet Regime. The 

goal of this argument is to explore through the prism of Bakhtin’s carnival, Aleshkovsky’s 

literary image of the ‘new-man’ versus the ordinary man as an alternative to the literary images 

of socialist realism; and discuss the depictions of history and historical figures as Aleshkovsky’s 

post-modern response to the state-mandated socialist-realist aesthetic. In Aeshkovky’s works 

the main protagonists suffer from the complication of sexual impotence. This artistic method 

provides Aleshkovsky the necessary framework to present his treatment of the theme of 

masculinity and how it was affected by the Soviet experiment, contrasting the ‘new-man’ with 

who is referred to as either a ‘regular’ or ordinary man. To depict the Soviet reality in which the 

‘new-man’ lives, Aleshkovsky portrays Soviet history using mennipean satire. This thesis 

explicates Aleshkovsky’s image of Soviet history by applying Mikhail Bakhtin’s characteristics of 

the mennipea. This methodology illuminates how Aleshkovsky renders history as carnival, 

creating the inverted paradigm in which the grotesque and absurd allow the reader a truer 

depiction of the Soviet reality than any official history. 

Aleshkovsky’s use of demonic imagery works to contradict the socialism and radicalism 

of the revolutionaries in his works. Those who created the Soviet state did so in service of the 
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Ideal, Truth, and Purpose. They believed that their ends would justify their means. Portraying 

those who worked for the good of the people as demonic is the complete reversal of the official 

Party line, adding to Aleshkovsky’s alternative yet parallel world omnipresent in his works. 

The absurdist depiction of the revolutionaries underscores Aleshkovsky’s aversion to fanatical 

ideology, notably socialism. The man of the new type, being so possessed by the idea of 

historical necessity is concerned not with his own fate but the fate of the collective, and if the 

new-man is not concerned with his own fate how could he be with that of another? The men 

lack any sense of reason; unable to think for themselves, they believe to sit in prison is their 

duty in the building of socialism. To accomplish his rejection of the effects of communism on 

society and history within the Soviet Union and then the emerging Russian state, Aleshkovsky 

employs the literary devices of skaz and constructs a poetic, carnivalesque world in which the 

absurd and grotesque are more realistic depictions than any official history. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the Russian émigré artist Yuz Aleshkovsky’s prose is an ever-present trope rising out 

of his art, namely the absurd, grotesque and subversive nature of his language and imagery. It is 

concurrently vile and beautiful, crass and genius. Much of his later, well-known prose was not 

published in the Soviet Union, but abroad in the West, making him a writer of the tamizdat 

Soviet alternative prose, and a member of the third wave of emigration from the Soviet Union. 

This thesis will specifically delineate Aleshkovsky’s literary portrayal of the Soviet ‘new-man’ 

and the Soviet reality. To mold his image of the ‘new-man,’ Aleshkovsky presents taxonomy 

through the grotesque and absurd. This artistic method provides Aleshkovsky the necessary 

framework to present his treatment of the theme of masculinity and how it was affected by the 

Soviet experiment, contrasting the ‘new-man’ with a ‘regular’ or ordinary man. To depict the 

Soviet reality in which the ‘new-man’ lives, Aleshkovsky portrays Soviet history using 

mennipean satire. This thesis explicates Aleshkovsky’s image of Soviet history by applying 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s characteristics of the mennipea. This methodology shows Aleshkovsky 

renders history as carnival, creating the inverted paradigm in which the grotesque and absurd 

allow the reader a truer depiction of the Soviet reality than any official history. 

The analysis of Aleshkovsky’s prose in this study focuses on three specific works as the 

most representative of the themes and stylistics common to Aleshkovsky. Two of these works 

written in the Soviet Union but published after Aleshkovsky immigrated to the United States. 

The novel Kangaroo, written in 1974-1975 and published in 1981, recounts the life of the 

story’s narrator-protagonist, an international con man who somehow survived the decades of 
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Stalinism. The Hand written in 1977-1980 and published in 1980 is another novel following the 

narration of its protagonist. In this work, the hero is a high-ranking member of the secret police; 

a self-described ‘Count of Monte Cristo,’ rises in the ranks solely to exact his revenge. Both 

novels are told through skaz narration. Stylistically, this form of narration utilizes colloquial and 

direct speech to personalize the narrator to the reader. Thematically, this technique permits 

Aleshkovsky to present his unmediated discourse on the Soviet reality 

The third novel included in this analysis A Ring in a Case is a thematic outlier, being 

written after the fall of the Soviet Union, but the action occurs during its intra-collapse era. 

Published in 1995, this novel’s polemics differ from the other works in that it discusses themes 

surrounding life in Yeltsin’s Russia and the societal challenges facing the new Russia. This story 

is not written in the first person as the other works but is relayed through a third person 

omniscient narrator. While it differs ideologically and narratively from the other two novels, it 

remains consistent with Aleshkovsky’s previously employed literary devices and images.  

Kangaroo and The Hand present the reader a strong example of Aleshkovsky’s 

juxtaposition of the ‘new-man’ and the ordinary man seen in the protagonists Fan Fanych and 

Bashkov. As well, they provide an in-depth literary depiction of the historical events occurring 

under the tenure of Stalin as the leader of the Soviet Union and a portrayal of the leader and 

his cronies. A Ring in a Case’s inclusion in this study is necessary to show Aleshkovsky’s 

changing themes while maintaining his signature style. This novel contains the same absurd, 

grotesque, and carnivalesque depiction of both the ‘new-man’ and history, however now these 

themes are challenged by the on-going collapse of Soviet society and an uncertain Russian 

future. The most notable stylistic change from the first two to this work is the switch to third 
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person narration. This switch represents Aleshkovsky writing in absentia, composing this novel 

from the United States instead of in the Soviet Union. 

All three contain the grotesque and absurd elements that Aleshkovsky crafts to portray 

the carnival atmosphere of the Soviet reality and the future of Russia. Similarly, the works all 

depict the role of the ‘new-man’s masculinity in society characterized by the motif of sexual 

impotence. It is within this methodological framework that this study will reveal Aleshkovsky’s 

themes and stylistics. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SOVIET LITERATURE AND ALESHKOVSKY 

This chapter will place Aleshkovsky within the larger Soviet literary tradition. The 

presentation works thematically in reverse; first it includes a discussion of Russian 

postmodernism, then an outline of the mainstream Soviet literature including the socialist-

realist works of the Stalinist era as well as the literature of Brezhnev’s stagnation. Such 

delineations are necessary to comprehend the society which Aleshkovsky portrays in his literary 

images. 

One main issue facing critics in discussing postmodernist literature is defining the term 

itself. Russian postmodernism is specifically problematic due to its emergence from a distinct 

literary canon. The scholar Mark Lipovetsky claims postmodernism in Russia was not a reaction 

to modernism as it was in western culture, but rather a reaction to Soviet social, ideological, 

and aesthetic values, as well as a reflex against socialist realism itself (Lipovetsky 7). But there 

can be found a divergence of opinion on the origin of postmodernism within the Soviet Union. 

Mikhail Epstein views socialist realism as only one forbear of the postmodern style in Russia 

stating that, “Russian postmodernism cannot be fully identified with socialist realism but 

cannot be divorced form it either” (Epstein). And, indeed modernist works, such as Master and 

Margarita were published during the ‘thaw’ of Khrushchev in the 1960s. The Russian scholar 

Yulia Arskaya discusses the role of postmodernism in the depiction of history and 

totalitarianism stating, “…postmodernism offered its own strategies for reflecting certain 

aspects of totalitarianism… the postmodernist defamiliarization gives the author much more 

freedom” (Arskaya). Despite these attempts at systematization, it must be recognized there is 
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no all-encompassing definition; every writer’s personal influences and techniques of this era 

must be analyzed distinctly. It is Aleshkovsky’s hyper-absurd and grotesque imagery that not 

only distinguishes his works from those of the mainstream, but also creates his unique 

postmodern brand. 

In Andrei Sinyavsky’s seminal work introducing the West to the artistic constraints 

placed upon Soviet writers by the state-mandated genre of socialist-realism, Sinyavsky, 

discussed the state of Soviet literature and where he sees its future direction at the beginning 

of the Khrushchev era.  He claims, “Right now I put my hope in phantasmagoric art, with 

hypotheses instead of a Purpose, an art in which the grotesque will replace realistic description 

of ordinary life” (Sinyavsky 218).  This is a prophetic statement for 1959, an uncanny description 

of the literature of the later Soviet period, including the works of both samizdat and tamizdat.  

To delineate the qualities that compose the alternative works of Russo-Soviet literature 

in the late period of the Soviet Union, the composition and purpose of main stream literature 

must be observed. It must be noted that this thesis’ analysis of official literature is intended to 

be precursory, and not exhaustive, but any amount of information concerning the accepted 

literary norms of the epoch will serve as an artistic and intellectual foil to the alternative works 

of Aleshkovsky. 

In her 1981 work on the function of history as a literary device in the Soviet novel, the 

scholar Katerina Clark posits that in the thirties, certain formulaic structures within a master 

plot led to the ritualization, codification, and homogenization of party-minded themes, referred 

to in Russian as partinost’. In socialist-realism, Sinyavsky saw the rejection of the individual as 

artist, however Clark claims the homogenization of Soviet literature captured the polemics of 
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the realist writers of the previous century and expresses them using twentieth century rhetoric 

(Clark 15).  

The notion also exists that socialist-realism, as it rose to solidity in the thirties, was a 

movement against the formalism and aestheticism of the more liberal minded ideologies of the 

NEP era. This shift was ideological in nature, yet it had a certain workable value. The structure 

provided by the works of socialist-realism allowed for a more intelligible work of art for the 

mass of the Soviet citizenry, the intended targets of the ideological precepts put forward in the 

works. Speaking of the emergence of socialist realism Marc Slonim states “… the Communist 

critics… were rejecting the ‘mad,’ ‘bohemian,’ ‘individualistic’ avant-garde in every province of 

the creative arts” (Slonim 286). 

Soviet literature from the thirties onward was dominated by the socialist ‘Purpose’ 

(Sinyavsky would note his use of the capital P). Whether or not this was a naturally occurring art 

trend or only existed due to formal mandate by the Soviet regime is debated. Censorship 

lessened under Khrushchev’s rule during the thaw with the publishing of works such as Master 

and Margarita. With Brezhnev returned stronger censors. Trifonov is representative of writers 

who hoped to re-introduce more sophisticated themes into the mainstream Soviet novel, 

though this was attempted within the official mandated parameters. What is undeniable is the 

alternative, post-modern writer’s utter rejection of the official styles and themes of Soviet 

literature. 

Literature during Brezhnev’s era of stagnation deviates in some instances from the 

stringent criteria of socialist-realism of the Stalinist era. Most notably, the writer Yurii Trifonov, 

“… was the first writer to make the petty concerns of the Soviet educated class seem serious 
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and significant” (Brown 23). Trifonov, in works such as The House on the Embankment, 

discusses the history of Soviet life as well as the moral and historic consequences of the 

revolution and revolutionaries. However, he had to confine his writings to fit within the 

mandated conditions of censorship. To accomplish such a feat, Trifonov hid his most subversive 

depictions in, “…literary speculations about the uncertainty of memory and the impossibility of 

attaining the full truth” (Brown 24). It is not only the alternative writers such as Venedikt 

Erofeev and Vassili Aksyonov who sought to undermine the literary myth of the soviet past 

solidified by the socialist-realist tradition. By the late Soviet period, mainstream writers were 

finding subversive means to portray themes deemed dangerous by the Brezhnev’s censors. 

These writers had to ultimately compromise both style and theme. Aleshkovsky refused to 

negotiate neither theme nor style, and unable to publish in official literary journals in the Soviet 

Union, his work was forced underground, and then abroad. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SOVIET NEW-MAN 

This chapter will delineate textual evidence that demonstrates how Aleshkovsky creates 

a system of structural opposites through the juxtaposition of the two different types of men. 

These depictions paired with the motif of impotency and hyper- masculinity are Aleshkovsky’s 

creative condemnation of Soviet society. These exact themes exist in his post-Soviet work A 

Ring in a Case, however Aleshkovsky applies them to the intra-collapse period of the Soviet 

Union, portraying the protagonist as the ‘new-man’ who finds himself no longer a man of the 

new type, but a now defunct type.  

In Yuz Aleshkovsky’s prose, the author explicitly delineates the differences between the 

Man of the New-Type (the Soviet Man) and the so-called Regular Guy by utilizing his own 

postmodern devices. The narrators, being also the protagonists of both Kangaroo and The Hand 

relay the story of their lives to some other character in the novel, maintaining the traditional 

use of skaz format much used in Russian literature. Often, these narrations deviate from the 

action of the plot and devolve into explicit diatribes vehemently denouncing a wide variety of 

facets of life under the Soviet regime. The skaz narration allows the reader to feel personally 

acquainted with the narrator-protagonists. It is the foundation for the absurd and grotesque 

literary framework in which Aleshkovsky depicts the ‘new-man.’ In his literary image of the 

‘new-man,’ Aleshkovsky provides taxonomy of the ideal man of Soviet society. 

The narrator of The Hand, the aptly named Bashkov (also called Hand), is a high level 

Soviet interrogator and executioner. This novel, both overtly violent and explicit, is a 

condemnation of the entire Soviet system. Hand is revealed throughout the course of the novel 
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to be the “Count of Monte Christo of the NKVD,’ referring to himself as such over a dozen 

times. He is the son of peasants who were killed during collectivization and he has spent his life, 

rising through the intelligence organs of the Soviet Union to exact his revenge upon those 

responsible for the death of his parents and the horrors of collectivization.   

The Hand characterizes the youth utilized to collectivize the countryside and peasant 

labor as the first people of the new socialist type: 

“In 1917 they had severed you from the umbilical cord of everlasting culture and 
morals. They raised a ‘man of the new type’’- a little, wild beast, half donkey, half 
jackal’... You gobbled it up, and your leaders infected you with a syphilitic terror 
of reprisals and destruction at the hands of capitalists, landowners, and kulaks.” 
(Aleshkovsky 15) 
 

Aleshkovsky incessantly uses grotesque imagery, ‘syphilitic terror’ to dehumanize both people 

and ideology. Bashkov states, that the young people of the new-type, “forged the crucible of 

merciless hatred for the kulak (Aleshkovsky 35).” These new-types are largely depicted 

throughout the work as the ideological product of the Bolshevik revolutionaries.  

Bashkov’s indignation stems not only from the tragic loss of his parents, but also in large 

part to his inability to be a real man as he understands the concept. He proclaims to the high-

ranking party official, for whom he has been working his whole life to exact his revenge that 

they have ceased to be men because the men of the new type have ceased to live Christian 

lives.  

Aleshkovsky’s novel Kangaroo also addresses the notion of the Soviet new-man. The 

protagonist of this work, Fan Fanych (though he goes by many aliases), is complicity sentenced 

to a labor camp of his choosing. He chooses to be sent to, “a camp reserved for highly 

dangerous enemies of the regime: the boys who stormed the winter palace, Lenin’s comrades 
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in arms… everyone who got busted in ’37 (Aleshkovsky 132).” He meets there a group of Old 

Bolsheviks who, despite being incarcerated for years are die-hard believers in communism and 

even in Stalin calling him, “the implacable servant of Historical necessity (Aleshkovsky 136).” 

The leader of the Old Bolsheviks, a revolutionary named Chernishchevsky proudly exclaims, “we 

have risen above our individual tragedies… even above the worst torture there is for a new-

man- being excommunicated from the party… (Aleshkovsky 136)” Fan Fanych responds to the 

exultations of the so-called new- man by muttering, “you should see how your new man 

loathes his fellow men to the point of craziness (Aleshkovsky 142).”  

 In his post-Soviet novel, A Ring in a Case, Aleshkovsky’s protagonist, the ‘new -man’ has 

an existential identity crisis. In this work Aleshkovsky presents a new scenario; what happens 

when the ‘new-world’ created by and for these ‘new-men’ collapses around them? Deviating 

from his usual style, the narration is from a third person omniscient point of view rather than in 

the skaz format. However, the narrator is revealed to be an unnamed character, most probably 

based on Aleshkovsky himself. Throughout the narration of the main plot, there occur abrupt 

and enraged monologues that carry the reader down a rhetoric laden dead-end street, leaving 

the reader asking themselves “how did I get here?” This device has a manipulative effect, 

forcing re-readings of the text, with the reader unable to find where the narrators brooding 

comments end and the plot begins.  

 A Ring in a Case tracks the life of its protagonist, the scientific-atheist scholar Helium 

Revolverovich Serious. His mother was a physicist, and father a revolutionary (with the funny 

nom de guerre Revolver Fomich). Helium’s decision to join this field of study was, “…not, we 

should emphasize, of his own volition…” (Aleshkovsky 8). His studies at the Lenin Pedagogical 
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Institute were not serious, despite his surname. In reality, “His thesis and later his dissertation 

were ghostwritten by a defrocked priest” (Aleshkovsky 9).  Despite not entirely being taken 

with theological studies or immersing in study during his time as a student, Helium becomes a 

highly respected member of the lecture-circuit nomenclature on Scientific Atheism called the 

“Knowledge Society.” 

 Subversive it may seem, Aleshkovsky is portraying the Soviet reality as he saw it, in his 

alternative seeming fiction. His protagonist has neither chosen freely his field of study, nor did 

he complete the scholarly work. Not only does he travel throughout Europe proclaiming his 

ideas on scientific atheism, but he is published in journals, magazines, and newspapers 

constantly. This official falseness is indicative of the ‘new-man’ and the world he created. 

Helium is the logical outcome of socialist-realism’s dictates.  

 Aleshkovsky’s ‘new-man’ is a false prophet, the purveyor of an ideal or a dream. The 

image of Helium does bear some resemblance to Gogolian characters such as Chichikov, with all 

his flare and deceitful language. The poshlost’ that informs that character and his surroundings 

is easily recognizable to the reader steeped in the Russian literary tradition. To impress his love 

interest in the pool where the Church of Christ the Savior had formerly stood in Moscow, a 

young Helium states: 

“Sensing intuitively the passions of Vetochka’s soul and the delusions of her 
intellect, Helium chose the indirect approach and floating on his back, told her 
that he was a Voltairean, in the purely Pushkinian sense, but that his favorite 
poem was Lermontov’s “The Demon” (Aleshkovsky 12). 
  

His intellect is contrived, and his opinion originates in vanity. In this scene, Helium belittles his 

Vetochka for admitting the Pasternak poem “In the Hospital” is her favorite- it is from a line in 

this poem that comes the title of the novel. From this point, Helium becomes plagued by what 
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he refers to as his demons, imps, devils and lowlife goons. What these demons represent will 

be discussed later in the chapter on Aleshkovsky’s portrayal of Russo-Soviet history. 

 In Aleshkovky’s works the protagonists suffer from the complication of sexual 

impotence. In The Hand, Bashkov furiously exclaims to his interviewee, “Thanks to you, I got 

frostbite on that damned log. You froze my balls, or my prostate, or the actual flesh of my 

prick… and after that I never got a hard-on (Aleshkovsky 24).” He continues by saying he has 

never sought medical help for this situation even though he is so powerful that he has the 

entire KGB Health Service at his disposal. The event of which Bashkov speaks is the night his 

parents were murdered, and his home village raided by those implementing the policy of 

collectivization throughout the Soviet countryside.  

 Aleshkovsky grotesquely describes Bashkov through the protagonist’s own words, 

“Behold: the face horsey, the skin on it flaccid, the beard sparse and soft like under a girl’s arm. 

The eyes behind the spectacles are ready to start from their sockets, their color is faded, but 

the stare is still a machine gun!” (Aleshkovsky 25). Bashkov is the embodiment of the ‘new-

man’s’ image. Having grown up in an orphanage created to reeducate the children of the 

enemies of the people, he quickly realized that to extract his revenge upon the system he must 

become the exact type of man who committed this tragedy upon him and many like him. 

Therefore, in creating his image, Aleshkovsky created a reflection of the ‘new-man.’ This 

reflection occurs not as an image in a mirror, but as a triangle over an x-axis, the object 

appearing the same but flipped upside-down. In this way, Aleshkovsky creates his alternative, 

yet parallel literary reality. 
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 Bashkov has worked as the head of a labor camp, a personal bodyguard of Stalin, and 

head of interrogations for the KGB. To rise through these ranks, he must live the ideal, and in 

cynical irony, Bashkov is responsible for arresting and executing members of the Party’s elite 

who are not the ideal ‘new-man.’ These members of the party, who by the time of the writing 

of this novel were known as the apparatchiki, are denounced by Bashkov as he asserts,“… this 

asceticism [of the revolutionaries of 1917]… actually became, in both the capital and the 

provinces, the hurly-burly of thugs scrambling to the feed troughs, dividing up the skin of the 

slain bear, snatching their piece of the multistory pie” (Aleshkovsky 105). In the novel the only 

ideal ‘new-man’ is the imposter, exacting his retribution on those who themselves believe they 

are good communists.  

 Bashkov’s impotence is central to this notion. In a symbolic scene, he relays the story of 

his first executions. As Stalin’s personal bodyguard, Bashkov gains his trust and begins to hold a 

certain level of influence over the leader. Stalin asks Bashkov to hunt down another KGB agent 

who had allegedly slapped Stalin in front of Lenin. Bashkov does find this man, but in a curious 

location. He finds him holding an orgy of food and drink with naked ‘whores’ in a crematorium. 

Bashkov himself throws the man into the fire of the crematorium and exiles the women to 

Kazakhstan. The man Bashkov executes is symbolic of the caste system he claims the heads of 

the Party have created. The crematorium represents the Soviet Union and the revelers inside 

are the leaders of the socialist state who live in the opulence they so ruthlessly wrested from 

the hands of others, while withholding it from those in whose name they took.  

 Bashkov presents the foil to the ‘new-man’ bluntly as, “A man. A regular Guy. Cocksman. 

Cunt chaser. Husband. Father…” (Aleshkovsky 25). While he does not consider himself a regular 
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guy because he is impotent, these other men of the supposed new type are not impotent but 

use their position to obtain their sexual desires. This is the dichotomous nature of Aleshkovsky’s 

literary reflection of the ‘new-man.’ Bashkov’s impotence represents his sole pursuit of 

revenge, and like the Count of Monte Cristo he must become the most perfect version of what 

it is he wishes to destroy. The indulgences of those he wishes to destroy are bastardizations of 

the ideal they viciously toiled to create. The message here, the ideal ‘new-man’ was a flawed 

concept to begin with, thrust upon the Russian people by the revolutionary forces Aleshkovsky 

consistently portrays as demonic.  

 In Kangaroo the reader is shown the process through which a ‘new-man’ is created 

through the force of propaganda. Throughout the story, Fan Fanych describes himself as a so-

called regular guy as opposed to the ‘new- man.’ However, he is broken through interrogation 

tactics into believing he is a kangaroo. He is told incessantly, over a period, that he is a 

kangaroo, and every time he denies this, he is electrically shocked by the beautiful woman who 

is his interrogator. To avoid the shock, he plays along willingly thinking he has bested the 

authorities, however he eventually believes he has become a kangaroo. The moment of 

realization arrives when the women attempts to seduce Fan Fanych, but he admits, “I couldn’t 

screw a human woman… I could not get a hard-on. After everything I’d seen and been through, 

what I wanted was my little kangaroo…” (Aleshkovsky 55).  The experiment conducted upon 

Fan Fanych is considered a success with the woman claiming, “We may accept as proof the 

absence in the subject of direct sexual attraction to human beings…” (Aleshkovsky 56). 

 The inability of Fan Fanych to feel sexually attracted to a woman represents the way in 

which one’s thoughts may be manipulate by those who claim to profess truths. It is an absurd 
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portrayal of the tactics used by the revolutionaries to influence, and ultimately transform the 

minds of the Russian people on both the personal and societal level. This example works on two 

levels, it reveals the way that people were influenced to confess to crimes they did not commit, 

as well as the mass indoctrination of the people to believe that those on trial were guilty of the 

crimes with which they were charged.  

 Just as there is a dichotic nature of the relationship between the ‘new man’ and the 

protagonist of The Hand, such a relationship exists in Kangaroo. Fan Fanych is a con man and a 

criminal, and as a criminal he relays the following definition, “A robber’s a lazy, impatient 

beggar who’s fed up with waiting for alms, so he’s decided he’s just going to take them directly 

from any passing gentleman or worker or peasant or intellectual” (Aleshkovsky 65). This 

definition can easily be applied to both Fan Fanych and the members of the communist party. 

As Bashkov, Fan Fanych is the ‘new-man’ reflected across the literary x-axis. 

 Of course, impotence also affects Helium in A Ring in a Case. Helium is followed by a 

group of little demons that interfere with moments of his life. In contrast to how demons 

proverbially act, the demons and imps that plague Helium work to keep him alive, seemingly to 

prolong his inner sufferings. They save him from hanging himself in one scene, and in another 

prevent him from contracting the AIDS virus from a woman. Helium is not consistently 

impotent, but in one instance the demons sit with him on the bed while he was, “trying his 

best… in the throes of passion to prove himself a worthy representative of our mighty empire” 

(Aleshkovsky 35). 

 Helium’s image, as Aleshkovsky’s other protagonists represents his own personal 

dichotomy. He is an academic in the field of scientific atheism, but he is knowingly plagued by 
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demons for his entire adult life. Helium continues to deny publicly and inwardly the existence of 

God. This represents the passive idealism of the ‘new-man.’ Faced with not simply the 

knowledge of other-worldly creatures, he does not concede that the existence of demons 

necessitates the existence of a God. Helium’s life and ideology are in direct odds with one 

another. 

 The man of the new-type not only held control of political power in the Soviet Union but 

also over the culture. In The Hand, Bashkov declares the Cases (that is the investigatory cases of 

the intelligence organs) were, “the truly most elaborate works of Socialist Realism” referring to 

institutions such as the Lubyanka as palaces of literature, a new genre for the new-man. The 

investigations and trials were illusions and theatre. Aleshkovsky directly rejects not only the 

show trials but also socialist realism. The Cases that led to the show-trials of the thirties and 

forties, “…kept demanding a more complete fusion of literature and life,” and that the, “Soviet-

people, men of the new type, were sucked into the quagmire of oblivion” (Aleshkovsky 29). The 

men of the new type, in their attempt to purify their own idealism, cannibalized their own 

ranks. 

 The trial as a genre is satirized by Aleshkovsky in Kangaroo in the carnivalesque 

tradition. As Bakhtin explains it, carnival is an event in which all rules, inhibitions, restrictions 

and regulations which determine the course of everyday life are suspended, and especially all 

forms of hierarchy in society. While there are different aspects to carnivalesque theory, in 

Kangaroo Aleshkovsky employs sacrilegious imagery. The carnival is a site of ungodliness, of 

blasphemy, profanity and parodies on the sacred. These categories are not abstract notions 

such as freedom or equality, but rather a lived experience of the world manifested in sensual 
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forms of ritualistic acts that are played out as if they were a part of life itself (Bakhtin 1984). In 

The Hand Bashkov claims that the fabricated cases of the Soviet security organs are the 

“highest achievement of socialist-realism.” 

The trial of the narrator Fan Fanych is the sacrilegious carnival in the novel. While in 

literature prior to the Soviet epoch, sacrilege was a violation of the ecclesiastical, in this novel it 

acts as a condemnation of the state. In a state which atheism is mandated, the highest moral 

authority is the state, and the courtroom is the holy space where rulings on morality are 

handed down to the people. Fan Fanych is accused of his crime by the ‘mouse-judge,’ his crime 

is proclaimed as follows… 

“But {the crime} could be seen as corresponding to Article 58, sections 
1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10, etc., stopping at paragraphs (a), (b), (c), (d), and (e)…The 
accused was charged that he did, on a night between July 14, 1789 and January 
5, 1905, bestially rape and sadistically murder in the Moscow Zoo a royal 
Holstein kangaroo…” (Kangaroo 78). (This is of course a reference to the article 
58 made famous around the world by Solzhenitsyn) 

 
Whereas carnival would have been the inverted liturgy, the legal system is inverted with Fan 

Fanych as its jester. He chooses the crime he committed from a list of possible options 

randomly generated from a computer.  

Fan Fanych also brokers his own terms of imprisonment, down to his own choice of 

camp. And at the end of the trial, the prosecutor recommends Fan Fanych for the, “Exemplary 

Worker for Soviet Justice for his conscientious participation in the experiment (104).” This 

Soviet decoration, is the Jester’s crown. In this upside-down investigation and trial, the accused 

seems to be in control of the proceedings. Fan Fanych comprehends, “… that this whole farce 

was just a trial of the future, we don’t know what the future will actually be like- it’s none of 

our business, and a good thing too” (Aleshkovsky 105).  
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 Defining Aleshkovsky’s ‘new-man’ is essential in understanding his motivation for 

writing. If the new type of man represents all that is wrong with the Soviet system, then it 

stands to reason the antithesis would be a man who represents what is good in humanity. 

Aleshkovsky spends significantly less time delineating this type, however he lends a few insights 

to his own definition. He characterizes a real man as a father, a husband, a chaser of women, a 

man. Someone who is apolitical and not impotent. Interestingly, in The Hand he depicts 

Khrushchev as a man of this type, “drunk and sober, foolish and wise, tight-fisted and free-

spending, uncultured and supportive of science, thoughtlessly rude and intuitively cordial; in 

sum not, an icebox crammed with corpses of friends and enemies, but an ordinary man” (81).  It 

is clear, to Aleshkovsky a real man is in a state of constant contradiction of himself, therefore 

undefinable. It is this poetic character of a man, or woman, which the fanatical idealism of the 

new-man refuses to accept. In rejecting the poetic nature of man, all poetry of life is lost, herein 

lies the underlying, utter rejection of socialist realism as art.  
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CHAPTER 4 

ALESHKOVSKY’S PETTY DEMONS 

Aleshkovsky, as Dostoevsky before him employs, demonic imagery to portray 

revolutionaries, often calling them by such name Asmodeus, Red-devil, and Citizen Diabolov. 

What’s more, he presents the notion that the youth of the new-type as possessed by demons 

claiming, “…they had bestowed on the youth the opportunity to exercise the instinct of cruelty 

which resides in nearly every person” (Aleshkovsky 51). Aleshkovsky carries the demonic 

further by claiming, “Never since the creation of the world did the devil had a better idea than 

communism (Aleshkovsky 51).” It is important to note here, that those who were the youth 

during the 30’s were by the writing of this work the ruling class of the Soviet Union, 

Aleshkovsky had a particular interest in studying their character. Aleshkovsky also continues 

this motif of revolutionaries as demons in his post-Soviet writings, depicting ultra-nationalist 

Russian literary and political figures as demonic personages.  

 Interestingly, Bashkov claims after the onset of communism, the Devil only rejoiced for a 

second, acknowledging the Creator’s (God that is) invincibility on earth and in man and that, 

“Even in the Soviet masses, in these men of the new-type, so completely crushed and sundered 

from all freedoms, Satan senses an obscure resistance to his snares and delusions (Aleshkovsky 

52).” The Hand, while trying to emphasize the power over the people held by these demonic 

revolutionaries, he notes God is ultimately more powerful than they, the Devil, or their 

ideologies.  

Concerning the religious motif of the story, Aleshkovsky uses intertextual play with 

works from the Russian literary tradition merging the realist with the postmodern. In the “anti-
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fascist children’s home (the orphanage in which The Hand was raised),” he states, “They beat us 

more than they fed us. The perverted reeducators supposed that bodily pain was the only way 

to achieve full contact between these degenerates (Aleshkovsky 54).” He then, as aside 

mutters, “… the teardrop of a child (Aleshkovsky 55).” This is a subtle allusion to Ivan 

Karamazov’s stories of the suffering of innocent children in Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers 

Karamazov. In Ivan’s argument, Ivan rejects the world created by God because God allows 

children to suffer terrible fates of abuse, starvation, and sometimes death. Ivan’s answer for 

such societal ills relies upon the people, laying down their free-will at the feet of a few all-

powerful rulers in exchange for comfort and order. Dostoevsky’s character was hinting at a 

socialist utopia. Aleshkovsky, with this powerful allusion, is showing that Dostoevsky was right 

in fearing what outcome such socialist idealism may create. Such atrocities were still committed 

under socialism, and what is worse, they were done its very name.  

 Another allusion comes from the confession of a man named Goosev, who is one of the 

many the Hand must arrest and interrogate throughout the career as an executioner. When 

asked by a group of officers why he is not participating in the events of the revolution, 

moments after the first shot from the cruiser Aurora, Goosev exclaims, “As the kingdom of God 

is within us, so also within us is the Devil’s hellfire… the Devil is our reason bereft of God 

(Aleshkovsky 151).” Aleshkovsky references the article by Tolstoy The Kingdom of God is Within 

You, in which Tolstoy espouses his ideas of non-resistance to violence. The reader 

understanding this, will make the connection that the character is a pacifist, a hidden meaning 

within the text. This intertextuality lends to Aleshkovsky’s ideas a type of literary citation. At the 

same time, he is condemning the actions of the Soviet past, while citing the literary and 
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ideological Russian tradition dating to before the emergence of the new-man, and in doing so 

placing himself in the same tradition. 

 The absurdist depiction of the revolutionaries underscores Aleshkovsky’s aversion to 

fanatical ideology, notably socialism. The man of the new type, being so possessed by the idea 

of historical necessity is concerned not with his own fate but the fate of the collective, and if 

the new-man is not concerned with his own fate how could he be with that of another? The 

men lack any sense of reason, unable to think for themselves, they believe to sit in prison is 

their duty in the building of socialism. 

 Aleshkovsky places the blame squarely on the shoulders of the revolutionaries for 

awakening inside average people the lust to kill. That these men, “seduced out of their 

motherfucking minds by the Idea,” provided the people with a mechanism of self-justification 

of the blood-lust that exists in everyone. The feeling is as though a form of demonic possession 

over took the people of the Russian empire during the revolution. Fan Fanych goes as far as to 

proclaim, “I still have no idea how you and I would have gotten through the Soviet regime if we 

hadn’t believed in God, Kolya. Our lives would have been a miserable, humiliating, everyday 

hell without Him” (Aleshkovsky 121). 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, Helium Revolverovich is plagued by demons who 

actively interfere with the course of his life. In this novel Aleshkovsky continues to employ the 

language of the demonic motif, but he not only aims such language at the revolutionaries and 

communist of the old regime, but also targets the new ideologies facing Russia as it emerges 

independent from the Soviet colossus.  The narrator describes the grotesque appearance of five 

distinct demonic figures that present themselves to him on Christmas Eve.  
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 As an example of just one of these demons, Aleshkovsky writes: 

“The scrotumesque outlines of a certain ambitious but frigid writer totally 
lacking any notion of decent style or capacity of free expression, an imported 
lemon squeezed dry and flabby by his own rabblerousing streetwalking oral 
fixations” (Aleshkovsky 70). 
 

This demon is overtly the personage of the ultra-patriotic Russian writer and poet Edward 

Limonov. Other figures satirized in this scene are Nina Andreeva, Vladimir Zhirinovsky, 

Alexander Rutskoy, and Alexander Prokhanov. All are portrayed as demons in the same fashion 

as Limonov. Aleshkovsky is warning that the future of Russia could be just as dark as its past if 

figures such as these are able to foist their own ideologies upon the Russian people as had been 

done in 1917. This is the essence of Aleshkovsky’s changing themes, the switch from portraying 

socialist revolutionaries to nationalist radicals indicates no matter the Idea or Purpose, there is 

inherent danger in radical idealism. 

 Aleshkovsky’s use of demonic imagery works to contradict the socialism of the 

revolutionaries in his works. Those who created the Soviet state did so in service of the Ideal, 

Truth, and Purpose. They believed that their ends would justify their means. Portraying those 

who worked for the good of the people as demonic is the complete reversal of the official Party 

line, adding to Aleshkovsky’s alternative yet parallel world omnipresent in his works.  
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CHAPTER 5 

A HERO OF TIME: MENNIPEA AS HISTORY 

The heroes of both The Hand and Kangaroo are ordinary men lost in the chaos of Soviet 

history, while Helium Revolverich finds himself caught in the lawless transition from the Soviet 

regime to the unknown and unsure future. Aleshkovsky’s novels are, in large part, depictions of 

Soviet history and his protagonists’ place within history. This chapter discusses Aleshkovsky’s 

portrayal of history through the prism of Bakhtin’s delineation of the menippean satire. This 

chapter will delineate Aleshkovsky’s use of the literary conventions of this genre as applied to 

history and historical figures, to further create the alternative yet parallel reality of his works. In 

using carnival to create an inverted Soviet reality, Aleshkovsky is able construct a world in 

which the absurd and grotesque are more realistic depictions than any official history. 

Bakhtin’s notion of carnivalized literature has already been applied in this study 

regarding sacrilege in a holy space. However, all three of the works discussed exhibit the 

qualities of the mennipea as outlined by Bakhtin in his work Problem of Dostoevsky’s Poetics. 

Bakhtin explains that mennipea is characterized by an extraordinary freedom of plot, actual 

historical characters are not bound to any true events; unrestrained use of the fantastic; 

extreme and crude slum naturalism; philosophical universalism; scandal scenes; and a concern 

for current and topical issues (Bakhtin 114-118). It is within these parameters Aleshkovsky’s 

images of Soviet history flourish. 

Fan Fanych of Kangaroo, witnesses the events of history unfold, knowing he will one day 

be arrested for a crime he will not commit.  
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“I wait one year. Two. They bump of Kirov. Safety-razor blades go off the market- 
I’m waiting. The Kulaks murdered Pavlik Morozov- I’m waiting. The cotton crop 
failed somewhere- I’m still waiting. Hitler attacked us-I’m waiting. Encirclement. 
Moscow Nearly surrenders- I’m still waiting…” (Aleshkovsky 19).  
 

Aleshkovsky weaves in between real historical events and people, absurd depictions of 

hyperbolic possibilities. This illuminates not only the real fear that existed during the period of 

Stalinism but draws a comedic effect. It is this mix of horror and comedy that provides the 

image with a phantasmagoric effect.   

Kangaroo portrays the events specifically of Stalinism while The Hand focuses on two 

separate periods, collectivization in the thirties and stagnation of the sixties and seventies. 

Bashkov paints the era in such a light, “The rupture with China reduced the boss of the region 

to eczema. He was covered with yellow-crusted red scabs… The Israeli Victory in the Six-Day 

War stopped him up something awful. Enemas and irrigation didn’t help” (Aleshkovsky 258). 

The reader is faced with grotesque bodily imagery juxtaposed to the presence of historical 

facts. Aleshkovsky forces the reader to physically feel history as it felt to those who were living 

through the events in the Soviet Union in real time.  

Another reoccurring facet of Aleshkovsky’s image of history is the presence of historical 

figures, portraying their alternative and parallel selves. This historical play is a hallmark of not 

only the mennipea but also of post-modernism. Fan Fanych happens to be in Berlin in 1929 and 

meets Hitler in a beer garden. Referring to Hitler synecdochally as ‘mustache,’ Fan Fanych 

engages in a conversation with Hitler in which Hitler admits he is jealous of Stalin’s Lubyanka 

and calls Stalin ‘their [Soviet] fuhrer.’ At the end of their meeting Fan Fanych pick-pockets 

Hitler’s wallet sending the fascist leader into a rage that leads to him convincing the followers 

of Nationalist Socialism to help him in burning down the Reichstag. Today though it may seem a 
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just comparison, equating Stalin to Hitler in the Soviet Union of the seventies was a compete 

rejection of Stalinism and the Soviet state he created.  

Stalin is depicted in the very next chapter of Kangaroo in a structural juxtaposition. In 

this chapter of the novel we are introduced not only to Stalin and other Politburo members, but 

surprisingly to Stalin’s left foot and all his footwear. Fan Fanych happens upon Stalin and his 

cronies in Crimea during the historic Yalta Conference. This scene’s grotesque depiction of the 

human body centers on feet. The reader is introduced to Molotov as a, “Fucking creep…. 

spreading his toes and wriggling them… they’re a kind of murky yellowy-green, and the big toes 

are all bent and twisted like right- turn and left-turn signs” (Aleshkovsky 195). His toes are an 

outward representation of the inner being. 

In a comedic scene of the novel, Stalin’s foot as well as his boots mount a rebellion 

against him and what the foot believes to be the historically poor decisions of Stalin. The foot 

no longer wishes to be a part of Stalin and declaims: 

“Stalin’s an asshole and a fool, and a miserable piece of shit. Soon you’ll breathe 
your last and die…You think you’re going to spend your whole death lying next to 
Lenin… your faithful comrades will never let that happen. You’ll turn blue when 
I’m finished with you, pockface” (Aleshkovsky 213). 
 

Stalin’s foot as presented by Fan Fanych is a more intelligent being than Stalin. The foot is the 

physical embodiment of Stalin’s suppressed consciousness which he has been ignoring. And yet 

more absurd than this may be that Stalin’s boots are alive, and they provide Stalin with an 

intelligence report. They are performing for Stalin investigatory work, they are his spies. 

Interestingly, Stalin does not take the advice of his own foot, but he listens to the military 

reports provided by a pair of his boots as though they were members of the security organs. 

The absurd coalesces with the grotesque and in turn creates the parallel image of Stalin 
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dependent as ever on his intelligence organs. Aleshkovsky portrays these historical events and 

characters in an unrealistic mode, but his literary images perhaps capture the mood and 

emotion of the epoch better than a study of purely factual history. 

 In The Hand Bashkov presents a more realistic image of Stalin. Bashkov is revealed to 

have saved Stalin’s life from a mad dog when Bashkov was a mere adolescent. This Stalin 

retains the imbecilic nature of Aleshkovsky’s other Stalin. Bashkov is never deceitful towards 

Stalin in his interactions with him. When Stalin asks him why he wishes to be in the Cheka, 

whom does he hate? Bashkov truthfully answers there is a force around him that, “Needs to 

have its brains bashed in out against a tree, like a mad dog!” (Aleshkovsky 123). Bashkov does 

not need to lie to Stalin because they are both motivated by retribution. Stalin seeks retribution 

against those who oppose the implementation of Stalinism whether they be kulaks, 

intellectuals, fellow Bolsheviks, priests, the list is endless. Bashkov works to achieve retribution 

on those Stalin used to strong-arm his policies into existence. Below the surface of the text, one 

may find that though they seem to be opposites ideologically in practice they both constantly 

plotting their personal bloody revenges. These two characters are either side of the proverbial 

coin. 

A Ring in a Case has a somewhat, but not altogether different approach to the subject of 

history. Helium Revolverovich, before being convinced by his father to study scientific- atheism 

at the university wishes to study history, ironically, he will be placed in an historical crossroads. 

The historical question central to all three novels is the Marxist notion of ‘historical necessity.’ 

However, Helium finds himself in a predicament unique from the other heroes of Aleshkovsky’s 

prose, he is placed in time, not in the middle of the seemingly everlasting Soviet regime, but in 
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the curious time when all Soviet citizens knew some form of cataclysmic event was on the cusp 

of occurring. And due to this, Helium must contemplate his role in a world that is yet to exist.  

Helium faces a variety of existential questions that nearly all Russians faced at the time 

the action of the novel occurs. What if the Soviet Union should fall? What would the new 

ideology be? What would liberalization and privatization mean for him? These questions along 

with his torture by the hands of his personal demons (actual, not metaphorical, demons) lead 

to Helium’s eventual complete mental collapse, not unlike the collapse of the whole Soviet 

Empire. 

Following a terrible argument between him and his new love-interest Helium attempts 

suicide but is again thwarted by the devils and imps that incessantly interfere in his life. After 

this latest failed attempt, Helium realizes he can hide from the demons if he refrains from 

speaking and hides his face. Helium takes a mask of former Party General Secretary Leonid 

Brezhnev to bring with him to Havana to celebrate Carnival with Marxist writers from Latin 

America. This is the crowning of the jester necessary to begin the carnival. And with his face 

covered, Helium makes his way into the snow-covered streets of Moscow. 

It is his exit from the apartment that symbolizes Helium’s exit from the Soviet reality, 

and after being hit by a racing, foreign sports car is lodged in a snow drift unable to pull himself 

out. While stuck in the snow-drift he sees dogs and men fighting each other over the scraps of 

food that had been thrown out of the window during the fight between Helium and his 

girlfriend. What is occurring in the streets is a metaphorical battle over the scraps of the Soviet 

regime, in this carnival world, both man and beast are lowered to the same level, the only 

preoccupation of either party is their own personal survival.  
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In the snow Helium waits helplessly as a snow removing machines inches closer and 

closer to him and he thinks to himself, that life was not altogether terrible under Brezhnev’s 

rule. He is not killed as he thought he would be by the blower, only thrown onto the sidewalk 

where he is promptly urinated upon by two drunken pedestrians. Next, due to his being 

covered in various forms of food due to the fight he had been through with his girlfriend, he 

attracts a little, fragile kitten. All his thoughts and actions are consumed with helping this kitten 

survive. 

This kitten symbolizes the soul of the Russian people by the end of the Soviet epoch. 

Just as in the transitional period between Party dominated Soviet Union and the beginning of 

pluralistic Russia, both the kitten and Helium depend on each other for their mutual survival. 

Helium provides the kitten with warmth and nourishment, and the kitten provides Helium with 

a Purpose, leading him to his eventual acceptance of the existence of God. The image of the 

dog and man fighting over scraps, while Helium and the kitten survive together illustrates 

Aleshkovsky’s use of contrasting parallelism. Each is a path Russia may take, cooperation or 

pugnaciousness. These images are only useful when understanding that in the alterative world 

of carnival, man may be beast and beast may be man. It must be mentioned here the title of 

the novel. “A ring in a case,” is the last line of the Boris Pasternak poem “In the Hospital.” This 

poem centers on the thoughts of a dying man lying in a hospital bed. On his deathbed the man 

is thankful to God for the life he could live, and that he feels comforted trusting in God as he 

slowly dies. This parallels the end of the novel. Helium ends his war on God after his trials and 

tribulations in the streets of Moscow, and as he slowly passes Aleshkovsky describes Helium as 

‘perfectly happy.’ This symbolizes Helium’s emergence from the carnival world and his switch 
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from a ‘new-man’ to an ordinary guy. In turn, this parallels the switch from the Soviet Union to 

the resurrected Russia. 

 None of the three protagonists discussed in the study can make it through the horrible 

events that comprised Soviet reality. Bashkov and Fan Fanych are caught in the societal 

whirlwind of Stalinism, and while both characters have staunch distinctions between their 

respective places within that history, both characters influence and are influenced by 

Aleshkovsky’s Stalin. By hook or by crook they play out their personal dramas, while both 

reflect some qualities of the Boss himself, Helium Revolverovich had a somewhat different 

experience, but one of equal importance. It is through his experience alone the reader can gain 

an understanding of how Aleshkovsky navigates the ideological mind-field that was the 

collapsing Soviet colossus. With the application of Bakhtin’s thesis on mennipea and carnival, a 

greater understanding of Aleshkovsky’s literary image of history is achieved.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS 

 This study investigates the most significant of Aleshkovsky’s works and delineates 

reoccurring themes across them. Central to the ideas of this thesis is the presence of an 

inverted literary world in which Aleshkovsky depicts his vision of the Soviet reality. This world 

depends on the use of the carnival. This study outlines the structure of Aleshkovsky’s 

carnivalesque world through the implementation of Mikhail Bakhtin’s criteria of mennipean 

satire. Once this world is defined, the analysis of Aleshkovsky’s themes can take place. The 

theme central to his works, is the effect of the Soviet experiment on society, manifesting 

specifically in its effect on masculinity. To create his image of the Soviet ‘new-man’ Aleshkovsky 

employs both the motif of sexual impotence and demonic characterization. These motifs are 

made convincing through his rampant use of absurd and grotesque language. 

 Aleshkovsky as well presents a theory of history made possible by the carnivalesque 

world he creates. In portraying Soviet reality of the massive social experiment, Aleshkovsky 

subversively places real historical events and figures in his inverted world. This inversion allows 

him to replace the true and actual depiction of the Soviet reality with the absurd and 

grotesque. 

 Today the depth of the scholarship on Aleshkovsky is lacking not only in English sources 

but in Russian sources as well. While he is often alluded to in the multitude of books written 

about post-thaw samizdat writers, tamizdat writers, third-wave writers, alternative prose, post-

modernism, or many of the other tag lines in which his works may fit, they remain simple nods 
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of the head. He is given his due by scholars but not discussed as nearly as exhaustively as his 

contemporaries such as Erofeev, Brodsky, Aksyonov, or especially Solzhenitsyn.  

 This may be attributed to several factors but most probably due the end of the Cold 

War. America’s reduced concern with the defamation of the Soviet regime and its longest ruling 

leader, Stalin. While this may not have been good for Aleshkovsky, it is good for scholars 

looking for room to make strides in the field of Soviet literature studies. 

Aleshkovsky sits firmly within the classic Russian literary tradition. Gogol’s grotesque, 

Dostoevsky’s demons, and Pasternak’s view of religious redemption are some discernable 

influences. In summation, Aleshkovsky’s brand of postmodernism is indeed a rejection of the 

entire Soviet aesthetic, from its language and imagery to its philosophy. He uses the grotesque, 

the absurd, and the profane to create a parallel and alternative literary world, in which his 

images are reflections across an x-axis. The axis is the space where literary tradition and 

historical fact intermingle, weave in and out and leave the reader stunned by phantasmagoria, 

yet with an authentic level of empathy for the victims of the Soviet regime. There is one quote 

that embodies the struggle to achieve true masculinity within the inverted, symbolic world of 

Aleshkovsky’s novels, “Aren’t we men, after all? Or are we… We’ve ceased… ceased to be 

men… we don’t have a Christian life, we’ll neither have a Christian end… nor…. But no use in 

whining!” 
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and politics. Now I have almost completed my master’s degrees in Russian and Eastern 
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 I have attempted to shape my education over the past years in a very specific way, to 
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