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Kleiner, Rose (M.A., Comparative Literature)
Kantian Zombies in Modernity's Graveyard: Benjaminian Allegory and the Critique of Enlightenment
in Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky

Thesis directed by Professor Mark Leiderman

Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky (1887-1950) is known for his dense, surreal fiction that engages
extensively with philosophical figures and concepts. His literary method of experimental realism brings
abstract ideas to concrete life, exploring conceptual frameworks in fantastic allegory. This theoretically
rich and historically oriented method resonates strikingly with Walter Benjamin's analysis of allegory in
his Trauerspiel; reading them together, we can gain a clearer sense of Krzhizhanovsky's critical
dimensions. This project narrows in specifically on the use of allegory in his interactions with the
works of Immanuel Kant, often made to stand in for the Enlightenment project broadly conceived.
Taking up three stories that illustrate the breadth of his engagement with Kant, this project closely
reads the connections Krzhizhanovsky draws between the Kantian worldview and the catastrophic
violence of the twentieth century. In reading his allegorical interactions with Kant through a
Benjaminian lens, we see that Krzhizhanovsky is centrally concerned with the violent potential at the
heart of the intellectual foundations of modernity. Tracing the decay of reason and Kantian subjectivity,
Krzhizhanovsky presents the Enlightenment impulse as akin to a ruinous disease transforming

humanity into a society of zombies.
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1. Introduction

Tak BOT U C MOMM MO3TOM: s 3aBOXY €TO,
KaK 3aBOJIST CKBEPHBIC JICIICBhIC YaChI;
CyHeIllb MeX 3y00oB OyTepOpon,- misiib, B
TOJIOBE W 3aTHKAJIO, U 3aIIEBEINIOCH
OCTPBIMH KOJIFOYMMH CTpesikaMu. 3yderr 3a
3y0ell, CTpOKa 3a CTPOKY - U BO3HHKAET
MeTapHU3NIECKOe YTO-TO. A TIOTOM TaK¥Ke
BHE3AIHO . . . CHXKY IIyCTOM, OyaTo u 6e3
nynbca, u 0e3 "a". [lpenynpexnato: 3anucu
9TH TaK U NouAyT: Oyrepopon — meTadusuka
— OyTepOpon — MeTadusnka
(“IlBe1,” 400-01)

That's how it is with my brain: | wind it as
you would a cheap pocket watch; | poke a
sandwich between my teeth —and lo and
behold, in my head there's a ticking, and the
hands jerk forward. Gear tooth by gear tooth,
phrase by phrase — a metaphysical something
starts up. Then just as suddenly it balks, sinks
back, and I sit empty, as if I had no pulse and
no “L.” Bear in mind, these jottings will work
like that: sandwich — metaphysics — sandwich
— metaphysics

(“Seams,” 64)

The themes and tone of the above quote — the erudite mixture of metaphysics and humor,

philosophical abstraction and vivid physicality — exemplify the writing of the 20" century

Russian author Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky. Recent reviewers have hailed him as “one of the

greatest Russian writers of the last century (Chandler), comparing him to such titans of world

literature as “Borges, Swift, Poe, Gogol, Kafka, and Beckett” (Randall), and yet he is a writer of

“brilliant originality” (Rosenflanz 20) with his own inimitable style. In his intellectually

rigorous, deeply bizarre, and extremely funny works, Krzhizhanovsky is a rich and “truly

unique” (20) example of Russian literary modernism.

Sigizmund Dominikovich Krzhizhanovsky (1887-1950) was born in Kiev to a family of



Polish heritage.! Moving to Moscow in 1922, and encountering continuous difficulties in trying
to publish his fiction, Krzhizhanovsky supported himself lecturing at universities, writing
articles, and translating. He died after succumbing to alcoholism and, in a particularly cruel twist
of fate, suffering a stroke that left him with the inability to read. His fiction was largely
unpublished and unread in his lifetime, and only in the last few years has he begun to receive any
critical attention in the West. Even Russian criticism is still relatively sparse and recent, as his
literary texts only began to be published during perestroika after their rediscovery by the scholar
Vadim Perel'muter, coinciding “with the appearance of a plethora of rediscovered works,” which
may have “deprived [his oeuvre] of the full attention it deserves and demands” (Rosenflanz 20).
The last ten years have seen the publication of several of his texts in English translation, along
with a number of journal articles and one monograph in English; thus, we seem to be poised at
the beginning of serious critical engagement in the West with this brilliant, difficult, and very
nearly lost author.

As mentioned, Krzhizhanovsky's works are at once highly intellectual and strikingly
physical; directly alongside his abstract philosophical musings and dense intertextual references
dance a plethora of fantastic and animated objects. As N.L. Leiderman points out, these objects
are used to bring the abstract concepts into the realm of the physical: “by means of objects,
details, and things, a system of thought is materialized, turned into matter” (515); the story plays
out in taking an abstract premise to its often ludicrously concrete and literal conclusion, and
“BO3HUKAIOLIETO NMPHU OTUYKJIEHUU KaK €CTECTBEHHBIN, JJOTMUHBIN (B JOTHUKE

"IKCIIepUMEHTaNbHOTO peanmama”) pesynsrar” (Kalmykova)? 3. In this process of dismantling

! For a detailed biography in English, see Rosenflanz
2 alienation arises as a natural, logical (in the logic of 'experimental realism') result
3 Footnoted English translations with page numbers refer to published translations listed in the works cited; those



13 "

abstractions and running experiments on the fragments, delving in “k "aromapHOCTH" TeIeCHOTO
u icuxodusnonoruueckoro” (Biriukov)?, Krzhizhanovsky “extracts from their formal meaning a
palpable, thing-like aspect” (Leiderman 519). Taking this literary device of making abstract ideas
into physical objects that is at the heart of so many of Krzhizhanovsky's works as the starting
point of inquiry, this project will explore this dynamic use of allegory. Several broad questions
are raised in taking Krzhizhanovsky's use of allegory seriously: what kinds of abstract systems of
thought does he choose to embody in this way? How might this formal restructuring of an idea
alter its very content? What is Krzhizhanovsky's ultimate point about the nature of objects, ideas,
and writing itself? Tracing this method through several of his short stories, this project will
provide a nuanced understanding of Krzhizhanovsky's use of allegory as a form of critique,
explicating the connection between the formal and the conceptual in his uniquely vibrant brand
of what he calls “sxcnepumenTtansubiii peammsm” (378)°.

Krzhizhanovsky's works incorporate many famous figures from the German
philosophical tradition, both in terms of their abstract ideas and as actual characters, including
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich Heinrich Jakobi, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Immanuel Kant. The
works of Kant in particular are often made to stand in for the “worn-out, irrelevant philosophical
worldview” (Ballard 554) against which Krzhizhanovsky mobilizes his allegorical attacks.
Ballard observes that Krzhizhanovsky was “persistently fascinated” (557) by philosophy,
especially Kant and the German Idealist tradition. The theories of Kant, that “o6bexto-

HernasuctTHUK” (557)° seem to have deeply disturbed Krzhizhanovsky; the role of fiction for him

without page numbers are my own. Some published translations have been adjusted to give a more literal sense
of the original.

4 to the atomicity of the corporeal and psycho-physiological

5 experimental realism

5 object-hater
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is in part to provide “salvation from transcendental idealism” (557). The vivid, animated objects
of Krzhizhanovsky's allegorical world are set explicitly against the world of metaphysics and
metaphysicians: “MHOXeCTBO, pa30pBaHHOCTh, IECTPOTHOCTH SIBIICHHI JIMIIb My4aeT
meradusuka” (53)’. While Krzhizhanovsky is here referring to the theater, these same qualities
are present in his prose works as well, and are especially fitting descriptors of the role that
allegorical objects play in his stories. Thus, Krzhizhanovsky's use of allegory is in some sense
antagonistic, the form itself a philosophical weapon. While Krzhizhanovsky may at times give
“short shrift to the nuances and significance of Kant's work” (556), the idiosyncratic ways in
which he (mis)reads, reinterprets, and represents Kantian philosophy in allegory are highly
significant. In playfully literalizing Kant's worldview, Krzhizhanovsky is in fact embarking on no
less of a project than a critique of Enlightenment itself.

Both Ballard and Rosenflanz place considerable emphasis on Krzhizhanovsky's contrast
among the worlds of 6simue, 6s1m and 6u:® that he sets out in “@unocodema o Tearpe.”® For
Rosenflanz, “the ontological level of fiction, that of by, takes precedence over reality, the world
of byt” (34), while Ballard explores “the subjective, as-if world” (558) of 6w, “identical to the
theater” (559), as the basis of Krzhizhanovsky’s general “positive and renewing theatrical
worldview” (554). bw: disrupts or overrides not only the everyday world of 6s:m but also the
metaphysical realm of 6simue, “the space of Plato's Forms and Kant's noumena” (Ballard 559).
This is perhaps not a terribly surprising position for a writer of fiction, and the privileging of
theatrical or fictional truth over all other forms of truth is certainly not unique to

Krzhizhanovsky. What makes Krzhizhanovsky so compelling is his method; for instance, siding

" multitude, interruption, diversity of phenomena only torment the metaphysician (Ballard 559)
8 Being, everyday-life, as if (Ballard 558)
® “A Philosopheme About the Theater”



with Shakespeare over Kant, he writes: “KaHT BEIHEMaeT BeCb MUD, OT 3B€3/Ibl JI0 MBUIMHKH, U3
IJ1a3a. €CTh JIU YTO BHC cy61>eKTa, OH HEC 3HACT. I_HGKCHI/Ip ACJIacT MUP -- IICPOM, MOJIOTKOM U
KHCTBIO -- 15l TIa3a, js sputens” (45)10. “Metaphysics never shows itself before an audience; it
never requires an opening night, or the physicality of an actor's body” (Ballard 556); thus, merely
by exploring metaphysical questions allegorically, transforming Kant and Kantian concepts into
an “obwvexm, peanbubiii Mup” (384)1!, Krzhizhanovsky's choice of form already constitutes the
beginnings of his critique of Enlightenment philosophy.

To better understand the subtlety of Krzhizhanovsky's use of allegory, we will turn to the
work of Walter Benjamin, “who tried to redeem that clumsiest and most belabored of formal
devices” (Hansen 664) in his Trauerspiel. The metaphorical category of allegory, in its most
straightforward definition as “embodying of an idea in a character or an emblem” (664), was for
a long time derided as reductive or stilted: “the old prejudice against allegory was both that it
insisted on putting one thing in the place of another . . . and that this connection was rigidly, and
rather abstractly, coded” (Tambling 1). However, in unsettling these “older senses of allegory
altogether” (2), Benjamin may provide us with some tools to construct a more productive and
modern understanding of allegory that better captures the sophistication of Krzhizhanovsky's
method and overall project.

In Benjamin's analysis, allegory is both a form of expression and an inner experience.
“Allegory arises from an apprehension of the world as no longer permanent” (Cowen 110), and

this sudden intuition of transitoriness takes a form that is “fragmentary and enigmatic . . . an

10 Kant takes the whole world, from a star to a speck of dust, away from the eye: whether there is anything outside
the subject, he does not know. Shakespeare makes the world — with pen, hammer, and brush — for the eye, for the
viewer

11 object, a real world (Ballard 557)



6
aggregation of signs” (110). For Benjamin, this process of “transforming things into signs is both
what allegory does — its technique — and what it is about — its content” (110). The form is not
simply a neutral representation of the real, abstract content. Rather than a “conventional
relationship between an illustrative image and its abstract meaning” (Benjamin 162), Benjamin
insists that the formal method of allegory is inseparable from its content, or indeed even is its
content. In allegory, “any person, any object, any relationship can mean absolutely anything
else” (175), thus, this fragmentation, both in being and language, means that “the fragment
stands for anything, nor is there anything but fragments, whose being declares the absence in
them of inherent meaning” (Tambling 161). The allegorical figure points to “precisely the non-
existence of what it presents” (Benjamin 233), signifying non-being.

Indeed, we can even see this intertwining of form and idea in Kant himself: “even when
Kant, modernity's arch-formalist, describes the immanent concerns of a reflexive judgment, he
claims that in such judgments one begins by meditating on a particular object ‘for which the
universal has to be found™ (Hansen 667)'2. Thus, allegory a once antagonistically objectifies
those ideas that strive to be most abstract and universal and reveals the object-like, formal
component at the core of all content.

Furthermore, for Benjamin, allegory is always historiographical and infused with
melancholy: in allegory, “everything about history that . .. has been untimely, sorrowful,
unsuccessful, is expressed in a face” (166). In contrast to a traditional poetic emphasis on
wholeness, timelessness, and transcendence, allegory “looks at history, which it reads as a

'landscape"™ (Tambling 117). While the symbol — or, indeed, any representation that pretends to

12 For an exploration of the perhaps self-undermining correspondence between form and concept in Kant, see Paul
de Man, “Phenomenality and Materiality in Kant.”



universality — relies on the permanence and unity of the natural world, allegory reveals that this
unity is always already shattered. This “allegorical physiognomy of nature-history, which is put
on stage” in allegorical works, is “present in reality in the form of a ruin. In the ruin history has
physically merged into the setting. And in this guise history does not assume the form of an
eternal life so much as that of irresistible decay” (Benjamin 178). At the “heart of the allegorical
way of seeing” is the understanding “of history as the Passion of the world; its importance
resides solely in the stations of its decline” (166). The allegorical figure is a shard, a broken
fragment of the mournful piling-up of history, “a rune” (176) readable only as a history of its
own shattering.

While both writers are products of the same tumultuous era — even briefly residing in
Moscow at the same time — it may initially seem strange to read the animated, often riotously
funny worlds of Krzhizhanovsky through the mournful, melancholic lens of Benjamin. However,
Benjamin himself argues that modern, secular allegory can only be comedy: “only comedy
accorded the allegorical the rights of citizenship in the secular drama” (191). Furthermore, “just
as earthly mournfulness is of a piece with allegorical interpretation, so is devilish mirth with its
frustration in the triumph of matter” (227). Krzhizhanovsky's laughter is in no way opposed to
his Benjaminian mourning, and indeed may even serve to highlight it — the broken world, the bits
of matter that signify nothing but non-being, can only result in the “shrill laughter” in which
“mind is enthusiastically embraced by matter” (227).

In this analysis, | will explore three short stories which, taken together, constitute a
loosely bound trilogy on Kant as the intellectual foundation of modernity and the Enlightenment
project broadly conceived. While Krzhizhanovsky certainly has other stories that build on this

theme, these three stories illustrate in a condensed way the process and progression of his larger



critical project. In the first, “Karacrpoda™*®, he allegorizes the Kantian mode of relating to
objects, painting Kant's theory of cognizing the world through the faculty of reason as resulting
in utter chaos and deadly emptiness; in literalizing Kant's conceptions of pure space and time,

Krzhizhanovsky illustrates the violence at the heart of all universalizing concepts. The second

214

1

story, ‘“YKuzneonucanue ogHoi Meiciu”", is “Catastrophe”'s obverse: rather than the destructive
force the idea exerts on the world, this story shows the way the world corrupts and erodes the
thought, reducing it to an empty, epigrammatic shell; the rich specificity and situatedness of a
thought is ground down by its transmission into an empty signifier. The final story we will
examine is “Asro6uorpadus Tpyma”®, which moves from objects and ideas to the Kantian
subject itself. The subject as a vehicle of reason, the carrier of the objects and ideas of the
previous two stories, is portrayed as a sort of semi-life, a walking corpse; furthermore, this final
story reveals that the whole ruinous history reflected in these three stories turns out to be highly
infectious, a societal disease that continues to spread and intensify. All three stories elucidate the
connection between the Kantian worldview and the tragic violence of the twentieth century; in
the end, we will see that in his engagement with Kant, Krzhizhanovsky allegorically traces the

destructive potential at the heart of the Enlightenment project, illustrating the inevitable decay of

this impulse towards reason into a violent social disease.

13 «“Catastrophe”
14 “The Biography of One Thought”
15 “Autobiography of a Corpse”



2. “Catastrophe” (1919-1920): Questioning Reason

Krzhizhanovsky's early story “Catastrophe” drops us into a universe of heterogeneous
things — “kamuu — rBO31M — rPOOBI — AyITH — MbICIH — cToibl — kauru” (123)° — peacefully
wheeling along their personal orbits in their own little plot of space and time. This is disturbed
by the philosophical activities of a certain “Myzapern” (123)}: Immanuel Kant himself. This
Sage's thought first attempts to pry into the very heart of these things, “BrIMCKkHBast 1 BEIHUMAsI U3
Hux ux cvsicavt” (123)8, before ascending to the heavenly or universal realm. Eventually, his
theoretical dealings result in the titular catastrophe: all objects and creatures, great and small, are
seized by panic and flee this universe. Humans and centipedes, Kant's own bookcase,
“npuxpambiBas Ha Tpex Horax” (126)'°, and the stars themselves all run away. The vibrant (and
often quite funny) chaos of their escape gives way to the stagnant, chilling chaos of an empty
abyss, a world cleansed of objects and events. Finally, with the Sage's death, things rush back in,
and the original order seems to be restored.

“Catastrophe” is an early and condensed example of themes that Krzhizhanovsky returns
to repeatedly; as Vladimir Toporov points out, “omycTorieHue 1 ero pe3yibrar -- mycToTa --
06pa3yloT BAXKHYIO MM jaxe TIaBHYyo Temy” (509)% in a great number of his stories, and the
manner in which this “'mmuHYyc'-ipocTpancTBo” (476)! is presented demands that it be read
allegorically. The game being played here initially seems quite clear: Krzhizhanovsky is
literalizing Kant's abstract theories of time, space, and cognition, humorously allegorizing his

philosophical ideas in the concrete figures of physical objects in the physical world. This is

16 stones — nails — coffins — souls — thoughts — tables — books

17 Sage

18 searching and removing their meanings from them

19 limping on three legs

20 devastation and its result — emptiness — form an important, or even the main, theme
2L ‘minus’-space
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especially apparent regarding Kant's key ideas of pure space and time: all that remains after the
panicked escape of real objects and events is the Sage, a few old books, and “npocrpancrtso,
gmcToe oT Bemeii [1u] unctoe (ot cobwrTuit) Bpems” (128)%. In his project of determining the
process and scope of reason itself in the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant writes that he must
proceed as if “all the material and assistance of experience are taken away” (A: Xiv). After
turning away from the things of the world, he determines that space and time are pure a priori
intuitions of the mind. Thus, to determine the universal — pure space, pure time, pure reason —
Kant holds that one must first artificially erase all particulars; here, the objects literally obey, and
space and time become “KyTKO-ITyCTBIMH, TOYHO KTO OIMPOKHHYJI MX U TIIATSIIEHO BBICKOOIHIT U
BHITPSXHYIT U3 HUX BCE BelU U cobbitus” (128)%3,

Furthermore, and on an even more fundamental level, “Catastrophe” clearly allegorizes
Kant's assertion that mind shapes the world. The basic premise of the First Critique is that, since
he asserts that we have synthetic a priori cognition of objects (that is, knowledge derived neither
from experience nor from the definition of the object itself), in some way “the objects must
conform to our cognition” (B: xvi). He embarks on his project of defining and analyzing the
structures of the mind because these structures shape and make possible absolutely everything
we can extract from the world; or, as Krzhizhanovsky phrases it, “Bce cMbICIbI, IpyT Ipyry
HEHY)KHbIE H HECPOJIHBIE, CTACKMBAJIA B OMHO MecTo: Mo3r Mynpena” (123)%4. The shaping force
of cognition is made into a literal, physical force, exerting pressure on outside objects and

meanings and attempting to bend them to its will; in Krzhizhanovsky, as we shall see, the objects

22 space, pure of things [and] pure (of events) time

23 gerie-empty, exactly as if someone had tipped them and carefully scraped and shook from them all things and
events

24 all meanings, unnecessary and heterogeneous to each other, it pulled to one place: the brain of the Sage
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resist this assault.

Furthermore, the common concerns that arise in readers of Kant's theory of mind over the
possibilities of solipsism and the reduction of the world to mere illusion are also present in the
story. Left in a universe of only a few old books and his own “L,”” and “onmca '@opmsr
gyscteenHoctu"” (131)?° in a world totally cleansed of any sensory experience, the Sage finally
asks the fatal question: “sBp mm 5 (131)?5. This destroys his whole careful project: the “I” takes
flight, “roops Bymbrapuo”?’ (131), and “tyT u npuxmounnack Myapeny cmepts” (131)%, While
Kant himself devotes a great deal of energy to showing that his theory is not solipsistic and
rigorously objects to the view that holds “the existence of objects in space outside us to be either
merely doubtful and indemonstrable, or else false and impossible” (B 274), the primacy this
“explicitly anthropocentric model of cognition” (Allison 52) places on the shaping power of the
subject continues to raise concerns about a reductive privileging of the mind over things “to the
detriment of the world” (Bryant). In “Catastrophe,” the solipsistic potential at the heart of this
theory of mind seems to cause the whole edifice to implode; the denigration or removal of the
real, external object causes the mind to fold in on itself to the point of annihilation.

Not only do our own mental structures shape our experience, but we might say that in fact
the entire underlying goal is to actually reshape the world, for Kant as well as for Enlightenment
thought broadly conceived. Setting out his intentions in the introduction to the First Critique,
Kant boasts that his system of reason will “sever the very root of materialism, fatalism, atheism,

of freethinking unbelief, of enthusiasm and superstition, which can become generally injurious,

% inventorying the “Forms of Sensuality”
2% whether | am reality

27 speaking vulgarly

28 the Sage died right then and there
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and finally also of idealism and skepticism” (B xxxv). In his essay “What is Enlightenment?”’
Kant defines the project of Enlightenment as one of personal and political liberation: just as the
self must break free from its shackles of “self-incurred tutelage,” so too must the political and
social organization reflect and encourage this emergence of the rational individual. To achieve
Enlightenment, “nothing is required but freedom” — but only that freedom “to make public use of
one's reason at every point.” Enlightened man builds an enlightened world, and an enlightened
world builds an enlightened man; thus, Enlightenment itself is inherently about social
transformation: “it is a public process [underpinned by] a conception of reason as a kind of norm
that depends for its validity on the structured freedom and open scrutiny of communication,”
resulting in the “social ideal of a self-regulating culture of enlightenment” (Deligiorgi 7). Thus,
when we see what sort of world reason actually builds in “Catastrophe,” we get a first glimpse of
the full scope of Krzhizhanovsky's critical project.

This freedom and individualism of human reason, that privileged force which shapes the
world both in terms of perception and in terms of the socio-political, is built on the foundation of
universalization. To properly use reason is to apply concepts, to cognize objects mediately “by
means of a mark, which can be common to several things” (B 377). However, as
Krzhizhanovsky shows, this universalization immediately gives thought capacity for violence.
Restructuring the concrete and specific into the broadly universal, this violence is present not
only in the abstract realm of ideas, but at the level of individual subject and individual object.
Reason's inquiry into the world is framed in “Catastrophe” as an assault, a universalizing torture
of the heterogeneous and irreducible objects undertaken “co Bcemu ero opyausiMu MbITIIMBOCTH

JBOMHBIMU KPIOYKOOOPa3sHUMHU 88-MH, 3aKMMaMK TOYHBIX JTe(UHULIMIA U CAMOBSI3BIO MTAPHBIX



13
aatuHoMuii” (125)%°. Even though “Bcsxoif Bemy, Kak 6bI Maja U TIEHHA OHA HY ObLIA,
HECKA3aHHO JIOPOT U Hy/KHee HY’KHOTO Hy)KeH ee COOCTBEHHBIH HenosropsieMblii cmpici” (124)%,
Krzhizhanovsky holds that the universalizing thought “ue 3mana coctpaganus” (124)3L. This
process of universalization, imposed on the irreducible world, can only result in chaos and
emptiness for Krzhizhanovsky: “karactpoda 6b11a HeoTBpartima” (124)%.

Allegorical thinking itself is born of this failure and chaos, the mournful reading of this
history: “in allegory the observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica of history as a
petrified, primordial landscape. Everything about history that, from the very beginning, has been
untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful is expressed in a face — or rather a death's head” (Benjamin
166). What do the faces of Krzhizhanovsky's allegorical objects reveal about this particular
mournful history? What other histories might be lurking here, bringing to allegorized life that
which we are told is closed and complete?

Krzhizhanovsky holds that using objects as Kant does — as this kind of inert matter to be
coolly dissected and used as a backdrop against which the realm of the subjective emerges —
devalues both subject and object. We can read this in Krzhizhanovsky's slightly altered quote
from Kant's Second Critique: “3Be31H0€ HEG0 Had Hamu, MOPaTbHBIH 3aKkoH 6 Hac” (125)%, to
which we will return in our analysis of “The Biography of One Thought.” This formula is
presented as uniquely destructive, even more so than Reason's analytic torture instruments; the

real trouble begins when Kant, returning from the abstract, travels via this route “crooa, Ha

2 with all of its weapons of curiosity: the double hooks §§, the clamps of precise definitions, and the ligatures of
paired antinomies

30 gach thing, no matter how small or ephemeral it may be, needs more than anything its own incredibly dear and
singular meaning

31 did not know compassion

32 catastrophe was inevitable

33 starry sky above us, moral law within us
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semmo” (125)%*. Adorno and Horkheimer frame this Kantian gap — that “ineliminable duality or
distinction in kind” (Allison 52) of objects there and subjects here — as a fundamental feature of
the thinking of modernity, and this “single distinction between man's own existence and reality
swallows up all others . . . between logos . . . and the mass of things and creatures in the external
world” (5). It is in the attempt to bridge this gap through logos, through reason, that violence is
done to the external objects. With this “subjection of all existing things to logical formalism,”
Adorno and Horkheimer read the nullification of the subject, the object, and the possibility of
real knowledge; Kant interacts with objects “merely to note their abstract spatio-temporal
relationships, by which they can be seized” rather than “to think of them as surface, as mediated
conceptual moments which are only fulfilled by revealing their social, historical, and human
meaning” (20). In “Catastrophe,” Krzhizhanovsky acts out both the disastrous consequences of
seizing objects in this Kantian manner and, through allegory, draws out the richness and
historicity of the irreducible objects' “mosepxnoctu u rparn” (123)*° while avoiding doing them
further violence. Expressing in an animated moment the whole mournful history of the idea,
allegory allows history to speak in the ruined moment of the object.

Indeed, as we can see, it is the things themselves — the private, irreducible essences at the
core of all beings — that resist this universalizing purity and rapacious cognition in
Krzhizhanovsky's allegory. Down to the smallest speck of dust, “myuyamu — mmnamu — ne3BusiMu
rpaHeﬁ, CaMbIMHU MAJIOCTHIO U TIICHHOCTHIO CBOMMM BBICKAJIB3BIBAOT BCIIU U3 HOo3HaHUusI’

(124)%: indeed, when necessary, they will trudge on wooden legs or fling themselves from their

% here, to earth

% surfaces and edges

36 with rays — with spikes — with the blades of edges, with their own very smallness and ephemerality, things slip
from cognition
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orbits to flee the violence of thought. Along these same lines, Benjamin argues that the function
of allegorical personification “is not the personification of things, but rather to give the concrete
a more imposing form by getting it up as a person” (187) — to allow the complex moments of the
irreducible objects to speak out their history without reducing their concreteness.

Furthermore, simply by making subjects into objects and objects into subjects, the
previously mentioned gap between these two modes of existence is radically subverted. As
Benjamin argues, in allegory “any person, object, or relationship can mean absolutely anything
else. With this possibility a destructive, but just verdict is passed on the profane world: it is
characterized as a world in which the detail is of no great importance” (175); in other words, this
is a world violated by the universalizing thought. Making a subject into a destructible object or
an object into a grotesquely animated subject, then, directly comments on this violently reductive
universalization on which Kant's project is predicated, the form itself constituting a challenge of
this fundamental cornerstone of Enlightenment thought.

Contained within the critique, however, is a corresponding positive gesture involving the
very power and vibrancy of the object that we've just explored: “all of the things which are used
to signify derive, from the very fact of their pointing to something else, a power which makes
them appear no longer commensurable with profane things, which raises them to a higher plane,
and which can, indeed, sanctify them. Considered in allegorical terms, then, the profane world is
both elevated and devalued” (Benjamin 175). Through allegory, the objects are given — or
perhaps restored to — their dignity; by pointing to or standing for the sorrowful history of an idea,
they are also allowed to re-inhabit their own individual, irreducible object-ness — “ouyrusiimch

CHOBA B TAKMX MHJIBIX, TAKUX CE0UX TPaAHsX, [Bellr] He MOIIH BIOBOJIb HAPAJI0BATHCS, YTO OHU —
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onn” (130)*.

However, this direct and even moving call for a deepened respect for the irreducibility of
things — and, by extension, the irreducibility of the human soul — seems oddly indebted to Kant's
own idea of the noumenal. While we are scolded “ne Tporaiire, net, peHOMEHOB: yCTh KUBYT,
nycth cebe spisrores” (124)%, enjoined to be “Bcerna cocTpamarensHe! K ozHaBaeMomy”S® and
to respect the “HeNPHKOCHOBEHHOCTH uyaicozo cmubicna’ (124)*, in some ways it seems we do not
have a choice. After all, the things themselves “cambiMu MaTOCTBIO U TIICHHOCTHIO CBOUMHU
BBICKAJIb3BIBAIOT . . . M3 mosHanus” (124)*, While clearly more allegorical in its attribution of
agency to objects and inflected with the language of compassion, this seems to be building on
Kant's distinction between appearances and the radically unknowable Ding an sich. As Kant
argues, our “‘cognition reaches appearances only, leaving the thing in itself as something actual
for itself but unrecognized by us” (Bxx) — or, in other words, “BbICKaJIb3bIBAIOT BELTH U3
nosHarus” (124)*2. Subtracting our “subjective constitution that determines [a thing's] form and
appearance” (B 62), the remainder left over is wholly outside the realm of the knowable, is
“beyond nature” (B 334) — something like the “cusicn 6ewuu, ee cyts” (124)*3. Why, given Kant's
avoidance of the things-in-themselves, would Krzhizhanovsky accuse him of trying
“IIPOHUKHYTH B TNIyOb, ¥ elile B TiIy0b, 10 Toro interieur'a Berm” (124)44? Why use Kant's own

ideas positively in a critique of Kant? Might this indicate that the ultimate idea being critiqued is

37 finding themselves again in such lovely, such their own edges, they could not rejoice enough that they — were
they.

38 children, don't touch the phenomena: let them live, let them exist

39 always compassionate towards the knowable

40 inviolability of the foreign meaning

4L with their own smallness and ephemerality slip . . . from cognition

42 things slip from cognition

43 the meaning of the thing, its essence

4 to penetrate into the depths, and further into the depths of the very interieur of the thing
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not Kant's at all?
The possibility of an allegorical critique extending beyond Kant is counter-intuitively
driven home by the story's very emphasis on Kant as the sole antagonist. The story concludes
with deceptive finality: the Sage dies, and all things “Opocuiucek onmpoMeTso Ha3al, B CBOW MUTH

746 a5 we

u rpann” (130)*. Events and things “cHoBa NpOYHO U M3SAIIHO CTOAT HA CBOMX MECTaxX
the readers can “jerko yoeauThCs, IOTPOTaB MalbllaMH CAMHX Ce0s1, CTPAHHUIIBI ATOM KHUTH”
(131)*". This wild, catastrophic history is emphatically past, and “ceituac, korna Mynpen
OTMBICITHII M HcTiIeN, Mbl BHe onmacHocTH” (132)*. The repetitive insistence of this conclusion
points to irony; the very emphasis on closure leaves us with the strongest sense of openness as
we run our fingers uncertainly over the story's pages.

The final twist of the story occurs outside of the fictional text itself, in the form of the
date it was written: 1919-1920. The presence of this date immediately following the tidy,
comforting conclusion of the story is perhaps the most profoundly dark bit of humor in
“Catastrophe.” Krzhizhanovsky wrote this vision of material and ontological security as the
world and its political and social structures quite literally burned around him in the Russian Civil
War. The turbulent history of “Catastrophe” is not dead, not a “petrified, primordial landscape” —
the past, distilled in the death's head of the Revolution, is staring him right in the face.

The emerging Soviet state and its Marxist-Leninist ideology can be read in the

background of this text as a Benjaminian ruin. As described above, allegory is in some way

fundamentally about history and historiography, and this “allegorical physiognomy of nature-

4 rushed headlong back to their own moments and edges

46 again stand firmly and gracefully in their own places

47 easily verify, having touched, ourselves with our own fingers, the pages of this book
8 now, when the Sage is finished thinking and has decayed, we are out of danger
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history, which is put on stage in the [allegorical work], is present in reality in the form of a ruin.
In the ruin history has physically merged into the setting. And in this guise history does not
assume the form of an eternal life so much as that of irresistible decay” (178). Krzhizhanovsky is
reading the ruins of history with Benjaminian melancholy: Kant has decayed into another
“catastrophe” — the universalizing bulldozer of vulgar Marxism and the utter chaos of civil war;
furthermore, this decay was inevitable, the violence and sorrow inherently contained within the
Enlightenment project itself.

This story exemplifies several of the stylistic and thematic elements that define
Krzhizhanovsky's work. He returns almost obsessively to these same elements over and over
throughout his career: the figure of the philosopher, and Kant in particular; the uneasy and
unresolved parallels (or contrasts) between Enlightenment philosophy and Soviet Marxism; and
the play of vibrant, destructive objects in a style that is at once exuberantly profuse and almost
unspeakably mournful. These elements get at the heart of Krzhizhanovsky's project. This content
is always inextricably intertwined with the formal structure of allegory, that tremendously
productive contrast “between the cold, facile technique and the eruptive expression of allegorical
interpretation” (Benjamin 175), the “linguistic virtuosity” (207) that transforms objects, subjects,
and language itself in the service of a new and destabilizing historiography. What emerges, as we

shall see, is a subtle and in many ways unfinalizable allegory of modernity itself.



19
2. “The Biography of One Thought” (1922): The Categorical Imperative between Subject
and Object

Written in the same year as “Catastrophe,” “The Biography of One Thought”
immediately suggests itself as a complementary story, exploring the same broad ideas with the
same basic theoretical framework while also, in many ways, seeming to be its antithesis. The
titular thought is the very same statement that contributed so mightily to the destruction of the
world in the previous story: “3Be3aHOE HEOO HAIO MHOIO — MOPANIBHEIH 3aKk0oH Bo MHe” (139)%°,
This story turns its attention from the objects of the world to the idea itself, providing us with a
biography — or eulogy — of the Thought. While in “Catastrophe” Krzhizhanovsky allegorizes the
violence that the thought does to the world, in “Biography” the reverse process is taken up: here
we see the violence that the world does to the thought. How can this seemingly opposite
portrayal of the interaction of world and thought be reconciled with the model of
Krzhizhanovsky's critical project we've just explored?

The opening sections of “Biography” greatly resemble the post-“Catastrophe” world. The
Thought is born from or causes an alteration of the world; the Sage births the thought in a park,
“pa30OMKHYJ OTpaay caauka, OpOCHB €€ K TpeiejiaM MUpa: pBaHyJl NMyTaHHILY JIOPOKEK - U
BIPYT PacCKpPYKWIHCh B IyTH: IIUPOKUE, y3KUE, TOPHBIE, OUTHIE U 3apOCLINE TEPHOM - U3 OIn3ei
B 1ams” (140)°. As in “Catastrophe,” this chaotic emptiness recedes — indeed, here “mminocs 310
cexyHn aecars” (140)°! — but in this story we remain with the Thought, now living “B

mupocosepanun” (141)%2 in the Sage's skull. This worldview, in turn, resembles the pure time

49 starry sky above me — moral law within me

50 opened the fence of the garden, throwing it to the end of the world: grabbed the jumble of paths — and they all
suddenly began spinning on the way: wide ones, narrow ones, smooth, beaten, and overgrown with thorns —
from nearby to the distance

51 jt lasted about ten seconds

52in the worldview
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and space left over after the escape of the objects in “Catastrophe”; unlike the world, which is
“crumoms 3arpomoxaeHHoe Bemamu’ (141)%, in the worldview “He rps3HeHHOE BENIBIO
MIPOCTPAHCTBO: OHO JABAJIO IPOCO3EPIATh ceOsi HACKBO3b — OT O€3HAYAIILHOCTH JI0
6eckoneunoctu” (141)%*. The parallels with the destructive interaction of universalizing thought
and irreducible objects in “Catastrophe” is clear; however, unlike this previous story, the
allegorical personification in “Biography” is mainly confined to the Thought itself, drawing a
distinction between worldview and world. We will return to the significance of this distinction
below, simply noting here that the connection between the two stories is certainly intentional, but
that the world in “Biography” seems to be allowed to retain its heterogeneity, while the pure
realms of the worldview are confined to Kant's own head.

However, Kant and his Thought are less vilified in this story than the process of the
Thought's transmission. The passing of the Thought into first handwritten and then typed and
published language, and from thence to a maxim to be memorized and transmitted through the
educational system, is described as a sort of slow dismemberment, a gradual, violent corrosion of
the passive and helpless Thought. When the Sage sits down to write out the Thought, she
“ornpsinyna Hazaxa: 'He xouy B OykBHI . . . bopp0a ObuTa HEemoONTa, XOTh U yIOpHA: MBICIH
BBICKAJTb3bIBAJIA M3-TI0]] TIEPa, BEITIPHITMBATIA U3 CIOB U MyTana Oykssr” (141)%. Although the
Thought resists, so similarly to the objects slipping from cognition in “Catastrophe,” the Sage
eventually prevails, and “neuansHO¥ YepHO# cTpoKoii exana Msicib” (141)%. This unpleasant,

even cruel manipulation of the Thought into physical text leads to her even greater abuse at the

53 completely cluttered with things

54 space was not contaminated with things: it allowed itself to be contemplated through and through — from
beginninglessness to endlessness

55 drew back: “I don't want to go into letters.” The fight was short, but also tenacious: Thought slipped out from
under the pen, jumped out of words and confused the letters

%6 Thought lay in a sad black line
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hands of others: she is roughly grabbed by the typesetter and squeezed “xax B Tuckax” (142)°’;
the reader Shtump, “cxBaTuB cTpOKY 3a JeBblii ee kpait” (143)°, drags her into his own text and
“npukasan Meiciu ctath saurpadom” (144)%%; “ouraTropsl KpOMCAIOT ee M HOKHHIHBIX

nessues” (145)%; and finally, passing “u3 pyk B pyku”®!

and living “ot sx3ameHa 70 sK3ameHa”
(145)°2 among students, she “crana nmpocuts o cmeptu’” (146)%3. Thus, the critique seems
directed more towards the process of Enlightenment as education, the systematic alteration of the
world through this specific mode of interacting with texts. This mode of reading is clearly
framed as violent, dramatizing the process of the decay and corruption of the idea touched on in

9

“Catastrophe”'s Soviet subtext.

Indeed, we can see that the violence of this whole biography is illustrated in the language
of melodrama; the Thought is feminine, forced to suffer the indignities of her masculine abusers
while thinking wistfully “o cBoem mepsom”™ (144)%4, like a betrayed lover. Thought, in being
forced against her will into the physicality of text, is portrayed as a bodily subject made to suffer
under the violent process of life. Indeed, our sense of the Thought's subjectivity is actually
created through this melodramatic pain. The suffering and forced contortion of the Thought — in
essence, her objectification — is what makes the reader view her as a subject. This all comes
across in a fairly ironic mode because, of course, this pitiable “fallen woman™ is not a subject

being immorally taken as an object, but an abstract idea — neither subject nor object. The over-

the-top melodrama of the Thought's tragic biography, with its exaggerated innocence and

57 like in a vise

%8 grabbing the line by her left edge

%9 orders Thought to be an epigraph

80 quotators shredded her between scissors' blades
& from hand to hand

62 from exam to exam

83 pegan to beg for death

64 about her first
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exaggerated villainy, seems to mask — or, perhaps, winkingly point towards — an actually fairly
nuanced exploration of morality itself.

The Thought whose melodramatic downfall we witness contains in herself a reference to
moral law — the law within is equated with the stars above as permanent, universal sources of
wonder. In the slow destruction of the wondrous moral law itself, then, we are given a portrait of
immorality in the dastardly treatment of this innocent subject. Indeed, Kant formulates this as a
definition of immorality: treating a subject as a means to an ends, as a reducible instrument — as
an object. This allegory, then, brings the categorical imperative to theatrical life — and critiques
both its foundational assumptions and its decay.

Kant's morality depends on the unique freedom of the subject, which in turn depends on a
clear-cut, eternal divide between the subject and object worlds. For Kant, “freedom is an idea
[that is] constitutive . . . of one’s conception of oneself as an agent . . . not a fact that we might
discover about ourselves” (Allison 90). Freedom itself is defined as a causality independent of
the laws of nature, and morality is contained within these concepts of autonomy and freedom of
the will. While you as a rational being must “act so that you use humanity, as much in your own
person as in the person of every other, always at the same time as an end and never as a means”
(4:429) because “rational nature exists as an end in itself” (4:428), this is explicitly contrasted
with non-rational beings, which “have, if they are without reason, only a relative worth as means,
and are called things” (4:428). This is the very gulf between mind and world explored in
“Catastrophe,” and visible in this story as well at the moment of the Thought's creation: “Bce —
CTEHA, IepeBbsI, Oe0e MATHO IIATKa, COTHIIE, 3eMJIs, JIUCThS, CKAMbU — BCE, JI0 MTOCIIEIHETO

Jyda ¥ OJIMKa, BBIBAJIMIIOCH U3 3PAYKOB: ObLT — MbICHsmuii 1 MBIC/Tb, © HUYETO MEX HUMU
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(139)%. The world has no place in the formulation of the moral law; “the moral law within me”
is predicated on the exceptionality of the thinking subject as an autonomous will, set against the
backdrop of the object world's “heteronomy of efficient causes” (4:446). Again, as in
“Catastrophe,” the subject is here and the objects are there; this Enlightenment gap is no less
crucial in our dealings with morality than in our dealings with objects.

The entire edifice of morality, then, is built on the foundation of the distinction between
subject and object, ends and means. The Thought, however, is neither subject nor object; in
allegorizing the Thought as both feeling subject and textual object, or as an immorally objectified
subject, Krzhizhanovsky brings the inadequacy of this dual categorization to the fore. The act of
thinking “the starry sky above versus the moral law within” bridges the very gap it attempts to
articulate; the Thought itself, as a thought, breaks the very opposition that it expresses. Grounded
on these premises, Krzhizhanovsky finds the idea of the moral law to be empty and absent — the
destruction of the Thought in “Biography” is inevitable, contained within the Thought itself.

This story adds another source of violence to the universalizing thought we saw in
“Catastrophe”: the instrumentalization of that which is non-utilitarian, but with the understanding
that this cannot be reduced merely to the mistreatment of subjects as objects. The Thought, too,
demands to be read as a “mediated conceptual moment” (Adorno and Horkheimer 20), as
inextricably intertwined with the rest of the endlessly multiple and irreducible world, not a mere
tool to be used in the service of seizing the world in enlightened reason. This is especially clear
in the Thought's abuse at the hands of Shtump, whose name is evocative of the German stumpf

(blunt or obtuse). The flattening, stereotyping pressure of Shtump changes the Thought from a

8 everything, down to the last ray and patch of light, fell away from the pupils: it was — the Thinker and the
Thought, and nothing between them
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moment to a maxim, causing the decay of both the moral law within and the starry sky without.
As he reduces the thought to a detached, instrumentalized epigraph, “Bapyr 3Be3mHOE HEOO, KaK-
TO CTPAaHHO NOXKYXHYB, 0OBUCIIO CTEKIISIIMMUCS, KaK I71a3a MEPTBELOB, 3BE3/1aMH; 3BE3/1bI
NPOTAHYIUCH IIEPEHraMy 110 UATOHAJAM M MapajuleaM oKBaapatusmerocs He6o” (143)%°; with
this dimming of the stars, “MopasbHbIii jke 3aKOH, IPUILTIOCHYTHIH TemeHeM LllTymma” (144)°7
can easily fit among the other maxims banally “ykpamarorieii ayien oOIIIECTBEHHBIX CaJIOB”
(144)% — nuggets of non-wisdom from “LiBeToB He pBarh” to “Uyskux xeH He moouTs” (144)%°,
Rather, Krzhizhanovsky suggests that thought and morality must be conceived as situated, in
contact with the world; otherwise, we see how the impulse decays into stagnancy: “nu3y4aBuium
'HayKy O MPaBWJIBHOM MOCTYIIKe' HE ObLIO, COOCTBEHHO, BPEMEHHU Ha MOCTYIKU: HA HA
TIpaBHUIbHEIE, HU Ha HenpaBmwibHbie” (145)7,

Thus, while the flawed foundations of the moral law are certainly critiqued, as we have
seen, the Thought — and even Kant — do not seem to bear the burden of the sins depicted in the
story. Indeed, we might say that Kant and the Thought are even presented in positive terms, at
least in comparison to the reductive, banal violence of the other characters. The vertiginous and
even sublime moment of the Thought's birth is continually contrasted with the dull, conventional
later readings. Peering out from behind the low brows of her readers, she sees a world “c
KOPOTKHMMH IOpU30HTAaMH, C BEIIaMH, ITPOYHO BITPABJICHHBIMU B )IIOf/iMBI N MCTPBI IPOCTPAHCTB.

Mpicab 3Hana: 0004a 3TUX TOPU3OHTOB HUKOTA U HUKYAA HE KPYXKarT, BEIIH, 3aCIOHUBILN APYT

% suddenly the starry sky, having somehow strangely dried up and dulled, drooped with stars becoming glassy like
the eyes of the dead; the stars stretched in rows along the diagonal and parallels of the quadranted sky

57 the same moral law, flattened by Shtump's parietal

% decorating the paths of public gardens

% do not pick the flowers / do not love another's wife

0 those who studied “the science of correct actions” did not, in fact, have time for actions: neither correct nor
incorrect ones.
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JIpyra JpYT APYTY, HUKOT/A He pa3OMKHYTCS, He po3usioT aanbio” (144)™L, The Sage may have
betrayed her, may have contained a kernel of violence in his philosophizing, but at least he was
expansive, whereas “Temnepeniue xo3sieBa, €CIi | B3IIs,IbIBAIA HAa HE0O, TO pa3Be JIUIIb Mepe
NOkKIeM: Opath uiM He 6path 30HTHK” (145)72,

Thus, if “Catastrophe” asks its readers to consider “npusiTHO Jii ObLTO OBI BaM, €CJiu 0,
BBIHYB U3 BAC Ballly CyTh, OTajH Obl €& B APYroi, BpakaeOHbIi 1 dykapii Bam Mosr” (124)73,
then “Biography” makes us reflect on the transformation of the vibrant, specifically situated
Thought into a flat, stereotypical maxim, a blank signifier that reveals its emptiness in being used
for universalizing, instrumental purposes. The Thought, for all its flawed predication on the gap
between subject and object, was born of wonder, of an attempt to describe the awe of world and
self; it is in the flattening, maxim-making process of the Shtumps of the world that the mournful
allegory emerges — again, reading the inevitable decay contained within the Enlightenment
impulse.

As mentioned above, the distinction emphasized throughout “Biography” between
worldview and world is key. When Thought is “cpeau orpomHOTr0, Ha JHBO CTyMaHHOTO H
cIaXkeHHOTO Mupocoszepyanus” (140)7*, we see that these “Oburu myurmamu ee aasavu” (140)7°.,
While the world outside is still the messy, irreducible, heterogeneous world of “Catastrophe,” the

Thought does not want to penetrate this world and has no urge to universalize itself: “Mpicib

"L with short horizons, with things firmly reduced to the inches and meters of spaces. Thought knew: the rims of
these horizons never circled anywhere; the things, blocking each other to each other, never opened themselves
up, never gaped as distance

2the present masters, if they did look at the sky, did so only before a rain: to take or not to take an umbrella

3 consider whether it would be pleasant for you to have your essence removed from you and given to another brain,
hostile and alien to you

4 amid the huge, miraculously thought-out and coherent worldview

S were her best days
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OTKAYHYJach HA3aJ. B Mupocosepyanuu Kyia nydmre, yeM B mupe” (141)°. The Kantian picture
can be accepted as a worldview — even as a productive worldview — but must coexist with
multiple perspectives, multiple and multifarious worlds. It must itself be regarded as a mediated
moment, situated among the world. It is the dual urges toward universalization and
instrumentalization that result in the degeneration of the Enlightenment impulse— to the point of
erasing its content itself, leaving it standing only as an empty signifier, a maxim, a ruin, or a
grave.

And indeed, this story does end in the grave; as in “Catastrophe,” the Sage dies — “B
yeperie ero ObUTH He MBICTH, a uepBn” (145)7" — and at last the Sage and the Thought “cHosa . . .
octanuck BasoeM” (146)8, as the words of the Thought are inscribed on his tombstone. Indeed,
Kant's actual tombstone in present day Kaliningrad is in fact inscribed with this very statement.
For all its noble impulses, the Thought is predicated on emptiness, and thus inevitably ends up
standing emptily as a gravestone: “He cauK Myjapena TAHYICS Tereph K Hel BETBIMU JEPEBHEB —
KpecToBasi polia COMKHYIA BOKPYT Hee cBou kpectoBuHb” (146)’°. Again, in reading the
melancholy history of the Enlightenment thought, we see a ruin that can only reveal its own
failure: “chexxuBiIeecst HEOO ee, pOHsIS 3BE311y 3a 3BE3/I0H . . . 00€33BE3AMIOCH — U 3HSIII0
YEpHOTO IMOU BBepXY. M 4epHOil siMe BBEpXY KaxkJajd0Ch OHOTO: CKOPEE — B UEPHYIO SIMY
sam3y” (146)%. In allegory, the abyss of the grave below reveals the void of history. The

mournful decomposition and presence as ruin that Benjamin identifies as markers of allegorical

6 Thought reeled back: into the worldview where it was better than in the world

" in his skull were not thoughts, but worms

8 again . . . were alone together

S now it was not the Sage's garden that stretched its tree branches to her — a grove of crosses closed its cross-pieces
around her

8 her shrunken sky, dropping star after star . . . had de-starred itself, and yawned like a black hole overhead. And this
black hole thirsted for only one thing — to get, as soon as possible, to the black hole below



27
historiography are here — and elsewhere in Krzhizhanovsky's works — literally embodied in the
corpse and the tomb. As Benjamin argues, characters “die because it is only thus, as corpses, that
they can enter into the homeland of allegory. It is not for the sake of immortality that they meet
their end, but for the sake of the corpse” (217); this “martyrdom thus prepares the body of the
living person for emblematic purposes” (Benjamin 217). This intersection of corpse, text, and

history in allegory will be further explored in “Autobiography of a Corpse.”
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3. “Autobiography of a Corpse” (1925): The Suicide of the Kantian Subject

After exploring the destruction of the world by the thought and the destruction of the
thought by the world, Krzhizhanovsky embarks on a full deconstruction of Enlightenment
subjectivity in his 1925 story “Autobiography of a Corpse.” Drawing on the Kantian subject as
the embodiment or vehicle of reason, this story moves beyond the relationship of individual
mind and world and delves into the issue of the other, exploring the way that the worldview
functions on an interpersonal or societal level.

The journalist Shtamm, also known by the pseudonym “Hnap” (508)8 arrives in Moscow
in need of a room. Upon finding one, a letter addressed only to “YKunbiy komuarsr Ne 24”
(511)% slips its way into his hand. It is a letter from the previous resident of the apartment who
has recently committed suicide, and the majority of the story is taken up with reading this
“autobiography of a corpse.” Shtamm — and the reader — are forced to follow the corpse's
impossible, fantastic, and oppressive thoughts on life, the self, and society; as the corpse puts it:

Opnna crapast UHIMICKAs CKa3Ka PacCKa3bIBAET O UETIOBEKE, U3 HOYH B HOUb

MNPUHYXXICHHOM TAaCKaTh Ha IJICYax TPYII -- 40 TEX I1OP, MMOKa TOT, IPUBAJIMBIINUCHE K YXY

MEpPTBBIMH, HO HIEBEJSIIMMHUCS T'y0aMu, He paccKka3al 0 KOHIa HCTOPHUIO CBOEH TaBHO

ormieBel xu3HU. He nmpitaiiTeck cOpocuTh MeHs HazeMb. Kak 1 uenoBeky U3 cka3ki,

Bawm npunercs B3BaqUTh Ipy3 MOUX TpeX OCCCOHHMIT HA IUICYH W TEPIETUBO CIYIIATh,

TIOKa TPYII He JOCKAXKeT cBoeil aBTobmorpadum (513)%2,

The corpse, paralyzed by his absurd logic, represents the Enlightenment subject. In shouldering

81 From the Russian u ap., u apyrue: Etal, et al.

82 Resident, Room No. 24 (3)

8 An old Indian folktale tells of a man forced to drag a corpse night after night on his shoulders — until the corpse,
its dead but moving lips pressed to his ear, had finished telling the story of its long-finished life to the end. Don't
try to throw me to the ground. Like the man in the folktale, you will have to shoulder the burden of my three
insomnias and listen patiently, till the corpse has finished its autobiography (5)
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the burden of this history, we will see the way that the destructive modes of thought explored in
the previous two stories disseminate and degenerate — both within the corpse's story and outside
of it, in its relationship with the reader. In tracing the philosophy of the corpse and analyzing the
somehow carnivorous relationship of the letter with the reader, we will see how Krzhizhanovsky
allegorizes the ruinous movement of history in the social sphere, the past devouring the present
and the future in a way analogous to the spread of a fatal disease.

The corpse informs us early on that he wears glasses. The presence of this “crexaucTbIii
npunarok” (513)% marks him as a stereotypical intellectual; moreover, the lenses stand in for the
faculty of perception, always standing between the self and the world. This intellectualized
perception is the corpse's only point of contact with the outside: “cTouT BTONKHYTH MOH
JIBOSIKOBOTHYTBHIE OBaJIbI B PYTIISAp -- U MPOCTPAHCTBO, OY/ITO M €r0 OPOCHIIM B TEMHBIN U TECHBIN
dyrasp, Bapyr ykopauusaercs u myTeer” (513)°. As we can see, because these perceptual
lenses so fundamentally inform his access to the world, he is unable to wholly differentiate
between perception and the world: “unorna, korna npoTuparo 3amieil MOu 4yTh
IMPONBUIMBIIUECA CTCKIIA, KYPbE3HOC UYBCTBO: a BAPYT C NbIJIMHAMH, OCCBIIMMHA HA UX
CTEKIINCTEIE BIUOBI, U Bce npocmpancmeo” (513)% — again, as in “Catastrophe,” the specter of
Kantian solipsism rears its head.

However, while in “Catastrophe” the literalized powers of cognition and the question of
“sp 7 5 (131)%7 seem to cause the total annihilation of self and worldview, in

“Autobiography” the focus shifts to the implications for the subject's relation to other subjects.

84 glassy adjunct (5)

8| have only to poke my biconcave ovals back into their case, and space, as of it too had been thrown into that dark
and cramped case, suddenly contracts and grows dim (5)

8 sometimes, when | wipe my slightly dusty lenses with a piece of chamois, | have an odd feeling: What if, along
with the specks of dust that have settled on their glassy concavities, I’'m wiping away all of space? (5)

87 whether | am the world
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The corpse's glassy perceptual adjunct — and, more significantly, his constant, keen awareness of
it — results in a major failure of intersubjective relations that shapes and informs the rest of his
worldview. The corpse had a girlfriend of sorts who also wore glasses; they attempt to kiss, but
“B DTOT-TO MUT U IMPUKIIOYUIIACH HEJICTINLA: HCJIOBKUM JIBUKCHHUEM 4 3a/1€JI CTCKIIaMH O CTCKJIA,
CHCIIMBIINCH MAallIMHKAMM, OHU CKOJIb3HYJIM BHU3 U C TOHKHUM, OCTPBIM 3BOHOM YIIAJIM HA KOBep”
(514)%. He is horrified to discover the glasses fused into “oHO OTBpaTUTENBHOE YETHIPEXTIA30€E
cymectso” (514)8, and he runs away, never to attempt contact with her again. This episode
occurred “mHor0 NeT Tomy Hazax” (513)%; the corpse's current state of extreme alienation seems
to stem directly from this failed moment of connection to the other.

The uncanniness of this moment is striking, as is its profound effect on the corpse. This
intellectualized perception, formalized and categorized by thinkers like Kant, creates an
impossible barrier to the other. Because this understanding of perception, as we have already
explored, is predicated on the gulf between the subjective self and the world of objects, the other
—in its living, human sense — cannot be assimilated into this worldview. This distancing from the
other caused by the foundational gulf of Kantian epistemology is driven home in a particularly
apt play on words: “mex 's' u 'Mel' — amer” (522)%. The other is neither the self as subject nor
simply an object; it can only be understood as an abstract maxim, as a “¢punocodema o gyxom
's": He Moe '’ MBICTINTCS Iy’KUM U Uy)KepOIHBIM, HeTpeBpatuMbIM B 'TeI” (522)%. Again, we see

the reduction of the incommensurable, the flattening to maxim of living vibrancy fundamentally

8 at that very moment the absurdity occurred: In my clumsiness | jostled her lenses with mine; the devices locked
together, slipped off, and landed on the carpet with a thin, sharp tinkle (6)

8 one hideous four-eyed creature (6)

% many years ago (5)

%' and 'we' are separated by gulfs (12)

92 the philosophical principle about someone else's 'I': The 'I' that isn't mine is seen as foreign and foreign-born,
untranslatable to you (12)
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required by the perceptual sua®. Brought into the realm of intersubjectivity, we see how this
moves from intellectual violence to the erasure and oppression of the other; furthermore, as the
story progresses, we can trace the movement from this failed connection between two subjects to
the broadly societal and institutionalized physical destruction of the other.

Perception cannot link profoundly with the other, cannot embrace and kiss a non-self.
Again, this applies not only to the stuff of the world, as in the previous two stories — although
that is certainly present, as in his maxim “vacuum horreat naturam” (516) — but explicitly to the
relations between subjects. Thus, he must give up “Bce 3TH OIBITHI ¢ APYKOOH, IKCIIEPUMEHTBI C
qyKUM '8', TOPBIBAHbS JaTh WX B3ATh M060Bb"~ (516)%, instead constructing “crimomennoro
MHPKa, B KOTOPOM Bce ObLTO OB B 3/1€Ch, — MUPKa, KOTOPBI MOXHO ObLTO OB 3aIIEIKHYTh Ha
K104 BHYTpH cBoeii komuatsr” (516)% — precisely the worldview we have already seen in the
bony cranial room of the Sage's brain.

The corpse's state following this moment of failed contact is very similar to death. He felt
as though he had “B TemnoTe HarkHyncs Ha Tpyn” (514)%; following this failure, in his “HoBoM
tpynbem nonoxkernn” (514)%7, he knows that this “cTexnmcTo-npo3padHEIii X0M0T . . . He
cnabrer” (514)%. Cut off from contact by his glassy adjunct, the corpse enters a state of non-
being. He begins to think of himself “kak o qBOsIKOBOrHYTOM CyIlIeCTBE, KOTOPOMY HH BOBHE, HU

BOBHYTpb, HU U3 cels, HU B ce0s: ¥ TO M 9TO — PaBHO 3anpeTHsl. Bue mocaranmit” (515)%. The

9 gulf [more literally, pit or hole]

% all those passes at friendship, experiments with another person's 'l,' endeavors to give or take love (8)

% a flattened little world in which everything would be in my here — a little world that one could lock away inside
one's room (8)

% tripped over a corpse in the dark (6)

% new corpse-like condition (6)

% glassily transparent cold . . . would not abate (6)

9 as a biconcave creature inaccessible both outwardly and inwardly, from within and from without: both were
equally forbidden. Beyond reach (7)
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non-being of the world and the non-being of the self are intimately tied: each exacerbates the
other, spreading both within and without like a contagion.

Thus we see that his ever worsening vision — or his reduction to mere perception — means
that “55% comuna st mers Her” (513)1°0; this loss of connection with the world is directly tied
to his intellectualism, his reading: “kHuXHbIE CTPOKH U OTHSUTH Y MEHS TIOJIOBUHY 3peHus (55
%)” (517)1°%, Indeed, the corpse prefers to live in the world of books, to move through a network
of signs instead of vibrant objects and irreducible others; the worldview, separated from the
world and disconnected from the other, can only harden into empty signifiers. Directly recalling
“Catastrophe,” the corpse tells us that “npoctpancTBo . . . HEJIEIO OFPOMHO U PACIION3IOCH
CBOMMH OpOUTAMHU, 3BE3/IaMH M PA30MKHYTOCTBIO TTapado:1 B OecnipenenbHocTh. Ho ecm
BOOpATh €ro B U(PHI U CMBICIBI, OHO C YI0OCTBOM YMEIIAETCS Ha IBYX-TPEX KHIKHBIX MOJIKaX’
(516)192, The “marpomoxnenne tux Bemeir” (516)1% is discarded in favor of “momuanuBsie
uepHble 3Haukn” 1% that “cruImKoM XopoIo ymenu ObITh TOKOPHBIMU U MepTBEIME (517)10°,
These letters stand like gravestones, like Benjaminian ruins, emptily signifying nothing but their
very lack of meaning; in their deadness, we can only read the mournful history of loss.

And yet, as mentioned, this deadness of the signifier is not benign; its emptiness spreads
like a cancer through the reader, reducing him to an empty corpse. Indeed, here we can get our
first hint of Krzhizhanovsky's self-critique in this story: writing and allegory in many ways

become the very object of analysis. We will return to the issue of self-critique later in this

10055 percent of sunlight doesn't exist for me (5)

101 the lines in books deprived me of half my eyesight (55 percent) (8)

192 space . . . is absurdly vast and has expanded by its orbits, stars, and yawning parabolas to infinity. But if one
tucks it inside numbers and meanings, it will comfortably fit on two or three bookshelves (8)

103 sheer accumulation of those things (8)

1%4silent black signs (8)

105 knew only too well how to be meek and dead (8)
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analysis, here only noting the questions that begin to arise: if, as Benjamin argues, allegory is the
signification of non-being, meaning “precisely the non-existence of what it presents” (233), then
what are we to make of its prominent role in the proliferation of this deadening emptiness? How
might allegory not only look back, like Benjamin's Angelus Novus, on the mournful remains of
history, but also contribute to the spread of modernity's fatal disease?

After establishing an understanding of the subject as the solitary, isolated bearer of
reason, the corpse introduces a rather contradictory aspect: the soul. The soul is introduced
though its loss: at night, putting away his books and his exhaustive research project on the letter
“T,” he can hear his soul “c TOHKEM 1 OCTpPBIM 3BOHOM, Karis 3a Kamneit” (518)1% slowing
dripping away into emptiness, a phenomenon he terms “ncuxoppes. Uto 3HaYUT — UCTEUCHUE
aymm” (518)17. The drips have the very same “3Hakomslif crekmmcThi 38yK” (518)1% as the
entangled spectacles; the loss of the other echoes and reverberates, wringing out the last remnant
of the corpse's non-intellectualized self.

As he slowly loses this indefinable quality of the soul, the corpse also begins to be
haunted by the apparition of a 0.6 person, a statistical figure he once read in a book on
geography. He sees this horrible noaycywecmeo' in a flat, snowy field like a geometrical plane,
“pacuepueHo Ha MPSIMOYTIIbIE BEPCTOBBIC KBAAPATHI . . . U HATJIC — HU TPABUHKH, HUA XOTS OBl
obmep3noro kamus, nsrabmka” (518-19)M0. The 0.6 person frightens him, but his eyes “GyaTo

CpOCTHCH C TTyCTHIMK MepTBEIMHU Tiasamamu 0,6” (519)M, and the 0.6 person continues to

106 with a thin sharp tinkle, drop by drop (9)

107 psychorrhea. Meaning: soul seepage (9)

108 familiar glassy sound (9)

109 semi-being

110 divided into right angled square miles . . . and not a blade of grass anywhere, not so much as an ice-covered rock,
not a speck (10)

111 seemed to have fused with the dead empty sockets of 0.6 (10)
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haunt him “B guu mycror” (519)1!2. He emphasizes that this creature is “ne npuspak, BuneHuE,
connas rpesa. Her, mpocto Tak: mpumsic” (519)13, This 0.6 person, immediately following his
exploration of the soul, is a figment of the human subject. The figment is like an uncanny double
of the soul; although it is a number, it is weirdly incommensurable: “He mpocTo MOJIOBHHA, HE
IMOJIYYCJIIOBCK, HET . . . B HCIIOJHOTY -- KaK 3TO HU ITPOTUBOPCUUBO -- BKPpAAbIBAJICA KaKOU-TO
M3IIHIIEK, Kakoe-To 'cBepx” (518-19)14. In the flattened landscape of the worldview, the
figment's “menkas, necuMmerpupyromas apodsocts” (518)° is not the soul, but rather the
faculty of reason — the “over and above” of the transcendental Kantian subject. The 0.6 subject is
said to supplant the world of soul, of contact, of the living kiss — to substitute or perhaps explain
this “surplus” of the subject — but it does not and cannot. The process of quantifying the
unquantifiable creates only monsters — and again, this monstrousness is contagious, fusing with
the corpse's eyes.

Furthermore, “Autobiography” traces the spread of psychorrhea and its failed
supplantation by the 0.6 person from the individual subject to a collective, societal disease; we
very quickly realize that the corpse is not unique in being afflicted with psychorrhea. After
recounting the episode of his accidental attendance at a political meeting in the library and his
detainment by the police, the corpse sees his mistake in thinking of psychorrhea as his own
particular malady, hidden away “kak cTetHYIO 6G0onesns” (521)18: “q ne momo3penan, uro

MPOIIECC TICUXHUYECKOTO OMEPTBIICHUS MOT OBITh TIOJI3YYHM — U3 Yepena K 4yeperny, ¢ 0coOu Ha

112 0n empty days (10)

13 not a ghost, a vision, or a sleepy reverie. No, it was just that: a figment (10)

24 not just half, not half a person. No . . . the incompleteness, contradictory as this may seem, had been infiltrated by
a surplus, by an 'over and above' (10)

115 small, desymmetrizing fractionality (10)

116 like a shameful disease (12)
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YTy, ¢ TPYIIIBI Ha KJIacc, ¢ Kiacca Ha Bech obuiecTBeHHbIi opranusm” (521)1. While we see
this process begin in the individual subject, resulting from the individual worldview explored in
this story as well as “Catastrophe” and “Biography,” it cannot remain in one skull — this
Enlightenment subjectivity replicates itself in the societal structure. Indeed, as we saw in our
analysis of “Catastrophe,” this alteration of the social world is a central goal of the
Enlightenment project as such.

It is difficult to determine which side is being diagnosed with psychorrhea in this episode:
is it the Revolution or the police? The corpse seems alienated from and oppressed by both sides;
while this is fairly obvious in terms of the police's bayonets, we also see that, confronted by the
chaotic horde of student activists announcing “aumsne mycts yitayr” (520)18, the corpse feels
that “cioBo 'mumame' BIpyT cTpenoxuno mae Horu” (520)1°, and he is bored and unhappy to be
detained “BmecTe co Bcemu >TUMM HUKaK He HyxHbIME MHE” (521)!2, Similarly, while detained,
he seeks refuge in the world of signifiers by glancing through the dictionary he's carrying, and
happens to turn to an entry on ethics; the book's response strikes him as apt, because “ny
pasyMeeTcs: TOIbKO OHa, CTAPOMOJIHAS ¥ MaoBpasymuTensHas Mduxa” (521)% could lock him
up in this way. Is this the ethics of the police, or the ethics of the idealist revolutionaries with
their long, unclear speeches? This lack of specificity seems to draw a parallel between both
groups; psychorrhea and its associated maxims are simply a feature of all social and political life,
and its oppressive force only grows stronger when metastasizing from an individual to a

collective disease.

171 never suspected that the process of mental deadening could be creeping — from skull to skull, from an individual
to a group, from a group to a class, from a class to an entire social organism (12)

118 anyone who doesn't belong should leave (11)

119 the words 'doesn't belong' hobbled my legs (11)

120 with all these people for whom I had no use (12)

121 well, of course, only old-fashioned and less-than-intelligible ethics (11-12)
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The violence of these social forces only increases as the story continues; eventually, the
corpse is made to acknowledge the death of the other, indeed the mass death of the other, in
references to the war. He admits, “mepBble JHY BOMHBI ciierka Bo30yauau u Mens” (526)1%%;
whereas he had previously dealt with death as either an academic abstraction or a “auccoruarnmus,
MBICITMAsl MHOIO B IIpejieniax Moero 'si', u Tombko '™ (526)123, the mass, institutionalized death
of the other forces him to examine it with “Gonee mupokue MacmTadsl 1 0606menus” (526)1%4,
Faced with this presence of death, the corpse gives up his scholarly labors on a work called
“Kpmsuc akcomarnsma” (527)12°, instead taking to walking the streets in search of “HoBbIe
maptH . . . 6utoii uenoseunnsr” (527)1%8, The corpse is fascinated by the booklets put out by the
government containing a “ronHkIi CIHCOK YOUTHIX, paHEHBIX U 6e3 BecTr npomapmmx” (526)1%7,
delighting in analyzing the lists of the dead in search of average results of common names. Thus
we see how the grotesque physicality of death is again neutralized by signifiers, the dead signs
pointing here to a very literal lack. Even in the one moment of real contact with the suffering
other, with bodily pain and death in its irreducible reality, the corpse cannot see it clearly; pulling
back the covering of an unguarded soldier's body — referred to coldly as a mywa?® — the corpse
finds that “mepen BHE3amHO 3aMOTEBITUMHU CTEKJIAMUA OYKOB JIMIIIH MPHITANIO U IEPraioCh KaKoe-
To MyTHOe nATHO” (528)1%°. Again the glassy perceptual adjunct opens the gulf, and again this
intellectualized perception attempts to reduce the irreducible: in this case, attempting to

neutralize death itself.

122the early days of the war slightly excited even me (16)

123 dissociation that | imagined within the bounds of my 'I' and only my 'I' (16)

124 proader and scales and generalizations (16)

125" The Axiomatism Crisis' (15)

126 fresh batches . . . of slaughtered human flesh (17)

127 complete list of the dead, wounded, and missing in action (16)

128 carcass

129 hefore my suddenly fogged lenses was some sort of blurry smudge, jumping and twitching (17)
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Indeed, this intellectualized perception, the whole edifice of Kantian subjectivity, requires
an understanding of death as a mere maxim. The corpse can leave behind his study of the “The
Axiomatism Crisis” because death has become his axiom. Death, for this worldview, is the one
thing that escapes the shaping power of reason, an incommensurable event that cannot be wholly
neutralized by signifiers. Therefore, it becomes the defining limit, that which exceeds the scope
of reason and thus at once determines and is determined by the reasoning subject.

A reconsideration of death is central to Benjamin's exploration of allegory. For Benjamin,
“death is no longer the line that separates finite being from itself” (Weber 154), no longer a
defining axiom in the manner described above; rather, “death digs most deeply the jagged line of
demarcation between physical nature and significance” (Benjamin 166). If the Kantian
worldview, with the maxim of death as its determining limit, “pretends to a kind of
deathlessness™ in laying claim to this signifying power of nature, then “allegory, in contrast,
starts with the dead fragments . . . allegory begins from death and the rejection of the organic
power of nature and symbolism” (Tambling 117). The inability of the sign to capture death,
rather than being pressed into the service of signification and subjectivity, is here placed front
and center in its undeniable disconnectedness: it is in this very chasm between meaning and the
world that allegory is born. If “the spirit itself is pure reason [and] it is not until death that the
spirit becomes free” (Benjamin 217), then allegory picks up on the fact that, with death, “the
body too comes properly into its own” (217): allegorical figures encounter death “not for the
sake of immortality . . . but for the sake of the corpse” (217-18). The corpse, the bodily
remainder or ruin split off and left behind by contained, transcendent reason, becomes the figure
of allegory — and in this figure we read the melancholy history of the Enlightenment subject.

Ultimately, the corpse's autobiography shows us that the absence of the other leads
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inexorably to subjugation of the other. The individual subjectivity's intellectualized perception,
this conceptualization of the subject as the vehicle of pure reason, can never encounter the other
in its wholeness. In “Autobiography,” this failure of Enlightenment subjectivity is made literal
and social — mass politics becomes the physical elimination of the other, or in the corpse's words:
“CMepTh IPEeBpaIaIach B IPOrpaMMHYIO IIPABUTEILCTBEHHO peKoMeHIyeMylo uaero” (526)1%,
Again we can see Krzhizhanovsky reading the catastrophic history of modernity in the mass of
sepulchral ruins of the early twentieth century.

Thus, it seems that it would be easy to read “Autobiography” as another critique of the
revolutionary ideology's murderous pedigree, as in “Catastrophe”; however, Krzhizhanovsky's
actual representation of the Revolution in this story is far from straightforward. In many ways,
the Revolution seems to be presented as justified and positive. In several allegorical moments as
well as the corpse's own self-reflection and suicide, the story seems to point to a revolutionary
vitality that is able to put an end to the deadened and diseased history of the subject. This is
directly referred to as a “maTex ocusvix npomus mepmsuix” (536)13L, as no less than a “Gopr6a 3a
mnanety YKusau co Cmeptrio” (536)12. The triumph of collective life over alienated death seems
to destroy our authorial corpse, giving rise to a new subjectivity predicated on a vibrant a3,

In one episode, worn out by the frantic activity of banners and crowds in the streets, the
corpse wanders into a cemetery to rest. Even there, however, he finds the monuments to the dead
strangely unpeaceful: “kpecTsl, OTKaUHYBIIUCH K 3eMJI€ ¥ 3aMaxHBasCh CBOMMH KPECTOBHHAMH,

OyATO MPUTOTOBUIIMCH K 3aIIMTE; caMasi KaMeHHas orpaja KiaJ0uIa Ka3ajiach IOXoKel Ha

130 death was turning into a programmatic, government-recommended idea (16)
131 revolt of the living against the dead (24)

132 fight for the planet between Life and Death (24)

133 we
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KPEIOCTHYIO CTeHy, XK Iyinyio ocansl” (534)134. Amid the agitated, undead activity of these ruins,
a little girl appears, her golden curls tied with ribbons, her childish legs “ynpsimo, mar 3a marom,
6panu ipoctpancTso” (534)1%. This little girl is an obvious, even clichéd, symbol of innocence,
new beginnings, or as the corpse puts it, “sxusup” (534)'% — an allegorical figure for the
Revolution itself. Indeed, with her “3naxomsrit oBan” (534)!%7 of a face, she seems to be the
daughter of his old girlfriend, that other of his failed attempt at interpersonal connection. Again,
faced by this optimistic vision of new, collective life, the corpse runs away — the worn-out and
destructive old subject is displaced by the positive, regenerative new.

His strange friendship with a truly living man towards the end of his autobiography also
seems to contrast his corpse-like state with the revolutionary vitality of this other. After meeting
on the street, they go for a drink; the corpse tells us that he barely touches his own beer, while
the new man “3anmom. M mpomomkan, Tisis Kyaa-To ckBo3b MeHs” (539)1%8, telling the story of
his indestructibility in the war. The man is bursting with vibrant life, as are, it seems, many other
new people: “3aBenmchk HoBbIe rasa. M momu. [T0-HOBOMY CMOTPSAT: He Ha, a ckeosb” (537)F°.
The corpse even lends this man his books, which he proceeds to divide into two piles, saying
“BOT 3TH: MEMO. A BoH Te: ckBo3b” (539)C. This ability of the new man to be truly alive and to
move “through” seems to indicate a new vision of the human subject, rendering the corpse

obsolete: around these new people with their new eyes, “noj menyxy mycToTsl OT HUX HE

134 the crosses, reeling back and brandishing their crosspieces, seemed to be mounting a defense; the stone wall
round the cemetery resembled that of a fortress under siege (23)

135 stubbornly, step by step, conquering space (23)

136 Jife (23)

137 familiar oval (23)

138 drained his glass in one gulp. And went on talking, while looking somewhere through me (27)

139 new eyes have appeared. And people. They have a new way of looking at you: not at but through (25)

140these went past. Those went through (27)
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3anpsuels: 3padkamu BesepraTes” (537)14L

These episodes make clear that the isolated Enlightenment subject cannot survive in this
revolutionary world. Indeed, the corpse himself realizes that he can no longer live his “Dasein-
Ersatz” (537): “renepp MHE SICHO: HUKAKOE 's1', HE 110JIy4asl IMTaHUS U3 MBI, HE CPOCTSICh
HYHOBI/IHOI;'I C MaTCpUHCKUM, OGBOHaKI/IBaIOH_[I/IM €T0 MaJIyIO KU3Hb OPraHnu3MoM, HC MOKET 6BITB
X0Ts 661 TONBKO coboii ” (522)1#2, He is even able to pass a judgment on his own thinking and the
Enlightenment project that sounds very like Krzhizhanovsky's own critique; awakened by the
Revolution, he now sees that “Hamre Mbimienne 6s110 gedopmuposano” (522)M2. In his self-
critique, the corpse may as well be talking about our two earlier stories: “MbICiTb MBICITHIIA WA
He Janblie 'a', uiau He ommke 'kocMoca'. [loiast 1o 'mopora co3HaHus', 10 YepThl MEXK '’ U 'MBbI',
OHa OCTaHaBJIMBAJIAaCh U WJIM ITIOBOpavYrBalia BCIIATh, UJIW ACjiaj1a ‘-Iy,ﬂOBHHlHI:Iﬁ ITPBI’)KOK B
'3a3Be3IHOCTD' -- TPAHCLIEH/IEHT -- 'mHBIe MupHI” (522)1*4. Anything between these two reductive
extremes simply “swinadano uz sudenue” (522)1° — like the runaway objects of “Catastrophe” or
the dismembered thought in “Biography.” Indeed, the corpse's self-critique is strikingly similar to
Krzhizhanovsky's own claim in “A Philosopheme About the Theater” that metaphysicians “have
hyperopic vision: they can only see from a distance, while things up close” — such as the other —
“appear blurry and out-of-focus — as though not real” (Ballard 559); the revolution, therefore,
would be aligned with the “positive and renewing” (554) theatrical or literary worldview he

outlines in the same essay.

141you can't hide from them under your husk of emptiness; they will bore into you with their pupils (25)

142 now I understand: Any 'I' not nourished by 'we,' not umbilically attached to the maternal organism enveloping its
small life, cannot begin to be at the least — itself (13)

143 our thinking was deformed (13)

144 a thought thought either no further than 'I' or no closer than the ‘cosmos.' On reaching the ‘threshold of
consciousness,' the line between 'l' and 'we," it would stop and either turn back or take a monstrous leap into 'the
starry beyond' — the transcendent — 'other worlds' (13)

145 |ost to sight (13)
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This broken, failed Dasein-Ersatz of Enlightenment subjectivity seems to be revealed as a
destructive hoax in “Autobiography,” banished for the brave new world of the living “we.” Thus,
if the Enlightenment worldview is like the corpse's “repmernuecku 3anasHHbBIN CTEKISTHHBIHI
nytein” (531)18, surrounding a single “Tonkuii-Tonkuii cepebpucthii Bonocox™* with a
“TiarenpHo NpoduIsTpoBaHHas myctora” (531)8, then in many ways it seems that this story is
suggesting that the Revolution is finally able “pa36uts crekno” (531)}° — indeed, even that this
violent shattering is the only way to release us from this captivity in the vacuum.

However, on the other hand, the very opposite movement can also be traced. Shtamm's
wallpaper, after he has finished reading this autobiography, appears to have the very hair from
the corpse's sealed glass ball woven into its pattern: “Toipko ceiidac OH 3aMETHII: CHHUE PO3aHbI
Ha CTeHaX OBUIM B TOHKOM, B HUTOUKY, 6eoM o6Boze” (542)°. The dead cannot be buried and
forgotten so easily. Is the Revolution really the death of the old subjectivity — or merely the
mutation and continued spread of the disease?

Here we turn to the carnivorous relation of the corpse to Shtamm noted in the beginning
of our analysis. At the conclusion of his autobiography, the corpse triumphantly announces his
true project: “MHe W31aBHA MEUTAJIOCh TIOCJIE BCEX HEYIAYHBIX OMBITOB CO CBOMM 'si' TOMPOOOBATH
BCEIUTHCS XOTsA OBl B uykoe. Eciiu Bol ckOJIbKO-HUOY/B )KUBBI, MHE 9TO YK€ ynanock. Jlo

ckoporo” (541)!L, Like his own infection by the 0.6 person, the corpse menacingly informs

146 hermetically sealed glass vial (20)

147 exceedingly fine strand of silvery hair (20)

148 thoroughly filtered void (20)

149[to] break the glass (20)

150 only now did he notice: The dark blue roses on the wall were trimmed with a thin — thin as a thread — white
border (30)

151 after all those failed experiments with my 'l," it has long been my dream at least to inhabit someone else's. If you
are at all alive, | have already succeeded. See you soon (29)



42
Shtamm “reneps 1 y Bac ects cBoii npumsica” (541)1°2; again, the corpse is emphatically not a
ghost — “a ne crany Bam yrpoxars rammonunanuamu’ (541)12 — but rather somehow inhabits or
has infected his “mo3r” (541)1* through the “GyksbI Ha 5THX BoT MUcTax” (540-41)1°.

Thus we see that the Enlightenment thought process, and the corpse in his missive to
Shtamm, infect through signifiers, signifying non-being. The logic survives and infects, but only
in its purest form — the elimination of the other. Yes, there is a new way of moving “through,” a
new rhetoric of “we,” but the conclusion of this story suggests that they serve only to disguise
the indelible violence on which society is predicated. The gleeful triumph of the corpse indicates
that these new features do not constitute a severance from modernity, but merely its latest
mutation. Whatever form it takes, the buried other lies beneath the societal edifice.

Throughout this analysis, we have noted the theme of contagion, with the destructive
Enlightenment subjectivity moving through society like a disease. Indeed, this is made all the
more clear in the figure of Shtamm: in both Russian and German, wmam / Stamm can refer to the
strain of a virus, while his pseudonym Z0p*®® paints him as the allegorical figure for the other as
such. Thus, in his textual contamination, Shtamm becomes the new disease vector, off to infect
new others. Furthermore, we've already noted that the corpse's malady seems to be a state of
non-being; similarly, in this cannibalistic communication with Shtamm, he exists on the liminal
border between life and death. This disease model coupled with the blurring of the line between

life and death on a societal scale suggests the model of a kind of living dead, a zombie

apocalypse of the psychorrheic subject. The corpse desires flesh, desires to spread his infection

152 now you too have your own figment (28)
153 | won't menace you with hallucinations (28)
54 prain (28)

15the last letters on these pages (28)

156 Etal
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to fresh brains — and this desire to consume and inhabit life is all that is left of his “I.” Like a
zombie, the corpse is “a zero level of humanity, the inhuman / mechanical core of humanity”
(Gabriel and Zizek 100); he is, as Jennifer Rutherford describes the zombie, “stripped of the two
indivisible traits of the human — sociality and individuality” (30). Drawing an analogy with
zombies may initially seem counterintuitive; after all, a zombie seems to be all of those features
of humanity except the faculty of reason, a bare physical existence from whom the power of
mind has been removed. And yet perhaps more important than the lack of reason is the zombie's
lack of that other vital human aspect: the incommensurable excess of the soul. Denied his own
soul, the corpse-zombie infects and destroys the soul of the other.

Again, we must turn to the strange, restless power of graves, in this story and the others.
The zombie seems to be the Benjaminian ruin, but mobile and infectious — the tomb grows legs
and moves forward to consume the future, or even the possibility of futurity. As Rutherford
argues, ‘“zombie fictional works drive the future into a cul-de-sac of no return. They hold out no
promise, no hope, only the working through of what it is that makes the present an endless
prolepsis of ruin” (9). Again, they are readable only as melancholy history, but this history is
made ravenous, cannibalistic, and contagious; the failures of history have reached epidemic and
fatal proportions and the ruins refuse to stay put in the grave.

The canonical zombie only emerges after World War 11 and can be said to embody an
inherently postmodern understanding of horror in its concentration on the “spectacle of the
ruined body” (Pinedo 92), “blur[ring] boundaries and mix[ing] categories” (93), and exposure of
“the limits of rationality” (94). However, as we can see, Krzhizhanovsky may show us the
failures of modernity that forced these dead to walk, illustrating this blurred line between life and

death that will only intensify as the century drags on. Furthermore, it shows the shift from an
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anxiety of the other to an anxiety of others — the transition to the mass, the horde, the diseased
collective. This is not the “we” of true intersubjectivity, of the revolutionary crossing of the
barrier between self and other, but the compulsory, destructive “we” of the zombie horde, the
“brainless masses” that threaten to steamroll over any individual subject in their path.

As alluded to above, writing itself is implicated in this exploration of the disease vector
of societal zombification; more specifically, allegory is implicated. There can be no better
description of the corpse's project than Benjamin's description of allegory: the signification of
“precisely the non-existence of what it presents” (233), bringing non-being to mournful,
devouring life. Again, we can see that Krzhizhanovsky is here engaged with self-critique.
Allegory itself is a ruin, animated by the dead of history, shambling forward like a zombie, and
revealing nothing but its own non-being. The text contaminates, animating non-being and
propelling it outwards onto the other. A final episode from the corpse's autobiography may shed
some more light on this project of self-critique.

The corpse begins to fill his insomniac nights with solitary chess matches, “cam npotus
cebs” (529)F°7. He is comforted by the pointless, contained nature of chess thinking: “mocine
JUTUTEIIBHONW OOPHOBI MBICITH C POTHBOMBICITBIO, COCPEIOTOYCHHEHNTIICH CXBAaTKH XOJ0B C XOAaMH
MO’KHO OBIIIO CChINaTh BECh 3TOT KPOXOTHBIN MHUPOK, I€PEBSIHHBIA U MEPTBBIHA, Ha3a B KOPOOKY”
(529)%°8. It makes sense that this quasi-world of thought and counter-thought would appeal to the
corpse, illustrating as it does the non-being of signifiers shut up in the wooden vault of a

worldview. However, he emphasizes a certain “oco6ernocts”!™® that begins to intrigue him,

157 myself against myself (19)

158 after long struggles between thoughts and counter-thoughts, the most intense pitched battles between moves and
countermoves, | could pour that whole tiny little world, wooden and dead, back into its box (19)

159 peculiarity (19)
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contrasting with his assertion that “nukaxux cienos” % remains with him once the game is done:
“BBRINTPHIBAIIN Y MEHs ITOuTH Beerna vepuuie” (529)1°L, In chess exercises, the player is always
white, and the other is black. The attempt to reduce the other and the world to an empty,
intellectual game of dead signifiers cannot succeed — the irreducibility, the vibrant inner core of
worldly objects and the other remains stubbornly incommensurable, and the game of signifiers
becomes not representation, but rather violence. Krzhizhanovsky himself, writing out his
intellectual allegories in black ink on the white page, is playing a game “cam poTuB cebs”: as
Toporov argues, “cioBo 'Tpyn’ Kpxmkxanosckuii npumensin u k cede” (548)1°2; the corpse's first
name, like Krzhizhanovsky's own, has nine letters, and “Henb3st HCKJIFOYATh,4TO 32 HEH MOTIIO
crosTh UM aBTopa” (548)1%3. Thus, we see that he is critiquing his own project as much as those
surrounding him, rooting out and questioning the ways his own allegorical methods may be
implicated in this tremendously violent history of modernity; and yet, on the other hand, he also
seems to optimistically insist that the other will never be wholly defeated, that the other indeed

holds the key to a kind of renewing destruction.

160 not a trace (19)

161 plack almost always won (19)

162 Krzhizhanovsky also applied the word ‘corpse’ to himself

183 it must not be ruled out that this may stand for the name of the author
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Conclusion

These three stories, taken together as a trilogy that exemplifies the ideas and methods
Krzhizhanovsky returns to throughout his career, interrogate the Kantian worldview by bringing
it to allegorical life. In animating the abstract, making it profoundly physical and social, the
abstractions themselves are shown to be fatally flawed. In “Catastrophe,” the universalizing force
of concept-creation and cognition is shown to be a violent attempt to reduce the irreducible; the
pure intuitions of the reasoning worldview degrade and erase the heterogeneity of the living
world. In “The Biography of One Thought,” we again see the universalized thought as violence,
this time in the predication of morality on the universal maxim. Built on the reductive gap
between subject and object, the application of the worldview to the world is revealed as a
flattening, instrumentalizing force, and the thought violently undoes itself in its universalization.
Finally, in “Autobiography of a Corpse,” we see a portrait of the subject as the bearer of the kind
of destructive cognition described in these two previous stories. Paralyzed by this self-
undermining worldview, we see the Enlightenment subject utterly unable to connect with the
other, totally unable to life anything but an imitation life. Furthermore, we see the spread of this
destructive worldview and its ruinous version of subjectivity through society, seeping “u3 yepemna
K depery . . . KaK CThIIHYIo 6omesns” (521)!%4) leaving hungry zombies in its wake. Thus we see
that a worldview like Kant’s, “grown up in the dark, not tested by the sun . . . can also lead to
disaster” (Emerson ix); indeed, in testing these Kantian abstractions through the animating
sunlight of allegory, Krzhizhanovsky shows that the disaster is inevitable. In looking back with
Benjaminian melancholy, we have seen that Krzhizhanovsky is reading the ruins of his present;

so too is he looking forward, grimly prophesizing a future built on these faulty foundations that

164 from skull to skull . . . like a shameful disease (12)
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resonates all too strongly with the coming disasters of the twentieth century. The Enlightenment
idea undoes itself in Krzhizhanovsky’s allegories, revealing the self-undermining nature of
modernity’s intellectual foundations that will play out socially in truly catastrophic ways.

Ultimately, all of Krzhizhanovsky's catastrophes gesture towards the violent, totalitarian
tendency of modernity, revealing its intellectual core. In uncovering the root of this social disease
in systems of understanding and reason, we see that violent social systems are not perversions of
the Enlightenment impulse, but rather their logical, inevitable endpoint: the worldview
metastasized. A final, dramatic example of this tie between systems of reason and totalitarianism
may be found in a section of the 1926 novella Kry6 y6uiiy 6yxe®®. While a detailed analysis of
this larger cycle of stories is beyond the scope of this current project, a brief overview of this
particular chapter will drive home the ultimate stakes of Krzhizhanovsky's critique of
Enlightenment and the social world.

The Letter Killers Club tells the tale of a group of writers who gather to tell one another
stories, rejecting the corrupting influence of the written word; the bulk of the novella is made up
of the individual stories that they tell. The red-haired Das narrates the story we will concentrate
on, a science fiction dystopia about the development and spread of a new kind of mind-control.
Scientists are able to develop a method “cormanusuposars ncuxukn” (63)1%, turning “Bee mamm
in B ex” (63)'%’. The mind-control machines are called by such technical names as
“muddepeHnnanbHbIE HICOMOTOPBI, STHIECKUE MEXaHOYCTAaHOBKH, 1| SKCTEPHOPU3ATOPHI”

(61)*%8, or simply exes; the people who have been transformed by the exes are known as exons.

165 The Letter Killers Club

166 [to] socialize psyches (54)

7everyin . .. into an ex (54)

188 differential ideomotors, ethical engine adjusters, exteriorizators (53)
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After ingesting a strain of bacteria developed in the lab, the exon becomes a kind of robot, totally
under centralized, mechanized control of the ex machines. The elite group in charge of society,
on the other hand, are immunized against these bacteria with a compound known as “unut”
(80)1%°. They seem well on their way to total takeover of the world by ex-ification, when
suddenly an epidemic of suicide sweeps through the exons — a seemingly impossible exercise of
personal will. It turns out that the brains of the exons are spontaneously developing a “3amurHast
sHyTpenHss cekpenus” (96)1° — the very same compound of init — and are using this newly
recovered freedom to self-deactivate. The elite deactivate all of the exons, and “necsarxu
MUJUTMOHOB JIFOICH 3aCTIIalIi 3€MJTI0 HETMOJBMYKHBIMH HIIA CJ1A00 JEPratoIUMUCs TeIaMu’
(96)17%; the elite themselves die off, and the world seems to begin anew.

This parable is the ultimate allegory of the rational thought in society, the total supremacy
of rational science; the Enlightenment impulse is manifested as power, control, homogenization,
and the destruction of the internal life of the masses. The development of the ex is couched in the
language of progress and enlightened social reform: the exons are constructed “cormacHo
TIOCTeTHUM JOCTHKeHHAM Mopaiu 1 Texuuku” (64)172 for no less of a grand purpose than
rebuilding “Bcio uenoBeub0 IEHCTBHTETLHOCTS 3aHOBO, cBepxy HoHm3y” (71)173. The sacrifice of
the humanity of the “sxc-moneit” (75)174 is totally logical “c Toukm 3peHHs COIMANBHOM STHKH
ruruens’” (78)17°, for the goal of saving “Bcero conmansHoro oprarmma” (76)178. Again, as in

“Autobiography,” we see the zombification of the subject in society, and again this is the logical,

169 init (66)

170 protective internal secretion (79)

1 tens of millions of people crumpled to the ground, their bodies motionless or feebly twitching (79)
172 according to the latest advances in morals and technology (55)

173 all of human reality, from top to bottom (60)

174 ex-persons (63)

175 as a matter of social ethics and hygiene (65)

176 an entire social organism (64)
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inevitable result of the structuring worldview.

If the reduction of the masses to wholly externalized cogs is logically inevitable, then so
too is the rise of the murderous elite, the all-powerful inits. As the “ymHsiii, HO xecTOKHIA™
(81)Y7 villain Zes puts it, “gem MeHbIIIe YIPaBIAIONINX, TEM GOIbIIE yIpaBaseMocTs” (82)178,
Again, this structural oppression is not an aberration, but a logical outcome of the rules
governing the state. The seemingly incomprehensible possibility of a small group holding
totalitarian and genocidal power over the masses in fact emerges directly and inexorably from
the Enlightenment myth, “the morally elevating story of mankind emerging from pre-social
barbarity” (Bauman 241). The enlightened state, in the reasoned pursuit of progress, views “the
society it rules as an object of designing, cultivating, and weed-poisoning” (241); thus,
totalitarian violence is “a product of routine bureaucratic procedures: means-end calculating,
budget balancing, universal rule application” (245) — the banal, unthinkably cruel and thoroughly
logical process of Zes’ “manageability.”

Within this story, one of the inits, the sensitive Moov, writes his own stories; in one, he
writes about a child transformed to an ex with no memory of his previous existence. For this
being, “He cymecTByeT MUpa 3a IpeaeaaMu dKca: 9KC ISl HEro TPaHCIIEHIEHTAIEH, BCE JKe €To
CcOOCTBEHHEIE MOCTYIKH NPEACTABIAIOTCA BHCITHUMHU BEIIAMHU, KaK JJId HAC MPEAMETHI U TCJIa
oxpyxatomiero Hac mupa” (91)17°. Thus, put in philosophical terms, “xon MammHsL
oOycaBIMBaOIUi Bce 00bEKTUBHO IPOUCXOJAIIEE, IPEACTABIAETCS €My Kak Obl TpeThei

KaHTOBCKO# ()OPMOil UyBCTBEHHOCTH, B PABHBIX TIPaBaX ¢ BpeMeHeM H mpocTpancTsom’” (91)10,

T intelligent, but cruel (68)

178 the fewer the managers, the greater the manageability (68)

19 no world exists beyond the ex: the ex to him is transcendental, he sees his own actions as external things, just as
we see objects and bodies around us (75)

180 he sees the operation of the machine, which conditions all objective phenomena, as a third Kantian form of
sensibility, on a par with space and time” (75)
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Here, the rational takes the place of transcendental; the hidden mechanical workings of the world
stand in for Kant’s noumenal realm. Within the limits of his subjective cognition, the boy is able
to imagine a world beyond, the world of “3ambIcnioB u Bonenuii camux 6 ce6e” (91)*82, although
of course he can know nothing “o Bo3MOKHOCTH Nepexozia oT BojleHus K noctynky” (91)182,
Thus we can see that this dystopian fable connects profoundly and explicitly to the Kantian
model of subjectivity, the condition of the exons appearing as an allegory for the cognizing
subject as a bearer of reason.

As in “Autobiography,” themes of infectiousness and suicide prevail. The suicides in this
episode of The Letter Killers Club are clearly a form of resistance, a sign that interiority and
otherness cannot be wholly erased: taking one’s own life is the most dramatic instance of the
conflict “Mex Ty BoTAMH MalIMHEL 1 desioBeka” (66)18, and the contagious phenomenon of
suicide among the exes is taken to mean that “in BoccTano Ha ex” (96)!84. Thus, we again see
Krzhizhanovsky's relationship to Kant as one of profound ambivalence; on one hand, he is
certainly figured once again as the progenitor of the long, disastrous project of this worldview of
reason. On the other hand, however, in this new age of “Hay4Ho-060CHOBaHHOTO U
npoBepeHHoTO feTepMuHn3Ma” (76)18°, there seems to be something redemptive in the Kantian
vision of interiority and free will. Despite the deadening, externalizing forces of totalitarian
control, the inner self — the soul, the transcendental subject — resists irreducibly; it is a
melancholy reflection on the state of the world as ruin, however, that this resistance takes the

form of suicide and, ultimately, apocalypse. The irreducibility of the soul and the totalitarian

181 conceptions and volitions in themselves (75)

182 of the possibility of passing from will to action (75)

183 petween the will of the machine and that of man (56)
184in has risen against ex (79)

18 scientifically substantiated and tested determinism (64)
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social structure brought about by reason are irreconcilable; while Krzhizhanovsky wistfully
recognizes the power of the inner self, so too does he insist that Enlightenment thought is
inherently self-undermining, erasing itself in its contradictions.

The vision of millions of ex-humans crumpling to the ground at the flip of a switch
reverberates powerfully with the cataclysmic episodes of violence to hit Russia and Europe soon
after the writing of this novella, and the obvious connection with critique such as Bauman’s,
which emerges directly from the atrocities of the Holocaust and Stalinism, gives
Krzhizhanovsky’s critique an air of the oracular. Krzhizhanovsky seems to anticipate in a nearly
prophetic way the catastrophes of the twentieth century, and the annihilating expansion of the
worldview does indeed continue along the path he illuminates — the consequences of which are
all too clear from our vantage point. His eerie prescience shows that he has captured, in a truly
fundamental sense, something at the heart of what modernity means — that very something that
can only be expressed in the allegorical, Benjaminian reading of history we've already explored.

If the twentieth century will go down in history “under the name of 'The Age of Camps',
of flesh turned cancerous” (Bauman 266), then so too must it be “the age of revaluation:
revaluation of the past, of its inherent tendency and hidden potential, of the meaning of the last
few centuries of our joint history, of the 'modernity’ that history spawned and left in its wake”
(267). This age of revaluation is an age of historiography, of unraveling the meaning behind
these incomprehensible ruins of violence. In this revaluation, we find that modernity “is not only
about producing more and traveling faster,” but at its very core is about “fast and efficient
killing, scientifically designed and administered genocide” (267); this seed of dehumanization
and violence, as Krzhizhanovsky has shown, is present in the very intellectual foundation of

modernity. Thus, just as in Benjamin’s analysis of allegory, Krzhizhanovsky’s allegory of
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Kantian rationality and modernity truly embodies “the non-existence of what it presents”
(Benjamin 233), exposing the self-erasure of the signified.

Indeed, “at stake was an aesthetically satisfying, transparent, homogenous universe free
from agonizing uncertainties, ambivalence, [and] contingency” (Bauman 272) — in other words,
“precisely the kind of universe dreamed up and promised by the philosophers of the
Enlightenment” (272). The project was the creation of a new and triumphant world, a Kantian
“kingdom of reason, the ultimate exercise of human power over nature” (272). As
Krzhizhanovsky shows us, “npexHeii TOYHO HCUMCIEHHOM rapMOHUH He Tomydanock” (95)18;
the dystopian failure of this harmonious, enlightened universe is again revealed as inevitable.

If Krzhizhanovsky's vision of societal violence is somewhat prophetic, so too is his
recurring theme of the zombie-like “brainless masses,” those creatures in the form of humans
that threaten to devour humanity. As mentioned, Krzhizhanovsky’s zombies are a very early
formulation of the trope; the contemporary conception of zombies is usually considered to have
its “genesis in Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968)” (Rutherford 10), and the genre has
always been associated with a particularly Western, post-World War II “political and social
critique [which is] as important to the genre as its splatterfest” (10). The zombie genre is often
associated with a critique of consumerist, alienated culture, the gluttony and corresponding waste
of contemporary globalized society. This alienated, zombified culture is, in turn, again born out
of the violence of Stalinism and the Holocaust, the problems of dehumanization and the meaning
of “we” that arise from the “gulags, camps, and killing fields [and their] slag heaps of human
waste” (27). Thus, we may say that Krzhizhanovsky's zombies are a prophetic vision of not only

the institutional structures, as seen above, but also the cultural and interpersonal anxieties that

186 the old exactly calculated harmony . . . did not succeed (78)
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inevitably arise from this intellectual foundation — the shambling, broken sociality of mass
culture.

Furthermore, this piercing and prophetic vision is born from within the very structures he
is critiquing, from the elements of self-critique we have noted in his stories. As we have seen,
Krzhizhanovky is immediately striking in his intellectualism, his “heavy reliance on
philosophical and scientific theories, in combination with sometimes obscure etymological
wordplay” (Rosenflanz i). His writing is highly analytical, and Krzhizhanovsky himself was
situated in a thoroughly intellectual, scholarly milieu: close friends with “Moscow scholars and
translators of Shakespeare, Dickens, Swift, Wells [and] Shaw” (Emerson xiii), his “sources and
contexts were . . . cosmopolitan” (xiii), and he was “highly attuned to the socio-political
atmosphere, the scientific discoveries and intellectual debates of his time” (Rosenflanz 20). His
critique does not make use of some outside paradigm, but rather draws out the self-defeating
contradictions from within the intellectual paradigm, making use of both its form and its content
to logically advance the project of reason to its absurd conclusions.

Indeed, this element of self-critique, of revaluation from within, is ultimately the most
compelling reason to read him with Benjamin. Both thinkers commit themselves to the self-
undermining thought, the expression that undoes itself in its expression; the fictional work, the
thought itself, must be read as a ruin revealing its history of non-being. Only by engaging with
the failed forms of the Enlightenment paradigm, the empty signifiers left as the detritus of
history, can a true revaluation emerge: an accurate diagnosis of the disease, the description of its
pathology, and its unpromising prognosis. Thus, in Krzhizhanovsky’s fantastic allegories, we see
Kantian reason and the Enlightenment worldview in their inevitable self-erasure, the long march

of this history’s suicide and zombification.



54
Bibliography

Allison, Henry. Essays on Kant. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2012. Print.

Adorno, Theodor and Max Horkheimer. The Dialectic of Enlightenment. 1987. Ed. Gunzelin
Schmid Norr. Trans. Edmund Jephcott. Stanford: Stanford UP, 2002. Print.

Ballard, Alisa. “Beit Encounters 6s1: Krzhizhanovsky's Theater of Fiction.” Slavic and East
European Journal 56.4 (2012): 553-556. Print.

Bauman, Zygmunt. The Bauman Reader. Ed. Peter Beilharz. Oxford: Blackwell, 2001. Print.

Benjamin, Walter. The Origin of German Tragic Drama. 1963. Trans. John Osborne. London:
\erso, 1998. Print.

Biryukov, Sergei. “Naimaly Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo.” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 21
(2007). Web. 15 March 2014.

Bryant, Levi. “Onticology: A Manifesto for Object-Oriented Ontology Part 1.” Larval Subjects.
Wordpress, 2010. Web. 15 March 2014.

Chandler, Robert. “Contemporary Surrealism.” Rev. of Seven Stories by Sigizmund
Krzhizhanovsky. Financial Times 2006. Web. 15 March 2014.

Deligiorgi, Katerina. Kant and the Culture of Enlightenment. New York: SUNY Press, 2005.
Print.

Emerson, Caryl. Introduction. The Letter Killers Club. By Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky. Trans.
Joanne Turnbull. New York: New York Review of Books, 2012. vii-xviii. Print.

Gabriel, Markus and Slavoj Zizek. Mythology, Madness, and Laughter: Subjectivity in German
Idealism. London: Continuum, 2009. Print.

Hansen, Jim. “Formalism and its Malcontents: Benjamin and de Man on the Function of

Allegory.” New Literary History 35.4 (2004): 663-683. Print.



Kalmykova, Vera. “'Death's Door,'" ili, 'Neukushennyi lokot" Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo.”

Toronto Slavic Quarterly 22 (2007). Web. 15 March 2014.

Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Pure Reason. Ed. And Trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood.
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998. Print.

---. Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. Ed. And Trans. Mary Gregor and Jens

Timmermann. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2012. Print.

55

---. “What is Enlightenment?” 1784. Trans. Paul Halsall. Modern History Sourcebook. Fordham

University, 1997. Web. 15 March 2014.
Krzhizhanovskii, Sigizmund. “Avtobiografiia trupa.” Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii: Sobranie

sochinenii v piati tomakh 2: 508-42. Print.

---. “Filosofema o teatre.” Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii: Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh 4: 43-

88. Print.
---. “Katastrofa.” Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii: Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh 1: 123-32.

Print.

---. Klub ubiits bukv. Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii: Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh 2: 7-132.

Print.

---. “Shvy.” Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii: Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh 1: 397-426. Print.

---. “Zhizneopisanie odnoi mysli.” Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii: Sobranie sochinenii v piati

tomakh 1: 139-46.

Krzhizhanovsky, Sigizmund. “Autobiography of a Corpse.” Autobiography of a Corpse. Trans.

Joanne Turnbull. New York: New York Review of Books, 2013. 1-32. Print.

---. The Letter Killers Club. Trans. Joanne Turnbull. New York: New York Review of Books,

2012. Print.



56

---. “Seams.” Autobiography of a Corpse. Trans. Joanne Turnbull. New York: New York Review
of Books, 2013. 61-86. Print.

Leiderman, N.L. “The Intellectual Worlds of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky.” Slavic and East
European Journal 56.4 (2012): 507-535. Print.

Pinedo, Isabel Cristina. “Postmodern Elements of the Contemporary Horror Film.” The Horror
Film. Ed. Stephen Prince. New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2004. 85-117. Print.

Randall, Natasha. Rev. of Seven Stories by Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky. Bookforum 2006. Web.
15 March 2014.

Rosenflanz, Karen Link. Hunter of Themes: the Interplay of Word and Thing in the Works of
Sigizmund Krzizanovskij. New York: Peter Lang, 2005. Print.

Rutherford, Jennifer. Zombies. London: Routledge, 2013. Print.

Tambling, Jeremy. Allegory. London: Routledge: 2009. Print.

Toporov, Vladimir. “'Minus'-prostranstvo Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo.” Mif. Ritual. Simvol.
Obraz: Issledovanniia v oblasti mifopoeticheskogo. Moscow: Progress, 1995. Print.

Weber, Samuel. Benjamin's -abilities. Harvard: Harvard UP, 2008. Print.



