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Pe t e r  S t e i n e r
Univer.sítv of Pennsvlvania

The Praxis of lronv

V ik tor  šk lovs t i j ' s  Zoo*

Noth ing i ,n  th i s
but much can be

sphere  can be nroven,
h i n t e d  a t .

M : r 1 . i  n  I { e i  d e p r r e f

In  h i s  Sent imer : ja l  Journey ,  V ik tor  šktovs t i ;  charac ter i zed B}o. l ' s  famous

poem ' 'The Twe] 've ' '  as  an ' ' j - roníc  p iece . ' '  i {e  nas tened to  add,  ' ' by  , i rony '  I  mean

n o t t m o c k e r y ' b u t  a : ' r e c i a l  d e v i c e - - e i t h e r  t h e  s i m u l t a n e o u s  p e r c e p t i c n  o f  t w o

heteron1pnou" frez".::šiy-] phenonena or the simultaneous relating oi a single

phenomenon to  two senantíc  ser ies , ,  ( z lg ;  l l l ) . I  As  th i s  deí j .n i . ' i on  suggests ,

the  semiot i c  mec) ran isn  under ly ing  the  t rope , f  i rony  Ís  in  fac t  t l re  romonymic-

svnon.wnÍc s l ippage c|  the  l íngr l i s t i c  s ign .  fe t ,  as  such,  i rony  wou]c  not  be

d i s t i n c t  f r om  any  o t : : r  l a nguage  t r o pe ,  i n  t : . a t  t h e  s ane  mechan i s n  o : e r a t e s  i n

everv  ť igurat ive ,  an i  some wou ld  c1a im,  ever . ' .  nonf ig" ' l ra t i ve  usage.

I r o n y ,  i n  c on t r ' , s t  t o  o t h e r  t r o pe s ,  c a r . : . o t ' r e  r eCu ced  t o  t h e  s : r p ) e  d l s p ) a c e -

mer t  o f  the  l in1u1st  '  c  s ign  ín  the  ac t  o f  r le . igna*"íon.  Qu i te  +"he cc r t ra ry :  i t

recessar i l v  invo1ves  a  conmunicatíona l  s i tua . . , ion  in  wh ich  two nar . t ies  oerce ive

ý
+"he císp laced s ig 'n  in  two very  d iťferent  ways .  Sk1ovskí . j t s  vers ion  o f  the  s torv

o f  P e t e r  i n  Z oo  i s  a  c a s e  i n  p o i n t .  " T : e  Ano s t l e  P e t : r  C en i e d  Ch r i s t  b e c au s e  o f

the  co ld .  The n i rh t  was  coo l  and he wa lked up to  the  f i re ,  but  a t  the  f i re  sa t

pub l i c  o p i n i o n :  t h e  s e r v a r t s  k ep t  que s t i o n i r g  P : t e r  a b cu t  C ! r r i s t  : n ' i  l e t - r  k e o t

ceny ing h i rn . ' '  š t1ovs t< i j  conc}ur]es :  ' ' I f  the  weather  t |a t  n ignt  h , id  been war 'n l

Peter would have remained in the darloress an,i the cock wouLd have crorved for

no f  h i n g ,  l i r e  a l l  c o c k s ,  a ' r d  i n  t h e  Oo spe l  t ) . e : e  t o u l d  b e  no  i r o n3 r "  ( t ' t ; Z Z )  . '
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The i rony  o f  Peter l s  u t te rance res ts  in  í ts  s t ra teg ic  use  o f  l ' ' ' ngr rage.

Peter  l i ed  about  h i s  rea l  assoc ia t ion  wíth  the  Sav iour  anc  thus  acqu i red  h i s

Ý
p lace  bv  the  f i re .  Accord inq to  Laurence Sterne ,  a  v r r i te r  whose work  Sk lcvsk i j

not on1v ala1yzed but conscious}y emu1ated, . 'men have but two ends ín vie.* in

speakín* or  wr i t ing ,  v i z .  to  make others  unders tand theír  nean ing ,  o r  e1se  to

keep thr : i r  rneanrng concea led . " l  I t  i s  the  l -a t te r  tvpe o f  d i sccurse ,  that  wh ic r

c oneea l s  r a t h e r  t h an  r e v ea1 s ,  t : r a t  f o r  t h e  t ime  be i n g  j  s h a l 1  c a l l  i r o n í c .

sk lovsk i j ' s  @works  on thr .ee  c i s tínc t  1eve1s:  1)  as  1ove Ie t te r ' s  f rom

škIovsk i j  to  E l sa  Trío1et ;  2)  as  a  nove] ' ;  and ] )  as  the  s ta tenent  o f  a  man who

ha s  1 o s t  a  p o l i t í c a1  s t r u gg1e .  l . s  we  s ha l l  s e e ,  t h e  i r r r i c  q ua i i t v  o r  t h i s  t e l . t - -

i t s  i r t : i ca te  pat te rn  o f  d i ss imr: la t ion  and concea lment - -unfo lds  as  we l l  on  the

erot i c ,  cs thetíc '  anc  po1 i t i ca]  ieve] .s .

Let ne begin with the erotic l-evel. In the crass ianguage of nodern sexoiogy,

t . -
Sk lovsk i  i ' s  love  fo r  E l sa  Tr io l ,e t  can be descr ibed as  the  l ib id ina l  des i re  o f  a

heterose::uaf rnale. The whofe pcint of this l-eveL of Zoo-, however, is that

x . -Sk]ovsk i  j ' s  sexua l  d r ive  rena ins  f rus t ra ted .  E l sa  i s  i r c i í fe rer i  to  h im.  Here

the f i r s -  i rony  enters  the  scene, :  h i s  unsat i s f ied  sexu. : I  des i re  i s  represeed,

on ly  to : . - i r face  in  o ther  foms.  For  example ,  in  descr i l ' i ng  h i s  lone1y v i s i t s  to

the  Ber1 in  zoo ,  šk lovsk i j  cont ras ts  the  ' ' reasonabIy  happy an ima ls ' '  who somet imes

produce young vith those Iockec up al.one. one ape ín pa:t icu1ar. rerninds him of

his orvn fate. The animal is abo.rt his heig,ht, anC also a foreigner in Germany.

Yet  símí ia r  as  thev  seem,  šk lovs<i . j  r lÍsapproves  o f  ' l our  |ore fa t re r ,  ' '  as  he  te r rns

h im.  ' 'The ape langu ishes- - i t  Ís  a  na le - -aI l  dav  long.  At  th ree ,  he  gets  uo to

eat .  He eats  f ro rn  a  p1ate .  A f  te r r . . ' a r^d,  he  sonet ines  ín lu lges  i r  h i s  rn i  serab le

monkev bus iness .  That ' s  o f fens ive  an: l  shamefu l .  You tend to  t r ink  o i  h in  as  a

man ,  v e t  h e  i s  u t t e r l v  v i t i r o u t  s h ane "  ( ZA ;  n ) .

' , : ' . ,Í
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Sk)  ovsk i . j  never  nentíons  wheth l r  he  h:mse) ' f  rníght  be  i r cu l ryín;  in  a . ' y

t 'm iserabLe monkey bus iness . "  He does  not  even re fer  to  th i s  ac t i v i tv  bv  r t s

p r ope r  n ane ;  t h e  mas t ) r b a t i o n  i s  r e r e l y  a l . l u d ed  t o  t h r ough  a  euphem i s n .  3 u t  i t

i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h r ough  s u ch  r e p r e s s i o n  an l  i i s s imu l : r t i o n ,  a c c o r d ' i n g  t o  š< Iov s< i j ' s

thecry  oí  ar t '  that  the  se>:ua}  becones  sub1 imated in to  the  es thet i c .  As  he

ar € . ;eS  in  an ear ly  essay '  . 'Á r t  as  )ev i ce , ' '  e ro t i . :  a1] -us ions  are  no . .h ing  but

imp,  imentat ions  o f  the  pr i : . : ip le  o f  de fa: . - , i l i a r i za ' .  lon  tha i  under l i es  eve: . .

a r t i s t i c  phenor renon.  *  Befc re  we turn  to  the  es th . : t i c  i rony  oť Zoo '  however ,

there  are  o ther  e ro t i c  i , ron:es  to  be  observed. .

t ses ides  auto-erot i cÍsm,  Zoo f rus t ra tes  two ot rer  avenues  fo r .  dírec t  sexua] .

qra . , i f  i ca tíon.  The f  i r s t  i :  rape .  šk}ovskí  j  re fe :s  to  th i s  non- i ron ic  n . l  ' e  oť

sexua l  in te rcourse  in  an in . , roductorv  1et te r  to  t ] r ;  second ed i t ion  o f  Zoo pub1ís] red

i -n  t re  Sov ie t  Un i -on a f te r  h i s  re turn  f ro rn  Ber f in .  Th is  le t te r  co: ta ins  a  s tory

abo. - r1  a  qry)q  o f  T .1osco;  ca l  nechan ics  who were  fo rc :ns  woaen Ín io  the i r  c : ' : ' s  ln

o r . ] e :  t o  r a oe  t } r em  ou t s i ' i e : h e  c i t v .  ' ' T h e s e  men , ' ,  š k ] - c v s k i j  w r i t e s ,  ' ' , ; e I . . - n o

víors?  t 'han anv o thers .  The ' ' '  were  ius t  o rd inarv  rne:han ics ;  they .<new how .o  fíx

a  ca  -  a :d  thev  knew how co l . :  i ron  can be when the  : ,e :pera tu i .e  fa l I s  be1ow i : :eezíng.

Ťhe s reed o f  t ] re  eng ine  anc l  the  b la re  o f  the  horn  } :nocked thom of f  i i . e  t rack ' '  ( r l l ) . )

Th is  con,nent  es tab]íshes  an obv ious  para l . l e l  between the  rap i s ts  anc  šktovsk j ' j ,

whose obsess ion  w i th  fas t  cars  and rnechan ics  ís  the  top ic  o f  ]e t te r  t . ' ;entv-s ix .

p "+  ' -^^  ^ -^ ; -  ' L i s  o a t h  t owa r " d  s t r a i g h t f o rwa r d  s e xua t  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  r s  r n c r e l S r! u  L  v l l u g  d 1 d l , | ,  U i l J  ' 1 5 : l  L l  U l  W ' 1 ]  u  Ď š ^ u d

men t i o ne l  a n c  t n e  un c e : . I v í nq  d r i v e  r e p r e s eed ,  o b v i o u s l y  b e c au s e  s o c i e t y I s

d i sapprova}  o f  rape i s  ex t reme.  Iť j 'n  the  case  o f  nas turbat ion  one: i sks  soc ia] -

Ý
d isapprova l ,  rape jnvc lves  c r in ina}  prosecut ion .  Sk lovsk i j  ís  care f . . l l  to  in io rm

us that  the  r :DprehendeC car  mechan ics  were  executed.
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The 1ast  means of  quick erot ic  sat is fact ion ment ioned ín 7,oo is  sex-for_hire.

Eowever,  a11 three of  šklovsk i . i ' s  encounters rv i th orostítutes in the book are

ironícallv subverted, and any attempt at sexua1 intercourse is frustrated. In letter

th i r teen,  he juctaooses a str j .otease orserwec in a Ber l in }íacrts loka] with h is

memorv of a hip-bschool partv in vrhich ihe back of a naked oro,;titute served the

boys as a card table.  In the f i rs t .ca 'e,  female nudi tv is  presented as soneth ing

pre-sexua1--the natural na.<edness of a human bodv such as that oť a mother or

sister. ' '3verythin g G" this ]Ťachts1okď was arranged very naatly anc probably

kept in the fa.n i1y.  Ás for  debauchery,  there was,  in a1l  1Íke1ihood, none' '

$t; so). Tn the seconC case fernal? nudity might be termef post-sexuall

i t  i s  nul i ty  laíc ba:.e for  i ts  o. . rn sake.  The usua]-  expectat io: ls  connected with

a nakeC prostituie are frustrated and t:re rcmanrs body is diver'"ed to a different

sernant ic  ser ies,  that  of  card tables.  ' lhere is  a th i rd prostr tute in a red hat

that šk]ovskij keeps meeting at the corj]er cf Potsriarnerstrasse during his night

walks.  But here the obstac le to sat is f . :ct ion is  l ingr is t ic:  ' .he prost i tute

.  t . .keeps making SkJ.rvsk i j  an of fer  that he canno.u understand, bec l .use i t  ís f ramed

ín German.

šttovst i ;  cescr j -bes th is  last  s i tuat ion as t i re inverse oť hÍs re lat ionship

wít}r  E lsa Tr io let:  there i t  i s  štrovsk i j  who makes propos i t ions to which E1sa

tu r .ns  a  dep . f  ea r .  Th i s  nega t i ve  na -p . I l e l í sm i s ,  o f  co . t r : e ,  i r on i c  i n  Í t se l f .

But the barr ier  \etvteen štrovst i ;  and Tr io let  is  not so nnuch 1 inr ' ,u is t j -c  as rhe-

tor ica l .  Here we need a short  excursus on the {eme of  ser luct ion.  f ts  structure

resernbles wbat one Gerrnan nhilo:onhel (I cannot p]:onounce hís name) d'escribed. as

the establ ishíng of  t ruth: the double p1av of  c lear ing and conceal ing.  The

se.lucer 1s sunpose1 to bríng to the sur'face in hÍs nartner a hi' lden sexua].
Ý

des i r e ,  i r h i l e  a t  t he  sa - re  t ime  h idÍ lg  h i s  o ;n  no t i ves  |o r  speak ing .  Sk l ovsk i j '

'  . l i Í
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i t  seems,  succeeded in  the  la t te r - -hence the  subt i t l e  o f  h i s  book ,  Le t te rs  not

about  Love- -but  he  fa i l ed  in  the  lo rner - -E1sa  d id  not  fa1]  in  love  w i th  h in , .

There  are '  however '  no  second pr i zes  in  the  game oí  seduct j 'on .  He who

f a i l s  t o  p t  h i s  g i r l  i s  me r e l y . " h e  bu t t  o f  j o k e s .  H í s  f a i l u r e  c an  b e  m i t Í4a t ed

on1v through irony, in other words, only through dissim..r iat ing discourse. Ánd

here the ':sthetic 1eve1 of Zoo becoines re].evant. As t,)re sl ighted šttovstcij

exc1aír rs :  ' 'G ive  every th ing a  cosmic  d imens ion ,  . ' ake  vour  hear t  in  vour  teeth ,

wr i te  a  bcok"  (ZO1.  ZA) .  U i th  these  words ,  the  unsuccess fu l  love  a f fa i r  i s  t rans-

formed into the motivation for a noveL. The "Authorrs Pr-eface" describes the genesis

oť Zoo orec i se lv  ín  these  te rms:

T} . i  s  hook was  wr i  t ten  i  n  . -he  
"o l ]owln .1  wav.  0 :Í : ina l l v ,  I  n la :ned to

do a  ser ies  o f  essavs  on lussÍan Ber l in :  then i t  see 'ned a  -ood '  idea  to

ccrnect  these  essavs  w i t :  sore  sor t  o f  , -e rera l  t : . :ne  l i ke  " I ienager ie"

( ' ' Z oo ' . ; ;  t h u s  t h e  t i t l e  o i  t l e  b ook  wa s  bo r n ,  b u1 -  Í t  | a i l e d  t o  c onne c t

the  p ieces .  Then ca .ne  t i l . - .  i cea  o f  nakÍng sone sc r t  o f  ep j . s to la ry  nove l

o u i  o f  t h em .

I n  an  e o í s t o1a r - v  n o v  ' 1 ,  t h e  e s s en t i a l  t h i n o  i s  n o t i v ' . r t i o n - - p r e c i s e  ' y

why sho. r ld  these  peop le  be  wr i t ing  to  each o t i re r?  The usuaf  mot iva t ion

i s  l -ove  and par t ings .  f  too< the fo l low ing v i r iant  o f  *"h i s  mot iva t ion:

the  ]e t te rs  a re  be in5 wrí t ten by  a  man in  love  w i th  a  woman who has  no

t ime for  h i rn .  Here  I  needed a  new detaí1:  s ince  the  bas i c  rnater ia I  o f

t h e  book  h ad  no t b i n g  t o . i o  w i t h  l o v e ,  T  i n t r o J l c e c  a  p r c h íb i t i o n  a 1a i n s t

wr i t ing  about  ] -ove .  1 t lha t  emerged I  expressed in  the  subtí t le ,  ' ' Le t te rs

not about Love;r fl; gJ

At  f i r s t  g lance th i s  p re face  n ight  a rpear  to  prcv i .de  an honest  account  o f

hor r  Zoo was  wr i t ten .  But  Ít  soon tur .ns  out  to  be  nere lv  a : levíce- - the  la . r ing

(

I
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bare of  i ts  tec lmiques--which is  a product of  the i ronic t l reorv of  lí teratur 'e

tnat štlovskij espoused. '. l le have already observed the ir,rportance of cefa.r"ni1iari-

za ' 'íon on the erot ic  leve1 of  Zoo. on the esth;t ic  Ievel ,  i t  i s  a ke.r  term. The

te1os of art' accordíng to Sklovskij, is to rer:cer the wor'ld stran6e and r:lusua}.

Therefore,  art  is  i ron ic ,  just  l ike the Ápost ie Peter ,  in cenying the obvious for

the sake of the improbable. But unlike the lir: of the apostate Peter, the artistic

' líe| is  not ev i l .  I t  i s ,  in patr is t ic  J . ingo,  a pía f raus,  for  i ts  goal  is  qui te

a1tru ist ic:  not to wan:n i tse]- f  up but to warrn up the wor ld,  to rend'er  í is  co ld '

petrifíed forms }iveIy and excitlng.

There is sti1I anotirer irnportant difference between apostolic an ] artÍstic

' f ies. '  Peter 's  stateme:rt  ÝJas a unique act  ( though repeated thr ice) l  ' ' , jhereas

1i terature is  a h1stor icp] prqgess '  a v i r tua l] .v inf in i te accret ion oí such acts-

t1es to1c upon l ies to l i  upon lÍes.  In Zo,! ,  šl : lovskíj  takes uo th is  h:stor ica l

nature of  l i terarv product ion severa l  t imes,  most facet ious ly in let ter  twenty-

three.  ' ' r  am s ick of  wi . '  and írony, ' '  he wr i tes.  ' ' I{ow I want s inp1v t , ;  descr ibe

ol jects as íf  l i terature ] . rad never ex isted.  Tt  woulc a1so be ťine to l . r i te in

1o"g-""nt"nces soneth ing } ike: lLor le lv ís the Dni .eper in quiet  weather, , ,  (aa; e l ) .

But he:e t]re i ronist  díscards i ronv throur,h a do ' . :b1e i ronv.  Hjs innocent,  non-

l i terarrr  sentence is  actual ly  sto len f rom Gogol 's  short  storv "A Terr ib le

Vengeance." A-nd the denial of its l iterary status is in fact an echo of a

ťamous statenent f rom Be] inskíj 's  , 'L i ' terarv Rever ies ' .  wr i t ten about two Years

after  Gogol ts  short  stor ies had appeareC: rr there is  no l i teratur 'e in cur norrntw-rt

This  echo, ho. ,vever,  cannot be taken at  face va lue,  for  šk]-ovsk i j ' s  negatÍve

attitude torvard BelinskÍ.j is we]l }orown.o Thus, the message of t]rj 's double

i rony is  c fear.  A wr i ter  cannot step out of  l i terarv h istory.  Art  never

defani] . iar izes rea l i tv  in a s i rn l le  stra ightforÝ.ard manner.  The true ob. jects oť

J\
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i t s  de fan i l i a r i za t ion  are  prev ious  ar t i s t i c  fo rms,  whj .ch  i r l  the  course  o f  tí rne

have becorne autonatized.

r f  ever r  ] . i te rarv  u 'o rk  ine t i tab lv  cor i ta ins  ] . j - te rarv  h iS tor ' , , '  šk1ovskí j ' s

Zoo, , , ib ,ose  le t te r  twentv- two i s  a  conc i se  h i s torv  o f  i t s  oh . l l  . ' f .n re ,  níght  be

ca l led  the  most  t - rn i caI  work  o f  n .or1d 11tera ture .  For  accordí: lq  to  šk lovsk i j ' s

theory ,  a r t i s t i c  works  are  .o rT lo rera tes  o f  Cev ices- - i r reCuc ib le  monads  o f  a r t i s t i c

fo rm that  n iq ra te  f ree l -v  f rom work  to  v ;o i ' k .  These ' lev i ces  chanqe our  re rcept ion

of  rea1 i tv  bv  bo . t ,h  i so la t in4  matería l  f rom i t s  usua l  conte: : t  an]  deťormi rg  i t .

Nov ,  the  f i r s t  i ronv  o|  a r t  fo r  škIo . ,=kí j  1 ies  in  i t s  need to  jus t i f y  i t s  d .ev j -ces .

The ce fan i l i a r i ze .1  víew of  reat i ty  i s  usua l l v  not  presented on i t s  own merí ts ,

but  jus t i f i ed  through l sychopatho log ica l ,  myst i ca l ,  o r  fantas t i c  mot i ' ra t ions .

But  sÍnce one cannot  foo]  a] .1  o f  the  peop1e a1]"  o|  the  t ine ,  a  ;econd-degree

Íronv becones  a l  a r t i s t i c  ímoerat ive .  A i te r  a  wh i le  anr '  exp lanatory  not iva t ion

becomes bor ing ,  anc  so  e  new mot iva t ion  nust  l l e  in t roduced- - the  o ld  devíces

dressed in  new c lo thes .  Thus ,  "shocked"  by  centur ies  o f  a r t i s t i c  decept ion  and

the abuse o|  the  r :eader .s  t rus t ,  šk lovs i : i j  p roposes  a  new coce cí  author ia l

' ' h one s t v . ' '  I n s t e  l c  o r  h í d i n g  b eh i n c  a  S ' 1 o ke s c r e en  o f  n o t i v a t i o , s ,  t h e  au t ho r

shoufd  dec fare  the  emperor  naked- - lav  the  dev ices  bare  fo r  the  reaCer ' s  d i rec t

inspect  i  on .

The  h i s ' - o r v  o f  t h e  no vn l ,  f r o r n  t h i s  p e r s pe c t i v e ,  p r o v i d e s ' - h e  i o l l ow i ng

n ie t r l rp .  T . i l rp  a . l  . l  n l r re t i veq thp nove1 's  a r tťu1ness  1íes  ín  the  t rans for rnat ion1 r ( a r r . v r ! v U t

o f  a  l i f e ] i k e  s t o r v  ( r a l u t a )  í n t o  a  l i t e r a rw  o }o t  ( s ' i uže t ) .  T h í s  t r s k  i s  c o : r o } i -

ca ted bv  the  conpos i te  nature  o f  the  nove l ,  bv  the  fac t  that  i t  i s  a  concat ina-

t i o n  o f  s e v e - a ' !  s h o r t  s t o r i e s .  The  h i s t o r y  o f  t l e  n o ve l  i s  i n  f a c t  a  s u c c e s s i o n

of  dÍfťerent  mot1vat ions  fo r  fus ing  shor t  s toríes  in to  la ; .$er  w}ro1es .  In  the

or ig ina l  nove1 (he .e  šk}ovsk i j  re fe rs  to  Don ?u ixote) ,  the  prot : lgon is t , ' s  funct ion

r Ú



was to stríng the p ieces together.  Aťter th is  rnethod became automat ized,  t l re

psvcholog'v of tire hero was useC as the connecting thread. The works of Stenrihal,

Tolstoj anr1 Dostoevskíj províde a-lnple variations on this osychological rnotivÍrovka.

But eventual ly  even th is  mode of  fus ion wears out.  The auCience 's  interest

in connectíng the incividua1 :rieces wanes and t|re scg;rents thenselves begin to

attract attention. At this r.:roent motivation itself may be turned into a device.

The inCivi'dual- segments are brought together in a ne';ative wav to show the reader

that they have nothing ín cormon and their connective tíssue ís merely a techníca1

device enabl ing the wr i ter  to nake them into a ncve].  šklovsk l j ' s  ínspirat ion for

th is  v l ierd techníque, as he te1]s us in Zoo, was h is  v is i t  tc  the var ietv theatre

in Pranee. There the individual acts were connected e-t the end bv a elown wro

reoeate'i thern, oarodving and e:<1rosine them. However, a ' 'more interestíng case''

Ý
of  thÍs device '  Sk lovsk i j  notes at  the ccnc lus ion of  i r i s  forav i .nto the h istorv

of  the novel , ,  " is  the boo'< which I  ar  crrrrent lv  wr i t i rg.  I t  is  ca l led 7,ooz Letters

not abolr t  Love.or The Thir i  T]é:oŤse' '  (az:  a5).  I t  is  a more interest ing case

prec ise lv because th is  dev ice rs  la id bare at  the ver;  beginning of  the work,  in

the ' rAuthorts Preface.  "
rí

However,  Sk lovsk i j  might h ve shífted th is  1avÍn3 bare to the íntroductÍon

for an extra-esthetic reason. So far we have seen that his discourse had two

aCdressees :  the  rec i p i en t  o f  h i s  l ove  l e t t e r s ,  E i sa  T r i o l e t ,  and  the  l i t e ra ry

audíence that reads thís correscondence in the nove]'istíc frame. But there is a

third party add'ressed ín Zoo that is }crolrn to students of ].íterature as ' lBíg

Brother.'t The end of Zoo thus seens to be reserved for ironies that operate on

the th i rd ] 'eve] oí the text-- the pol i t ica]-  leve l .

I ,et ter  t l renty-níne, the last  one in the ncvel ,  i s  adcressed to the A11-

Russ ian Execut ive Committee o| the Connunist  Party.  In i t ,  the ex i led šklovsk i j

\
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a s k s  n e r r n i s s i o n  t o  r e t u r n  t o  3u s s í a  w i t h ou t  r e l l : i s a l  .  A t  t h i s  o o i n t ,  v e t

another  laver  o f  d i ss inu la tíon enters  the  ncve] .  lo r  i f  f ro rn  the  es thetíc  s tand-

po i n t  Z oo ' s  e r o t i c ' l i s c ou r s e  t u r n eC  ou t  t o  i e  r L e r e l y  t h e  mo t i v a t i o n  c onne4 t i n c

i t s  sna l1er  serynents  ( t le  le t te rs )  in to  a  r - rn i f red  wcrk ,  f rom the oo l i+- i ca l  s tand-

po in t  the  who1e nove1 miqht  be  víev led  as  a  Dre-ext  fo r  a  p1ea for  nerey .  Th is

v

js  at  least  what Sk lovsr i j  te l ] 's  the Execut ive Committee.  ' 'Don' t  be s-:rprísed

t \a t  th i s  le t te r  fo l - lows some le t te rs  wr i t ten  +"o a  woman"  f 'm not  get t ing  a

love  a f fa i - r  invo lved in  ih i s  mat ter .  The wcman I  was  wr i t ing  to  never  ex i s ted .

.  A1 ja  i s  the  ac tua] i za tíon o f  a  metaphor .  I  invented a  wcnan: :n . l  1ove in

o:der  to  make a  bock  about  mi -sunders tanC ing,  ab .u t  a l i en  peop le ,  about  an a l - ien

l-and. I want to go back to Russia. . I rai:,e my arm fiot ice the s,ngulaE/

arc  sur render"  (1O l -4;  la5) .

But  once aga in  the  cues tíon ar i ses :  shou l j  th i s  f ina l  1et te r  be  taken a t

f : . ce  vaIue?  Ts  i t  the  po ln t  a t  wh ich  the  seení: : . r ]v  inexhaust ib le  Íron is t  reached

t|e  ] - i r i t s  oť h i s  doub1e- ta lk?  
-v{h ich  

ís  tc r  sa1/ ,  a f te r 'much í r l ]e  beatí r  l  a round

t l ' :  bush,  have I  fÍna l l y  : ] t r rnb]ec  upon the  kev  t  l a t  endows Zoo w i th  a  u l i ta ry

an i  s t r a i g h t f o r v a r d  n ean i ng "  0 f  c ou r s e  no t .  Th , .  c on c l u d i n g  1 e t t e r  o f  Z oo  í s  a

f : l s p  p n r l i n c  i n  x ^ + l  š u t n l r q l r i  i l q  < o n .- - . j e ,  i ' . e . ,  a s  a  n e c e s s a r - v  c a n : í n q  o f  t r e  e n i s t o -

1
1arv  exchange that  cou}d ot l l . .n . ;íse  qo on |orever , ,  and ny  sense ,  i .e .  '  as  the

u l t1nate  l i rn i t  fo r  the  i ron ies  th ' . t  u rů1d ín Zoo.

Th is  c la i .n  i s  s rppor ted in  o . r r t  bv  cer ta in  a lnb i . -u i t  j -es  that  aDDe:] r  ín  ] 'e t te r

t rventv-n ine  i t se l f ,  mcst  corsn icuous lv  šk lovsk i j ' s  c lea  that  the  massacre  o f

Erzerum not  be  repeated on h im.  l . s  he  expta ins ,  a f te r  the  fa l l  o f  th i s  cí ty  in

' to r ]d  . ' , ' a r  T ,  t l r c  Ry551a"n sc] l íers  k i ] ]e l  m. rnv  Turk i s ! .  de fenders  bv  n i s take  because

thev 1 i  c  not  unders tand t i re  Or ienta l  s i  : r  oí .  sur ren . ]er - - the  ra i s i r :g  o f  the  r ight

a r Yn .  Doe s  t h i s  e n i s ode  i n d i c a t e  me r e ] ' y  a  h ' i 1 f - h ea r t e d  { c r  o ne - handed )  c ap i t u ] a t í on

i--t
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on šk1ovsk i j ' s  part ,  or  does i t  suggest thrt  the Soviet  coce of  behavior  is

actualfy as foreign to him as the F-\ropean one for which Alja has been the metaphor?

i' le migirt suspect the l-atter from the evidence of l-etter three, where an oppressive

governinent (the Romans who crucifieC Christ) is explicitlv compared. to a woman

re.jecting her suitor. The ounishment the two infl ict upon an innocent nan,

šttovst<i;j insists, spri-ngs from the Same source: the 1ack o| a conmon language

between t}re to.nenter an4 hís v ictím. ' 'The statc is  noi  . . ,qnnnqih la fnr  |[g

death of hum::n beinrs. Drring the tine of Christ, it did not unrierstand the

Aranaic 1angrage and it ínvariablv fai]s to understand the 1arrgraqe oť humaníty.' '

Likewíse, , ' lcve too understan'1s neither Aramaic nor Russian. Love is 1íke the

nai ls  used to n ierce hands" ( fg-ZO; 24-25) "

The 1etter  to the Execut ive Cor ' - r : r i t tee raíses the issue of  who wrote A}ja 's  let ter .

v.. -as  Sk l ovsk i j  : n f cnns  the  Pa r t v ,  Á1 je  i s  a  mere  f i . r nen t  n |  1^ . l  . imeo ina t i nn ,  t hen

he is  the soIe author of  the entÍre correspon.1ence.  But at ." ř r is  rnoment the atten-

tive read.er wl 11 reco}]'ect that the lssue of authorshíp has alreadv been thrashed

out in the in;roduct ion to let ter  n i r :eteen. Once the reade: ' returns to th is

let ter ,  howeve:r ,  he rea l izes that le ' , . ter  twenty-n ine,  despi ' ,e i ts  actual  cos i t ion,

is  not the f ina] let ter  of  the novel-  anC, moreover,  that  so:eth ing funny is  going

on. let  me expJ-a in.

Let+-er n i :eteen is  :  mpss:ae f ron A1ja which ši<lovsk i ;  cu+.s ' 'und'er  erasure, , ,

i .e . ,  crosses out.  In i t  the síck Al ja reminísces about her wet nurse Steša'  who

emerges as the prototvnícal Russian },onan. A}ja te1ls us that she not on1Y v,J'as

broue'ht up by Steša but a].so resemb].es her nore thl'..n her own mother. ThÍs portrait

of  A l . ja contrad1cts not on]-v her 
. .ťester ' r r  

image in a l l  the other let ters but the

veIV stmctur ing or inc ip ' .e of  the nove1, which,  as the "r l .uthcr 's  Preface" te l ls

us,  " i .s  bui l t  on a d i -"-ute bet":een ceople of  twc cul- 'uures" (+; 9t:  the i , lest

Euro;ean 41ja :n-1 the Russ ian Viktor Bor j .sov iÚ šklovsk i . l  .

I f
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šBovski ;|s  worcs do not square with the image he is  t ry ing to project  of  a

humb1e suop1icant eager to pl"cate the a1míghty Big Brother. tsut is šttov.=kij

aware of  th1s fact? i t ' iost  líke lv yes,  for  as he states exnl icít}y Ín h is  intro-

duct ion to ]etter  níneteen, one of  h is  reasons for  inc1udíng th is  let ter  was

precrse lv to prov ide a second internretat ion of  h inse l f .

Ánd how rloes Viktor škl cvskij ener8e fror,r this second' interpretation' 
. '.Je11,

as a rather se l f -destruct ive le l low. He sets up h is  love af ia i r  in such a { 'a1r

as to fa i l .  As he confesses in the introduct ion to let ter  n ineteen: "I  h i rd to

be broken while abroad and T founl mv-self a love tl::: t r'.ou1d do the.iob. And

witho:rt  even look ing at  the t"c, . lan,  T immediate lv as:: 'med that she d idn ' t  love me.

1 con' t  say t j rat  she would have loved me otherwíse.  3ut everyth in3 was pre iest ined' '

(lO-ll; 14). The seduction r-i the Cor:r.rnunist P:rty seens equally i11-conceived..

šk]o l 'sk i j ' s  surrender to h is  pol i tÍca i  enerníes is  h: .1f-hearted,  as i f  he wished'

to be re.jected or even punisl.ed bv those to whose wi}l he succumbs in such a

mockÍr. fashion. }.lasochísn seems to be the most aDr.ropriate }abe} for this

k ind cf  behavior .

" .n is  second interpretat i ln of  št1ovs i<i j  i s  supl l .>rted by some textual

ev idence.  In Zcy! ,  the imase of  our hero prostrat ing h i rase l f  at  A l ja 's  feet  is

repeated over ard over again.  But the autobio3ra lhíca1 Sentírenta] Jour. : rev ís

espec ia l - ly  rích in such masochisrn.  For example '  ín one eoísode, whiJ 'e escac ing

across the ice to F in land in 1922--the co1d road that u l t i rnate lv took h im to

Ber]in--Sk1ovskíj met a woman. l,, ']ren the Pinas arrested the two of them, thís

I{onan ' 'couldn ' t  sav enoul ,h:3ood th in.3s aborrt  F in land, oť which she had seen on1v

about tvro square r ,ards.  But there is  a worse gríeť, ' '  šk lovsk i j  cont inues,  , , the

gr ief  that  comes when a man h,:s bee: tortured so lons; that he becones 'craze '] , '

t ; a t  i s l ou t  o f  h l s  mínd .  They  used  to  use  the  t e rn  ' c r a zed '  t o . i e s c r i be  a  nan



,\r

Ste iner/  14

tortured on the rack. The nan ís being tortured. A11 around hirn is onIy the

cold,  hard wooC of  the rack; but the hands of  the execut ioner or  h is  ass istant ,

though hard, are wa::n and human. And the man on the rac< rubs his cheek against

those warm hands whicjr hold him to infIict the torture. That ís my níg)rtmare''

(rcl;zzg). Despite appe,j'rances, šklo.,skij ls two griefs have soEething in conmon.

They are ]inked tnrougb negatíve par-.11eii.sm: the first Ís the 3rief of exÍle,

the other of retu:ning home. And šklovsr:ij mrkes rather clear xhich one he

considers the rnore crue1.

However,  T d id not invoke the not ion of  masochism to d iscuss i ts  inagist ic

.  x , -
content in Sk l ,ovs i : i j rs  wr i t ings.  i{hat intr igues me about h is  rn,:sochisn are the

rules that e'overn ít. For I ]lelieve that šklovski.j 's practice of iron.r ís gener.

ated bv the sane set of rl les that unCerlie the masochistic fantasv. These

rules ste:n from a :ieep-seated paradox: the masochist is soneone who seeks pleasure

throu3h d is l leasure.  I .et  us sav th. . r t  t ] . r :cugh boc i ly  oa in he ac i . ieves h is  objectÍve.

But at  the verv nc:r .ent th is  pa in 5rat i f i l . s  hís need for .  d isn]e3Íi i l re '  i t  tu lns i t .

se l f  i n to  p l easu r r ,  t hus  f ru s t r a t i ng  the ' : a soch i s t ' s  o r i g i na l  Ce : ; i r yn .  A  be t t e r

stratesv would apl ,ear to be to avoid d isp ieasure as ;uch as noss ib le and in

th is  wav deny onesel f  the p leasure of  d isp leasure.  However,  the fut i l i ty  of

this effort ís patent. tsy preventing hi-nself from reaching the d'ispleasure that

would gratify his dríve, the masochist punislres hilnse]'f and once again subverts

his own game.

At thís point I shou]d perhaps return to my origi'nal de|inition of irc;ny,

for by now it is quite obvious why I considererl it provisiona}. In t:aditÍonal

i rony,  which T character ized by means of  Sterne 's  statement,  the u l t imate contro l

seems to be Ín the hands oi the ironíst. 0n1v he iorows orecisely what is going

on in the d isccr- i rse--v lh ich inťorma." ion is  conceaied and ' "h ich connunicatec.

\
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But a masochist ic  i ror is t  l ike SkLovsk i j  abnee-ates h is  ro le as arb i tor .  There

ís no lÍaJr  to dec ide between a <l ishonest  and a s i rcere utterance in h is  r iíscourse.

The speciťic va1ue of anv statement ís a function o| the rnultiple arc rnutual1y

inconpat ib1e var iab les of  readínp. This  i i scourse is  generated bv the naradoxes

with in i t ,  and ]acks a contro l l ing subject .  As šklovsk i j  ins is ."ec in the ' 'Author 's

p r . e face "  t o  b9 ,  t h i s  book  s imp l y ' ,w ro te  i t se l f , '  3 ;  g ) ,  o r ,  a cco rd ing  to  a

later  account,  the actual  novel-  he produceC was conplete ly C i f ferert  f rom the

one he íntended.-

Perhaps the difierence between the Ste:rean a.nd šklovskian modes of irony

can be summed up in the fo] lowing way. Ste:ne,  i t  seems, be l i -evec that authors

can make a free choice between two alternatives: either "to nake cthers under-

stand thei r  rneaning,  or  eIse to keep thei r  neaning conceaIed' . ' '  But šklovsk i j

doubted the freedom of such a choice and opted for a third al-+uernative, whose

|  ,  . \
advantage (and drawbrck) ís that i t  does not ex ist .  ' 'There are t t 'o roeds now, ' '

x , .Sk1ovsk i j  sa id in 
.assessíng 

h is  s i tuat ion:n }926. ' 'To leave,  ,J i . ;  in '  earn

money outsíde of  lí t : rature a.nd wrÍte for  o: lese l f  at  home. 0r ,  to:-o cn d.escr i -b ing

life and honestlv secking ner.r social forms 1-bv'y' anC the correct j-oeolog1. There

is  no th i rd road. .  But th is  is  the one that should be taken." lO

;tI
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Notes

1. The fírst number in the parentheses refers to the pa:ination of A Sentimenta}

Journev: Memoírs.  19]7-1922, t r .  R.  Sheldon (t t i raca,  i ; .Y. ,  1970);  the

seconi number to Sentirnental.nce putešestvie: Vosponrnaniia 1917-}922

(Mo""o*, 19Ď). My quotatior's from this text are taken,with some slight

altera'"ions, from R. Sheldon's translati-on.

2 . ťhe fÍr-st number in the parentheses refers to

no t  abcu t  Love ,  t r .  R .  She ldon  ( I thaca ,  l { .Y . ,

zoo,  í) i  p is ' l ta 4e q- l iq!v!  (B:r lín,  I92l) .

the pa;Ínat ion Zoo. or  Letters

1971); the second number to

My quotations fron this text

are taken, with some s l ight a l terat ions,  f rom R. Sheldon's  t rans lat ion.

1.  , 'Mec i ta i ion on Obscur i ty i .n Wri tÍng, ' '  Yor ick 's  l ied i tat ions uoon Tnterestíng

and lmr r:'tant sg!,jS-g.ts- (London, 1760 ), p. 68.

+. ' 'Iskusstvo, kak oriěm,'' 9-!g]!-gg3J (l. ioscow, 1929), pp. 1&2O.

5. Since I do not have the second edition oť Zoo I am corr,p1ete}y depencent upon

R. Sheldon's  t ransLat ion.

6. See, e.3., A SentÍmental Journev (z l l ;  na).

7" ' 'Stroenie rasskaza i  ronana, ' '  O teor iÍ prozy,  p.  73.
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8.  See,  e.g. ,  ' 'Parodi jnyj  ronran: Tr is t ran šenci  serna, , ,  O teorÍi  prozv,  PP.  177-Bo.

9.  ' 'Recenz i ja na ětu ]cr igu, ' '  Gamburskí i  sěét (I ,eningrad,  1928),  p.  ]O8.

10. '|0 svobode iskusstva'' ' Tretl.. ia ťabrika (Moscol-', 1926), p. 84.




