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IIpoimanue ¢ Opy3bsiMH

B mmmpoxux ninsmrax, IIHHABX THIKaKax,
C TeTpagsAaMH CBOHX CTHXOTBODEHHH,
aBHBIM-TABHO PACCHITAIHCE BRI B IIpax,
Kax BeTkn 061 TeBIIHE CHPEHH.

Bu1 B TO# cTpane, rAe HET I'OTOBBIX GOpM,
I'me Bce pa3®wATO, CMEHIAHO, pa3bHTO,

I'me sMecTO He6a ~ MHIUb MOTHABHEIN X0IM
W HemopsuxHA JIYHHAS OpOHTA,

TaM Ha HHOM, HEBHATHOM s3bIKe

IloeT cuHKTHT 6€33BYYHEBIX HACEKOMBIX,
TaM ¢ MareHEKUM POHADHKOM B DYKE
JKyK-ue0BEK NPHUBETCTBYET 3HAKOMEIX,

CIOKOHHO JIb BAM, TOBAPHILM MOM?
Jlerxo su Bam? M BCe JTH BoI 3a05UTH?
Teneps BaM OpaThd — KOPHH, MYPaBbH,
TpaBuHKY, BIHOXH, CTOAOHKH M3 IIBIIH.
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Teneps BaM CeCTPEI — LIBETHKK FBO3JIHK,
Cockn cHpeHw, IETTOYKH, LBITIIITA. .

H yx He B cHITax BCIOMHHTE BAII S3BIK
TaM HaBepxy ocraBJIeHHOro Hpara.

In memoriam:
D. Charms, A, Vvedenskij
(N.Zabolockij)

Introduction

In his lifetime Daniil Charms only succeeded in publishing two of his
poems for adults.! Publicly he was a children’s author: a job in the Soviet
Union which traditionally attracted many writers’ whose literature for
adults was either rejected by the official literary system or had to be
hidden altogether if its creators wanted to avoid trouble. As L. Loseff
points out:

Ever since the 19205 [...] the most prominent writers had ex-
tended their energies [to Russian children's literature]: Yesenin,
Zoshchenko, Mandelstam, Mayakovsky, Pasternak, Platonov,
Prishvin; members of the avant-garde group Oberiu — Vvedens-
ky, Zabolotsky, Kharms — and such like-minded writers as Vla-
dimirov, Oleynikov, and Shvarts.

(Loseff 1984: 193)

In fact up to the present day it is still Charms the children’s author who is
best known and loved, although finally under new historical and political
conditions the writer for adults has also been allowed to make his debut.
However, whatever he wrote, Charms’ work was always dominated by
an absurdist world view, a view that usually denied all dogma or ideo-
logy. His only aim seems to have been to present a world upside down
and play around with literary and other conventions, i.¢. more than
anything else he wanted to be different, acting as a sort of literary ‘punk’.

Although Charms and his associates were preceded by European
absurdist authors, such as A. Jarry (1873-1907), it is very difficult to
establish any relationship of influence between examples of Western
European absurdism and Daniil Charms. Nonetheless, Charms’ work, as
well as that of Jarry, Ionesco and Beckett, all share the “grotesquely
comic as well as irrational” (Abrams 1981: 1) quality of the absurdist
movement in its larger modernist context. In fact Ionesco’s definition of
the absurd can just as easily apply to Charms:



Absurd is that which is devoid of purpose [...] Cut off from his
religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all
his actions become senseless, absurd, useless.

(Esslin 1980: 23)

Charms’ world is indeed purposeless and irrational: one often has the
impression that characters and events are part of a mathematical game
where ¢lements are constantly arranged and rearranged in different
curious and bizarre combinations with little regard for the concerns of the
real world. These qualities of Charms’ absurdism appear similar to the
absurd worlds of Western European authors because of the very specific
nature of the literature of the absurd, which is essentially purposely anti-
dogmatic and seeks to be the reverse of the familiar and the ‘normal’.2
However, as to the question of influence, it is probably most fruitful to
turn to Russian literature and look for Charms’ roots in the work of such
authors as Gogol' and Dostoevskij. As a matter of fact, Frangois Jost
points out that curiously enough it may have been Russian literature in
the first place that influenced the Western European absurdists and
existentialists:

[...] a contemporary critic could reasonably try to defend the
hypothesis that the literature of the absurd is essentially Slavic in
origin with a dramatist like the Romanian Ionesco as an inter-
mediary,

(Jost 1974:77)

Polysystem theory analyses the existence of complex interactions and
interrelations between literatures within the literary polysystem, and, as
Itamar Even-Zohar points out, “[...] literature for children is not
considered a phenomenon sui generis, but is related to literature for
adults” (1979: 292). Because Charms® works consist of literature that is
part of the traditionally-viewed center — literature for adults — as well as
literature located at the periphery — children’s literature — his oeuvre can
be seen as a microsystem in itself, characterized by a definite interplay
betweéen the two literatures, Now that access to most of Charms’ works is
permitted and possible, we can see what features his works ‘written for
children’ and those ‘written for adults’ have in common. As G. Gibian
puts it:

[Charms’] poems and stories for children veer toward adult
literature; stories and plays for adults resemble literature for
children and the writings of the insane,

(Gibian 1987: 42)



However, at the same time we would like to address the differences
between Charms’ children’s works and his literature for adults: differ-
ences determined by socio-political factors as well as genre-related phe-
nomena.

Games: Language, Genre and Form

Play with language in Charms, which often results in baby sounds or
nonsense syllables coming out of characters’ mouths, is very common,
and — in spite of the Obériu manifesto® — echoes similar Futurist expe-
rimentation, e.g. V. Chlebnikov’s transrational poems. In a number of
works —~ for adults and for children — Charms engages in purely pho-
nemic games, where phonic elements take center-stage and throw their
semantic counterparts out of the way. For example, in ‘Veselyj stari¢ok’
we see a whole children’s poem which rings with crazy and perhaps even
senile laughter:

ZKun Ha cBeTe CTaApHYOK
ManmeHBKOTO poCTa,
H cMmesncsa cTapHIOK
UpesBpl4afiHo IPOCTO:
“Xa-xa-xa
Haxe-xe-xe
XH-Xu-xH
a 6yx-Oyx!
By-6y-6y
Jla 6e-6e-be
HHHE-OHHE-TUHB
Ha Tpiox-Tpiox!”
(1988:252)

Whereas the old man’s laughter is given in a conventional way at first:
“Cha-cha-cha, da che-che-che, chi-chi-chi”, this traditional Russian
‘laughter notation’ is followed by sounds which are normally not used in
Russian to indicate laughter or, for that matter, anything else. This con-
ventional or rational beginning and eccentric or absurd continuation re-
flect a general sequential pattern in Charms’ work: in a typical Kharm-
sian series, set or list of elements the usual normally comes first and the
deviation acts as a kind of disruption of the reader’s expectations. There-
fore, a familiar background is established by the conventional Kharmsian
beginning, and an unfamiliar foreground shocks the reader out of his
automatized stupor. Compare this penchant toward the progressive
semantic (sequential) absurdization of lists with a similar phenomenon in



the work of Eugene Ionesco: “Le yaourt est excellent pour 1’estomac, les
reins, ’appendicite et I’apothéose” (1954: 11).

The displacement of the semantic by the phonic, similar to the old
man’s laughter in the above-mentioned example, takes place in a child-
ren’s story called ‘Chvastun Kolpakov’. Here the braggart Kolpakov tries
to prove his bravery by diving into the water; unfortunately he begins to
drown and utters the delightful and meaningless “njav... njav... njav...”
(1990: 153) instead of the conventional “bul’... bul'... bul'...”, which is
normally used in Russian to approximate the sound made by a drowning
person. And as an example of this game from Charms’ corpus for adults
we can cite the poem ‘Mest” where the character of Faust exclaims to the
‘writers’:

Pyapeo

KHO Jlay

KOHH bHY

ney 6oy. Meic. Meic. Muic.
(1988:101)

As opposed to the phoneme strings in the previous examples where
human beings, and adult human beings at that, speak utter nonsense,
seemingly ‘motivated’ use of nonsense syllables can be found in a child-
ren’s story about a dog who shows his painting to all sorts of animals,
including a monkey. The simian speaks as a simian ‘should’:

Ban 6am 6am 6an

Bon 601 6on 600
Jlok BOK MOK poI
JIyk nak nauk mek!
(1990:149)

This sort of motivated group of nonsensical phonemes can also be found
in a poem written by Professor Trubockin, one of Charms’ well-known
children’s characters who appeared in a series of adventures in the 1933
editions of the children’s magazine %

JKHK XHK KUK,
Poxk pox pox.
Pux pux pux.

HIyk wyk niyk.
(1990: 124)

The professor explains that the poem is written in the language called
‘Fistoltian’. This agglomeration of morphemes or phonemes, which in



many cases are not even Russian, serves to deautomatize our sense of the
Russian language, to push our normal phonic reflexes out of their
familiar pathways.4

Play with genre conventions is another ludic feature that character-
izes both Charms’ children’s literature and his works for adults. One
such genre game involves a traditional children’s genre — the fairy tale —
with which every one young and old is so familiar, that its violation is
particularly noticeable:

The fairy tale seems to me one of the most important and in-
fluential of all literary genres: after ali, most children, and there-
fore also most writers, receive their first and decisive impulses to
the future workings of their imaginations from the tales they are
told as children.

(Esslin 1982: 22)

Taking familiarity with this genre as a given, Charms plays with the
most basic fairy-tale conventions in several of his stories. In the
children’s story aptly called ‘Skazka’, there are two children: Vanja, who
wants to write a typical fairy tale, and Lenocka, who says that each fairy
tale proposed by Vanja has been written; she then proceeds to tell her
extremely unique versions of these stories. For example, Vanja suggests
writing about a highwayman, and Lenocka tells him the absurd tale of the
highwayman who tried to escape on a horse but had a lot of trouble:

PazBoiinuk BCKOUMI Ha JIOIIARD, 14 ¢ Pa3Maxy TepeBaTmiIcs
Ha OpPYIVIQ CTOPOHY U yoan Ha 3emiro, Pasfoiinuk Beipy-
rajicss ¥ OIAThH BCKOUMJ HA JIOIIAAL HO CHOBA HE PACUHTAN
OpBIKKA, NTEPEBAIHICH Ha JPYTYIO CTOPOHY H YIIAJ Ha 3eM-
mo... Torma pa3GoMHUK COPBAJ ¢ [OJIOBLI LITAIKY, PACTONTAN
ee HOTAMHM W OMSITE NIPBITHYN Ha JIOUIaNb, B ONAThL IEpe-
MaxHys yepes Hee, HUIENMHYJICA Ha 36 MO B clIoMal cefe HO-
ry. A Jjomags OTOIUIA B cropoHy. Pa3BoMHHK, MpUXpaMbl-
Bast, MogGesald K JIOLIATW H YOApHI e KyJNakoM 1o Joy.
Jlontanp yGexana. B 3T0 BpeMs NPHUCKAKalH CTPAKHUKH,
CXBaTHIH pa3fOMHUKA H OTBENIH €r0 B TIOPHMY,

(1588:276)

In this anti-climactic piece nothing much happens: it is a story that, like
its protagonist, seems unable to get moving. The fairy tale, which is
normally full of action and adventure — especially when a “razbojnik” is
involved — becomes a failure caused by the simple laws of gravity pushed
to the point of absurdity. Such purely ‘physical’ considerations usually



have no bearing on fantasy in the more conventional manifestations of
the fairy tale genre.

In Charms’ literature for adults two other ‘deformed’ fairy tales can
be cited; one is called playfully ‘Skasska’ — a phonetic transliteration of
the word ‘skazka’ — and the other bears the title ‘Novyj talantlivyj pisa-
tel”. In the former, the conventional fairy tale beginning “Zil-byl” — the
equivalent of “Once upon a time” — seems to promise the kind of story
that most readers are familiar with. However, it introduces not a
character from a work of fantasy, but an ordinary person with the very
ordinary name “Semenov”, which is clearly a foreign element in a world
introduced by “Zil-byl” along with its panoply of connotations. As he is
walking along, this absent-minded adult character loses everything he
has and then eventually “loses himself”, so that nothing else can happen
in the story: it has to end. Just as in the story about the highwayman, the
fairy tale adventures that we might expect after “Zil-byl” are over before
they even begin:

Kun-6eu1 OMUE yenoBek, 3panu ero Cemenos, [lomren ofn-
Hax sl CeMeHOB TYJATE ¥ MOTEPSNT HOcoBoi mmaTok. CeMe-
HOB Hayall HCKATh HOCOBOM MNATOK M mMoTepsan mwanky. Ha-
YaJl [IANKY HCKATh H IOTepsy KypTKy. Havan KypTKy HCKaTh
M HOTEPSI CATIOTH.

— Hy, ckasan Cemenoe, aTak Bce pactepsenis. ITo#my myu-
i1e JJOMOH,

IMorien CeMeHOB IOMON H 3aGIyIHITCS.,

— Her, ckazan CemMen0B, nyyine s CAOYy H MTOCHXY.

Cen CeMeHOB Ha KaMYIIIEK M 34CHYI,
(Jaccard 1985: 289)

Here, just as in the story about the highwayman, a series of mishaps is
multiplied to the point of absurdity, i.c., one or two of these misadven-
tures could be accepted by the reader as something believable, but they
are so0 numerous that their sheer number takes center stage and pushes
the story line into the background. Our attention is attracted not by what
happens but by how many times it happens.

The story ‘Novyj talantlivyj pisatel” starts off just like the previous
unrealized ‘fairy tale’, i.e., with a conventional beginning that seems to
promise the ordinary material of fairy tales: there is a prince in a castle.
However, it quickly takes a twist, as the subject and language of the
work take on a very adult tone:

B omHOM CTApPMHHOM 3daMKE€ KM MNPHHIIL, CTPALIHBIA NMbd-
HHLA. A >XeHa 3TOro IpHHLA, Haob0POT, He ITHIa JaKe 4alo,
TONBKO BOOY H MOJIOKO THIAa. A MY>X ee ITHJI BOGKY ¥ BHHO, 2



MOTIOKa He nui. [la ¥ XeHa ero, coOOCTBEHHO TOBODS, TOXE
BOIKY THJIa, HO CKPEIBATA 5TO. A MyX ObIT BeccThTHHK M
He cxpeian. “He neio MONoKa, a BOOKY 60! — TOBOPHI 0H
Beerna. A eHa THXQHBKO, H3-TIoq (apTyka, BEIHHMAaNa 6a-
HOYKY H XJIOM, 3HAUHT, BBITHBAJIA. ..

(Glocer 1987: 266)

Once again we have a story that does not seem able to take off: a
back ground description continues for longer than expected, abounds with
ridiculous and clearly associative narrative and ends up replacing the plot
entirely. Just as in the previous examples, the action-packed fairy tale
genre iS Subverted. After the traditional ‘prince in an old castle’
beginning, the child’s world with its formulaic fairy tale language is
quickly forgotten as we read in very colloquial adult language about
sordid adult activities.

The fable is another well-known literary genre with which Charms
plays in both his children’s literature and literature for adults. Krylov’s
famous ‘Zajac i Cerepacha’ is the model for a children’s story, which is
made absurd from the very opening sentence where one of the characters,
“Zirafa”, is given in the wrong gender:

Opna>xmer neB, Ci0H, XUpada, OJeHb, CTPAYS, JOCh, THKAN
omany H ¢obaka ITOCIIODHIH, KTO M3 HHX OBIcTpee BeeX
feraer,

Cropri, CITOPHIIH H YYTh ORIIO He TOAPAIHCE.

Yempixan I'puina AmellbCHHOB, 4YTO 3BEPH CIIOPAT, H
COBOPHT UM:

— Bx B, rynsle 3Bepu! 3pag Bel crmopHTe! Bel myuie
yerpolTe cocTsazanme. KTo mepBhlit BOKpYr o3epa 00eXHT,
TQ, 3MaYHT, H Heraer OBICTPEE BCEX.

{Krylov 1988: 272)

Not to mention the anachronistic and at the same time ridiculous name of
the human who suddenly steps into a genre where he would normally not
be found, the absurd sequence and results of the race challenge the
traditional genre expectations of the reader; the lion, just like the hare in
the original fable, drops off to sleep under the palm trees; the ostrich,
wanting to get ahead, suggests to the moose and the giraffe that they all
three quickly drink the water from the lake and then run across the dry
lake bed; then the cunning ostrich leaves the other two to drink and runs
off alone — but in the wrong direction, toward the start; the elephant sees
the moose and the giraffe drinking the lake, goes into a fit of laughter
and cannot stop; the dog, who has fleas, stops running and is unable to



stop scratching; finally the horse and the deer win the race, thereby
undermining the traditional ‘single victor’ ending.

Equally untraditional is a yet unpublished ‘fable’ entitled ‘Cetverono-
gaja vorona’, which is modelled on the well-known Krylov fable ‘Vo-
rona i lisica’. It is difficult to determine whether this text was meant for
children or for adults:

Kuna 6p11a yeTBepoHOTas BOpoHa. CoOCTBEHHO roBopsa y
Hee OBUI0 TIATh HOL, HO 06 BTOM FOBOPHTE He CTOMT.

BoT ognax el Kymiia cefe yeTBepoHOrasg BOpOHa Kode H
oymaeT: “Hy Bor, kymuna 1 cee xode, a 4To ¢ HUM neaaTts?”

A TyT, KaK Ha Oeny, npoberaga MHMO OOHOHOras JIuca.
YBHmama oHa BOPOHY M KPHYHT ei: “Dif, KpHYHT, Thi, BO-
poHal”

A BOpOHA JIHCE KPHYHT:

“Cama Tsl BOpoHA!”

A n¥ca BOpOHe KPHYHT:

“A Tbl, BOPOHA, CBUHEA!”

Tyr BOopora OT 06MIOBI pacchimana Kode. A JHca IpoYs
moberkaa. A BOPOHA CIIe3Na Ha 3eMIIF0 M TIOIIIa Ha CBOMX
YEeThlpEX, MIH TOYHEEe, HAa IMATH HOTAX B CBOM MapIITHBBIH
IIOM.

{Druskin Fund Archives No. 367)

The absurd elements have a structural/ludic logic of their own in this
‘anti-fable’. Although the crow is four-legged, the fox is one-legged, act-
ing as the absurd symmetrical complement to this avian ‘multipodicity’.
Furthermore, the crow takes offense when the fox calls it a crow, and this
absurd ‘insult’ stands in opposition to the praise offered by the fox in
Krylov’s original fable. This strange insult, just like the praise in the
original, acts as the pivotal point in the plot development of this fable,
since the crow drops the coffee when it opens its mouth to retort: “Sama
ty vorona!” In this mad context the reader is so taken aback that he can
easily forget to ask how a crow manages to hold coffee in its beak and
why the home to which it returns is referred to as “par§ivyj”. The absurd-
ity of the insult exchange between the two animals is especially evident
when the fox calls the crow a pig. Because the invective “pig” is applied
not to a human but to an animal, it takes on a literal quality: as if the fox
were denying the “crowness” of the bird and redefining its species in-
stead of using the word “pig” metaphorically as it is done among hu-
mans. As in Charms’ previously mentioned fable for children, in this one
there is no moral whatsoever, which constitutes a violation of a major
convention - if not the goal — characterizing this didactic genre. This is



of course in keeping with Charms’ anti-dogmatic position in virtually all
of his work.,

The didactic convention in literature is also parodied in a short child-
ren’s story called ‘Rybij Zir'. A little boy receives a ten-kopeck coin
every time he has a spoonful of horrible-tasting cod-liver oil, and he puts
every ten-kopeck coin in his piggy bank. When asked what he does with
all his money, he gives an answer which indicates that he will have to
suffer forever, in an endless, ridiculous cycle:

— Hy a motom xe? cripocuiti Bogy.

— A TIOTOM, KOT/3 ¥ MgHS B KQITHJIKE HAKAIIZIMBAETCA BA
py6as, ckasam BoBa, TO MaMa BEIHHMAET HX M3 KOIHIKH H
THOKYIIAeT MHE OIsSiTh OYTHINKY PeIOBEro SKHpa.

(Jaccard 1985: 286)

The vicious circle transforms the didactic into the futile, placing the fun-
damental notion of ‘children’s text as behavior guide’ on its head.

The ludic elements in Charms’ oeuvre link his children’s literature
with his literature for adults, first creating the impression that a familiar
genre is about to be used and then destroying it convention by convention
in a mad but often very symmetrical and structurally logical game. It
appears that plot development in general and the presence of a dynamic
plot in particular are the two literary conventions most often subverted by
Charms. In this he is naturally not alone in the 20th century. Consider
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and many: other examples of absurdist and
modernist literature. However, when this plot negation device is applied
to children’s literature and/or the fairy tale genre, where dynamic action
is usually the dominant, a major deviation from an established conven-
tion is observed, making a number of Charms’ children’s stories and
texts for adults quite ‘different’ indeed. It is interesting that genre games
in Charms were not only an important feature of his works of fiction, but
they also played .a prominent role in his personal correspondence. In one
letter he plays with the conventions of the traditional salutation- and.
opening questlons thereby undermining the epistolary genre:

1 aBrycTa 1932 Kypcx

Hoporast Tamapa AnexcannpopHa, Banenrtuna EdwumonHa,
Jleonnp Capenbepny, SIkos Cemenobuy ¥ Bamentuna Edu-
MOBHa, '
Mepemattre or merg mpuser Jleonuny Capenbepnuy, Ba-
nentune EduMorne u Sxoey CeMeHOBHUY.
Kax BBl xuBeTe, Tamapa AJekcaHmpoBHa, Bamenrtmnaa
Edumosna, Jleonun Casensesny u Sfxoe Cemenonuy? Yrto



nonenswisaet BanenTuia Ebumosna? O643aTenbHO HAITHILH-

Te MHe, TaMapa ANeKcanpoBHa, KakK cebsl YyBeTBYIOT SIKOB

Cemenosud # Jleonug CaBenneBHY, :
(Charms 1988: 470)

Here, the deviation from the norm resides in very simple features: the
number of addressees and the various combinations of their names in
different sentences. The use of the formal patronymics adds an additional
ludic element to this list of addressees, contrasting with the clearly
playful — and therefore informal — tone of the text.

The Characters: Children and Child-Like Adults

In many of his works for adults — and naturally in his children’s works —
Charms shows us a universe of the child. At the risk of stating the ob-
vious, we should mention that, as M. McDowell (1976: 141) points out,
the presence of child characters is the norm in children’s literature and
one of the main features distinguishing it from literature for adults.
Charms’ stories for adults are certainly different from his children’s
works in this respect since they present adult characters for the most part,
but very often these so-called adults are very child-like in their behavior.
They are often confused, uncoordinated, strangely misplaced, helpless
and immature — like children living in an absurd world devoid of inherent
order and direction. These ‘adult children’ are the grotesque counterparts
of real child characters in Charms’ children’s works.

Agide from child and child-like characters in Charms’ two literatures,
we also see one other noteworthy character type: in some works for
adults there are animal- or vermin-like children, who are perceived very
negatively by the narrators and the adult characters. These animal-
children are in great contrast to the child characters of Charms’
children’s literature. In his works for aduits the child-like adults along
with the wretched animal-children are part of a nightmarish vision, which
distorts the conventional idea and ideal of the innocent child and the
child-like. On the other hand — apart from a few exceptions, which will
be dealt with at the end of this paper — the children in Charms’ children’s
literature, instead of trying to make sense of a perplexing world, usually
are seen enjoying themselves and playing. Thus, the ‘normal’ feature of
Charms’ children’s literature has to do with the fact that his child charac-
ters partake in happy or silly, typical children’s activities: we -see
children at play, children in the process of creating or discovering and
children doing destructive or nasty things that they do when they are
naughty. '



Here are two examples of the typically child-like in Charms’ child-
ren’s stories. The model work which epitomizes the idea of child’s play
is a poem suitably called ‘Igra’. It has the archetypal fairy-tale
architectonic structure: three young boys pretend to be a car, a mail ship
and a Soviet airplane respectively. The poem is full of dynamic action,
which, as McDowell (1976: 141) observes, is also typical of children’s
literature. ‘Igra’ comes alive with verbal play as each character tells the
others what he is doing and imitates the sound of his respective vehicle:
“Ga-ra-rar!” “Du-du-du!” and “Zu-?u-7u!”. When a cow comes along
and blocks their path, thereby interrupting the game for a time, its real
animal sound “Mu-mu-mu” creates a playful contrast with the
mechanical sound imitations made by the three boys (1988: 232).

Equally typical of children’s literature in general is the fabulous
voyage motif, which appears in ‘Kak Kol'ka Pankin letel v Braziliju i
Pet'’ka Erfov ni¢emu ne veril’. A boy imagines a whole glorious adven-
ture in Brazil, as he envisions local, everyday features of Leningrad
around him as part of the exotic and exciting setting in his imaginary
South American locale. Another boy tries to disrupt this game by not
playing along and bringing the flight of his friend’s imagination down to
earth:

- Trl Bumen 6u3oHa? — crupocun Koneka.

—I'me? — cripocun ITeTbka.

— Ia 1y, TaM. On KuHyJIcA Ha Hac, — cka3an Koeka,

— A 3T0 He kopoBa OsIa? — cipocHn IleTsxa,

- U0 THI, Kakag sxe 3T0 KopoBa? B bpasHiHH HeT KOpPOB,
—ckaszan Konbka.,
(1967: n.p.)

These examples are typical of Charms’ children’s works where he
captures the life and behavior of children, adding a touch of fantasy or
the absurd. But the absurd elements do not violate the innocent and
playful nature of his children’s works. There is, however, little doubt that
Charms’ positive presentation of playful children has to do with the
widespread notion that “children’s books tend to be optimistic rather than
depressive” (McDowell 1976: 141), which is one of the very basic prin-
ciples of children’s literature in general, This requirement was coupled
with the fact that Charms had to comply with an ideology that required a
generally positive tone in fiction. However, interestingly enough Charms
himself in all probability had a very negative view of children, and he
certainly did not see them as nearly such delightful creatures as those he
portrays in his stories and poems:



Kharms, who apparently did not like children, had the ability to
se¢ the world with the eyes of a child and the artistry of a writer,
(Stone-Nakhimovsky 1982: 20)

This comment seems to be supported by Charms’ unpublished personal
statements: “Ja ne ljublju detej, starikov, staruch i blagorazumnych”
(Druskin Fund Archives No. 219, sheet 50). And further on the same
page is the macabre remark: “Travit' detej — &to Zestoko. No &to-nibud’
ved' nado Ze § nimi delat”. Another interesting archival document is a
little book, consisting of a few sheets of paper sewn together, which con-
tains no words except for those on the front cover: “Evstigneev smeetsja:
jumoristi¢eskij rasskaz dlja detej i durakov” (Druskin Fund Archives No.
219, sheet 43). Furthermore, in the autobiographical work “Ja re¥il ras-
trepat’ odnu kompaniju” we read the following:

Bor mpyroe neno petd. O HHX FOBOPSIT, YTO OHH HEBHHHBI, 04
TOJNBKC Y GONBHO OMEpP3UTEeNBHEBI, B OCOOEHHOCTH KOrAa
IsSIIyT. S Bcerga yXooKy OTTYIOBA, TIe eCTh NETH.

{1988: 450)

This negative view of children finds its clearest expression in the often
black humour of Charms’ presentation of wretched child-characters in
his literature for adults.

An unpublished story called ‘Vospitanie’ conveys a view of the child
and the treatment of children that would be rejected by most children’s
authors, parents and especially Stalinist censors {the punctuation is
Charms’]:

Onuu Matpoc kymun cebe moM ¢ Kpeimet. BoT mocenmnca
MaTpPOC B 3TOM HOMe M paciuromun jerei. CTomeko pac-
INTOOUI JeTelt, uTO NEeBaThCHd OT HHX CTalo HeKyma. Torma
MaTpOC KYIIHII HAHBKY H roBopuT eii: “BoT tebe, HAHBKAE,
MOH HeTH. HSIHRUM HMX M yroxpaii uM BO BCEM, HO TOJBKO
CMOTpH, 4TOGBI OHH ApYr Apyra He nepekycann. Ecmm xe
OHH OYeHb HIaNHTh GYOyT, Thl MX TIOJIeM CKHIIHAAPOM HIH
YKCYCHOMN accerHuner. OHH TOCOA 3aMOJKHYT. A MOTOM elle
BOT YTQ, HSIHBKA, Thl KOHEYHO JIIOOHIIE €CTh, T4K BOT YXKe ¢
9THM Tebe NpHOeTcs NpocTHTRCA. S Tefe ecTh MaBaTh He
6YJIY.” -

— “TlocToliTe, ma Kak Xe Tak? — MUCMYyranach HSHBKA, -
Bens BesAxOMY 4enoBeky ecTh HY>KHO, Hy Kak 3Haelnb, HO
TONBKO TIOKA ThI MOHX OeTel HAHBYHMILL — €CTh HecMed
[sic]!” ‘

Hsmpxa GBINO Ha ABIOBI, HO MATPOC CTETHYN e Nallko¥ H
-HAHBKA CTHXJA,



— Hy a temeps, — ckazal Mapoc [sic], - Bansgi Moux co-
HSIKOB!

H BOT TaxuM 06pa30OM HaualIOCh BOCTTHTAHHE MATPOCCKHX
meteil.

Bripocno v Matpoca 54 xynurana! Onue M3 HHX, yKe He
TIOMHIO KOTOPBIH, IpHpe3al HAHsKY. (1935-1938)
(Druskin Fund Archives No. 264)

This brutal and absurd disciplinary treatment and the vermin-like nature
of the children — stressed by their teeming multitude — echoes the above-
mentioned idea of poisoning children.

In the few other cases when children are mentioned in Charms’
literature for adults, they are often being hurt in some fashion or appear
as the object of hatred. In ‘Sonet’ the ‘adult’ characters argue about
which number comes first, 7 or 8. Then they are distracted by a gruesome
incident which they view as entertainment:

Mgal criopunn 61 Ovens OOJTO, HO, TO CYACTBIO, TYT €O
CKAMEWKH CBANHIICS Kako#-To peBeHOK M croMan cebe obe
YeJKCTH, DTC OTBIEKIIO HAc OT HAIIIEro Cropa.

(1988: 357

Children are also mutilated ~ this time in the narrator’s mind — in the
beginning of the long prose work ‘Starucha’:

C yNHIEL CIBIIIEH TPOTHUBHEIH KpHK MalsyHiek. S mexy u
BBIIYMEBIBAK) MM Ka3HH., BOJblle BCEro MHe HpaBUTCH Ha-
MYCTHTH HA HUX CTOJIGHSK, YTOOBI OHH BOPYT TIEPECTAIIH JBH-
raThest. POMHTEIH pACTACKHBAIOT HX MO moMaM, OHH JIeXaT B
CBOHMX KPOBATKAX M HE MOTYT JaXe eCTh JIOTOMY YTQ Yy HHX
He OTKPBIBAOTCH pThI, HX miuraroT HekycerseHHo, Uepes He-
Ieo CTONOHSK HMpOXOOHT, HO OeTH TaK CIIabbl, YTO ele
LIEJTBIH MecHLl, HOJKHERI TpoiIekaTh B mocrengx. IloroM onu
HAYHMHAIOT MOCTENEHHO BBI3NOPABAMBATE, HO I HAIYCKAIO HA
HHX BTOPOH CTONOHIK, # OHH BCe OKOAEBAIOT,

(1988: 399)

Apart from the macabre content, note the incompatibility of the typically
child-related diminutive suffix ‘k’ in the word “krovatkach” and the term
“okolevajut”, which is normally used to describe the death of animals.
The desire to get rid of annoying children is also echoed later on in
this tale as the narrator-protagonist is bothered by two boys in a train.
And yet another time in this text, over vodka with his friend Sakerdon
Michajlovi¢, the narrator-protagonist makes the following comment:
“Terpet’ ne mogu pokojnikov i detej”. To this Sakerdon Michajlovié re-



marks in a similar vein: “deti, poZaluj, chuZe, oni ¢a¥fe mefajut nam”
(1988: 414).

The most striking and the most nightmarish reference to children
appears in a work called “Ja podnjal pyl™, which Charms wrote in Fe-
bruary of 1939, four months earlier than ‘Starucha’. A man is being pur-
sued in what he perceives to be a chase through a living hell toward a
bathhouse [unfortunately only this English translation was available to
us]:

I kicked up dust. Children were running after me and tearing
their clothing... Torn children rushed after me; and, falling
behind, broke their fragile legs in their terrible haste... Filthy,
malnourished children looking like poisonous mushrooms got
tangled under my feet. I couldn't run... I jumped, ripped the
heads off a few mushrooms...

(Stone-Nakhimovsky 1982: 99)

These scattered, poignant and horrific presentations of children in
Charms’ literature for adults certainly are far removed from the image of
playful children which we see in the above-mentioned examples of
Charms’ children’s literature. Perhaps these filthy, animal-like children
are not only the products of a world gone mad, but also the progeny of
adults who themselves appear helpless and immature in Charms’ fan-
tastic universe. These adults are characterized by some of the most ncga-
tive features associated with children and childhood — traits reminiscent
of W. Golding’s novel Lord of the Flies. We would like to turn now to
these child-like adults and discuss the special place they occupy in
Charms’ absurd and often frightening world.

To begin with many of Charms’ adult character names suggest
childish elements, ¢.g., “Magkin i Kogkin”, “Fed'’ka i Sen'ka”, “Pakin i
Rakukin” and others. The key element here is the letter ‘k’ which
appears in all six names. When ‘K’ is a diminutive suffix — and it acts as
such in “Magkin”, “Koskin”, “Fed'ka” and “Sen'ka” — it is normally as-
sociated with the childish, the playful and the informal, i.e., it is a foreign
body in the official, serious, everyday world of adults. Although in
“Pakin” and “Pakukin” ‘k’ is not a suffix, by association it suggests a
diminutive concept, not to mention its playful role in “Rakukin”, which
sounds very much like the work “kuki”.5

While the childishness of these and other adult characters is merely
suggested by their names, it is clearly illustrated by their immature
behavior. Random, poorly motivated or unprovoked violence, which is
often typical of real-life children, is the first — and in our opinion most
striking - feature characterizing the behavior of Charms’ child-like



adults. The pages of Charms’ works are filled with punches, kicks and
slaps which often appear humorous because of their ‘Punch and Judy’
style. However, there is more to this violence than puppet show aggres-
sion; Charms’ absurd comic play almost always takes on darker implica-
tions as the gratuitous punches result in death or horrible injury. One of
the most important factors in Charms’ presentation of his fighting adults
is the fact that almost in every case neither the characters themselves nor
the narrator show any shock or concern about the implications of their
actions, Charms’ child-like adult characters, like their younger real-life
models, are without developed morals and are unable to fully grasp the
consequences of violence and death. One is reminded in this respect of
the psychiatric definition of psychopathy as a lack of a developed
conscience.

Charms presents several pairs of child-like adult fighters. In
‘Grjaznaja li¢nost” the already mentioned Fed'ka kills Sen'ka in a most
absurd way: “[...] Fed'ka dognal Sen'ku i dvinul ego sacharnicej po
golove” (1988: 331). The ridiculous murder method, as well as the very
colloquial term “dvinul”, make the act seem all the more playful and
joke-like, obfuscating the moral and emotional implications of killing a
human being. To make the situation even more absurd, Fed'ka immedi-
ately is narrated out of the scene of the crime as he packs his suitcase and
goes off to Viadivostok, where he becomes a tailor of ladies’ underwear.
Such accumulation of absurd detail turns the adult business of murder
into a childish game where nothing is real. It ought to be noted that no
reason is given for the violence in this story: it seems to exist for its own
sake — as a gratuitous, immature act.

Similarly groundless is the fighting in “Matkin ubil Ko¥kina”. Here
the two fighters take turns hitting each other, and the simple ending cuts
the story off abruptly in a typically absurd and shockingly matter-of-fact
way: “Tovaris¢ KoSkin rastjanuisja na polu i umer. Magkin ubil Kogki-
na” (1988: 383). The officially bureaucratic word “tovari$¢” creates an
additional absurd effect: it is incompatible with the characters’ “unoffi-
cial” behavior, and this behavior contradicts the harmonious utopian
picture of Soviet society suggested by the formal and meaning-laden
concept of ‘comrade’. Furthermore, “tovari¥¢” followed by a last name is
an adult title and is in stark contrast with the child-like behavior of the
twocharacters.

In ‘Pakin i Rakukin’ the fight story pattern repeats itself: Pakin kills
Rakukin after the two anger each other with childish name-calling. In
this story the fight goes on beyond the grave: an element of the fantastic
is introduced as Rakukin’s spirit jumps out of his dead body and sets off
in pursuit of his murderer,



There are two other examples of this story type which we may men-
tion. In ‘Cto teper' prodajut v magazinach’ a character named Kartygin
becomes upset because his friend Tikakeev, who has gone shopping,
does not arrive home to meet him on time. In the ensuing squabble Tika-
keev takes out a newly purchased cucumber and uses it to kill Kartygin.
The absurd last line sums up the absurdity of the whole story: “Votkakie
bol'sie ogurcy prodajut teper' v magazinach!” (1988: 382). The fight in
‘Istorija deru¥Cichsja’ is formally very similar to that between Magkin
and Koskin (cf. above), but this time the two adversaries have dignified
and very adult names: Aleksej Alekseevi¢ and Andrej Karlovié. Their
fight does not result in a death — although one of them ends up with a
torn nostril — but the open ending leaves them still attacking each other.
The full names and patronymics of these two characters, which is an
attribute of the serious adult world, act as an absurd contrast to their
childish behavior just like in the above-mentioned case with ‘tovari3¢’ in
‘Maskin ubil Koskina’.

Aside from these examples, in many of Charms’ other stories cha-
racters are constantly being killed and mutilated; however, groundless or
arbitrary childish conflict is not always the cause. Sometimes death or
injury occur as a result of ridiculous accidents related to a lack of basic
coordination and understanding of the world, which is also reminiscent
of a small child’s mind. Many characters manifest an infantile inability to
avoid danger and end up hurting themselves — sometimes repeatedly —
unable to learn how to prevent accidents even after having observed or
experienced them before. One of the best examples is the helpless prota-
gonist of ‘Stoljar Kusakov’ who sets off to get glue and never makes it
(1988: 361). This story begins like a standard fairy tale — “Zil-byl
stoljar”; however, by means of a typical Kharmsian shift, the reader’s
initial genre expectations are thwarted by an absurd narrative pattern,
which, as already mentioned, is found in many other instances: the hero
is caught up in a never-ending stream of obstacles, which prevent him
from achieving his goal.® Kuakov never gets anywhere as he keeps
falling down: he breaks successively his forehead, nose, cheek and chin
and has to keep returning to the pharmacy to get bandages. When he
finally goes home, he is so bandaged up that his family does not
recognize him and throws him out of the house.

Even more child- or even baby-like are the plummeting old women in
‘Vyvalivajui¢iesja staruchi’. They seem to have regressed to an infantile
state, engaging in irrational acts dangerous to themselves. The old
women fall out of the window one after another — like children who lack
the physical coordination to look out without plummeting to the ground:



Omnna crapyxa OT Ype3sMepHOro II0GOIBITCTBA BBIBAJIHIIACH
H3 OKH4, yraja B pa30unacek. M3 OkKHa BBICYHYIACH Hpyras
CTAPYXA M CTajla CMOTPETh BHH3 Ha pa3zGHMBLIYIOCH, HO OT
Ype3MEepHOTO JTIBONMBITCTEG TOXK € BEIBANTHITACE M3 OKHA, YMA-
J1a M pa3bHIack,

(1988:356)

It should be noted that the way in which many of Charms’ characters
and narrators react to death, mutilation and violence betrays a small
child’s inability to grasp the seriousness of horrifying events. Whereas
most literature — from the Middle Ages through Dante to Goethe — seems
to take death very seriously, Charms’ child-like characters appear to
dismiss it as just another daily activity, denying its finality and its ‘grim
reaper’ image. Everything is no more serious than a child’s game of ‘let’s
pretend’. The most extreme example of an immature reaction to serious
events is found in a story called ‘Reabilitacija’. Here a criminal awaiting
his trial rids his behavior of any considerations of guilt or responsibility.
His reasoning suggests the conscience of a child whose main goal is to
avoid punishment: having committed heinous crimes, but devoid of
morals, he does not see that he has done anything wrong:

He xBacrasick MOry ¢cKa3aTh, YTO KOrga Bomoms ymapHn MeHs
0 yXy M TNIIOHYJI MHE B JI06, 1 TaK ero CXBaTHI, YTO OH
®TOT0 He 3a6ymeT. YKe nOoTOM S GHI er0 TIPHMYCOM, a YTIO-
roM si 6ur ero Beuepom, Tax 4To yMep OH COBCEM He Cpasy,
DT0 He MOKA3ATENLCTBO, MTO HOTY S OTPE3AN €MY ellle THEM.,
Torma on 0wl elme XHB. A AHApomy s YOHI NpocTo IO
HHEPLUK, H B 3TOM I cebs He MOry oBBMHHTh. 3aueM AH-
opowma ¢ EnnzaseToit AHTOHOBHOH MONANUCh MHE IIOI PY-
ky? UM 6b10 He K YeMy BBICKAKHMBATh M3 3a IDBepH. Meus
OOBWHATIOT B KPOBOXKATHOCTH, FOBOPST, S MW KPOBb, HO 3T0
HeBePHO, 5 NOMIH3BIBANl KPOBSHEIE JIYXXKH B HATHA; ATO
eCTeCTBEHHAA MOTPeOHOCTh YelIOBEKa YHHUYTOXKHTL CIIElpl
CBOero, xord 0bl IYCTSIIIHOTO TIPECTYINEHHA. A TakXKe s He
HacuIloBan EnmsaseTy AHTOHOBHY. Bo-IepBBIX, OHA YXe He
6b1J1a OEBYLIIKOM, a BO-BTOPBIX, 5 MMe]l e)I0 ¢ TPYIIOM, H el
KaJdoBaThCA He IpHXoguTces. UTo M3 TOro, UTO OHA BOT-BOT
AomxHa 6eina poguth? A K BEITAIHI pebeHKa.
(Rossija7l,1991: 8)

We would like t0 contrast this striking example of naive sophistry in
reaction to death and violence with the only ‘normal’ or ‘mature’ reac-
tion to terrible events in all of Charms’ stories known to us: ‘Sud'ba Zeny
professora’. A professor dies in a Moscow hospital a few days after hav-
ing eaten something bad. His ashes are mailed in a package back to his



wife. She reads the words: “Vot vse, ¢to ostalos' ot VaSego supruga” and
is apparently affected by the news:

XKena nudero NMOHATL He MOXeT, TpSceT GAHOUKY, HA CBET
ee’ CMOTDHT, 3alHCKY IIeCTh Pa3 IIPOYMTANIA — HAKOHell,
c000pa3uia, B YeM Hefio, ¥ CTPAllHO paccTpoumace. ~KeHa
npodeccopa 0OYCHb PACCTPOKIACh, MOINIAKalla 4yaca TPH H
TO1Ta §AHOUYKY C TIETINIOM, XODOHHTE,

(Raduga7,1988: 33)

However, here again, despite its seeming normality, the mourning is
made absurd by the pragmatic specification of its duration: “Casa tri”, and
its very temporary quality is stressed by the prefix “po-" in the verb
“poplakala”, which usually conveys short duration and in this case tri-
vializes the woman’s grief. The word “rasstroilas™, which is clearly too
weak to convey real sorrow, further weakens the reaction of the pro-
fessor’s wife, It is as if the narrator does not allow his character to react
in an ‘adult’ way to an event whose gravity normally elicits a much more
mature response. The grieving woman is restricted even further in her
attempt at a ‘normal’ reaction to death when some people from the insane
asylum arrive and take the “sover§enno normal'naja professor§a” — as the
narrator puts it, to a madhouse. Thus, the only mature character in
Charms’ stories is suppressed and deprived of the chance to behave in a
non-childish way,

The immature and even clownish child-like adult also appears in
Charms’ stories about famous men. Great artists and authors are pre-
sented as ridiculous clowns, acting in a manner that sharply contrasts
with their serious reputation. The best known example of this grotesque
metamorphosis is the story ‘Puskin i Gogol”, where two of Russia’s
greatest authors keep stumbling over each other on stage, falling down
and cursing:

T'orone nagaeT ¥3-3a KYIHC HA CLIEHY H CMHPHO JTEXKHT,

Ilynxun (BRIXOOHT, coThiKaeTcs o6 ['oromsa u mamaer):
BoT uept! Hukak 06 Iorons!

T'orone (mogHuMasck): MepsonakocTs kakas! OTHOXHY T
He panyT {(UmeT, cioteikaetcd o6 Iymkuna u mamaer,) Hu-
Kak 06 [Tyimkuna cnoTeIKHYICS!

Ilymxnn (momnumMasics): Hi munyTsl nokes! (MueT, cro-
TeIKaeTcs 06 Toros u mamaet.) Bot yepT! Hukaxk omsaTes 06
Toronsa!

(1988:360)



Once again we have a story that never gets started and consists of the
same repeated sequence. The two ‘authors’ use very colloquial expres-
sions and curse in a way that is completely incompatible with the
reader’s expectations: two giants of Russian literature behave like
drunken goons. The falling literati resemble babies who have barely
learned to walk, and apart from their names, they retain nothing of their
famous identities,”

Basic bodily functions are associated with Lev Tolstoj in a dream
seen by the wife of the deceased professor in the above-mentioned story
‘Sudba Zeny professora’. Tolstoj resembles a proud two-year-old who
has produced something quite impressive:

Hner ona u cnut. ¥ BumuT con, GyATO MAET K HEH HABCTpEYy
Jee Tomcroit H B pyKax HOUHOM ropiox mepxut, OHa ero
copampBaeT; “Uro ke 310 Taxoe?” A OH IIOKasbIBaeT eif
ITANBLEM Ha TOPIIOK H TOBODHT:

— BoT, — rOBOPHT, — TYT g KOE-4T0O HAJENall, H Tenephb HeCy
BCEMY CBETY IIOKA3BIBATE, [1ycTh, — FOBOPHT, — Boe CMOszT
{Raduga7, 1988:33-34)

In this case the act of creation is brought down to the physiological level
of a child’s capabilities: instead of the expected literary work, the great
author has produced the least intellectual thing possible.

General ignorance and naiveté turn a number of Charms’ adult cha-
racters into children who are unable to perform the most basic everyday
tasks. Kindergarten-level counting is the subject of a story called ‘Sonet’.
A man suddenly forgets which comes first: seven or eight. He goes to his
neighbors for help, but they cannot figure it out either, and they all
approach a cashier in a store who confuses them even more with the
absurd statement:

[To-MoeMy, ceMB MIET XOCIIe BOCHMH B TOM clIyyae, KOTOA
BOCEMbB HAET MOCIE CEMH.
(1988:357)

Confused even further, these helpless adults argue and then eventually
just go home. In this case not one but all the adult characters lack a basic
skill normally possessed by schoolchildren. This is pushed to the limit of
absurdity when the cashier, who should be able to count better than
anyone else, having to work with numbers constantly, is unable to offer
any assistance to the helpless counters. Not only does she fail to help
them, but she confuses them even more with a circular argument, which
destroys the concept of basic sequential progression.8



As a final example of the childish in Charms’ adult characters we
would like to take ‘Nacalo ofen’ chorodego letnego dnja’ — a text which
contains almost all of the elements and manifestations of immature be-
havior discussed above. The result is a phantasmagoric kindergarten for
adults and a chaotic scene where only the characters’ bodies are mature:

YyTe TOJBKO NpOKpHYaAT meTyx, Tumodell BrICKOYMIT H3
OKOIIKA HA KDHIIHY M HAIyraj BCEX, KTO MPOXOTWI B 3TO
BpeMA o yiaHne. KpecThsHMH XapHTOH OCTAHOBHIICH,
TIOAHSII KAMEHE W ycTHI UM B Tumoden, Tumodeit kyga-to
ucyes. “Bor nmoBkau!” — 3aKpHYAIIC YelloBeYecKoe CTAlo, H
HekTo 3y6oB pasfexancd M €O BCEro Maxy IBHHYICH
roJIOBOI 06 cTeny. “Dx!” — BcxpukHyaa H6aba ¢ dmocom. Ho
Komapor cnenan atoi 6abe Temenb-Tanelsb, 1 0aba ¢ BoeM
y6exxanaa B NONBOpOTHIO, MuMo 1eyn PeTeTOIINE B TOMe-
upaycs. K #emy momomiea KoMapoB M ckasam: D Tel, cano!
— H yoapuin PeTeMOIIHHA 110 XHBOTY. PeTeMIOIHH TIPHCIO-
HUJICA K CT€He H Havall HKaTh, POMAIIKHH IJIeBAJICH CBEPXY
H3 OKHA, CTapasgch IONACTE B DeTeOIIHHA. ..

(1988: 394)

It is as if Charms had put all his child-like adults in one story and in one
place, allowing them to run loose and do all the things that they have
done in his other texts. This ‘kindergarten’ is not the innocent place
which the term usually suggests by its flower image. This is rather an
upside down kindergarten where innocence is transformed into idiocy
and piay into violence.

Thus, the world created in Charms’ stories for adults is a dangerous,
violent and often nightmarish domain. This is frequently the result of
immature behavior on the part of its adult inhabitants who are very
similar to children in their mentality, but, unlike children, they are not
controlled by a higher authority and remain free to wreak havoc. In his
children’s literature, as we have seen, Charms creates a largely pleasant
playful universe, while many of Charms’ adult characters from his stories
for adults act as a kind of concealed warped and frightening counterpart
to the children from his children’s works. The fact that Charms’ ‘normal’
child was intended for the public while his grotesque childish adult was
not brings to mind Freud’s ‘id’ and ‘ego’ relationship. Thus, in this
dichotomy of child and child-like character types we see Charms’ private
and public face, the former having been kept in total secret during the
author’s short life:

XapMc caM O4YeRB JIOGUIT pHCOBATE, [writes one of his friends]
HO MHE CBOM PHCYHKHM HHKOTZA He ITOKAa3bIBall, & TAKXKe Boe,



YTO OH ITHCAN BJisT B3pockiXx. OH 3anpeTHil BTO BCEM CBOHM
OPY3bSM, 2 ¢ MEeHs B3IST KNATBY, UTQ S He OYOY IBITATHCH
IOCTATD €T0 PYKOITHCH.

{Poret 1980; 357)

The Darker Side of the Child’s World

As mentioned previously, Daniil Charms’ children’s literature seems to
portray a playful, pleasant, positive world as opposed to his literature for
adults:

AXTHBHad TBOpYeCKad >KH3Hb pebeHKa — HOBOrO repost
XapMca — cTalla HJISI HEr'O CBOEro poja aHTHTE30M yxKacy
npo3sbaHnd, H306pasKeHHOMY B €r0 ‘B3pOCIbIX’ BEIIaX.
(Petrovskij 1968: 259)

However, we would like to mention two children’s works that deviate
from the general tendency in Charms’ happy world of the child. A know-
ledge of Charms’ secret literature for adults and of his position in the
Soviet literary institution may explain why in the following two stories
this author was incapable of preventing aspects of his adult nightmare
from creeping into his children’s literature.

The horrible, absurd violence of Charms’ adult universe intrudes in a
rather overt way into the child’s world in the story ‘Skazka’. As already
mentioned above, a little boy, Vanja, wants to write a typical fairy tale,
but a little girl, Lenocka, says that all the stories proposed by Vanja have
already been written and then proceeds to tell her own versions of them,
On the formal level this is an excellent example of a game involving
metafictional Self—referentiality the story ends with Vanja buying a copy
of the magazine which contains the story about him that we have just
read. Furthermore, “Skazka’ has another ludic feature that we have dis-
cussed above: the distortion of the conventional fairy-tale form. How-
ever, beneath the humorous impact of these formal games lie frightful
images of absurd violence which are far from the realm of a child’s
world. When the little boy expresses the desire to write a story about a
king and a queen, the little girl tells him that such a story has already
been written and proves her point with the following macabre narrative:

— [...] Kopoap nuy ywait ¢ s610KaMA H BOPYT NOHABHIICS, &
KOponeBa cTana OHTE er0 IO CcHHHe, 4YTOOBbl KycOk sBloka
BRICKOUYMII M3 ropiia 00paTHO, A KOPOIb IMOLYMal, YT0 KOpo-
JIeBa OepeTcd, M YIApHI ee cTAKAHOM IIO FojIoBe. TYT Kopo-
JIeBa pacCepOHIACE H yOapHlIa KOPOJS TapeNKoil. A KOpoib
yHAPHII KOPOJNEBY MHCKON. A KOpOJNeBa ymapHia KOpons



CTYJIIOM. A KOpPONIb BCKOYHI H VIADHI KOPOJNEBY CTOJOM. A
KOpOJeBa ITOBATHIIA Aa Kopons 6yder. Ho kopoib BEIIIE3 K3
mmoxn 6ydeTa ¥ MyCTUI B KOPOJIeBY KOpOoHOH, Torma Kopoyesa
CXBATHN4 KODOJA 32 BOJIOCH M BRIOPOCHIA €ro B OKOIIKO.
Ho xopons Bne3 oO6paTHO B KOMHATY 4Yepe3 NPYLoe OKHO,
CXBATHI KOPOIEBY H 3aIHXal ¢ B meuxy. Ho Koponesa BEl-
Te3na 4epes TpyOy Ha KphIILy, IT0TOM CIYCTHIACH IO IPOMO-
OTBOMY B caf M Uepe3 OKHO BepHYJIach OGPATHO B KOMHATY. A
KOPOJIB B DTO BpPeMS PacTAMIMBAI MedKy, YTOOB CXedb
koponesy. Koponesa momkpanachk c3aii H TOJKHYJIA KOPOAA.
Kopone mojieren B meyky H TaM cropell. BoT u Besa ckaska, —
ckaszana [lenouxa.

(1967: n.p.)

This story certainly reminds us of the numerous texts about puppet-like
fighting men in Charms’ world of child-like adults. However, the horror
of ‘Skazka’ is even more striking since its form is taken from a
traditional children’s genre. Using the traditional fairy tale beginning
“Zil-byl korol'...”, which, as E. Rabkin (1976: 34) points out, is a clearly
conventional welcome sign into the attractive — in spite of occasional
danger — world of enchantment, Lenoc¢ka suddenly tells horrible, absurd
things as if they were not in contrast with the conventional world of the
children’s fairy tale. The little boy’s reaction to the story shows that he
does not see its nightmarish quality as anything out of the ordinary,
bringing to mind the immature way in which many of Charms’ adult
characters and narrators react to death and injury in his works for adults:
“Ofen' glupaja skazka. Ja chotel napisat’ sovsem druguju” (1988: 276).
“Glupaja” is hardly appropriate as a qualifier for such a deviation from
our genre expectations. The specific act of stuffing someone into the
oven is reminiscent of scenes from “Hansel and Gretel” or the Russian
Baba-Jaga. However, unlike these stories, in which punishment of the
evil witch is motivated, here the whole shocking episode is based on a
simple misunderstanding. This is much more a world of existentialist
rather than enchanted reality.

Pain and mutilation, normally kept at a distance in conventional
children’s literature, are not only present in a story called ‘Molo¢nyj
zub’; but they appear as an absurd, unnecessary phenomenon, very much
like their counterparts in Charms’ literature for adults. A little girl is very
frightened because she has to have a tooth pulled. She is in the editorial
offices of a publishing house - terrified. When she explains her problem
to a female editor, the latter tells her that getting a tooth pulled is no more
painful than being pricked with a pin. Thus far we have a very typical
didactic children’s plot, but at this point the absurd takes over. Rather
than using the pinprick comparison just figuratively, as we would expect,



the editor demonstrates it by really pricking the little girl with a real pin
and then explaining: “rvat’ molo¢nyj zub ne bol'nee &togo ukola”
{Druskin Fund Archives No. 281). Thus, we observe the rather absurd
and sadistic act of causing pain to a child in order to show that future
pain would be bearable, This ‘literalization’ of a figurative comparison ~
pain=pinprick — does introduce a ludic element to be sure, but it also
strips the child’s world of some of its innocence. Danger and pain
become not abstract notions but real experience; what is more, the pain is
caused by a well-meaning adult. And since pain in this case is
unnecessary and futile, it is all the more frightening to a young mind. The
narrator, like many narrators of Charms’ works for adults that describe
absurd and random injury, does not find anything strange about this
whole incident and actually praises the pin-wielding editor: “MoZno
tol'ko otmetit’ nachoddivost' etoj redaktor§i.”

Conclusion

Charms” literature is characterized by three major trends, each one
consisting of contrasting elements:

a) his relatively bright children’s works versus his very macabre texts
for adults;

b) endless random and often bloody violence versus its ‘Punch and
Judy’ features which make it difficult to take seriousty;

¢) the formal games and funny twists of plot and language versus the
more tragic or downright frightful aspects of Charms’ absurd universe.

It becomes clear that the young, the in-between and the old are all caught
up in a vortex of horror and laughter which confuses a reader who is used
to — and therefore expects — more conventional patterns. Because of
genre requirements and ideological pressure from the Soviet literary
institution, Charms’ children’s works had to be more pleasant and less
ambiguous than his literature for adults. Nevertheless, it is to be hoped
that our discussion of his children’s works against the background of his
secretly written works for adults has demonstrated that Charms’ two
literatures are definitely the product of the same pen. Charms was very
much aware of what the reader’s conventional expectations were, and —
whenever he could get away with it publicly and almost always in his
private writings — he would systematically violate these expectations,
creating an upside down effect typical of absurdist writing in general. It
is now hopefully clear that Charms, the writer for adults, and Charms, the
children’s author, influenced each other, producing works that fit neither
the conventional expectations of adult readers nor oftentimes those of
children. This is of course very fitting for a century that has been charac-



terized by the destruction of conventions and for a writer who lived and
worked in a society full of terror and the unexpected.

University of Alberta

NOTES

1 These were ‘Sludaj na Zeleznoj doroge’ in the collection of the Leningrad
Union of Poets published in 1926 and ‘Stich Petra Jak§ina’ in another
collection published by the same source in 1927.

2 Tronically, this purposeful ‘antonymy’ of the literature of the absurd some-
times makes it rather predictable in spite of its quest for originality, for a
world upside down tends to follow the patterns of our world — only back-
wards.

MbI — epBRI¢ Bparu TeX, KTO XOMOCTHT CITOBO H ITPEBPAlNacT
erc B 6eCCUITBHOrQ M 62CCMEBICTIEHHOTO YOIMOHKA.
{Milner-Gulland 1970: 70)

4 The use of meaningless phonemes is also found in two dog names, which
appear in an unfinished text without a title: “Gynmynfynbyn” and
“Bububu’ (Druskin Fund Archives No. 219, sheet 17).

5 Because “kuki¥” is the word for a gesture, which indicates a refusal to co-
operate or share and is especially common among Russian children, it
serves to render Rakukin's name that much less formal and immature. Just
like the diminutive k’, it is foreign to the serious world of adults.

6 This is related to another narrative pattern discussed above: a story that
ends without ever getting off the ground.

7 Puskin also appears as uncoordinated as a child in the cycle entitled ‘Anek-
doty iz Zizni Pugkina’ where the whole story consists of the fact that Pukin
and his son are unable to sit at a table and keep falling from their chairs
(1988: 393).

8  This story about number confusion is strikingly similar to a more recent
text by 4 modern children’s writer, Oleg Grigor'ev. Just like Charms, he i8
from Leningrad and, until the Gorbadev era, his works suffered a fate
similar to that of his absurdist predecessor. Grigor'ev’s story is entitled
‘Lestnica’:

HMomuaMagce o mecTHHLE oMo, [TeTpoB HACYHTAIT BOCEMB
CTYIIEHEK, COYCKAACH M0 JECTHHIE BHH3, HACYHMTAN TOJBKO
CEME,



As the narrative progresses, the seven-gight discrepancy in the staircase
[note that in Charms’ story the numbers are also seven and eight], is dis-
covered by different characters: a building custedian, a policeman and even
the civil engineer responsible for the construction of the building. Just like
Charms’ perplexed characters, Grigor'ev's characters come up with an
absurd solution: the staircase is torn down, and the reader learns the follow-

ing:

Teneps, koraa IleTpeR MOeT TOMOI, OH MONNpPBICMBAaET Ha
BOCEMb CTYIIEHEK BBepX, 4 KOTa BRIXOLHT H3 IOMA, TIPLITAET
Ha CEMb CTYIIEHEK BHH3.

{Grigor'ev 1990: 30)
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