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THE END IN V. EROFEEV'S MOSKVA-PETUSKI 

VLADIMIR TUMANOV 

Ham napOB03 Bnepe,lJ, JIern - B KOMM)'He OCTaHOBKa ... 

One of the most striking and unsettling elements in Venedikt Erofeev' s novel 
Moskva-Petuski is the ending where Venja, the protagonist-narrator, is 
murdered by four mysterious executioners in the stairway of a downtown 
Moscow building. These are the hero's last words as he narrates his own 
death: 

OHH BOH3HJIH MHe IIIHJIO B caMoe ropJIO [ ••. ] • ..SI He 3HaJI, 'ITO eCTh 

Ha CBeTe TaKlUI 60JIh. ..SI CKPIO'lHJICjJ OT M}'KH, rycTlUI KpacHajJ 

6}'KBa "10" paCnJIaCTaJIaCh Y MeHjJ B rJIa3ax H 3a,IJ,pO)l(aJIa. l:I C Tex 

nop 11 He npHXO,lJ,HJI B C03HaHHe, H HHKOr,lJ,a He flPH,lJ,y. 
(1989: 506) 

The last sentence turns the entire preceding narrative into a paradox: the 
narrator indicates that he could not have told his story, since he ceased to 
exist as a consciousness ("soznanie") as soon as the action stopped. The fact 
of Venja's death itself does not necessarily cancel out his ability to tell about 
the events leading up to his demise: literature knows a number of beyond­
the-grave narrators, e.g., the murdered Olivia in Anne Hebert's Les Fous de 
Bassan or the dead samurai Tekehiko in Akutagawa Riunosuke's 'In a 
Grove'. What makes Venja's narrative paradoxic is his own reference to the 
end of his cogitative activity. at the moment of death the hero ceases to think 
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and should, logically, lose the ability to narrate. Nonnally, a dead narrator 
acquires hislher ability to narrate by supernatural means, e.g., via life after 
death, as in Les Fous de Bassan or through a medium, as in 'In a Grove'. 
Such postmortem loquacity may also remain unexplained. In Moskva­
Petuski, however, the dead narrator seems to stress that his death appears as 
the ultimate end: a point where everything, including time and consciousness, 
stops. 

By depriving himself of consciousness after death, Yenja deprives him­
self of what B. Romberg calls the "epic situation". Romberg argues that in 
fIrst-person narrative - and especially when the narrator is also the prota­
gonist - we are nonnally given the particulars of the narrating situation and 
some kind of motivation for the narrative act, i.e., when where, how and 
possibly why the narrator is telling hislher story (Romberg 1962: 33). Thus, 
Adso's epic situation in Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose is that of an 
old man looking back at a certain series of events from his younger days. 
When Adso writes, "it is cold in the scriptorium, my thumb aches. I leave this 
manuscript, I do not know for whom [ ... J" (1984: 611), his epic situation is 
foregrounded: we know where the epos is taking place (in a scriptorium) and 
in what fonn (writing). Because the ending of Moskva-Petuski makes it clear 
that Erofeev's narrator is utopic and achronic, i.e., existing in no place and in 
no time, he has no situation as a speaking instance. Therefore, the questions 
where, when, how and why are not and, what is most important, cannot be lo­
gically answered with respect to Yenja's narrative act. 

Yenja's absent epic situation is part of a larger narratological issue fIrst 
discussed by E. Benveniste as the difference between discours and histoire, 
i.e., the plane of the telling and the plane of the told respectively (Benveniste 
1966: 238-242). The key element of this dichotomy is a temporal one, which 
is why Benveniste integrates it into his analysis of French verb tenses. As 
S. Chatman puts it: 

if the narrative is overt, there are perforce two NOWs. that of the 
discourse, the moment occupied by the narrator in the present tense 
("I am going to tell you the following story"), and that of the story, 
the moment that the action began to transpire, usually in the preterite. 
(Chatman 1978: 63)1 

Thus, any fIrst-person narrator who takes part in the events of hislher story 
has two possible referents for the pronoun "I": I-then and I-now. If we look at 
Yenja's narrative from the last sentence backwards, it has no I-now plane and 
therefore, paradoxically, no discourse. 

If, on the other hand, we leave the "impossible" ending aside, the story 
and discourse levels appear to be present in Moskva-Petuski. However, the 
relationship between the narrator's I-now and I-then is no less paradoxic than 



The End in V. Erofeev's 'Moskva-Petuski' 97 

his final self-annihilating statement. As Chatman points out, a narrator's 
present "remains posterior to that of the characters" including that of his own 
I-then (1978: 83). This means that I-now and I-then cannot logically share the 
same moment in time: in Moskva-Petuski they do just that, since throughout 
the first half of the text the posteriority of the I-now with respect to the time 
of the I-then seems to be repeatedly violated. This intersection of the I-now 
and the I-then planes appears as a violation because in much of Venja's 
narrative the discourse level does seem to be posterior to the story level. 

The narrative begins within the plane of the I-now: "Vse govorjat: 
Krernl', Krernl'. Oto vsech ja slysu pro nego, a sam ni razu ne videl" (1989: 
419). This seems to be a reference to the protagonist's state at the moment of 
discourse, i.e., after all the events in the story. Switching to the temporal level 
of his I-then, Venja proceeds to tell about what he refers to as "veera": "Vot i 
veera opjat' ne uvidel, - a ved' celyj veeer krutilsja vokrug tech mest [ ... ]" 
(1989: 419). Then he tells about the hangover experienced by him on the 
morning of his trip, his unsuccessful attempt to get a drink of sherry at the 
Kursk train station restaurant and his painful walk toward the train which is 
to take him to Petuski: 

qTO 6bIJIO nOTOM - OT peCTOpaHa.I1.0 Mara3HHa HOT Mara3HHa.I1.0 

nOe3.I1.a - qeJIOBeqeCKH1l: j{3b1K He IIOBepHeTCj{ Bblpa3HTb. jJ: TO))(e 

He 6epycb. A eCJIH 3a 3TO B03bMYTCj{ aHreJIbI - OHH npoCTO 

pacnJIaqyrcj{, a CKa3aTb HHqerO He CyMeIOT . .il.aBa1l:Te JIYqrne TaK­

.I1.aBa1l:Te nOqTHM MHHYT01l: MOmaHBj{ .I1.Ba 3THX CMepTHblX qaca. 

(1989: 424) 

So far the I-now ("davajte poctim minutoj moleanija") appears to be posterior 
to the I-then ("eto bylo potom"), which is a normal narrative sequence. 
However, suddenly Venja shifts into a communicative mode that causes these 
two temporal levels to fuse: 

jJ: o6parn,aIOcb KO BceM PO.I1.HbIM H 6JIH3KHM [ ... ] OCTaBbTe BalIIH 

3aHj{THH. OCTaHOBHTeCb BMeCTe co MHo1l:, H IIOqTHM MHHyT01l: 

MOJIqaHBj{ TO, qTO HeBblpa3HMO. ECJIH eCTb Y Bac IIO.I1. PYKo1l: Ka­

Ko1l:-HH6y.I1.b 3aBaJUIIIJ;H1l: rY.I1.0K - Ha))(MHTe Ha 3TOT ry.I1.0K. TaK. jJ: 

TO))(e OCTaHaBJIHBaIOCb ... POBHO MHHyry, MYTHO r~ B BOK3aJIb­

Hble qaCbI, jJ CTOIO KaK CTOJI6 IIOcpe.I1.H TIJIOm;a.a.H KypCKoro 

BOK3aJIa. 

(1989: 424) 

The request that the reader stop for a moment of silence in honor of the "epic 
hangover" can come only from Venja the narrator, i.e., his I-now. However, 
this appears to intersect in time with the stop made by Venja the character, 
i.e., his I-then, in the middle of the Kursk station. 
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The same paradoxic simultaneity of Venja's story and discourse appears 
repeatedly in the narrative of the train ride. For example, as Venja enters his 
train compartment after having temporarily left it for yet another drink, the 
attention of his I-then is caught by his fellow-passengers: 

jj Koe-KaK npHrJIlI,lJ;HJI BOJJOCbI H BepHYJJCR B BarOH. ITYOJJHKa 

nOCMOTpeJJa B MeHR nO'iTH Oe3Y'1aCTHO, KpyrJJhIMH H KaK omTo 

HH'IeM He 3aHRTbIMH rJJa3aMH ... 

(1989: 427) 

Then his I-now makes a comment about the vacuous stare of the other pas­
sengers observed by the I-then: 

MHe 3TO HpaBHTCR. MHe HpaBHTCR, 'ITO Y HapOAa Moe:i:l: CTpaHbI 

rJIa3a TaKHe nycTbIe H BbInyKJJhIe. [ ... J MHe HpaBHTCR MO:i:l: HapOA • 

.sI C'IaCTJJHB, 'ITO POAHJICR H B03MY:>I<aJJ nOA B3rJIRAOM 3THX rJJa3. 

ITJJOXO TOJJhKO BOT 'ITO: BAPyr Aa OHH 3aMeTHJIH, 'ITO R ce:i:l:'1ac TaM 

Ha nJJOID;aAKe BbIAeJJbIBaJJ? 

(1989: 427-428) 

Through the phrase "plocho tol'ko vot cto" the moment in time occupied by 
Venja the narrator ceases to be posterior to the moment in time occupied by 
Venja the character entering his compartment. Therefore, the adverb "sejcas" 
has two simultaneous and mutually exclusive referents. Similarly, when 
Venja suspects his fellow-passengers of stealing his liquor ("Poceluj teti 
Klavy") in his absence, he conflates the story and discourse levels, bringing 
the reader's time into the time of the narrated events: 

IToKa R AeJJHJICR C BaMH BOCToprOM Moero '1YSCTBa, nOKa no­

CBRID;aJJ Bac B Ta:i:l:HbI ObITHR, - MeHR TeM BpeMeHeM JIHIIIHJJH "ITo­

lI,enyR TeTH KrraBbI". [ ••• J B npOCTOTe AYilleBHo:i:l: j{ HH pa3Y He 

3arJIRHYJJ B BarOH Bce 3TO BpeMR. 

(1989: 454) 

Thus, in the same manner as in the case of the adverb "sejcas" in the pre­
viously cited passage, the phrase "tern vremenem" acts as a paradoxic pivot­
ing mechanism linking two mutually exclusive temporal domains. 

An even more striking intersection of story and discourse time occurs 
when the temporal position of the I-now appears fIrst simultaneous and then 
anterior with respect to the point in time occupied by the I-then. Addressing 
the reader, Venja once again uses an ambiguous "sejcas": 

.II.a! rAe 3TO MhI ce:i:l:'1ac eAeM?. KYCKOBO! MhI '1eIIIeM oe3 

OCTaHOBKH '1epe3 KYCKOBO! ITo TaKOMY cny'laro CJJeAOBaJJO ObI MHe 
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em;e pa3 BhIIIHTh, HO j{ JIY'lilie CHaqaJIa BaM paCCKa)l(Y, KYCKOBO­

HOBOfHPEEBO a nOTOM Y)I( noA.n.y H BhIllbIO. 

(1989: 431) 
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The future tense indicates that at the moment when Venja the narrator is ad­
dressing the reader, Venja the character has not yet taken this drink. How­
ever, a number of pages later, the drink occurs in the past tense, i.e., at the 
level of the I-then: 

H BOT - j{ CHOBa BCTaJI H qepe3 nOJIOBHHY BarOHa nOIlIeJI Ha nJIO­

m;a..n;KY. H nHJI Y)I(e He TaK, KaK nHJI Y KapaqapOBa, HeT, Teneph j{ 

llHJI oe3 TOIIIHOThI H oe3 oyrepopo.n.a [ ... ]. 

(1989: 437) 

This lack of temporal differentiation between the I-now and the I-then is 
all the more paradoxic since there are several indications that Venja's 
narrative is written. When, for example, he tells the story of his work as a 
cable installation brigade leader at the Sheremetyevo airport, Venja describes 
his system of drinking graphs corresponding to each worker in his brigade: 

CKa3aTh JIH BaM, 'ITO 3TO ohmH 3a rpaq,HKH? Hy, 3TO OqeHh 

npOCTO: Ha BeJIeHeBOA oYMare, '1epHoA T}'IIIbIO, PHCyroTCH .n.Be OCH 

- OJJ.Ha OCh ropH30HTaJIhHaH, JJ.PyraH BepTHKaJIhHaH. Ha ropH30H­

TaJIhHoA OTKJIaJJ.bIBaIOTCH nOCJIe.n.OBaTeJIhHO Bce paOOqHe JJ.HH 

HCTeKiliero MeCHu;a, a Ha BepTHKaJIhHOA - KOJIHqeCTBO BhIIIHThIX 

rpaMMOB, B nepeCqeTe Ha qHCThIA aJIKorOJIh. [ ... ] BOT, nOJIIOoyA­

TeCh, HanpHMep, 3TO JIHHHH KOMCOMOJIhu;a BHKTopa TOTOIIIKHHa 

[ ... ]. 
(1989: 435) 

What follows is the actual graph reproduced (drawn) within the text, which 
clearly indicates that Venja's narrative act could not be simultaneous with 
any of the events being narrated. 

However, just as the story and discourse levels in this text appear to be 
discrete and yet simultaneous at the same time, Venja's narrative turns out to 
be both written and oral, which fits in quite nicely with the general paradoxic 
framework of Moskva-Petuski. Thus, even though the narrator's alcoholic 
graphs seem to indicate that Venja's discourse must be written, his alcoholic 
recipes turn it into an oral narrative. The following is a recipe for "Sucij 
potroch" - a cocktail of the hero's own invention: 

TIHBO )l(HrYJIeBCKOe - 100 r.; llIaMnYHh "Ca.n.KO - ooraThIA rOCTh" 

- 30 r.; Pe30JIh JJ.JIjJ OqHCTKH BOJIOC OT nepXOTH - 70 r.; KneA E<l>-
12 r.; TOPM03HaH )l(HJJ.KOCTh - 35 r.; ,IJ;e3HHCeKTaJIh .wrn YHHq-
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TO)l(eHIDI MeJll(HX HaCeKOMbIX - 20 r. [ ... ] Bbl XOTb 'ITO-HH6y.IJ.b 

3aIIHcaTb ycrreJIH? Hy BOT, rrOKa H ,ll;OBOJIbHO C Bac ... A B IIe­

TyIllKax - B IIeTylllKax H o6em;alO rrO,ll;eJIHTbCH C BaMH ceKpeToM 

"MOP,ll;aHCKHX CTpy1t", eCJIH ,ll;06epycb )l(HBbIM; eCJJH MHJJOCTHB 

Eor. 
(1989: 453) 

It is clear that in spite of the aforementioned graphs, this discourse is oral, 
since the reader can lack the time to write the recipe down only if it is being 
dictated. Here too the temporal positions of the I-now and the I-then intersect, 
since the narrator's address to the reader and the train ride appear to be 
simultaneous: "Vy chot' cto-nibud' zapisat' uspeliT And, to quote D. Cohn, 
"when the form of a text imitates written memoirs, oral reports, or diary 
entries, any action conveyed simultaneously is illogical" (Cohn 1978: 215). 
Thus, whether written or oral, Venja's narrative does not correspond to any 
recognizable communicative model. 

The above-cited recipe passage introduces yet another paradoxic twist 
into Venja's tale, which brings us to the "impossible" ending of Moskva­
Petuski. Not only is the stop at Petuski treated with respect to Venja's 
discourse time as an event in the future, but Venja also appears not to know 
the outcome of his own story: "A v Petuskach - v Petuskach ja obescaju 
podelit'sja s vami sekretom 'Iordanskich struj', esli doberus' zivym; esli 
milostiv Bog." It would be logical to assume that Venja the narrator - as any 
retrospectively-oriented speaker - knows how his story ends, which is an 
advantage that all narrators have over their characters or over their own 1-
then. Only a diarist would not possess this knowledge with respect to all of 
hislher entries taken together. However, not only is there no indication that 
Venja is writing a diary, but there are even some instances where the hero 
appears to possess the retrospective knowledge of a traditional narrator. For 
example, when narrating the approach of his four executioners, Venja the 
narrator seems to know that Venja the character is about to die: "I tut 
nacalas' istorija, strasnee vsech, vidennych vo sne. V etom samom pereulke 
navstrecu mne sli cetvero" (1989: 503). And Venja's comment about his at­
tempt to escape the killers is even more indicative that at least at this point in 
the narrative his I-now is looking at the whole story retrospectively and 
knows what must finally happen to the doomed I-then: "Vse-taki do samogo 
poslednego mgnovenija ja esce rasscityval ot nich spastis'" (1989: 505). 
However, this appears to coexist in the text with the narrator's blissful 
ignorance of his terrible end. Thus, promising to renounce forever his 
alcoholic graphs which caused him to be fired from his job, Venja's I-now 
proclaims: "I vot - ja tOrZestvenno ob"javljaju: do konca moich dnej ja ne 
predprimu nicego, ctoby povtorit' moj peeal'nyj opyt vozvysenija" (1989: 
435). Perhaps Venja the narrator's puzzling statements about his future can 
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be accounted for via the recurring paradoxic temporal fusion of his story and 
discourse levels and especially via the "impossible" ending: having ceased to 
exist as a consciousness, the I-now cannot be expected to know anything -
even the fact of his own death. However illogical this "logic" may appear, it 
seems to be the only way of attempting to reconcile the irreconcilable. 

Venja's inside-out narrative suggests a narrator for whom time has 
stopped: a hero who seems to exist somewhere outside of existence and is 
therefore not constrained by its temporal or sequential parameters. In order to 
offer an interpretation of Venja's "nowhereness" I would like to return to the 
end of his narrative which is also "the end" of the hero. It seems that Venja 
has not just died: his trip has brought him not just to the end of his life but to 
the end of everything. And in this respect the ending of Moskva-Petuski 
recalls that most final of all endings: the Apocalypse. This would imply that 
the narrator addresses the reader not from beyond the grave but from beyond 
history. 

The apocalyptic nature of this novel is mentioned in D. Bethea's semin­
al study of the Apocalypse in Russian literature: "One of the most important 
post-Thaw novels is Venedikt Erofeev' s tragicomic From Moscow to the End 
of the Line (Moskva-Petushki, 1976). This work revives many of the same 
themes and structural principles found in the earlier 'apocalyptic fictions', 
only the element of parody is now much stronger" (Bethea 1989: 274). 
Placing Erofeev's novel into a long tradition of Russian apocalypticism, Be­
thea demonstrates the importance of eschatological thought in Russia's cul­
tural history and the extent to which the last book of The New Testament, the 
Revelation of John, has influenced the imagination of many Russian philo­
sophers and especially authors. 

To begin with, Bethea argues that the role of Moscow as the Third 
Rome - an idea which goes back to the beginning of the sixteenth century -
has been "a fertile source of the kind of end-determined, 'right-angled' view 
of national history perpetuated by later writers, social theorists, and public 
figures" (1989: 15). With the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453 it 
was widely believed that Moscow with its holy ruler (basileus) was now the 
last messianic center of the world that would lead humanity into the millen­
nium. However, as Bethea goes on to point out, with the Schism of the 1660s 
large strata of Russian society saw Nikon's reforms as the betrayal of Mos­
cow's messianic role: 

If Moscow was turning its back on its heritage as the Third Rome, 
then there was only one conclusion to draw - it was not the holy but 
the unholy city, the seat of the Antichrist. [ ... ] In the words of the Old 
Believer monk Avraamy, ''There will no longer be any further delay; 
everywhere is Russia's last [moment] [ ... J". 
(Bethea 1989: 20) 
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In other words Moscow became associated with the forces that would con­
front the army of Christ at Armageddon. 

The centrality of Moscow in Moskva-Petuski is evident already from 
the title. In the text itself Moscow is the site of Venja's Apocalypse and 
therefore the city of The End. It appears clearly as an evil city, which Venja 
tries to flee in the direction of Petuski. Petuski, on the other hand, is 
repeatedly referred to in terms that evoke images of Paradise or New 
Jerusalem: 

OH [God - V.T.] 6JIar. OH Be,IJ.eT MeHSI OT C'rpa,IJ.aHHa - K CBeT}'. OT 

MOCKBbI - K neT}'lIIKaM. lJepe3 M}'KH Ha KYPCKOM BOK3aJIe, 1fepe3 

01fHm;eHHe B KyqHHe, 1fepe3 rpe3bI B KynaBHe - K CBeT}' H 

neTyIIIKaM. 

(1989: 450)2 

And especially evocative of Eden are Venja's repeated references to Petuski 
as a paradisiac garden: 

neTyIIIKH - 9TO MeCTO, r,IJ.e He YMOJIKaIOT nTHlJ,bI HH )].HeM HH 

H01fbIO, r,IJ.e HH 3HMOa, HH JIeTOM He OTlJ,BeTaeT )l(aCMHH. 

nepBOpO)].Hbla rpex - MO)l(eT, OH H 6bIJI - TaM HHKoro He TSlrOTHT. 

TaM ~a)((e y Tex, KTO He npOCbIxaeT no He,IJ.eJIHM, B3rJISI;O; 6e3~OHeH 
H SlceH [ ... ]. 

(1989: 436) 

The above-mentioned idea that Moscow, as the fallen Third Rome, is the seat 
of the Antichrist and therefore a Godless city comes to mind when Venja 
raises the question of God's presence in Moscow and Petuski: 

OH o6omYJI 9TO MeC'fO [Moscow - V.T.] H rrpOllIeJI ero C'fOpOHOa. 

ReT, 9TO He neT}'llIKH! neT}'llIKH OH C'fOpOHOa He 06XO,IJ.HJI. OH, 

YC'faJIbla, H01feBaJI TaM rrpH CBeTe KOCTpa [ ... ]. 

(1989: 504) 

This clearly demonstrates that Moscow and Petuski are as opposite as the 
Whore of Babylon and the New Jerusalem, and it is for the latter that Venja 
yearns. 

However, Moscow appears as inevitable as The End, and the hero never 
makes it to his paradise: as a result of his drunken delirium he accidentally 
switches trains on his way to Petuski and unknowingly returns to the very 
city that he has been trying to flee toward the light. Venja's mistaken 
assumption that he has arrived in the paradise of Petuski, while in fact he is 
back in the hell of Moscow, creates a nebulous and mystical transition zone 
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where heaven and hell are fused. This eery geographic conflation is indicated 
by the last chapter headings: 

IIETYIIIKIf. IIEPPOH; IIETYIIIKIf. BOK3AJIbHMI IIJIO­
mNI,b; IIETYIIIKIf. CA,IJ,OBOE KOJIbl.l,O; IIETYIIIKIf. 
KPEMJIb. IIAMJlTHlfK MlfHlfHY If IIO)l(APCKOMY; MOC­
KBA-IIETYIIIKIf. HElf3BECTHbIR IIOA'bE3A 
(1989: 499-505) 

This corresponds to D. Bethea's notion of the "threshold city, the end of 
history's road where all paths converge as history prepares for eschatological 
change [ ... J where, to apply Eliade's terminology, the 'profane center' (e.g. 
the Whore of Babylon) and the 'sacred center' (the New Jerusalem) meet 
[ ... J" (1989: 45). 

One of the most intriguing hypotheses made by D. Bethea is that the 
four men who kill Venja in Moscow may constitute an allusion to the Four 
Horsemen of the Apocalypse from Revelation 6 (Bethea 1989: 275). This 
possible parallel is conceivable not only because of their number or their role 
as destroyers and agents of The End who, according to the Johannine text, are 
"given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, 
and by wild beasts of the earth" (Revelation 6: 8). It is also the namelessness 
of Venja's executioners, and especially the reference to the fourth one, that 
may evoke the image of the four apocalyptic killers: 

If TYT Haqan:aCb HCTOPH5I, CTPaurnee Bcex, BHJJ:eHHbIX BO CHe. B 
3TOM caMOM rrepeyJIKe HaBCTPeqy MHe IIIJIH qeTBepo ... JI Cpa3y HX 

Y3Han:, 51 He 6y~ BaM 06'h5lCH5ITb, KTO 3TH qeTBepo ... [ ... J A qeT-

BepTbltl: 6bIJI rroxo)l( ••. BrrpOqeM, 51 rrOTOM CKa)l(Y, Ha Koro OH 6bIJI 

rroxO)l(. 

(1989: 503) 

Thus, these are not just some four thugs but rather four well-known exe­
cutioners or The Executioners. And the fourth destroyer appears to be the 
most horrible of all: in fact so horrible that Venja cannot bring himself to 
identify him. If, as Bethea hypothesizes, we are in fact dealing with an allu­
sion to the fourth Horseman of the Apocalypse, then the stress placed by the 
hero on this killer would evoke the following passage from Revelation 6: 7: 
"When the Lamb opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living 
creature say, 'Come!' I looked, and there before me was a pale horse! Its 
rider was named Death ... " Thus, in this interpretation the fourth executioner 
is the ultimate bringer of The End. 

The role of four executioners at the end of the world and the unique 
nature of the fourth killer can be also linked to the book of Daniel in the Old 
Testament, an eschatological text which was a major source of inspiration for 



104 Vladimir Tumanov 

John's Apocalypse. In Daniel's prophetic dream the vlSlonary sees "four 
great beasts" who are messengers of doom. Daniel isolates the fourth beast 
from the rest: 

After that, in my vision at night I looked, and there before me was the 
fourth beast - terrifying and frightening and very powerful. It had 
large iron teeth; it crushed and devoured its victims and trampled 
underfoot whatever was left. It was different from all the former 
beasts, and it had ten horns. 
(Daniel 7: 7) 

While Bethea's hypothesis about Venja's destroyers cannot be verified 
- Paperno and Gasparov, for example, see these killers as a possible allusion 
to the four ''titans'' of communism: Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin (1981: 
390) - there is a passage in the text which is much easier to link with the 
book of Revelation and the apocalyptic tradition. It is part of Venja's con­
versation with Semenyc, the ticket control officer whose arrival on the scene 
marks the beginning of the horrible events that lead the hero to The End. As 
all the other passengers, Venja is ticketless and therefore potentially in 
danger of being fined by Semenyc. Semenyc, however, never fines anyone if 
he is bribed with vodka. And so, in order to avoid bribing Semenyc, Venja 
distracts his attention with yarns and fables of all kinds: 

11 Tal< rrpo,nOJDl<aJIOCb TPH ro,na, Ka)J(,llJ'IO He,nemo. Ha JIHHHH 
"MocI<Ba-neT}'IIIKH" H 6bIJI e,I(HHCTBeHHbIM 6e36HJ1eTHHI<OM, I<TO 
HH pa3Y em;e He nO,nHoeHJ1 CeMeHbI'IY HH e,nHHCTBeHHOrO rpaMMa 
H TeM He MeHee OeTaBaJIeH B )J(HBbIX H Hen06HTbIX. Ho BeHKaH 
HeTopHH HMeeT 1<0Heu;, H MHPOBaH HCTOPHH TO)J(e ... 
(1989: 477) 

The last sentence with its allusion to the end of the world paves the way for 
Venja's apocalyptic "yarn of the day", which is a parodic version of the tone 
and also certain specific places in Revelation: 

"OT TPeTberO pe1txa, 'IeTBepToro n03BOHI<a, ITHT01t pecny6JJHI<H H 
eeMHa,nu;aToro C'be3,na3 - MO)J(eilib IlIarnYTb, BMeCTe co MHo1t, B 
MHp BO)J(,neJIeHHOrO BceM HY,neHM ITHTOrO u;apCTBa, Ce,I(bMOrO HeGa 
H BToporo npHIlIeeTBHH? .. " "Mory!" POI<OTaJI CeMeHbI'I. "fOBOpH, 
rOBopH, IIIexepe3a,na!" "Tal< CJIyIIIa1t. To 6y,neT ,neHb, 'H36paHHe1t­
IlIH1t H3 Bcex ,nHe1t'. B TOT ,neHb HCTOMHBIIIH1teH CHMeOH el<a)J(eT 
HaI<OHeu;: 'Hbme OTITYIII;aeIIIH pa6a TBoero, BJIa,I(bll<a ... ' [ ... J 11 Bee 
'Ibe HMH BnHeaHO B I<HHry )J(H3HH 3anOlOT 'l1ea1ta, JI~!', H 
.IJ:HoreH noraeHT eBo1t «pOHapb. 11 6y.neT .no6po H I<paeOTa, H Bee 
6y,neT XOpOIlIO, H Bee 6yAYT xopOIlIHe, H KpOMe ,no6pa H I<paeOTbI 
HH'IerO He 6y,neT, H eOJIblOTeH B nou;enye [ ... J M)"IHTeJIb H )J(epTBa; 
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H 3JIo6a H rrOMbICeJI, H paC'IeT rrOKHHeT cepMa, H )l(eHI~a [ ... J 
BOCTOKa C6POCHT C ce6R rrapaH,IOKY!" 

(1989: 477-478) 
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In addition to the clearly apocalyptic associations evoked by the Third Reich, 
The Second Coming and the prophetic tone of the hero's visionary outburst, 
Venja's ranting about those whose name is written in the "book of life" 
("kniga zizni") and the bliss that they will enjoy may be linked with the 
following passages from Revelation 20 and 21: 

Another book was opened, which is the book of life. [ ... J The sea 
gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the 
dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to 
what he had done. [ ... J If anyone's name was not found written in the 
book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fIre. [ ... J Now the 
dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. [ ... J He will 
wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or 
mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed 
away.4 

The parodic style of all the above-cited biblical allusions and pseudo­
Johannine "prophecies" takes nothing away from the seriousness and horror 
of Venja's doomsday. As in a great number of other instances, Venja's 
references to the Bible are a mixture of mockery and reverence, desecration 
and veneration, which, according to C. Simmons, is merely a device asso­
ciated with our ironic age: "True to the spirit of the story, Erofeev displays 
once again the (modem) tendency to desecrate the sacred (here, the holy 
writ), while still longing to worship it" (Simmons 1990: 161).5 And, judging 
from an interview given by Erofeev shortly before his death, the Bible was 
clearly the spiritual center of his life. As Erofeev points out, 

[ ... J WUI MeHR 3Ta KHHra eCTb TO, 6e3 'Iero HeB03MO)l(HO )l(HTL. ~ 
H3 Hee 8LITRHyJI Bce, 'ITO MO)l(HO BLITRHYTb .IJYIl.Ie 'IenOBe'leCKol!:, H 

He )KaJIero 06 3TOM. 

According to D. Bethea allusions to the biblical end of the world, such 
as those discussed above, are typical of apocalyptic fiction where references 
to the Johannine text invite the reader "to view the mythic 'zone' of no­
velistic space (i.e., the themes, figures and passages taken from Revelation) 
and the realistic 'zone' of novelistic space (i.e., the openness and con­
tingency of contemporary life and history) as being in profound dialogic 
interaction" (Bethea 1989: 34). This dialogic interaction is a key element of 
Bethea's notion of the "apocalyptic plot" where the end, in dialogue with The 
End, gives special meaning to the story. He argues that an apocalyptic plot is 
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"in a fundamental way about the End [... and] the reader of these works is 
drawn to see a connection between personal death and the end of national, 
even world history" (39).6 All of this can be applied to Moskva-Petuski not 
only because of the apocalyptic nature of the hero's death, but also because 
the entire structure of the narrative is based on a trip whose destination is the 
end of a train line, which leads to the end of a life and the end of a story. 
Read in this manner, Venja's trip toward The End becomes a Bakhtinian 
chronotope, evoking the spatio-temporal "put'" concept, which gained pro­
minence especially in Russian nineteenth-century apocalyptic thought. As D. 
Bethea points out: 

[ ... ] the almost hypnotic attraction of the put', with its spatialization 
of temporal desire, is an essential ingredient in the messianic and 
apocalyptic roles that the nineteenth-century intelligentsia assigned to 
the long-suffering narod. It was felt that the various roads, paths, and 
ways invoked to describe Russian historical time should in the end, 
and at the end, have a destination. 
(Bethea 1989: 27) 

The key element in Venja's "put'" is the train which acts as a spatio­
temporal vehicle bringing the hero and the story to The End. D. Bethea ac­
cords special attention to the train and its predecessor, the horse, in apo­
calyptic fiction, arguing that in the minds of eschatologically-minded Russian 
authors the horse/train image has had particular significance since the nine­
teenth century: 

Taking their cue from perhaps the best-known of all passages -
Revelation 6: 1-8, which depicts history's movement through four 
stages of horse and rider - these novelists develop elaborate symbolic 
networks around the image of the horse and its modem counterpart, 
the train ("the iron horse") [... which is] an ideal symbol for 
eschatological transit, for the tumultuous "ride" from one space-time 
to another. 
(Bethea 1989: 46-47) 

In this connection Erofeev's text can be seen as the embodiment of Russian 
apocalyptic fiction because a train, and specifically a train ride to The End, is 
not merely part of the novel: it is the novel - both structurally and thema­
tically. 

While in the beginning of Moskva-Petuski Erofeev takes the train, i.e., 
appears to be in control, after the episode with Semenyc the train ends up tak­
ing the hero toward his apocalypse. The helplessness of the hero being drawn 
toward The End by a spatio-temporal doomsday machine appears to be a key 
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element of D. Bethea's understanding of the eschatological role of the train 
image in Russian apocalyptic fiction: 

Now the rider does not hold the reins but is driven by a diabolical 
machine toward the terminus of death [ ... ] The train is so threatening 
a symbol of doom (in the popular consciousness it was given not the 
neutral name poezd, but the marked one, mashina - the ultimate ma­
chine and handiwork of the Antichrist) because it moves, like "atheis­
tic" logic, along iron rails without any higher reason for being [ ... J. 
The train continues to be a powerful, and often apocalyptically color­
ed symbol for both the popular and literary imagination well into the 
twentieth century: there is, for example, [ ... J Venedikt Erofeev's tra­
gicomic tale, punctuated with allusions to Revelation, of another 
doomed train-ride into alcoholic oblivion and death [ ... J. Thus, per­
haps more than any other single ingredient of the apocalyptic plot it is 
the "chronotopic" picture of the horse/train that has had the most far­
reaching implications for the shape of the various authors' thinking as 
inscribed in the movement of the different stories. 
(Bethea 1989: 58-59) 

Thus, shaping the "movement" of Moskva-Petuski, the train in the second 
half of the text turns into an infernal doomsday machine, which may account 
for Venja's confrontation with the biblical Beast. During the hero's drunken 
delirium he encounters Satan who tries to tempt Venja: 

ThI JI)'t{IJle BOT 'Iero: B03hMH H Ha xo~ H3 3JIeKTpH'IKH BhIIIPhIrHH. 
B,ru>yr .o:a He pa306heIllhcj{ ... 
(1989: 488) 

This appears to be an allusion to the temptation of Christ from Matthew 4: 5: 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the 
highest point of the temple. "If you are the Son of God," he said, 
"throw yourself down. For it is written: 'He will command his angels 
concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you 
will not strike your foot against a stone'." 

Likewise, Venja is threatened by a creature whom he calls the Sphinx but 
whose description appears to have a demonic connotation and may even 
evoke the image of the fantastic Beast out of the Sea from Revelation 13: 

qYTh TOJIhKO j{ 3a6hlJlcj{, KTO-TO y.o:apHJI MeHj{ XBOCTOM no cnHHe. 
jJ: B3,ru>OrHYJI H 06epHYJIcj{: nepe.o:o MHOIO 6hlJl HCKTO 6e3 Hor, 6e3 
XBOCTa H 6e3 rOJIOBhI. 
(1989: 489-490) 
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The train ride in Moskva-PetuSki is closely linked with the hero's gra­
dual intoxication which causes him to sink deeper and deeper into delirium. 
In other words, just as the train brings Venja to Moscow and Petuski at the 
same time, i.e., to the above-mentioned "threshold city" or mystical transition 
zone, alcohol too places the narrator into a utopic (nowhere) state. Whereas 
in the beginning Venja is clearly in this world - dealing with the 
recognizably Soviet hostile restaurant staff at the Kursk station or sitting and 
chatting with other alcoholics travelling on the same train - after the meeting 
with Semenyc, the train and the hero's intoxication shift him into a no-man's 
land from which he never emerges. This transition is indicated fIrst of all by 
the fact that Venja suddenly fmds himself completely alone on the train, 
while day has inexplicably turned into menacing night: '''Est' u nas cto-ni­
bud' vypit', Petr?' 'Net nicego. Vse vypito.' 'I vo vsem poezde net nikogo?' 
'Nikogo'" (1989: 497). This conversation takes place not with a fellow­
passenger from the recognizable real world but with an otherwordly valet 
na.ned Petr who is part of Venja's alcoholic visions. Other utopic characters 
encountered by the hero in this eery world are a mysterious nineteenth­
century princess dressed in black, Satan, the demonic Sphinx and a host of 
Furies.7 Because Venja enters this mystical zone while on a regularly sche­
duled trip between two real-world cities, his location corresponds to what E. 
Leach refers to as a "betwixt and between locality described as 'in the 
wilderness', which is neither fully in This World nor in The Other" (quoted 
in Bethea 1989: 46). According to Leach, in our mythology such a zone of 
"betwixt and between" is where an inspired prophet comes face to face with 
God or experiences revelation. And D. Bethea points out that intoxication is a 
common means by which such a state of mystical delirium is achieved in 
apocalyptic fiction (1989: 46).8 

Quite apart from these foreboding events is a period of bliss experienced 
by Venja before the beginning of the main story line. It consists of twelve 
weekly encounters with his beloved and their little son in Petuski: the trip 
described in this story is the demonic thirteenth. To the hero these twelve 
Fridays are like a glimpse of a Golden Age: 

Bee BalIIH BbI,DyMKH 0 BeKe 3JIaTOM, - TBep,o:HJI 51, - Bee JIO)l(b H 

YHbIHHe. Ho 51-TO, ABeHa,ruJ,aTb He,o:eJIb TOMY', BHAeJI ero npoo6pa3, 

H 'Iepe3 nOJI'laca CBepKHeT MIle B rna3a ero oroJIeCK - B TPH­

Ha.n.u,aTbIit Pa3. TaM nTH'Ibe neHHe He MOJJKHeT HH HO'IbIO, HH 

AHeM, TaM HH 3HMOit HH JIeTOM He OTll,BeTaeT )l(aeMHH [ ... ]. 

(1989: 479) 

Venja's Golden Age corresponds to D. Bethea's "period of grace", which he 
sees as a common feature of the typical apocalyptic plot: "In each of these 
novels the period of innocence or grace is 'not of this world' and is 
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experienced as a separate, enclosed epic past which took place prior to the 
principal action and which preceded the hero's and/or heroine's 'fall into' 
history [ ... ]" (1989: 40). Bethea implies that this period of grace cannot be 
regained: it is an Eden lost forever. In the same way Venja can never make it 
to Petu~ki no matter what he does. 

As the foregoing indicates, Moskva-Petuski is saturated with biblical 
allusions and imagery.9 However, Venja's death lacks a key element of the 
biblical narrative and especially of John's Revelation, for his apocalypse is 
without hope, i.e., without resurrection. By stressing the disappearance of his 
consciousness at the moment of his grotesque crucifixion, Venja not only 
makes his narrative "impossible", but also indicates that there is nothing after 
his death. Thus, his End becomes much more terminal than even the most 
cataclysmic carnage in the book of Revelation. Whereas the Johannine vi­
sions are followed by humanity's return to Heaven via New Jerusalem and 
eternal conscious bliss, Venja is denied access to his paradise and sinks into 
unconscious oblivion. As a result, Venja undergoes an experience outside the 
Judeo-Christian tradition: something like an atheistic Apocalypse. This is all 
the more paradoxic because throughout the text the hero sees himself as an 
alcoholic Christ. 

As Paperno and Gasparov demonstrate, the key to Venja's Christ-like 
identity is the phrase "talifa kumi": 

"BCTaHb H H,Il;H" ("TaJIH<tJa K}'MH") - CJlOBa HHcyca, o6pam;eHHble K 

BocKpelIIeHHot!:, - MHOrOKparno rrOBTopKlOTCj{ B rrOBeCTH. Brrep­

Bble HX rrpOH3HOCHT rrOBeCTBOBan:JIb, o6pam;~cb K caMOMY ce6e, B 

rrepBot!: rJlaBe, Kor,na, rrpOCHYBIIIHCb B 'IY)I(OM rro,n'be3,ne, OH BbIXO­

,nHT H3 Hero Ha B03.nyX. "H,nH, BeHH'IKa, H,nH" - 3TO O.n;HH H3 MHO­

rO'lHCJleHHblX BapHaHTOB "TaJIH<tJa K}'MH", rrpOXO~HX 'Iepe3 BCro 

rrOBeCTb. 

(1981: 387) 

Given that the Venja-Christ parallel is repeatedly drawn throughout the text, 
among the numerous allusions to the New Testament in Erofeev's novel one 
of the most important has to do with the crucifixion. Notably, Venja's death 
and trip toward The End take place on Friday. Before he is confronted by his 
four executioners, in one of his delirious visions Venja' s side is pierced by an 
imaginary character whom the hero calls "pontijskij car' Mitridat" (1989: 
499-5(0) and who, according to Paperno and Gasparov (1981: 399), is mere­
ly a modified version of Pontius Pilate. Just before being murdered Venja 
asks God the question that Christ puts to his creator on the cross in Matthew 
27:46: 



110 Vladimir Tumanov 

[ .•• J JIaMa caBax<i>aHH, KaK CKa3aJI CnaCH"reJIb ... To eCTb: "AmI '1e­
ro, focno,n:b, TbI MeHH OCTaBHJI?" AmI '1ero )l(e BCe-TaKH, rOcno.D:b, 
TbI MeHH OCTaBHJI? focno,n:b MOJI'laJI. 
(1989: 506) 

Thus, while Christ is raised from the dead by the Lord in answer to his 
question, Venja's question is followed by sterile atheistic silence. Venja's last 
sentence - "i stech por ja nikogda ne prichodil v soznanie, i nikogda ne 
pridu" - confrnns the implication that the afterlife is impossible in the hero's 
world. This image of an unresurrected Christ, an unsaved savior, suggests a 
particular kind of End. Venja's End takes only the terminal aspect of the 
Judeo-Christian eschatological tradition and excludes the idea of a new be­
ginning which is so essential to the Johannine text. And in this respect, Ven­
ja's sterile apocalypse may be a reflection of the violently atheistic society in 
which the action of the novel takes place: Venja undergoes a Soviet ma­
terialistic version of The End. 

I would like to conclude this discussion by proposing that Moskva­
Petuski can be viewed as a paradigmatic text in the framework of F. Ker­
mode's notion of the Apocalypse in literature. Kermode cites the work of J. 
Marsh and O. Cullmann with respect to two key terms related to the passage 
of time - chronos and kairos: "chronos is 'passing time' or 'waiting time' -
that which, according to Revelation, 'shall be no more' - and kairos is the 
season, a point in time filled with significance, charged with a meaning from 
its relation to the end" (Kermode 1967: 47). According to Kermode chronos 
is the uninterrupted time of everyday existence, a kind of background to 
something more important, i.e., kairos. And literary narratives are attempts to 
transform chronos into a series of kairoi: 

Let us take a very simple example. the ticking of a clock. We ask 
what it says: and we agree that it says tick-tock. [ ... J The fact that we 
call the second of the two related sounds tock is evidence that we use 
fictions to enable the end to confer organization and form on the 
temporal structure. The interval between the two sounds, between tick 
and tock is now charged with significant duration. The clock's tick­
tock I take to be a model of what we call a plot [ ... J. Tick is a humble 
genesis, tock a feeble apocalypse [ ... J. 
(Kermode 1967: 44-45) 

Kermode presents the Old and New Testaments as the main narrative para­
digm for Western literature, arguing that the apocalyptic archetype, i.e., "the 
End, changes all, and produces, in what in relation to it is the past, these 
seasons, kairoi, historical moments of intemporal significance. The divine 
plot is the pattern of kairoi in relation to the End" (1967: 47). Moskva-Pe­
tuski, from its title to its structure is a Kermodian plot with Venja's departure 
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from Moscow as the tick and his arrival in Moscow-Petu~ki as the tock. 
Venja's ever-moving train connecting The Beginning and The End is 
chronos, which is transformed into kairos by The End, i.e., it is the hero's 
apocalyptic death that turns the train into an infernal chronotope and there­
fore confers special significance on all the events of the novel. If Kermode is 
suggesting that meaning is ultimately derived from literary texts when they 
are viewed backwards from their endings, then Venedikt Erofeev's text is 
indeed the literary essence of The End. 

NOTES 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Also cf. T. Todorov (1966: 125-151) and G. Genette (1966: 152-163). 
Regarding the Petu§ki-Eden parallel, cf. P. Vajl and A. Genis (1982: 42, 48). 
Also cf. I. A. Paperno and B. M. Gasparov (1981: 388). 
N. Cohn points out the link between the Nazi concept of the Third Reich and 
the apocalyptic prophecies of the extremely influential Calabrian abbot Joa­
chim of Fiore (1145-1202) who saw "history as an ascent through three suc­
cessive ages, each of them presided over by one of the Persons of the Trinity. 
The first age was an Age of the Father or of the Law; the second age was the 
Age of the Son or the Gospel; the third age would be the Age of the Spirit and 
that would be the culmination of human history" (Cohn 1961: 100). 
As for the 17th Congress - clearly a reference to the 17th Congress of the So­
viet Communist Party which took place in January-February 1934 - its 
presence in this apocalyptic list is "eschatologically" appropriate, since it can 
also be linked with the End of the world. This congress and the year 1934 
marked the beginning of the most horrible period of terror under Stalin when 
millions of people were eliminated or imprisoned. The events following the 
17th Congress constituted a Soviet Armageddon whose scale of destruction, 
murder and suffering can be likened to the End of the world. 
Could Venja's presumably metaphoric Woman of the East ("zen§Cina vosto­
ka") allude to John's references to the metaphoric Woman and the Dragon and 
Woman on the Beast in Revelation 12 and 17 respectively? 
Cf. 

[EBaHreJThcKHe MOTHBbI rroBecTH] Hepe,IU<O rrpHo6peTaIOT OTTeHOK 
rrapO,lI;HH, IUyTKH, KaJIaM6ypa: BblCOKoe H TParHlJeCKOe Hepa3pbIB­
HO CrrJIeTaIOTCX C KOMHlJeCXHM H HerrpHCToitHbIM. 
(Paperno and Gasparov 1981: 389) 
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6 

7 
On personal death as an apocalypse cf. F. Kermode (1967: 24-25). 
As Paperno and Gasparov correctly point out, in Venja's state of delirium 
"struktura perekladyvanija elementov 'real'nosti' v bred predel'no obnafena" 
(1981: 399). 

8 

9 

Simmons (1990) provides an impressive socio-aesthetic discussion of the role 
of alcohol in Moskva-Petuski and in Soviet society. 
Cf. Smirnova (1990: 58-66). 
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