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THE END IN V. EROFEEV’S MOSKVA-PETUSKI

VLADIMIR TUMANOV

Ham 1IapOBO3 BIICPE] JICTH — B KOMMYHE OCTAHOBKA...

One of the most striking and unsettling elements in Venedikt Erofeev’s novel
Moskva-Petudki 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:

Onu BOH3WIM MHE LIJIO B caMoe ropio [...]. A He 3Ha, YTO eCcTh
Ha cBeTe Takas Oonb. Sl CKpIOYWICA OT MYKH, rycras KpacHas
OykBa “10” pacturacTanach y MeHs B [jlasax ® 3agpoxkana. H ¢ Tex
TIOP S He MPHXOMHI B CO3HAHHE, H HUKOTTA He TIPHNY.

(1989:506)

The last sentence tumns 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, €.g., the murdered Olivia in Anne Hébert’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. Normally, a dead narrator
acquires his/her 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, Venja 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 normally 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 his/her 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 [...]” (1984: 611), his epic situation is
foregrounded: we know where the epos is taking place (in a scriptorium) and
in what form (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 Venja’s narrative act.

Venja’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)!

Thus, any first-person narrator who takes part in the events of his/her story
has two possible referents for the pronoun “I”: I-then and I-now. If we look at
Venja’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
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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-Petu$ki 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:
Kreml’, Kreml’. Oto vsech ja sly§u 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 “vcera™ “Vot i
vCera opjat’ ne uvidel, — a ved’ celyj veer 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:

YT OBLIO MOTOM — OT pecTopaHa [0 MarasuHa W OT Mara3mHa Jio
Moe371a — YETOBEYECKHMH SA3LIK He MOBEPHETCH BBIPa3uTh. S TOXe
He Oepych. A ecliM 3a 3TO BO3BMYTCH aHreslbl ~ OHH IIPOCTO
pacniavyyrcs, a CKa3aTh HHYEro He cyMeloT. JlaBaiiTe Jyyile TakK —

IaBalTe MOYTHM MHHYTOH MOJIYaHHA OBA 3THX CMEPTHBIX daca.
(1989:424)

So far the I-now (“davajte poftim minutoj mol¢anija”) appears to be posterior
to the I-then (“Cto bylo potom”), which is a normal narrative sequence.
However, suddenly Venja shifts into a communicative mode that causes these
two temporal levels to fuse:

1 obpanrarock KO BCeM POAHBIM H OMH3KHM [...] OcraBbTe BallH
3aHATAS. OCTAaHOBHTECH BMECTE CO MHOM, H TIOYTHM MHHYTOH
MOAYAHHA TO, YTO HeBbIpa3HMo. EciIH ecTh y Bac mMoJ pyxo# Ka-
KOH-HHOYOb 3aBalIIIHH T'YIOK — HAXKMHTE Ha 3TOT I'yaok. Tak. A
TOXe OCTaHaBIIMBAKOCh. .. POBHO MHHYTY, MYTHO TSSO B BOK3aJIb-
Hble 4Yackl, g CTOK XaK cToabd mocpemd Iuromamu Kypckoro
BOK3ana.

(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,
1.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:

S Koe-KaK TIpMrIafiMi BOJIOCHI M BepHyincs B BaroH. Ily6imka
NOCMOTpENIa B MeHS NMOYTH 6e3y4aCTHO, KPYrJbIMK H KakK SyaTo

HHYEM He 3aHATBIMH IT1a3aMH. ..
(1989:427)

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

MHue 3TO HpaBuTCcA. MHe HpaBHTCH, YTO y Hapoda MOci CTpaHBl
rJ1a3a TaKHMe MyCThie H BBINYKILIE. [...] MHe HpaBUTCS MOM Hapoq.
A cyacTiuB, YTO POOHIICS ¥ BO3MY>KaJX IO B3[JIAAOM 3THX IJIa3.
[I10X0 TOMBKO BOT YTO: BAPYT Aa OHH 3aMETHITH, YTO A ceifyac TaM
Ha IVTOLIaAKe BbIIeIbIBas?

(1989:427-428)

Through the phrase “plocho tol’ko vot &o” 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 (“Pocelyj teti
Klavy”) in his absence, he conflates the story and discourse levels, bringing
the reader’s time into the time of the narrated events:

IToxa s peduncss ¢ BaMM BOCTOPrOM MOEro YyBCTBa, IIOKa IO-
CBSILAJT BaC B TaAHHLI GBITHH, — MEHS TeM BpeMeHeM JainmmH “Ilo-
uenys tetn Kmaeet”. {...] B mpocrore myimmesHo# s HH pa3y He

3arJISTHYJI B BArOH BCE 3TO BPEMS,
(1989: 454)

Thus, in the same manner as in the case of the adverb “sej¢as” in the pre-
viously cited passage, the phrase “tem 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 “sejéas”:

Ha! Tne 3to Mul ceityac emeM?.. Kyckoso! Mel uemneM Oe3
ocTaHOBKH Yepe3 Kyckoso! [To TakoMy ciTyuaro ciiezoBajio 661 MHE
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elle pa3 BBITUTH, HO s JTy4lue CHavayia BaM pacckaxy, KYCKOBO-
HOBOT'HPEEBO a moToM yX noHay M BbIIIBIO.
(1989:431)

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 — 51 cHOBa2 BCTas H 4Yepe3 MOJOBHHY BaroHa MOILEN Ha IUIO-
manky. U nun yxe He Tak, kak nun y Kapavaposa, HeT, Teneps s
T Ge3 TOLTHOTHI M Ge3 Gytepbpona [...].

(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:

Ckazate s BaM, YT0 3T0 OBUTH 3a rpadmxu? Hy, 3T0 Ouens
TIPOCTO: HA BeJieHeBO OyMare, YepHOM TYIIBIO, PHCYIOTCS IIBE OCH
— OHA OCh FOPH3OHTAJIbHASA, Apyras BepTHKajsHas. Ha ropuson-
TANBHOU OTKNAABIBAIOTCS TOCIENOBAaTEIbHO Bce pabouyHe IHU
HMCTeKIlIero Mecsilia, 4 Ha BEePTHKANBHON — KONHMYECTBO BHITTHTHIX
rpaMMOB, B NlepecyeTe Ha YHCTHIH ankoromns. [...] BoT, momobyii-
T&Ch, HAITPHMED, 3TO JIMHHA KOMcOMoJbla BukTropa ToTonmxuna
.1

(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-Petudki. 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 “Sudij
potroch” — a cocktail of the hero’s own invention:

ITuBo xurynesckoe — 100 r.; lllammyns “Cagko — 6oraTeit rocTs”
—30r.; Pesone myig ouHCTKH Bosoc oT mepxoTh — 70 r.; Kieit B -
12 r.; TopMmosHaa xumkocts — 35 r.; [e3uncexTans OIS YHHY-
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TOXEeHHsT MEJKHX HacekOMbIX — 20 r. [...] Bbl Xx0Th 4TO-HMOYID
3amucath ycrexu? Hy BoT, moxa u mosonmsHo ¢ Bac... A B Ile-
Tymkax — B Iletymkax s o6el1aio mOOEIHTBCS ¢ BAMH CEKPETOM
“UoppaHckHX cTpyit”, eciim goGepych >KHBBIM, €CJIH MHIOCTHB
bor.

(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’ ¢to-nibud’ zapisat’ uspeli?” 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 Petudki 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 Petu¥kach — v PetuSkach ja obe¥¢aju
podelit’sja s vami sekretom ‘Tordanskich 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 I-
then. Only a diarist would not possess this knowledge with respect to all of
his/her 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
naclalas’ istorija, stra¥nee vsech, vidennych vo sne. V étom samom pereulke
navstreCu mne $li 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 ef¢e 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 ni€ego, ¢toby povtorit’ moj pecal’nyj opyt vozvy3enija” (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} [...]”.

(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-Petu$ki 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 Petudki. Petudki, on the other hand, is
repeatedly referred to in terms that evoke images of Paradise or New
Jerusalem:

On {God -~ V.T.} 6xar. OH BefeT MeHH OT cTpafaHHuH — K csery. OT
Mockssl ~ x Ilerynmam. Uepes mykn Ha Kypckom Bok3are, yepes
ounimeH¥e B KyuwHe, uepe3 rpe3sl B KymaBHe — K CBETYy H

ITeTymxam,
(1989:450)2

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

IMeTyumikyu — 3T0 MecCTO, rme He YMOJKAKT NMTHLBLI HH AHEM HH
HO4YBIO, TAE HH 3HMOH, HH JIeTOM HE OTILBETaeT >XaCMUH,
Ilepeopomnbl# rpex — MOXKET, OH M ObIJI — TAM HHKOIO He TATOTHT.
Tam paxke y Tex, KTO He MPOCHIXAET MO HEAENSIM, B3risIy 6e3N0HeH
nscen...].
(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:

On oBorayn 310 MecTo [Moscow — V.T.] ¥ NpOILiIeT ero CTOPOHON.
Her, a0 e [erymku! [erymku OH croponol He o6xommn. OH,
yCTanblf, HOYEBAI TaM IIPH CBeTe KocTpa [...].

(1989: 504)

This clearly demonstrates that Moscow and Petudki 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 Petugki 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 Petugki, 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:

INETYINKH. TNEPPOH; INETYIIKH. BOK3AJIbHAA ILJIO-
IIANb; TIETYIIKH. CAIOOBOE KOJIbLIO; IIETYIIKH.
KPEMIJIb. TAMATHHK MHUHHHY H [IO2KAPCKOMY; MOC-
KBA-MIETYIIKH. HEU3BECTHBIA MO BE3]

(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 [...] where, to apply Eliade’s terminology, the ‘profane center’ (e.g.
the Whore of Babylon) and the ‘sacred center’ (the New Jerusalem) meet
[...]7(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:

H Tyr Havanmace WCTOpDHMS, cTpalrHee BceX, BHOEHHBIX BO CHe. B
DTOM CAMOM IIepeyIIKe HaBCTpeYy MEE LI YeTBepo... S cpa3y Hx
y3Hal, st He 6yoy BaM OOBSCHATH, KTO 3TH 4eTBepo... [...] A yer-
BepThIY OB MMOX0XK. .. BIPOYEM, ST TIOTOM CKA>Ky, Ha KOTO OH 6BLI
MOXOX.

(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
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John’s Apocalypse. In Daniel’s prophetic dream the visionary sees “four
great beasts” who are messengers of doom. Daniel isolates the fourth beast
from the rest:

After that, in my vision at night T 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 Semeny¢, 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 Semeny¢. Semeny<, however, never fines anyone if
he is bribed with vodka. And so, in order to avoid bribing Semeny¢, Venja
distracts his attention with yarns and fables of all kinds:

H Tax mpomomkasoch TpH rofa, KaXXIOyr Hememo. Ha JHHUH
“Mockea-IleTymxu” s 6p1 egHHCTBEHHBIM Oe30HIIETHUKOM, KTO
HM pa3y elne He mogHocHT CeMeHLIYY HH eJHHCTBEHHOTO rpaMma
H TeM He MeHee OCTaBajicd B >KHBbIX H Heno6HThIX, Ho Bcskas
HCTOPHSA HMEET KOHell, H MUPOBasi HCTODHS TOXKE. ..

(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 TpeThEro pefxa, YETBEPTOro MO3BOHKA, MISITOH PECTyOIIMKH H
CEMHAILATOro chbe3fia’ — MOXKelllb IIArHyTh, BMECTE CO MHOM, B
MHp BOXIENEHHOro BceM HyIesM IATOro Liapcrsa, CEObMOro Heba
H BTOpOro npuiecteus?..” “Mory!” pokotan Cemensiu. “I'OBOpH,
roBopH, lllexepesana!” “Tak ciymmait. To 6yner neHb, ‘H3bpaHHeil-
IIH® H3 Bcex gHedt’. B tor nens mcroMmuBumHitcs CHMEOH cKaXkeT
HakoHell: ‘HpiHe oTmyimaemm pa6a Tsoero, Bnameika...” [...] U Bce
Yhe HWMSi BIIMCAHO B KHHIY XH3uu 3amoior ‘Ucarta, muky#!, u
Inoren moracHT ceoli ¢donaps. M 6ymeT mobpo M kKpacora, U BCe
6ymeT X0powio, H Bce OYMyT XOpOLIHE, H XpoMe J00pa H KpacOThl
HHYero He OyIeT, H COMBIOTCA B IOLeNye [...] MyYnTeNb H 5XepTBa;
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H 371062 M MOMBICEN, H pacyeT IIOKHHET Cepilia, H XKeHITHHa [...]
Bocroka c6pocHT ¢ cefd mapanaxy!”
(1989:477-478)

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. [...] 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. [...] If anyone’s name was not found written in the
book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. [...] Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. [...] He will
wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or
moun;ing or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed
away,

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).> 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,

[...] ot MeHst 3Ta KHHra ecrThb TO, 6€3 4ero HeBO3MOXKHO XHTbh. S
H3 Hee BBITSHYJ BCE, YTO MOKHO BEITSHYTD AYyILE YeJIOBeYecKoH, H
He Xanew 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 1is
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 modern 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 Semeny¢ 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 [...].
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, [...] Venedikt Erofeev’s tra-
gicomic tale, punctuated with allusions to Revelation, of another
doomed train-ride into alcoholic oblivion and death [...]. 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:

Thl JMyuine BOT Yero: BO3bMH M Ha XOJTy H3 3JIEKTPHYKH BBITTPBITHH.
Bapyr ma He pa3o6belsCs. ..
(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

9

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:

YyTh TOJSBKO A 3a6bLICH, KTO-TO YAapHI MeHsI XBOCTOM 110 CITHHE.
A BagporHys u 06epHyJICcS: nepeao MHOIO 6511 HekTo 6e3 Hor, be3
XBocTa H 63 roJoBhl.

(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 Petu¥ki 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 Semeny¢, 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 finds himself completely alone on the train,
while day has inexplicably turned into menacing night: “‘Est’ u nas &to-ni-
bud’ vypit’, Petr? ‘Net ni¢ego. 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
nained 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.” 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 Petu¥ki: the trip
described in this story is the demonic thirteenth. To the hero these twelve
Fridays are like a glimpse of a Golden Age:

Bce Balm BBIDYMKH O BEKE 3JIaTOM, — TBEDIAHI i, — BCE JIOXKD H
yHbiHHe. Ho 9-T0, MBeHamuaTh Helelib TOMY, BHIEH ero npoobpas,
H Yepe3 moryaca CBepKHEeT MHE B rja3a €ero OTOJIeECK — B TPH-
Hamiatei#t pas. TaM TITHYbE TIEHHE He MOJKHET HH HOWYBIO, HH

IHeM, TaM HH 3HMOY HH JIETOM HE OTLIBETAET XKacMHuH [...].
(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 Petudki no matter what he does.

As the foregoing indicates, Moskva-Petudki is saturated with biblical
allusions and imagery.? 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”:

“Bcranp 1 Hau” (“Tamuda xyMu”) — cnosa HHucyca, o6palleHHbie K
BOCKPELIIEHHOM, — MHOTOKPaTHO MOBTOPAIOTCA B noBecTH. Brep-
BbI€ HX MPOM3HOCHT IOBECTBOBATENL, 06PAIIasiCh K caMOMYy cebe, B
TIepBON rAaBe, KOrja, NMPOCHYBIIHCE B YY>KOM MOABe3/ie, OH BBIXO-
IHUT K3 Hero Ha Boanyx. “UmH, BeHHuka, HTH” — 3TO OOHH H3 MHO-
TOYHCIIEHHBIX BADHAHTOB “Tajiida KyMH”, IPOXONSALIHX Yepe3 BCIO
IIOBECTD.

(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:
499-500) 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:
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[...] mama caBaxdanu, xak ckazan Cnacurens, .. To ects: “ILns ue-
ro, l'ocniogk, Ter Mena octaBun?” JIjs yero Xe sce-Taky, ['ocmomns,
Tbl MeHs ocTaBmwiI? I'ocrioms Morgan.

(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 s tech por ja nikogda ne prichodil v soznanie, i nikogda ne
pridu” ~ confirms 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.¢., 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. [...] 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 [...]. Tickis a humble
genesis, tock a feeble apocalypse [...].

(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-Petu3ki as the fock.
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

1 Alsocf. T. Todorov (1966: 125-151) and G. Genette (1966: 152-163).

2 Regarding the Petugki-Eden parallel, cf. P. Vajl and A. Genis (1982: 42, 48).
Also cf. I. A, Paperno and B. M. Gasparov (1981: 388).

3 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.

4 Could Venja's presumably metaphoric Woman of the East (“?en¥¢ina 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?

Ct.

[EBaHTebCKHe MOTHBEI IIOBECTH] Hepeoko MPpHOOPETAIOT OTTEHOK
TMapOIMH, IOyTKH, KaJaM0ypa: BEICOKOEe H Tparn4eckoe HEpa3pbiB-
HO CIJIETAIOTCH ¢ KOMHUYECKHEM H HEMPUCTORHBIM.

(Paperno and Gasparov 1981: 389)
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6 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 élementov ‘real’nosti’ v bred predei’no obnaZena”

(1981: 399).
Simmons (1990) provides an impressive socio-aesthetic discussion of the role

of alcohol in Moskva-Petuski and in Soviet society.
9 Cf. Smirnova (1990: 58-66).
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