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Criminalizing Creativity: Language,
Performance, and the Representation of
Convicts in Imperial and Soviet-Era Prisons
and Penal Colonies

Narratives of the Soviet labour camp experience frequently incorporate
comparisons with the works of their pre-revolutionary counterparts, in
particular Fedor Dostoevsky’s Zapiski iz mertvogo doma (Notes from the
House of the Dead, 1861), which is generally considered the foundational text
of the genre of Russian prison writing.! While certain writers, such as Gustav
Herling, view the relationship between the two eras as primarily one of
continuities, most Gulag survivors emphasize instead the differences between
the Soviet and tsarist penal systems. As Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn comments, in
one of a number of such references in Arkhipelag GULag (The Gulag
Archipelago, 1973):

UYro 1o omckoit katopru JlocToeBCKOro, TO TaM BooOIIe Oe3/1eIbHIYalH, KaK
JIETKO YCTaHOBUT BCSIKMH YnTaTeNb. PaboTa y HUX IIIa B OXOTKY, BIIPUTPYCKY
[...]. [Tocne paGOTBHI KAaTOPKHHUKH «MepTBOTO IOMa» MOAONTY eyasiu IO
JIBOPY OCTpOTa — CTajo ObITh HE NMpHMapHBajiNCh. Brpouem, «3amucku u3
MepTBOro omMa» LieH3ypa HEe XOTela MpPOIYyCTHTh, OMAacasCh, YTO JE2KOCHb
n3obpaxkeHHON  JIOCTOEBCKMM  JKM3HHM He OyJOeT yJepXuBaTh OT
npectymienuid. U JlocroeBckuit 1o6aBmII Uil [IEH3yphl HOBBIE CTPAHHIBI C
yKazaHHEM, YTO «8Ce-maku >KW3Hb Ha Karopre TsDkka»! (Solzhenitsyn,
Sobranie, 5:186).2 3

! For more details on references to Dostoevsky in Gulag narratives, see my blog, “Dostoevsky
and the Gulag.”

2 The author’s source for the claim that Dostoevsky amended his manuscript in this way is a
letter from I. A. Gruzdev to Maksim Gor'kii, in Arkhiv Gor'kogo (11:157).

3 As for Dostoevsky’s hard labor in Omsk, it is clear that in general they simply loafed about
[...]- The work was agreeable and went with a swing [...]. After work the hard-labor convicts
of the “House of the Dead” would spend a long time strolling around the prison courtyard. That
means that they were not totally exhausted! Indeed, the Tsarist censor did not want to pass the
manuscript of The House of the Dead for fear that the ease of the life depicted by Dostoevsky
would fail to deter people from crime. And so Dostoevsky added new pages for the censor
which demonstrated that life in hard labor was nonetheless hard! (Solzhenitsyn, Gulag, 200;
translation amended).
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On the subject of hard labour in his tale “Tatarskii mulla i chistyi vozdukh”
(“The Tartar Mullah and Fresh Air,” 1955), Varlam Shalamov puts it more
succinctly: “Bpemsi JlocToeBckoro ObBIIO APYyruM BpeMEHEM, W KaTopra
TOTJIAIIHAS €Ie He JONUIA JO TEX BBICOT, O KOTOPHIX 3/€Ch PaccKazaHo ™
(Shalamov, 1:129). In particular, Shalamov sees the status, behaviour and
social hierarchies of the professional criminals as a notable difference between
the two systems, as he describes in the story “Ob odnoi oshibke
khudozhestvennoi literatury” (“On an Error of Artistic Literature,” 19597): “c
omataeiMu JlocToeBckmii He Berpedancs. [...] [lo-Bmmumomy, B KaTopre
HocroeBckoro He ObIIO 3TOTO “paspsma”. [...] Hu B omHOM W3 poMaHOB
JlocToeBcKkOro HET M300pakeHui ONaTHBIX. JlOCTOEBCKUI UX HE 3HAJI, a eCIH
BHJIEN M 3HAJI, TO OTBEPHYJICS OT HUX Kak XymnoxkHUK® (Shalamov, 2:8-9).

In terms of the historical context, this perception of a discontinuity between
pre-revolutionary and Soviet-era prison conditions is correct. The Vory v
zakone (thieves in the law), the secret fraternity of professional criminals akin
to the Japanese Yakuza or Sicilian Mafia that operated in the Stalinist Gulag,
were a twentieth-century phenomenon, albeit with antecedents in the pre-
revolutionary period (Varese, 14-15). The elaborate code of “honour”
professed by an established network of “thieves in the law” that adopted a
deliberately outcast position through their refusal to participate in society’s
institutions was therefore not a feature of tsarist prison life (Varese, 10;
Chalidze, Criminal, 35; Glazov, 40).

However, I would argue that with respect to literary depictions of creativity
in the context of Russian prison life, and particularly the role of language in
the construction of the criminals’ identities, there are more similarities than
differences between Imperial and Soviet-era texts. The aim of this article is to
examine the effect of contact with the criminal population, from the peasant
convicts and vagrants (brodiagi) of the Imperial era to the non-political
convicts and professional thieves that populated Soviet prison colonies, on the
artistic personae of four writers: Dostoevsky, Vlas Doroshevich, Shalamov
and Andrei Siniavsky (Abram Terts). Focusing on the preoccupation with
criminal language shared by both pre-revolutionary and Soviet-era writers on
labour camps and the carceral system, the analysis will also explore two
parallel lines of development of this theme. For Dostoevsky and Siniavsky, a
sense of identification with the verbal creativity of criminals posits a

4 “Dostoevsky’s time was a different time, and katorga [penal servitude] then had not yet
reached the heights described here.”

> For Shalamov’s stories, dates of writing are also given where known; question marks
following dates indicate that the year given in the collected works has been deduced by the
editors. Translations of Shalamov’s works are my own.

¢ “Dostoevsky never encountered thieves [...] Apparently, in Dostoevsky’s kaforga this
‘category’ did not exist. [...] In not a single one of Dostoevsky’s novels is there any
representation of the thieves. Dostoevsky did not know them, or if he did see them and know
them, then he turned away from them as an artist.”

2



Sarah J. Young

connection between freedom and the artistry inherent in the playful use of
language. For Doroshevich and Shalamov, by contrast, a critique of convict
creativity as lacking true emotion or artistry denies any possible identification
with criminals, and associates creativity with the very crimes the artist-
convicts commit. In both cases, however, connections between the convicts
and artists as outcasts contribute to the reshaping of the authors’ identities, as
well as their work.

Representation of convicts’ verbal play in Dostoevsky
and Terts

Whilst in the Omsk stockade, Dostoevsky collected examples of the prisoners’
speech in his Sibirskaia tetrad’ (Siberian Notebook), which he later
incorporated in his fictionalized memoir Zapiski iz mertvogo doma. He viewed
this component as an essential part of his artistic plan; a letter to his brother of
9 October 1859 emphasizes that giving voice to the prisoners themselves is
what endows his narrative with the authenticity that makes it unique
(Dostoevskii, Polnoe, 28/1:349).7 Over a hundred years later, Andrei
Siniavsky’s Golos iz khora (A Voice from the Chorus, 1973), the product of
his own incarceration written under the name of his alter ego Abram Terts,®
likewise interpolates genuine examples of the convicts’ speech between his
musings on multiple subjects evoked by the camp experience. The two texts
are in many ways very different, as Terts’ collection of reflections on aspects
of Russian culture and the process of artistic creation is very far removed from
the largely chronological narrative form employed by Dostoevsky. However,
the inclusion of the words of the criminal, rather than the political, convicts
who lived alongside the authors, gives voice in both texts to a community that
is seldom heard, and indicates a common approach.” This is particularly
evident in the emphasis on the creativity of the criminals’ verbal play.

In both works, the criminals’ utterances frequently appear nonsensical.
This sense is heightened in Terts because of the presentation of the “chorus,”
as he describes the collection of overheard phrases of anonymous convicts,
which he intersperses in his own writing.!” This deprives words of their

7 The commentary and notes to Zapiski iz mertvogo doma give full details of the use of this
notebook (Dostoevskii, 4:301-10).

8 The name Abram Terts was ‘[blorrowed from Abrashka Tertz, a legendary Jewish outlaw
whose exploits were celebrated in a thieves’ song popular in Odessa in the 1920s’
(Nepomnyashchy, 1).

% I discuss a different aspect of Dostoevsky’s depiction of the peasant convicts in “Knowing
Russia’s Convicts,” focusing on the narrator’s inability to understand his fellow prisoners.

10 According to Nepomnyashchy (166), the use of word repetitions and reprisals of thematic
clusters gives the presentation of the convicts’ utterances a sense of melodic variation that
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context, as, for example, in the following extract, which is positioned
immediately after a recollection of various creatures encountered in the
camps:

— A Bcero xyxee, 4TO HHYEro He cKymaems. Eciu 6 MscokoMOWHAT mMin
KOHJAUTEpPCKasi. A TO — OJIHU JKeJe3aKu!

— PeMOHTHpPYH 3TU MallIMHBI — OHU HE MOXKATYIOTCSL.

— bpeBHoTacka.

— B maxre y yenoBeka pa3BUBAETCS XapaKTeEp MEUTATEIbHBIM.

— My>uK nasut Ha TpaxkTop.

— A KOHTelHephl BOJIHUCThIE — KaK Ha conmkax MaHbwKypuu.

— Copgaut Hape3ky Ha cepaue (Siniavskii, Sobranie, 1:572).11

Common strands running throughout the text often indicate loose connections
between individual utterances from the chorus, and between these and the
wider text. Such coincidences reinforce the sense that language, rather than
meaning, is the main point here. In Zapiski, whole conversations seem absurd
in their lack of connection to the surrounding events being described, as when
the following confrontation arises out of a description of daily life and
practical arrangements in the barracks:

— Jla Tl 4TO 3a NTHUIIA TaKasi? — BCKPUYAJ TOT BAPYT, pACKPACHEBIIIKCH.
—To u ectb, uTo nTHIA!

— Kakas?

— Takas!

— Kaxkas raxas?

— Jla y>K OAHO CJIOBO Takas!

— a kakas? [...]

Bce 310 6B1710 TOBOJIBHO XapakTepHO U M300pakano HpaBbl ocTpora |...]
—Karas!.. [...]

— Ilomen TEI, a He KaraH!

To ectb uro oH nruna karan (Dostoevskii, Polnoe 4:23).'2

resembles an orchestrated choral work. The title Golos iz khora is taken from a 1914 poem by
Aleksandr Blok.

1 “But the worst of it is there's nothing here you can eat. If it was a meat factory or a
confectionery... But there’s nothing apart from a lot of old iron.”

“Repair these machines — they won’t complain.”

“In the mines a man develops a dreamy kind of mentality.”

“The peasant was barking at a tractor.”

“The containers are all wavy — like the hills in Manchuria.”

“He wore down the thread on his heart” (Tertz, Voice, 190).1!

12 “What kind of bird are you anyway?” he shouted suddenly, turning red in the face.

“Just a bird!”

“What kind?”

“This kind.”

“What kind’s this kind?”

“Just this kind.”

“What kind?” [...]
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The prisoners’ language in both Dostoevsky and Terts more closely resembles
poetry than everyday speech, with the frequent use of rhyme (e.g., “borar
Epomika, ecth cobaka u komka”'® [Dostoevskii, 4:200; 310], which appears,
apropos of nothing, in the midst of the discussion about who has the right to
protest about food) and poetic imagery, as in the example given above
(“coppan  mape3ky Ha cepaue”’* (Siniavskii, 1:572; 190). Indeed,
Dostoevsky’s narrator, Gorianchikov, characterizes the elaborate swearing
practiced by the convicts as “artistic”: “Pyramuch OHM yTOHYEHHO,
xynoxectsenno”!® (Dostoevskii, 4:13; 33). Terts states that the prisoners in
this mode are akin to poets: “IlouTn Kak y mMO3TOB, B BOPOBCKOM JITHKETE
MEPBEHCTBO OTAAHO 3PEIHILY W 3PEIHUIIHOMY NOHHMAHHUIO JHYHOCTH U
cyab0b1 yenoseka™' (Siniavskii, 1:543; 147; translation amended). For the
criminals in both works, expression takes precedence over meaning, as
language becomes a signifier without a signified, the primary aim being
delight in pure creativity: “Jla m camum Bparum pyrawTcs OOJBIIE IS
pasBiieyeHus, Juis ynpaxnenus B ciaore”!” (Dostoevskii, 4:25; 49).

Robin Feuer Miller notes that in Dostoevsky’s novel, creativity and art for
art’s sake, in which verbal artistry takes first place, are crucial as expressions
of freedom (31-32). Gorianchikov makes it clear that the other main source of
feelings of liberty amongst the prisoners is the pursuit of money: “Becs cmbica
ClIOBa ‘apecTaHT  O3Ha4yaeT dYeloBeKa Oe3 BOJH, a, TpaTsd IeHBIH, OH
HocTymaer yxke 1o coeit Bosie™!® (Dostoevskii, 4:66; 109).!” Money and the
means of gaining financial freedom acquire an aura of artistry in
Gorianchikov’s perception. Of the money earned from the crafts and trades
practiced by the convicts, he states: “KonTpabanauct paboTaer mo crpactu,
Mo MpU3BaHut0. Imo omuacmu nosm. OH PUCKYET BCEM, UET Ha CTPAIIHYIO
OTACHOCTbh, XUTPHUT, U300PETAET, BBIMYTHIBACTCS; MHOT/IA JaXe JCHCTBYET MO
KaKOMY-TO BJAOXHOBEHHUIO. DTO CTPACTb CTOJIb K€ CHUITbHASL, KAK U KAPMENCHAS
uepa”® (Dostoevskil, 4:18; 6-7; my emphasis).

All this was fairly typical, and illustrative of the way men behaved in prison. [...]

“King cockerel!..”

Meaning that he ruled the roost (Dostoyevsky, House 46-47).12

13 “Eroshka’s well off, he’s got a dog and a cat.”

14 “He wore down the thread on his heart.”

15 “They swore with finesse, with artistic skill.”

16 “Almost as in the case of poets, what counts most in the thieves’ code of behaviour is
performance and a performative understanding of the personality and fate of man”

17 “indeed it was rather for the sake of entertainment and as a verbal exercise that the two
enemies swore at one another.”

18 “The whole meaning of the word ‘convict’ implies a man without a will of his own; when he
spends money, however, he is acting from his own will.”

19 Dostoevsky’s emphasis. Gorianchikov describes this as ‘coined freedom’ [chekannaia
svoboda] (Dostoevskii, 4:17).

20 “The smuggler works passionately, with a sense of vocation. He’s something of a poet. He
risks everything, faces terrible dangers, employs cunning, inventiveness, gets himself out of

5



Sarah J. Young

In Golos, Terts reinforces this connection by comparing the persona of the
gambler to that of the artist: “HUrpoBoii uenoBek He MOCTEHSIETCS paccKa3arh O
cebe moOyro ragocts. C yIOBOIBCTBHEM JaKe PACCKAXKET: BOT s Kakoi! OH
oTHeTsIeT ce0s1 OT ce0s U CO3epIIaeT CBOM HETIOTPEOCTBA B TPETHEM JIUIIE — KAK
xyoooicnuk. Cynp0a JJisl Hero JIMIIb CIOKET, TPEOYIONH 3aHUMAaTEeIbHOCTH.
Ho ckonbKo B 3TOM croxkere oH Oex martsopuia!..”?! (Siniavskii, 1:530; 129;
my emphasis; translation amended). The connection Mikhail Bakhtin
establishes between penal servitude and roulette??> completes the circle of
identification, marrying the figures of the convict to those of the gambler and
the artist, through the common striving for freedom that unites these different
personae.

The theme of freedom is also apparent in the markedly theatrical dimension
of the criminals’ verbal creativity. Gorianchikov notes that, “J[nanexTuk-
pyratens ObUI B yBaXEHHH. EMy TOJBKO 9YTO HE aIUIOJUPOBAIH, KAK
axmepy”* (Dostoevskii, 4:25; 49; my emphasis).>* His long description of the
prison theatrics, in which so many of the convicts are involved, emphasizes
their propensity for and enjoyment of performance as an escape from the
everyday reality of incarceration that has a transformative potential: “Tosbko
HEMHOTI'O IIO3BOJINIIN 3THUM 6G,HHI>IM JIIO M IIOXXUTH Mo-CBOCMY,
MIOBECEIUTHCSA TIO-TIOJICKH, TPOXKUTh XOTh Yac HE IO-OCTPOKHOMY - H
YeJOBEK HPAaBCTBEHHO MEHSETCS, XOTS ObI TO OBUIO Ha HECKOJIBKO TOJIBKO
muHyT...”* (Dostoevskil, 4:129-30; 203).26

scrapes; sometimes he even acts according to some kind of inspiration. This passion is as strong
as the passion for cards.”

21 “A gambler will have no compunction in telling the vilest things about himself. He will even
do it with gusto: that’s the sort I am! He stands aside from himself and examines his own
outrageousness in the third person — like an artist. Fate for him is merely the subject matter for
a tale that must be entertaining. But how much trouble he causes with his tale!..”

22 “Both the life of convicts and the life of gamblers — for all their differences in content —
are equally ‘/ife taken out of life’” (Bakhtin, 172).

23 “The dialectician of the curse was held in great esteem. He was applauded almost like an
actor.”

24 Serman notes that “J[0cTOEBCKHMIi MOMUEPKUBAET 3PENUIIHOCTD, TEATPAILHOCTh 3THX CIIEH
[referring to the “king cockerel” argument cited above], kKOTOpble pa3bIrPBHIBATIKCH ‘IS
Bceobero yaoBonbetBus”” (“Dostoevsky emphasizes the audience appeal, the theatricality of
this scene, which is played out ‘for everybody’s enjoyment’) (133). The highly theatrical
behaviour of Isai Fomich in the bathhouse scene (Dostoevskii, 4:92-96) also indicates the role
of performance in establishing this character’s identity. My thanks to Elena Katz for pointing
out this connection.

25 “All that was needed was for these poor men to be allowed to live in their own way for a bit,
to enjoy themselves like human beings, to escape from their convict existence just for an hour
or so — and each individual underwent a moral transformation, even if it only lasted for a few
moments...”

26 Mgrch cites the Christmas theatrics as a space engendering the chronotope of freedom,
transporting the convicts temporarily beyond the confines of the prison camp (59-60).
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Terts characterizes the criminals’ habit of boasting about their own exploits
as a performance: “Teampanvras noza u pemyTanys Bopa MOPOAFIINA COTHH
JIeTeHA, KOTOphIe 0 CHX IOp, KOT/Ia BOPOBCKOW 3aKOH YK€ ITOJIOMaH, Ha
10OPYIO TIOJIOBUHY COCTaBJISIIOT n023uto aazeps’™’ (Siniavskii, 1:544; 148; my
emphasis).

Dmitrii Likhachev’s early article on criminal speech, which was written
shortly after his release from incarceration on Solovki, highlights the role of
performance in the verbal creativity of criminal society in four ways.?® Firstly,
he likens the thieves’ boasts about their feats (podvigi) to shamanistic rituals
(kamlanie), the aim of which is to increase the speaker’s own strength by
impressing his powers on his audience (“Cherty,” 63-64). Secondly, he shows
that the thieves’ unconscious belief in the magic power of the word--the effect
it can have, its “active” [deistvennyi| nature, and its ability to act upon the
world and the listener--derives from an emotional relationship to language, in
which the absence of a gap between feeling and pronouncement indicates a
diminished sense of differentiation between the word and its reference
(“Cherty,” 62, 68-69). This is in contrast to the more literary nature of
intellectuals’ speech, which forms the basis of the bulk of memoirs we have
on the labour camp experience. Thirdly, Likhachev suggests that the
importance of gesture in thieves’ speech demonstrates the action of the word
upon the muscular system, endowing it with a physical character (“Cherty,”
87-88). Finally, he characterizes thieves’ speech as a “collective
performance,” its improvisational aspects not only underlying its transitory
nature (“Cherty,” 77), but also, significantly, being used to demonstrate
belonging to the larger whole of “thieves in the law.”* The role of language
in shaping the thieves’ collective, in addition to serving as a determinant of
action, points to a performative process that places the verbal creativity of the
criminals at the centre of identity construction.*

At the same time, this identity, by virtue of its performed nature, also
contains an element of artifice. Likhachev notes that “ucmunnocms

27 “The thief’s theatrical panache and reputation has given rise to hundreds of legends, which
even now, when the thieves’ law is not what it was, make up a good half of all labour camp
poetry” (My emphasis; translation amended).

28 In his memoirs, Likhachev observes that for intellectuals on Solovki, “questions of language
and linguistic culture became one of the most important topics of our conversation”; Likhachev,
Reflections, 139. He also notes that the historian and kraeved N. P. Antsiferov worked in
Krimkab on Solovki, where letters, drawings, and verses by criminal prisoners were collected,
in order to “come to understand the psychology of the people of Dostoevsky’s The House of
the Dead” (346).

29 On the role of performance in belonging, see Fortier (42).

30 Austin outlines the basis of performative theory. On the linguistic character of action and the
performative nature of identity, see in particular Butler. This performative aspect of criminal
slang relates to the wider Russian folk belief, derived from paganism, which equates words with
deeds. See Harrison (218), cited in Smith (177-78).
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MPOUCILIEIINX COOBITHI HE MIPacT B 3TOM pPaccKa3e [0 CBOMX IOJBUrax]
ocob6oii pomw’™! (“Cherty” 63; my emphasis). Shalamov also observes a
tendency toward embellishment in these stories, which he interprets as part of
the creation of the thieves’ self-image (Shalamov, “Apollon sredi blatnykh”
[“Apollo among the Thieves”], 1959: 2:95). The idea of the promotion of a
false identity by the thieves is significant because of its relation to another
criminal type that resonates strongly in the Russian cultural imagination: the
imposter. In Progulki s Pushkinym (Strolls with Pushkin, 1975), Terts
connects the imposter with the artist and poet: “Camo3Banen! A KTo Takoi
03T, eciii He camo3BaHen?”’; “Ho camo3Ban1s! y [lymknHa He TOBKO apH,
OHU — apTucThl”; “CaMo3BaHIHA OepeT Hayauo B IO33UH U pa3BUBACTCS 1O
ee 3akonam’™>? (Siniavskil, 1:422, 424, 425; Strolls, 133, 136).>* Thus Terts
suggests through this image that the writer is both an outsider and a criminal.
Moreover, by linking this idea to the figure of Pushkin, who “stands behind
the back™ (Siniavskii, 1:387) of every writer in Russia who came after him,
Terts emphasizes the artist’s ability and need to create new personae.*

The idea of adopting a criminal persona for artistic reasons is evident in
Siniavsky’s creation of his alter ego as a legendary criminal. Introduced in
earlier works, it is employed in Golos iz khora for the first time as part of
Siniavsky’s autobiographical project (Nussbaum, 240), further erasing the
boundaries between Siniavsky and Terts (Rat'kina, 90-91). The separation of
the authorial persona from the biographical figure suggests that the writer’s
identity is at least in part dependent on or shaped by incarceration and the
outcast status this imposes. The merging of different voices within the text of
Golos iz khora suggests a loss of a separate identity between the author and
the criminals who surround him. The result is that “[i]f the writer is an outlaw,
then the act of writing literature becomes a crime and the text a site of
transgression” (Nepomnyashchy , 2).

Similarly, Dostoevsky creates the narrative persona of a criminal. His letter
to his brother cited above claims “anunocts Most ucuesner™® (Dostoevskil,
28/i:349), and his narrator, Gorianchikov, is imprisoned not for political
crimes, as the author was, but for killing his wife. However, the discrepancies
in the text, suggesting that the narrator is in fact a political prisoner, serve to

31 “The truth of the events that had taken place plays no particular role in this story [of the
criminal’s feats].”

32 “An imposter! But what is a poet if not an imposter?”; “But Pushkin’s imposters are more
than just tsars — they are artists as well”; “Imposture has its source in poetry and unfolds
according to its laws.”

33 Nepomnyashchy (150), also notes that “4 Voice from the Chorus affirms art’s vocation to
transform the ‘I” into the ’not-1.” It celebrates the text as imposture.”

34 In this context it is worth noting Likhachev’s comment about “what a typical prison or camp
invention [Terts’s] whole idea of Pushkin is” (Reflections, 85).

35 “my personality will disappear.”
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place Dostoevsky in the frame as well.*® Thus, Gorianchikov emerges as
neither Dostoevsky himself, nor as an entirely fictional character; here too, the
author is developing the image of his narrator as a type of imposter.
Underlining his status as an outsider, in the labour camp as well as at liberty,*’
Gorianchikov-Dostoevsky, like Terts, is both criminal and artist, and an artist
because he is a criminal. For both authors, the subversion of their identities,
through their identification both as criminals and with the criminals, implies
that the creation of their texts derives from their participation in and emulation
of the verbal creativity of the criminals. Giving the latter a voice enables their
self-transformation, which in turn engenders their literary work.

Poet-murderers in Doroshevich and Shalamov

For many writers and commentators on the Russian prison system and its
inhabitants, in both the Imperial and Soviet eras, the role of language in
constructing the identity of the criminals is prominent.*® Vlas Doroshevich’s
Sakhalin (Katorga) (Sakhalin: Hard Labour), which began to appear in
feuilleton form in 1897 during the author’s visit to the penal colony, is a prime
example of a text that emphasizes criminal language. He uses criminal slang
to enable the prisoners to tell their own stories (Doroshevich, 1:75-80), but
also employs it himself in his categorization of the hierarchy of convicts
(1:269-86), and more analytically in a section devoted to the terms used to
denote crimes (1:350-59).%° Here it is apparent that the criminals prefer to refer
to their acts indirectly, with euphemism and metaphor playing a significant
role.** However, while Doroshevich agrees with Dostoevsky, whom he cites
frequently (e.g., Doroshevich, 1:136, 129; 2:183), on the general significance
of language in the prison settlement, his approach departs from that of his
predecessor in relation to the crucial question of the criminals’ creativity as a
route to identification for the author. Instead, he develops a critique of their
creativity, which, as with that advanced by Dostoevsky and Terts, underlies
his own analysis of the construction of the prisoners’ identities, as well as his
position in relation to them. I would suggest that this alternative line of

36 These discrepancies are usually cited as evidence that the adoption of a fictional persona was

merely a convention to appease the censors (Frank, 219-220).

37 Ruttenburg analyses the trope of the outsider in relation to the unbridgeable gulf between
Gorianchikov and the peasant convicts he encounters in the Omsk stockade (51).

38 See, for example, Dikselius [Dixelius] and Konstantinov, relating the concept of the criminal
fraternity to its development of its language system (9). The Russian edition of Chalidze’s
Ugolovnaia Rossiia contains an appendix of criminal slang (348-74).

3 Gentes notes that Doroshevich has been unfairly criticized for his “sensational” use of
prisoners’ slang (xxvit).

40 Likhachev also notes the tendency towards euphemism, as an indication of a fear of the word
that derives from belief in its performative power (“Cherty,” 67-68).
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development can be traced from Doroshevich’s Sakhalin to Shalamov’s
Kolymskie rasskazy (Kolyma Tales, 1954-73).

In the case of Dostoevsky and Terts, we know that Siniavsky was fully
conversant with Dostoevsky’s text, and in conscious dialogue with it. The
same, however, cannot be said of Shalamov with regard to Doroshevich.
Various mentions of memoirs of the narodovoltsy*' incarcerated in tsarist
prisons, such as those by Vera Figner and N. A. Morozov,* as well as his
dialogue with Dostoevsky, indicate Shalamov’s interest in the history of
Russian penal servitude. In contrast, no references are made to Doroshevich
in any of his writing. This is perhaps not surprising, as Sakhalin was not
reprinted in the Soviet Union (Gentes, xxvii), but it does make the coincidence
of the two writers’ approaches all the more striking, and suggests that the
similarities between the two texts derive from common features they
encountered in the criminals.*

In the context of a general absence of information about the essentially
closed society of the thieves’ fraternity of the Soviet era, which remained
impenetrable to outsiders because of the use of identifying marks such as
tattoos, and a constantly evolving language that only insiders would know,
Shalamov’s depiction of the criminal world is generally considered among
historians, criminologists, and sociologists to be both reliable and valuable in
its detail (Chalizde, Criminal, 35-36; Varese, 10-13). The collection Ocherki
prestupnogo mira (Sketches of the Criminal World, 1959), in which Shalamov
collates many of his ideas about the criminals he encountered, has, in contrast,
been comparatively neglected within literary and cultural studies, and is not
always included in consideration of the collections that make up Kolymskie
rasskazy.**

While Shalamov’s overall emphasis is on the brutality and lack of humanity
of the criminal world, what is particularly significant about Ocherki
prestupnogo mira is the importance of art and literature to the author’s
understanding of thieves. This forms the subject of half of the eight sketches.

41 Narodnovoltsy were members of the left-wing terrorist organisation Narodnaia volia [The
People’s Will].

42 See, for example, “Pervyi zub” (“First Tooth,” 1964): “OrpoMHbIe NeASHBIE CBOJBI MyTaTH
MEHSI, U 5l — HEOTIBITHBIH IOHEI — MCKaJ TJ1a3aMH 1o001e IeUKH, XOTs ObI Takoii, kak y ®urHep,
y Mopo3sosa”; “The huge icy vaults frightened me, and I — an inexperienced youth — searched
with my eyes for the semblance of stove, as in Figner or Morozov” (Shalamov, 1:618).

43 Although they fall outside the scope of the current article, structural parallels between
Doroshevich’s work as a collection of feuilletons and Shalamov’s collections of short stories,
both of which rely on forms of fragmentation to convey aspects of the experience of
imprisonment, would be worth examining. It is the strength of the similarities I have observed
that leads me to compare these two works, despite the very different circumstances of their
writing and the fact that Doroshevich was not, unlike the other writers who are the subject of
this essay, a convict.

4 For example, it is excluded from the overview of the collections in Toker (161).
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The collection begins with “Ob odnoi oshibke khudozhestvennof literatury,”
which argues that previous depictions of criminals in literature have been
incorrectly romanticized--and immediately alerts us to the aim of this
collection to dispel such romantic myths. It ends with descriptions of their
own culture, focusing on thieves’ songs (“Apollon sredi blatnykh”), the
“appreciation” of poetry among criminals (“Sergei Esenin i vorovskoi mir”
[“Sergei Esenin and the Thieves’ World”]), and the role of “novelists”, or
storytellers who narrate improvised tales for the thieves’ entertainment (“Kak
tiskaiut romany” [‘How Novels are Spun”], 1959).* The performance of the
“novelist” is mirrored by the theatricality of the thieves in other respects,
which is emphasized on several occasions.*® This again suggests the role of
performance in the construction of identity, which breaks down the boundary
between art and life: “rpaHuipl nCKyccTBa W KH3HH HEONPENEIUMBI, U TE
CJIMIIKOM PEATHCTUIECKHE “CIIEKTaKIH,” KOTOPBIE CTaBIT OJaTapy B )KHU3HH,
IyralT U UCKYCCTBO, K xku3Hb™* (Shalamov, “Apollon,” 2:80).

Doroshevich likewise alludes frequently to performance, describing
katorga as a whole as a spectacle (Doroshevich, 1:43).*8 He links performance
not only to the prisoners’ habit of telling stories and bragging about their
exploits (Doroshevich, 1:387-88), but also to the art of forging documents:*

A Bor BasenTtun, Hacrosmuii BaneHTHH, KOTOpOMy BBl  Tak
ropsyoaruiogupyeTe no okoH4anuu 4 akra “@aycra.” [...] CBoero Banentuna
s yBHOAJN TOXKE Ha MOAMOCTKaxX, — Ha Hapax KaHAAIBHOTO OTACICHHS
Onopcko# TIopbMbl. OH BCTaJI IEPEIO0 MHOW C ONYXIIMM, OTTUBIIMUMCS JIMLIOM.
OOpan MeHst 3amaxoMm rneperopesioid Bogku. OOBHHSUICS, YK€ Ha Karopre, B
HEOTHOKPATHOM mojyieike u cobite nokymentoB (Doroshevich, 1:328).5°

4 Although thieves feature in numerous stories in the other collections, such as “Krasnyi Krest”
(“Red Cross,” 1959), two notable examples, “Zaklinatel' zmei” (“The Snake Charmer,” 1954)
and “Bol” (“Pain,” 1967), also focus on the figure of the “novelist” who entertains the
criminals.

46 “JIna mepexoja B HOBBI BOPOBCKOH 3aKOH ObUI M300pETeH 00psM, TeaTpalbHOE AEHCTBO.
BratHo¥ Mup JIFOOUT TeaTpaabHOCTH B sku3Hu; “In order to introduce a new thieves’ law, a rite
was contrived, a theatrical act. The thieves’ world loves theatricality in life” (Shalamov,
“Such'ia voina” [“The Bitches’ War™], 1959, 2:66).

47 “the boundaries between art and life are indeterminate, and those all too real ‘dramatics’ that
the thieves stage in life menace both art and life.”

48 Gentes notes that Doroshevich’s interest in the theatre can be seen in his extended description
of the Easter performances (Doroshevich, Russia’s Penal Colony, 85-94) which rivals the
parallel Christmas scene in Dostoevsky (xvi). However, it is clear from the language of
performance he frequently employs that Doroshevich perceives the theatrical elements of
katorga as going far beyond this.

4 Shalamov also refers to forgery as an art form (“Zhenshchina blatnogo mira” [“Women of
the Criminal World”], 1959, 2:41).

30 This is Valentin, the veritable Valentin you so warmly applaud at the end of act four of
[Gounod’s] Faust. [...] I, too, saw my Valentin ‘onstage’ — on the sleeping platform in Onor
Prison’s chains division. He stood before me with a pufty debauched face, the stench of
warmed-over vodka washing over me. Since entering katorga he’s been repeatedly charged
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But it is on the question of poetry that the similarity of Shalamov’s and
Doroshevich’s views of criminals’ verbal artistry becomes most apparent. In
“Sergei Esenin i vorovskoi mir,” Shalamov insists that the thieves’ love of
Esenin has nothing to do with real appreciation of art, as they reject all of his
spiritual verse and poetry about nature, to focus purely on the drunken
carousing, khuliganstvo (hooliganism),’! and contempt for women (Shalamov,
“Esenin,” 2:90-91). He emphasizes the absence of real emotion that their
attitude to Esenin reveals: “Kakwue ske poaCTBEHHBIC HOTKH CIIBIIIAT OlaTapu
B eCeHMHCKOM moa3un? [Ipexre Bcero, 3To0 HOTKH TOCKH, BCE, BBI3BIBAIOIICE
’KaJlOCTh, BCE, YTO POJHUTCA C ‘TIOPEMHOM CEHTHMEHTAIBHOCTBIO 2
(Shalamov, “Esenin,” 2:90). He views the cult of the mother figure among
thieves, likewise related to the popularity of Esenin, as a product of
sentimentality that precludes genuine feeling (Shalamov, “Zhenshchina
blatnogo mira,” 2:51-52). The sentimental and touching performance of prison
songs gives the impression that the singer is “He akTep, a AeHCTBYOIIEE JIAIIO
caMOW JKM3HH. ABTOpY JIMPHYECKOTO MOHOJIOra HET HaJo0HOCTH
[EPEOIEBAaThCS B TeaTpalbHblii KocTiom™ (Shalamov, “Apollon,” 2:79).
Thus, Shalamov connects sentimentality to the artifice of performance in the
self-image projected by the thieves.

Doroshevich comes to the same conclusion in relation to the “poet-
murderers” he encounters, comparing them to the French poet and murderer
Pierre Frangois Lacenaire.’® Posing the supposed “riddle” of Lacenaire’s
cruelty combined with the ability to produce such delicate poetry, he asks:

Kak momupuths Takume ABa KOHTPACTa: KECTOKOCTh U MATKOCTH, HEKHOCTb,
CaHTUMEHTAITLHOCTE? “CaHTUMEHTAILHOCTE” - BOT B YeM M OOBSCHCHHE
3arajiku. Eciu gake “reHuid v 371016HCTBO”” HECOBMECTUMBI, TO )KECTOKOCTh H
CaHTUMEHTAILHOCTh Y>KWBAIOTCS OTAWYHO. JIfoAu, KOTrja y HUX HET Macla,
JIOBOJILCTBYIOTCSI MaprapuHoM. A CaHTUMEHTAIBHOCTh — 3TO MaprapuH
gyBcTBa. Jltogm moOpbie OBIBafOT 4yacTo TPyOBI B CBOEH IOOpOTE, JFOAU
CaHTHMEHTAJbHBIC Yallle IPYTHUX KECTOKH. >

with forging and selling documents (Doroshevich, Russia’s Penal Colony, 225).

3! The link between khuliganstvo, art, and performance is explored in Neuberger (142-52).

2 “What kindred notes do thieves hear in Esenin’s poetry? Above all, melancholy notes,
everything that arouses pity, everything that is born from ‘prison sentimentality.’”

33 “not an actor, but a character in his own life. The author of a lyrical monologue has no need
to change into a theatrical costume.”

4 Pierre Frangois Lacenaire (1803-36), an army deserter who became a thief, was ultimately
executed for double murder. He became famous for the poetry he wrote in prison, and for
portraying himself as a principled fighter against social injustice during his trial. Lacenaire is
depicted, most famously, in the 1944 film Les Enfants du Paradis (Children of the Gods),
directed by Marcel Carné, which is, notably, set around the Parisian theatre scene. He is also
mentioned in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot (8:350) as a prime example of the criminal mind. For
further details, see Demartini, or Foucart.

3 How does one reconcile the contrast: cruelty and softness, delicacy, sentimentality?
Sentimentality — in this lies an explanation to the riddle. Even if genius and villainy are

12



Sarah J. Young

Reviewing the “xanoctaeie ctuxu” (“mournful poetry”) that a Sakhalin
murderer such as Pashchenko has written in a literally and metaphorically
blood-soaked little notebook (Doroshevich, 2:147), Doroshevich emphasizes
the self-pity inherent in much of the verse. Sentimentality is also apparent in
the prisoners’ performances, from their singing,*® to the stories they tell
Doroshevich about their own fates: “Xanko! 3TOT MOTHB MOCTOSHHO 3BYYUT
B pazroBopax [lonynsaxosa, yOuBIero TonopomM BocbMHJIETHETO pebenka. 1
KOT/1a OH TOBOPHT 3TO “JKaJIKO,” B €T0 JIUIIO €CTh YTO-TO YMUJICHHOE, KPOTKOE.
On cam Tporaercs cBoeit no6poroii”™’ (Doroshevich, 2:30; 331). Noting that
“C ‘0axBalbCTBOM,” C PHCOBKOH, C TOPIOCTBIO pPacCKa3bIBalOT O CBOMX
npecTymienusx Tonbko ‘Meansr’”® (Doroshevich, 1:391; 269), he suggests
this type of performance is used to mask true feelings: “Yacto, omnako, 3a
5TM 0axBaJbCTBOM KpOETCS HeuTo Japyroe. YacTto 3TO TONBKO KeJIaHUE
3arIyIINTh TyIIEBHBIE MYKH, )KETaHUE HArHATh Ha cebe ‘Kypaxy.’ JKemanue
cMexoM noaaBuTh ctpax’™’ (Doroshevich, 1:391-92; 270).

Thus Doroshevich, like Shalamov, defines the convicts’ self-projection in
terms of the artificial emotion that underlies its creative expression. But this
conception of play-acting and artifice is also used to elucidate the authors’
positions in relation to the criminals they portray. Doroshevich emphasizes
the powerful physical effect of the revulsion he experiences when placed in
the role of audience to the criminals’ performance of their own stories. This is
particularly apparent in the case of Poluliakhov: “fl wyBctBOBam, uTO BCe
IUIBIBET Y MEHSA B I1a3ax. YTo ere MOMEHT, — 51 yraay B 00OMopok. U Tojibko
HE)KeJTaHUEe MOKa3aTh CBOO CIIa00CTh MPe]] KATOPKHUKOM YICPKUBAIIO MEHSI
kpukHyTh: ‘Boasi!” (Doroshevich, 1:388; 324). His horror at such moments
indicates a strong sense of separation from the prisoners, which is also
apparent in his interventions and moral exhortations, as when he visits an
exile-settler and his female co-habitant: “‘/la Begs cpam! Trer ObI BcTana,

incompatible, cruelty and sentimentality get on exceedingly well. When people don’t have
butter they’ll settle for margarine, and sentimentality is the margarine of emotion. Kind people
are often rough in their kindliness; but sentimental people are crueler than others. (Doroshevich,
2:144; 417).

36 “I"oBOpSAT, UTO TECHS — 3TO ‘Ayiua Hapoaa.” M kaTopra MOeT MECHH, OT KOTOPBIX <...> BEET
canTUMeHTaNbHOCTEI0’; “They say that songs are the ‘soul of the people,” and katorga sings
songs that exude sentimentality” (Doroshevich, 1:365; 253).

57 A pity!” This motif resounds constantly throughout the stories of Poluliakhov, axe-murderer
of an eight-year-old child. When he says this word ‘pity”’ there is something gentle and meek in
his face. He himself is moved by his own kindness.”

38 “Tvans [the top rank of the prisoners’ hierarchy, and forerunners to the Thieves in the Law —
SJY] speak of their crimes only with braggadocio, play-acting and pride.”

3 “Often, however, this braggadocio excises something else. Often, there is simply a desire to
smother spiritual torments, the desire to instil oneself with ‘courage.” A desire to suppress the
horror with laughter.”

0 “I was having difficulty breathing. I would have shouted ‘Water!” if [ hadn’t feared showing
weakness before a criminal. It felt like everything was swimming before my eyes.”
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nopaborana!’ [...] CTaHOBMIJIOCH MPSIMO HEBBIHOCUMO CITYIIATh ATY HATIYIO,
[UHUYHYIO OOJITOBHIO, 3TH M3/IeBaTEIbCTBA OMyXIIEH OT CHA M JIeHH 6a6br™!
(Doroshevich, 1:91-92; 64-65). Doroshevich’s sense of alienation when faced
with a sort of convict morality which he does not understand and of which he
does not approve indicates a lack of identification with the convicts. This is in
sharp contrast to Dostoevsky’s construct regarding the depiction of the
common criminals, which posits a similarity with them on the question of
verbal artistry.

For Shalamov, as well, there can be no question of identifying with the
criminals in the way that Dostoevsky’s and Siniavsky’s narrators appear to.
Indeed, Shalamov perceives the closeness of Dostoevsky-Gorianchikov to the
other convicts he describes: “C Touku 3peHHst OIATHBIX — yOUMIIBI U BOPHI
[etpor n Cymmunos ropasfo Omike K aBTopy ‘3anucok u3 MepTBoro aoma,’
gyem K HuM camuM”®? (Shalamov, “Ob odnoi oshibke,” 2:8). In his own work,
by contrast, he separates his sketches about the criminal world from the other
tales by placing them in their own collection, suggesting a strong desire to
designate the thieves as different; as he states in Vospominaniia (Memoirs,
1961?), “ITonsut, uro Bopbl — He moau”® (Shalamov, 4:627). Shalamov’s
denial that there is any humanity in the criminals, or any similarity between
them and convicts like himself, is significant because he encountered them in
their native context. As Varese (9) shows, “the vory were a peculiar brand of
criminals produced by prison culture”; although criminal gangs existed in the
tsarist era, it was the conditions in the Soviet penal system, where they were
brought together, viewed as “socially friendly,” and allowed control over other
groups, specifically the political prisoners convicted under Article 58 of the
Stalinist penal code, that enabled their power to grow and their code to develop
(Varese, 15).%

Shalamov, as is well known, views the camps as inhumane places where
only the inhuman can flourish: “Jlarepr — oTpumaTenpHas MIKOJA >KUZHH
LEJIUKOM W TOJIHOCThIO. HHUuero mone3Horo, Hy>KHOrO HHUKTO OTTyJa HeE
BBIHECET [...]. Kaxkmas MuHyTa JarepHoil )KU3HHU — OTpaBiIeHHAs MUHYTa. Tam
MHOTO TaKOT'0, Yero 4eJOBeK He JIO0JDKEH 3HaTh, HE JOJDKEH BUJIETh, a €CIIH
BHJIEN — Jiydiie eMy ymeperh”® (Shalamov, “Krasnyi krest,” 1959, 1:185-86).

61 ““This is really a disgrace!’ I say. ‘You should get up and do some work!” [...] It becomes
absolutely unbearable to listen to this insolent, cynical chatterer, to the mockeries bursting from
this sleepy indolent woman.”

2 “From the thieves’ point of view, the murderers and robbers Petrov and Sushilov are closer
to the author of Notes from the House of the Dead than they are to the thieves themselves”

63 “T understood that thieves are not people.”

% Chalidze sees the connection between pre-revolutionary Bolshevism and brigandage as a
factor in their development (Criminal Russia, 25); Dikselius [Dixelius] and Konstantinov relate
this question to the notion of revolutionary legality (59-63).

95 “The camp is a wholly and entirely negative school of life. No one will take anything useful
or necessary from there. . . . Every minute of camp life is a poisoned minute. There is a great
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One of the reasons he sees the camp experience as so negative is because it
engenders this criminal world. But more than this, I would propose that in the
brutality bred by the camps, he perceives that anyone forced to exist in such
conditions, himself included, risks becoming like the thieves. When he
describes the feelings that have been lost, what remains appears to place the
convict in closer proximity to the thieves than to “normal” human beings.®

Shalamov’s insistence on the negative effects of the camps, which
punctuates the stories, even if this is frequently contradicted by small acts of
kindness and honesty, suggests a fear about what that loss of humanity means,
and what type of person might emerge from this environment. The criminals
provide a constant and terrifying reminder of what could happen; their
performance is all too real in its effects, and the author’s emphatic rejection
of identification with them seems to originate in anxieties about identification
being actualized.®’ It is also for this reason that Shalamov focuses so strongly
on the criminals’ artistic mores; his own role as poet and particularly an
admirer of Silver-Age poetry® bears little resemblance to the crude and
sentimental preoccupations of the thieves. This, therefore, becomes a means
of asserting an identity that survives their assault on his humanity and
sensitivity. Thus it is the fear of resembling the criminals, and the assertion of
difference from them, that inform his representation of the camps and the self
within that system.

Identifying the outsider

Dostoevsky and Siniavsky, and Doroshevich and Shalamov, therefore exhibit
markedly different attitudes towards the criminals, in particular on the
question of their verbal creativity. While the former writers celebrate the wit
demonstrated by the criminals’ verbal play as potentially engendering a
crucial sense of freedom, the latter perceive it as a symptom of cruelty that
may infect others. For both lines of interpretation, however, the question of
identification remains central. I would suggest this is because of a perception
that the outcast status of a writer is akin to that of the convict. Prisoners were

deal there that man should not know, should not see, and if he has seen it, then it’s better for
him to die.”

% “Bce venoBeueckue UyBCTBa — JHO00Bb, APYy*k0a, 3aBUCTh, YENOBEKOIIOOUE, MUIOCEPIHE,
JKaX[Ja CIaBbl, YECTHOCTb — YIUTH OT HAC C TEM MSCOM, KOTOPOTO MBI JIMIIMIIKCH 32 BPEeMs
cBOoero mpopokuTenbHoro rojonanus’”; “All human feelings — love, friendship, envy,
concern for one’s fellow man, charity, longing for fame, honesty — had left us with the flesh
we had lost during our starvation” (Shalamov, “Sukhim paikom” [“Dry Rations”], 1959, 1:75).
7 As 1 have suggested elsewhere, the idea of an intellectual attempting to identify with criminals
leads to disaster in the story “Bol” (Young, “Recalling the Dead,” 366-67).

% See “Afinskie nochi” (“Athenian Nights,” 1973), in which Shalamov describes the poetry
evenings he organized with two fellow convicts at the hospital in Debin (Shalamov, 2:414-16).
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physically cut off from the rest of society, not least by the remoteness of most
of the penal settlements in both the tsarist and Soviet eras, and the figure of
the convict as outcast was emphasized by the ‘thieves in the law’ through their
non-participation in Soviet society. Each of the writers exemplifies in their
own way an aspect of the outcast persona. For Dostoevsky, the outsider status
he acquired through his imprisonment was compounded, as he was treated as
an outcast by the other convicts as well.* Siniavsky adopted a criminal
persona long before his conviction in order to define himself as an outcast in
Soviet society. The difficulties Shalamov had in reintegrating after his return
became increasingly apparent in his later life, as he gradually isolated himself
from friends and associates in the community of writers and dissidents.
Although not a convict, Doroshevich, writing about Sakhalin as an outsider,
also had ‘an outcast status among intellectuals’ because of his popular style,
and was seeking to gain more serious literary credentials through his work on
the island (Gentes, xvii, xxii).”

For the criminals, being an outcast is related to remaining free from
society’s rules and restrictions, but it also, because of the close association
between vory and brodiagi,” provides an opportunity to shape a new identity,
akin to that of the imposter discussed above.”” The brodiaga habit of adopting
a pseudonym, frequently overtly challenging the authorities with the
aggressively anonymous ‘Nepomniashchii’ (literally, ‘don’t remember’),
appears repeatedly in Doroshevich, as it does in other works on the penal
system from the late imperial era, such as Anton Chekhov’s Ostrov Sakhalin
(Sakhalin Island, 1895; Chekhov, XIV-XV:69) and George Kennan’s Siberia
and the Exile System (1:293). The brodiagi whom Doroshevich depicts, and
whose guise he was even prepared to adopt,”” may share with those
encountered by Chekhov and Kennan the romantic notion of “changing one’s
fate” by taking on a new identity. However, they are in other respects not the
benign outcasts portrayed in other works; they threaten those whom they
suspect may reveal their identity, and are surrounded by an aura of fear
(Doroshevich, 1:268, 348). They more closely resemble some of Shalamov’s
thieves, in particular the blatar’ Kononenko, who has adopted the name
Kazakov, and threatens Golubev (one of the author’s alter egos) not to give

% Serman notes the impossibility of tovarishchestvo (comradeship) and sense of alienation
engendered in the prison camp (129-30).

70 See also Bukchin on Doroshevich’s status as a journalist writing himself into the literary
tradition (264).

7! Chalidze notes the similarities between the Vory v zakone and earlier brodiaga artels
(Criminal Russia, 40-44). See also Galeotti (5).

72 Doroshevich (2:187), emphasizes the connection between the figures of the brodiaga and the
imposter when he mentions a brodiaga called Boris Godunov.

73 Doroshevich contemplated declaring himself a brodiaga to police in Vladivostok in order to
gain access to Sakhalin through the six-month sentence this would have incurred (Bukchin,
255).
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away his true identity (Shalamov, “Kusok miasa” [“A Piece of Meat™], 1964,
1:336-38). Thus the brodiaga ideal of anonymity, as a means of attaining
freedom, acquires a menacing dimension as it is taken on by the thief. The
idea of transformation, and of art as transformation, remains, but its morally
precarious aspects are foregrounded, not only in the violent behaviour of the
criminals, but also as a dangerous potential within the authors.

The freedom of creativity consists not only in the positive element that
allows the convicts to take on a new guise and temporarily break off their
shackles, but also in the destructive side that led to their incarceration in the
first place, and that has the potential to deprive others of their freedom, or even
their lives.”* The ambivalent nature of both the writer’s art and freedom is
inscribed in each work by authors at transformative moments in their lives and
careers through their comparisons with the criminal convicts. Whether they
identify with the criminals, or reject any such possibility, their contact with
the thieves’ sub-culture is instrumental in shaping their own artistic personae
and their work.”

74 Miller suggests that the flip side of creativity, the artistic cruelty of executioners, relates to
the amorality of “everything is permitted” (32).

75 The initial stage of my research on Russian labour camp narratives was funded by a
Leverhulme Special Research Fellowship at the Department of Russian and Slavonic Studies,
University of Nottingham. I acknowledge the support of the Leverhulme Trust and the
University of Nottingham with thanks. I would also like to thank the participants in the 2012
Uppsala University workshop on Russian prison experience, at which I initially presented my
paper, for their comments and suggestions.
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