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Alexei Remizov is one of the
many Russian writers whose fate
it was to be severed not only from
their linguistic roots, but also
from the audience their works
deserved. However, after leaving
Russia in 1921, Remizov tirelessly
pursued his literary career, first in
Berlin, where he lived until 1923,
and then in Paris, where he died in
1957. During these years, at least
40 volumes appeared in both the
French and the Russian émigré
press, yet this part of Remizov’s
work has received scant critical
attention, ostensibly because it
has had little influence on post-
revolutionary Russian literature
and because some of the material
had already been published in
Russia. Nevertheless, some of
Remizov’s most interesting and
original writing was produced
during this period, including
adaptations of various legends
such as Meliuzina. Bruntsvig
(1952) and Tristan and Isolda
(1957), a book of critical essays
entitled The Fire of Things (Ogon’
veshchei) (1954), a collection of
dreams, Martyn Zadeka (1954),
and above all the emergence of a
hybrid genre combining folklore,
criticism, dreams and autobio-
graphical fragments: Russia in a
Whirlwind (Vzvikhrennaia Rus’)
(1927), Along the Cornices (Po
karnizam) (1929), The Dancing
Demon (Pliashushchii Demon)
(1949), With Clipped Eyes
(Podstrizhennymi Glazami)
(1951) and A Flute for Mice
(Myshkina Dudochka) (1953)."
Of these, With Clipped Eyes is



probably the best known, having served as a reference for Remizov’s
biographers.?

At first reading, the book appears to be a poetic autobiography, a

variation of Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, firmly anchored in the
present and focusing on the past as the author looks back on his life and his
career as a writer, weighing successes and failures and affirming his
aesthetic credo. The child, the young novice, and the mature artist
confront one another in Moscow, Saint Petersburg and Paris along a series
of ellipses traced by memory. However, it soon becomes apparent that a
current of pure fiction is conspiring against the conventions of the genre.
All of Russian literature, German Romanticism, and a vast body of myths,
legends and tales furnish the material for innumerable comparisons and
metaphors. In the course of evoking his past, the narrator links people he
knew with those he encountered in his readings. Insidiously, fictional
characters such as Pushkin’s Dead Princess (“Mertvaia Tsarevna”) and
Gogol’s Kopeikin invade the memoir. More striking still are the tem-
poral and spatial rifts, going far beyond mere flashbacks, in which the
narrator is witness to the fiery execution of Avvakum, the blaze that
destroyed the first Printing House in Moscow and the exorcism of
Solomoniya. The boundary between the real and the imaginary vanishes.
Indeed, With Clipped Eyes owes much to the fantastic genre. However,
Remizov’s fantastic world is not one of stereotypes. It bypasses the
outworn repertoire of gothic clichés such as ghosts, werewolves and
vampires, and the use of typical motifs such as magic objects remains but a
superficial manifestation.

Ever since Boris Eikhenbaum’s famous study of Gogol’s novella “The
Overcoat,” it has been generally acknowledged that the role of the narrator
largely determines the composition of a literary work.> Accordingly,
Tzvetan Todorov, defining the fantastic genre in his essay Introduction a la
littérature fantastique, designates the first person narrative as one of the
essential characteristics of the genre.* Subtly gaining the reader’s con-
fidence, the first person narrator presents supernatural phenomena as part
of his experience, thus giving them a semblance of authenticity. Remizov
makes use of this device to a great extent. Yet the truly supernatual events,
such as the amazing sequences in “The Sleepwalkers” (“Lunatiki”), are
surprisingly few and may mislead the reader into overlooking what is more
profound and not so readily noticeable. In fact, Remizov’s fantastic world

emerges almost entirely from the narrative structures themselves.

An outstanding example is to be found in the chapter “The Hungry
Abyss” (“Golodnaia Puchina”). The story (fabula) centers on the wedding
of Pavel Safronov, the coppersmith first introduced in the chapter
“Bedeviled” (“Porchenyi”). A master story-teller himself, Safronov ini-
tiated the Remizov children into the world of Apocrypha and took them to
the notorious Simonov Monastery, where they watched the exorcism of
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the divine and merciful figure of Mary, the Mother of God, in Remizov’s
Zvezda Nadzvezdnaia. Stella Maria Maris (1928). The three sequences
taken together constitute a kaleidoscopic view of womanhood, inspiring
ambivalent feelings of fear, pity and reverence. More than just an
anecdote, the story of Safronov’s wedding confronts the boy with the many

facets of love.

At this point the door of the house sweeps open and the narrative

returns to the wedding party and Safronov’s dilemma: how to bring off his
“escape.” The narrator’s point of view fuses with that of Safronov who is
also pursued by inhuman voices from Simonov Monastery and Vii. As the
chapter comes to an end, Safronov, in his fear and indecision, is unable to
distinguish between his hallucinations and his bride. The chimes of a bell
give way to the screeches of the possessed and the cries of the wind.

In this typically dense chapter, a number of situations develop within

the autobiographical framework.

1. The funeral ceremony in Vii

2. The wedding party in “A Scandalous Story”
3. The tragedy of Solomoniya

4. The marriage of Saint Alexei

5. The wedding of Pavel Safronov
There is something disturbingly similar about these apparently unrelated

events and when their salient elements are juxtaposed an unexpected
coherence comes to light: each one has three main characters, a man, a
woman, and a catalyst, whose intrusion determines the outcome.

Foma Brut Panna-witch Vii
Pseldonymov Mlekopitayeva Government official
(uninvited guest)
Shepherd Solomoniya Demons
Saint Alexei Mastridiya God
Safronov Bride Combination of
the above

As for the outcome, it is death in Solomoniya and Vii, scandal and ruined
lives in “A Scandalous Story,” Alexei the Man of God and “The Hungry
Abyss,” where Safronov’s disappearance confirms the worst fears of the
bride’s guardian. The common factor in all five cases is the irrevocable
estrangement of the man and woman.’

In effect, the plot incorporates five superimposed quadrilaterals. Each
of the characters and the outcome have five different levels where
autobiography, fiction and dream intertwine. Safronov, by association,
takes on all the attributes of the characters projected on him: he is at once
the devout and imaginative coppersmith, the mystic, the poor seminarist
who falls prey to the witch, the downtrodden civil servant at the mercy of
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Gogol’s influence is felt in the use of the yarn and pathetic declama-
tion."" The technique of slanting the narrative through a gullible raconteur
goes back to Gogol’s Evenings on a Farm near Dikanka (Vechera na
khutore bliz Dikanki) and his Petersburg Stories. It is especially memor-
able in “The Overcoat,” where it is unclear whether something truly
supernatual takes place or whether it is merely the narrator’s penchant for
hyperbole that conjures visions of phantoms. Dostoevsky employs the
same legerdemain in The Demons (Besy) and Remizov makes use of it in
several chapters of With Clipped Eyes, including “Nikolas,” “The Dwarf
Monk” (“Karlik Monashek”) and “Poor Yorick” (“Bednyi lorik”), where
the comings and goings of the characters take on an uncanny air owing to
the neighbors’ speculations and the narrator’s credulity. In a truly
remarkable passage of “The Cold Corner” (“Kholodnyi Ugol”), the
popular imagination transforms the governor of Moscow, Prince Dolgo-
ruky, into a mechanical man with detachable parts. Remizovisable to don
the proper mask thanks to the nature of the narrator, who reverts to
childish innocence at will. The reader, confronted with heresay and

recurrent phrases such as “it seemed to me,” loses track of reality.

As for the pathetic declamatory style, in With Clipped Eyes it
expresses a deep undercurrent of sorrow and anxiety. At its lightest it
transforms a potentially burlesque scene into black humor, as in “Poor
Yorick” where the narrator repeats Hamlet’s famous soliloquy to lament
the clown’s improbable and unnecessary suicide. At its bitterest, this style
calls to mind the desperate rage of Ivan Karamazov, especially in the
passages devoted to the death of Yegorka, the little boy crushed by the
flywheel at the Naidyonov factory. Here the narrator is no longer an actor;
instead he expresses the deeper sentiments of the author, whose fears and
misgivings provide the dark dimension so essential to the fantastic genre.

Like Hoffmann in Kreisleriana and Fantasies in the Manner of

Jacques Callot, Remizov adopts the essayist’s tone to reflect upon art and
artists, meanwhile cunningly returning to the narrative, thereby creating
mysterious links between historical figures, famous characters from
literature, and his own inventions. In the chapter “A Happy Day”
(“Schastlivyi Den’”), Zakhary, the school doorkeeper, accompanies the
Remizov children to a funeral. The narrator compares him to the
repugnant Murlykin, a character from Anton Pogorelsky’s novella “The
Poppyseed-Cake Seller from Lafertovo” (“Lafertovskaia makovnitsa”™).
As the two characters gradually overlap, the autobiographical narrative
veers off into pure fiction.

Just as changes of tone and style are a fundamental part of Remizov’s
fantastic world, so is the multidimensional effect obtained by the frequent
departures into the irrational. Unlike Gogol and Dostoevsky, Remizov
was neither prey to his obsessions nor to the “grand mal,” yet he was
fascinated by the separate reality vouchsafed to the mad and the ill. It is
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their functions.'* Like archetypes, they have no psychological depth and
may be superimposed on characters from other works. Asin “The Hungry
Abyss” and “Snow White,” allusions crystallize around the autobio-
graphical anecdotes; one situation comes to contain 2 multitude of others.
To some extent, Remizov’s views are reminiscent of Jung’s, in that both
consider the dream as a subjective expression of the collective un-
conscious, whose archetypes underlie world mythology. According to
Jung, dream images are symbols of inner aspects of the dreamer himself:
“The dream is the theater where the dreamer is at once scene, actor,
prompter, stage manager, author, audience and critic.”?

The dream sequences in With Clipped Eyes are baffling in their highly
surreal quality. Their relation to the narrative is obscure because they add
a poetic dimension rather than information vital to the plot. In “The
Hungry Abyss,” as in Gogol’s “The Portrait,” the dreamer “awakes” from
one dream into yet another, so that it is impossible to disentangle dream
and reality. However, in “The Portrait” the diabolical presence is
confirmed and clarified in the denouement, whereas the forces at work in
the destiny of Pavel Safronov are merely intimated. This ambiguity is
precisely what gives a fantastic dimension to With Clipped Eyes.
According to Todorov, uncertainty is the key to differentiating the
fantastic genre from the related genres of the marvelous and the strange.
The marvelous includes the world of fairy tale, legend and myth, where the
supernatural is the rule rather than the exception. The strange includes
those works in which the fantastic reigns until the end when the illusion of
supernatural events is dispelled by a rational explanation. The true
fantastic genre, however, is a labyrinth where reality and illusion are
indistinguishable."®

Perhaps Remizov’s most original device is his distinctive use of the
double narrator. In effect, he is two characters in one: the wide-eyed boy
and the wizened old man. The prelogical perceptions of the one color the
mature reflections of the other, allowing changes of style and point of view
as well as numerous anachronisms as the two contemplate one another
across an expanse of some fifty years. Thus With Clipped Eyes is a
veritable anamorphosis, a double perspective where memory acts as the
distorting mirror, producing one optical illusion after another."” It is
indeed a curious juxtaposition of structures, that of the autobiography, in
which the first person narrator and the hero are logically one, and that of
myth, legend and folktale, in which the narrator and hero are necessarily
distinct. This double perspective corresponds to a twofold quest; first, that
of the child seeking his way in an occult and hostile world, and second, that
of the writer, the aesthete whose goal is to experience the unique
perceptions of the child. By recreating his childhood, the author is able to
retrace the genesis of his own artistic temperament and the development of
his aesthetic views. There is thus a double movement in time.
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It has been said that the prerevolutionary fantastic literature of Russia
sprang from a foreboding of the Apolcalypse.'® Remizov’s fantastic world
then would appear to mirror a world already shattered by catastrophe. The
social and patriotic preoccupations that have motivated Russian writers
from Pushkin to Maximov are overshadowed in Remizov’s work by those
of a very personal and intimate nature. The author of With Clipped Eyes is
not so much concerned with the destiny of his country as with his own.

Remizov’s fantastic world is one of form as well as content, sparked
by the collision of memoir, essay, folktale, romantic novella and sur-
realistic free-association. The resulting plot is disjointed and multileveled,
and the narrative structures themselves form the labyrinth. The narrator’s
role is more complex than just facilitating identification between himself
and the reader. Instead he takes the reader on a journey through
dimensions of time and literature.

Firmly rooted in the Russian tradition of Gogol and Dostoevsky,
Remizov’s fantastic world is comparable to that which is found in the
works of his contemporaries Zamyatin (“About the Most Important
Thing,” “O Samom Glavnom”) and Bulgakov (The Master and Mar-
garita), where the fantastic elements are also the result of intertwining
narrative planes.

Eminently modern, With Clipped Eyes is essentially an experiment
with modes of fiction and as such can be likened to the writings of Borges
(Ficciones) and Barth (Lost in the Funhouse).

NOTES

1. Three other collections, Peterburgskii buerak, Iveren’ and Uchitel’ muzyki, as yet
unpublished in book form, are in the possession of N. V. Reznikova. Peterburgskii buerak has
been published as Vstrechi. Peterburgskii buerak (Paris: Lev, 1981); Uchitel’ muzyki as
Uchitel’ muzyki. Katorzhnaia idilliia (Paris: La Presse Libre, 1983), edited with an
introduction and notes by Antonella d’Amelia; [veren’is being prepared for publication by
Olga Raevsky-Hughes. (Guest editor’s note.)

2. Podstrizhennymi glazami (Kniga uzlov i zakrut pamiati) (Paris, 1951), brings together
stories written over the years 1933-1946, which had already been published separately in the
Russian-language press in Europe and America. The French translation, Les Yeux tondus
(Paris, 1958) was published by the prestigious Nouvelle Revue Frangaise. Many French
newspapers and literary revues published stories and essays by Remizov in the years he spent
in Paris. These include: Les Cahiers G. L. M., Le Figaro, La Licorne, Mesures, La Nef, Les
Nouvelles Littéraires, Papyrus, La Revue des Deux Mondes and of course the N. R. F.

3. Eikhenbaum, Boris,, “Kak sdelana ‘Shinel’” in Skvoz’ literaturu, (L., 1924), 171.

4. Todorov, Tzvetan, Introduction a la littérature fantastique, (Paris, 1970), 88.

5. According to Remizov, the possessed were brought to the Simonov Monastery from
all over the Russian Empire and the exorcism ceremony attracted crowds of spectators. A
huge stone frog, which Remizov describes as a demon turned to stone, stood at the foot of the
monastery walls (“Porchenyi,” p. 136). The historic Androniev Monastery, situated near the
Naidyonov family residence where Remizov was brought up, is described in exactly these
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Kuzxguk see dPl ,agst’: ?:r}:ilZ(I))\/er?his ig based on an authenticaccount, relatgd l;y a prl';it r(\;::;i
g f __Savva Grudtsin i Solomont s
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. ( )
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proceede

% jcl Y de siecle (Paris, 1969), 86. . '
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s ' mimic. Fe “Bednyi lorik,” p. i

i ive and mimic. For examples se¢ _
that112S tS}Z:ee “l‘zll,rll;i;‘:iii » p. 156: “Blizhe Goffmanna, ia ne znaiu kovo mne nazvat

g i (Paris, 1954), 203-204. o . o
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.An

il i i (L., 1969).
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v Pmilp';nJAulggoC?gG. Psychological Reflections, edited by Jqlande Je;csc;:;xu(sl\lzgz

Y lk5 lg;gteSS lFor Re;nizov’s views on dreams, memory and the collective unco 3
ork, , 58.

«Uzly i zakruty,” p. 9

tan, op. Cit. D. 29. . N .
i(; EOdO;?ZélIczvgzstavz Labyrinthe de lart fantastique, Le maniérisme dans la
. See , A

i sis may be defined as “a double optical scene,
i 1;) 57);(1131_26-;)/:;;22:?:;P§0a modil which will appear undeforme;l }fi(l)tn 1?,
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B Gl .;) e es, “A propos de la littérature fantastique:. Apdre Bely) hent;.r :
G 181- SteeDgst;?:\::’l(i 13’ci‘:lua;hiers du monde russe et soviétique, 111, juillet-septembre (Paris,
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