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Abstract

On the one hand, Sergey Arno’s prose stands out due to its black humour, full of paradoxical
thoughts and absurd imaginations, but on the other hand, it deals with the condition of liter-
ature, its function, value, and literary criticism (i.e. its assessment). Apart from addressing
literary subjects, his works relatively often reveal autobiographical and self-referential ele-
ments. For this reason, it is possible to extract from Arno’s texts fragments investigating the
value of literature and its assessment that can be identified with the author’s own position.
This article is an attempt to reconstruct the writer’s views based on four of his works in prose:
three fictional pieces and one non-fiction book.

Streszczenie

Proze Siergieja Arno wyrdznia z jednej strony pelen paradoksalnych mysli oraz absurdalnych
wyobrazen czarny humor, z drugiej za$ strony stosunkowo wazne miejsce zajmuja w niej
odniesienia do kondycji literatury, jej funkcji, wartosci, a takze do krytyki literackiej (tj.
wartosciowania). Poniewaz tworczo$¢ prozaika, obok literaturotematycznych, stosunkowo
czesto wykazuje tez cechy autobiograficzne i autotematyczne, z niektérych tekstow Arno
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daje si¢ wydoby¢ fragmenty dotyczace wartosci i wartosciowania literatury, ktére mozna
utozsami¢ ze stanowiskiem samego autora. Niniejszy artykul stanowi probe takiej rekon-
strukcji pogladow pisarza w oparciu o cztery utwory prozatorskie: trzy fikcjonalne oraz jeden
faktograficzny.

Keywords: Sergey Arno, Russian Literature, Contemporary Russian Literature, St Peters-
burg Prose

Stowa kluczowe: Siergiej Arno, literatura rosyjska, wspotczesna literatura rosyjska, proza
petersburska

The beginnings of Sergey Igorevich Amo’s (b. 1958) literary career reach back to
the 1990s. He has written nine novels, numerous short stories, as well as journalist
and feature articles. An important part in his work is played by autobiographical and
self-referential elements, from which often comments on phenomena observed in
the literary world — in the broad sense of the term — emerge. Intentionally engaging
into a discourse with the reader, Arno seems to achieve one of the objectives of au-
tobiographical literature, as set out by Malgorzata Czerminska:

What is important for an autobiographical stance is a principle of ‘checking on one’s own’,

of personally taking part in a statement and taking one’s personal responsibility for that

statement. It is also a need to communicate one’s self to a given You. The interlocutor’s
response is their opening up for contact with a person similar to themselves, and not wait-
ing for some fiction [...].!

Arno’s works — apart from the plot that engages the reader — contain character-
istics typical of the autobiographical stance; the writer, sometimes giving in to an
essayistic mannerism, clearly reveals his own beliefs and opinions. As a result, ‘Re-
flection about the world’, inherent in these views, ‘becomes, first of all, a reflection
about one’s own process of learning about the world’,? the words ‘one’s own’ taking
here a double meaning: on the one hand, they may refer to the speaker, and on the
other hand, when situated on the other side, they may refer to the interlocutor, en-
couraged to meditate on problems under discussion.

I suggest to consider a few selected works by Arno in chronological order first,
and then to extract from them the essence of his views on the value of literature and
on literary criticism.

' M. Czerminska, Autobiografia i powiesé, czyli pisarz i jego postacie, Gdansk, Wydawnictwo

Morskie, 1987, p. 17.
2 Ibidem, p. 24.
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Arno’s novel Frederik Ruysch and His Children [@pedepux Protiw u eco demu]
appeared in 2006.° The narrative is made up of two intertwining threads: a story
about the brilliant Dutch anatomist Frederik Ruysch, and a detective fiction plot re-
volving around a teenage girl infatuated with the narrator who experiences a midlife
crisis. The latter is the voice of Arno himself: the protagonist has the same name as
the author of the book, identifies himself as a writer, mentions the name of his spouse,
which is identical with that of the author’s wife, mentions the titles of books he had
written, which are the titles of Arno’s novels, and so on.* These fragments of the nov-
el are also a pretext to bring up subjects related to literature. In one of the scenes, the
character identified with the author, when asked by an underage interlocutor about
what, in his opinion, is most important in life, responds after much thought:

[...] st myman Haj TBOMM BOIIPOCOM II0 TIOBOJAY TOTO, YTO €CTh Ha CBETE CaMblil INIaB-
HBII BOIIPOC, HAa KOTOPBIil 3HAIOT OTBET JIFOH, MOJHSBIIAECS 10 OMPEACICHHbBIX BEPILHUH.
[...] B MomomocTy 51 XOTes CTaTh MUcaTelieM, YTO0bI IPUITH K HEMY, YTOOBI BCTATh HAJI
BceM. [...] YeoBeK BCHO JKU3HBb IMOJHHUMACTCS 10 CBOCH JICCTHUIIE, HO Y KaXKJOTr0 €CTh
CBOIi mipezied. S moceran IuTepaTypHoe 00bEIMHEHUE C MOJIOBIMHU JTFOJIbMH, Ha TICPBBIN
B3I BHAYUTCIIBHO OAapCHHEC MCHA. Nx XBaJIWJIM, CTAaBUJIU B IIPUMEDP. Ho cei/'mac, OrJIA-
JIbIBASICh HA3aJl, 51 BWKY OTUX Terepb YK€ HEMOJIO/IBIX JIIO/Iei, KOTOPbIe TaK U OCTAIKCh
B JIUTEpAType Ha YPOBHE OTIMYHHUKOB JIMTEPATYPHOTO OObEAMHEHUs. XOTs HEKOTOPbIE
U TIPOJIOJDKAIOT MUCATh, HO OHU HE CMODIU TOMHSTHCS. Vn Apyrue, KOTOpbie MHcanu
MHOTO, JIETKO, TICPBBIMU BBITYCTIIIU IO KHIDKKE, BCTYIIIN B COIO3 MHCaTeNeH. .. u BCe.
Bornbie oqHOR-IBYX KHAT OHHM HE Hamucaiu. Poct ux mpekpartuics. OHH TaKk U yMPYT
Ha 3TOM YPOBHEC: Y HUX HET MCPCICKTUB. Ho ectb JAPYTHUC, UX HE TaK MHOT'O, KOTOPLIC
JIBMDKYTCSI BIIEPE]I, BBITYCKAIOT KHUTY 32 KHHUIOM, [OJIy4aroT JUTEpaTypHbIe MPEMHH, UX
LEHAT KoJuTerd... Korma 0CTaHOBUTCS MX POCT, HUKTO He 3HaeT. C Jpyroii CTOPOHBI, BCE
9TO JBIKCHUE MOXKET HUYEM Ha 3aKOHYHUTHCS, HO Y HUX €CTh MEPCIEKTHBA U €CTh HIaHC.’

[...] I was thinking about your question because it is the most important question in the
world to which people who have risen to certain heights know the answer. [...] When
I was young, I wanted to become a writer, come to it, and rise above everything. [...]

3 C. ApHo, Ppedepux Protiu u e2o oemu. Poman, Cankr-Tlerep6ypr, Coros Iucareneii CaHkT-

[MerepOypra, 2012, pp. 3—143. The novel originally appeared in the literary journal “Hea” (no. 4,
2006), then, in 2009, re-titled as The Father of Monsters [ Omey moncmpos] it was published in a book
form, and again, slightly modified and under the original title given it by the author — @pedepux Protiwu
u e2o demu — in 2012. Subsequent editions came out in 2014 and 2017.
4 See B. Brazkiewicz, Ku tajemnicy zycia wiecznego. Piotr I i Frederik Ruysch w historyczno-
-fantastycznej powiesci S. Arno “®pedepux Protiw u eco demu”, [in:] Sacrum Swiata wschodniego
i zachodniego w kulturze stowianszczyzny, ,,Musica Antiqua Europae Orientalis. Acta Slavica”, vol. 17,
C. Nelkowski, E. Harendarska (Eds.), Bydgoszcz, Filharmonia Pomorska im. Ignacego Jana Pa-
derewskiego w Bydgoszczy, 2014, pp. 442-443.
> C. ApHo, @pedepux..., op. cit., p. 88 (all quotations from Arno’s books translated into English by
the present author).
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People climb their ladders all their life, but everyone has their limits. I joined a literary
association of young people who, at first glance, were much more gifted than me. They
were praised and set as an example. But now, looking back, I see these no-longer-young
people who remained in literature at the level of excellent students of the literary associa-
tion. Though some continue to write, they failed to rise. Or others who wrote a lot, easily,
were the first to publish a book, joined the Writers’ Union... and that’s it. They never wrote
more than one or two books. Their growth stopped. They will die at this level: they have
no prospects. But there are others, not many of them, who are moving forward, publishing
book after book, winning literary prizes, being appreciated by their colleagues... When
their growth will stop, no one knows. On the other hand, all this movement may end up
in nothing, but they have a perspective and a chance.

Then, the writer continues, this time ruminating on his own life:

He nmst TOro s MOJIOXKKI CBOKO KHM3HB Ha aJTapb JUTEparypbl. Eciu OBl s XOTEN XKHUTh
panu JeHer, st Obl HaIIea APYrHe MyTH, YTOOBI KUTh Xoporro. Het, st men 3a TaitHOA.
S1 xoTen crarh mUcareaeM, YTOObI OBITh BBIIIE BCEX — HET! HE 3a TEM, YTOOBI ITOAHATHCS
HaJl IPYTUMH, & TOJIEKO TTOTOMY, 9To TaiiHa HaBepxy.®

It was not for this that I laid my life on the altar of literature. If I had wanted to live for
money, [ would have found other ways to live well. No, I followed the Mystery. I wanted
to become a writer to be above everyone else — no! not to rise above others, but only be-
cause the Mystery is above.

The Mystery (sometimes also ‘great Mystery’), spelt with a capital letter, that

appears here, is given by the author his own, special meaning:

Tak BOT, 4eM BBIIIIE YEJIOBEK MOJHUMAETCS 110 STOM CBOEH JIECTHHUIIE, TEM OJIMKE OH IO/
ctynaet k Benukoi Taitne. [...] [Ipuuem He uMeeT 3HAYEHUS, IO KAKOMY ITyTH UYEJIOBEK
MMOAHUMACTCA BBEPX: KakK OM3HECMEH — 60FaTe$[, KaK YMHOBHUK — IMMOAHUMAACH IO CTYy-
MIEHAM BJIACTH, WIN KaK Mucareins... Kakaplii U3 HUX MOCTENEHHO MOA0UpaeTcs: K 3TON
TaiiHe co cBOei CTOPOHBI, HO KaXK/bIi 3HAET TOJIBKO CBOIO €€ YacTh.’

So, the higher a man climbs up this ladder of his, the closer he comes to the great Mystery.
[...] And it does not matter which way a person rises up: as a businessman — becoming
rich, as an official — climbing the steps of power, or as a writer... Each of them gradually
gets closer to this Mystery from his own side, but each one knows only his part of it.

It follows from the above that what Arno means when he speaks about the direc-

tions — ‘higher’, ‘in the highest’ — is mostly a constant development, an increase-ori-
ented quantitative growth, with a qualitative potential inherent in it, a striving towards
perfection. Virtuosity that becomes an end in itself does not necessarily have to be
related to a religious or spiritual sphere; rather, in the writer’s understanding, the

¢ Ibidem, p. 89.
7 Ibidem, pp. 88-89.
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essence of Mystery spelt with a capital M is solved within an individual order, and
it is progress that is the only constant feature here. The story about Ruysch and his
collection of curiosities, the secrets of embalming (or ‘thanatopraxis’), descriptions
related to his attempts at penetrating the mystery of death, and strivings to extend the
length of the posthumous ‘life’, reveals a significant analogy that binds the temporal
plane of the novel and its main plot: just as Ruysch was haunted by a desire to pene-
trate the mystery of eternal life in its bodily dimensions, so, in Arno’s understanding,
this very mystery resides in the permanence of an author’s literary work that ensures
him an eternal life. Arno elaborated on this view in his subsequent works.

Aro’s novel, Strait Jacket for Geniuses. A Nonsensical Novel [Cmupumenvhas
pybawxa onsa eenues. Poman-opeo],® published in 2012, recounts a story of a writ-
er-narrator who, while trying to understand how a psychiatric hospital works, unwit-
tingly becomes one of its patients. He finds himself in a special ward that carries out
the government-funded programme intended to cure writers of their morbid tenden-
cy to write. The political project described in the novel sets out a new direction for
the writers’ work: commercialisation. They have to awake because, as the psychia-
trist treating the novel’s main character asserts, they have sunk into a sort of stupor,
and although they seem to be slowly taking notice of the stimuli coming from the
outside world, they do not react to them. This is how the narrator comments on this
statement of his interlocutor:

— KpacuBsrii 00pa3z, — B mpocOHOYHOM COCTOSIHUYM HaXOJUTCS BCS Hala iureparypa. Jla

4TO JIUTEpaTrypa, BCA CTpaHa B TAKOM COCTOSHUM. Korz[a IPOCHYJIUCH, KaK Bbl TOBOPUTE,

HU3IINEC (byHKLII/II/I — BBIIIUTD, MOXPATh, 3a TPAHUIY CHE3AUTH, MAILIMHY KYIIUTh... Bric-

e (pyHKIMA MO3Ta, OTBEYAIOIINE 32 TyXOBHOCTB, CIAT. XOpOIHnii 00pa3 — ‘IpoCOHO0Y-

HOe cocTosiHue’.’

— A beautiful image. — All our literature is in a sleepy state. And not only literature, the

whole country is in such a state. Although, as you say, the lower-level bodily functions —

drinking, eating, going abroad, buying a car — are awake..., the higher-level functions of
the brain, responsible for spirituality, are asleep. ‘Sleepy state’ is a good image.

There are both Russian and foreign writers among patients of the hospital. Their
names are intended by the project’s masterminds to be used in publicising proprietary
brands under which a few titles yearly could be published, or would be employed
in launching literary projects taking the fullest possible advantage of the economic
potential of particular names.

8 C. Apuo, Cnupumenvuas pybawia ons 2enues. Poman-6peo, Cankr-Iletep6ypr, M3natensctso
Coro3a nncareneit Cankr-IlerepOypra, 2012.
% Ibidem, p. 40.
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These parts of Aro’s novel clearly reveal references to George Ritzer’s theory of
McDonaldization, along with two of its most prominent elements — that Ritzer him-
self described as its ‘downsides’ — namely, efficiency and calculability.'” The ‘num-
ber theory’ presented in the novel, that is, a conception aimed at treating writers like
objects by replacing their proper names by numbers, e.g. ‘seven times eight’, ‘zero’
(Paulo Coelho), ‘fourteen-fifteen’ — the last-mentioned being a number assigned to
the narrator, perfectly fits the model outlined by Ritzer."

Arno suggests that this pathological quantifying of reality has also affected Rus-
sian literature, dubbed by him ‘fast-food’,'? in which only quantity, instead of quality,
counts, and cites in full his earlier essay, Epidemic of Talentless Writing — A Threat
to Humanity? [Onudemus epagpomanuu — yeposa uenoseyecmay?], published in “Li-
teraturnaia Gazeta” [“Jlureparypnast razera”] in 2008. In the novel, however, the
essay’s title is devoid of question mark."* Arno demonstrates in the paper that nowa-
days anyone can write — from a figure skater to bus or train conductor, to politicians
and oligarchs, to music stars and prostitutes, summing up this trend as follows:

B Haul BeK KOMIBIOTEPHON IPAMOTHOCTH, Koraa opdorpaduio i CHHTAKCHC 3HATh HE 00s-
3aTeNIbHO — HY/KHO TOJBKO YMETh Ha)KUMaTh KJIaBHUIIH Ha KOMITLIOTEPE, 4 YK OH caM OyIeT
MPOBEPATH OIIUOKH, — JIFOOON MOXKET CTATh THCATEIEM MM TOSTOM. HyKHO TOJNBKO Haii-
THU HEMHOT'O BpeMeHI/I, LITO6I:|I CECThb 3a KOMHI)IOTep W JIYIIUTb 110 KJIaBHIIIaM, 1 B KOHCUHOM
UTOTE 3aMPOCTO MOKHO HAIYIHMTh KHIKKY — TaK Cei9ac v MoCTyNaloT MHOTHE MPaXkIaHe,
Ha caMOM JieJle K TMcaTesM He OTHOcsmuecs.

In our age of computer literacy, when you don’t need to know spelling and syntax rules —
you just need to be able to press the keys on a keyboard, and the computer will check
for mistakes — anyone can become a writer or a poet. All you have to do is to find some
time to sit down at a computer and press the keys, and in the end, you can easily produce
a book: that’s what many citizens, who are not really writers, do nowadays.

In this context, the main character of Arno’s novel makes a paradoxical, and at the
same time sad, statement:

Uro xe Torma MepXHUT B ATOH CTpaHHOH Mpodeccuu, KpoMe, MoXKalyi, onHoro — 0e3-
ymust?! B Mupe auTepaTyphl 4enoBeKka MOXKET YACPKHUBATH TOJIBKO 00J1e3Hb.

10 See G. Ritzer, The McDonaldization of Society 6, Thousand Oaks [USA], SAGE Publications,
Inc., 2011, p. 16.

' See C. Apno, Cuupumenvuas..., op. cit., pp. 125, 147, 182.

12 Tbidem, p. 127.

13 See ibidem, pp. 113-118. C. ApHo, Dnudemus epagomanuu — yzposa uenoeeuvecmsy?, ,,Jlutepa-
TypHas razeta” 2008, no. 14 (2 April), p. 15.

14 See C. Apno, Cmupumenvuas..., op. cit., p. 115.

15 Ibidem, p. 144.
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What, then, keeps you going on in this strange profession, except, perhaps, for one thing —
madness?! In the world of literature, only illness can hold a person back.

A flicker of hope is brought to the writer, doubting about his future, by an Angel
who has regularly appeared to him. Referring to phenomena observed in the world,
the Angel states:

Mup ceiiyac BEICTPOCH TaKUM 00pa30M: rOCY1apCTBOM PYKOBOJISIT ICHBI'H, YETIOBEYECKON
Jyioi — penurust. [IpoMexyTodHOE 3BE€HO — TBOpUECKask HHTEIIUICHIINS, B IEPBYIO Oue-
penb nucareNy — OKa3alluch JIMIIHUM 3BEHOM B CTPYKType. [ocynapcTBy OHU HE HYXKHBI,
II0TOMY 4TO OHU HE HECYT JCHET, PEJIMI'MH HE HY KHBI, [IOTOMY 4YTO BO BCEM COMHEBAIOTCS
U CJIIMIIKOM MHOTO PasMBILUIAIOT, HE BCEIAA B IIPABMIBHOM HAIIPABJICHUU, II09TOMY IIH-
caTenel U MpeBpalIaloT B YUCIA. S sxe roBOpuIL, 4TO MUp ycioBeH. [Tucarenu He HyKHBI
TOCYIapCTBY, HO IIPOMIET JIET CTO, U ATHX JKE Mucaresel OyayT MOAHUMATh Ha TbeaecTall
Y TOPIUTCS MIepe/l BCeM MHPOM MMEHAMHU TeX, KOro ceifuac MMEHYOT YuciaMu. '

The world is now structured in this way: the state is ruled by money, and the human soul
by religion. An intermediate link — the creative intelligentsia, first of all writers — has
turned out to be a redundant link in the structure. The state doesn’t need them because
they don’t bring money, and religion doesn’t need them because they doubt everything
and think too much, not always in the right direction; that’s why writers have been turned
into numbers. I told you the world is conditional. The state does not need writers, but in
a hundred years these same writers will be elevated on pedestals, and those whose names
have been now replaced by numbers, will be extolled before the whole world.

The Angel, referring to the Bible, reminds in the first place that, ‘In the beginning
was the Word’,!” and goes on to explaining that the Word that had earlier been with
God, was soon appropriated by writers and poets who came to be seen as those who
were in the possession of the greatest knowledge, the knowledge of God, unknown
to anyone else, and they started to be treated as spiritual leaders, the conscience of
nations or, in the worst case, as engineers of human souls.'® However, the Word
broke loose and ended up in undesirable hands, and nowadays everyone owns it (this
is precisely what is meant as the above-mentioned epidemics of talentless writing),
and that is why the Word has been confronted with numbers. The Angel explains
to the novel’s protagonist that, while the essence of the contemporary world can be
presented by means of digits and numbers, which stand for value, the spiritual reality,
the quintessence of which is the Word, is made up of letters. Perhaps, attempts at

16 Tbidem, p. 160.
17 “Buauane 65110 CrioBo’, ibidem, p. 161.
1% See ibidem.
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restoring to the Word the place it is entitled to, made by some writers, may bear fruit
in the future in the form of a renaissance of literature."

The novel Strait Jacket for Geniuses is an interesting voice in the discussion on
the condition of contemporary literature.?’ Although — as noted by Irina Dudina — the
questions of ‘why’, ‘for what reason’ and ‘to what end’ remain in fact beyond the
scope of Arno’s novel,*! the writer makes the reader consider, at least, the problem
of the commodification of literature. Further, since culture, as stated by T. S. Eliot, is
not the sum of distinct cultural activities,” and anything that appeared in print is not
necessarily literature, then what is it? Finally, should the name of genius be ascribed
to authors of ‘unrecognised’ works, or to those who are undergoing ‘treatment’?

Another work under discussion is a novel, The Dead Themselves Know Why.
Stories of the St Petersburg Evil [Mepmevie camu snarom omuezo. Hcmopuu
nemepbypackoii neuucmu], published in 2020.% Tt is a phantasmagorical narrative
written according to the conventions of the St Petersburg tales, in which immortal
characters pass through three successive temporal dimensions: starting from 1859,
to the years immediately after the October Revolution and the civil war period, to the
present day. Although the ‘present day’ is not specified, the action may be assumed,
with all probability, to be occurring in the second decade of the twenty-first century.
And again, the author appears in the pages of the novel as himself. Seated on a bench
opposite the statue of the Bronze Horseman, the narrator states:

Ha »10i1 cramelike s 3atyman koraa-to ‘Poman o jir00BH, a eiie 00 UAH0Tax U yTOIUICH-
HUIAX ', MPUHECIIHHA MHe ipeMuto [oroms.*

It was on this bench that I once conceived ‘A Novel of Love, and also of Idiots and
Drowned Women’ that brought me the Gogol Prize.

Therefore, what we have here is the same device of autobiographical narration
and discussion of topics related to literary criticism that appeared in the novel about
Ruysch. Seated on the very same bench overlooking the statue commemorating
Peter the Great, Arno delves into the problems related to the present state of Russian
literature:

19 See ibidem, pp. 161-162.

20 See B. Brazkiewicz, W zderzeniu z terazniejszoscig. Dialogicznos¢ wspélczesnej prozy peters-
burskiej, ,,Ethos” 2020, no. 1(129), pp. 103—104.

21 See U. dynuna, ITpoconounoe cocmosnue, ,,ABpopa” 2018, no. 2, p. 124.

22 See T.S. Eliot, Notes towards the Definition of Culture, London, Faber and Faber Limited, 1948,
p. 41.

23 C. ApHo, Mepmevie camu 3uaiom omuezo. Mcmopuu nemep6ypackotl newucmu, [in:] idem, Boc-
cmanue cnos, Cankt-IlerepOypr, Coro3 nucareneii [TerepOypra, 2020, pp. 3-92.

24 Tbidem, p. 63.
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PaccestHHO TSI IO CTOPOHAM, 51 Pa3MBIIIIIT O COBPEMEHHOM poCccHiickoil uTeparype.
MeHsi, KaKk mucaresisi, He MOIVIa He BOJHOBAaTh €€ Cyab0a — MOCIeHee NeCATHICTHE OHA
pa3BUBaIACh Kak-TO 0AHOO0K0. CyIlIeCTBYeT JIUTEpaTypa, CylIeCTBYeT YUTATENb, HO HE
XBaTaeT OJHOTO BAKHOTO CBA3YIOIIETO 3BEHA — KPUTHKU. Y HAC MHOKECTBO JIUTEPATY-
POBEIOB U KPUTUKOB, KOTOPbIE 3aHUMAIOTCSI KHUTAMU MEPTBBIX IHCATeNIeH, H3ydas MX
TBOPYECTBO JI0 MTOCIIEAHEH 3arAToH, HO HUKTO HE XO4YeT M3y4aTh )KUBBIX MUcaTelel — oT
9TOTO JTUTEPATYPHBIIA MPOLECC 3aX0UT B TYIHK U OyKcyeT. JKHBbIE CIHIIKOM yBIICUCHEI
MEPTBBIMH — Ha HUX OBICTpee MOXXKHO CAENATh Kapbepy. A MbI, )KUBbIC IHCATEIH, BBIHYXK-
JICHBI 00XOMUThCS 0€3 KPUTUKH M HKIaTh CMEpTH. M, MOXKET ObITh, TOT/IA HAIIM KHUTH
OymyT u3yd4ars.”

I was absent-mindedly looking around, thinking about contemporary Russian literature.
As a writer, I couldn’t help but be concerned about its fate — it has been developing lop-
sidedly for the last decade. There is literature, there is a reader, but one important link
is missing — criticism. We have many literary critics and critics who study the books of
dead writers, examining their work to the last comma. Still, no one wants to study living
writers — this makes the literary process deadlocked and stalled. The living are too keen
on the dead — making a career out of them is quicker. And we, the living writers, must do
without criticism and wait for death. And maybe then our books will be studied.

Thus, if the living authors complain about the lack of interest in their writing from
the living critics — because these critics deal exclusively with the dead authors — the
deadlock may be broken either by inverting the situation, with the author dying, or
by reversing it, with a world in which dead critics become interested in the work of
living authors. Interesting as it may be at first sight, this conception — which matches
a theory formulated by Mariusz M. Le$, who states that ‘Every piece of fictional
writing brings to life a possible world, suggesting at the same time that it is not the
only message generated by that world’? — initially seems to be directing narration in
the sense described above: dead characters that the reader had become acquainted
with in parts of the novel dealing with the nineteenth and early twentieth century,
start to appear in the Writers’ House. Yet, it turns out that the deceased believed to be
literary critics, who take part in meetings with the author, are in fact not dead:

— A MBI HE TOKOMHUKH!

— A KT0 € BbI?

— MBeI OeccMepTHEIE.

— Hy, nonyctum. .. Ho nucarenu-To Bam 3auem?

— MpeI ipsiM cpezin TrcaTeneit umeM 6eccMepTHBIX.

— And we are not dead men!

% Ibidem, p. 64.
26 M.M. Le$, Paradoks i precyzja. Studia o fantastyce naukowej, Biatystok, Temida 2, 2020, p. 102.
27 C. Apuo, Mepmevie..., op. cit., p. 90.
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— Then who are you?

— We’re immortal.

— Well, let’s assume you are... What do you need writers for?
— We are just looking for immortals among writers.

Arno, yet again, turns to the motif of eternal life, referring to the fact that a liter-
ary work becomes timeless in the memory of the succeeding generations, as in the
Horatian topos expanded to encompass all literary genres. One of the ‘immortals’
suggests:

— Bammm KHUTH, KaK U MbI, OyyT OpPOANTH MO 3eMJIe, JKUTh Ha KHIKHBIX MOJIKAX B KBap-
tupax mozeit. [Tucarens OyayT HOMHUTH IO T€X MOP, MOKA YUTAIOT €r0 KHUTHU, TOKa BOJI-
HYFOT YUTATEIIs ero repou U Mbicau. Co3aHHbIC BAMH 00pa3bl OYIyT )KUTh Ha 3TOU 3eMJIC,
MOKa HE CTOPUT WM HE HUCTICET OT BPEMCHHU Ballla MOCJCAHss KHUra. Kaura, KoTopyro
HE YUTAIOT, — HAATPOOHAs [UIMTA ¢ KIMEHEM aBTOpPa: OHA MOXKET CTOSTh Ha IOJIKE OECKO-
HEYHO JI0JITO, TI0Ka KTO-HUOY/Ib OT CKYKH HE BO3bMET €€ B PYKH... U OXKUBYT I'epOH Balien
KHWTH, 2 BMECTE C HUIMH O)KHUBETE M BBI, XOTSI KOCTH BalIlli JTaBHO MCTIEIOT. W, 3HAUNT, BEHI,
[UcaTesu, Kak U Mbl, — 0eccMepTHbI. U Tak ke, Kak Mbl, Oy/ieTe MUIATHCS 110 3eMIIE [T0CTIe
cmeptu.?®

— Your books, like us, will roam the earth, live on the bookshelves in people’s flats.
A writer will be remembered as long as his books are read, as long as his characters and
thoughts excite the reader. The images you create will live on this earth until your last
book is burnt or decomposes. A book that is not read is a tombstone with the name of its
author written on it: it can stand on the shelf indefinitely until someone takes it in his
hands out of boredom... and the characters of your book will come to life, and together
with them, you will come to life, although your bones have long since decayed. So, you
writers, like us, are immortal. And just like us, you’ll wander about the earth after death.

In this context, Arno reflects also on his own literary work:

Ho Bor ceituac s BAPYT IOHSJI, JJI YE€TO IMUITY CBOM KHUI'H, YTO B KHHUT'aX CBOUX 5 CTPEM-
JIFOCh HE K U3BECTHOCTHU SGMHOﬁ, — 51 CTPEMIIIOCH OCTAaThCA Ha 3TOH 3€MIJIC, KOTZ1Ia MCHA

yxe He Oyzet. 51 crpemitock K GecemepTio.”’

But now I suddenly realise why I write my books; that in my books I am not striving
for earthly fame — I am striving to remain on this earth when I am no more. I strive for
immortality.

Close similarities to subjects dealt with in the narrative of The Dead Themselves
Know Why can be found in Arno’s another work, History of the Literary Process
from the Sheremetev Palace to the Sewing Workshops. Leningrad—Saint Petersburg

28 Tbidem, pp. 90-91.
2 Ibidem, p. 91.
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[Acmopust numepamyproco npoyecca om osopya I[llepememesvix 00 wigetinbix
macmepcekux. Jlenunepao—Ilemepoype],® also published in 2020. It is a work of
non-fiction, in which Arno, starting from the 1990s up until the present day, chroni-
cles a number of events and describes phenomena occurring in the literary milieu of
Leningrad, later St Petersburg. The book opens with a statement closely resembling
Arno’s views quoted above:

[Mucarens He yMHUPACT: OH )KUBET, TOKA YUTAIOT €r0 KHUTH.’!

The writer does not die: he lives on as long as his books are read.

In conclusion, in turn, he refers to an authentic story, on which he comments, in
his characteristic way, as follows:

Ha npezenTanuu B Jlome nucaresnst y OHOTO [03Ta CIIPOCHIIN:

— 3ayem BbI nUIIeTE?

[Tpu3zHatock, s TOKE BCErja UCKall OTBET Ha 3TOT BOMPOC.

— HagepHoe, 51 HEOCO3HAHHO CTPEMITIOCH K O€CCMEPTHIO, — OTBETHIT OH.

K 6ecemeptuio! A mnaade k uemy? Bemp 3aHATHE MHTEpaTypoOil — OMUH U3 MyTel K Oec-
CMEPTHIO. DTO MIAHC JJIS MUCATEN «OCTAaThCS» Ha 3TOW 3eMIle, KaK OCTAIHCh €T0 Mpe-
mecTBeHHUKU: AHHa AxmaroBa, Mapuna L{Beraesa, lanunn Xapmc, Muxaun Bynrakos,
Oparbst Crpyrankue. ..

At a presentation at the Writer’s House, the poet was asked:

— Why do you write?

I confess that I have always been looking for an answer to this question, too.

— Perhaps I unconsciously strive for immortality — he replied.

To immortality! What else? After all, making literature is one of the ways to immor-
tality. This is a chance for the writer to ‘remain’ on this earth, as his predecessors did:
Anna Akhmatova, Marina Tsvetaeva, Daniil Kharms, Mikhail Bulgakov, the Strugatsky
brothers...

He further adds that numerous fantastic writers and excellent poets can be found
in the Writers’ Union, but no one knows to whom of the contemporary writers
a place in the history of literature will be secured, whose literary work will be select-
ed for school reading lists, whose writings will be studied at the university and which
author will be the most read by future generations. According to Arno, an author
usually writes for his own generation and even if he rises to the pinnacle of fame
during his lifetime, his death, or the demise of his readers, result in his work’s fading
into oblivion. This is the most frequent sequence of events, because it is extremely

30°C. Apuo, Hcmopus numepamypnozo npoyecca om osopya ILllepememesvix 00 wiserinbix
macmepckux. Jlenunepao—Ilemepoype, Cankrt-IletepOypr, Coro3 nucareneit [letepOypra, 2020.

31 Tbidem, p. 4.

32 Tbidem, p. 153.
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difficult for a writer’s work to be close and comprehensible for a new generation of
readers — literary immortality is reserved for very few. And, at the end, in a sentence
concluding the book’s Afterword, Arno sums up:

U Ha cobpanun Coro3a mucateneii, BIIsIpIBAsSCh B 3HAKOMBIC JTHIA CHISIIUX B 3aJI¢ KOJ-
JIET, ST TIBITAFOCh YTaJaTh B HUX ‘0eCCMEPTHBIX — TEX, KTO HABCETA OCTAHETCs B JIUTEpa-
Type.

And at the meeting of the Writers” Union, with my eyes fixed on the well-known faces

of colleagues sitting in the hall, I try to guess in them the ‘immortals’ — those who will
remain in literature forever.

The following observations should be emphasised as a summing up with regard
to Arno’s views on the value and critical assessment of literature appearing in his
work. Firstly, his texts are overwhelmingly autobiographical, full of self-referencing
devices, which results in the obliterating of a division between fiction and non-fic-
tion: the narration is in the first person; the main characters often the same name as
the writer and are authors of actual novels; they are the author’s doubles, his textual
alter egos, identical with the writer’s ‘I".

Secondly, it is highly probable that, according to Arno, what is the measure of true
value in a literary work is its timelessness, and the measure of the author is his con-
stant development. Schematism and repetitiveness are the least valuable attributes.

Thirdly, what we can see here is Arno’s critical, at least, or perhaps even negative,
attitude towards mass literary production, which on the one hand, makes the writer
incapacitated, and on the other, reduces the reader to a consumer manipulated by
external forces.

And last but not least, in the opinion of Arno, who takes into account the inertia
of literary critics, to identify a truly valuable piece of contemporary writing may be
a problematic, often debatable, and sometimes even an impossible task, similar to at-
tempts at identifying a true genius. In this regard we can see here a resemblance to
Stanistaw Lem’s A Perfect Vacuum [Doskonala proznia], in which — in accordance
with a typology of geniuses, set out by the main character of a fictional book Odys-
seus of Ithaca by Kuno Mlatje — ‘the geniuses of the first order are never known — not
by anyone, not in life, not after death’.>

33 Ibidem, p. 154.
3*'S. Lem, 4 Perfect Vacuum, trans. from the Polish by M. Kandel, Evanston [USA], Northwestern
University Press, 1999, p. 104.
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