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Abstract '

My thesis deals with the relationship between the literature for
adults and the children's works of the Russian absurdist author
Daniil Kharms. The first chapter is a biography of the writer,
detailing his difficult and tragic lif> in the atmosphere of the
Soviet Union under Stalin's terror. Chapter two deals with D.
Kharms within the Soviet literary institution. I discuss the system
of censorship and propaganda under which the author was forced
to work. I demonstrate why Kharms was forced to hide his works
for adults, limiting his public activities to children's literature
only. Chapter three deals with questions of genre and formal
games in both his literature for adults and his children’s
literature.  Chapter four is an analysis of characters in Kharms'
cuvre: the children in his children's works and the child-like
adults in his literature for adults. I demonstrate the normalcy of
characters in Kharms' works for children and the abnormality of
his child-like adult characters. I conclude that the numerous
child-like qualities of Kharms' adult characters create a special
absurd and nightmarish effect. Chapter five deals with the
darker side of Kharms' children's works. While his literature for
children is much more positive and innocently playful than his
works for adults, elements of this frightening adult world do creep
into his children's universe, distinguishing Kharms' children's
works from conventional children's literature. In the conclusion
I argue that Kharms, the writer for adults, and Kharms, the
children's author, clearly influenced each other, creating works
which fit neither the conventional expectations of adult readers
nor those of children.
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Chapter 1: introduction!

Oscar Wilde, Eugene Ionesco, Lev Tolstoy, Isaac Bashevis Singer
and even Salman Rushdie have all written for children; however,
these authors are mainly known as writers for adults, and their
children's works are considered secondary. In the Soviet Union
of the 1920s and 1930s there was one author, Daniil Kharms, who
wanted very much to be a writer for adults, but because of the
rising totalitarian control over literature, he could not possibly
hold such a position, for his experimental modernist works were
not acceptable to the cehsors and certainly were not compatible
with the ideal of socialist realism adopted in the middle of
Kharms' short career at the 1934 Congress of Soviet Writers.
Although in principle and practice Kharms saw himself as chiefly
a writer for adults— he privately worked on literature intended
for an adult audience throughout his career as a children's author
and he even hoped to publish his collected adult works in book
form2—in his lifetime he only succeeded in publishing two of his
poems for adults.3 Publicly Kharms was a children's author, a

iob in the Soviet Union which traditionally attracted many writers

1§ intend to use the past tense in referring to literary practice and literary criticism
in the Soviet Union. This has to do wiih the new Gorbachev era, which has hopefully
changed the Soviet literary institution.

2500 V.I. Glotser, "Kharms sobirast knigu,” Busakaia Literatura 1, 1989, pp. 206-
12.

3These were "Sluchai na zheleznoi doroge" in the coliection of the Leningrad Union of
Poets published in 1926 and "Stikh Petra lashkina® in the same type of collection in 1927.



Larissa Klein-Tumanov 2

whose adult literature was rejected by the official literary system.
Up to the present day it is still Kharms the children's author who
is best known and loved, although finally under new historical
and political conditions the writer for adults has also been allowed
to make his debut.

Along with N. Zabolotskii, K. Vaginov, 1. Bakhterev, A.
Vvedenskii, D. Levin and Ju. Vladimirov, Daniil Ivanovich
Kharms—born Iuvachev (1905-1942)— was one of the founding
members of the literary section of the Leningrad avant-garde
literary group which called itself "06apuy” (Oberiu). This acronym
stands for "Ob'edinenie real'nogo iskusstva" (Association of Real
Art), and it is characteristic of the generally playful, child-like
approach of the group's members that the final letter "u” does not
apparently stand for anything. Some hold that the "u" is written
at the end of "Oberiu” in accordance with the well-known
nonsense children's rhyme: "nomomy wmo, mnomomy, bce
xonwaemcs wa <«<y»" ("because, because everything ends with
"u"). Apart from its literary program, the group also proposed the
eventual unification of other like-minded "left” artists in sections
on the cinema, fine arts and music.4

Oberiu was founded officially in 1927 at a time when various

small literary groups—which had aimed to be at the centre of

“Alice Stone-Nakhimovsky, Laughter in the Void: An Introduction to the Writings of

Daniil Kharms and Alexander Vvedenskii (Vienna: Wiener Slavistischer Almanach, 1982), p.
17.
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creating the new literature and art suitable for the young Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics—were already being pressured to
disband by large mass organizations of proletarian writers.S
Oberiuty, as the members of 'Oberiu were called, espoused an art
form which has been compared to the techniques of subsequent
absurdist movements in France and elsewhere. However,
unfortunately "[for the Oberiuty,] becoming members of the
European movement of the Theater of the Absurd was prgéluded
by the political situation in the Soviet Union."6 Although Kharms
and his associates were preceded by European absurdist authors,
such as A. Jarry (1873-1907), it is very difficult to establish any
links between examples of Western European absurdism and its
Soviet counterpart.  Nonetheless, Kharms' work and that of Jarry,
Ionesco and Beckett all share the' "grotesquely comic as well as
irrational"7 quality of the absurdist movement in its larger
modernist context. In fact Ionesco’s definition of the absurd can
just as easily apply to Kharms: "Absurd is that which is devoid of
purpose... Cut off from his religious, metaphysical, and
transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions become senseless,

absurd, useless."® Kharms' world is indeed purposeless and

SM. Slonim, Soviet Russian Literalure: Writers and Problems 1917-1977 (New

York: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 108.

8ibid, p. 3. | |

7 M. H. Abrams, A_Glossary of Literary Terms (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1981), p. 1. -

8Quoted by Martin Esslin in Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (Middlesex,
" England: Penguin, 1880), p. 23. .
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irrational: one often has the impressioii that characters and events
are part of a mathematical game where elements are constantly
arranged and rearranged in different curious and bizarre
combinations with little regard for the concerns of the real world.
In my opinion these qualities of Kharms' absurdism appear
similar to the absurd worlds of Western European authors because
of the very specific nature of the literature of the absurd. But as
to the question of influence, it is most fruitful to turn to Russian
literature and look for such antecedents of Kharms as Gogol and
Dostoevski.? In fact Frangois Jost points out that it may have
been Russian literature in the first place that influenced the
Western European absurdists and existentialists: "... a
contemporary critic could reasonably try to defend the hypothesis
that the literature of the absurd is essentially Slavic in origin with
a dramatist like the Romanian Ionesco serving as an
intermediary,"10

From its very beginnings Oberiu wanted to distance and even
cut itself .off from previous trends in literature. The founding
Oberiu manifesto proposes a new approach to art through "real,”

concrete, non-symbolic, non-emotional, non-literary work,!! and

9as 10 Kharms' most immediate Russian successors, we see such playwrights as N.

Erdman and N. Evrelnov cf. N. Erdman. mq_ﬂus, (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1975) and Spencer
patre g ¢ : ation (Ann Arbor: UMI Research

Press, 1884). Also, see M Esslin, p. 65.

10F7angois Jost, Introduction fo Comparative Literature (Indianapolis: Pegasus,
1974), p. 77.
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calls for a new, understandable language and a "new feeling of
life."12 As we read in the Oberiu manifesto: "4lvi—noames HoBo20
Mupooumuwuﬁa u sobow uckyccmba. Moi—mbopyevs #e
moavko #H0bo20 noamuLeckow Kk, HO U cozgamenu Hobow
oW YujeHus JCuIHY U ce nlwg.nemo&."m To attain their goal of
novelty and understandability in language Oberiu proposed for
one the rejection of the Futurists' zaum’ or transrational
language: made-up sounds and formations which emphasize a
move away from the referential function of language.l4
Although the overall influence of the Futurists on Oberiu was
great, the Oberiu manifesto contains harsh words against ihem:

”Mu—nep&uc ﬁpuzu mex, Kmo xoaocmum caobo u

nrebpaujaem e € beccuabnowo u  Beccmuicaennozo
ybaw gwa."ls However, despite this criticism, as we will see in
Chapter 3, Kharms turned to playing with transrational language
in many of his works. The Oberiu theatrical evening at the Dom
Pechati in Leningrad on January 28, 1928 called "Tri levykh
chasa” (Three Left Hours) marked the official debut of this new
literary group and included a performance of Kharms' play

Elizaveta Bam which was held as the model work of the new

11560 ibid, p. 15.
1"-’SIonim, p. 107.
13RR. Milner-Gulland, * ‘Left Art' in Leningrad: the OBERIU Declaration,” Oxford

Slavonjc_Papers, New Series Il (1970), p. 70.
14Georgo Gibian, Introd. The Ma 2 B . Russia's
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1987), p. 18

151bid, Milner-Gulland.
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Oberiu doctrine.

Because of the very brief existence of this artistic movement,
Oberiu has been called "the last flare-up of Russian modernism
before it was suffocated by Stalinist socialist realism."16 From
1927 to 1930 the Oberiuty were limited in their artistic
expression to participation in literary readings and small-scale
dramatic productions. Oberiu was doomed 'fi'om the start as the
powerful "proletarian” literary groups of the day, especially
"Proletkult” and later RAPP, were calling for an official literature
of social commitment: "The Proletarian factions demanded a
message, lucid style, and that writers keep in mind the audience
of uneducated workers and write for them."!7  Attacks by
Krasnaia Gazeta in 1927 on members of Oberiu and by a
journalist from the Leningrad newspaper Smena in 1930, who
exclaimed that the Oberiuty were against the "dictatorship of the
proletariat,” are exemplary of the powerful voice of proletarian
art, which had no tolerance for absurdism and "nonsense.” The
nation-wide dissolution of independent literary groups followed
soon after the time of ihis attack. Thus, by the early 1930's all
the members of Oberiu were living half-hidden lives as they tried
to continue meeting privately and writing for adults in an

environment where they could never be accepted, let alone read,

16 Giblan, p. 31.
171pig, p. 21.
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by their intended audience. '

As chance would have it, Kharms found another audience for
which he could write with relative freedom: children. The well-
i:nown children's editors and writers Samuil Marshak, Nikolai
Oleinikov and Evgenii Shvarts learned of Kharms' work for adults
and that of other Oberiu members, most notably Kharms' close
friend A. Vvedenskii. The dada-like, child-minded outlook on the
world and the general playfulness of creation evident in their
prose and poetry led to the drafting of the two into the world of
children's literature.!®  Thus, Kharms, the would-be "adult"
writer, became a much-prized children's author, even though, as
has already been stated, this was certainly not his most desired
occupation.1?  As was the case with Vvedenskii, for Kharms,
"most of these stories and verses for children were just a means of
making a living and of holding some kind of official position, or
job, at a time when repression made other literary work
impossible."20

Not only writing for children, but also translating frequently
became the employment of persecuted writers. Efim Etkind
created a literary scandal as late as 1968 when he suggested that
translation was on the increase because more and more serious
writers were recognizing the impossibility of publishing their own

works due to the inevitable rejection by ideological censors.2!

18566 "0 Nikolae Oleinikove® in Den' poezii (Moscow: Sovetskil pisatel, 1964).
19500 Stone- -Nachimovsky, introduction,
20Gbjan, p. 27.
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Lev Loseff points out that the writing of children’s literature was
used even more extensively than translation as a means of
channeling one's creative impulses:
Ever since the 19205... the most prominent writers had
extended their energies [to Russian children's literature]:
Yesenin, Zoshchenko, Mandelstam, Mayakovsky, Pasternak,

Platonov, Prishvin; members of the avant-garde group
Oberiu—Vvedensky, Zabolotsky, Kharms—and such like-

minded writers as Vladimirov, Oleynikov, and Shvarts."22

Kharms was invited specifically to work on two newly-created
Soviet children's journals for " young pioneers"23: Ezh (The
Hedgehog), for older children (beginning in January, 1928) and
Chizh (The Siskin) for younger children (beginning in
January,1930). In the editorial offices on the 5th floor of the Dom
Knigi, home of the children's publishing house <<Detgiz>>, Kharms
worked with such young and creative authors as Evgenii Shvarts,
Nikolai Oleinikov, Doivber Levin and Yuri Vladimirov—all under
the direction of S. Marshak. It was Marshak's personal goal to
create a new, | exciting and playful children's literature
appropriate—and acceptable—for the new generation of young

Soviet children, and he was extremely pleased with the

21gee Efim Etkind, Notes of a Non-Conspirator (Oxford-London-New York: Oxford
University Press, 1978), p. 111-15,

22L‘V LO““ 0n the Benet £ shin: BOD
Literature (Munchen: Verlag Otto Sagnor. 1984), p. 193

234 political children's organization for those between the ages of 9 and 14. -
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contributions of the Oberiu writers that he had recruited: "Camoe

Bosvuice, w20 8 MO Jgame om sux b HawWsE—IMO Yacmue
b cozganuu mex nepebepmeuiuieii, cxopowbopox, npuncbob,
Komopvie max HydcHv B gemcxoli noazuu. Ho onu
OKA3BAUCL CHOCOGHUIMU HA 20RA3ZG0 Bosviuee."24 In addition
to full-time work on the journals and the creation of recurrent
journal characters, during his career as a publicly known and
beloved children's writer Kharms also published twelve short
books, each consisting of an individual poem or story.25 But
despite this apparent success, throughout his career Kharms was
constantly in a precarious position in Soviet society because of his
non-conformist thinking, behaviour and writing, which the Soviet
system perceived as threatening: he was arrested twice during his
lifetime. In 1931 both Kharms and Vvedenskii were accused of
"using their nonsense verse to distract the populace from the
building of socialism."26 They were arrested and exiled until
1932. When Kharms returned to "Leningrad, he continued to be
published, but in 1937 his position became much more uncertain:
he submitted for publication a short children's poem about a man
who leaves home and never returns, which can perhaps be seen
as an allegory of the numerous unseen arrests and disappearances

that were taking place under Stalin's regime. Kharms' diary

24) gtter from Marshak to A. V. Makedonov, 20 December 1963, °
258tone-Nakhlmovsky, p. 20.
26pid, p. 24.
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account of the days while he was waiting to learn of the impact of
the censor's criticism is frightful, and all the more 30 because at
this time, Kharms was starving, waiting hopelessly for the
acceptance of a poem and a much-needed paycheck from the
children's publishing house.2” Kharms was hardly published at
all after this incident, and the playful, non-conformist journals
~ themselves were in the course of time also forced to cease
publication: Ezh in 1935 and Chizh in 1941. Daniil Kharms, left
without any official means of earning money, lived horribly, more
or less starving for about three years. Then, on August 23, 1941
in the middle of the night, he was arrested for the second and
final time and taken away, half-dressed and in his bedroom
slippers. He apparently died on February 2, 1942 under rather
hazy circumstances. A frightful KGB photo showing Kharms
shortly before death indicates that he likely died of starvation
while in prison during the Leningrad blockade.28 However, there
is still much debate over the actual details of his imprisonment
and death.29

After this final arrest, Kharms was all but forgotten, except by
those faithful friends who risked their own safety by keeping his

manuscripts. It is understandable why he was not accepted as a

27546 *Dnevnik Danilla Kharmsa,” Knizhnoe obozrenie 19 january 1890, p. 8- 9.
287pis photo 8 in the possession of Kharms's sister, Elizaveta Ivanovna Gritsina of
Leningrad.

29800 A. Aleksandrov, "Smert' Daniila Kharmsa," Literaturnaia Gazeta, January,
1990.
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children's writer after 1940, when “socialization through
children's literature"30 called for a new type of serious Soviet
writer to teach Soviet children about the new Soviet man without
any nonsense or purely playful humour. As Soviet citizens were
offered page after page of socialist realism, Kharms' work began to
circulate underground in samizdat publications.3! In 1956
Kharms was officially rehabilitated, but it took until the 1960's
before he was published again: two children's collections appeared
in 1962 and 1967. When Kharms was discussed in articles in any
depth inside the Soviet Union, it was only as a writer of works for
children. In the 1970's and1980's mére and more of his children's
works appeared, as well as some of his works for adults. In
scholarly literature he began to be discussed as a writer for
adults. Thus, Kharms graduvally was rediscovered in the Soviet
Union, as well as abroad in translation.

At the present day, there are important advances in the
process of bringing Kharms into a position of posthumous
prominence. In April 1990 a major international Kharms drama
festival and conference were held in Moscow and in May a
complete collection of all of Kharms' works for children went to

press.32 Also, Kharms' works for adults continue to be printed

30see F.A. O'Dell, Socialisation through children's literature (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1978).
3’Stone-Nachimovaky. p. 4.

32p, Kharms, Letiat po _nebu shariki, ed. A. Alexandrov i N. Kavin (Krasnoiarsk:
Krasnoiarskoe knizhnoe izdatel'stvo, 1990).
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and reprinted—both in the original and in translation.33 As an
indication of Kharms' rising genmeral popularity, the April 1990
edition of the widely-read journal "Krokodil" featured a Kharms
crossword puzzle.34 But there still remains much to publish and
discuss in the work of this still relatively little-known master.

For one, no comparative study of Kharms' children's literature
and literature for adults has ever been conducted in any detail 3
although such a work would be very helpful in understanding the
whole of Kharms' ceuvre. Polys‘ystem Theory analyses the
existence of complex interactions and interrelations between
literatures within the literary polysystem. Because Kharms'
works consist of literature that is part of the traditionally-viewed
center—literature for adulis—as well as literature located at the
periphery—children's literature—his ctuvre can be seen as a
microsystem in itself, characterized by a definite interplay
between the two literatures. The case of Kharms is made ail the
more dynamic and interesting as a result of state manipulation of
_the literary system in the Soviet Union: in the 1920s and 1930s
both Kharms' children's literature and his literature for adults
were unofficial and uncanonized, with his literature for adults

hardly even being published. But now, more than fifty years after

33500 for example the new English translations of Kharms Ihe Plummeting Old
Women, ed. N. Cornweil (Dublin: The Lilliput Press, 1989).

343ee: Krakndil, 10, 1990, last page.

354, Gerasimov in "On tak | ostalsia rebenkom" and A. Stone-Nachimovsky have
discussed the connection between Kharms's literature for adulis and children's literature,
but only very briofly.
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Kharms was persecuted and subsequently rewritten out of Soviet
literary history, his works have been returned to the literary
system, and Kharms has consequently been given a second life as
a writer for children and a first life as a writer for adults.36 His
works for adults, while still not fully supported in a system in
which shelves in book stores are to this day filled with socialist
realist literature, have been published relatively widely in the
Soviet Union and in the West. Most remarkable, however, is that
in their second showing, Kharms' children's works have moved

into the limits of canonized literature: "Buobo ujgaomcs €0

cMuxu U RACCKAZLE gasgmu unom&ogumcauwmo 3
GHIMOAOUST U WIKOALHBIE DRECMOMAMUSD."S

Now that access to all of Kharms' works is permitted and
possible, we can see what features his works "written for
children” and those "written for adults” have in common. In fact
the first thing that one notices is that often the two seem
interchangeable: some of Kharms' children's stories lean toward
being frightful like his stories for adults, while several of his adult
works start out like children's fairy tales or use language that
would make a three year-old laugh: "[Kharms'] poems and stories
for children veer toward adult literature; stories and plays for
adults resemble literature for children and the writings of the

insane."38

36p, Alexandrov,"Chudodei® in D. Kharms, Polet v _nebesa (Leningrad: Sov. pisatel’,
1088), p. 7.

37 |bid.
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In this study of Kharms' two literatures we are specifically
interested in the "child and the child-like" in Kharms, that is first,
the analysis of his children's works as part of the traditionally
happy, playful genre of children's literature and second, the way
in which features that remind us of the child and children's
literature find their place ds child-like elements in his literature
for adults and also how the latter finds its way into his chil_dren's
works.  After discussing Kharms' place in the Soviet literary
institution and considering him in light of ideas from Even-Zohar's
Polysystem Theory and Zohar Shavit's work, Poetics of Children’s
Literature—which is especially relevant and helpful in that it
extends certain elements of PS theory specifically to children's
literature (chapter 2)—we will consider the way in which Kharms'
two literatures are united by play with language, genre and form
which characterize the art of a man who was very playful and
child-like, if not eccentric, in character (chapter 3). We will then
discuss the various characters who live in his child's and adult's
universes: i.c., believable playful children in the former and
- confused or violent child-like adults in the latter. We will
conclude that the difference of characters and their respective
actions are important distinguishing factors between the two
literatures.  The children's literature seems to be fun and

innocent, whereas the literature for adults largely portrays the

38Gibian, p. 42.
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very serious nightmare of a world gone mad (chapter 4). Finally,
we will discuss how, informed by his lxterature for adults, we can
however see that the nightmare of Kharms' adult world creeps
into his children’s literature in various ways. We will note that
‘the most grim ‘direct correspondenée between the fwo comes in
stories about the old. We will conclude that the adult voice of
Kaarms is clearly heard in his children's literature, though never
too loudly, and in both his literatures the reader is shocked by the
collision of a) playful elements coupled with features which
clearly come from the realm of the happy, amusing world of
children with b) the Kharmsian nightmare which frequently

makes laughter turn to horror (chapter 5).
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Chapter 2: Kharms and the Literary institution

Polysystem theory stresses the importance of the intersection
of heterogeneous literary subsystems within larger literary
systems: translated and original, mass literature and "iqdivi_dual"
literature, canonized and non-canonized etc. While these divisions
are suitable for the study of the evolution or development of
world literature as a very broad phenomenon, they are also
applicable to rare cases when the ceuvre of a single author
operates in a system of its own. Itamar Even-Zohar mentions the
specific issue which interests us: "..literature for children is not
considered a phenomenon sui generis, but is related to literature
for adults."3® In Daniil Kharms we are dealing with an author
whose children's literature—the literature of the traditional
periphery within the literary system—may certainly be considered
generally in relation to literature for adults, i.e. literature of the
traditional center. However, his children's works must first and
foremost be studied alongside his own literature for adults.
Kharms is a unique case in that not only did he write a great deal
for both children and adults, but also his two literatures are very
closely related: "First of all, not many writers write for both
children and adults. Secondly, if they do, as a result of being
aware of the differences between the two readers, they write

very different stories."¥0 A good example of a more typical case

I amar Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory," Poetics Today 4, 1979, p. 202.
40z0har Shavit, Poatics of Children's Literature (Atlanta: University of Georgia
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of an "adult" author who also wroteﬂ for children is Lev Tolstoy.
Apart from his distinctly "adult” body of literature Tolstoy wrote a
small number of children's stories, which are aimed specifically at
a child audience and were writtén in accessible language and form
to carry across highly didactic messages.!

That Daniil Kharms was forced to become "two writers” and
that these two are closely tied is due to unique political and
historical circumstances. Even-Zohar sbeaks of the "need of
disentang‘ling the knotty complex which constitutes the conditions
under which a writer works, part of which consists of certain
pertinent constraints, while another is a function of the writer's
ability to create mew conditions not imposed on him bnt by
him."42 In the given case the conditions and constraints imposed
on and by Kharms in the Soviet Union of the1920s and 1930s are
painfully simple and tragic. Due to the prevailing political
situation, Kharms was obliged to keep the "adult writer" hidden
away from view: he could write freely but with no hope of

publishing his work. The "children's writer" was allowed to be

Press, 1986), p. 44. _

4y many of Tolstoy's children's works the literary narrative seems {o be a mere
pretext for moral lessons, e.g. "Staryi ded i vnuchek”. Although didactic elements may be
found in Toistoy's literature for adults, they are not the dominant that they are in his
children's works. Admittedly, in Tolstoy's later works for adults, e.g., Yoskraganie, the
didactic message began to play a much more prominent role; however, this caused
immesurable harm to the literary qualities of the works in question, which is why this
author is best known for novels and short stories that precede this later period.

42 Eyen.Zohar, p. 294,
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public and gave Kharms' "adult” voice an outlet through which he
often presented "toned-down" versions of features that we find in
his literature for adults. However, the children’s writer, by letting
the voice of the writer for adults be heard and not writing stories
and poetry that would be guaranteed to please the censors, was
the object of virulent criticism. As is clear from Kharms' tragic
fate, in the Soviet Union of the Stalinist era this did not just result
in the relegation of Kharms' works to the level of the "noh-
official."

Because of their importance in helping with indoctrination,
official state-approved children's writers in the Soviet Union, who
wrote first and foremost for the censors, were traditionally much
more esteemed than most other world children's writers. When
compared with their pre-Gorbachev Soviet counterparts,
children's authors in Western countries have always had an
inferior status both in society and within the literary
polysystem.43 Soviet writers for children were extremely well-
respected and praised, and their works were automatically
manipulated into becoming offically canonized literature. e.g.
Chukovski, Barto, Marshak et al. While plenty of Soviet artists
have turned to adapting their work to current ideology in order to
gain official approval, Kharms apparently wanted to avoid giving
in. While it is evident that he tried to keep his children's works at

an "acceptable" level of absurdity and some of his works have the

4="Shavit. chapter 2.
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token mention of such censor-pleasing words as "pioneer,” "Soviet
motherland” etc., most of his children's stories, as well as his
poetry, are certainly not didactic or politicized enough to have met
official requirements. Rather, they are characterized as being
playful, upbeat and entertaining, with, if anything, little hints
against didacticism and conformist society. Kharms, for example,
wrote one very well-known children's poem entitled "Million,"
which was praised and interpreted by the censors as a tribute to
the young pioneers, and each time it was published it was
accompanied by illustrations of marching pioneers. However, on
closer analysis "Million" is really an apolitical counting game
which reaches a climax in a somewhat absurd scene as "almost a
million," or exactly 800120 children, are walking down the street
for no apparent reason. We know an interesting fact about
"Million": after a long debate in the editorial room of the children's
publishing house the word "pioneers” was substituted for the
word "boys" in the poem just before it was to be printed for the
first time. This indicates that Kharms most likely did not have
pioneers in mind when he wrote the poem. Furthermore, Lev
Loseff discusses the possibility of Aesopian language in "Million,"
and, although he sometimes stretches plausibility to the limit, the
poem does seem to voice an apolitical stance.

Other Soviet children's authors also sometimes strayed from
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the ideological function of their field, often writing playful works
where their main concern was with entertaining the child instead
of guiding him down the road to a gocialist utopia. Thus, alongside
such highly propagandistic children's works as Maiakovski's Chfo
takoe khorosho i chto takoe plokho or Marshak's Mister Tvister,
we find pure fun and games in Chukovsky's Telefon and Mukha
Tsikatukha or in Marshak's Chelovek rasseiannyi s ulitsy
Basseinoi. However, whereas most Soviet authors only
infrequently permitted themselves to 'drop the ideology from
their children's works, Kharms hardly ever bothered to include it.
It was perhaps for this that he ended paying with his life.
Although Kharms was lucky to be offered a chance to make his
living throuzh children's literature, he entered a field, which,
aside from being very limiting in the Soviet Union because of
strict political censorship, has always been under the careful
surveillance of parents and educators all over the world; they
often tend to call for rigid educational requirements in the works
read by their children or students. This attitude towards
children's literature has been developing over the past few
centuries. Prior to the 17th century a special literature for
children did not exist. But as society began to adopt the notion of
the child as a special creature, sweet and innocent, and in need of
shaping in spiritual and other matters, a separate children's

literature began to emerge.#4  Since then the debate over what

44560 Shavit, chapter 1.
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children should read and what children's literature should contain
has been going on throughout the world. However, in the Soviet
Union the role of literature in educating the youngest members of
society politically and shaping their character —vospitanie i3 the
Russian term that conveys this notion— turned children's
literature into a vital manipulative and political tool. "Undesirable
elements” were quickly weeded out: instead of allowing
unacceptable literature to exist on the level of the "non-canonized"
or "unofficial"—as is the case in the West, those writers who did
not meet the demands of the staté were banned or otherwise
eliminated.

There was also basically one line of literary criticism and
literary ideology, which often forced the writer out of the literary
world. In a healthy, non-stagnant system "facts of 'literary life,’
i.e., literary establishments such as criticism (not scholarship),
publishing houses, periodicals and other mediating factors [which]
are often ‘translation’ functors of the 'more remote' constraining
socio-cultural system"45 are characterized as having divergent
views on specific works and authors. For Kharms, on the other
hand, state-imposed dogma and general notions about the overall
educational goals of literature resulted in constant chastisement at
~the hands of "orthodox” zealous critics. A typical attack in 1929

on the playfulness of the journal "Ezh" was concluded in the

45Eve|‘s-Zohar. p. 297.
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following way: "Heydceau Taabcoyboc cepoezno gymaem, mo

amu xypvejus, ama bubsuomernas HusL—ecmb ORYygue
xaaccoboo Bocnumanus?"46

Because the system had essentially not changed significantly
when Kharms' children's works were resurrected with the 1962
publication of a collection of 11 children's poems entitled "Igra,"

his work was met with criticism which echos that of earlier days:

Hayenoiii compyguux Hayeno—uccaegobamenvckozo
UHCMUMYmMG S36iKa U AUMCRAMYRL numiem 1)
pegaxyuw <Slumepamypuoi Poccuur>: €cau xomume
umemv nocobue no mupaGapu&mw—uguum KHUWY
<«<Upa>>. Torumaiime u but nabepnsra couacumecy,
vmo Bcemy amomy ecmb NROCMOE, HO EMKOE nazbarue—

TAAMYPA 47

And here is a Moscow teacher who writes: "[abmop <<Uzpui>>]

ysuscaem gocmousicmbo waobexa u yrum gemeil momy,
weMm bocnumamenu axmubno Goptomcs."“s After everyone had
been taught to think the same way about the utilitarian value of
literature, such comments were predictable and very widespread.

It is noteworthy that even in present-day articles on Kharms'

children's literature, scholars, anticipating an all too familiar

483, Shatiiov, "Ezh* Qktiabr' 12 1929, p. 189. Note the literature-tool association
[cf. my discussion above - L. K.-T.].

47N. Khalatov, "Daniil Kharms-kio zhe on nakonets,” Datskaia literatura 1, 1966, p.
24, , .

48)pid.
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negative reaction, stress the fact that Kharms' works will not harm
children4? and that they even offer unique educational

possibilities:

Ceiivac Bce boavuie u Boavuie aogeis (b mom wucae
negau U REGAKMORLL GEMCKUX KHUL) HATUHGIOM
NOHUMAMb, UMO URG HE MOALKO OEHL NMRUSMHAGR, HO U

owesu noaeznas. 0
Or

Jlegao: u pogumesu npububatom pebenky pajymuvii

Ggumg HG MUR, NRUYTAWM K MORGALHOU oOyenke.
ucngccmﬁo Jce pas&u&um Gooﬁpammw paﬁcfmu.

ogyxombopsem aMoyuu u unmesexm.S!

Unfortunately this defense of Kharms came too late to save him.
In the final account, like so many others throughout human
history, Kharms died because of his words. .His children's
literature was non-conformist and unique; it fueled the paranoia
of the authorities—initially stemming from Oberiu connections—
who perceived Kharms as a threat.

The case of Kharfns is fascinating from a literary point of view
in that his children's literature and literature for adults are very
much interrelated and it is also very interesting from a historical

perspective: we see an author who wrote both for children and for

48pyn not intended.
50, Petrovskil, “Vozvrashchenie Daniila Kharmsa," Novyl Mir 8, 1968, p. 258.

51Aléksandrov. p. 31. ois the pervasive notion of children's literature as a
didactic tool — L. K.-T.)
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adults because of the unique and horrible conditions imposed
upon him under the terror of Stalinist Russia. Besides, an analysis
of Kharms is valuable in that it paves the way for the study of
other authors who wrote both children's literature and literature
for adults. It is true that "only a short time ago, children's
literature was not even considered a legitimate field of research in
the academic world."52 However, now that this field is gradually
gaining acceptance, we should turn to dbing scholarly studies
which focus on the literary aspects of children's literature—not the
educational aspects, as has been the tradition in the past. 53
Whenever unique cases such as that of Kharms arise, we should
take advantage of the author's body of work for 'adults to gain an

insight into his children's literature.

52ghavi, p. ix.

5301. Shavit's comments on the “didacticist” trend in the study of children's
literature in the preface to her above-mentioned book.
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Chapter 3: Playing With Language, 6enre and Form

Numerous articles and memoirs on Kharms link his child-like
apprbach to art and his talent for writing children's literature to
his own unique child-like personality and antics. An article
entitled "On tak i ostalsia rebenkom" explains that "gns Tapmca
gemckocme Guinn e repmoii @ Beess €20 cyupecmbor,"54 and a
knowledge of his person certainly helps us to understand his art.
In his everyday life Kharms wanted to shock the world, subvert
its conventions, do humourous and eccentric things.55 The list of
personal anecdotes is endless. First there is a number of stories
describing the ways in which Kharms pretended to be part of pre- .
revolutionary genteel circles. For example, he would put on a
false moustache before going to the theater, saying that it was
improper to go out without one. Whenever he went to a bar, he
would bring his own silver goblets—"family heirlooms,” he would
say—and drink from nothing but them. Sometimes he would raise
toasts to the Tsar. Or he would dress up and play the role of his
imaginary brother, a dean at the old University of Petersburg.

However, all this play was very daring in a paranoid society:

Kharms not only wrote verse, drama, and fantastic stories,
but he also made his life into a work of absurd fantasy. His

54, Gerasimova, "On tak | ostalsia rebenkom,” Detskala Literatura 4, 1988, p. 35.

55The concept of zhiznetvorchestvo,.—~the incorporation of elements from one's
artistic activity into one's life—is also relevant to such authors as Oscar Wilde,
Maiakovskii and a number of romantic poets, such as Byron or Lermontov [¢f B.
Tomashevskii, “Literatura i biografiia," Kniga v _revolutsil, 1923.].
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pranks and eccentricities somewhat resembled those of his
Western European counterparts, Alfred Jarry, Francis
Picabia, Guillaume Apollinaire, and Tristan Tzara, but in the
supposedly classless and revolutionary Soviet society in
which he lived his behavior was not merely incongruous; it
was also provocative. Trainloads of people accused of being
former noblemen were being deported from Leningrad at
the time Kharms affected aristocratic mannerisms in a

desperate game of insubordination.56

Aside from these feigned nobility antics, the list of playful
anecdotes contains other shockingly funny episodes. Kharms
would put a carrot instead of a flower in his button hole. He
would walk around the streets of Leningrad wearing a sign:
"CMepmv xaonar.” One time on a dare he walked down Nevskii
Street in pyjamas with a large cross around his neck and
attempted to go unnoticed. He once sent around notes to the
audience at a concert informing everyone that he was going to
change the spelling of his name from "Kharms" to "Charms.”
Incidentally, Kharms' play with his pseudonyms was much ‘more
extensive than this: he used them to make others think that he
was a foreigner, which was yet another shock for the xenophobic

Soviet society:

Danuus Ubanobue Wbareh bcerga nognucwiban chbou
npoujbegenus ncebgonumanmu, cmusuzys ux no
bosvuioii evacmu nog usnocmpanHsie umena. Oguo-
bygmo bui anauiickoe: Yapme (usu Tapmc). Dpyoe—

56Gibian, p. 13.
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Bpoge uemeyxoe: XKaps Ubanobur tlycmepaunz.
TMpemve—~caobuo ppanyyzexoe: Wapgam. Yembepmoc—

Hebegomo xaxoe: Dangan. Baxwcna bEwsa nue
HOYUOHAALHOCL 3MOW BLIMLILIMEHHO UHOCIRINYS, G

caM gaxm, umo on usocmpaney. >’
Kharms pushed his childish games to the limit when he

pretended he could fly: "Sl gasce semamo yMew. Ho ob amom
pacckazuibame e bygy, nomomy wmo ce pabio Huxkmo wHe

nobepum."58 As Kharms' friend Vvedenskii once commented
"Kharms is art,"59 and clearly Kharms' desire to be out of the
ordinary and shock a world that was used to the banality of every
day life finds its reflection in a playful literature which most
notably plays with and alters language and challenges traditional
formal and generic aspects of literature, especially established
literary conventions.

An overall playfulness and child-like spirit characterize both
Kharms' children's literature and his literature for adults and
draw the two cibsely together.

Play with language in Kharms, which often results in baby
sounds or nonsense syllables coming out of characters' mouths, is
very common, and, in spite of the Oberiu manifesto (cf. above),
echoes similar Futurist experimentation, e.g. V. Khlebnikov's

transrational poems. For example, in Kharms' 1928 play

57Potrovskli. p. 259.

58 polot v nebesa, p. 449.
sgelbian. p. 7.
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"Elizaveta Bam" Elizaveta prolongs her cry to the point of

absurdity: "Y UU"I?VUUV'&”V‘W"‘U‘J'\!"“ This_ encourages
other characters to follow her model for the next few pages of the

play. The multiplication of vowels continues as Mamasha cries a
meaningless "fly-y-y-y-y!", Papasha shricks a misplaced " y-y-
y-y-y!1"61 and Elizaveta echoes her father's cry with an identical
"fiy-y-y-y-y!"62  These cries are only the beginning of what in
Kharms is a whole new vocabulary of fun and funny sounds,

which shock and delight the reader by their novelty.

In "Veselyi Starichok" we see a whole children's poem which

rings with crazy, perhaps senile laughter:

Hua na cbeme cmapurox
Manenoxow pocma,
U cmesacs cmapuoK
Upezbuieatino npocmo:
<«Xa-ra-xa
Da xe-xec-xe
Tu-xu-xu
Da byx-byx!

5
o Go e se

Dusv-guro-gune
Da mm-mpowl»“

80ibig, p. 187.

o 61The Russian cry [au] is normally used when someone is lost or is looking for a lost
" person.

621id, p. 189.

63 polst v nebess, p. 252
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Whereas the old man's laughter is given in a conventional way at
first: "Ta-xa-xa, go xe-nve-me, Bu-sw-nu,” this traditional
~ Russian "laughter notation” is followed by sounds which are
normally not used in Russian to indicate laughter or, for that
matter, anything else. This conventional or rational beginning
and eccentric or absurd continuation reflect a general sequential
pattern in Kharms' work: in a typical Kharmsian series, set or list
of elements the usual normally comes first and the deviation acts
as a kind of disruption of the reader's expectations. Therefore, a
familiar background is established by the conventional Kharmsian
beginning, and an unfamiliar foreground shocks the reader out. of
his automatized stupor.

In the children's story called "Xvastun Kolpakov" we see
another creative, entertaining use of language. The braggart
Kolpakov tries to prove his bravery by diving into the water,
whereupon, as he sinks, he utters the delightful and meaningless

uab... nab... nsb..."%4 instead of the conventional "6yase...
69.4»... byavp...," which is normally used in Russian to
approximate the sound made by a drowning person. Yet another
funny bit of language comes in an unfinished children's story
about a dog who shows his painting to all sorts of animals,
including a monkey. Unlike the other animals in the story the

monkey speaks in uncomprehensible syllables: "Basa 6as 6as

84 otint po neby shariki, p. 153.
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6an/Bon 6oa 6oa 6oa/flox Box Mmox pon/flyx acx sAuk
aex)"65

This sort of speech is highly reminiscent of a poem written by
Professor Trubochkin, one of Kharms' well-known children's
characters who appeared in a series of adventures in the 1933
editions of "Chizh:" "HC ux acuic asicuk./ Box gox dox./Pux pux
pisrc./ Wby wyx wyw."8®  The professor explains that the poem
is written in the language called "Fistoltian." Related nonsensical
utterances are especially impressive in the adult poem "Mest'™ as

the character of Faust exclaims to the "writers:" ”?ga peo/ Kuo
mg/ KOHU cpugl ney 609. Moic. Moic. Mouic."87 We also see a

fascinating use of language when inanimate objects speak, e.g., the
violin in "Elizaveta Bam" exclaims: "Ha-wa-#u-#a/ Ha-Ha-HU-HG"
and the siren says "Bua, Bua, bua, Bua."6® This agglomeration
of morphemes or phonemes, which in many cases are not even
Russian, serves to de-automatize our sense of the Russian
language, to push our normal phonic reflexes out of their familiar
pathways.

In a number of Kharms' stories linguistic games are also
applied to. names—an old and honoured tradition in Russian

literature, going back to Fonvizin, Gogol, Chekhov and many

65id, .p. 149.

esIblt:l. p. 124. [Actually the person who utters these sounds is an impostor
impersonating the professor. — L. K.-T.]

67 polet v nebesa. p. 101.

681bid, p. 192-3.
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others. Kharms' works for adults abound with diminutives and
curious made-up names, which frequently appear in pairs. We
have in one work the characters "Voda i Khhiu," the latter being
an invented meaningles’s’ "word." The characters "Mashkin i .
Koshkin," "Fed'ka i Sén'ka" and "Pakin i Rakukin" are parallel
ﬁairs. Although these characters are adults, they engage in child-
like behavior, such as groundlqss fighting, which is echoed by
their child-like names. In two unﬁnished children's stories two
humorous and impossible names of dogs are mentioned:
"Tosnmuinponbun” and "bybyby."% Apparently Kharms gave
a similarly absurd—although not altogether meaningless—name to
his own dog. One acquaintance of Kharms recalls asking the name
of Kharms' dog:

—Jlpocmume, kax 30bym bawy cobarxyl

—Noxcanyiicma. —0n npunogusa chbow nomepmyw

conoMestiyo wasny. €e 3obym — Umu-namamo-gus-
cpadcenus-npu Pepmonuaax...’0

Kharms added that when he was in a hurry, he called his dog
simply "Umu" or more familiarly, "Wimu" for short.”!
The issue of names and naming continues as in a work which

may easily be for adults or for children. An Englishman is

69 Druskin Fund in the Archives Department of The Saltykov-Shchedrin Library in
Leningrad #219, sheet 17. .

70g, Semenov. "Chudak istinnyj | 'radostny].' in Avrora 1, 1977, p. 69.

710f course the latter name is meaningless and is in no way a shortened version of
the former name.
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apparently trying to recall how to say chicken ("kypuya®’) in
Russian. He comes up with all sorts of humourous sound

combinations without hitting exactly the right one:

Ogut aHAULAHUH HUKGK He MOY BonoMHumb kax Ima
nmuya sazsibaemecs:

—3mo, —wbopum, —xkpoKkuya. flx Hem He KRWKUYAR, o
xupioxuya. Usu sem He xupwkuya, o xypskuys. Py
mul?2 He xypsxuya, o xyxpuxuya. Da u ne
KYKRUKUYG, @ Kupukpokuua.”

One could perceive in the Englishman's confusion a feature, which
may be attributed to many of Kharms' characters: they tend to be
puzzled by everyday reality and desperately try to find the right
name for an object in order to gain more control over life. The
basic premise in this naming "quest" seems to be the idea that in
namixig soriething a person tries to define and organize nature,
that is to create a definite order in a place where there is none,

i.e., to name is to create.74

T27hig highly colloquial exclamation is rarely if ever used by foreigners, which may
be an indication of the random way in which Kharms normally selects the identity of his
characters: the fact that the puzzied man is English is unimportant, since Russian
characters in Kharms's stories often forget equally unbelievable things. For example, in
one story the narrator forgets which number comes first: seven or eight. The random
selection of a character's identity is prevalent in Kharms's work, creating the impression
that referential considerations (identities that make sense in the real world) often yield to
phonic and/or ludic goals.

73| otiat po neby shariki, p. 154.

74ohn Kilinger, World in_Collapse: The_ Vision of Absurd Drama (New York: Dell,
1971), p. 91.
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This play with words, individual phonemes and morphemes is
part of the broader ludic formal patterns in Kharms' work. His
favourite game seems to be the destruction or distortion of
various literary genres, which is often so shocking that it
constitutes a brutal attack on the reader's preconceived literary
baggage. |

One such genre game involves the fairy tale, with which every

one young and old is so familiar:

The fairy tale, writes Martin Esslin, seems to me one of the
most important and influential of all literary genres: after
all, most children, and therefore also most writers, receive
their first and decisive impulses to the future workings of
their imaginations from the tales they are told as

children.”’

Taking familiarity with this genre as a given, Kharms plays with
the most basic fairy-tale conventions in several of his stories. In
the children's story interestingly called "Skazka,"’6 there are two
children: Vania, who wants ¢o Qrite a typical fairy tale, and
Lenochka, who says that each fairy tale proposed by Vania has
been written; she then proceeds to tell her extremely unique
versions of them. For example, Vania suggests writing about a
criminal and Lenochka tells the absurd tale of the criminal who

tried to escape on a horse but had a lot of trouble:

7SMartin Esslin, "lonesco and the Fairytale Tradition,” The Dream and the Play:
lonesco's Theatrical Quest ed. Moshe Lazar (Malibu: Undena Publications, 1882, p. 22.

76in Russian this word means *fairy tale.”
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Pazboiinux Hcxorua Ha sowiage, ga C RAZMATY
nepebansuacs Ha GRYWY CMOROHY U YNas HA JeMao,
Pazboiinux Buipyancs u onsme Boxorus Ha sowiagy Ho
cioba He pactuman npuidicka, nepebasuacs ua gpyywe
CMOROHY ¥ Yynas Ha jemao... Jlloga pazboiinux copban
c wa0bbl WANKY, RACMONMAA €& HOWMU U OnsSmMo
NRGIHYS HG AOUWIGGL, U ONSML NECREMAXHYA wlwg tee,
WACHHYICS HA ZeMa10 U caoMan cebe nowy. £ aowage

omowisa 5 cmopony. Pa&&oumm. npuxpamuibas,
nogbescan x sowagu u Ygopun ¢ xyaaxom no aby.

flowsage ybexwcana. B amo bpems npuckaxasu
cmpuoumunu. cxbamuasu pagﬁoummu u ombenu c0 H

mioposy. T’

In this anti-climactic piece nothing ;nuch happens: it is a story
that, like its protagonist, seems unable to get moving. The fairy
tale, which is normally full of action and adventure, becomes a
failure caused by the simple laws of gravity pushed to the point of
absurdity.  Such considerations usually have no bearing on
fantasy in the more conventional manifestations of the fairy tale
genre.

In Kharms' literature for adults there are two other "deformed"
fairy tales; ome is called playfully "Skasska"—a phdnetic
transliteration of the word "Skazka"—and the other bears the title
"Novyi talantlivyi pisatel'." In the former, the conventional fairy
tale beginning "W uA-6via” seems to promise the kind of story

that most readers are familiar with.78 However, it introduces

77 polet v nebesa, p. 276.
78The English equivalent is "Once upon a time...”
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not a character from a work of fantasy, but an ordinary person
with an ordinary name: "Semenov." As he is walking along, this
absent-minded adult character loses everything he has and then
eventually "loses himself,” so that nothing else can happen in the
story: it has to end. Just as in the story about the criminal, the
fairy tale adventures that we might expect are over before they

even begin:

Mun-buin ogus reaobex, 3basu e Cemenob. IJlowea

ogHasicgul Cexenob yasme u nomepsa nocoboii naamox.

Cemenob nawra ucxamo nocoboii nuamox u nomepsa
wanky. Hawas wenky uckame u NOMepsA KYypmry.
Hawn KYRMKY uckamo 4 nomepsa canou.

—Hy, cxazan Cemenob, amax Hce pacmepsewv.
Joiigy sayruwe gomoii.

Jowen Cemenob gomoii u 3abayguaca.

—Hem, cxazan Cemenob, AYtie 3 cagy U NocudICy.

Cen Cesetiob 1o xamyuwiex u zackys.”

Here, just as in the story about the criminal, a series of mishaps is
multiplied to the point of absurdity, i.e., one or two of these
misadventures could be accepted by the reader as something
believable, but they are so numerous that their sheer number
takes centre stage and pushes the story line into the background.
Our attention is attracted not by the what happens but by how

many times it happens.

"9pyblished In Jean-Philippe Jaccard, "De la réalité au texte: I'absurde chez Daniil

Harms," Cahlers du Monde russe et soviétique, XXVI (3-4) juil-déc. 1985, pp. 269-312.
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The story "Novyi talantlivyi pisatel'™ starts off just like the
previous story, i.e., with a conventional beginning that seems to
promise the ordinary material of fairy tales: there is a prince in a
castle. However, it quickly takes a twist, as the subject of the work

becomés the prince's drunkeness:

B ogHoM CMARUHHOM AMKE JCUA NRUHY, CMpawnLIil
nossuya. A sucena amow npunya, naobopom, ne nusa

vaw, mosvxo bogy u Mosoko nuaa. f Mydic e
nua bogxy u buno, o MosOKa HE nus. Da u sncena e0,
cobcmbento w0bops, modice Bogxy nuaa, HO ckpuibaaa
amo. £ Mmysc Buia becomuignux u He cxpuibaa. <«He
no10 Moaoxa, a bogry noi!>>—wbopua on fccrga. A
CCHA MUNOHLKO, UI-nog papmyxa, Buinumana banorxy

u xa0n, gHaTUm, fuinubaaa... 50

Once again we have a story that does not seem able to take off: a
background description continues for longer than expected and
abounds with ridiculous and clearly associative narrative.

The fable is another well-known literary genre with which
Kharms plays in both his children's literature and literature for
adults, Aesop's famous "The Tortoise and the Hare,” which was
translated into Russian by Krylov, is the model for a children's
story, which is made absurd from the very opening sentence—
there are more characters than usually appear in any ordinary

fable, and one of them, "sucupada,” is given in the wrong gender:

80pyblished in *V shutku i vserez® ed. V. Glotser in Voprosy Literatury 8, 1987, p.
268



Larissa Klein-Tumanov 37

Oguadcgus .MS. cnoh, JCupada, oactb, CIRAYC, NocL,

guxas aouiago 4 coboxa nOCHOpUAU, KMO UF HUD
buicmpee Beex beaem.

Cropuau, CORWAY U tymb 6vi0 He nogpaauce.

 Yeavixan Tpuwa fineavcunob, umo 3bepu cnopsm, Y
uM:

—3x Boi, wynvie 3bepul Ips b cnopumel Bu
" ayee yompoiime cocmszanue. Kmo nepbuiii Boxpye
ozepa obeacum, mo, jzuarum, becaem bBuicmpee
Beex.81

The absﬁfd results of the race challenge the expectations of the
reader: the lion, similar to the hare in the original fable, drops off
to sleep under the palm trees; the ostrich, wanting to get ahead
suggests to the moose and the giraffe that they all three quickly
drink the water from the lake and then run across the dry lake
bed; then the cunning ostrich leaves the other two to drink and
runs off alone—but in the wrong direction, toward the start; the
elephant sees the moose and the giraffe drinking the lake and
cannot Stop laughing; the dog, who has fleas, stops running and
cannot stop scratching; the horse and the deer win the race,
thereby defeating the traditional "single victor" ending.

The "Chetveronogaia vorona" is a fable for adults which I found
in the Kharms archives in Leningrad. It is modelled on the well-

known Aesopian fable: "The Fox and the Crow":

81 polet v nebesa, p. 272.
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Huna buviaa rembeponoas bopota. Cobcmbensio
wBops y Hee buiio namo 1o, Ho 0b amom whopUML HE

cmoum.
Bom 0gHAdNCGLL KYNuaG cebe embepotoas bopona

xoje u gymaem: <y bom, wnumseeﬁcmqw.utmo

C HUM gu‘am?»

a mym, Kax Ha 5:93. upoﬁwu Mumo [ogHonoAS —
crossed out in the manuscript — L. K.-T.] auca. Ybugaaa
oHG iopoug U Kputum eli: <3, Kputum, mui,

Bopouul»
fi so'umu Auce KpuTUIm:

<«Cama mei Bboponal>>

f auca Bopone xputum:

<<ft mei, bopona, chbunoal>

JMym Sopoxa om obugus paccuinana xoge. £ auca
upouuoﬁuwam. £ bopotia cnegna Ha FeMA U NOWAG
#a choux wemeiper, sy mosee, #a nsmu wowax b cbot
napwubuiic gom. 82

The absurd elements have a structural/ludic logic of their own in
this fable. Although the crow is four-legged, the fox is one-legged,
acting as the absurd symmetrical complement to this avian
"multipodicity.” Furthermore, the cr<'>w takes offense when the fox
calls it a crow, and this absurd "insult" stands in opposition to the
praise offered by the fox in Aesop's original fable. This strange
insult, just like the praise in the original, acts as the pivotal point
in the plot development of this fable, since the crow drops the
coffec when it opens its mouth to retort: "Crow yourself!" In this

mad context the reader is so taken aback that he can easily forget

82pruskin Fund, #367.
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to ask how a crow manages to hold coffee in its beak and why it
returns to its "wretched home.” As in the previous fable for
children, in this one there is no moral whatsoever, which
constitutes a violation of a major convention—if not the goal—
characterizing this genre.

Kharms continues to parody the didactic in literature in a short
children's story called "Rybii Zhir." A little boy gets a ten-kopeck
cein every time he has a spoonful of horrible tasting cod-liver oil,
and he puts every ten-kopeck coin in his piggy bank. When asked
what he does with all his money, he gives an answer which
indicates that he will have to suffer forever, in an endless

ridiculous cycle:

~Hy a nomom suce? cnpocusu Boby.

- nomowm, K090 y Meus B xonuaxe naxanaubaemcs
g9ba pybas, cxazon Boba, mo mama Buinumaem ux uz
Konuaku u noxkynaem Mue onsme bymuiaxy puibueo

necupa. 8

The vicious circle transforms the didactic into the futile, placing
" the fundamental notion of "text as behaviour guide” on its head.
As shown above, upsetting the reader's conventional
expectations is a favourite device in Kharms' work. In a story
about the circus the author uses this technique in order to disrupt

our expectations not about literary forms but regarding public

83Ja;.~.¢ard. p. 2886.
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performance gemres. In a script for a play about a children's
circus the director begins to introduce the circus acts.
Unexpectedly, the first act jumps out of the confines of a
traditional or even not so traditional circus tent and leaps into a
bizarre fantasy in a desert, which, unlike the closed circus ring, is

‘the image of seemingly infinite space:

X Yupxy Uapgam, bcmabrvic Homepa.

Dupexmop: Huna bvina Icmep Bybywbuasu. U bom
cena ong ogHadcgui Ha bepbawga u nocxasa wepey

nycmeuino b 2ocmu « cboeii meme. [Buiezoicaem cmep
na bepbawgel. Connye nasum. Boxpye necox. Dyem
wpawsii bemep. Dyem wpseuii bemep. Boxpy: necox.
i connye nasum. [Note the ludic effect produced by this
mirroring of identical elements. — L. K.-T.] dcmep
bybywbuasu compum snanpabo, cMompum Haacho.
Cii mowemcs numu. Janac Bogei xonwaemcs. Boxpye

necox. Bogu wuge wem. A aii aiild4
This circus is reminiscent of a children's poem by Kharms which
similarly plays with the traditional circus genre. Although the
setting of the poem is a conventional circus tent, the characters
and acts are ones which only Kharms' imagination could and
would include in a circus. It includes insect performers and a
parrot that eats a soaked radish; our expectations are thwarted.

Note that the choice of performers is governed more by phonic

considerations than by anything else.  This illustrates the point I

84n a telephone interview, A. Aleksandrov said that a whole children's play by
Kharms which has not yet been published is based on the “Cirk Shardam.”
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made earlier regarding the random way in which Kharms often

choses the identity of his characters:

Yupe Tpunmunnpar
Hebeposmuoe npegemabaecnue. Hobas NRORAMMG
Cmo '

Dbecmu Goﬁpoﬁ.

Yemvipecma gbagyame
Yreenovin xomapob

%mwgm COpoK

Uguﬁummuac

Hosmepob .83

Public performance genres are also distorted in Kharms'
literature for adults. In "Neudachnyi Spektakl'" characters enter
one after the other but are unable to speak, as each one begins to
vomit and has to run off stage. After four characters enter and
quickly exit in this manner, a little girl comes out to close the

show: "Beivogum smanenvras geborxa... Masenoxas geborxa:
Jana npocus nepegamo Sam bcem, wmo meamp
joxpuibaemcs. Hac Beexs mownum!"86 Just as in some of
Kharms' above-mentioned works, this play never manages to
begin.

Quite similarly in "Tiuk" the play cannot get off the ground as
Evdokim Osipovich keeps interrupting Ol'ga Petrovna by
exclaiming a single word: "Jllsox!" Naturally this drives her nearly

85 polat v nebesa, p. 254.
86bid, p. 379.
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insane.

The ludic elements in Kharms' ccuvre link his children's
literature with his literature for adults, firsi creating the
impression that a familiar genre is about to be used and then
destroying it convention ' by convention in a mad but often very
symmetrical and structurally logical game. It is interesting that
games in Kharms were not only an important feature of his
bebhaviour and his works of fiction, but they also play & prominent
role in his personal correspondence. In one letter he plays with

the conventions of the traditional salutation and opening

questions:

1 a&zg.oma 1932 Kgpon

Dopozas TMamapa Raexcangpobua, Basewmusna
Cpumobna, Jfeonug Cabeavebur, SAxob Cemenobuz u
Basenmusa Cpumobna.

Wm om mens npubem JSlesonugy Cabeavebury,
Basenmune Chumobne u Sixoby Cemenobury.

Xax Bu cubeme, ~Jl£uua|za flacxcangprobua,
Basenmuna Cpumobua, fleowug Cabeavebur u SAxob
Cemenobur? Ymo nogeavibaem Basnecsmuna &im.uo&m?
06szamenvio nanuwume mue, JMamapa flnexcangpobua,
xax cebs rybocmbywm SAxob Cemenobur u fleonug

Cabecavebue. ¥

Here, the deviation from the norm resides in very simple features:

the numbgr of addressees and the various combinations of their

87 10ig, p. 470.
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names in different sentences. The use of the formal patronymics
adds an additional ludic eclement to this list of addressees,
contrasting with the clearly playful—and therefore informal-—tone

of the text.
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Chapter 4: The Characters—Chiidren and Child-Like Aduits

It is not inappropriate to say that Kharms shows us a uniyerse
of children. However, while child charactéfs are the morm in
children's literature and are .one ‘of the main features
distinguishing it from literature for adults,88 child-like adults
abound i; Kharms' literature for adults. They are often confused,
strangeiy misplaced and helpless in an absurd world devoid of
inherent order and direction. Aside from child and child-like
ckaracters in Kharms' two literatures, we also see one other
noteworthy character type: in some works for adults there are
animal-like children, who are perceived by the child-like adults as
a threat and should therefore be punished. These animal-children
afe in great contrast to the children of Kharms' children's
literature.  In Kharms' literature for adults the child-like adults
along with the wretched children are part of a nightmarish vision,
which \distorts’ the conventional idea and ideal of the immocent
child and the child-like. On the other hand, the children in
Kharms' children's literature are not trying to make sense of a
perplexing world; instead they are usually portrayed enjoying
themselves and playiné. However, as I intend to demonstrate in
chapter 5, their behaviour and the behaviour of those around
them are by no means as conventional as they may appear at first

glance.

88Mylcis McDowell, °“Fiction for Children and Adults: Some Essential Differences® in
Wiiters, Critics and Children eds. Fox, Geoff et al. (London: Heinemann Educational Books,
1976), p. 141.
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The nrormality or calm innocence in Kharms' children's
literature lies in the fact that the child characters partake in
happy or silly, typical children's activities: we see children at play,
children in the process of creating or discovering and children
doing destructive or nasty things that they often do or would like
to do but in the minds of adults should not.

Here are a few examples of the typically child-like in Kharms'
children's stories. The model work which epitomizes the idea of
child’s play is a poem suitably called "Igra” (Play). It has the
classic fairy tale architectonic structure: three young boys pretend
to be a car, a mail ship and a Soviet airplane. The poem is full of
dynamic action, which is also typical of children's literature,%9
and it comes alive with verbal play as each character tells the
others what he is doing and imitates the sound of his respective
vehicle: "Ja-pa-pap!” "Dy-gy-gy!" and "W y-scy-scyl” When a
cow comes along and blocks their path, thereby interrupting the
game for a time, its animal sound "Aly-mM y-my," creates a playful
contrast with the mechanical sound imitations made by the three
boys.

In two of Kharms' stories we watch children trying to go on
fantastic adventures. In "Kak Kol'ka Pankin letel v Braziliiu i
Petka FErshov nichemu ne veril® we see one boy imagining a

whole glorious adventure in Brazil, as he envisions local, everyday

894pid.
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features of Leningrad around him as part of the exotic and
exciting setting in his imaginary South American locale. The
second boy tries to disrupt this game by not playing along and
bringing the flight of Kol'ka's imagination down to earth:

—~TMer Bugen 5u30m‘7—mpooun Xoavxa.
—Tge?- mpocun

—Da uy, mam. On mmgacs Ha Hac, —cxazan Koavka.
—fi amo ne xopoba beina?—cnpocus Jlemoxa.

=UYmo mu, xaxas sce smo xopoba? B bpajusuu swem
xopod, —cxazan Xoavka.90

In "Vo-pervykh i vo-vtorykh" we see a merry group, consisting
of two boys, the smallest man in the world, the tallest man in the
world and several animals, travelling together to no particular
destination in utter bliss, whistling or singing all the way. The
whole story is told like miany children's works and fo:iktales, in
which adventure is cumulative. The story proceeds in sections
from "bo-nepbuixn” to "b-gecamux” and in each section the group
finds a new mode of transportation. Incidentally, the use of "$o -
nepbuin” to "b-gecamuix” as headings for the ten sections of the
story invclves an interesting play with convention, since normally

this numerical sequencing ends, as in English, at "b-mpemoux.’
e

B cegomuin, Buiwau Mu Ha grywoii Gepez, cMompum-—
cmoum abmomobuse. <Umo c 3mo maxoe Moncem

90D, Kharms, Chto efo bylo? (Moscow: <<Malysh>>, 1967), n.p.
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buimu?e— whopum gaunusiii weaobec. <<Ymo amo?>>
- wﬁopum ManeHbxuii wenobex. <<9mo.—w50pn S,
abmomobuav>>. —Imo mawuna, Ha nomopoi‘; Ml ceiteac

4 noegem>>, —zobopum Jemovra.’!

In a poem "Vrun" we see a boy acting like a very typical child
by asserting numerous outrageous facts. Each time he does so, a
whole group of children, ignoring the most unbelievable elements
of the little liar's assertions, question various insignificant details
in his statements. For example, to his claim that a soldier with a
rifle is standing guard on the bottom of the ocean they reply: "Hy!
Hy!  Hy! Hyl/ Bpewwo! Bpewwo! Bpeww! Bpeww!/ Hy, c
gybunxoii,/ Hy c memeaxoir,/ Hy ewe myga cwga,/ A c
FORSAUCCHHLIM RYIicLeM—/ Imo npocmo epyngal™?

As these examples demonstrate, in his children's works Kharms
captures the life and behaviour of children, adding a touch of
fantasy or the absurd. For his ability to see children as they are
and to see the world as if from their point of view, Kharms has

been highly praised:

3mom maasnmaubeiii noam...obsagaas pegrocmuviM
GaRoM nonuMamo poBemca u bume YracmuuKom €0
Bec. ofi wepst. YmeHu1o nucame gas CaMLID MAACHLRUL
y LopMen Morym noyrumucs MHoue GBMORLE KHUL gAs
gemeii. Fugocmuoc bocnpusmue Mupa, npueygauboe
6005pmmuz. cnocobrocme upame caobom—fce amu

91polet v nobosa, p. 259.
82)hi4, p 245.
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cbolicmba, npucyujue Hawed nolzuu gas gemed, b

wacmuocmu noajuu D. Tapmca,—max uce Heobuogumuby

gAS HORMGMILHOW ROCMA pebenka, xax Bumamuns b
3 .

nuue."?

There is, however, little doubt that Kharms was obliged to
present this positive view of playful children in concordance with
one of the very basic principles of children’s literature: "children's
books tend to be optimistic rather than depressive."¥4 This
requirement was coupled with the fact that Kharms, as we have
already mentioned, had to write with parents, educators and
censors in mind. We know an ironic fact which seems to
contradict the positive, playful view of children presented in this
children's literature: personally Kharms had a very negative view
of children, and he certainly did not see them as nearly such
delightful creatures as those he portrays in his stories and poems
for children: "Kharms, who apparently did not like children, had
the ability to see the world with the eyes of a child and the
artistry of a writer."®>  This comment seems to be supported by
personal statements found in the Kharms archives in Leningrad.
For example: "l #e awbaw gemeii, cmapuxob, cmapyx u

6nawpazymuein."¥®  And further on the same page is the

macabre remark: ”lelipufmmb gemeii—amo scecmoxo. Ho wmo-

93g, Marshak, Sobranie cochinenii volume 8, Moscow 1972, p. 531.
84 MmcDowell, p. 141.

95Sttme-Naehimov:;ky. p. 20.

96Druskin Fund, #219, sheet 50.
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Hubyge Bego Hago e ¢ HuMu gesamsu."  Another interesting

document is a little book, consisting of a few sheets of paper sewn
together, which contains no words except for those on the front
cover: "Cbcmuteeb cMeemcs: toMopucmureckuii pacckay gas
gemeit u gypaxob."%7 Also in the autobiographical work "Ia

reshil rastrepat’ odnu kompaniiu,” we read the following: "Bom

gRYroe geso gemu. 0 Hux w&opam, wmo oy Hebunue, go
moavko yic boavho oMcpumenvrvt, b ocobensocmu K030

naswym. S Bcega yxodicy ommygoba, ge ecmb gemu."S
This negative view of children finds its clearest expression in the
often black humour found in the way Kharms presents wretched
child-characters in his literature for adults.

In a delightfully playful unpublished story called "Vospitanie"
a sailor buys a nanny to take care of his fifty-four children and

instructs her in the ways of disciplining his progeny:

Bom mebe, nanvxa, Mou gemu. Hsuoru ux u yeodicgal
uM B0 Bcem, HO mosvko cMompu, tmobu onu gry:
9RYe He nepexycasu. Coau e OHU OreHbL WaAsHML
bygym, mw ux noacii CRunugapoM usu yxcycxol

accerquu. Onu moga zamoaxnym."”

This brutal and absurd disciplinary treatment echoes the above-

97|bid, sheet 43.

98 polat v nehasa, p. 450.
99 Druskin Fund, #264.
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mentioned idea of poisoning children. The story ends in the same
brutal way it begins: "Buipocno y mampoca 54 wmysauana.
Ogun u3z HU®, Ylce HE NOMHI0 KOMORW, nNRupezas
Hanuky, "100

In the few other cases when childreh are mentioned in Kharms'
literature for adults, they are often being hurt in some fashion or
appear as the object of hatred. In "Sonet" the "adult” characters
argue about which number comes first 7 or 8. Then they are
distracied by a gruesome incident which they view as
entertainment: "4los cnopum# 6v ovenv goa0, HO, NO cracmu,
mym co cxameiicu cbasuacs xaxoii-mo pebenox u caoman
cebe obe wearwcmu. 3mo ombacxao Hac om Hawew cnopa."10!

Children are also verbally mutilated in the long prose work
"Starukha,” which echoes the gothic horror tradition of the 19th
century.!02  First, in the beginning we see the narrator thinking

up a possible punishment for noisy children:

C yauyn caviuen npomubnoiii KpuUK Masvrumex. A
acdcy u buigymuibao um xazuu. Boavwie Beeo Mue
spabumes Hanycmume He HUux cmoabusxk, tmobu onu
Bgpry: nepecmasu gbuzamocs. Pogumcau
pacmackubaom ux no gomam. Ouu sexwam $ chboux
xpobamxax u He MOWYM gadice eCimb, NOMOMY TmMo y

Hux #He omxpuibaomes pmol. Ux numaom
uckyccmbentio. ‘lqw; Hegeno cnonbrsx npoxogum, to
100piq.

101 pojet v nebess, p. 357.
'020.9. Gogol's "Vii* or A. Tolstoi's "Vampire Stories.”
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gemu max cnaabuvi, Mo euje yeauii Mecsy GONNCHYE
nposcicame b nocmensx. Jlomom onu HarunGIOM
nocMenecHHo Qu”opubnubum, HO S HANYCKA HE HUD

Bmopoii cmoabuax, u onu Bee oxoacbasom, 10

Apart from the macabre content, note the incompatibility of the
typically child-related diminutive suffix "« " in the word
"kpobamxax” and the term "oxoacbatom,” which is normally used
to describe the death of animals.

The desire to get rid of annoying children is echoed again in
this tale as the narrator-protagonist is bothered by two boys in a
train.  Another time, over vodka with his friend Sakerdon
Mikhailovich, the narrator-protagonist, who is seen by some
scholars as a rather close reflection of Kharms himself,104 makes
the following comment: "Jllepnemo se Moy noxoiinuxodb u
gemeii."105 And Sakerdon Mikhailovich remarks in a similar
vein: "gemu, nodcanyii, vYdice, OHU IWE MEWGIOM nam, "106

The most striking and the most nightmarish reference to
children appears in a work called "Ia podnial pyl'," which Kharms
wrote in February of 1939, four months earlier than "Starukha." A
man is being pursued in what he perceives as a chase through a

living hell toward the bathhouse:

103id, p. 399.
w‘Su, for example, Stone-Nachimovsky.

105 polet v nebesa, p. 414.
1084,
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I kicked up dust. Children were running after me and
tearing their clothing... Torn children rushed after me; and,
falling behind, broke their fragile legs in their terrible
haste... Filthy, malnourished children looking like poisonous
mushrooms got tangled under my feet. I couldn't run... I

jumped, ripped the heads off a few mushrooms...107

These scattered; poignant presentations of children in Kharms'
literature for adults certainly are far removed from the image of
playful children which we see in the above-mentioned examples
of Kharms' children's literature. Again, I must stress the
importance of the fact that Kharms was writing his children’s
literature for a demanding audience, while in his secretly written
works for adults he was free to "satirize and parody the
monstrosities and absurdies of a special set of circumstances, of
his own age and country"108 and even normally innocent children
were not saved from the Kharmsian nightmare. Furthermore,
Kharms was free to express what may or may not have been his
own personal attitude toward children. However, we certainly do
not have any conclusive evidence for such an argument. In any
case, with respect to Kharms' literature for adults, we can
hypothesize that these filthy, animal-like children are not only the
products of a world gone mad, but also the progeny of adults who,

left without the necessary direction and order imposed from

107 available only in English translation by Stone-Nachimovsky, p. 99.
108Gipian, p. 34.
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above, have become helpless, unguided children themselves.
These adults are characterized by some of the most negative
features associated with children and childhood—traits
reminiscent of W. Golding's novel Lord of the Flies. 1 would like
to turn now to these child-like adults and discuss the special place
they occupy in Kharms' absurd and often frightening world.

Random, poorly motivated or unprovoked violence, which is
often typical of real-life children, is the first main feature
characterizing the behaviour of Kharms' child-like adults. The
pages of Kharms' works are filled with punches, kicks and slaps
which often appear humorous because of their "Punch and Judy”
style. However, there is more to this violence than puppet show
aggression; Kharms' absurd comic play almost always takes on
darker implications as the gratuitous punches result in death or
horrible injury. The most important factor in Kharms'
presentation of his fighting adults is that almost in every case
neither the characters themselves nor the narrator show any
shock or concern about the implications of their actions. Kharms'
child-like adult characters, like their younger real-life models, are
without developed morals and are unable to fully grasp the
consequences of violence.

Kharms presents several pairs of child-like adult fighters. In
"Griaznaia lichnost™ a man called Fed'’ka kills a man by the name

of Sen'kal®? in a most absurd way: "..Pegoxa goruas Cewoxy u

1097he diminutive suffix “k", typical of children's nicknames, suggests child-like
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gbunys c0 caxapuuyel 1o 20a0be."119 The ridiculous murder
method makes the act seem all the more playful and joke-like,
obfuscating the moral and emotional implications of killing a
human being. = To make the situation even more absurd, Fed'ka
immediately is narrated out of the scene of the crime as he packs
his suitcase and goes off to Vladivostok, where he becomes a tailor
of ladies' underwear. The accumulation of absurd detail turns the
adult business of murder into a childish game where nothing is
real. It ought to be noted that no reason is given for the violence
in this story: it seems to exist for its own sake—as a gratuitous
immature act.

Similarly groundless is the fighting in "Mashkin ubil Koshkina."
Here two characters—whose names contain the child-related suffix
"x" just like Fed'ka and Sen'ka—take turns hitting each other, and
the simple ending cuts the story off abruptly in a typically absurd
and illogical vein.: "Jlobapuuy Kowikus pacmsuyacs Ha 1oy u
ymep. Mawxun ybusa Kowxuna."!ll The officially
bureaucratic word "mofapuu” creates an additional absurd
effect: it is incompatible with the characters' "unofficial”
behaviour, which contradicts the harmonious utopian picture of
Soviet society suggested by such a term. Furthermore,

"mobapuu;" followed by a last name is an adult title and is in

characteristics.

110 polot v nebesa, p. 331.
11144, p. 383.
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stark contrast with the child-like aspects of the two characters.

In "Pakin i Rakukin" the fight story repeats itself: Pakin kills
Rakukin after the two anger each other with childish name-
calling. In this story the fight goes on beyond the grave: an
element of the fantastic is introduced as Rakukin's spirit jumps
out of his dead body and sets off in pursuit of his murderer.

There are two other examples of this story type which we may
mention. In "Chto teper' prodaiut v magazinakh" we see Kartygin
get upset because his friend Tikakeev, who has gone shopping,
doesn’t arrive home to meet him on time. The ensuing squabble
results in Tikakeev taking out a newly purchased cucumber and
using it to kill Kartygin. The absurd last line sums up the
absurdity of the whole story: "Bom xaxue 6osvwiue OYRYyL
npogaom menepe & Mmaazunawx!”l12 The fight in "Istoriia
derushchikhsia” is formally very similar to that between Mashkin
and Koshkin (cf. above), but this time the two adversaries have
dignified and very adult names: Aleksei Alekseevich and Andrei
Karlovich.  Their fight does not result in a death—although one of
them ends up with a torn nostril—but the open ending leaves
them still attacking each other. The full names:-and patronymics of
these two characters, which is an attribute of the serious adult
world, act as an absurd contrast to their childish behaviour just

like the above-mentioned case with "mobapuwy” in "Mashkin ubil

11214, p. 382.
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Koshkina.".

Aside from these examples, in Kharms' other stories characters
are consiantly being killed and mutilated; however, groundless or
arbitrary childish conflict is ne: ~"avs the cause. Sometimes
death occurs out of the blue: . onfrontation—often as a
result of ridiculous repetitive & = .. Nonetheless, as in the
case of the "fighter" stories, the i.c::ation of the following tales is
always as if from a child's matter of fact point of view.. Truly
horrible events are never narrated in the dramatic way that
would be expected in a more conventional account of simiiar
happenings.

Repetitive dying, for ekample, is the subject of an entire story.
While the first death can be taken as normal, though absurd, what

follows is humorous repetition which turns death into an endless

game.

Ognascgos Opaob obvescs mosresvim WROXOM U
yMmep. £ Xpoiaob, yznab o6 amom, mosce ymep. £
Cmpugouo& yMep cam coboii. £ cena Cnpupugonoba
ynoaa c bypema u moauce yMepaa. fi gemu
Crnupugonoba ymonyau & npygy. fi babywxa
Cnupugouo&u cnuadce U NOWAd no gopowdm. £
Muxaiinob nepecmas nputecsibamocs u guSom
nopwoii. A Xpymob snapucobas gamMy c xuymom b
pyxax v cowen ¢ yma. £ IJepexpecmob noayeuas
meacipapom wemoipecma pg&.uﬁ u max y&muuum,
o €0 buimoaxanu co caysichus.

Lopowiue sagu u He ymewm nscmabumv cebs na
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mbopgyto noy. 12

The final narratorial comment is very typical: it has no logical
link with the narrative that precedes it. A similar ending is
found in the above-mentioned "Chto teper' prodaiut v
magazinakh" where the narrator's final statement "Bom xaxue
Soavuiue O2ypyst npogawm menepe B Maajunaxi” s
manifestly inappropriate after the description of a murder.

Death as a game also appears in a story published for the first
time in 1989. Death is stripped of its finality and turned into an
amusing activity in the lives of a father and his daughter. The
story begins like a fairy tale as the daughter Natasha sits watching
a candy on the table in front of her turn into two candies.ll4
When the trick stops working, Natasha cries and then begins to
sing. Suddenly she dies. Her father buries her, but then she
crawls through the ground and returns home. Shocked at seeing
her again, her father dies in his turn. Natasha buries him only to
get home and see him playing billiards. In this fantastic world,
where death has no serious implications, there is another curious
feature: we learn that after finding her father alive and well at

home, Natasha goes into her room to grow. Here a passive

11344, p. 354,
1140y may be tempted to recall in this connection the famous

"oxamepmb camobpanxa® or the "wpuserex xawsu,” of Russian fairy tales:
two magic devices that multiply or reproduce faod.



Larissa Klein-Tumanov 58

metamorphosis is transformed into a conscious activity.!15 Four
years later she comes out of her room and gleefully recalls with
her father the time when they both took each other for dead.
Their own laughter at their unreal deaths prompts another bizarre
death, which is mentioned in passing—as if it were an insignificant
detail: "# cocegu, wxax ycasuam cmex, max CRa3y

ogebalomes u b Kusemamopad ywvogam. £ ogun paz yuwau
max, u bosvuwie yswe He bepnyauce. XKadkemcs nog

abmomobuar nonaau."116  Ironically the fake deaths of the
father and daughter are described at length, while the real death
of the neighbours is mentioned as an afterthought. This is of
course in keeping with the upside down twists of Kharms'
universe.

Death as a game, a concept which suggests a child's point of
view, has to do with an immature mind's denial of danger and
mortality.!17 A similarly infantile refusal or inability to avoid

danger is found in a number of Kharms' stories where child-like

1157he pattemn found in the sentence "Ona nowssa x cebe B xomuamy
pacmu” characterizes many other texts in Kharms's ceuvre. A syntactically
suitable but semantically inappropriate eclement is introduced into a set,
sequence or list where it creates an absurd effect. For example, in
"Anckdoty iz zhizni Pushkina” Pushkin points nmot with his fingers but with
his nails: "«Y new0 pacmem [&pga]. G Y MESHS HE RACIMEIN », — LACINCHLKO
nputodapuban Mywikus, noxazubas Houmamu Ha Jaxapouna. U Bcega
6vin npad.”

118pruskin Fund, #271.

11713 the real world it is usually held to constitute a self-protective mechanism: a kind
of head-in-the-sand bshaviour; however, Kharms's absurd universe is unlikely to yield
such an interpretation.
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adults hurt themselves repetitively, unable to learn how to avoid
such occurrences. The most humourous example of such a case is
the story about the carpenter Kushakov who sets off to get glue.
This story begins like a standard fairy tale—"M un-6vin cmoasp";
however, by means of a typical Kharmsian shift, the reader's
initial expectations are thwarted by an absurd narrative pattern,
which is found in many other instances: the hero is caught up in a
never-ending stream of obstacles, which prevent him from
achieving his goal.!l® Kushakov never gets anywhere as he keeps
falling down: he breaks successively his forehead, nose, cheek and
chin and has to keep returning to the pharmacy to get
bandages.11® When he finally goes home, he is so bandaged up
that his family does not recognize him and throws him out of the
house.

Thus, the seriousness of death, violence and accidents does mnot
come into question in Kharms' adult wniverse. Whereas most
literature—from the Middle Ages through Dante to Goethe—seems
to take death very seriously, Khaims appears to dismiss it as just
another daily acitivity, denying its finality and its "grim reaper”
image. Neither the characters nor the narrator manifest any
"normal” reaction to the narrated events. Everythiny is no more

serious than a child's game of let's pretend. Th: most extreme

1187his is related to another narrative pattern discussed above: a story that ends
withiout aver getting off the ground.
1185pe breaking of a cheek is another example of the pattern mentioned in note 115,
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example of an immature reaction to serious events is found in a
story translated as Vindication. Here a criminal awaiting his trial
rids his behaviour of any considerations of guilt or responsibility.
His reasoning suggests the conscience of a child whose main goal is
to avoid punishment: having commited heinous crimes, but devoid

of morals, he does not see that he has done anything wrong.

I can say without boasting that when Volodya hit me in
the ear and spat in my eyes, I let him have it in a way he
will never forget. After that I beat him with the little gas
stove; in the evening I beat him with the flatiron. So that he
did not die right away. And where is there amny proof that in
the course of the day I cut his leg off? He was siill alive
then... And I did not rape Elizaveta Antovna. First of all, she
was not a virgin any more. Secondly, I was dealing with a
corpse. So it is not for her to be accusing me. So what if she
was just about to give birth to a baby! I pulled the child out

of her...120

I would like to contrast this striking example of naive sophistry
in reaction to death and violence with the only "normél" or
"mature” reaction to terrible events in all of Kharms' stories:
"Sud'ba zheny professora.” A professor dies in a Moscow hospital
a few days after having eaten something bad. His ashes are
mailed in a package back to his loving wife. She reads the words
"Bov: fce, wmo ocmasoce om Baweo cynpya” and is

apparently affected by the news:

120Gipjan, p. 61. Text only available in English translation.
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Hena nurewo noname He Modkem, mpscem Baxoexy, Ha
cbem ee cMompum, janucky uicms RAj NROWMANG-—
#akoHey, coobpazuna, & wem geso, u CMRAUINO

W‘l@m. Wena npo«pecco]w, oweHL Raccmpounace,

NonaAaGKaaAa waca mp.u U nNowian 60“0!161& C nenaom,

xoporume. 121

But here again, despite its seeming normality, the mourning is
made absurd by the pragmatic specification of its duration: "eaca
mpu,” and its very temporary quality is stressed by the prefix
"no-" in the verb "nonaaxaaa” whick usually conveys short
duration and in this case trivializes the woman's grief. The word
"paccmpouasace,” which is clearly too weak to convey real sorrow,
further weakens the reaction of the professor's wife. It is as if the
narrator does not allow his character to react in a "normal” way to
an event whose gravity requires a much more | seripus response.
The grieving woman is restricted even further in her attempt at a
"normal” reaction to death when some people from the insane
asylum arrive and take the "cobepuienuc HORMBALHAS
npogeccopuia” away. Thus, the only mature character in
Kharms' stories is suppresscd and deprived of the chance to
behave in a non-childish way.

The immature and even clownish child-like adult also appears

in Kharms' stories about famous men. Great artists and authors

are presented as ridiculous clowns, acting in a manner that

21in Raguga 7, @8, p. 33.
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sharply contrasts with their serious reputation.
The be.. known example of this gstesque metamorphosis is
the story "Pushkin i Gogol'," where two of Russia's greatest authors

keep stumbling over each other on stage, falling down and

cursing:

Jo:onv nagaem u3-36 Kysuc HA CYEHY G CMURHO
AEHCUMS.
Aywxun (Bsivogum, cnomsixaemcs o6 Joons u

nagaem): Bom wepm! Huxax 0b Jooas!

Jozoae (noguumaice). Mepzonaxocme xaxas!
Omgoxnymo wue gagyn (Ugem, cnomsixaemcs ob
Nyuwxuna u nagaem.) Huxax 06 Iywxuua
cnomuixnyacs!

Tymrun (noguumasce): Hu munyms mnoxos!
(Ugem, cnomwiraencs ob Joons u nagaem.) Bom

wepm! Huxax onamo 06 Towas!iZ2

Once again we have a story that never gets started and consist:
of the same repeated sequence. Kharms presents what may be
seen as an allegorical battle over which author is the superior
literary figure, but rather than letting one be the conclusive
victor, Kharms humorously equates these giants of Russian
literature as two equally drunken goons.!23

Basic bodily functions are associated with the famous Russiar

122 poiet v nebesa, p. 360.

123pq episode betwson Pushkin and Gogol certainly can be interpreted as a
manifestation of Kkarms' affinities with the literary past. The intertextuality that one
observes in this and other works definitely merits further study.
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author Lev Tolstoy in a dream seen by the wife of the deceased
professor in the above-mentioned story "Sud'ba zheny
professora.” Tolstoy resembles a proud two-year-old who has

produced something quite impressive:

osa u cnum. U Hbugum con, bygmo ugem x wei
wabempery Jleb TMoacmoii u & RYyxax HowHol 20pWIOK
gepicum. Ouna e20 cnpawsubaem: <Ymo ke amo
maxoe?>  ou noxazevibaem eii nasvyem ua WRWIOK U

-3on;,-wﬁopum. — Mym s xoe-umo Hageads, u
menepo Hecy Bcc.ng cbemy noxazubame. Lycmo, —
wbopum, — Bee coompsm. 1%

In this case the act of creation is brought down to ije
physiological level of a child's capabilities: instead of the expecte:
literary work, the great author has produced the least intellectual
thing possible. However, the allusion to Tolstoy's crsative
activities makes this story different from the preceding one where
Pushkin and Gogol are detached from their role as creators.
General ignorance and naiveté turn a number of Kharms' adult
characters into children who are unable to perform the most basic
everyday tasks. Kindergarten-level counting is the subject of a
story called "Somet." A man suddenly forgets whizh comes first:
seven or eight. He goes to his neighbours for help, but they

cannot figure it out either, and they all approach a cashier in a

124 Raduga 7, 88, p. 33-4.
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store who confuses them even more with the absurd statement:
"Tlo-Moesy, ceMb ugem nocae bocomu b mom cayeae, xoga
tocemb ugem mnocae cemu."125  Confused even further these
helpless adults argue and then eventually just go home. In this
case not one but all the adult characters lack a basic skill normally
possessed by grade one students.  This is pushed to the limit of
absurdity when the cashier, who should be able to count better
than anyone else, having to work with numbers constantly, is
unable to offer any assistance to the helpless counters. Not only
does she fail to help them, but she confuses them even more with
a circular argument, which destroys the concept of basic
sequential progression.126

Thus, the world created in Kharms' stories for adults is a
dangerous, violent and often nightmarish domain. This is
frequently the result of immature behaviour on the part of its

adult inhabitants who are very similar to children in their

125 polet v nebesa, p. 357.

126Tnjs story about number confusion is strikingly similar to a more
recent text by a modem children's writer Oleg Grigeriev. Just like Kharms,
he is from Leningrad and, until the Gorbachcv era, his works suffered a
fate similar to that of his absurdist predecessor. Grigoriev's story is entitled
"Lestnitsa™: 'Jiogum 1o aecmuuie gomod, illiunpot sactuman Socemo
CIMYNEHEK; CNYLKaTsy 1o Jecmuiuye brug, HACTUMGA MOALKD CeMb.”  As
the narrative progresses, the 3cven-ecight discrepancy in the staircase
[note that in Kharms's story ihe wumbers are also seven and eight], is
discovered by dificreni characters: # building custodian, a policeman and
even the civil c¢ugineer responsible for she comstruction of the building.
Just like Kharms's perplexed characters, OGrigoriev's characters come up
with an absurd solution: the staircase is tom down, and the reader leams
the following: "Jilenepr, xorga Wempob wpiin gomol, ow nognpeubacm
#a bocermy cmynensk bbepe, @ xorga buxogum uz goms, npeiacm wHa
cesmu cmynenex Buuz.” [Oleg Grigoriev, "Lestnitsa,” Qgonck. Aug. 1990, p.
30.] :
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mentality but, unlike children, they are not controlled by a higher
authority and remain free to wreak havoc. In his children's
literatare, as we have seen, Kharms creates a largely pleasant
playful universe where real children—as opposed to childish
adults—are the protagonists. While the Soviet Union of the 1920s
and 1930s saw the cheerful, game-playing children of his
children's literature, Kharms kept his literature for adults, along
with his drawings, a total secret, even from his closest friends.

As one friend tells in her memoirs:

Tapmc cam owenv awbua pucobame, o mue chbou
RuUCyHKU HUKOYa He noxazuibas, a maxace bce, tmo on
nucan gas bzpocavixz. On janpemun amo bcem cboum
9RYjesM, a ¢ Meus b3sa xasmby, emo 3 ne bygy

nuimamues gocmame €0 pyxonucu.1?7

1275, poret. *Vospominaniia o Daniile Kharmse," in Panorama iskussty 3, (Moscow:
Sov. khudozhnik, 1980), p. 357.
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Chepter 5: The Darker Side of the Child's Worid

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Daniil Kharms' children’s
literature seems to portray a playful, pleasant, positive world as
opposed to his literature for adults: "Rxmubuas mboprecxas
scuzne pebenxa—nobows wpos TapmMca—cmana gas Hewo
cbocio poga anmumezol ydlicacy npozsbanus,
uzobpadicenuomy b ew <Bjpocavin>> beuaxn."128  Indeed it is
true that the child in Kharms' children's works plays games and
functions in an amusing world of child protagonists, active plots,
optimism, at times didactic messages, child-oriented language,
happy endings, adventure and fantasy,!29 which are some of the
basic elements which distinguish children's literature from
literature for adults.

In "Vo-pervykx i ve-vtorykh," as we have already discussed,
we see two boys travelling around by different modes of
transportation, whistling or singing all the way and exclaiming
such optimistic lines as: "Mwt Beceavie pebama."130 In the well-
known poem "Ivan Ivanich Samovar," we have an
anthropomorphized samovar who gleefully gives tea to those who
wake up in time but punishes those who come late; this is very

much in line with the widespread didactic tradition of children's

128pgtrovskii, p. 259.
1280r the full list of these distinguishing elements of children's literature see Myles
McDowell, “Written for Children, Written for Adults .

130 polet v nebesa, p. 256.
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literature. Contrary to Kharms' children's literature, his literature
for adults presents pitiful and often child-like adults who live a
nightmare of unmotivated or poorly motivated violence,
ignorance, naiveté, confusicn amd suffering.

However, 1 intend to demonstrate that, contrary to what might
be expected, the division of Kharms' literatures into the positive
and the happy world of the child vs. the negative and dismal
domain of the child-like adult is not quite so clear-cut. Such an
antipodal division pormally does separate children's literature
from many examples of fiction for adults; however, Kharms was
not a pormal writer. A knowledge of Kharms' literature for adults
and of his position in the Soviet literary institution sﬁggest that
this author was incapable of preventing aspects of his adult
aightmare from creeping into his children's literature. Thus, in
tae final account we can see that his two literatures share not only
similar ludic features on the structural/linguistic level (cf. Chapter
3), but also a negativeness, whick in his children's literature
faintly echoes his adult worid. In one notable case we even see
typical Kharmsian unmotivated violence which is clearly related
to the numerous incidents of child-like adult violence we have
discussed in the previous chapter.

It is easy to make the mistake of believing that Kharms'
children's literature is all happy and positive: it is playful and full
of adventure, especially when it is contrasted with the clearly

more gloomy works for adults. In George Gibian's words:
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Unlike the stories for grownups, [Kharms'] children's tales
are usually comforting, at least in the end. They are not
nightmares but dreams of wish fulfillment. Children who
very much want an airplane ride get one; they go to Brazil,
or at least they think they do; then they arrive home again,

and are even given a ride in a car as a bonus.!3!
However, in his description of this story Gibian has failed to note a
very important element, which illustrates my point about the lack
of a clear-cut division between Kharms' two literatures. In "Kak
Kol'ka Pankin letel v Braziliiu i Pet'’ka Ershov nichemu ne veril"
there is a striking bit of evidence which shows that the
unpleasantness of Kharms' adult world has made its way into the
domain of the child. As demonstrated by the numerous above-
mentioned examples, in many of Kharms' stories for adults
charactei. appear unable to accomplish anything either because of
their own lack of power or because the stories themselves never
get off the ground. "Kak Kol'ka Pankin letel v Braziliiu i Pet'ka
Ershov nichemu ne veril" is at first glance about the flight of
fantasy, thematized by the airplane .ride. However, Pet'ka refuses
to share in Kol'ka's fantastic adventures, constantly doubting the
validity of his friend's imagination: he refuses to believe that they
have landed in Brazil and interprets every one of Kol'ka's fantastic
visions in very mundane terms, e.g., Kol'ka's South American bison
is turned into an ordinary Russian cow. Thus, Kol'ka's attempt to

escape from the everyday world is undermined, and in such a

131Gibian, p. 20,
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way that we end up believing the doubter and not the imaginer.
In traditional children's literature a fantastic voyage is not
normally cancelled by the denial of the powers of imagination.
More typically, as in the tales of Aladin and other fairy tales,
fantasy has its own delightful rules and is usually not affected by
the whims of a sceptical character.

The mundane drives the last nail into the coffin of fantasy
when in the end of the story a driver picks up the two boys after
their airplane ride and drives them home to reality. At first
Kol'ka tries to convince his sceptical friend that the approaching

car is a monster, but Petka does not believe this either:

- xax yce buw coga nonasu? —ygubuacs wogep.
—Da btom Koavka,—pebea moxa,—obewian b
Spagumm cbezmu, o cam cloga npubes.

-3 bpycuaobo... Epgcwwﬁo... Tocmoiime, Spgowloﬁo

amo gasvuie, 3mo ge—mo b Yepssuzobexoii obaacmu,—

The driver is even more anti-fantastic than Pet'’ka because he
does not even bother to doubt the Brazil story: he simply does not
hear it and adapts the fantastic word "Brazil" to the very reality
that Kol'ka is trying to flee.133

132¢h1o eto bylo? n.p.

133 js interesting and tragic that in reply to this mix-up Kol'ka tries to
turn the word mix-up back :vward his wonderful fantasy. He says:
"Hunuobexas obaacmv... Yusiwuckas pecnybauxa... Yuau... 3mo waicnee,
amo mam, e fipzenmura. Yuau saxogumcs #a bepery Muxorwo
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The nightmare of Kharms' adult universe intrudes in a much
more overt way into the child's world in the story "Skazka." A
little boy, Vania, wants to write a typical fairy tale, but a little girl,
Lenochka, says that all the stories Vania proposes have already
been written and then proceeds to tell her versions of them. On
the formal level this is an excellent example of a game involving
metafictional seclf-referentiality: the story ends with Vania buying
a copy of the magazine which contains the story about him that
we have just read. Furthermore, "Skazka" has another ludic
feature that we have discussed in Chapter 3: the distortion of the
conventional fairy-tale form. However, beneath the humerous
impact of this playfulness lie frightful images of violence which
are far from the realm of the truly childish above-mentioned
story of the samovar who punishes those who come late.

Right from the first story told by Lenochka to the would-be
author Vania we are shocked by a horrifying violence that would
never be found in conventional children's literature. When the
little boy expresses the desire to write a story about a king and a
queen, the little girl tells him that such a story has already been

oxeana..." But the fantasy has alrecady been killed and the character who
wants to escape from the sordid everyday is outnumbered by two anti-
fantacizers who take him back to Leningrad. The negative aspect of this
city when compared with Brazil is emphasized by the word "mopeawyue”
and its negative connotation in the final sentence of the story: "—8 $on u
flenunzpag Bugreemes, —cxazan wiodeR, yrajeibas pyrot va moprausue B
Hebo mpybu u Kpeiwu.”
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written and proves her point with the following macabre

narrative:

—...Kopose nus wii ¢ sbaokamu u b9py: nagabuaca, o
xopoacha cmaaa Bume ¢w no cnune, tmobw KYcox
sbaoxa beickorua u3 wpaa obpamuo. A KOROA
nogymMas, wmo xoposachba gepemcs, w ygopun ce
cmaxaxoM no waobe. JMym xopoacba paccepguaace u
Ygopusa xopoas mapeaxoli.  Kopose $99rus wopoachy
muckoii. £ xopoachba Y§opuaa xopoas cmysom. R
Koposv Hexortun u ygopua xoposcby cmosom. A
xopoachba nobasuna Ha xoposs bypem. Ho KOpOMe
Buinez uz nog bydema u nycmua b xoposchby woponoii.
mozgu xopoacba cxbamuna Kxopoas 36 boaocw u
bubpocuna 0 § oxowmxo. Ho Koposv baey obpamuo B
KOMHAMY TeRe; QRYwe oxno, cxbamun xopoaeby u
3onuxan ec b neexy. Ho xopoachba Buinejna tepes
mpyby Ha KRuIY, nomomM cnycmuaace no
zpomom&ogg&euguwngmuohpuwommmﬁ
xompamy. A xoposv b amo bpems pacmansuban
neexy, wmobui coceww xoponchby. Xoponcba NOGKRANGCYH
c389% 4 moaxHyaa xopoas. Xoposs nosemen b newy u
mam ceopen. Bom u Bes cxazxa,—cxazana fewoexa. 154

This story certainly reminds us of the numerous texts about
puppet-like fighting men in Kharms' world of child-like adults.
However, the horror of "Skazka" can be viewed as being even
greater since its form is taken from a traditional children's genre.
Using the traditional fairy tale beginning "Mlun-6wia KOROAYL.."
which is a clearly conventional welcome sign into the world of

enchantment, 135 Lenochka suddenly tells horrible things as if

134154, p. 275-6.
135 Rabkin, The Fantastic In Literature {Princeton: Princeton University Press,
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they were not in contrast with the conventional world of the
children's fairy tale. Vania's reaction to the story shows that he
does not see its nightmarish quality as anyihing out of the
ordinary. He merely says: "Otenv aynas cxazxa.. A xomesn
Hanucame cobcem gpry2yw."136"Taynas” is hardly appropriate as
a qualifier for such a deviation from our genre expectsiions. The
specific act of stuffing someone into the oven is reminiscient of
scenes from "Hansel and Gretel" or the Russian Baba-laga. But
unlike these stories, in which punishment of the evil witch is
motivated, here the whole shocking episode is based on a simple
misunderstanding.

Pain and mutilation, normally kept at a distance in
conventional children's literature, are not only present in a story
calied "Molochnyi 2zub,” but they appear as an absurd,
unneccessary phenomenon, very much like their counterparts in
Kharms' literature for adults. A little girl is very frightened
because she has to have a tooth pulled. She is in the editorial
offices of a publishing house—all bent over in fear. When she
explains her problem to a female editor, the latter tells her that
getting a tooth pulled is no more painful than getting pricked with
a pin. Thus far we have a very typical didactic children's plot,'
but at this point the absurd takes over. Rather than using this

1976), p. 34.
136 polet v nabesa, p. 276.
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cpmpari?;on just figuratively, as we would expect, the editor
demonstrates it by pricking the little girl with a pin and then
explaining: "pbame Mosoenuiii 3yb ue Goavnee amoro
yxo0aa."137 Thus, we observe the rather absurd and sadistic act of
¢ausing pain to a child to show that future pain would be
bearable. This "literalization” of a figurative comparison—pain=pin
prick—does introduce a ludic element to be sure, but it also strips
the child's world of some of its innocence. Danger and pain
become not abstract notions but real experience, and since pain in
this case is unneccessary and futile, it is all the more frightening
to a young mind. The narrator, like the narrator 4f Kharms' works
for adults, does not find anything strange about this whole
incident and merely makes the closing comment: "Moo uo
MoaLko omaMemume Haxogrubocme amoii pegaxmopwiu.”138

Thus, we see that Kharms' generally positively-oriented
children's literatire is often penetrated with some of the same
negative elements that we find in his literature for adults,
~although the two domains clearly differ in degree of negativeness.
Let us note in conclusion that in at least two of Kharms' stories his
world of the child and that of the adult come together in the
characters of old women.

In "Vyvalivaiushchiesia starukhi” the old women seem to have

regressed to a child-like senile state, engaging in irrational acts

137pruskin Fund #281.
138 |pig,
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dangerous to themselves. They fall out of a window one after
another—like children who lack the physical coordination to look

oui without plummeting to the ground:

Ogua CMapyra om LREZMERHO0 avbonumcmba
puibasuaacey uj oxHa, ynass u pu;btmucb ug OKHO

boicynyaace gpyas cmapyxa u cmasa cMompemo bruz

wa pazbubnuuycs, Ho om YpezMepnow awbonvimcmba
moxce buibaauaace uz oxkHa, ynasa u pazbuaace.!3?

The narration in this story is as matter-¢i fact as it is in so
many other descriptions of death and mutilation in Kharms' work:
"...the most crucial element in the balance between grotesque and
ordinary is the narrator, whose cheerful acceptance of anything
that happens makes the grotesque completely banal.”!40 Quite in
keeping with this attitude, the narrater cioses the story in the
followig callous way: "Koga bBuibasuace wecmas cmapyxa,
MHEe HGGOLNO CMOMREMb HA HUX, U S nowas Ha MHasvyeb xuii
poisox, ge, wbopam, cgHoMy émmong nogaprusu bsazanyo
wane."141  And so the old women in this story harm ihemselves

because of their senility without disturbing the aloof nzrrator in

139 polet v nebesa, p. 356.

1‘“"'Stone-Nachlmovsky. p. 68,

141 polet v ncbesa, p. 356. [Consider the similarity between this closing
statement and the equally irrelevant last sentence of Gogol's Notes of a
Madman. Gogol's narrator, whose insanity is a possibie precursor to
Kharms's insane world, ends his long plaintive and satirically poetic cry
for help with the unexpected: " znaeme au, wno y aAdNCURCKOW ges NOg
CaMBIM HOCOM Wuwikal”
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any way whatsoever.

This story is amons ~ .~ms' works for adults, but its subject—
the child-{ike helplessness ur the old——also appears in one of kis
children's storiss ontitled "O tom, kak starushka chernila
pokupala.” Its heroine is a confuscd, slightly deaf old lady whose
husbaid has died and whose son has moved away. As the plot
demonstrates, she cannot cope in the world alone and seems to
have a very limited understanding of reality. For example, she
cannot understand "kyga ce amo ctez geacs” in the middle of
summer.142  One day she wants to buy some ink and asks various
people oa the street—the street cleaner, the fish salesman, the
butcher and others—if they can sell it to her or tell her where to
buy it. They all give her the same reply: "JTwt wvssio, c AYyHoL
cbaauaacy!" 145 or ignore her altogether. Her perception of an
elevator as "komuamka-wxadur"144 resembles a child's
defamiliarized view of this machine seen for the first time. The
old woman finally ends up at the editorial offices of a children's
publishing house where the writer of the story offers to give her
ink if she agrees to tell him about the adventures that she has had

during her ink quest.

142 otiat po neby shariki, p. 114.
1431pid. p. 115.

1441ig, p. 119.
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‘Conclusion

Kharms' literature is full of mainly three contrasting trends: his
relatively bright children's literature versus his very macabre
literature for aduits; endless random and often bloody violence
versus its "Punch and Judy" fsatures which make it difficult to be
taken seriously; and finally the formal games and fuonv twists of
plot and language versus the more tragic ¢ wuwniicht frightful
aspecis of Kharms' absurd universe. It becomes clear that the
young, the in-between and the old are all caught up in a vortex of
horror and laughter which confuses the reader. Beciuse of genre
requirements and ideological pressure from the Soviet iiterary
institution, Kharms' children’s works had to be more pleasant and
less ambiguous than his literature ior adults. Nevertheless, it is to
be hoped that my analysis of his children's ks against the
background of his << cretly written works for adults has
demonstrated that Kharms' two literatures are definitely the
product of the samz pen. It is now hopefully clear that Kharms,
the writer for adults, and Kharms, the children's author,
influenced each other, producing works that fit neither the
conventional expectations of adult readers nor those of children.
This if of course very fitting for a century that has been
characterized by the destruction of conventions and for a writer
who lived and worked in a society full of terror and the

uney. - cted.
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