Melancholic Humor, Skepticism and Reflective Nostalgia.
Igor’ Guberman’s Poetics of Paradox

Laura Salmon (University of Genoa)

How can one be homesick for a home
that one never had?

Svetlana Boym

What is freedom? To me freedom is
the Russian language.

Viktorija Tokareva

1. Igor’ Guberman's Gariki: the Hybrid Genre of a Melancholy Joker

Igor’ Mironovi¢ Guberman (b. 1936) is a Soviet-Russian-Jewish-Israeli
poet and key figure in contemporary Russian-Jewish literature. Born in Kharkiv,
in the Ukrainian Soviet Republic, Guberman grew up in the capital (Moscow)
and spent five years in Siberian detention and exile, before being ‘invited’ to quit
the USSR in 1988'. He now lives in Jerusalem. Although Guberman worked for
many years as an electrical engineer, he has written verse throughout his life.
His humorous quatrains, called ‘gariki’, are well-known among Russian readers
throughout the world?.

From a formal standpoint, the gariki are a blend of refined European poetry,
the Russian folk-peasant limerick (‘castuska’)’, and the skeptical Yiddish apho-
rism. The genre is ‘paradoxical’ insofar as it combines elements of both ‘high’
and folk art, even overtly demonstrating a circular relationship between them (cf.

' Guberman was found guilty of conducting illicit trade in icons. A reliable biog-

raphy that might offer insight on this charge does not currently exist, although Guberman
himself provides some information on the subject in his prose writings and other scat-
tered comments may be found in the memoirs of his friends and other acquaintances.

2 Guberman’s quatrains are thus named after him, ‘Garik’ being a familiar and di-
minutive form of Igor’. Although this name might seem to reflect some narcissism on the
author’s part, it is more properly understood as indicating an ironic attitude towards his own
writing. Indeed, dozens of gariki demonstrate that the poet does not take his own literary
endeavors too seriously. At present, almost twelve thousand gariki have been published
in various books, primarily organized in “journals” (dnevniki) according to a chronotopic
principle: there are gariki from prison, from Siberia, from Jerusalem, and so on. A four-
volume edition of Guberman’s prose appeared in 2009, although the most authoritative
edition to date is that published in two volumes in 2010. Later books including the Seventh
and Eighth Journals came out in 2011 and 2013, respectively (cf. the reference list).

3 Castuski, found in Russia from the late nineteenth century, are short, rhymed
poems comprised of two to six verses, mostly quatrains (cf. Septaev 1950: 5 ff.; Kvjat-
kovskij 1966). In the Soviet era, a large number of obscene castuski circulated widely.
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Ginzburg 1998: 21). Gariki resemble the jocular folk castuski in their brevity, in
their punch-line-like conclusions, and in their expression of an anti-dramatic and
anti-romantic point of view. While castuski largely reflect the lyrical structure
of folk songs and/or the aphoristic quality of proverbs and sayings (Astaf’eva
1934: 5-18), gariki are more complex: these skeptical questions with skeptical
quasi-answers reveal an extensive and coherent system of thought that consti-
tutes a variety of the ‘existential riddle’. It should be noted that the technically
sophisticated gariki are quite distinct from the simpler variety of riddles that
comprise that “popular genre” par excellence (Ginzburg 1998: 29), representing
instead a well studied metrical combination of vernacular (even bawdy) Rus-
sian speech and sophisticated literary intertextuality’. Among the gariki’s most
frequently recurring topics are Russia and the intricate mirroring of Russian and
Jewish identities, God (generally in terms of uncertainty as to His existence), ag-
ing (viewed with ironic melancholy and particularly prominent in his most recent
collections), women and sex (often viewed ironically as well), and drinking (a
specifically Russian way to combat anguish).

Almost all of the gariki are elaborated through the prism of a peculiar hu-
morous melancholy, whose paradoxical nature seems to deliberately echo Gu-
berman’s worldview, articulating what can be defined as a ‘poetics of paradox’.
As this paper will demonstrate, a close link exists between Guberman’s skepti-
cal humor, his sense of an identity that is discontinuous or split, and the nostal-
gic mood that permeates his writing®. In particular, we will demonstrate here a
clear correlation between the poetics of paradox that structure his gariki and his
condition of ‘exile’ (first in Soviet Russia, his ‘stepmother country’, and then in
the unfamiliar ‘historical forefatherland’ of Israel). Guberman’s very existence
contains the sort of funny-yet-poignant melange of contrasting elements found
in his gariki: a Jewish background, the Soviet era, Russian culture, and Israeli
‘meta-exile’. This melancholic Russian ‘bard’ of Jewish paradoxicality is also
the product of a specific and multifaceted historical context that helped to shape
his skeptical and melancholic humor — into a quintessential representation of
reflective nostalgia.

According to Svetlana Boym (2001: 49-55), “reflective nostalgia” is a form
of nostalgic feeling that contrasts with “restorative nostalgia”, the latter based

4 For a detailed formal description of the gariki, together with a review of the

very limited (and mostly non-academic) response to Guberman’s poetry and prose, see
Salmon 2014a.

5 It is worth mentioning that English ‘humor’ (a loanword from Latin via Old
French) originally meant both ‘mood’ (Italian ‘umore’, French ‘humeur’, Spanish ‘hu-
mor’, etc.) and “each of the four chief fluids of the body (blood, phlegm, yellow bile
[choler], and black bile [melancholy]) that were thought to determine a person’s physi-
cal and mental qualities by the relative proportions in which they were present” (cf. the
entry for humor’ in the Oxford Dictionary 2015 [American and British]). It is signifi-
cant that ‘black bile” has been related to melancholia and ‘spleen’ to ‘bad temper’ (“from
the earlier belief that the spleen was the seat of such emotions”; cf. the entry ‘spleen’:
Ibidem). The concept of ‘mood’ is further explored in the introduction to this volume.
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on oppositions whose psychological appeal belies their rhetorical and artificial
nature: the present is bad, the past is good; old age is bad, youth is good; exile
is bad, returning home is good, etc. A predilection for the restorative variety of
nostalgia issues from a conservative desire to return to a previous condition or
‘paradise lost’ and thus flee a present moment that is perceived more negatively.
It does not matter, as Antonio Prete notes, whether one’s dream of restoration
properly constitutes a “mythology” or an “abstraction” (Prete 2008: 84): the re-
storative attitude offers an idealized and dogmatic escape — from the reflection
that is inherent in reflective nostalgia and from the related (even consequent)
mental state of limbo or ‘undecidability’. Restorative nostalgia is a means to
assertively translate a vague and intimate longing into a concrete sentiment that
is both ideologized and goal-directed, whereas reflective nostalgia (cf. Boym
2001: 41-48) is ‘ideology-free’ and objectless or “blind”, an indefinite feeling
that something is missing, a toska that lacks precise motivation:

Bot uenosex. OH BceM 10BOJICH.

U 1yt Oepér ero B TUCKH

MOoTpeOHOCTh B TOPEYH U OOITH

u xaxaa rpyctd u Tocku (Guberman 2010a, I: 279)°.

Uto0 menaiicst MOKOM JUIsl yXa TECEH,

4100 JIyX ceds Oe3 ycTanm ucKa,

B yIOTE M KOM(OpTE, CIIOBHO IICCECHb,
3aBOIUTCS cMepTenbHas Tocka (Ivi, 11: 70)7.

51 Bcé kuBY, KaK Oy/ATO XKy YEro-To.

CoObrtus? Ussectnii? biaronars?

C yTpa yxe TOMHUT MeHs 3a00Ta

He NPOCTO *KHUTh, a cileno oxuaarh (2013: 155)8,

Reflection (or introspection) corrodes any comfortable, self-referential sys-
tem of values (I vs. You, right vs. wrong) into the feeling of psychological sus-
pension that Karin Johannisson (2011: 20-22) associates with “a border zone™”.

6 “Ecce homo. He is content with everything. / And then suddenly caught in the

grip / of a need for sorrow and pain, / of a thirst for sadness and toska”.

Where indicated, we have been able to use the translations of Guberman found in
Sokolovskij (2013), although the bulk of the gariki cited here have been rendered into
unrhymed English verse by Sara Dickinson, Cecilia Pozzi, and Laura Salmon. In the
subsequent quotations of gariki, we have omitted the author’s name (Guberman).

7 “In order that the quarters of the spirit be more intimate / So that the spirit can
tirelessly search for itself, / In cosiness and comfort, like mold, / A deathly toska is es-
tablished”.

8 “I still live as if waiting for something. / Events? News? Grace? / In early
morning I’m already careworn / not simply by living, but by blindly waiting”.

In the introduction to this volume, we argue that a direct semantic connection
exists between foska (a form of nostalgia that lacks an object) and the semantic field of
melancholia (the first definition [1881] of the term ‘melanxolia’ in Dal’ [1979, 11: 315]
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Guberman’s foska is indeed a melancholic response to the uncanny intuition that
the universe is governed by a blind principle of indeterminacy and that no design
exists for human happiness. Humans are not the Chosen in a world ruled by logic,
but “two-legged petty beings”!?, who can only nostalgically reflect on their delu-
sion, on the happiness they once had. Indeed, the sober unmasking of this delu-
sion is the only existential happiness that humans can hope for:

YToOBI J0JTF0 TOPEMBIYHYIO

0e3 nevyanay NpUHUMATh,

YKPEIUISIOT JIFOH JINYHYO

Bepy B bora, mymry, mats (2009c: 25)!.

51 ckerncucoM ChesieH 1 IIMOM IIPOTIHUTAH,

3a0bITa BECHA M PACTPAYEHO JIETO,

1 00YKa MIUTIO3MIT IycTa U pa3ouTa,

a )KM3Hb — HacJa/IeHne, monHoe ceera (2010a, I: 23)2,

He no xanpu3y IIpoBunenus

MBI Ha TOCKY OCY>KJCHBI,

TOCKa y Hac — OT 3a0Iy/1eHus,

YTO MBI TSI CHACThs poxkeHs! ([vi, 11: 446)3.

Mens Bceria BIEKJIO IIO3HAHUE,

U 51 JO3HAJICS JI0 TOTO,

9TO CUACTHE — 3TO MOHUMAHHE,

9TO THI HE co3ian s Hero (2011: 272)14,

It is not surprising then that Guberman’s nostalgic feeling primarily con-
cerns the loss of familiar reference points for anchoring belief:

3acepeOpuIIcst CyMpak Cephbli,

TOCKa SIBHJIACH — TOXKE cepasi;

HaMHOTO0 0 Jierde Kuil st ¢ Bepoi —

BO YTO yIrOJHO, TONBKO Bepys (2014a: 496)15,

being “zadumcivaja toska”), suggesting that melancholia is the main ‘structure of feel-
ing’ of reflective nostalgia. 7oska with no object, in other words, is nothing but the feel-
ing of reflective nostalgia, or melancholia.

10 “Dyunogie melkie osoby” (Guberman 2010a, II: 606).

1" “In order to accept hapless destiny / without sadness, / people strengthen their
personal / faith in God, in the soul, and Mom”.

12 “I’m devoured by skepticism and steeped in smoke, / spring is forgotten, sum-
mer squandered, / the cask of illusions empty and shattered, / but life is a pleasure, full
of light”.

13 “It’s not due to the whim of Providence / that we are condemned to foska, / our
toska comes from the delusion / that we were born for happiness”.

14 “I was always attracted by knowledge / and have learned enough to know / that
happiness is understanding / that we’re not made for it”.

15 “The gray twilight became silver, / toska appeared — equally gray; / I would
have lived a lot more easily with faith, / faith in anything, just having some”.
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In other words, reflection occupies the hole left by faith, replacing clar-
ity with vagueness and “indeterminacy” (Sicher 1995: 34). Lacking an object,
toska becomes a sort of nonsensical dreaming, a wolfish “howling at the moon”,
a ‘waiting for nothing’ and a longing for nowhere.

Kak 1oposHasi MBICIIb O HOUJIeTe,

KaK BUJICHBE ITyCTBIHU — BOJIA,

HAac TPEBOXKUT MedTa O Iooere

U TOCKa OT He3HaHbs — Kyaa (2010a, 1: 104)'.

XoTb KHUBY 5 GJIAr0JICHHO M YMHHO,

a B 3aTMEHUAX JIYIIH 3HAKO TOJIK;

HaCTOAMIAs TOCKA — OECTIPHYKMHHA,

OT Heé Tak Ha JIyHy BoeT Bonk ([vi, I1: 466)!.

JIOBOJIBHO CTpaHHBIM COYETAHHUEM

BETBUTCS IyX BO MHE JIBOMHOM:

C JICHMBOH CKIIOHHOCTBIO K MCUTAHHSIM
yIKUICA YepHblIii ckercuc Mot (2011: 202)'8,

XOTb ¥ peJIKi BO MHE BOCTIApPEHHS,

Ha 3eMJIe s HeJIapOM TOIILY:

B 5TOM MHpe, IJIe TPH U3MEPEHHs,

1 yeTBepToe Haro vy (2013: 300)".

Indeed, the noun foska and the verb toskovat’ are used extensively in all of
Guberman’s collections of gariki (sometimes even twice in a single quatrain),
where they pertain primarily to the semiotic domain of nostalgic melancholy
that lacks an object. The same can be said of other frequently occurring lexemes
referring to the same semantic domain, i.e. ‘skuka’ (boredom), ‘unynie’ (dejec-
tion), ‘tomlenie’ (languor), ‘pecal” (sorrow).

In Guberman, vagueness about toska’s object provokes in turn a response
specific to the concept of paradox itself — an attitude, appropriately paradoxical,
of blissful torment:

Tocka, o cyTH, HEyMEeCTHa,
OJTHAKO, CKPBITHCS HE TBITASCH,
OHa pacTeT B Ayllle, KaK TeCTO,

AposKaMu pajgocTu nutasck (2010a, IT: 601)%.

16 “Like a traveler’s thoughts of shelter, / like a desert vision of water, / we are

troubled by dreams of escape / and by the foska of not knowing where to”.

17" “Though I live beatifically and in dignity, / I know the use of the soul’s eclipse:
/ genuine toska has no motive, / it is why the wolf howls at the moon”.

8 “In quite an odd combination / my soul branches in two: / a lazy bent for
dreaming / gets along with my dark skepticism”.

19 “Although I rarely feel exaltation, / I am not a guest on Earth in vain: / in this
world of three dimensions, / I insolently search for a fourth”.

20 “Toska is essentially out of place / and yet, without trying to hide, / it rises in
the soul like dough, / fed by the yeast of joy”.
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OT yn04KH CTapUHHOMN TOPOJICKOH,
OT MOpSI 110]] 3aKaTHBIM OCBEIICHUEM
B/PYT TOJIHHUIIBCS O0JICECBEHHOU MOCKOU,
HeBHAMHBIM U ONANHCEHHBIM OWYIUeHUCM
(2013: 239; emphasis added)?!.

Guberman’s sense of melancholic paradox is expressed primarily by /augh-
ing through tears, a healing response, as we argue below, to the feeling of alien-
ation widespread among those who inhabit society’s ‘border zones’. Faced with
reality’s ambivalence, with its combination of the very sad and the very funny,
Guberman expresses a calm and melancholic sense of resignation, warmth and
benevolence. His smiles and his tears transcend rhetoric and eventually blend:

B cToneTny HUYTOKHOM U BEJIHKOM,
JIMBSICH €r0 MaJCHBSIM H yCIIeXaM,
TOIYYCh MEXY MOTYaHHEM U KPHKOM,
. 22
Meduych MEXIy cTeHaHneM U cMmexoM (2010a, I: 33)~.

Ha ciiyx — mepeBepHYTHIM XOM
3BYYHT HAIINX )KU3HEH HCTOMA:
TO CTOH BBUIMBAETCS CMEXOM,
. 23
TO CM€X HEOTJIUYEH OT cToHa ([vi: 459)~.

Jep30CTh KIOyHa, IMXOCTh Hasa

4eI0BEKY Hellb3sl He JIH0OUTD,

100 OYEHD ITOJIE3HO CMESATHCS,

KOIJIa XO4eTcs I1aKaTh U BBITh (2011: 193)%.

Even when oppressive toska drives the poet to respond (in typical Rus-
sian fashion) by praying, drinking and writing, he invariably filters his feelings
through skepticism or irony, rather than dramatizing them:

S penko, HO TpeBOXKY uMs bora:

mamepuu Teoeii xy0oti 10cKym,

yMepuTsb s poiry Tebdst nemnozo

MO0 HenoHuManus Tocky (2010a, I1: 178; emphasis added)®.

BrnaxeHCcTBO aKOroIbHOTO 3aTMEHHUS
HEBEIOMO ocpeyam yma u 3HAHUsl,

21 “From the alley of an ancient city, / from the sea illuminated by sunset / sud-

denly you’re filled with divine toska, / with an unintelligible sensation of bliss”.

22 “In a century insignificant and great, / marveling at its downfalls and triumphs,
/ 1 shift between silence and shouting, / am tossed between groans and laughter”.

2 “To the ear, like an reversed echo / sounds the languor of our lives: / now
groaning issues forth as laughter, / now laughing and groaning merge”.

2% “The clown’s impudence, the joker’s bravura / can’t but inspire our love, / for
laughing is useful indeed, / when you’d rather cry and wail”.

2> “Though rarely, I sometimes do trouble the Lord’s name: / a poor scrap of Thy
matter, / 1 beg Thee to go a little easy on / the foska of my non-comprehension”.
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MBI MIbEM OT KOJICOaHHWH U COMHEHUS,
OT TOPECTHOM Tocku HenonnManust (Ivi: 421; emphasis added)®®.

IToutu He Benas 3apaHee,

BO UTO COTKETCSI Hallla peyb,

TOCKY HEMOTO TIOHUMAHUSI

MBI B TEKCT IIbITaeMcs ooneus ([vi: 647).

The condition or state of indeterminacy and mental ‘suspension’ seems not
a consequence, but rather a source of reflective foska and of its tendency to find
expression in paradoxicality. Toska, says Guberman, is an inevitable and univer-
sal component of human sensibility, but it assumes different forms on the basis
of different individuals’ own personal ‘stories’:

Koneuno, ectb TocKka co0aubst

B YIPIOMOI1 THHE HAIIUX JHEH,

HO eciu 0 KU3Hb TEKJIa WHAYe,

CcBOsI TOCKa OblTa 051 B Helt ([vi, 1: 106)%.

Ecnu BeImain Obl )xpeOuii nHaYE

0T HEOpEKHOTO CBEpXY OpocKa,

TO MHBIC OBl )KIATH yAauH

u ToMua unas mocka (2013: 181; emphasis added)®.

An emphasis on paradoxicality is Guberman’s creative response to his own
indeterminate identity. When one habitually lives in the peripheral spaces of a
physical and/or psychological ‘borderland’, when hybridity is the most essential
characteristic of one’s identity, a clear opposition between Self and Other col-
lapses and the categories of you and I, bad and good overlap. The result is not an
elevated, ‘serious’ yearning for restoration, but a mood of melancholic ‘suspen-
sion’ that constitutes a form of reflective nostalgia. The sense of paradox found
in Guberman’s poetics is the aesthetic expression of this mood, a response to the
poet’s sense of his ‘fluctuating identity’ — to the compound or hybrid nature of
his Russian-Jewish Self. Indeed, the gariki resemble the famous ‘Jewish ques-
tions’, whose answers are only more questions®.

26 “The beatitude of alcoholic eclipse / is unknown to the priests of intellect and

science: / we drink out of vacillation and doubt, / from a woeful toska of non-compre-
hension”.

27 “Almost without knowing beforehand / the future weave of our words, / the
toska of dumb understanding / is what we try to wrap in text”.

2 “Of course, there’s a damnable foska / in the gloomy slime of our days, / but if
life had flowed differently, / it would still have had its own foska”.

29 “Had lots been cast otherwise / due to a careless throw from above, / we’d have
met with other successes / and been wearied by another toska”.

30 Answering a question with another question is so frequent among Jews that
it has become a stock topic in Jewish jokes, such as “Why do you always answer a
question with another question?” — “Why not?” (Stolovi¢ 1996: 117), or “Rabbi, why
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2. ‘Strangers at Home, at Home among Strangers’

In general, individuals who perceive their identity to be unstable or fluctu-
ating (Jewish/Russian/Soviet/Israeli) tend to experience a vague and also some-
what contradictory longing: what is attractive to one component of the hybrid
Self is unattractive to another. Such individuals live on the margins of a domi-
nant culture, in a borderland whose fertile soil nourishes skepticism. Here, the
awareness of their own complex and compound — or ‘hybrid’ — identity gener-
ates a special variety of ‘high’ melancholy:

JKuBS B IyITHOM paBHOBECHH

¥ HETIPEKIIOHHOM CBOEBOIIHH,

MEX dHPOopHUn U JeTpeccHn

nepkych BeIcOKoi Menanxomuu (2010a, 11: 49)3!,

A constant feeling of melancholy results from the stigma attached to physi-
cal and/or psychological ‘exile’. In The Anatomy of Exile, Paul Tabori (1972:
23-31) underlines its commonsense and literal definition as a condition of es-
trangement or distance (emigrant, refugee, displaced person, etc.) from a specif-
ic space that is now lost. Prete (2008: 83-84) suggests that nostalgia is generated
not by the loss of space alone, but by the loss of both time and space. In Boym’s
conception, reflective toska would seem to be characterized also and prevalently
by a chronically ambivalent mood — the result of an exaggerated preoccupation
with one’s own compound identity. Althought Prete (/vi: 86) states that all hu-
mans are in some type of metaphorical “exile”, only some experience exile in
a particularly tangible and dramatic way, managing to confront the glaring dis-
continuity between their own longing and reality only by laughing “at their own
despair” (Guberman 2010a, II: 125):

Teneps 51 CMUPHBIN cTapblii MEPUH

1 TOJIBKO caM cebe ormaceH:

s 1ayKe eCIu B 4YEM yBEPEH,

TO ¢ 3TUM TOxke He cornace (2011: 164)32,

An emphasis on skepticism and paradox is particularly fostered by the
feeling of being an ‘exile at home’. ‘Exiles at home’ are individuals or groups,
who live as foreigners in the country of their birth, developing a split identity
in a split world. For such exiles, there is no spacetime on earth where this in-
ner sense of diversity might be erased — hence their questing takes the shape

do Jews always answer a question with a question?” — “Do we?” (<http://visionwiz.
net/2011/03/why-do-jews-always-answer-a-question-with-a-question/>).

31 “Living in suffocating equilibrium / and unrelenting arbitrariness, / between
euphoria and depression, / I hold on to my elevated melancholia”.

32 “Now I'm a tame old gelding, / and dangerous only to myself: / even if I'm sure
of something / I don’t agree with that either”.
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of wandering not through actual spacetime, but through their own minds. The
component of reflection that is specific to reflective nostalgia results from this
process of mental wandering.

The Jews of the Diaspora represent such ‘exiles at home’ par excellence.
“Permanent exiles” in multiple native countries, they live, as Yuri Slezkine puts
it, in a “permanent state of ambivalence” (Sleskine 2004: 47, 36)%. “The suc-
cessful peoples of the modern world [...,] urban, mobile, literate, articulate, and
intellectually sophisticated” (MacDonald 2005: 65-66), such Jews are, in Slez-
kine’s terms, “Mercurians” who speak the Mercurian “languages of difference”
(Slezkine 2004: 19). They are always potentially ready to leave, to find and
adapt to new spaces, and yet to preserve their constitutive strangeness wherever
they are. The Mercurian identity is thus ‘suspended’: it evolves together with a
state of mind or “worldview” characterized by wandering, but it is also “a mat-
ter of psychological choice” (MacDonald 2005: 66). In contrast, “Apollonians”
— as Slezkine calls the culturally antithetical group against whom these Mercu-
rians are defined — are “rooted in the land and in traditional agrarian cultures,
and prize physical strength and warrior values” (/bidem). Whereas Apollonians
have a clear sense of belonging to a concrete territory and constituting a stable
nation — they can leave immovable property to their heirs — Mercurians tend to
cultivate knowledge, an asset that can not be inherited, but is easily transport-
able in case of flight.

In order to cope with this peculiarly complex ontology, with an identity that
is in fact constituted by duality and marginalization, these ‘strangers at home’
came to consider their very state of ‘suspension’ or being 'in between’ to be a
specific, autonomous identity, a solution (tertium datur) to an otherwise irre-
solvable duality. The result is a ‘hybrid’ identity in which the binary opposition
between You and I is transformed into ‘melancholic suspension’, the sign and
existential state of Mercuriality, whose “raison d’étre” is not a desire for inte-
gration, but precisely “the maintenance of difference, the conscious preserva-
tion of the Self and thus of strangeness” (Slezkine 2004: 19):

Kora Kpyrom KMIIMT 6€3apHOCTb,
KIIaJsl Ha KU3Hb CBOE KIIMIIE,

B H3TOHCTBE CKPHITA YIUTAPHOCTE,
BechMa nosesHas ayure (2010a, I: 206)3.

Against the physical power of the Apollonians, Mercurians wield in their
own defense language, intellect, and knowledge, their “weapon of weakness and

33 Jews are not, of course, the only national group that has been able to preserve

its identity for generations while living within a given country in a state of paradoxical
ambivalence, but they do comprise the oldest and largest community of such exiles and
their enormous literary output represents the cross-cultural phenomenon of ‘hybrid exile
literature’ in unsurpassed quantity.

3% “When lack of talent teems all around, / imprinting on life its cliché, / elitism
hides as an outcast, / which is extremely good for the soul”.
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dependence”: “Hermes needed his wit because Apollo and Zeus were so big and
strong” (Slezkine 2004: 29). In the host countries of the Diaspora, the Jewish
condition of alien brought with it fear, uncertainty, and a sense of ontological
suspension, and encouraged concomitant Jewish-Mercurian tendencies towards
mastering the languages of the Others, reflecting on alterity, and renewing and
even subverting various cultures:

Mexay clyxoB, CKa3oK, MU(OB,

MPOCTO JIXKH, JICTCH]] © MHCHUMN

MBI BPaXKIyeM Kapue CKH(OB

3a HecXo/CTBO 3a0myxaenuit (2010a, I: 200)35.

Regardless of the particular form that it assumes, Jewish-Mercurian exile
appears as intrinsically disharmonic (cf. Wex 2005: 23). This is not the case for
Apollonians, who in physical exile are often able to maintain a sense of their
own identity as they long for a ‘home’ constituted by a stable territorial refer-
ence point. Mercurians, however, being peculiarly sensitive to “the immensity
of time and the multiplicity of individuals”, inevitably become aware that hu-
man existence has no importance at all (Ginzburg 1998: 19), thus experiencing,
in Guberman's words, the dangerous wisdom of “their own vacuity and futility”
(“svoej pustoty i naprasnosti”; Guberman 2013: 326). This state of incertitude
and its related inclination for reflection inspires in the Jews of the Diaspora both
increasing curiosity towards the Other and partial — and ambivalent — identifica-
tion with them.

The gariki comprise a form of paradoxical humor mixed with skeptical
toska that mirrors Guberman’s own ambivalent self-perception and reflective
qualities. They are the artistic expression of a thoughtful and empathic Mercu-
rian mood*®, for reflection also means looking at oneself from an outside per-
spective, i.e. through the eyes of the Other. Guberman’s skepticism testifies to
an emancipation from both internal and external prejudices, dogmas, and binary
oppositions, and consequently enhances new ways of thinking. A direct connec-
tion between his mental flexibility and the reflective nature of his social critique
is evident. Mercurian nostalgic reflectiveness assumes the shape of a feeling that
is suspended between an impulse to become like the Other and a tendency to
misrecognize the Self:

3a0aBHO MHE MOE €BpEHCTBO

KaK Pa3HbIX CyTCH COBMEIIICHUE:

Urpa, MPUBbIYKA, JIUIEACHCTBO,

U penko — camoorryerue (2009c¢: 29)%7.

35 “Amidst rumors, tales, and myths, / amidst nothing but lies, legends, and opin-

ions, / we fight more fiercely than Scythians / for the divergence of our fallacies”.

3¢ ‘Empathic’ is intended here as a psychological disposition to share emotions
with others.

37 “My Jewishness is funny to me, / like a mixture of different essences: / play,
habit, dissembling, / and rarely — a sense of self”.
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OO6HBast pa3IUIHbIE CTPAHBI,

€CIIM BBITIAJIO TaK MO Cyboe,

MBI CHayaa UX KMTENISM CTPaHHbI,

a uyTh TO3KE Mbl CTpaHHbI cebe (2010a, IT: 587)%%,

If serious Apollonian writers experience a concrete sense of cultural be-
longing, Mercurians operate in a reality that is paradoxical. Unlike Apollonians,
who can believe in their elective advantage over Others, Mercurians have no
accessed to a similarly biased and one-sided ‘truth’. Where Apollonians offer
conservative answers, Mercurians pose thorny questions:

B cany uneit ceituac yHbuIoO,

caJi 0OJIEH CKETICHCOM U CILIHHOM,

1 JIAIIb MeUTa CIaBsTHO(HUIA

nserer u naxuet Hadramuaom (Ivi, I: 179)%.

B nabupuHTaX, KakaHaX ¥ KaBep3ax poc
MOif TeKyIIHii CKBO3b BEYHOCTh HAPOT;
JaXke HOC y eBpes BHCHT, Kak BOTIPOC,
ONpPOKUHYTHI Hao6opoT (vi, I1: 112)*,

XKusup xopoiiia, HO yMBUTEIbHA

TaKOM JIM OBITH OHA JTOJKHA?

Hemnpagza jonsm OTBpaTUTENbHA,

a TpaBjia — BoBce He HyxHa (2011: 182)%,

In point of fact, if skeptical toska can be said to have a precise object, it
would be a hypothetical ‘fourth dimension’ in which hybrid identity would be
regarded as ‘normal’. Indeed, the more stable identity that skepticism produces
is an evolutionary precondition for the preservation of one’s ego** and also
needed for mental stability. Such stability does not necessarily mean rigidity,
however. While the less flexible Apollonian identity is built on exclusion (‘Us
vs. Them’), characterized by mistrust of the Other and a desire for unambiva-
lent clarity, Jewish reflective irony provides a basis for empathy and rejects
wholly self-referential conceits:

38 “As we try to become integrated / into different nations abroad / early on we

seem odd to the natives, / later on find ourselves to be odd” (translated by Sokolovskij
2013).

3 “The garden of ideas is now dreary, / the garden is ill with skepticism and
spleen, / and only the Slavophile’s dream / blossoms and smells of mothballs”.

40 “Amidst labyrinths, traps, and intrigues, / my people grew, flowing through
eternity; / even the Jewish nose hangs like a question mark, turned upside down and
backwards”.

41 “Life is good, yet surprising / should it be like this? / People hate lies / but truth
they don’t need at all”.

42 The chameleon-like protagonist of Woody Allen’s Zelig eloquently illustrates
the risks inherent in the Mercurian acquisition of a stable identity.
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PazBesiB Hac 1o BceM J1oporam,

Bor nan Ham ym, Xapakrep, IbLI;

eBpeld, KoHeYHO, n30paH borom,

HO 115 yero — Teoper 3a6bin (vi: 118)%,

B Hac ecTb OroHb, ¥ €CTh METAI,
U JIyX Hall JIep30CcTeH B 60phoe;
KaK MbI BEJIUKH, 51 YUTA,

KaK MeJIKH — 3Halo 1o cebe (Ivi: 274)*,

3. Jewish Reflective Skepticism and the Pirandellian Mechanism of
‘Feeling the Opposite’

Even though Guberman is generally and erroneously considered a parodist,
or poet who jokes, he is actually, as he puts it, a “bright pessimist™:

Hu Tyuku Het Ha HeOe YncToM,

a MHE BH/IHA OHA BIIOJIHE,

MOCKOJIBKY CBETJIBIM TTIE€CCHMUCTOM

s Bocriutan ceds Bo Mue (2010a, II: 598)%.

The poet speaks of himself as a “typical tragedian” as well, surprised that
his verses “full of skepticism and disbelieving” (Guberman 2009a: 98) often
elicit jocular laughter:

“Uro B HUX CMEIIHOTO?” — ¢ y)KacoM Jymall 4 [...]. OTdero npy3bs Bceraa Tak
XOXOTaNH B 3acTonbax? (Ivi: 84)%.

He also describes himself as a “sad” (grustnyj), “sober” (trezvyj) or even
“despondent optimist” (otcajannyj optimist; cf. Guberman 2009c: 17; 2010a, I:
218;2013: 351) — or not an optimist at all:

Bpewms neTut ¢ HapacTaromuM CBHCTOM,
Tarot roma Ha MIaHEeTE OTIICTOM;

ST TI0 OITMOKE CIIBIBY ONTHMHCTOM —

¥ He Tiepedy s DIynoctH 31oii (2013: 336)Y7.

4 “Dispersing us on roads everywhere, / God gave us wit, character, and zeal; /

the Jews, of course, are God’s chosen, / but for what — the Creator forgot”.

4 “We have in us fire and metal, / and our spirit is bold in fight; / of how great we
are I’ve read, / of how petty I know from myself”.

45 “There’s no dark cloud in the clear sky, / but I see one perfectly / because I've
cultivated / a bright pessimist in myself”.

4 “What’s funny about them? — I would think with horror [...]. Why did my
friends always laugh so much at parties?”

47 “Time flies with a rising whistle, / our years on this incorrigible planet wane; /
I’'m wrongly taken to be an optimist / and I don’t contradict such nonsense”.
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Guberman’s poetry with its emphasis on paradox stands are a crystalline
realization of the reflective humor that Luigi Pirandello described as umorismo,
opposing it to the rhetorical humor of comicita. In his 1908 treatise On Humor,
Pirandello, who was also quite preoccupied with fluctuating identities (as at-
tested in The Late Mattia Pascal and One, No One, and One Hundred Thou-
sand), provides a good description of the empathetic reflective mood, albeit in
somewhat different terms (cf. Pirandello 1995). Whereas the rhetorically comic
or ironic is essentially conservative, reinforcing vertical hierarchy, paradoxical
‘laughing through tears’ is rare, subversive, and empathic, even “horizontal”.
‘Laughing through tears’ is not directed against humanity and its shortcomings,
but benevolently makes fun of life’s absurdity, the sole object of mockery being
the incongruity and inconsistency of the human condition*®. “Horizontal” levity
is thus distinguished from the “vertical” mocking (found in jokes, parody, satire,
sarcasm, and irony) and predicated on the supposed superiority of the mocker
with respect to his or her target (cf. Salmon 2008: 54-57, 97-100). Aimed at in-
dividuals or groups that are seen to represent specific faults (ignorance, greed,
arrogance, etc.), vertical mocking reflects judgments shared with a culturally
dominant (Apollonian) point of view and characterized by binary oppositions:
good/evil, right/wrong, smart/stupid, man/woman, wife/lover, healthy/ill, Chris-
tian/Jew, heterosexual/homosexual, Self/Other, and so on. Vertical humor thus
reinforces in the mocker both prejudice and a sense of moral or physical supe-
riority®, while horizontal humor conversely leads toward a sense of solidarity
according to the principle that ‘trouble shared is trouble halved’. Paradox, by its
very nature, is exclusively horizontal and anti-Manichean: it both unmasks the
conceptual constraints that urge human consciousness towards the consolation
of rigid and naive dualities and hinders the establishment of vertical hierarchies
with a clear position for one’s self.

According to Pirandello’s theoretical model, reflection is at the core of
our humorous response to melancholy and ‘laughing through tears’ a mecha-
nism that he calls “feeling the opposite” (Pirandello 1995: 171-219; Salmon

8 InJokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, Freud speaks of “Jewish skep-

tical humor” as being perfectly illustrated in the following anecdote: “Two Jews meet in
a railway carriage at a station in Galicia. “Where are you going?”’ asks one. ‘To Cracow’
was the answer. “What a liar you are!” broke out the other. ‘If you say you are going to
Cracow, you want me to believe you are going to Lemberg. But I know you are going to
Cracow. So why are you lying to me?’” (Freud 1960: 80-81). According to Freud (/vi:
81), such humor is of “the rarest” type, since it does not “attack” anyone or anything,
besides the reliability of our cognitive system.

4" The more widespread jokes about greedy Jews become, the more greed is as-
sociated with Jews, for example, and thus the stereotype is reinforced. Moreover, since
the mockery of greed is ostensibly effected by more generous persons, the joke’s teller
assumes a position of vertical superiority with respect to the derided object, further re-
inforcing that position. Irony and parody directed at one’s self are no exception, supe-
riority arising from the implicit fact that only a condition of self-esteem can allow for
self-mocking (cf. Salmon 2008: 72, 97-99).
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2008: 74-91). Reflection triggers the exaggerated development of ‘humoral’
sensitivity towards both Self and Other, improving empathy and solidarity.
Pirandellian humor is properly a “quality of expression”, the way an author
looks at reality, the way objectivity is “subjectivized” (Pirandello 1995: 59,
64). Through humor, the ‘objectivity’ of commonsensical ‘truth’ is suspended
and ‘reflection’ becomes ‘refraction’, as in Pirandello’s famous metaphor of
the “reversed telescope”. Guberman’s skeptical humor can thus be defined
as a stylization (‘humorization’) of melancholy that converts nonsense into
shared disbelief:

Hapon sr0001i BOUCTHHY TyXOBEH

(a 3Hauut — u Co3maresieM EHUM)

HE JIyXOM CHHATOT MJIH YaCOBEH,

a cMexoM Hajl oTdasgHbeM cBouM (2010a, I1: 125)°",

C pa3HBIM MMOBCTPEYAIICS 51 UCKYCCTBOM

B TOJIBI JTIOOOBaHBSI MHPO3IAHHEM,

Jy4Iliee Ha CBETE ITOM IPyCTHOM

CO3/IaHO TOCKOM U cocTpaganueM (Ivi: 457)%2,

Throughout the twentieth century, the paradoxical melancholic mood of
Ashkenazi Jewish culture exerted a strong influence on Apollonian culture in
the West. ‘Laughing through tears’ became both the way that Jews looked at
themselves — through the critical eyes of the Other — and a strategy for oppos-
ing the dogmatic ‘seriousness’ of the dominant host culture. Skeptical humor is
by no means frequent in either everyday life or literature (Freud 1960: 80-81,
Pirandello 1995: 39), since it requires a perspective that is difficult to grasp, that
“requires”, in Guberman’s words, “being able to get it” (Guberman 2010c: 11):

Yro Halla KM3HL — TPAreus, U3BECTHO KAKJIOMY, IIOCKOIbKY KaXblil 3HAET
0 HeMHHyeMOM (puHaNe JToi mbechl. Ho 4TO Halla KH3Hb KOMEIWs, MOHHMAET
W Y4yBCTBYET JIajieKo He JI000ii U3 ee y4acTHMKOB. MHe MOBE3NO: 5 OIyIIa 06a
9TH 1Ba KaHpa. Ho cTeHaTh, CKYJIUTh U KAaJIOBAThCS — TIIYTIO, [...] CHHKAET, MSTKO
roBOPSI, BBICOKYIO TIOKU3HEHHYIO TPareifio 4eJ0BeKa 10 COIUIMBON M CIIe3IMBOI
menoapamsl (Guberman 2009b, 1: 77)%.

50 Cf. the ‘philosophical model’ of Dr. Fileno in the 1911 story A Character’s
Tragedy (La tragedia di un personaggio, Pirandello 2000).

S “Any people is truly spiritual / (and hence valued by the Creator) / not for the
spirit of its synagogues or chapels, / but for laughing at its own despair”.

52 “I met with various kinds of art / in the years when the universe delighted me,
/ the best of this sad world / is created with foska and compassion”.

53 “Everybody knows that our life is a tragedy, since everybody is aware of this
play’s inevitable ending. But the fact that our life is a comedy is understood and felt by
only very few of its participants. I’ve been lucky: I perceive both of these two genres.
But groaning, whining, and complaining stupidly (to put it mildly) degrades the high
tragedy of human life to snotty and lachrymose melodrama”.
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Guberman expects that the audience for his skeptical humor will be com-
posed of skeptics and humorists as well:

KaxkoB OH, ujeaabHbIi MOU unTaTeshH?

C OTY€TIMBOCTBIO BUKY 5 €T0:

OH CKEIITHK, HEY/IJaYHUK ¥ MEeUTaTeb,

U 3KaJlb, 4TO He uuTaeT Hudero (2010a, I: 221)%,

His well-disposed reader enters an illogical world where laughing is a re-
sponse to foska, which in turn is the response to cheerfulness:

3pst Most ynbIOKa OecrieuanbHast

0ecUT COOYTHUTLHIUKOB MOUX:

OYE€Hb MHOTO MACOK y OTYASIHBSL,

CMeX — OTHIO/b He Xyamias u3 uux (Ivi: 161)%.

B ocTeiBIICH O0MH — CTpaHHas OTpaaa
BIIOCJICICTBUH SIBIISICTCS BAPYT HaM,

MIOJTHBI TOCKHU OTIYIIEHHUKH aja,

M PaioCTh MX — ¢ Mevaiibko nononam (Ivi: 526)%°.

Gariki function as a ‘rule-breaking device’ to subvert the binary logic of
Manichean reasoning. Indeed, skeptical humor is a form of subversive cogni-
tive deprogramming that can make sense of ambiguity much like the insights
of Zen (Salmon 2008: 91-100; 143-154). Insofar as Mercurian Jews tend to re-
ject dogma, nourish doubt, and invert moments of inconsistent logic, they are
perceived by Apollonian culture — which defends the status quo and aches for
restoration — as a dangerous threat:

Jlyx Hauy BO MHE IOYTH OTCYTCTBOBAJ.
CTOPOHHHUK JIUIIB TYXOBHOTO AETICHHUS,

eBpeeM S B TIOpbMe ce0sl TOTyBCTBOBAI

o Jtyxy cBoero conportusienus (2010a, I: 69)7.

$1 He CTBIKYCB, UTO SIPBIU CKENTUK,

W Ha JIylle He CBET, a ThMa;

COMHEHbE — JIyUYIIUi aHTUCETITHK
. 58

oT 3arHuBaHus yma (Ivi: 213)°.

3% “Who, after all, is my ideal reader? / I conjure up an image quite distinct: / he

is a skeptic, failure, utter dreamer / and, what a pity! does not read a thing” (translated
by Sokolovskij 2013).

35 “There’s no reason that my cheerful smile / should enrage my drinking bud-
dies: / despair wears many masks, / humor is certainly not the worst of them”.

6 “After the pain grows cool, a strange joy / suddenly appears to us — / inmates
released from hell are full of toska, / their joy and sorrow exist in equal shares”.

57 “I never had any ethnic spirit./ As a fan only of sharing spirit, / it was in prison
I began to feel I was Jewish / from the spirit of my opposition”.

58 “I am not ashamed of being a raging skeptic / of having darkness, rather than
light, in my soul: / doubt is the best antiseptic / for decay of the mind”.



122 Laura Salmon

C nmomroca 70 IMHUU SKBaTOpa

BCEM HapoiaM HPaBsATCS UX TAHIIbI,

a eBpeH BCIONY pe(hopMaTopsl,

HOTOMY YTO BCIOY MHOCTpaHibl (Ivi: 467)%.

PanocTh — sicHOINIA3as KPacoTKa,

y HOKOsI — CTEeTaHbll XaJar,

Y HaACKABI — JICTKas MMOXOAKa,

CKeIICUC IJIOCKOCTOI M XpoMoBar (Ivi: 299)%°.

A reflective, humorous response to feelings of regret, sorrow, melancho-
lia, and nostalgia implies a thorough revision of human binary postulates. Even
when nostalgia has an object, as in ‘foska po rodine’ (‘nostalgia for the home-
land’), that object can be approached with humor, reflectiveness, and empathy.
In such cases, subjective empathy paradoxically means the demystification, and
thus humanization of the object itself. A reflective and humorous representation
of the ‘rodina’ (‘homeland’), for example, reveals sober affection ‘with eyes
wide open’. The process of subjectivizing and humanizing the object also para-
doxically makes it available to the Other. Indeed, the more subjective the object
of nostalgia, the more universal it becomes. This approach can be epitomized by
Dovlatov’s words about Russia:

— Marepeii He BEIOHNPAIOT. DTO MOS eIMHCTBEHHAs ponuHa. S mo0mo AMepuKy,
BOCXHMIIIAIOCh AMEpUKOH, OiarofapeH AMepuke, HO poArHA MOs najeko. Hurmas,
royioziHast, 6esymHast u criuBmasicsi! [lorepsiBiiasi, 3aryOuBIas u OTBEprHyBLIAs
JTy4mux ceiHoBeit! [1e yx eit ObITh 100poii, Becemnoil n mackoBoi?!..

bepessl, okasbiBaeTcs pactyT nosctony. Ho passe ot atoro nerae?

Ponuna — 310 Mbl camu. Hamm nepseie urpyiuku. Ilepemursie KypTouku crap-
mmx OpatheB. ByTepOpo/bl, 3aBepHYThIC B ra3eTy. JIeBOUYKH B CTPOTHX KOPUYHC-
BBIX F0OKax. MeJo4b 13 OTIIOBCKOTO KapMaHa. DK3aMEHEI, IIMapraiki... Hemensre,
y)Kacaromme CTHXH... MbIcou o camoyOuiictee... CrakaH “Argama’ B TIOABOPOT-
He... ApMmeiickas Maxopka... Jlouka, BapeKKH, peiTy3bl, IOABEPHYBIIMNICS 3aHUK
KpomieyHoro OoTuHKa... Koco mepedepkHyThIe CTPOKH... Pykommcu, Mummmus,
OBMUP... Bee, uto ¢ Hamu Ob110, — poauHa. M Bce, uTo OBLIO, — OCTAHETCS HAaBCErIa
(Dovlatov 1985: 168-169)%!.

39 “From the pole to the equatorial line / their dances are liked by peoples every-

where, / but Jews are everywhere reformers / because they are everywhere foreigners”.

80 «Joy is a clear-eyed beauty, tranquility wears a shabby housecoat, / hope steps
lightly, / skepticism is flat-footed and limping”.

" “You can’t choose your mother. This [Russia] is my one and only homeland. I
love America, I admire America, I’'m grateful to America, but my homeland is far away.
Poor, hungry, crazy, and drunk! Having lost, destroyed, and exiled her best sons! How
could she be kind, cheerful, and loving?!

“Birch trees, it turns out, grow everywhere. But does that make it any easier?

“We are our homeland. Our first toys. The altered jackets of our elder brothers. San-
dwiches wrapped in newspaper. Girls with severe brown skirts. Some coins from father’s
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In Guberman’s words, “one cannot curse the past, since it coincided with
our childhood” (Guberman 2014b: 459).

4. The Languages of Russian-Jewish Nostalgic Feelings

As is well known, the Jews lived for many centuries as exiles in the lands
of their birth, with no homeland of their own. Until the Zionist movement,
‘Zion’ was an abstraction, the object of ‘ritual nostalgia’ (as in the annual
Pesach toast ‘next year in Jerusalem’), a spiritual concept, rather than an ac-
tual geographical destination. In the meantime, the Jews lived in countries
that simultaneously were and were not ‘their own’, in linguistic melting pots,
where three or even four languages were often required to function in the dif-
ferent spheres of religious, professional, official and private life®. This lin-
guistic melange that echoed inside and outside of Jewish life fostered, on one
hand, open-mindedness, creativity, and an appreciation of novelty, and, on the
other, distress, disorder, and a sense of split or discontinuous identity. Each
of the languages in question was related to a distinct ‘space of identity’ and
any language used by Jews was a vehicle of multifaceted “Jewish thought”
(Markish 1998: 282). Such is the case for all “Jewish literatures in another
language” (Hetényj 2008: 21), particularly for the writings of the Ashkenazi
Jews, for whom Jewishness “was above all the first bifurcation of identity, the
first marker of difference” (Hoffman 2008: 240), an expression of contradic-
tion and ambivalence (Gershenson 2008: 176). Indeed, East-European Jewish
literatures were largely written in languages that became de facto “mother
tongues” only in the twentieth century, even while to some extent remaining
‘languages of the Other’.

There is a clear interrelationship among the languages used by Russian
Jewish writers, their respective poetics, and the different modalities (restorative
or reflective) of nostalgia that inform their work. In Russia especially, the lit-
erary production of the Jews — regardless of the language selected — faithfully
mirrored a unique and intense longing for belonging, a “perpetually creative,
diasporic tension” (Boyarin, Boyarin 1995: 326). Russian-Jewish literature is
specifically a “border phenomenon, a literature with dual cultural roots” (Heté-
nyj 2008: 2; emphasis in the original). That said, the semantically hybrid term

pocket. Examinations, crib notes... awkward, horrible verses... Thoughts of suicide... A
glass of Azerbaijani wine in the entryway... Army tobacco... My baby daughter, her mit-
tens, her woolen tights, the crushed back of a tiny shoe... crossed-out lines... Manuscripts,
the militia, the Emigration Bureau... Everything that happened to us is our homeland.
And everything that happened will forever remain” (translated by S. Dickinson).

62 After the third partition of Poland in 1795, for instance, Polish Jews lived in a
funny and tragic world where frequent code switching between Hebrew, Yiddish, Polish
and Russian was required.
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“Russian-Jewish literature” itself has “no unambiguous or universally accepted
definition” (/vi: 1) and requires a brief explanation®.

At the beginning of the 1920s, Vasilij L’vov-Rogacevskij (1990: 49)
claimed that “the nationality of a literary work is not defined by its language,
but by the author’s dominant mood, by his longing for a certain people” (empha-
sis added). This viewpoint was further elaborated by Shimon Markish (1985,
1998), Russian-Jewish literature’s most prominent scholar, whose still useful
taxonomy argues that a literary text can be classified as Russian-Jewish if it is:
(1) written in Russian, (2) by a Jewish author, who (3) openly displays a Jewish
identity, and (4) says something about Jews.

While the earliest examples of Jewish literary writings in Russian were pub-
lished in the early 1800s, it was only in the second half of that century that an
impressive number of journalistic, prose, and poetic works appeared. This efflo-
rescence was one of the direct consequences of the ideological split that occurred
among Ashkenazi Jews in the second half of the eighteenth century, leading to
Jewish ‘enlightenment’ (the ‘haskalah’), secular acculturation, and emancipation
from Jewish orthodoxy. For ‘enlightened’ Jews (the ‘maskilim’), such emancipa-
tion meant the loss of a stable identity. Having for centuries felt either ‘svoi sredi
svoix’ (‘at home among their own’) or ‘cuzie sredi cuzix’ (‘strangers amidst strang-
ers’), the Jews now became both strangers amidst their own and strangers per se:

3acTEHYMB U CAMOHAJICSH,

BCETJIa C JIFObMU, BE3/IC OJIUH,

MEK PYCCKHX OBLI 51 Hy/IeeM,

a Mexk eBpeeB — capsaHuH (2010a, I: 520)%,

S sxun, 3a BCE CIIONHA IUIaTs,

MEHSI JIBe MaTepy HOCUIIH —

51 OBIT eBpeiicKoe IUTS,

1 6bL1 51 BIpOAoK Poccuu (2011: 520)%°,

Prior to Soviet times, Russian-Jewish writers and publicists had used one
or more of the three languages at their disposition: Russian, Yiddish, and the
newly revived Hebrew (Salmon 1995: 131-156; Hetényi 2008: 14-21). “In Rus-
sia, Jewish literature is trilingual” wrote L’vov-Rogacevskij (1990: 37). The
choice of language was made for clear ideological and sentimental reasons that
reflected the writer’s views on hope and disappointment, faith and skepticism,
dreams and caution — in short, his or her inclination towards two opposing, but
equally restorative myths, that of Jerusalem and that of Petersburg. With few
exceptions, Yiddish was the language of exile and popular (mostly oral) tradi-

8 Some scholars (e.g. Shreyer 2007) prefer to invert these qualifiers to speak of

“Jewish-Russian” literature.

64 “Bashful, yet conceited, / always with others, yet everywhere alone, / among
Russians [ was a Jew, / but among Jews a Slav”.

85 “Ilived paying in full for everything, / carried by two mothers, / I was a Jewish
baby, / and Russia’s degenerate son”.
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tion®, Hebrew the language of Jewish nationalism and/or religion, and Russian
the secular language of assimilation. The language of the Jews’ “Apollonian
neighbors”, Russian had the status of “Apollonian language” (Slezkine 2004: 19
ff.), for native speakers of Yiddish, and the choice to become a writer in Russian
was an act of “self-alienation” (Sicher 1995: 34) that indicated a Jewish author’s
yearning to become a fully-fledged Russian citizen and to embrace Russia as
Motherland®’. From its very origins, Russian-Jewish literature was thus, on one
hand, artificial and biased (“it either supports or blames Jewish people”; L’vov-
Rogacevskij 1990: 47), and, on the other, a rich amalgam of topics, linguistic
features, and techniques:

To make an application of the notion of double-voicing to the Jew writing in
Russian, a language not ‘one’s own’, we might say that the Jew writing in Rus-
sian was so hypersensitive to the valuation of himself as Other that he sought to
appropriate Russian cultural texts as his own and to attenuate the difference of his
discourse from that of the Other (Sicher 1995: 33).

At the same time, the Yiddish used in the ghetto of the Pale was an idiom
with dual and contradictory significance, a symbol of both exile and home. The
echo of a native nowhere, Yiddish in late tsarist Russia was the narrative idiom
of “the fundamental absurdity of Jewish existence in the world” (Wex 2006: 6)
as well as, eventually, the living memory of a place outside of space:

Yiddish had produced an aesthetic in which ideas of beauty and standards of
artistic worth are inextricably linked to expressions of longing and pain [...]. Yid-
dish arose, at least in part, to give voice to a system of opposition and exclusion
(Ivi: 7, 18)%8.

As Guberman (with Aleksandr Okun’) put it,

Tak BOT, HUBpUT, KaK BCEM COBEPIICHHO OYCBUIHO, — O(UIIHAIBHBIN S3bIK [0-
cnona bora. Ha nem On aukroBan Moucero 3anoBeau, Ha HeM OH roBOpHII € Ipo-

% For many centuries, Ashkenazi schools, which were largely male and doctrinal,

offered only Hebrew (for religious purposes), while Yiddish was used for female prayer
books, Hasidic tales, and some translations from other European languages. Modern
Yiddish literature appeared in the last decades of the nineteenth century and it was of-
ficially recognized only in 1908 at the First Yiddish Language Conference in Cernovic
(Chernovitz). In the revolutionary period, Yiddish was the official language of all the
Jewish workers’ parties, and after the October Revolution was preferred by the Soviet
establishment as the language of Soviet Jewish education (as opposed to ‘clerical’ He-
brew and ‘bourgeois’ Russian language; cf. Bemporad 2013: 81 ff.).

7 There were also extremely rare cases of Jewish nationalists using Russian to
‘convert’ assimilationists back to Jewish tradition (cf. Salmon 1995).

68 With the exception of a few rich merchants, before April 1917, the Jews of the
Russian Empire were required to live outside Russia proper in the Polish, Ukrainian,
Belarusian, and Moldavian territories of the Jewish Pale of Settlement and had most
trades, arts and professions barred to them.
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pOKaMu, Ha HEM TIOHOCHJI CHIHOB M3pamiieBbIX M MOpoit kanen ux. Bee ato OH
nenaeT Ha uBpute. Ho cmeerces u madet ['ocrons Ha wauie. .. (Guberman, Okun’
2009: 131)%.

For several decades, Yiddish remained the sole language capable of fully
describing Jewish life, the sole means of realizing the incredible potential of
Jewish oral communication. It was a “fusion language”, “using components of
several languages and melting them in one linguistic system” (Harshav 2008:
995). These borrowed words, which were necessary to designate objects, per-
sons, rites, and customs, and to express idioms, proverbs, and imprecations,
made possible the narration of Jewish life in ‘another language’ — an apparent
paradox that was actually a logical response to the burdensome dual identity of
Russian Jews. In Alice Stone Nakhimovsky’s words:

By choosing to write in Russian and about Jews, a writer is taking on a tradition
that runs counter to the kind of unconscious self-identification that others, working
in their national literatures, take for granted [...]. If you were going to write about
Jews the obvious language was Hebrew or Yiddish; to do so in Russian was to em-
bark on a journey of self-contradiction (Nakhimovsky 1985: 175).

In Boym’s terms, Yiddish was the idiom of the reflective mood, of intimate
nostalgia, of skepticism and melancholy. It had an almost oxymoronic status,
being both one’s native tongue, but also the language of one’s Otherness. The
structural ambiguity of the Yiddish world influenced Jewish writers, first among
them Sholem Aleichem, to lean towards paradoxical humor as a specific re-
sponse to the difficult condition of permanent exile:

Korna Ha Bcex, Ha Bcex, Ha BCEX

yAyIIbe MpaKa Hamaaaer,

Ha CMEHy cJie3 IPUXOIUT CMeX

U Hac, KaK cMepTh, ocBoOoxkaaet (2010a, I: 440)7!.

VICKpBI HAIMX IIyTOK OYEHB Pa3HBbI,

HO BCET/Ia YHBIHHIO IIOMEXa,

MBI IIIyTUTh 0COOEHHO TOpa3/bl,

KOIJIa HaM I10 JKU3HU He 10 cMmexa (2013: 187)72.

8 “Thus Hebrew, as is absolutely obvious to all, is the official language of the

Lord God. In Hebrew He dictated the commandments to Moses, in Hebrew He spoke
with the prophets, scolded the children of Israel, and sometimes pitied them. All this He
does in Hebrew. But the Lord laughs and cries in Yiddish...”.

"0 For a useful review of scholarship on Jewish identity, see Gershenson 2008:
175-179.

" “When on all and everyone, / the strangle of darkness falls, / laughing takes the
place of tears, / and, like death, releases us”.

2 “The sparkles of our jokes are very different, / but they always stave off dejec-
tion, / we are especially good at joking, / when we don’t feel like laughing”.
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In contrast, Jewish literature couched in Russian was a dramatic attempt
to erase a Jewish (Mercurian) otherness perceived as ridiculous, to overcome
suffering, and to demonstrate that Jews, too, could participated in the ‘serious’
project of the Apollonian nation and its tradition. Literature in revived biblical
Hebrew was also ‘serious’: this was the language of the Messianic dream and
addressed the rebirth of the Jewish people in the Promised Land. Thus, both
Russian and Hebrew were emblems of emancipation from a condition of alter-
ity, from marginalization, and from ridiculous Jewish melancholy; these were
‘higher’, more ‘serious’ languages that lacked empathetic humor — difficult to
achieve, after all, in a non-native idiom — but could, at best, allow rhetorical
irony. Jewish authors who chose to write in Russian or Hebrew were inclined
towards restorative nostalgia: they dreamed of a concrete Fatherland (Russia
or Zion), of a strong Apollonian identity (Russian or Hebrew), and of a stable
cultural point of reference (‘official’ Russian or Judaic culture). Also specific to
Russian-Jewish literature was a particular critical gaze upon the ‘world of the
Fathers’ or shtetl, a gaze full of alienation.

In the era of the Great Pogroms in the Russian Empire’s southwest terri-
tories during the last few decades of the nineteenth century, Jews suffered un-
precedented physical and psychological violence. “Emigration had become
an integral part of the life of Russian Jews” (Hetényi 2008: 117) and America
and Palestine safe havens. Palestine was also the chronotopic setting for Rus-
sian-Jewish restorative nostalgia, the chief feeling at that time (cf. Salmon
1995). Restorative nostalgia took various forms: there was a more ‘passive’
religious nostalgia oriented towards the past (the ‘pure’, dying shtetl), and
two ‘active’ nostalgic yearnings, one for a renewed future Zion, the other
for the promised land of Socialism. Both of these nostalgic feelings aimed at
the restoration of a past when, presumably, humanity had lived in a state of
freedom, brotherhood, and justice; they also aimed at the transformation of
“Mercurians into Apollonians” (Slezkine 2004: 269). In this context, melan-
choly was produced by the knowledge that the Jewish love for Russia would
never be reciprocated:

EBpesim npuieTcs ’eCcToKo IIaTUTh

3a TO, 4TO TIOCMEJH KOI/Ia-TO

JyX pycckoro OyHTa co0oii BOIIIOTUTD
pasmanucteii crapiuero 6para (2010a, I: 433)7.

JIro0s BCeit ayrioit 6e33aBeTHO

Ty 3€MITI0, B KOTOPYIO BPOC —

Yero X He JIIOOUM ST OTBETHO? —

U3BeuHbIi eBpelickuil Bonpoc (2014¢: 442)™.

3 “The Jews will pay a very heavy price / for having dared in the past / to embody

the spirit of the Russian struggle / more boldly than their elder Russian brothers”.
7 “Loving selflessly with all my heart, / the land where I grew up, / why am I not
loved in return? / — the primeval Jewish question”.
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The Jews who remained in Russia were assimilated to become both Rus-
sian and Soviet. Similarly, the Russian culture and language assimilated Jewish
toska: Russian became the language of mercuriality and hybridity, and Russia’s
long-neglected humorous tradition was reinvigorated’.

5. Three in One: Jewish, Russian, Soviet Identity

When the Pale of Settlement was abolished after the February Revolution
and Russia’s ‘two capitals’ opened to the Jews, hundreds of thousands of people
from shtetls in the Empire’s west and south arrived in Petrograd and Moscow.
They started a new life, one finally shared with their Russian neighbors (cf.
Salmon 2012: 151-154). Gradually, Russian became the main language of the
Jews, as they finalized their “eager conversion to the Pushkin faith” (Slezkine
2004: 127). While Yiddish was spoken primarily by parents and grandparents
(children born in the 1920s who attended Soviet schools could understand Yid-
dish better than they could actively use it), it continued to reverberate inside and
outside of Jewish life. In the second and third decades of the twentieth century,
Jewish and Russian literature and culture were already difficult to clearly dis-
tinguish — a stunning cultural hybridization had begun in which Yiddish culture
was Russified, and Russian culture ‘Jewished’:

He 3pst cpeau 4yKux eaum U 1bEM,

HEME/IJIsI MBI 3aHATHE HAXOIHM:

C KOTOPBIM HACEIICHUEM KUBEM,

TOro MbI Ha eBpeiickuii nepesoaum (2011: 154)76.

Such mutual hybridization was made possible by oral exchanges between
Jews and Russians in the shared urban spaces of Soviet daily life. Among these
was the communal apartment that “absorbed cultural elements from the sur-
rounding languages, folklore, and verbal behavior”, encouraging “an essential
multilingualism that enabled the functioning of the Jews in a bifurcated existen-
tial situation” (Harshav 2008: 994)77.

7> Cechov, the most important prerevolutionary Russian writer to perform the

melancholic ‘humorization’ of Russian literature, was quite influenced by Jewish cul-
ture (despite his explicit views of Jews and the Jewish question in different periods of
his life). On the significance of Cechov’s familiarity and involvement with the Jew-
ish world (his various Jewish acquaintances included Sholem Aleichem), see Bartov
2010.

76 “Not for nothing do we eat and drink among strangers, / quickly finding some
task to fulfill: / with whatever people we live, / we translate them into Jewish”.

7 In the Russian Republic of the Soviet Union, the percentage of Jewish males
who married non-Jewish women increased from 17.4 to 42.3 percent between 1924 and
1936 (cf. Slezkine 2004: 179).
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CKOJIbKO 3MUTPAHTOB HOYBK) CUHCH

CIIOPSIT, ¥ IO CBETA CBET HE TYXHET;

KaK OHH TOCKYIOT 1o Poccun,

CHJIS Ha CBOUX MOCKOBCKMX KyxHsx! (2010a, I: 369)78.

After the Revolution, when everything “became so endlessly complicated”
(Hetényi 2008: 33), Jews broke with “old Russian-Jewish literature” (Sicher
1995: XX). In the new era of Socialism, Soviet state policy required all writers to
firmly express their ‘Soviet identity’ and Jewish identity thus officially became an
outmoded concept. Because of the Soviet hostility towards religion, the overt ex-
pression of a specifically Jewish identity was a provocative and dangerous action.
As a result, Jewish authors lost any direct link with their Jewish cultural identity
and its ritual life, as they adopted the last surviving religion, the ‘Puskin faith’.

During the Soviet era, Russian tears became Jewish and vice versa. In Vla-
dimir Vysockij’s Ballad of Childhood (Ballada o detstve), the Russian Evdokim
Kirilli¢ says to Disja Mojseevna, the Jewish woman with whom he shares a
communal apartment: “Ech, Dis’ka, my odna sem’ja |[...], Vy toze postradavsie,
a znacit obrusevsie” (Vysockij 2010: 434)™. Soviet Russian and Soviet Russian-
Jewish identity also shared ‘laughing through tears’ in its different manifesta-
tions. Indeed, the beginning of the Soviet period saw a minor stream of unof-
ficial humorous genres — in addition to the serious literature that was supported
by the Bolsheviks — such as the feuilleton, the riddle, the limerick, the folk-song,
and various expressions of the absurd that existed on the margins of the ‘great
literature’. If conversion to the ‘Puskin faith’ represented Jewish full immer-
sion in the Russian verbal heritage, the major representatives of the ‘laughing-
through-tears tradition’ in Russian — e.g. Sholem Aleichem, Isaak Babel’, Daniil
Xarms, Sergej Dovlatov, etc. —reflect a joint Russian and Russian-Jewish verbal
heritage. Indeed, the Soviet ‘laughing-through-tears tradition’ stands as the most
significant result of Russian-Jewish cultural hybridity. As Dovlatov (1999a:
269) appositely noted:

The ability to mock, even maliciously, even with derision towards themselves,
is the wonderful, high-minded feature of the ineradicable Jewish people [...]. Jews
returned to Russian verbal art the forgotten predilections — easiness, elegance, total
humor. That is exactly how — would you believe it? — The Little House in Kolomna
was written. And even more so Count Nulin*.

In a remarkable paper, Efim Etkind (1985) states that Soviet literary criti-
cism neglected the evident, but “embarrassing” fact of Russian/Jewish kinship.
A large number of well-known Soviet writers were Jews from Jewish fami-

78 “How many emigrants in the dark blue night / argue and don’t turn off the

lights before dawn; / how they long for Russia, / sitting in their Moscow kitchens!”

7 «“Oh, Dis’ka, we’re a single family [...], You’ve suffered too, which means
you’re Russified”. On this song see also M.A. Curletto’s article in this volume.

80 Translated by S. Dickinson.
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lies, who had received a Jewish upbringing and education; these included Osip
Mandel’$tam, Vera Inber, Isaak Babel’, 1. Lunc, 1. Utkin, Viktor gklovskij, and
Jurij Tynjanov ({vi: 205), but the list could be extended®. Much as the Hebrew
Bible had a special influence on classical Russian poetry (Etkind E. 1985: 202),
so did neo-Jewish culture influence Soviet poetry, and while the scale was com-
paratively modest, a “marginal sounding of the Jewish note” (/vi: 204) was not
unusual®?. The first Soviet decade witnessed the birth of a sort of ‘Russian Yid-
dish’, which included a few real Jewish expressions or lexical items, together
with the typical intonations of Yiddish humor, “joining together the funny and
the sad, the droll and the tragic” (Ivi: 205)%.

Stalin’s violent persecutions also influenced the decisive replacement of
Yiddish with Russian. Even references to the shtetl, a theme which inspired
Jewish writers with a contradictory mix of “nostalgia and repulsion” (Gersh-
enson 2008: 178), found its expression in the Russian language, enriching the
musical scale of Russian poetry with a Jewish melancholic note:

MHe oTBeTHII ObI KTO-HUOY/Ib ITyCTh,

4100 BEPHYTH MO JAyIIEBHBIH YIOT:
MOYEMY TIPO CIaBSHCKYIO TPYCTh

Jydine npouux espeu norot? (2011: 241)%,

Due to Stalinist repression, and although appreciated by the Soviet intelli-
gentsia, Jewish skepticism and paradoxicality found no support in official Soviet
ideology, which was characterized by seriousness and increasing dogmatism as
well as a quasi-religious set of beliefs, axiomatic myths, and rules. If the Soviet
authorities were ready to accept humor structured on a binary principle (jokes
are always widespread in dictatorships), they could not admit doubts and ques-
tion marks. Soviet Jews became increasingly adept at using encoded subtexts as
their verbal skills grew stronger. Equally active in both underground and official
culture, the Russian Jew became, at least in the popular Soviet imagination, the

81 Indeed, almost all of the surnames found in Walter Benjamin’s 1926-1927

Moscow Diary — whether from the realm of everyday life, art, or science — are Jewish
(Benjamin 1986). In Bartov’s words: “Beginning with the end of the nineteenth century
and over the course of the twentieth, many Jewish names entered Russian literature;
[the Jewish writers] wrote in Russian and were the bearers of Russian culture. A list of
the Jewish names found in different areas of Russian culture would go beyond a single
page” (Bartov 2010).

82 Authors such as M. Svetlov, S. Marshak, I1’ja Erenburg, and 1. Sel’vinsky were
often not permitted to publish their poetry (Etkind E. 1985: 202).

8 Among his frequent references to the topic of Jews in Moscow, Walter Ben-
jamin (/vi: 40, 110) twice mentions adults speaking Yiddish in daily life and notes, for
instance, the performance of Yiddish songs after a meal: “They sang communist adapta-
tions (I don’t believe they were intended as parodies) of Yiddish songs. Except for Asja
[Benjamin’s friend], everybody in the room was certainly Jewish” (Ivi: 45).

8 “Would somebody please answer me, / to give me back my peace of mind: /
why of Slavic sadness / do Jews sing better than the others?”
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paradigmatic representative of the Soviet intellectual (Gershenson 2008: 177),
“paving the way” for the hybridization of Russian culture®:

HanopucTo, 6e3y/iepKHO 1 CTPacTHO —

HOBCIONY, T/I€ KUBOE KONBIXAHUE, —

B POCCHIICKOE JyXOBHOE IIPOCTPAHCTBO
BILIeTaeTcs eBpeiickoe abixanue (2010a, I1: 429)%.

[TUTOMIIBI CTONETHSI IIIYMHOTO,

KaJleueHkl 00111eii 0e/10i,

MBI — JIETH pOMaHa 0E3yMHOT0

Poccuu ¢ espeiickoii opaoit (2011: 163)%7,

Although not ‘ethnically Russian’, Russian Jews were, from an ideological
and cultural standpoint, hyper-Russified and they became deeply emotionally
involved in Russian cultural and ideological life. As Slezkine (2004: 141) has
put it, “Few passions are as bitter, ardent, and hopeless as the love of repentant
Mercurians for their Apollonian neighbors”. In Guberman’s words:

Kak 11 007MBany rps3HOMN CIIJIETHEH,

Kak ObI Hac XyJIOH HU TIOHOCHJIH,

HET JIF0OBH ropueil 1 OE30TBETHEH,

yeM J11060Bb eBpeiickas k Poccuu (2011: 190) %8,

Both fully Russian and fully Jewish (and thus neither one nor the other),
Soviet Jews have a “double foundation” (Markish 1998: 277) that “at the aes-
thetic and poetic levels provides the keenness and accuracy of an unprecedented
binocular vision”:

OpnuH eBpeil Apyroro He MynIpen,

HO pa3HBIN B HUX 3amaJl ¥ ANHAMUT,

eBpeli B Poccuu Gosbliie, ueM eBpeid,

HOCKONILKY OH erle antuceMut (2010a, I1: 115)%.

Although Russian-Jewish literature was able to aesthetically influence So-
viet culture, the ‘implantation’ of Jewish cultural seeds was met by Russian
writers with aggressive disdain throughout the twentieth century (Guberman

8 Dovlatov’s Mars odinokix (The March of the Lonely) contains the following

joke: “Skazite, Vy —evrej?” “Net, prosto u menja intelligentnoe lico” (“Are you a Jew?”
“No, I just have the face of an intelligent”; Dovlatov 1983: 30).

8 “Stubbornly, impetuously, and passionately, / wherever there is a vital oscillation
/ in the space of Russian spirituality, / you’ll find the interweave of Jewish breathing”.

87 “We are the nurslings of a calamitous century, / crippled by a general misfor-
tune, / children of the crazy love affair / between Russia and the Jewish horde”.

8 “No matter how they flung mud at us, / no matter how they reviled us, / there
is no more bitter and unrequited love / than the Jewish love for Russia”.

8 “One Jew is no smarter than any other, / but they differ by fuses and dynamite;
/ In Russia a Jew is more than a Jew, / for he’s also an anti-Semite”.
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2009b: 257-261). The relationship between Russians and Jews became more
complex in the last two decades of the Soviet era, when massive Jewish emigra-
tion to Israel and to the United States began. Most of the new ‘exiles in exile’
(meta-exiles) quit the USSR voluntarily for ideological or personal reasons, but
a significant part of the Jewish literary intelligentsia was forced to expatriate.
There was no choice or, rather, it was a ridiculous choice: “I easily chose be-
tween New York and prison...”, declared, for instance, Sergej Dovlatov (1999b:
384). This was also the case of Igor’ Guberman, who left Russia “with grief” (“s
gorec ju”; Guberman 2011: 227):

VYK O4eHb, O4EBUHO, CTAJIN HIMPOKO XOAUTH CTHUILIKU IO pyKaM, U HE CMOIJIO
OOJIBIIIE TEPIIETh BCEBHIAIIEE OKO [...]. Bapyr mo3Banu Hac ¢ )KEHOH B TOT MMaMSIT-
HBI BCEM OTHEI BU3 U PETHCTPALHii [...] ¥ KpacuBas CTporasi YMHOBHHUIIA ¢ Oaro-
POIHON JaKOHUYHOCTBIO MTpon3Hecia: “MUHUCTEPCTBO BHYTPEHHUX J1EM IPUHSIIO
peIIeHue o BalieM BhIE3IE.

T'ocronu, CKOJIBKO JTFOIEH MeuTasio, 4TOOBI 32 HUX BOT TaK PEIIMIIN BCE COMHE-
HUS, YCTPaHUB NPOKJIATYIO 3aHO3Y BOJBHOTO BbIOOpa! B cemuaecsTeie roapl Ha-
O1roza st MHOTO €BpeeB, MEYTAIOIINX HE eXaTh, a IOKM3HEHHO OOPOTHCS 33 OTHE3N
[...]- Ho paccesinublii B30op (hopTyHBI Al HA HAC, XOTh, BUIUT bor, 51 He mpocuit 06
stoMm (Guberman 2009a: 395)%°.

The condition of being ‘strangers at home’ over the past two centuries has
led to the recurrence of toska in Russian-Jewish culture, restorative and reflec-
tive nostalgia affecting the literary mood, style, and genre of Russian-Jewish
texts. The general pattern would appear to be that the stronger the dream of a
radiant future or pride for a glorious past, the more an author is prone to gravity,
romanticism, and rhetorical dramatization (cf. Salmon 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014a,
2014Db), while the stronger he or she feels undecided or ‘suspended’, the more he
or she is prone to reflective, melancholic humor:

MHe kaxeTcs, OHa y)ke Onm3Ka

pacruiara Juist 3aCTPSIBILUX 3/1ECh, KaK oMa:

BCEX My4aeT HEsICHOCTH TOCKa,

a sICHOCTD He ObIBaeT 6e3 morpoma (2010a, I1: 84)°!.

% “It became very, very evident that my verses had begun to circulate extensively

passing from hand to hand, and the all-seeing eye could no longer tolerate it [...]. Sud-
denly my wife and I were invited to that department of visas and registrations that all
remember [...] and the officer, an attractive and severe woman, declared with noble suc-
cinctness: ‘The Ministry of Internal Affairs has determined that you will leave’”.

“Lord! How many people have dreamt that all their doubts would thus be resolved
by others, removing the damned splinter of free choice! In the seventies I saw many Jews
who dreamt not of emigration, but of a life-long struggle for permission to emigrate [...].
But the absent-minded gaze of fortune fell on us, though, God knows, I didn’t ask for it”.

%1 “It seems to me that very soon the reckoning will come / for the people stuck
here [in Israel] as if at home; / all are tormented by the foska of uncertainty, / but you
can’t have certainty without pogroms”.
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Haru pasym JIMIIb CMEXOM HOJOMIETCS

OT DIIYNOCTH, CKBEPHBI M HAKOCTH,

a cMexa JIMIIEHHOE 0OIIECTBO

cKy/eeT B kKnuHudeckoM nadoce (vi: 235)%2.

Biiekych nymio# k ujee HEKOM,

rJIe Bcel cyapObl BUIHA KapTHHA:

HE BEIILIO ecau cTath CeHEKOM,

To ocrasaiica Byparuno (2011: 221)%.

6. The Holy Borderland

Once Russian Jews emigrated to Israel, they were not just psychologically,
but also socially and linguistically ‘strangers at home’**. Having been Jews in
Russia, in Israel they paradoxically became Russians:

W3BepuBIIMCH B OJ1akeHHOM 001IeM pae,

HO NPEXHUE MEYTaHHs JII00s,

€BpeU SMUrpupyror B M3pauis,

4T00 pyCCKMMU TI04YBCTBOBAThH cebdst (2010a, 1: 380)%°.

Without either linguistic liberty or familiar cultural reference points, these
émigrés became ‘strangers’ both to relatives left behind in Russia and to their
own children, who grew up as Israelis, rapidly forgetting Russia — and some-
times the Russian language as well. It was in this ‘meta-exile’ that Guberman
began to discover the strength of his bond with the Soviet Union, precisely in
the era when that country was itself disappearing:

Wuble Ha Pycu uBetyT conseTus,

MOBCIOy TepeMEeHbl U HOBALHH,

a s — U3 OYEHb MPOILIOTO CTONETHS,

1o cyT — u3 apyroit uusmmsamuu (2009¢: 20)%°.

2 “Only laughter can rinse our mind / of stupidity, filth, and villainy, / while a

society deprived of humor / shrivels in clinical pathos”.

% “P’m attracted to a certain idea / in which fate’s entire picture is evident: / if you
didn’t get to be a Seneca, / then remain a Pinocchio”.

% Exiles from Russia to Israel could try to integrate into Israeli society, and
sometimes did manage to partially adapt to the very different way of life, climate, and
socio-political context (exchanging the world’s most expansive country for a micro-
scopic territory beset by enemies).

% “Having lost their faith in blissful communal paradise, / but loving still their
earlier dreams, / Jews emigrate to Israel, / so as to feel Russian”.

% “Different blossoms are now flowering in Russia, / everywhere changes and in-
novations, / but I come from a very past era, / in point of fact, from another civilization”.
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Ha ceptie — cTpaHHBIE KOJOUKH:
TIPOIILTH Be/lb BOBCE HE BEKa,

HO BOT B Poccuio enyT BHyUKH,
yake He 3Has s3bika (vi: 136)%7.

Soviet Russia became a literary chronotope, the object of the emigré’s para-
doxical new toska, while post-Soviet Russia was an altogether alien place. An
affective attachment to Russia was constituted by memory alone:

Crano cKy4JHO B HaIlIeM Kpae,

HE C KM JISIChI [TOTOYHUTb,

Bce yexanu B M3pauib

HOcTansruel e aeunts (2010a, I: 422)°%8,

3abaBHO Tyaa MpHe3KaTh, KaK JTOMOiA,
U JKUTh 32 HE3pUMOI Mexoii;

Poccus ocranace 10 60mu pogHOit

U CcTaja 3aMeTHO uysxkoi (Ivi, I1: 257)%.

Guberman’s life acquired new paradoxical features in emigration. The most
onerous of these concerned the linguistic sphere, since language was not only
a marker of his identity, but also the means for his professional activity. For
almost all of the Russian Jews who emigrated to Israel after the 1970s, He-
brew remained a foreign language. In this ‘impasse’ (Sicher 1995: 28), Russian
language and culture thus became the emblem of a new split identity (cf. Ivi:
XVI) and the USSR, a lamented and long-lost hell, the object of an ambivalent
toska. To Soviet exiles, who were neither religious nor Zionists, as was the case
with Guberman, Israel could to some extent become a ‘homeland’, but not an
intimately felt or by any means “literary homeland” (/vi: XVII). For Igor’ Gu-
berman, nostalgia again assumed skeptical, melancholic and illogical form as
illustrated by his yearning for bygone troubles:

Bcro cBoto JXU3HB (Kak U ceidac) s Bce aymmoii moomn Poccnto, HO, pasymeeT-
cs1, CTpaHHOIo M060BbI0 (Guberman 2009a: 435)!%,

Tocka ObLIBIX HEB3TOI, YTPAT, METAHUIH

C TO/IaMH He HU3BOJAUTCS K HYITIO,

¥ CITalocTHAs 60JTh BOCTIOMUHAHHIA

Hac YacTo rocelaer Bo xMemo (2014¢: 440)10,

97 “There are odd thorns in my heart: / it’s not as if centuries have gone by, / but

off my grandchildren go to Russia, / already not knowing the language”.

% “It got boring in our land, / no one to jabber with, / everyone had left for Israel
/ to heal spleen with nostalgia”.

% “It’s funny to arrive there, as if coming home, / and to live behind an invisible
boundary. / Russia has remained so painfully mine, / and has become so notably Other”.

100 “T have loved Russia all my life (and still do) with all my heart, but, obviously,
it is a strange love”.

101 “Toska for past afflictions, losses, bewilderment / has not, over the years, been
reduced to null, / and the sweet pain of memories / often visits us in drunkenness”.
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In The Book of Wanderings (Kniga stranstvij), Guberman describes the ful-
fillment of a request made by an old Russian Jew who had asked his daughter
to divide his ashes between Petersburg and the Judea Desert in a humorous, but
poignant image of the Russian-Jewish split identity:

Ha cxnone Bo3sie Moruisl npopoka CaMmyuiia Takoe MECTO OThICKanock. J[oub
BBIHYJIA U3 CyMOYKH CTapbli IIKOJILHBII IT€HaJI, MBI BBITPSICIIM U3 HETO TOPCTh Ce-
poro mpaxa, BeTep aKKypaTHO YHEC €ro, pa3BeHBaJ IO ITyCTHIHE. MBI KypuiIu H
Momrdaii. Tak coBeTCKMA (HU3MK pazaenut ceds MOCMEpPTHO, YTOOBI 0003HAYHTH

. 102
TIOPOBHY CBOIO JIFO0OBB U pryacTHOCTH (Guberman 2009b: 263)'%~.

Such a profound division of identity triggered in its subject either of two
opposite reactions — denial or acceptance — both fraught with foska. If the for-
mer implies a yearning to become the Other, the latter suggests a humorous
and wistful yearning for relativity, suspension, and unrealized potential (as in
fantastic ‘fourth dimensions’ or “birches sporting branches of oranges”). An
old Soviet joke summarizes this paradox quite well. A Soviet Jew emigrates to
Israel, but after a few weeks regrets the decision and heads back to the USSR;
he then once again returns to Israel, then back to Russia, and so on, several
times. When finally asked by the increasingly impatient authorities in both
Russia and Israel in which context he ultimately feels better, the Jew replies:
“I feel better in the plane”'*. His paradoxical nostalgia is directed at the bor-
derland itself, an ‘in-between’ territory or no-man’s land, a nowhere, which is
also perhaps everywhere:

B ny1ie y Bcex Temnephb HaIphIB:

0e3 Karlau %aaoCTH 3110Xa

Bcex 060Kpana, BAPYT OTKPHIB,

4TO TJIe HAC HeT, TaM Toxke mioxo (2010a, I1: 107)'%,

EBpeli TockyeT He 0 Ipo3e

00JIOT ¢ YHBUIBIMH OCHHAMH,

eBpeil MeuTaeT o Gepése,

Hecyeil Betku ¢ anenscunamu (Ivi, I1: 662)1%.

Tocka, TpeBora, IycTora. ..
3oBET OGe3MoBHAs Jopora

192 “On a slope beside Prophet Samuel’s grave we found a good place. His dau-
ghter took out of her handbag an old school pencil case, we shook out of it a handful
of gray ashes: the wind neatly carried them off and scattered them over the desert. We
smoked in silence. This is how a Soviet physicist divided himself up after death in order
to equally commemorate his love and the fact of his belonging”.

103 A slightly different version of this joke appears in Leonid Stolovi¢’s famous
collection of Russian-Jewish humor (Stolovi¢ 1996: 184-185).

104 «All of us now have anguished hearts: / without a shred of mercy the age / has
robbed everyone by suddenly revealing / that everywhere else is just as bad”.

105 “Jews long not for prose / of bogs and downcast aspens, / Jews dream of birch-
es, / sporting branches of oranges”.
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B MHBIE BHIOPATHCS MECTA. ..
Tam mycrora, Tocka, Tpesora (2013: 265)1%,

A feeling of nostalgia towards the contradictory concept of ‘inferno/para-
dise lost’ is both the cause and the effect of Guberman’s love for Russia. Russia
itself is represented as the ‘land of paradoxes’, which haunts the mind day and
night (Guberman 2010a, II: 8). Whatever he sings in gariki or states in prose
about Russia contains apparent inconsistencies and contradictions:

Poccuro Bcé xe mobur bor:

B HEll TeHBI )KUBOCTH YIIOPHEI,

a TaMm, 1rjaec XapMC SIBUTBCA MOT,

abcypa 1 xaoc sku3HeTBOPHBI (2009¢: 21)1%7,

B Poccun ciie3sl CBETATCSA CKBO3h CMEX,
Poccuro bor 6e3ymuem kapad,

Poccuu mocysxunu 60IIbIIe Bcex Te,

KTO ee cunbHee npesupan (2010a, I: 20)1%,

S ckyyaro 1o TyXJ0-3aCTOMHON
MOILJION KU3HU U IOAJION MOpay,
1€, TOCKYS O )KU3HU JJOCTOMHOM,

MBI JyIIOH 1 yMoM Bocriapsin (Ivi, I1: 114)1%,

B poccuiickoM KIuMaTe HCHOPYEHHOM
Ha BCEX JIeNax JIEKHUT B (pUHATe

TOCKa 0 YEM-TO HE3aKOHYECHHOM,

yero emé He HauuHanu ([vi: 727)1°.

Exiled from a nonsensical Russia to the new — serious, nationalist, and
Apollonian — Jewish state, Guberman discovered that his feelings were affected
by multiple internal contradictions, leading him to become a nostalgic “disabled
veteran [invalid] of Russian culture” (Ivi: 22):

JIroOuro poccuiickuii cop NoTyHHBIH,
€ro LUTAaT GEHTAILCKUI TIIaMEHb,

€ro ujeu y30p YyryHHbIH,

€ro cyned MOTWIBHBIN KaMeHb ([vi: 9)!11.

106 “Toska, anxiety, emptiness... / A silent path is calling me / to strike out for
other places... / Where I’ll find emptiness, toska, anxiety”.

107 “God loves Russia anyway: / it has the stubborn genes of vivaciousness; / in a
place that could have produced Daniil Xarms, / nonsense and chaos generate life”.

108 «In Russia tears shine through laughter, / Russia was punished by God with
madness, / Russia was best served by those / who most despised it”.

109 I miss the foul and stagnant / vulgar life and its vile ethics, / when, we longed
for a life that was worthier, / and our hearts and minds soared”.

10 “In the ruined Russian climate, / all matters have this finale: / foska for some-
thing unfinished, / for something yet unbegun”.

T <T love the sublunary Russian quarrel, / the Bengal flare of its quotations, / the
cast-iron tracery of its ideas, / the gravestone of its destinies”.
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HaBueBurck aMepuK 1 €BpoIl,

BEPHYJICS S B MOM JIOM, JTy1lIle JII0OE3HBIH,

Y CTaJl CHJIbHEH JIFOOUTH POCCUICKHIA TPE,
pacrnaxHyThbIi, rycToii u 6ecrionesnbiii (2013: 220)'12,

From the “island” (Jerusalem) of his exile, Guberman feels the tedium of
prosperity:

Ve HacTOJIBKO JyX Halll KOCHBII

¢ Poccueli cBsi3aH Hepasiy4Ho,

YTO XUTh HaM TATOCTHO U ITIOCTHO
HOBCIOY, Ie Gnarononyuno (Ivi: 257)'1.

MeHns orTyna cbexarh OIPOCUIIH,

HO 51 COCY/l POCCHHCKOTO CO3HAHUS

1 yacto BcrioMuHaro o Poccun,

Hama3bIBas MacioM xj1eb usraanus (fvi: 519)'14,
JKuBy, kak OyATO 51 HA OCTPOBE,

1 Bce JII0OMMOe — CO MHOH,

1 YyBCTBYIO OJIa)KEHCTBO OCTPOE

OT JerKkoif ckyku ocTpoBHoii (2011: 192)'15.

In meta-exile, the poet finds that his real, one and only homeland is neither
a time nor a place, but the Russian language, the very essence of his identity.
Inseparable from experience, emotions, and perception, language constitutes the
ontological core of the Self: “In the end, I feel at home in only one language”,
corroborates Norman Manea (2008: 4). Hence, Russia is, first and foremost, the
‘lost paradise’ of Guberman’s native tongue:

S IPUCTETHYT LENbIO ¥ 3aMKOM

K pedu, MHE C POXKIECHUsl POAHOM:

s BIIAJIEIO PYCCKUM SA3BIKOM

MeHee, 4eM OH BiageeT MHoif (2010a, II: 36)!1°.

S yezxan, ¢ cyap00ii He criops,
HO B OarofieTenbsHOM pasiyke,

12 “After visiting americas and europes, / I returned to the home so dear to my
soul, / and began to love even more / the broad, dense, and useless Russian baloney”.

13 “Our inert soul has been so / indissolubly bound with Russia / that our lives are
heavy and dreary / wherever we find prosperity”.

14 “They asked me to move out of there, / but I am a vessel of Russian conscious-
ness, / And often think of Russia, / buttering my bread of exile”.

15 ¢ live as if on an island / and all that I love is here with me. / Yet I feel bliss
sharpened / by light island boredom”.

16 “I’m chained and padlocked / to the language that has been mine since birth: /
I have mastered Russian even less / than it has mastered me”.
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KaK pakoBUHA — POKOT MOpS,
XpaHIo s pycckoii peun 3Byku (Ivi: 114)!17,

Russia is also the place of memory and intimacy, where the Russian lan-
guage reverberates on all sides, be it in Siberia or in a Moscow kitchen:

Ha kyxHe wiu Ha jecornoBaie,

Kyaa ObI cyap0bI HAC HU 3aHOCHIIH,

MBI BCE O TOM K€ CaMOM TOJIKOBAJIA —
o Bore, o eBpesix, o Poccuu (Ivi: 14)'8,

Bcero onna B ayuie yrpara,

HO BO3MECTUTH €€ HEJIb3sl:

POCCI/ISI, IMOJIHOYb, KyXHS YbA-TO

U 9yIIb Hecylye Apy3ba (Ivi: 705)!1°.

Thus, Russian today assumes the function of Yiddish in the past, giving
voice to the nostalgic sounds of the exiled. If the Lord laughs and cries in Yid-
dish, those exiled from Russia to Zion laugh and cry in Russian:

T'opkycCh, 4TO B MUPOBOM I1E€PENOIOXE,
B METAaHUAX OT OyHHOCTH K TOCKE —
CO3HAHUE CBUXHYBIICHCS 3MTOXHU

Ge3yMCTBYeT Ha pycckom sizbike (Ivi, 1: 350)!%°,

7. Guberman'’s ‘Toska for Existence’

Guberman’s melancholy is mitigated by the process of reflection itself.
Through reason, he gains distance and the resulting ostranenie facilitates his
empathic approach to all kinds of nonsense. Unlike tragedy, skeptical humor is
not cathartic, but represents a form of emancipation (or even abdication) from
drama and tragedy, an acceptance both cognitive and affective of the funny-yet-
poignant paradoxes of human existence. Reflective foska is paradoxical, a “foska
of existence (suscestvovanija)” directly connected to skeptical disillusionment:

CriojiHa s 0CO3HAaJ ellé I0HIIOM
TpareIuio 3¢MHOTO MTPOKABAHHS

17«7 left, without contesting fate, / but in the beneficence of distance, / as a shell
holds the murmur of the sea, / I retain the sounds of Russian speech”.

18 “In the kitchen or felling trees, / wherever fate took us, / we always talked
about the same thing / about God, Jews, and Russia”.

19" “There is only one loss in my heart, / and no chance of compensation for it: /
Russia, midnight, someone’s kitchen, / and friends talking rubbish”.

120 “’m proud that in the world’s tumult, / in the bouncing from turbulence to
toska, / the conscience of this age gone mad / does its raving in Russian”.
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C KOIIMAPHBIM U 3aBEJIOMBIM KOHIIOM,
CO CUACThEM U TOCKOM cymiectBoBanus (Ivi, I1: 435)12,

3abaBHbIE TIEYaTH HAC U3MYYHIIH,

ObUTBIE COKpYIIIasi YIIOBAHUS:

HE 3HAJIM MBI, 4TO MPH OJIAromoayInu
yrpromee Tocka cyiiectBoBanust (Ivi: 563)!2,

Guberman’s writing has always been accompanied by nostalgic feeling
that, despite its persistence, has never been restorative or dogmatic. In the
context of exile or meta-exile to the Apollonian ‘Forefatherland’ of Israel, his
poetics have remained as skeptical as ever. Whatever his political views and
regardless of his obvious affection for Israel, the poet looks at any religious
orthodoxy or dogmatic ideology with marked diffidence, precisely because
his general ontological mood conflicts with the assumption of such a cogni-
tive position. In both prose and verse, he also repeatedly rejects any form of
blind nationalism:

C nymoro, pa3iBOCHHOM, KaK KOIIBITO,
00eUM YyKEpOJICH 51 OTYU3HAM — CBPEiA,
i€ TOHOIIAT aHTUCEMHUTBI,

U PyCCKHUii, Iyl rpemar cuoHanusMoM (Ivi: 205)'%,

Tonyi B urpe, 3MUKypeicTBe,
JMO00BSX, KHUTAX U TPYJe,
HO YyTONHTH ce0sl B eBpelicTBe
pelych He paHblie, yeM B Boae (Ivi: 441)'24,

Skepticism, the poet suggests, is the direct result of a discontinuity between
dreams and reality, and allows one to substitute false beliefs or illusions with the
comparatively liberating feeling of sober melancholy:

3a meproaoM Xmens U nadoca,

T0CJIE B3pBIBA BOCTOPra

¥ Pe3BOCTH HEMUHYyEMa JIOJITast May3a —

BpeMsi CKerlcKca, ropeun, Tpessoctu (Ivi, I: 91)1%,

121 “Evyen as a boy I fully realized / the tragedy of living on earth / with a nightmar-
ish and well-known ending, / with the happiness and toska of existence”.

122 “Amusing sorrows tormented us, / destroying our former beliefs: / we did not
know that in prosperity / the foska of existence is gloomier”.

123 “With my soul split like a hoof, / I’m alien to both my fatherlands, / I’'m Jewish
when anti-Semites are at work, / and Russian when the sin is Zionanism”.

124 “T was drowning in games, in hedonism, / in loves, books, and work, / but
sooner than drown myself in Judaism, / I’d do so in water”.

125 “After a period of drunkenness and pathos, / after a burst of enthusiasm / even
zeal inevitably needs a long break — / a time of skepticism, grief, sobriety”.
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8. The Melancholic God of Skeptical Judaism

The “fluctuating Jew’ — depicted in the Soviet joke about the ‘flying Jew’ as
well as in a series of masterpieces by Marc Chagall — symbolizes the coupling
of a state of suspension with persistent melancholy. Such melancholic suspen-
sion is an enduring phenomenon in the history of Jewish cognitive and emo-
tive experience. Although Jewish tradition also includes a Rabbinical branch
of cognitive inflexibility (the heritage of Shammai)'?, skepticism is an ancient
component of traditional Jewish exegesis as well — and it reflects the condition
of exile itself as well as an elemental Judaic aversion to dogmatism. The roots
of melancholic Ashkenazi humor thus seem to be of a piece with the ancient
tradition of skeptical Judaism'?’.

As Giuseppe Veltri points out, the Talmud itself uses irony in interpreting
the Torah, occasionally making fun of the ‘written Torah’, as in the case of the
Qohelet’s pessimism (Veltri 2013: 725). Here, God Himself can be considered
a student of the Talmud, his arguments bested in discussions with rabbinical
scholars (/vi: 726). Such an idea of God renders Judaism and the Judaic God
substantially different from the Christian religious model:

Only Christianity has dogmas and moral authorities, which invoke the authority
of God and his representatives. Judaism does not [...]. So the question still remains
unanswered: do/did the Jews believe in God? In response to difficult questions
people often answer with a counter-question: does/did God for his part believe in
the Jews? [...]

Halakhah [the Jewish enlightenment, L.S.] is decided day by day, and the only
norm is everyday existence. The rabbi is not a dogmatist who determines truth for
future generations. Rather, he negotiates between past and present. And if he does
not do his job well, he is fired. So God as an authority plays no role [...]. In sum,
between God and the Jewish people, in history and the present, there is a loving,
skeptical, but constructive and mutual mistrust (/vi: 726, 731, 732).

Guberman seems a worthy heir of both ancient (Hebrew) and modern (Ash-
kenazi) skeptical traditions, his latest collections of gariki (2011-2014) giving
ever more evidence of this philosophical framework. God paradoxically re-
sponds to humanity with benevolent mocking, sometimes even expressing him-
self in seemingly trivial language — albeit in an entirely non-trivial way:

Haiins npenyor anst nuanora,
— kak ThI cBapuJI Takoii OynboH? —

126 In the middle of the first century BCE, Hillel and Shammai led the Sanhedrin
and founded two respective and antagonistic religious schools (or ‘houses’), the distinc-
tion between them was similar to “the difference between liberals and conservatives in
America today” (Wylen 1989: 166).

127 Several gariki even contain evident gibes at Jewish orthodoxy and at religious
hypocrisy.
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crpoury s BexJnBo y bora.
— Tlo npsanke, — rpyctHo ckaxet On (2010a, 1: 272)1%8,

Beeenyn, Beanecyur 1 Bcemoryii,

OKyTaH royiyobIMH HeOecamH,

Tocrnosb Ha Hac MISMT U3 PAHCKKUX Ky

U JlyMaeT: pazbeObiBaiitecs camu ([vi: 181)1%.

bBor B urpe ¢ 10apMu Tak HECEPHE3€EH,

a IIOpOM U Ha PYKY HEUUCT,

YTO MOXOKE — HE PENTMTHO3EH,

a BOSMOKHO — fiaxe arenct (Ivi, 1I: 92)1%0,

Hanpacen xop nroickux npouieHui,

HE HAJI0 CJIUIIKOM yIOBAaTh,

BeJib BOr HACTOIBKO COBEPINICHEH,

YTO MOXKET He cyriecTBoBarh (2011: 199)131,

Jews can amicably joke with their sole God because they created Him at
least as much as He created them:

[po namre BriciIee n30Opanne

MBI HE OTNEThIE BPaJIH,

xoTs Hac Bor u36pan He paHee,
yem Mbl Ero uzobpenu (vi: 146)'32,

He 3ps cebe co3nanu bora nByHorne —
o borom sierko u npusiTHO.

Yro Bor cymniecTByet, yBepeHbl MHOTHE

u paxe OH cam, BeposTHO (2013: 200)'3.

Where God is concerned, Guberman’s skepticism is particularly evident. By
emphasizing the profound inconsistency implied by standard, trivializing concep-
tions of the Lord, Guberman subverts the reader’s logical expectations: in His su-
preme imperfection, God deserves our empathy and benevolence. Here again, the
gariki trigger a feeling of skeptical melancholy:

128 “When I have a pretext for dialogue, / ‘How ever didst Thou make such a
broth?’ / "1l politely ask the Lord. / ‘I was on a drunk’, he will sadly reply”.

129 “Omniscient, ubiquitous, and omnipotent, / wrapped in the blue skies, / the
Lord looks down at us from the heavenly foliage / and thinks: unfuck yourselves with-
out me”.

130 “In playing with people, God is so shallow, / and sometimes also light-fingered,
/ that He would seem not to be religious, / It may even be that He’s an atheist”.

131 “The choir of human prayer is futile, / there’s no need for too much trust, / after
all, God is so perfect / that He can even non-exist”.

132 “About being chosen from above / we weren’t inveterately lying / although
God did not choose us before / we invented Him”.

133 “Not by chance did the bipeds create God: / with God all is easy and pleasant.
/ Many people are sure that God exists / and He’s probably sure, too”.
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Bepcuu, THIIOTE3bI, TEOPUH

CIOPAT O MUHYBILEM 3aPa3UTENBLHO,

MCTHHHYIO IPABy 06 HCTOPUM

3HaeT Tonbko Bor. Ho npubnusutensuo (Ivi: 199)134,

Ha crapoctu npumuio Onaromnonydue,
JKuBy 51 B 00€CIICUeHHOCTH JJakKe;
Tor, Tocnosu, mpocTH MEHSI IPH CIIy4ae,

U s — knsnyck — npoury Te6s Torna xe (Ivi: 331)1%,

In Guberman’s cosmogony, God is depicted in full hybridity. He has at least

three contradictory hypostases, ranging from the empathic and powerless, to the
powerful and indifferent, to the guiltless and absent:

He 3Haro, 4bs B TOCKE MOEH BHHA,

B OKHE 3aCThIJIa TIOCKAs JyHa;

U Ka’KeTCs, YTO NPABUT MUPO3AAHUEM JIHIIO,

He 3aMyTHEHHOE co3HanueM (2010a, 11: 396)!%,

Tocnozk, co3areh MUPO3IaHus,

BCE 3HAJI U JIeIall HABCETIa,

ne 3Ha1 OH TOJIBKO COCTPaIaHus,

¥ B 3TOM — I1aBHas Oeza (2011: 227)17,

He nmes x bory nocryna

W BBUIY €r0 OTCYTCTBUS

Kpaiine riryno sxaats or [ocnoga
MUJIOCEPAHOTO coayBeTBHs (2013: 317)13%8,

Moreover, Guberman’s God, who rarely seems interested in human matters,
not only reacts to the evolution of His own creation with human-like disappoint-
ment, but also personally declares his disapproval for planet Earth in an incon-
gruously offhand and humorous style!*:

134 “Different versions, hypotheses, theories / argue contagiously about the past —/
the genuine truth about history / is known only by God. Roughly”.

135 “In my old age it turns out I’ve become prosperous, / and even manage to live
without a care; / You, Lord, forgive me for that if you need to, / and then I swear I’ll
forgive You, too”.

136 T don’t know who is to blame for my foska; / outside the window a flat moon
has congealed, / and it seems the universe is governed by someone, / who is untroubled
by cognizance”.

137 “The Lord, the creator of the universe, / knew and created everything for
evermore, / the only thing He didn’t know was compassion / and that is our primary
misfortune”.

138 “Having no access to God / and seeing how He’s absent, / it’s very stupid to
expect from Him / merciful compassion”.

139 On Guberman’s poetic use of obscene words, see Vol’skaja 2003 and Salmon
2014a.
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TBopel He nMllIeH UHTEpECa,
IISIIAT OH | AyMaerT: O,
yOoifHas cuiia mporpecca
pacTtet Ha nnanere 3emns ([vi: 340)140.

This skeptical Jewish God is a symbol of the paradoxical, funny-yet-poi-
gnant toska of the exiles for a metaphysical, hence unrealizable homeland, for
what Jankélévitch (1974: 360) has called “la localization symbolique et méta-
phorique d’un désir indéterminé”. A supreme representation of lack, loss, and/
or distance, this celestial homeland is as hybrid as God is. God represents our
longing for Him, a nostalgic reflection of His longing for us:

Ml mycToTy B cebe OMHasKIbI

BIPYT CTPAHHOI YyBCTBYEM MPOMAKEN;

Tocka 1o bory — 37as xaxna,

TBOpEI] KOIIMapoB U Mupaskeii (2010a, I: 363)'!,

T[oasepkeH meopueckoti mocke,
Tocrozp He 4y3KJl 3eMHOTO 3€lbs,

¥ HAIIA )KM3Hb HA BOIOCKE BUCHT

B yackl Ero moxmenss (Ivi, 11: 432)'42,

Max Horkheimer (1985: 387) said that what matters in Judaism is not what
God is like, but rather what we, human beings, are like. Judaic skeptical foska
is thus a perception of each individual’s ethical responsibility towards his or
her own intrinsic nature and towards the nature of others. Through contrast,
Guberman illustrates the intrinsic gap between metaphysical ethics, which im-
plies passive subordination to external dogmas, and skeptical ethics which vi-
tally contributes to the moral struggle within each of us. Such is the position
expressed by Bashevis Singer’s Magician of Lublin: “If there is no God, man
must behave like God” (Singer 2010: 229), a comment that does not illustrate
would-be Jewish megalomania, but simultaneously asserts skeptical awareness
and a sense of responsibility before God’s absence. In other words, by consider-
ing God’s inexistence or even distance, humans can show Him their indulgence:

51 KUt BechMa, COBCEM, OTHIONB HE CTPOTO,

HO CTPOTO 3a CBOCH CIICINIT CYNBOOH,

6osuicst moToMy uToO 5 He bora,

a TATOCTHOU Bpask/ibl ¢ caMuM coboii (2011: 174)!43,

140 «“Not without some interest, the Creator / looks down and thinks: shit, / the de-
structive power of progress / is really growing on planet Earth”.

141 “Emptiness we one day / suddenly perceive within, like a strange loss; / toska
for God is a nasty thirst, / the creator of nightmares and mirages”.

142 “When subject to creative toska, / the Lord doesn’t deny Himself an earthly
drink, / and our life hangs by a thread / in the hours of His hangover”.

143 “T lived quite, completely, entirely casually, / but carefully paid attention to my
fate, / not that I was afraid of God, / just of onerous enmity with myself”.
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Xotb bora s nymioif He mpUHUMAaLO,

OJIHAKO B CHITy ATOTO IiebelicTsa

¢ Hero s 1 0TBETCTBEHHOCTH CHUMAIO

3a BCe MHOTOBEKOBBIE 3110/1e€iicTBa (2013: 272)144,

Hu Beayx, HE 1po ce0s 1 He MOJIIOCh

Y HE TBOPIO HOKJIOHOB MEHYOT,

JIUIIL U3peKa LIEMYy 5, TEPThIH IyCh:

“Cracu6o, eciu gaxe Te6s Het!” (2014a: 504)'4.

The Freudian intuition that two opposing drives paradoxically govern the
human psyche (love/life vs. death) finds its voice at the close of Singer’s novel
Family Moskat, where the primary object of Jewish longing is nothing less than
death itself: “Death is the Messiah. That’s the real truth” (Singer 2000: 611).

9. Demystifying Toska — Skepticism's Toska for Humanity

As we have seen, skeptical humor, the humorous variety of reflective tos-
ka, undramatizes whatever seems to humans irreparably ‘serious’, including
nostalgia itself. Guberman’s thought thus avoids rhetorical or romantic ap-
peal to appear before the reader in all its humaneness. His gariki both result
from and foster an easy, benevolent gaze at ‘life as it is’, lending a sense of
dignity to existential experience. In a universe governed by an inconsistent
God, on a planet inhabited by inconsistent beings, in chaos that is governed by
chance and necessity, verbal humor and drinking are the only responses that
Guberman, a mournful optimist, has to combat foska. Life is so heavy that it
deserves lightness:

Henp3s mutenbHO CTpaaars,
HET T0JIb3bI B OECKOHEUHOM COKPYIICHHH.
CoBceM HE B JIETKOH JKM3HM 0J1aroarh,

a B JIETKOM K TO¥ »ku3Hu oTHOmeHunu (2011: 226)'4°,

S1 He ucKal YMHOB U 3BaHUH,

HO OYE€Hb YacTo, ciasa bory,

TOCKY HECOBIBIIUXCS JKEITaHIH

MeHsT Ha cObIBIIMXCs u3xkory (2010a, I1: 383)17.

144 «Although I do not accept God in my soul, / I do, however, in view of this petty
fact, / relieve Him of any responsibility / for all those centuries of evildoing”.

145 “I don’t pray either aloud or to myself, / nor do I perform minuets of bowing, /
I only whisper rarely, old goose that I am: / ‘Thank you, even if for only not-existing’”.

146 “You can’t go on suffering for too long, / there’s no advantage to endless distress.
/ Beatitude is not the result of an easy life, / but of living easily with the life you have”.

147 «T wasn’t looking for ranks and titles, / but quite often, thank God, / I replaced

the toska of unrealized dreams / with the real burning of hangovers”.
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DTO cUacThe — JBOPEI] BO3BOIUTH HA TIECKE,
He 0OAThCS THOPbMBI U CYMBI,
npeaaBaTbCs J'IIO6BI/I, OTaaBaTbCA TOCKE,
HUpOBATh B SMUIEHTpe uyMbl (2013: 131)'48

The gariki may be seen to contain an aesthetic and speculative ‘complete-
ness’ that represents an entire philosophical system based on the insight that
overcoming foska, identity hybridity, and suspension means accepting toska,
hybridity and suspension, and on the expression of this acceptance in art. Poetry
itself becomes the stylization of chaos, rather than a means to achieve fame or
status. For Guberman, accepting toska means transcoding it into Russian-Jew-
ish paradoxicality — and thus reinvigorating all the humorous resources of his
beloved mother tongue. The more refined his verse technique, the stronger the
element of playfulness.

The concept of an opposition between “‘jazykovoj optimism” (“linguistic
optimism”) and “spiritual 'nyj pessimizm” (“spiritual pessimism”) that Efim Et-
kind developed in his studies of Puskin (cf. Etkind A. 2005: 12), applies perfect-
ly to the gariki. Puskin’s optimism lies in the fact that his verses, however sad
they may be, nonetheless manage to persuade us that sadness can be expressed
and hence that the strength of language is the primary means of psychological
endurance and resistance. “Spiritual pessimism” conversely expresses a mis-
trust of language and is thus a form of ideological conservatism.

Guberman’s worldview demystifies and ‘humorizes’ everything, particu-
larly those objects that are typical of human mystification. His verses propose
an approach to life without either self-deception or despair, replacing these with
humor and skeptical melancholia, in short, a form of ethical, ironic, and melan-
cholic heroism:

Ha cobctBeHHOM ropOy 1 Ha 9yKOM

s BBIHSIHYHMJI [TOHSITHE TIPOCTOE:

0ECCMBICIICHHO WTH Ha TaHK C HOXKOM,

HO ecJIM OueHb Xouercs, To crout (2010a, I: 263)'%.

Eciu yk HeceT Tes TedeHHe Cy/b0bl IPOTHB TBOEH BOJIH, TO IUIBIBH MO HEMY
u onyuaii ynosonbersue (2009a: 44)1%0,

Though such reflectiveness is onerous, it is the direct consequence of ac-
cepting the poignant and counterintuitive logic of “chance and necessity” (in

148 “Happiness is building a castle in the sand, / with no fear of either prison or
poverty, / indulging in love, surrendering to foska, / continuing to feast in the epicenter
of the plague”.

149 “From my own bitter experience and those of others, / I’ve extracted this sim-
ple idea: / it makes no sense to attack a tank with a knife, / but if you really want to, then
it’s worth it”.

150 “If the current of destiny carries you against your will, then float along and en-
joy it”.
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Jacques Monod’s famous formulation). Once we accept the logic of the universe
— which at first seems senseless to us — we can change our perspective and look
at things from an estranged (ostranennoe) position. Gariki express the poignan-
cy of knowledge and the pleasure of de-dramatization:

TTOCKONIbKY MBICIIIO 5l HECJIOMKHO,

To MpUHSI C BO3PACTOM PELIEHHME:

VIlydIIMTS MUD HENb35, HO MOKHO

K Hemy ynyumuts otHomenue (2013: 345)11,

In the words of Volkova (2008: 175), “if it does not break us, exile para-
doxically makes us more humane”. As Guberman puts it:

V caMoro KpoMeLIHOro npejesa

¥ Ja’Ke 32 HETO TECHUMBII BEKOM,

A1 ienaj HCTOPUYECKOe eI —

ynpsmo ocTapaiics genosexoM (2010a, I1: 136)'2.

151 “Since I think simply, / I made a decision as I grew older: / it’s impossible to
make the world better, / but one can improve his approach to it”.

152 “When I reached the utter limit, / and had even gone beyond, pushed by the era,
/ 1 performed a historical feat —/ and stubbornly remained human”.
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Pesrome

Jlaypa CanpmoH

Menanxonuueckuii 1omop u 3a0ymuusas mocka. Ilosmuxa napadokcarviocmu
Heops [ybepmana

[Tostrueckoe TBopuyectBo Uropst ['ybepmana, cocTaBieHHOE U3 THICSY YETBEPO-
cTHIINH (Tak Ha3. ‘eapukog’), OTpaskaeT I'MOPUIHBIN KaHp, HAXOJIIUICS Ha CTHIKE
HacJeaus eBpeHCKol a(OpHCTHUECKOW TPaJUIINK, PYCCKOTO YCTHOTO (DOIBKIOpa H
KIJIACCHYECKOH PyCcCKOi mo33un. Tema TOCKH SBISACTCS B ‘eapukax’ KITFOYEBOH, XOTS OHA
cyry0o najneka oT ‘pectaBpupyromiei Hoctanbruu’ B moHsaTuu C. boiim (2001). Hampo-
TUB, TyOEpPMaHOBCKasi TOCKA — YyBCTBO 33AyMUHBOE, MEJIAHXOIMUYECKOE, apaoKcallb-
Hoe. OHO BBIpaXXaeT Ty 0COOEHHYIO CKENTHYECKYIO CIIeIN(UKY, KOTOpast XapaKTepu3yeT
AIIKeHA3CKUHI MapafoKCalbHBIA IOMOp, LENBI0 KOTOPOTO SIBISIETCS HE OCMESIHUE HEN0-
CTaTKOB JIIOZICH, a JOOpOKemaTenbHbI cMeX HaJl )KN3HEHHBIM, OOJE€3HEHHBIM adcyp-
JIOM, HaJl TPYCTBIO YEIOBEUECKOTO CYIIeCTBOBaHHUA. [10OOHBIN MeTaHXONMUICCKUN 1
IapaloKCaIbHBII FOMOP MO3BOJISIET IO3TY CMOTPETh HA KH3Hb, HA ce0s, JaKke Ha caMo-
ro bora co cHuCXOnUTENBHOHN ‘ynbIOKON pazyma’, MPHHIUIHAIBHO JTUIIEHHON BCAKON
HaJIMEHHOCTH WUJIM 4yBCTBA BBICOKOMEPHS. B 0TIMUYNM OT MOBEpXHOCTHOTO BOCTIPHUSTHUS
mupoKor myonuku, ['ydepMan — TOHUAIMH MEJIAHXOJHK, ITYyOOKHH CKENTHK, CMEo-
IIAHCS CKBO3b CiIe3bl. 100 Tak yuuT pyccKo-eBpeicKas TpaanuIys, ITyOOKO TPOHHKIIAs
B POCCHIICKYIO CIIOBECHOCTB: KOT/Ia CIIMIIKOM I'PYCTHO Ha AyIIE, OCTACTCS JIUIIb CMEX.



