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A New Post-Soviet Village-Prose Tale:
How Natalya Klucharyova’s A Year in Paradise Refers to

Alexandr Solzhenitsyn's Matryona’s House.

It has been noted that works of the young Russian writer Natalya Klucharyova continue
the tradition of the Soviet Village Prose School of writing.* Indeed, Klucharyova’s novels S.0.S.
(S.0.S.) and Hepesns oypaxos (Village of fools) as well as her short story Ooun 200 6 Paio (A
Year in Paradise) ? deal with an unhappy city man going into a deep-in-the-heart-of-Russia
village to look for the real Russia. That is also the major premise of Village Prose writing. As in
classical Village Prose writings, her works too explore questions of nationalism, central to that
school. A Year in Paradise, which was published in 2007, received the prestigious Kazakov
Prize for the best Russian short story in 2008, beating stories by such luminaries as Zakhar
Prilepin and Olga Slavnikova, presumably (and to the chagrin of some critics, who object to such

exclusive focus on topicality) for its concern about the fate of the Russian village and therefore,
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the entire country.® That too is an important theme of Soviet Village Prose. In this paper |
demonstrate that in many respects Klucharyova’s A Year in Paradise is specifically a parody of
and a tribute to the foundation Village Prose piece—Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s 1959 Mampénun
osop (Matryona’s House). | suggest that Klucharyova’s techniques involve an exuberant
development of stylistic elements found in Solzhenitsyn’s text, sometimes with a certain
denigration of imagery. One such element is the use of proper names and the other is assumption
of the wonder tale structure, two features of Matryona’s House extrapolated to satisfyingly
almost ridiculous by Klucharyova.

Both works are narrated by a male character in first person, telling a story of his being
hosted by an old village woman who dies at the end. In addition to similarities in the general
outline, Klucharyova’s character names attest to her story’s connection with the foundation text.
For example, the key character is Térs Mors (Auntie Motya); “Mots (Motya)” is short for
“Marpéna (Matryona),” which is the name of Solzhenitsyn’s heroine. There is, however, a
considerable stylistic difference between the two versions of the name. “Matpéna” is a
respectable village name, almost retaining the meaning of its Roman origin—“matron.” In the
story, it is often respectfully combined with the patronymic of “Bacunsesna (Vasilyevna), a
patronymic formed from “Bacumuit,” a name of Byzantine Greek origin, meaning “royal.” *
Little respect is associated with “rérs Morts,” a barely proper noun, which usually denotes a

ridiculous common old woman.®
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It is not even clear from Klucharyova’s story whether that is the old woman’s real name
indeed. The narrator-protagonist uses it after his only other neighbors, the two old sisters, whose
own names unambiguously refer to “darkness and light,” Toma and Lusya tell him “A, sto Térs
Morts! — Toma c Jlroceii npeicHyH coBceM Kak MostoaeHbkue aeymku. (Oh, that’s Auntie
Motya!—Toma and Lusya burst into giggles absolutely like young girls.)”®” The otherwise
unexplained laughter may indicate that it is an invented nickname that they have given to the
peculiar old woman. Nowhere in the text does the narrator-protagonist address Tyotya Motya
directly as such; all his references to her are in the third person. When he buries her, while he
puts this questionable name on her grave, it is clear that there is a doubt in his mind as to what
her name really is: “Ha momeuke tak u Hanucain: “Térs Mots”. He cmor coo0pa3uth aaxe, Kak
ee mosHoe umst (And on the sign, | wrote it just like that “Tyotya Motya.” | could not even figure
out what her full name was.)”®

Solzhenitsyn’s patronymic “BacuibeBna” for his Matpéna figures in a no less
bastardized form in A Year in Paradise. Bacuuii is no longer the father of the main character—
Bacwuii associated with Tyotya Motya is an old cat, perhaps a distant relative of Matryona’s

9 A common pet cat name in Russia is Bacska (Vas’ka), which

“romueHoras komika (lame cat).
IS a somewhat derogatory derivation from the royal “Bacumuii.” In Klucharyova’s story, the use
of its full form for a cat suggests simultaneously a certain intentional degradation of the
reference and a certain elevation of the cat character. The only truly royal character with the

name related to Bacunwii is Prince Bacunbsko (Vasil’ko), briefly mentioned by an ethnography

student in a conversation with the narrator-protagonist. Even then, the name is present only in a
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diminutive form and is associated with a very distant and disturbing past—the prince was
blinded by his brothers.*®

Another reference to the name “Bacuuii” and its degradation in Klucharyova’s story is
the family name of Bacroxun (Vasyukhin), the most common last name in the village. As
ethnography students visiting the village observe concerning those soldiers from the village who
perished during the World War 11, “[u]3 nBaamaru moru6iux, 4eTeipHaIaTh BaclOXMHBIX,
npukusb! ([o]ut of twenty casualties, fourteen are Vasyukhin, think of the proportions!)”*! This
last name, constituting seventy percent of the last names in the village, is obviously derived from
Bacroxa (Vasyukha), another derogatory derivation from the royal Bacunuii. Earlier in the story,
the reader learns that the village villain is also Bacroxuu.'> Chances are that Tyotya Motya has
the same last name, that she too is Bactoxuna (Vasyukhina). Térs Mots Bactoxuna is a
bastardized version of Solzhenitsyn’s Matpéna BacunbeHa.

If the reader is still inattentive enough to miss the significance of names in the story,
Klucharyova adds a rambling discourse about a good name for a daughter, carried on by a
beautiful and young ethnography student, with whom the nameless protagonist is infatuated.™
This is a confirmation of the necessity to pay attention to names or lack thereof, just as is the
discussion of the name of the village in which the narrator stays in the beginning of the story.
Like Solzhenitsyn, Klucharyova makes a connection between village names and a search for
Russia.

In Solzhenitsyn, the initial stress is on the contrast between poetic Boicokoe ITose

(Vysokoye Pole, High Field) and an example of Sovietese—Topdompoaykr
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(Peatmossproduct).'® Once the narrator is established as a math teacher in Torfoproduct, he
learns of other villages nearby: TansnoBo, (Tal’novo)—Matryona’s actual village, and
“Yacmuipl, OBuniiel, Criyaau, leseptau, [llectumupoo (Chaslitsy, Ovintsy, Spudni, Shevertni
and Shestimirovo).”*® The narrator says, “BeTpoM yCIIOKOGHHSI IOTSHYJIO HA MEHS OT 3THX
Ha3BaHui. OHK oOemanu MHe KoHoBYI0 Poccuto. (Winds of calm breathed onto me from those

18 This is another time that the

names. They promised me the real old-fashioned Russia.)
narrator announces his desire to be one with the real Russia, “Mue xoTenock 3arecarscs u
3aTepAThCs B caMOi HYTpsiHO# Poccur—ecinu takas rae-to Obuia, xmia (I wanted to get
dissolved and lost in the very core of Russia—if there still was one someplace, if it still lived.)”’
Klucharyova’s protagonist too is concerned with finding the “real” Russia. For him, it is
his “sxaxa Hactosimero (thirst for the real)” that brings him to the village of Paii (Paradise).™®
While Solzhenitsyn’s Bricokoe ITose has certain, very subtle, paradisical associations, the name
Pait is unbelievably straightforward and ironic, as the protagonist-narrator notes.® The name
seems unusual to Russian speakers, who are familiar with common village names derived from
the word “paradise,” such as Paék (little paradise), Paiikoso (of little paradise), and Paiickoe (of
paradise), but not Paii itself, even though there is indeed a village with such a name near

Smolensk. That real village is in a much better state and has a much greater population than the

practically dead village described by Klucharyova. Nor is the real village of Rai located in
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I'psizeso region (Gryazevo—a toponym derived from rpsi3s, meaning “mud”), which, in the
story, is the result of Klucharyova’s use of a real name from a different location.?

“I'psizeo” itself undoubtedly reminds Klucharyova’s readers of another list of village
names associated with a search for Russia—Nikolai Nekrasov’s 1876 Komy na Pycu sicumo
xopowo? (Who lives happily in Russia?), in which peasants search for whoever lives happily in
Russia, coming

N3 cMexXHBIX AEPEBEHD:

3annartoBa, [{pipsiBUHA,

PasyroBa, 3HOOUIIMHA,

I'openosa, HeenoBa —

Heypoxaiika Tox

(From neighbor villages:

All-Patched, With-Holes-Covered,

All-Shoeless, Chilled-and-Cold,

Burnt-Down, Not-Have-Eaten—

And Never-Harvest too). %

Such blunt irony is a typical device for Klucharyova—she overloads her tale with clues, making
the story not just a narrative but a discourse on narrative, an ironic commentary on the text itself,
a play on its own intertextuality. Her approach is to develop Solzhenitsyn’s subtle, buried
references, for Solzhenitsyn’s text too contains references to this poem by Nekrasov and to at
least one more work by the poet.

While Klucharyova references Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona with her Tyota Motya, in his
turn, Solzhenitsyn gives the same name to his heroine as that belonging to an idealized peasant

022

heroine of Nekrasov’s Who lives happily in Russia?“ This reference to Nekrasov helps the

reader realize that Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona also has a prototype in the image of an idealized

20 “Paii” in Duyunonedus Cmonencroii o6racmu (Encyclopedia of Smolensk Region),
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peasant woman from Nekrasov’s narrative poem Mopos, kpacuwiii noc (Father Frost, the Red-
Nosed). The excerpt from the poem that starts with “EcTb *eHIIHHBI B pyCCKUX CEICHBSIX. ..
(There are women in Russian villages...) was familiar to every Russian when Solzhenitsyn was
writing his story. Like Nekrasov’s heroine, who “Kownst Ha ckaky octaHoBUT,/B ropsiyto uzoy
Boiizer! (Will stop a running horse/Will enter a burning house),”?* Matryona does just that. She
tells the narrator how when she was young she stopped a startled horse, “Pa3 ¢ ucnyry canu
[koHb—V.M.] noHEC B 03ep0, MY>KUKH OTCKaKUBAJIH, a s, IPaB/a, 3a y3/1y CXBaTHIIA,
ocranoBmia. (Once [the horse—V.M.] got startled and tore headlong to the lake with the sled,;
the men just kept jumping out of the way, and 1, really, grabbed the bridles and stopped him.)””?*
And, already after Matryona’s death, the author also tells how once, waking up to a fire in her
house, instead of focusing on saving herself, she was saving her innumerable ficus plants from
the burning house.?

Like Nekrasov, both Solzhenitsyn and Klucharyova also use dialect—one of the most
straightforward ways to impart village flavor to their characters’ speech. In Solzhenitsyn, who

126

quotes Marpéna’s “nopuus (portion)” for “mopua (hex)”* and “xapronnsiii cyn (cardboard

2! these amusing variations of the local speech are

soup)” for “kaprodenbhsiii cyn (potato soup),
superficial, more decorative than substantial.
Klucharyova uses dialect in a way more integral to the story. For example, Tyotya Motya

uses a phrase to describe her own final state with the words that the protagonist (together with

most readers) does not understand—“xoxut Xopoxouns.” % She is referring to the phenomenon of
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agonal breathing, characteristic of a dying person. The word “xopoxo:b” is not even found in
Vladimir Dal’s dictionary, but the entire phrase is quoted in a letter by Piotr Miturich when he
describes Velimir Khlebnikov’s death: “Peus coBepiiieHHO HENOHSATHASI, €1BA MLET, JABIIIUT C
TPYZOM, B TOpJIE KJIOKOYET. ,,YKe XOIUT XOPOXO0Jb ‘', — cKa3aa OAUH CTapUK-MYKHK —
npencmeptraoe aeixanue. (His [Klebnikov’s—VM] speech is absolutely incomprehensible, he
can barely drink, he has difficulty breathing; something gurgles in his throat. “Already the
xopoxonw is out and about,” said an old peasant about the death rattle.)”%

The alliteration, consonance and onomatopoeia of the peasant’s words are enough to
work in Klucharyova’s story for a reader who does not have knowledge of the expression’s
semantics. There is, however, an awareness of text extension possibilities. Anyone can search the
expression on the Internet and find the excerpt from Khlebnikov’s biography, the way I did. The
Internet becomes another reference in itself just as dying Khlebnikov’s insistence on going to a
village becomes a part of Klucharyova’s story. The very obscurity of the words becomes a
device to comment on the theme of death in Klucharyova and ties the death of a poet with the
theme of Russian village death. Searching for Russia in the story or searching for Russia on the
Internet both lead to the theme of death.

Presenting the noun “Xopoxo:s” in the written text with a capital letter, as if for a proper
name of an animate entity, imparts certain anthropomorphic or at least zoomorphic features to
the phenomenon of agonal breathing, to death itself. In general Klucharyova’s story is full of
anthropomorphized creatures, such as the already mentioned tomcat Vasiliy, in contrast to
Solzhenitsyn’s sober and rational view of life, death, and animals. For example, like
Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona, Tyotya Motya lives alone and also, like Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona, who

owns a goat, “Bce XKHUBOTHI €€ ObLTH—O0]IHA 3Ta TPsI3HO-Oenas kpuBoporas ko3a (all of her

? Sofia Starkina, Velimir Khlebnikov (Moscow: Molodaya Gvardia, 2007), 300.



30 all Tyotya Motya owns is a goat.**

animals were this one dirty-white crooked-horn goat),
Solzhenitsyn, however, mentions the goat only in relationship to difficulties that Matryona has in
feeding the animal, and then, at the very end of the story, informs the reader that the goat has
been taken by one of Matryona’s sisters.* By contrast, Tyotya Motya’s goat, with her excellent
communication skills, is a fully-developed character in her own right and a mover of the plot as
well. She is the one who fetches the narrator when Tyotya Motya collapses before her death.*
The animal characters impart a very obvious folktale-like quality to Klucharyova’s text.

A Year in Paradise in fact has many structural features and stylistic details referencing
the Russian wonder tale. In fact, it can be analyzed by assigning Propp’s functions to the
narrative.® There is the initial Function VIIla Member of a Family Lacks Something—left by
the wife in this case. It is followed by Function XI The Hero Leaves Home—taking off in a
random direction “where one’s eyes happen to look™ as it would be described in a folktale.
Interactions with Lyokha fall under X111 The Hero Reacts to the Actions of the Future Donor and
XIV The Hero Acquires the Use of a Magical Agent—house with an “interactive” map of
Russia. The last two functions are tripled, first to include Toma and Lusya (Darkness and Light)
as donors as well, and then Tyotya Motya, a Baba Yaga-like character with her animal familiar,
the goat, making the total number of female donors the “correct” three. As is proper for the
wonder tale, from the name of the village, the hero is in the other world, in the land of the dead.

Once the magical tale structure is established, there follows bastardization and reversal of

functions. Function XV The Hero is Led to the Whereabouts of an Object of Search—not his
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grandfather’s body but just a helmet that could as well be anyone’s helmet in a magically
disappearing clearing in the woods. Function XVI The Hero and the Villain Join in Direct
Combat becomes the anti-function, the hero does not enter the combat, he is defeated. More anti-
functions: The Hero is not Branded (Function XVI1), the Villain is not Defeated (Function
XVI1I1), and the Initial Misfortune or Lack is not Liquidated (Function XIX). This last anti-
function is reinforced by his not getting the “princess”—Lesya. And all the subsequent functions
are anti-functions. The reference to the classical anti-wonder tale, Gogol’s Viy, strengthens the
interpretation of the story as such.®

But again, | see turning of Klucharyova’s story into a wonder tale-like narrative as a
response to that, which Solzhenitsyn already hints at in his story. In Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona’s
House Sheryl Spitz recognizes folktale motifs in the hero coming from afar on a search. She also
observes that the description of Matryona’s house sounds like that of Baba Yaga’s. Spitz,
however, hurries to point out that there is nothing Baba Yaga-like in Matryona herself.*® In
contrast to Spitz, | do note Baba Yaga features in Matryona; for example, the initial meeting of
the narrator with Matryona is strongly reminiscent of a hero’s coming to Baba Yaga in Russian
wonder tales. When he enters Matryona’s house in search of quarters to live, Matryona lies on
top of a Russian stove.*” That is just what Baba Yaga does when the hero enters her hut on
chicken feet: she lies “na neun, na neBstom kuprman (0n the stove, on the ninth brick).”*® The

conversation about food and feeding that follows between the female character on the stove and
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% Sheryl Spitz, “The Impact of Structure on Solzhenitsyn’s “Matryona’s Home,” in Russian Review 36 (2): 173,
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the male character standing in the doors in Solzhenitsyn®® is also reminiscent of the formulaic
exchange that takes place in folktales.*® But the most important point is that the central function
of Matryona in the story coincides with the central function of Baba Yaga in folktales. VIadimir
Propp says, “Kiaccuueckas ¢popma gaputens—sra (A classical manifestation of the donor is
Yaga).”*! Matryona is a donor—she gives the narrator a gift of knowledge as he realizes what
the essence and foundation of the real Russia is, gives him a reward for his search:

Bce MbI kuinm psSaom ¢ Hel U He MOHSUIIN, YTO €CTh OHA TOT CAMBIM NPaBEIHHUK,

0e3 KOTOpOro, MO MOCIOBHUIIE, HE CTOUT CEJIO.

Hu ropon.

Hu Bcst 3eMiis Hara.

(We all lived next to her and did not understand that she was that same saint

without whom, as the saying goes, a village cannot stand.

Nor a city.

Nor our entire land.) **

In contrast to Matryona’s gift, in Klucharyova, Tyota Motya’s gifts to the narrator are
more ambiguous. The protagonist of A Year in Paradise seems to be just as confused at the end
of the story as when he starts on his search. Tyota Motya, however, has many characteristics of
Baba Yaga even though her donor function appears to be weakened. Inexplicably, magically,
she is rich, rich in the folktale sense: she has piles of foodstuff and significantly, she has candles

when electricity fails, she is in charge of light. “* Her stores remind the story’s reader of the

Russian wonder tale “Vasilisa Prekrasnaya (Vasilisa the Beautiful)” that states that in Baba

% Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Marpéuus xop” [1959] in Ooun denv Hsana Jenucosuual Mampénun dsop (Paris:
YMCA-Press, 1973), 129.
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Yaga’s house “Bcero nosoubno (there is plenty of everything)” and in which the plot is based on
Vasilisa’s travel to Baba Yaga’s house to get light.**

The name Tyota Motya itself, aside from referring to Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona, has Baba
Yaga associations as well. The name, as Natalya Bogdanova points out, is believed to originate
from children’s nonsense rhyme folklore. Such folklore mostly refers to mémsa Moms as a
ridiculous old woman. (And that is the sense in which Toma and Lucya use it in the story). There
is, however, a strand of rhymes and stories presenting méms Moms as a supernatural being.
Bogdanova singles out an eponymous story by Yuri Zverlin as an example of that mode of
character presentation in literature.*® In that story, méms Moms is a nomoBoii (house spirit)-like
character, living in the heating-ventilation system and jumping out there when the small daughter
of the family is attacked; with her sword-like never-cut nails, she chases the attacker away.*®

In Klucharyova’s A Year in Paradise, there are also competing donors, other competing
Baba Yagas. The already mentioned sisters Toma and Lucya give companionship and assistance
in the protagonist’s search for his grandfather, which is equated with the search for the real
Russia in the story.*” The initial donor is JIexa (Lyokha), who gifts a house with a magical
interactive map of Russia to the narrator.*® From his name, from his appearance and from his
bizarre speech, it is easy to recognize him as a leshiy, a forest spirit that sometimes acts as a
donor in folktales. As Propp says, “Jlemuii Bcerjia €cTh He YTO MHOE, KaK IEPEUMCEHOBaHHAsI sira
(Leshiy is always nothing but a renamed Yaga)”.*® To this list of donors, based on her name,

echoing “Lyokha” and “leshiy,” and my reading of the story, | add Jlecs (Lesya), the

“ Aleksandr Afanas’ev, # XX
4 Natalya V. Bogdanova, “Kto Bsl, Téts Mota?” http://www.gramma.ru/RUS/?id=14.99
® yuri Zverlin, “Térs Mots,” http://www.proza.ru/2009/12/26/468
“ Natalya Klucharyova, “Omuu rox B Paio (A Year in Paradise)” in Hoswiii mup (New world), #11, 2007, xx.
48 |hi
Ibid., xx
* Vladimir Propp, Hcmopuueckue kopru somuebnoii ckasxu (Leningrad: Leningrad University Press, 1986), 57.
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ethnography student. Her primary function in the story is that of the magical princess, but she is
also a Baba Yaga in training. She has a potential to be a gifter with her quickly accumulating
knowledge and her possibly magical abilities to make the deaf and dumb speak.*

This double function of Lesya, she is both the object of a search for a magical princess
and a potential donor, is a parallel to a double function that Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona has.
Matryona is both the object of a search for Russia, encapsulated in her saintliness, and a donor,
who makes realization of that truth by the protagonist possible.>* Solzhenitsyn’s story ends with
the successful completion of that search. His hero now knows what Russia needs “to stand,”
reflecting perhaps a certain optimism that Solzhenitsyn felt about Russia’s opportunities after
Stalin’s death. His ending suggests a possibility of a new, “true” direction that the country could
take then.

Klucharyova’s story, written considerably after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and
still with the country in the grips of disappointments with life in the post-Soviet Russia, is not
entirely pessimistic, but reflects the sense of a loss of direction and confusion about every value
and stance. For example, when towards the end of the story, the narrator-hero prays over the
body of Tyotya Motya with the words of the prayer miraculously coming to him, that suggests a
way out for Russia through religion. But the conflation of that miracle with the image of Khoma
Brut from Gogol’s Viy adds great ambivalence to the interpretation of his actions. After all,
Khoma Brut dies an unclean death while holding vigil over the body of a witch. And so at the
very end of the story, the main hero finishes sitting on the floor, propping a map of Russia that
keeps falling apart— waiting. He does not know what makes the country “stand.” The contrast

with Solzhenitsyn’s story, made more evident by Klucharyova’s parodying of its names and

%0 Natalya Klucharyova, “Omus rox B Paio (A Year in Paradise)” in Hossiii mup (New world), #11, 2007, 86.
> Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Matpéunn asop” [1959] in Odun denv Hsana denucosuual Mampénun osop (Paris:
YMCA-Press, 1973), 161.
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extending and reversing its wonder tale structure, shows just how much the hero of her story

does not know what makes the country “stand.”
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