Alexander Zholkovsky
Fazil Iskander’s pantomimic narratives

In what follows I identify a recurrent pattern in Fazil Iskander’s
prose: his characters” obsessive recourse to elusive utterances, am-
biguous gestures, and other deliberately conspicuous, yet covert mes-
sages, whose meaning is playfully decoded and commented upon by
the narrator and other characters.

In an earlier study' I traced the changes in the functioning of the
Walter-Scottian motif of , the protagonist’s eye-contact with authority
figures” in: The Captain’s Daughter (Grinev’s with Pugachev), War and
Peace (Prince Andrew, Nicholas and others” with Napoleon, Alexan-
der and others) — and in Iskander’ ,Belshazzar’s Feasts” (Uncle San-
dro’s with Stalin). In Pushkin eyes happily meet, in Tolstoy they fail
to, while in Iskander the point is to avoid the deadly gaze of the
Leader.” That story is saturated with multiple variations of , visual
contact,” and at the dramatic moment of the encounter with Stalin
this , visualness” develops into fully-fledged , theatricality”:

Performing his solo act as a dancer, Sandro slides on his knees
all the way up to Stalin, his eyes covered by a turban (6armasIk).
Then, as Stalin removes the turban and looks into his eyes, won-
dering where he could have seen him, Sandro, sensing danger,
ventures a guess: perhaps in a documentary about the ensemble.
In fact, as he realizes later, they had met some thirty years ago,
when the little boy Sandro was a witness to Stalin’s murderous
activity but scared by his withering gaze into not telling the police.
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! See JKoaxosckuit A. OuHple cTaBKu ¢ BAactuTedeM. VI3 mcropum oaHoi
,TIyImKuHcKon” mapaaurmsl// Ilynikunckas koHpepenims B CraHpopae. 1999.
Marepuaas u uccaeaosannsi/ Pea. . berea n ap. (M.: OI'4, 2001), c. 381 —389
(http://rcf.usc.edu/~alik/rus/ess/ochn.htm).
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At the time, I focused on the eye-contact motif only as part of the
Walter-Scottian paradigm, but resuming recently my Iskander stud-
ies, I was struck by the pervasiveness of the theatrical layer in his nar-
ratives.

As a test case I'll examine his early piece ,Rasskaz o more”
(,A Story about the Sea”; 1962),> in which the ,theater” is placed in
the service of the tale’s master theme of initiation. The short story is
for and about children — and a safely , Soviet” one. But the future
master and his invariants are already there.

The narrator starts by recalling how as a seven-year old he
learned to swim — by himself.

«5l He IIOMHIO, KOT4a HAy4MACS XOAUTH, 3aTO ITOMHIO, KOrJa
Hayunacs maasate. IlaaBaTh s1 Hayumacsa cam (Swimming —
that I learned by myself)... a KTO yu1a MeHs1 XOAUTH, HEU3BECTHO.
BocrmreiBaan KOAA€KTUBHO.

The plot boils down to the following:

First the protagonist recounts how he and a friend would dive
to retrieve ancient coins. One day he picked up from the bottom
something glittering, which turned out to be the metallic lids of
modern bottles. He comments: «Mope HoAmyTnio Haj HaMi»
(The sea had a joke at our expense.)

Then he goes back into earlier childhood. One day he for the
first time , felt that the sea held [him]. It was a completely new feel-
ing. As if the sea and I understood each other... And I learned it
myself. Enriched myself without robbing anybody.” He was ex-
hausted but continued trying to swim, at one point started drown-
ing and at the last moment was rescued by a young man lounging
at the beach with his date. Once he came to, the man encouraged
him to go back into the water to solidify his new skill.

It becomes clear that the protagonist did not learn all by himself
but had actually relied on the help of the , collective” — the guidance
of, to couch this in Soviet terms, an older comrade. Soviet ideolo-

2 «Pacckas o Mope» (1962; «The Story about the Sea») // Vckanaep, Pasnas.
Cobp. cou. B 4 TT. (M.: Moaoaas reapans, 1991—1992), 1. 1, c. 40—45
(http://lib.ru/FISKANDER/isk_rassk5.txt).
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gemes can also be recognized in the words about ,not robbing any-
body,” as opposed, obviously, to the capitalistic enterprise of retriev-
ing sunken treasures.

From my brief paraphrase I have deliberately omitted everything
that distinguishes Iskander’s very special treatment of the plot — its
theatrical layer. The fact is that, as I said, his characters do not so
much interact openly and directly, as perform in front of one another
elaborate scenes. Often they keep silent, striking instead telling pos-
tures and assuming various facial expressions. When they do speak,
rather than stating what they mean, they say something else, expect-
ing the other to infer their intended message. This invites the inter-
locutor to decode the pantomimes and parse the indirections. The
text abounds in such phrases as: «keaas mokasarb» (wishing to
show), «aeaas Bua» (pretending), «xak OvI» (as if), «caosHO» (like),
«Kazaaocp» (it seemed), as well the vocabulary of comprehension:
«caeana» (observed), «3amedan» (noticed), «aoraaka» (a guess), «I10-
Hi1» (understood)... Reading Iskander, one is immersed in the world
of intense semiotic interaction. Or, to put it another way, the narrator
and his characters join the writer in coauthoring the narrative, thus
producing a doubly artistic text, with their own stories and scenes in-
side the overall story.

To an extent, this technique is a borrowing from Tolstoy, see simil-
ar passages in War and Peace:

«Kus13b AHApEIT HAKAOHIA TOAOBY B 3HAK TOTO, YTO IOHSIA C
IIEPBBIX CAOB He TOABKO TO, YTO OBLAO CKa3aHO, HO U TO, UTO
’Keaaa 661 cka3aTb eMy KyTysos» (T. I, 4. 2, 1a. 3). «Prince Andrew
bowed his head in token of having understood from the first not
only what had been said but also what Kutuzov would have liked
to tell him» (Bk. II, ch. 2; p. 130).

«HeBoabHO X03siika OCTaHOBNIAA AOAbIIle CBOJN B3TAs4 Ha
ToHeHbKOI Harame. OHa mocmoTpeaa Ha Hee U el OAHON
OCOOeHHO yaABIOHyaAaCch B IIpujady K CBOeN XO3SAMCKONI
yabioke» (1. IL, 4. 3, ra. 15). «... the hostess’ eye involuntarily res-
ted longer on the slim Natasha. She looked at her and gave her
alone a special smile in addition to her usual smile as hostess» (Bk.
6, ch. 9; p. 500).
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«/Apyroit KamepaAuHep, HPUAEPKUBAsl IMaAblieM CKASHKY,
OpbI3raad 04eK0A0HOM Ha BBIXOJEHHOe AULO nMmIeparopa [Haro-
AeoHa] € TaKMM BBIpa’KeHNMeM, KOTOpOe TOBOPMAO, UTO OH
OAVIH MOT 3HaTb, CKOABKO U Ky4a HaJ0 OpBI3HYTh O4€KOAOHY» (T.
III, u 2, ra. 26). «Another valet, with his finger over the mouth of a
bottle, was sprinkling Eau de Cologne on the Emperor’s pampered
body with an expression which seemed to say that he alone knew
where and how much Eau de Cologne should be sprinkled» (Bk.
X, ch. 2; p.867).2

This common motif functions differently in the two authors. In
Tolstoy, it is part and parcel of his sweeping unmasking of the artifici-
ality — in extreme cases, theatricality (as in Murat and Napoleon), —
of his negative, un-natural characters. With Iskander, the point is
rather a playful and enjoyable display of the inevitable ambiguity of
human behavior. In his prose, the ongoing spectacle of artful pre-
tense, signaling and decoding occupies a central place. It is rooted in
traditional Abkhazian culture (reproduced with loving irony), which
is based on omens, customs (ethnic and Muslim), clan mentality of ta-
cit mutual understanding, concepts of honor, shame, impervious
male self-discipline and the like. Iskander’s , theatrical scenes” are of-
tentimes power plays — symbolic duels, sometimes bouts of rivalry
among equals, other times combats between an underdog and an au-
thority figure seeking to subjugate the resisting opponent. The
couleur locale typically involved in such scenes is often combined with
the aura of dissident allusiveness, — Thaw-style Aesopian subversion
of official clichés, including sexual taboos.

Systematic classification of Iskander’s pantomimes is a separate
project. Here I will just illustrate their pervasive presence in what ap-
pears to be a simple children’s tale.

% These pantomimes commented upon by the narrator were first discussed
in: H. Hpsauanmuukos. Iposa [ywxuna u /. Toacmozo. [Toamuka «Kanumatckoi
douxu» Iywxuna. O nexkomopuix ocoberrocmsx nucamervckoi manepvl /. Toacmo-
20 (Ukaaos: ObaactHOe 134-B0, 1939), c. 45—46. On Iskander’s Tolstoyan con-
nections see: Karen Ryan-Hayes, Iskander and Tolstoj: The Parodical
Implications of the Beast Narrator' // Slavic and East European Journal, 32.2
(1988): 225—36; on his roundbout narrative, see Marina Kanevskaya, The
Shortest Path to the Truth: Indirection in Fazil' Iskander // The Modern Language
Review, 99. 1 (Jan, 2004): 131 —149.
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As I said, it is an initiation story, and it comes with its character-
istic features: a dangerous physical test — a symbolic death of the ini-
tiate — and his return to life in the new capacity of a mature member
of the community. The rite of passage involves not only mastering the
practical skill of swimming but also assimilating certain social and
existential values. And there is a sexual dimension to it.

To begin with, acquiring a new understanding of things, in partic-
ular, of nature. If early on, «the sea had a joke at our expense», the
main episode opens with the words «the sea and I understood each
other». Which launches the entire spectacle of pantomime, pretense
and second guessing. Let us tune into this performance, as it runs in
counterpoint to the swimming lesson proper. (In what follows,
Iskander’s text is in Russian, with the relevant phrases highlighted
and translated, and my italicized and bracketed annotations in Eng-
lish.)

«OT1apIxaommx AeTko ObLA0 y3HATh (recognize) IO HeecTe-
CTBEHHO OeABIM TeAaM MAM VICKyCCTBEHHO TEMHOMY 3arapy [inter-
pretation of relevant features]. Ha BepnHe KaMeHHOI TABIOHL... Ae-
ByIIIKa... YNTala KHUTy — BepHee, Aeaaaa BuA (made it look like),
4YTO 4YuTaeT, TOUHee, IIPUTBOpsidach (pretended), uro merTaercs
quTarth [statement of pretense]. Pajom c Heii... cudea napens... OH
elf 9ro-TO roBopma (was saying something) [importance of prag-
matics not semantics of his speech]. JeBymika... cMesiaach U IIypu-
aacy He TO OT (perhaps because of) coaHija, He TO OoTTOrO (OI
perhaps because of the fact), yto mapens cammkom 6am3ko u
CAUIIIKOM IIPSIMO CMOTpeA Ha Hee [alternative interpretations of her
ambiguous behavior]. OTcMesBIIICh, OHa pemmTeabHO (determin-
ately) omyckaaa 1040By, 9TOOBI UnMTaTh [attempts to shed ambiguity
and look unyielding], Ho mapeHs oILATH UYTO-TO TOBOPMUA (kept say-
ing something) [irrelevance of semantics], M oHa OIATH CMesAacCh
(laughed) [less ambiguously — yielding]... OH eii Bce BpeM:sI IIPUSIT-
HO Memraa 4ntarhb (pleasantly prevented her from reading) [mu-
tual ambiguity to the point of oxymoron]. 51 caeama (observed closely)
3a HUMI... I, XOTh Huuero He monmmaa (understood nothing) B
Takux JesaX, mommMaa (understood), uto um xopomo [intuitive
ability to «read» adult behavior, in particular, love code]. Tlapens mHO-
rAa... MeAbKoM rasigea (glanced) B cropoHy MOpsI, KaK ObBI IIpm-
3bIBast €ro B cBuAeTean (as if invoking it as a witness) [mime; the
phrase obopom «xax 6vi» (as if); personification of the sea as a universal
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mediator]. On rasiaea (looked) Beceso n yBepeHHO, Kak Itogo6aeT
(as befits) uea0BeKy, y KOTOpOTO BCe XOpOLIO [mime].

.. BApyT a1 monsia (realized), uto Tony [merging of physical
and intellectual initiation]. He 3naio mouemy (I don't know why),
BBIHBIpUBas, s He Kpm4aa (I didn't scream) [attempt at understand-
ing one’s own unnaturally disciplined behavior]. Bosmoxuo (Per-
haps), ne ycmesaa, Bo3MOXHO (perhaps), sS3bIK OTHMMaACsS OT
cTpaxa [alternative interpretations]... Ho BAPYT y MeHsI... MeAbKHyAa
HeIIpuATHas Aoraaka (unpleasant guess), 9To OH He IIPHITHET B
Mope... B Takoil OeaocHexxHoi pyOamike... C 9TOl IpyCcTHOM
moicapio (with this sad thought) [aftempts to figure out intentions of
potential rescuer] s OIATH TOTPY3WACI B BOAy, OHa Ka3aJachb
(seemed) myTHON U paBHOAymHOV (indifferent) [interpretation of
personified inanimate element; see above the «joke that the sea had on
us»)]... V1 Tem obmnanert (more humiliating) 6s1.10 TOHYTB Y camo-
ro Gepera... [moral interpretation of danger].

B nocaeanmit pas rorpy>kasice B Bogy, 5 BAPYT 3amMeTua (no-
ticed), yro amIt0 MmapHsA IOBEepHYAOCh B MOIO CTOPOHYy (the
guy’s face turned in my direction) m 94TO-TO TaKOE MEeAbLKHYA0
Ha HeM, Kak 0yaTo (and something showed passingly on it, as if)
OH C TpyAOM IIpUIOMMHaeT (remembering) Mens [mutual at-
tempts at interpretation; pantomime; the phrase «xax 6yomo» (as if)].
«910 1, a1 — x0Teaoch KpUKHYTH (I wanted to shout) mue... BB
AOZAXKHBI MeHs1 BCHOMHUTbD (remember me)!» [bravely repressed de-
sire to communicate verbally life-and-death information]. 51 Aaxe 1O-
cTapaacsl caeaaThb IIOCTHOe amifo (tried to make an indifferent
face) [attempted facial gesture — theater at the price of life!]; s 6osacs,
YTO BOAHEHMe M CTpaX Tak mcKasmam (distorted) ero, aro mapens
MeHs He y3HaeT (wouldn't recognize) [discussion of (in)adequacy of
one’s own facial gesture]. Ho on mens y3snaa (recognized) [successful
signaling], ¥ TOHYTb CTaA0 KaK-TO CIIOKOJIHEI, I 51 y>Ke He COIpO-
TUBASLACS BOAE, KOTOpas COMKHyAach Hag0 MHOJAL.

UTo-TO CXBaTNAO MEHA M IIBLIPHYAO Ha Oeper <...S[> ouHya-
cs 1 1toHsAA (came to and realized), 4To mapeHs MeHsI Bce-TaKM
crac (rescued me, after all) [merging of physical and intellectual initi-
ation]... OT pagocTn... xoTeA0ch Tuxo u 6aaroaapHo (gratefully)
ckyantb. Ho 51 He ToapKO He 6aarogapma (did not thank him), Ho
MOJYa ¥ HeIIOABVDKHO AeXaad € 3aKpBITeiMM raasamu (lay si-
lent and unmoving) [deliberate ,zero” pantomime]. 1 6p11 yBepeH
(sure), uTo Moe criaceHne He cTOMT (isn't worth) ero Hamoxirer
OAeXApl [interpretation], M cTapaacs OIpaBAaTbCs Cepbe3HO-
CTBIO CBOero moaoxkeHus (sought justification in the seriousness
of my condition) [explanation of zero signal as pretense]. — Haao
cAeaaTb WCKyCCTBeHHOe AbixaHme (artificial respiration is
needed), — pasgaacs roaoc AeBYINKNU... [grave interpretation of the
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protagonist’s condition]. — Cam odayxaetcst (will cope), — oTBeTna
TapeHs. .. [positive interpretation].

Uro Takoe McKyccTBeHHOe AbixaHue, 5 3Haa (I knew) [adequate
interpretation of the words] m mosToMy (as a result) cefruac >xe 3ara-
na apixaane (held my breath) [intensification of pretense for gaining
expected gesture of intimacy — the kiss of life]. Ho TyT... m30 pray
MeHs 1oanaachk Boja (water poured out of my mouth). 5I moxe-
BOJe OTKphBIA raasa (couldn't help opening my eyes) [involun-
tary — symptomatic — gesture refuting previous pretense]... JeByIKa
oAO0XNAa PyKy MHe Ha 200 (put her hand on my forehead)
[successful, if modest, intimate communication]... 51 crapaacst He 1re-
BEAUTLCS, YTOOBI He CIIyTHYTb ee AagoHb (I tried not to move
so as not to scare off her hand) [continuation of pretended zero signal-
ization for the sake of maintaining extant communication].

— Tpasmu, Tpasu), — ckasaa (throw up, throw up, — said)
rapens [first case of direct verbal communication]... Koraa oH 3aroso-
pua (started speaking), 51 monsa (realized), aro pacnaarsr sa mpu-
YMHEeHHBIN ymepO He OyaeT [pragmatic interpretation of words]. 51 co-
CPeaoTOuMACS U «CTpaBuA» [interpretation and implementation of dir-
ect verbal signals]: OBLAO IIPUATHO, YTO Y MEHS B JKUBOTE CTOABKO
BOAbL. Beab »TO 03Ha49aao (meant), 4TO 51 BCce-TaKM MO-HACTOSI-
memy ToHya (that, after all, I had been actually drowning) [inter-
pretation of symptomatic gesture as proof of veracity of previous playact-
ing].

— Byaems Teneps 3ananBaTh? — crpocua (asked) y mens
napens. .. [direct verbal communication]. — He Oyay, — oxoTHo OT-
Betna s (I answered). Mre xoTeaocep (wanted) emy yroamrb
(please him) [feigned verbal communication]. — HampacHo, — cka-
3aa (said) mapens... [direct verbal communication]. 5 pemma (real-
ized), 4TO DTO HEOOBIYHBINI B3POCABI ¥ AEMCTBOBAaTb HaaO0
HeoOBr4HO (unusual action was called for) [successful interpretation
of previously misunderstood speech; completion of intellectual initiation].
1 BcTaa w1, maTascs, molea K MOpIo, 1€TKO AOILAbIA (easily swam
to) A0 cBOero ocTpopka 1 A€TKO IIOMAbIA (easily swam) oOpaTHO.
Mope BO3Bpamjaao cuay, OTHATYIO cTpaxoMm (gave back the
strength taken away by fear) [success of physical initiation].

ITapeHs... yabibaacst MHe, 1 5 TIABbLA Ha yABIOKY (smiled to
me and I swam towards his smile), kak Ha cracaTeabHBIVI KpyT
(life-saving balloon). Jesy1ka Toxe yabibaaach (was smiling)...
OHU MeAZeHHO 1AM BAOAb Oepera (along the coast)... 5 aer Ha
Tops19yI0 TaabKy (pebbles), crapasch maoTHee HPIMKMMATbCS
(cling to them) k Heli, 1 YyBCTBOBaA, KaK B MEHsI BXOAUT KpeIl-
KOe€, CyXoe Tenao0 pasorpeTsix KamHer (and felt the warmth of the
pebbles enter my body). Tak o u ymea HaBcerga co cBoeii ge-
Bymkoii (with his girlfriend)... MuMoxoaoM BepHYB MHe XM3Hb
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(life)» [pebbles are one more mediator, along with the sea; this finale re-
confirms the boy’s bonding with his seniors, loving intimacy between
adults and general union with nature and life itself].

As we can see, the pantomimic thread of the narrative intertwines
consistently with the athletic one. Especially spectacular are the
pivotal combinations: the pointedly indifferent (nocmroe, literally
,lenten, pious”) face of the drowning narrator and later his feigned
breath-lessness. Exaggerated as they are, these pantomimes are in
tune with the nature of the rite of passage: a symbolic behavior ad-
dressing the relevant social group. The protagonist learns not , by
himself,” but under the guidance of ,tribal elders.”

The specific choice of the ,elder” characters is determined by yet
another archetypal aspect of initiation: sexual. As ,,adults,” Iskander
casts a young man and his love interest, whose courtship parallels the
protagonist’s initiation, offering him a subject for intellectual testing.
But the boy doesn’t achieve mere understanding: he experiences a
,mimetic desire”* to become like them, that is, to somehow particip-
ate in their nascent sexual intimacy, which, he realizes vaguely, awaits
him in his future as a male. In the plot, this takes the form of mutual
visual contacts, a sense of bonding and even a sort of physical intim-
acy with the girl. Remarkably, an early manifestation of this motif
was cut from a children’s edition.

Incidentally, I myself have omitted, almost completely, one char-
acteristic component of the sexual subplot. It is quite conspicuous in
the narrative, but I saved it for its moment of glory. On the brink of
death, the protagonist keeps doubting — mistakenly — whether the
young man would sacrifice, for the sake of rescuing him, his fancy
clothes. Psychologically, this represents the boy’s low self-esteem,
which, in the course of initiation and precisely at the moment of sym-
bolic death, will be proven wrong, as the older man authoritatively
confirms the boy’s value. Plot-wise, this is implemented through the
use of the archetypal motif of , royal garments” to be donned by the
initiate once he has passed the test. In the story, the initiate doesn't
put on the garments but rather has them symbolically thrown at his
feet (with the additional Soviet connotation of discarding false, ma-
terial values).

* In the sense of Rene Girard, see his Deceit, Desire and the Novel: Self and
Other in Literary Structure (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1966).
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Combining the , clothes” motif, also quite theatrical, with those of
sexual initiation and bonding with adults breeds a panoply of overt
and covert details. A major narrative ,find” is the way rescuing the
boy while ditching the expensive clothes lets the young man show
himself to the girl in the best possible light — and thus pass a sort of
wedding test, both symbolically and physically, by parading in front
of her semi-naked. This cluster of motifs reaffirms the mutual identi-
fication and bonding between the initiate and the ,elder.”

To demonstrate the most salient moments of this combined —
sex-and-clothes — subplot, let us restore and highlight the omitted
passages:

«/eByiika B cHeM KymaabHuke (blue swimsuit)... ITapens
B 6eA0CHEeXHO pyOallke 1 B HOBEHbKIX Ty(PAas1X, 0AeCTsIIxX
M 9epHBIX, KaK JeabPUHDsI cIIMHA (young guy in a snow-white
shirt and brand new shoes, glistening and black, like a dolphin’s
back) .... On rasgea (looked) Beceao u ysepenHo, Kak mojobaet
(as befits) yeaoBexy, y koToporo sce xopomo (good) [mime] u erje
Aoaro 6yaet Bce xoponto (good). Mue 65110 ipuaTHO (pleasant)
VX BUAETH, U 5 B3AparmBaa OT CMyTHOTO M CAaAKOTO CO3HAHMSI
(I shook with the vague/obscure and sweet awareness), 4To Koraa-
HUOYAb U y MeHsT OyAeT Takoe (me, too, would have something
like that)...

Ho BApyT y MeH:1 B T010Be MeAbKHyAa HempusTHas (unpleas-
ant) Aora/Ka, 4YTO OH He IIPBITHET B MOPEe B TAKMX OTYTIOXKEHHBIX
OpIOKax, B Tako¥i 0ea0CHeXHOI pyOallke, 4TO s BOOOIe He
CTOIO TIOPYM TaKMX IIpeKpacHbIX Bemielt (in such well-pressed
pants, such a snow-white shirt, that I absolutely am not worth the
wasting of such beautiful things)...

Bropoit pas 51 BLIHBIpHYA HeMHOTO Oaroke (closer)... u Terepn
COBCceM 0AM3KO yBHAeA Ty(AIO IIapHsl, YepHYIO, AOCHSIIYIOCH,
KPeIIKO 3aTsHYTYIO IIHypKoM. S aake pasrasigea MeTaaamde-
CKMJi HaKOHEYHIK Ha IIHypKe. 5l BCIIOMHILA, 9TO TaKye HaKo-
HeYHMKM Ha MOMX OOTMHKAX 4acTO IOYeMy-TO TepsAAUCh, 1
KOHIIBI IIIHYPKOB A€1aAVCh IIyHIMCTBIMY, KaK KMCTOYIKM, M VX
TPYAHO GBL10 IPOAETE B ALIPOYKM Ha OOTMHKAX, I 51 XOAMA C
PpasBsI3aHHBIMM IDHYpPKaMM, ¥ MeHs 3a 9TO pyraan. Bcmomm-
Has 00 9TOM, 7 ellfe 60abIe 1ToKaaea ceds (and quite close up
I saw the guy’s shoe, black, glistening, tightly laced. I could even
see the metallic tip of the lace. I recalled that such tips on my shoes
for some reason often got lost, so that the lace-ends became fluffy
like brushes, and I had trouble threading them through the holes
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on the shoes, and I would walk around with unlaced shoes and be
scolded for that. Recalling that, I pitied myself even more)...

51 Obla yBepeH, 4TO MoOe cIlaceHue He CTOMT ero HaMOKIIIei
oaexanl (wasn't worth his wetted clothes)... — Cam ouyxaetcs, —
OTBETIUA IapeHb, I 51 yCABIIIaA, KaK XAIOITHyAa BOAa B ero Tydae
(and I heard water make a bubbling sound inside his shoe)...

Jl... yBuAeA AMIIO AeBYIIKM, CKAOHEHHOe HaAo MHOI1 (the
girl’s face over mine). OHa cTOs11a Ha KOAeHsX (was kneeling) 1,
XA0T1as1 JKeCTKIMY, BEITOPEBIIINIMU PeCHUIIaMI, IasigeAa Ha MeHs
Kaaoctanso u HexxHo (looking at me with tender pity). ITotom
OHa II0A0XMAa PyKy MHe Ha 200, pyka Oblaa TeIlLa0¥ U IpusIT-
oM (put her hand on my face, her palm warm and pleasant). 5
CTapaAcs He IIeBeAUTHCs, YTOOBI He CIIyTHYTD ee AaJ0Hb (SO as
not to scare her palm away)...

PybGamka moTeMHeaa, HO y caMOTO BOpOTa Oblaa Geaors,
KakK M paHbllle: Tyaa Boga He gocrtaBaaa (The shirt went dark,
but at the collar was still white as before: the water hadn’t gotten
there)... I moH:A4, YTO pacraaThl 3a IPUUMHEHHLIN yepo He
Oyaet (no repayment for the damage was due). fI... «cTpaBua»:
6n1210 pusaTHO (it felt pleasant)...

OH Temnepb pa3aeacs M CTOsIA B Tpycax. /laaHbIi 1 Kperr-
KW, OH M pa3AeThbl Ka3aacs HapsiaaeiM» (Now he undressed
and was standing in his shorts). Well-built and strong, even
without clothes he looked dressed up).

The quoted passages speak for themselves. Perhaps I whetted the
reader's curiosity regarding the sentence once banned by Soviet edit-
ors. It’s the second of these two:

«OH rasea Bece10 U yBepeHHO, KaK I10400aeT 4e10BeKy, y KO-
TOPOIO BCe XOPOIIO I elrje 40410 OyJeT Bce xopoio. MHe O6b110
IPUATHO VX BUAETD, U 51 B3AparnBaa OT CMyTHOTO M C1aAKOTO
CO3HaHMsI, YTO KOTAa-HIOYAb M1 y MeHsI OyaeT TaKoe».

What was so risqué about it? In fact, a lot. Xopouio, a well-man-
nered 1960s teenager’s reference to orgasm; the recurrent npusmto,
also fraught with erotic overtones, especially in the context of the
girl’s climactic touch; the suspicious cmymtioe, caadkoe and 630pazusan;
and the elusive but suggestive «takoe». Remember, the boy is only
seven. For Sigmund Freud, small wonder. But for a Soviet author of
the 60s — and his editors, a big deal. In an ironic editorial slip, how-
ever, even that pious version still kept the passage about the unmis-
takably phallic metallic lace-tips for threading through vaginal lacing
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holes, so envied by the little owner of the pathetically unmanly fluffy
laces.

The ,Story about the Sea” appeared in the Iunost” magazine in
1962 (vol. 10: 69 —73) as one of Iskander’s very first two short stories
(until then he had only published poetry). In a sense, it was his initi-
ation as a prosaist.
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