1.

Vladimir Sorokin’s play Capital and the mythologizing of money

Dagmar Burkhart

The comedy The Merchant’s Contracts (Die Kontrakte des Kaufimanns)' by Nobel prize
laureate Elfriede Jelinek is the stage version of the global economic crisis. Written one month
before the American bank Lehmann Brothers folded in September 2008, precipitating the collapse
of financial markets, this many-voiced text for the theatre is as witty as it is ruthless in its
exploration of what lies between economics and hysteria.

Vladimir Sorokin’s two-act play Kapital (Capital)’ whose title is meant as an ironic
reference to Karl Marx’ book, premiered in October 2007 at the Praktika Theatre in Moscow. Here
too the topic is greed for continuously growing returns, but with the typically Russian dimension
of mythologizing capital and tabooing financial transactions. There have taken place fundamental
changes in Russia’s money culture over the last twenty years. During the ‘wild nineties’, the
economic reproduction of society got completely subordinated to the regime of money, but
Russian society proved itself generally unsuited to the production of monetary value, and therefore
had no money. Thus, paradoxically, “the process of monetarisation meant demonetisation, for
example through defaults in payment and the rise of barter, substitutes for money and foreign
currencies”.’ Russian citizens experienced Russia’s monetarisation as an extreme shortage of
money — the ‘Trauma of the 1990s’. It therefore comes as no surprise that Russian capitalism is as
idiosyncratic as its influence on Russian life. Only Vladimir Putin’s administration placed the
re-creation of the states’s economic sovereignty at the centre of its economic, financial and social
policies. This ‘economic patriotism’ was a hallmark of the 2000s, and it could not but have
consequences for the national discourse on money and, of course, on capital.

In 2008, during an interview with the German slavicist and journalist Kerstin Holm, Sorokin
commented in reference to his play and the discourse about money in Russia that “our culture has
strongly mythologized the process of earning money. The nineteen-nineties were years of
bloodstained adventure. Capitalism today is subconsciously perceived by ordinary people as a
search for hidden treasure, which, especially if they live in the provinces, they imagine to be a sack

! Elfriede Jelinek, Kontrakte des Kaufmanns. Eine Wirtschafisskomédie. In Drei Theaterstiicke. Reinbek: Rowohlt
Verlag, 2009, pp. 207-348.

? Vladimir Sorokin, Kapital: Polnoe sobranie p’es. Moskva: Irina Bogat, 2007, pp. 337-364.

* Jakob Fruchtmann, “Sketches of Russia’s Money Culture. Editorial”, in Jakob Fruchtmann (ed.), The Triumph of
Money (translated from the German by Christopher Gilley). kultura 3 (2009) [www.kultura-rus.de], p. 2; see also
Anna Ochkina, “Money in Contemporary Russia: Old Habits, New Practical Constraints”, pp. 3-9; Aleksandra
Arkhipova, “Money Customs: Gifts and Taboos”, pp. 9-11; Aleksei Tsvetkov, “The Rouble as Film Star: Villain —
Freebooter — Hero”, pp. 12-17. Boris Dubin, “Ubavlennaja stojmost’”, in Weekend, vesna 2009, p. 25.
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of gold, a pot of diamonds or a billion dollars in cash. In my play the bank director, who has a new
scar etched into his face for every strategic decision, takes physical responsibility for business
decisions. It is a kind of sacred penance”.*

In her article titled Motor Mammon’ written in 2007 Kerstin Holm discusses other
noteworthy plays in the Moscow Praktika Theatre repertory, such as Viktoria Nikiforova’s Money
Drama (Russian P’esa pro den’gi), in which the characters and lives of the protagonists are the
product of their annual income, or Igor Simonov’s Divine Creatures (Russian Neboziteli) which
charts the rise and fall of a billionaire and alpha oil executive. To fulfil a commission from
Praktika, Vladimir Sorokin returned to play-writing after a seven-year break and composed a piece
with the laconic title Capital which spotlights the mystic rituals and group dynamics at a bank.
Praktika’s artistic director Eduard Boyakov staged the premiere of this play about the esoteric
priesthood of modern money-making as action theatre on a bare stage reminding of the
“agitacionno-plakatnyj stil’ vremen rannej Taganki”.® “Capital is the most wonderful play on our
time. Every reply of this text provides a three-dimensional portrait of today’s reality”,” the director
said.

There is irony and sarcasm in the fact that Moscow’s economic boom, which is fuelled by
the export of oil and gas, is portrayed as sheer devilry by Sorokin. He has understood that the
economy is akin to the divine, miraculous process of creation.® To start with a little and keep
turning it into more and more — that is the supernatural element of a disturbing economy and the
true secret of banking.

The characters in Capital — the bank director Boris Popov, his Mafioso-like Caucasian
deputy Zaza Gvishiani, the heads of various bank departments, surgeons, a TV PR team, Dobrov,
the gorilla in charge of security, guards and waiters — constitute a grotesquely caricatured
“family” to represent Russian society:

Jeticmeyrowue nuya:

[TonoB bopuc MapkoBu4 — npe3uaeHT OaHka.

I'sumnanu 3a3a ABTaHIWIOBUY — BHILIE-TIPE3UICHT.

TabnetoBa Onpra MlBaHoBHa — HAYaJIBHUK OT/ENIA MTIACTUKOBBIX KapT M MPOIECCHUHTA.
ToOy30B AHaronuii BeHnaMHHOBUY — [IAaBHBIN OyXxrayirep.

Maptuncon Anekcanap SIKoBiaeBUY — HayalbHUK IOPUIUYECKOTO OTIENA.

Crnyukas Mapuna AratonbeBHa — HadasibHUK PR oTnena.

* Kerstin Holm, “Kehrt Iwan der Schreckliche zuriick?” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung No. 10, 12.01.2008, p. Z6.
° Kerstin Holm, “Motor Mammon: Sorokins Kapital am Moskauer Praktika-Theater uraufgefiihrt. Schattenspiele
im Geldmaschinenraum”, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung/Sonntagszeitung 26.10.2007, p. 35.

® Alena Karas’, “Kapital ne po Marksu” [http://www.rg.ru/2007/10/25/a184769.html].

'See Alena Machoninové, “knihy — rezenze: Vladimir Sorokin Kapital” [http://www.iliteratura.cz/clanek.asp?
polozkalD=21131].

¥ Vladimir Bazylev, “V ozidanii ¢konomitkogo ¢uda”, in Wolfgang Weitlaner, ed., Kultur, Sprache, Okonomie.
Wien: Gesellschaft zur Férderung slawistischer Studien, 2001, pp. 391-397.
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Jo6pos FOpuit OneroBny — HaYaabHHUK OT/IENIA KaIpOB U OE30MacHOCTH.
Ons — cexperapiua.

Bpurana xupypros.

bpurana PR-TV.

OxpaHHUKU.

Odunuantsr (337).

Since in post-Socialist Russia the process of earning money is, according to Sorokin, something
quasi-magical,’ ritual acts are used in the play to express the cult of increasing capital: the central,
absurd ritual, is that the bank’s director deliberately has a fresh scar added to his face every year as
a sacrifice for important settlements on profit maximization — somatic suffering like a purification

of the conscience. The play shows the eighth such act of ‘catharsis’:

Xupypr HaBOAWT BHIcOKamepy Ha juno [lomoBa, n300paXkeHHE MOSIBISCTCS Ha OOJBIIOM
MoHuTOpe KommbroTepa. Ha nmune [lornoBa oTueTnBO BUIHBI CEMb CTaphixX mipamoB. [Ipambl
OIMHAKOBBIC 1O JJIMHE, HO PA3JIMYHbIC 11O TOJIIHWHE U PACIIOJIOKEHBI B PaA3HbIX YaCTAX JIMIA.

[ToroB n nmpucyTcTByIOMmMe cMOTPAT Ha JHLo (339).

The director’s face is a kind of corporate fetish, and at the bank anniversary festival the
employees debate the best place for the new scar:

I10IIOB

S npunsin pemenue.
[Tay3a.

13(0)8(0)3]
Bocemoti mipam Oyner BBepxy ciieBa. HanpaBnenne — Takoe xe, kak y mpama 2003 roga —

CEBEPO-BOCTOK. J[IMHA COOTBETCTBYOIIAs. TONIIMHA — TPU MUJUTHMETPA.
[Tay3a. Hemas criena (349).

Being a mixture of the martyrized Christ and Mafia boss Al Capone aka “Scarface”, all cultural
allusions connected with them are evoked: the tradition of Christian mysticism and The Passion on
the one hand, and the tradition of economic power abuse in the American mafia-film (Scarface,
Little Cesar etc.) on the other hand.

Popov chooses the “north east orientation” which is presumably meant — to mimic

° See also Galina Lindquist, “Channels of agency. Money and magic in contemporary Russia” (2002)
[http:/www.anthrobase.com/Txt/L/Lindquist G_01.htm].
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Kremlin-speak — for Siberia, where deposits of natural resources (oil, gas, copper, gold etc.) are
to be found. The discussions about the grotesque cosmetic procedure are as obscure as the Russian
state budget, and it is ironic that the president repeatedly invokes “transparency” and the “love of
truth”. Popov keeps his people in line with psychological pressure, by repeatedly and malevolently
reminding them of the failed investment in “White Wealth”, a kind of diabolical banknote scam.
The in-house legal expert replies in turn by swearing his loyalty. The Georgian deputy director
believes he is the scapegoat and only good for getting rid of the director’s enemies, such as the so
called “Super-Tajik”. An hysterical outburst from Olga Tabletova, the head of the credit card
department whose hobby is painting, ends the mix of threats and oaths of friendship.

No sooner has the boss received his stigma, than the festival of reconciliation and
team-building begins: it is accompanied by choruses of “Tomorrow! Prospects!”; “Success!”;
“Prosperity!” and nonsense syllables such as “va-va-va-ostrova!”, “opri-nopri”, “opro-nam!”,
“bagsi-do! and “monsto-yeh!”. This scene leads to a video intermezzo: for the Praktika theatre
production Just Design, a Russian advertising agency, produced a video showing post-card motifs
of Moscow onto which the “Capital” logo and golden pyramids had been superimposed.

The second act takes place after the dance, when the eight members of the bank’s staff meet
in the V.L.P. lounge of an exclusive club to increase liquidity by playing an absurd, violent game
called “Zadavi khodora” (“Crush/Squeeze out the Khodor”): The players are fixed into the points
of a large eight-pointed star made of metal and plastic in such a way that when they move their
own nut-cracker-like pincers, they squash their neighbours:

OQuIMaHTBI BHOCAT «3BE3/Y VIS BBIIABIUBAHUS XOI0Pay: 3TO KOHCTPYKIIUS COCTABIICHHAS
13 OOJBIINX IIACTHKO-METAIUTMYSCKUX IUMIIOB, COCAMHECHHBIX B 3BE3/Y, HATOMHUHAFOIINX
MBI U KOJKH OpPEXOB; KOJIAIIAS YacTh IIUMIIOB M3TOTOBJICHA M3 MSATKOTO IUIACTHKA.
Bocemb 4enoBek BCTAlOT B «3BE3/Yy», 3aHUMAasi MECTa B KOJISAIIEH YacTH IIUIIIOB; IIUPOKUIA
IUTACTHK IDIOTHO OOXBATBIBAET KOPIYC KAXJIOTO yYaCTHUKA WUTPHL. [lapaiiensHO, Kax bl
OepeTcs 3a CBOIO PYKOSTH LIUMIIOB. TakuM 00pa3oM, BCS «3Be3/1a» MPHUXOAUT B JIBIDKECHHE.
Urparomue, gaBsi Ha PyKOSTKHA CBOUX IIMIILIOB, CO3/IaI0T HAMIPSHKEHUE B COCETHUX, 3KUMast

APYTUX Yy4aCTHUKOB UI'PbI, KOTOPLIC B CBOXO OYC€PECAb, 3 KUMAIOT TEX.

I[TOITOB
Ready?

BCE
Ready!

I10IIOB

TToexanu!

I'OJIOC+MVY3bIKA
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3anaBu xonopa! 3agasu xonopa! 3agasu xomopa! 3anasu xomopa! (356)

So — in a persiflage of Marxist doctrine “Proletarians of all countries — unite!” — the bank’s
capital grows when people are united by violence and pain.

The first player to scream because he or she is unable to stand the pain any longer, must
start the round of confessions by relating an embarrassing incident in his or her life, followed in
order by the other players, by which the action comes to a standstill.

A voice off-stage awards “Khodor” points for each confession, although it is not clear
what the rating criteria are; Khodor is a reference to Mikhail Khodorkovsky, since 2003
imprisoned in distant Siberia for alleged tax evasion, and to Putin’s hostile relationship to him,
which is also criticized in collages (“polit-plakaty”’) by the Moskow artist Andrei Budayev (see
plate 2). Through pain the players achieve a catharsis which frees them from their “inner Khodor”,
or the demon of critical individualism and resistance to official Kremlin policies that is named
after the imprisoned ex-oligarch:

CBepxy MafaloT BOCEMb MOXHAThIX IIapoB. Pa3Mepbl MX B CaHTHUMETPAaX COOTBETCTBYIOT
MIepCOHAIILHBIM X0Z0paM y4acTHHKOB Urpbl. CaMblii ManeHbKuid mapuk (2,03) — y Ilomosa.
Bce nmaBar Horamu cBou mapsl. [llapbl IpOTHBHO MUIIAT, CONMPOTHUBIISIIOTCSA, HO BCE-TaKU

JIOTIAIOTCSI ¢ TPOMKUM TpeckoM (363).

Popov has the smallest “Khodor”, grotesquely ball-shaped and fur-covered, and is thus the winner
of the game.

The confession is a favourite verbal device of Sorokin — as shown in narratives such as
Obelisk, A Month in Dachau etc. The device points to the practice of using forced confessions in
the show trials of the Stalinist era, and refers to the Soviet era in general, which Sorokin’s
conceptualist colleague Pavel Peppershtein called “one huge confessional”.'” On a meta-level the

3

result of the “urge to confess” found in Sorokin’s work is according to Silvia Sasse the

“self-observant discourse”.!" Besides that, the eight confessions in Capital seem to be a hidden
parody of the “ispovedal no-razgovornyi stil’ v duche Grishkovtsa i samogo teatra Praktika .’
Some of the rhetorical devices used to create the sense of mystification — the link between
physicality, money and text — are discourse polysemy, nonsense dialogues, conjectures (the
“Super-Tajik”), hints (“White Wealth” etc.), aposiopesis (breaking off speech, for instance at the
end of each confession) and alienation (Russ. ‘ostranenie’, “making strange”), see the reeling back
film method in Popov’s narration, which is a postmodernist parody of Diamat’s utopian ideology

of progress or evolution, and an annulment of causality:

' Pavel Pepperstejn, “Noma Noma”, in II’ja Kabakov, Noma. Stuttgart, 1995, pp. 8-15.

" Silvia Sasse, “Gift im Ohr”, in Dagmar Burkhart (ed.), Poetik der Metadiskursivitit. Zum postmodernen Prosa-,
Film- und Dramenwerk Sorokins. Munich: Kubon & Sagner, 1999, pp. 127-137, here pp. 130 and 136.

12 Alena Karas’, “Kapital ne po Marksu” [http://www.rg.ru/2007/10/25/a184769.html]. Concerning Grishkovets
who considers himself a “neo-sentimentalist”, see Artur Solomonov’s interview: “Evgenij Griskovec: Kogda pogib
‘Kursk’, ja resil otlozit’ prem’eru”, Gazeta 19.11.2001 [http://www.smotr.ru/net2001/net2001_gr gzt.htm].
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[10II0OB

S xorma yuwmics B YHHBEPCHTETE, HA JICKIMSAX TI0 JHAMATy, 9TOOBI HE CKy4arh, IPUAyMal
omHy wurpy: HaobOopomm. To-ectb, s m000e COOBITHE NPOKPYYHUBAI HAOOOPOT, Kak
KHHOIIIeHKY. Hanpumep, moenanne MOpOXEHOTO: MOAXOAUT CTYACHT K YpHE, TOCTAaeT U3 Hee
najgo4yky W (hoJbry, OTPHITMBAeT M3 ce0s MOpPOKEHOE, OHO 3acThIBACT Ha IAJIOYKE, OH
3aBEPTHIBACT €ro B (OJBTY, HAET K KHOCKY, CAAeT, MOITyJaeT AeHBIH U JOBOIBHBIN OCKHUT Ha
nekmuro. Hesareitnuseiid 3apabotok. WMim: ymep, mHampumep, Ham npodeccop Pabunmep,
CBETHJIO COBETCKOTO Juamara. Bucein ero moprper B BecTHOroie ¢ TpaypHOH jieHTOH. U 51
MIPEICTaBWI: BOT KJIANOWIe, MOTHIIA CBeXas. BIpyr k Hell momBaiMBaeT TOJIA JIFONEH,
packarnbIBaeT, 1octaeT rpo0, OTKpbIBaeT, B rpo0y JiexxuT Tpyn Pabuniepa. Tonma pbigaer.
ITotom HeceT Tpo06 B yHUBEpCUTET. TaM MPOXOMUT TpaypHBIA MUTHHT. 3aTEM TPYIT OTBO3ST B
MODT, TJI€ €r0 Pa3MOPaKUBAIOT U Pa3TPUMHPOBELIBAIOT, HAMIOJIHIIOT BHYTPEHHOCTSIMH, BE3yT
JIOMOM, BEIHUMAIOT U3 Ipo0a, KIaayT B MOCTENb, JOMAIIHUE PHIIAIOT, TAAAI0T €My Ha TPY/b,
u TyT npogeccop PabuHnep oT 3THX ciie3 OKUBAET, IIEBEIUTCS, CAUTCS, BCTACT, AEPKUTCS
3a cepiue W WAET K CBOEMY IMHMCBMEHHOMY CTOJY JONHCHIBATH CTaThio «Yuenue W.II.
IlaBnoBa o BbICHIEH HEPBHOM MAESITENIBHOCTH B CBETE€ MAapKCHUCTCKO-JIEHUHCKOM TEOpUHU
orpaxenus.» Wim, HanpuMep, HAO0OPOII O POXKICHUHU YeJIOBEKa: MIIJeHell MOAION3aeT K
JKCHIIIHEe, 3aje3acT eif BO BIAraiuile, 3a JeBiITh MeECAIEeB B HEW paccachlBaercs,
MpeBpamasch B CIEpMy, Ha JKCHIMHY HABaJMBAETCS MY)KYHMHA, BCTABISIET WICH €H BO
BJIaraJlnIle, BCAChIBACT B ceOs CIIepMy, OHH OCBAIOT JPYT JPYTa, BEIXOASAT U3 CIIATBHH, CIIyT
B pECTOpaH, Ie B OKPYKCHHH TOCTeH TaHIYIOT, IBIOT W ensiT, motoM eayT B 3AIC,
MPOTATHBAIOT CBOM MMACIIOpTa PETHCTPATOPIIE, OHA CTUPAST M3 HHUX IITaMIIBI O Opake, OHH
WIyT 10 yiuie, GIupTyIoT, OH 3a0upaeT y Hee LBETHI, OTAAaeT MPOJaBIIULE B OOMEH Ha
JICHBTH, TIOTOM OHH HA3BIBAIOT IPYT JPYTY CBOM MMEHA, IIPUCTAIHHO U MOITYa CMOTPAT APYT
Ha Jpyra Ha aBTOOYCHON OCTAaHOBKE, CaiTCsi B aBTOOYChl M Pa3be3KAIOTCS B paszHbie
ctoponsl. [lpocrast mctopus. A TyT, TpeThero IHs, OblIa Yy HAC TPATUIIMOHHAS BCTpeda
0aHKHPOB C HAIIUM MPEMBEP-MHUHHACTPOM. M TOKa OH TOBOPHII, S IMOYEMY-TO TPEACTABII
Haobopomr: 11 cenTsbps. Boobpasure: ximyOutcst B neHTpe MaHXeTTeHa CTpaIIHOe 00IaKo
IpIMa W TIBUIM, W BIOPYT OCEAAeT, a W3 HEro BOCCTAlOT JBa TOPSANIMX HEOOCKpeODa,
BCIIBIXMBAIOT B3pPBIBAMH, M3 HHUX BBUICTAIOT JBa CepeOPHCTHIX JaliHEpa, a B JIalHEpax c
BOCKPECUINMH JIIOABMH KaKHe-TO CMYDJIONHUIBIE CMEIBYaKd OTHAIOT  IITYPBAJIBI
BO30Y)KJICHHBIM IMWJIOTaM, TAMHCTBEHHO IPHUKOCHYBIIMCh HOXXKAMH K WX IIesM, 3aTeM
MPOXOAAT B CAalOHBI, CamITCs Ha CBOM MeCTa NPUCTETHBAIOTCA, CMOTPST CKBO3b
WUTIOMUHATOPB! Ha JIBa CBEPKAIOIIUX HA COJIHIIC U YAAISIOUIMXCS HeOockpeba, caMoeThl
CassiTCs B adpoIopTax, ¥ 9TH CMYyIJIONHUIIbIE, 3araJl04Hble BOCKPECUTENH JIIO/IEH, dyaecHbIe
CTpoHTeNH HEOOCKPeOOB M3 TeIlIa M JIeTATeIbHBIX allllapaToB U3 IbIMA U OTHS, 3aCTCHUYHBO
ISITSCh, BBIXOMSAT W3 CAMOJIETOB, TUXO CAAIOT CBOM OWIIETHI, U CKPOMHO PacTBOPSIOTCS B

YenoBedecKoit Tomme. U s kak-To cpa3y HoHsL, uTo... (362-363).

Moreover, a piece such as Capital draws attention to the ambivalence of the process of
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signification and the construction of reality. What Susanne Frank says about the meta-drama
Concert” applies likewise to the latest play by Sorokin, Capital, in that they both condense
elements of the post-Soviet mainstream into scenes, images and richly evocative names: these
textual elements reflect the desire for authority and order, the nostalgia for totalitarianism or the
restoration of Russia to major power status. Thus the semantics of characters’ names points to the
dominant role of the Orthodox church, the military and the secret service, the wealth accumulated
during Boris Yeltsin’s rule, and Stalinist influences. For example, Popov, first name Boris, is a play
on “pope”, meaning an Orthodox priest, and alludes to the Orthodox church and perhaps to (Boris)
Yeltsin; of all names, the name of the head of security, Dobrov, means “the good one”; Zaza
Gvishiani may be an allusion to Stalin’s nickname “Soso” and his Georgian surname Dzhugashvili.

The economic boom is represented by the frequently mentioned oil painting in the bank
director’s office: “Siberian Mammoths at the Watering-hole” («MaMoHTBI Ha Bopomoey), which
may be interpreted as an absurd image of the nouveau riche Russians, the bankers, the new
capitalists, the oligarchs who became rich by ‘drinking oil’:

Onsa OTKPBLIBACT BUCAILYIO Ha CTCHE KapTHUHY «MaMOHTEHI Ha BOAOIIOEY.

[10IIOB
Onbra I/IBaHOBHa, O0BICHUTE MHE: Kakas CBS3b MCKIAY OSJICKTPOHHO-IUIATC)KHBIMU

CHUCTEMAMH U AaHUMAJIUCTKOM KUBOIIUCHIO?
The absurdistic answer is:

TABJIETOBA
(yTHpas cne3sl, 00Jer4eHHO B3/IbIXAET, MPUXOAUT B ce0st)

OTH )KUBOTHBIC KWK ABECTH THICSY JIeT Hazay (349).

Allusions to the lifestyle and mentality of the nouveau riche Russians are also given for instance in
one of the confessions, which seems to be a parody of Oksana Robski’s Casual (Everyday Things,
2005) and Russia’s signs of globalization'* as well:

HOJIs

(Oose3HeHHO pacTrpasi OOK)

Hy...B obuiem, Ha TOM Hexmene s mocie paboTsl mombexana K «CeapMOMy KOHTHHEHTYY,
CTajia MapKoBaThCs, a TaM 4ac MUK, SICHOE JIeJI0, MeCT HeT, pobka. TONbKO s HAXOKY MECTO

U TpsIMO TEepefno MHOHM Tyga IOpKk — OdMByxa «Z-3». IlepmamyrpoBas Takas. Pa3 - u

" Susi K. Frank, “What the f... is Koncert?” in Dagmar Burkhart (ed.), Poetik der Metadiskursivitit. Zum
postmodernen Prosa-, Film- und Dramenwerk Sorokins. Munich: Kubon & Sagner, 1999, pp. 229-238, here p. 230.
'* See Anna Ljunggren, “On the Poetics of Contemporary Russian Prose”, in Russian literature LXV/IV (2009), pp.
451-466, here p. 454.
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3arnapkoBajiach. A g Ha CBOEM BOJIBKCBAr€HE HEHOBOM CTOIO U POT packpbuia. M BEIXOTUT U3
9TOi 0I3MByXH JeBylIKa...Hy, B oOmiem, o4yeHb KpacuBas. Monens. M BuaHO, 4TO M
yrHaxkoBaHa 10 1moiHOH. Ha MeHs kocuTes, Kak Ha Bomb, U uueT B «Cenpmoii». Hy, 1 — Ha
Ooparop. Kopsiumiiach, Kkopsiumiiach, BIepiiach OproxoMm, Koe-kak Bcrana. [lommia 3a
nokynkamu. Kynuna xedupa u myciu. UtoOs1 noma nepexycuts. Uy B kaccy. 1 npsimo 3a
9TOH MOJENBI0 CTAaHOBIIOCh. OHa CTOUT, XyeT. Kynmia oHa Gemyri, KpeBeTOK OrpOMa/IHBIX,
nBe Oytbutku «Moért u Illangon» u nBe GaHku uepHO# MKpbL. bosbmme. Hy, mpobuia eit
Kaccuplia, OHa JOCTaeT KapTy, KaccHplla IPOKaThIBACT, Ta PACIUCHIBACTCS M HAYMHAET
MIPOIYKTHl PAcCOBBIBATH IO MakeTaM. S TOXe pacIuIauMBaroCh, BCTAIO C HEH psmoM, Oepy
ceOe makeTHk, cyro Tyaa kehup u myciau. U Tyt mozpens sta roBoput kaccupiue: «OH, s
3a0buta «Adunry»! Bbpocaer cBom mnakersl, uuer 3a «Adwumei». A I MyclIM B IakKeT
MOJIOKMJIA, 3HAYUT. A TIOTOM B3siIa y HEe M3 IMakeTa OaHKy MKpBI, CyHyna K cebe. 1 BhIIa.
K mammne mpoiia, cena 3a pyib, 3aBejia IOCKopee, pa3: a MalliHa ¢ OOpIIopa He clie3acT.
Tyna, cioma, B packauky, — Hu ¢ura. Cena Oproxom HamepTBo. l'a3yro, pyku Tpscyrcs,
cepAle CTYYHT, cTy4uT: HU ¢ura! W Bapyr BKy — BbIXOXUT OHA. Sl 3amepinia Bcs. A OHa
uaet. C makeramu. CiokoiHO Tak. MuMo MeHs ipoxoAuT. CauTcs B CBOIO MEPIAMYyTPOBYIO
«Z-3». U ye3xkaer. A s, Kak culena Tak BOT 3a pyJeM, U BCS Cpa3y KaK-TO BOT Tax...HY...B

00I1IeM. . .KaK-TO MHE CTaJIO...CTaJIO.. . HY...

rojiocC
Cron! Bam xomop: 14, 35. Urpok Ne2.

In intertextual terms Capital can be seen in several contexts: On the one hand there is a connection
with Sergei Eisenstein’s agit-theatre and his “montage of attractions” and collective actions. On

the other hand — starting from Gogol’s architext Revizor'’

and its grotesque treatment of money,
prestige and power — Capital stands in the tradition of the theatre of the absurd as practised by
Daniil Kharms and his Obériu Group, and also connects with Ionesco and Mrozek. Comparing his
approach to Quentin Tarantino’s films,'® Sorokin himself says that his text monuments to violence
are likewise a reaction to the real violence of the supremely violent 20th century.

What Boris Groys uttered about Ilya Kabakov’s installations, namely that their subject
matter is the relationship between the visible and the invisible,'” is also applicable to Sorokin’s
play Capital, concerning its iconographic qualities. So the most prominent symbol of socialism,
the red five-pointed Soviet star, which also adorns the Kremlin tower, mutates into a monstrous
eight-pointed star that turns into an instrument of violence and torture.

In this stage performance — and my interpretation is one of several thinkable readings —

5 Text markers are e.g. the “nemaja scena” (349), the twin names “Bobrov/Dobrov” (360) a la Gogol’s
Bobcinskij/Dobcinskij etc.

'S Silvia Sasse, Texte in Aktion. Sprech- und Sprachakte im Moskauer Konzeptualismus. Munich: Wilhelm Fink,
2003, p. 277.

7 Boris Groys, “Polutornyj stil’.” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 15 (1995), pp. 44-54, here p. 52.
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the five-pointed Soviet star plus the three-pointed Mercedes star add up to an unholy alliance
between the totalitarian Soviet legacy and the economics-driven present. And this total stands for a
critical diagnosis of contemporary Russian society dramatically expressed by this powerful image
of economic and political pressure.

By creating a relationship between money and body/flesh images (the Shylock-Syndrom in
Shakespeare’s drama The Merchant of Venice), Sorokin reveals the inescapable truth of our actual
life, that it is through actions of great violence against one another that we build contexts for
ourselves. He uses this veritable mythology of violence to recode the myths of our everyday world
— and in doing so, deconstructs them. Rather than “over-sentimentalizing the evils of business
myths, Sorokin and his theatrical translators dress themselves in the myths and perform them so
violently that they look grotesque and unsuitable”. '™ This is the re-mythologizing of
circumstances, in which the visual elements, the characters and signs of the present world are
assigned to the surrealistic rituals of Sorokin’s fantasy world.

In contrary to his earlier texts where Sorokin referred to the soviet era and its discourses
which he deconstructs, since Lyod (Léd) a twofold development can be observed: on the one hand

a “fantastic substantialism” "

and metaphysical approach (in Capital the metaphysics or
mytho-poetic of the skin-wound and of the star), and on the other hand an increase of mimetic
elements alluding to post-Soviet and post-Socialist, capitalist present of Russia:

For example in Capital a narrative explication of the proverb «Ilo omexke BcTpedarot, 1o
yMmy npoBoxator» (the English equivalent “Clothes make the man” or “Fine feathers make fine
birds” is nearer to the German proverb “Kleider machen Leute”) summarizes the capitalistic
principle of a global economizisation of the world. Referring to this, Popov’s narration in the first
act of the play has the quality of a parabasis directed to the audience, which exemplifies as well as

generalizes the dominance of economy in capitalist Russia:

[TOIIOB:

3naere, yTo BEl MHe HanmomHWwH? Korma s eme ¢ Turpom pabotan, ObUT y HAC KITHUEHT U3
JymanGe. Xopommuii My»XHK Takoi, ¢ romMopoM. Pacckaszan omuH snu3on. Y HHX, KOraa
KypOaH-0alipam, IPUHSTO TPH JIHS JIep>KaTh OTKPBITHIA CTOJI — KTO XOYET 3aXOIUT, CaluTcs,
ecT. Hy ¥ oguH COCTOATENBHBIN Ta[KUK BCETa JEp)Kajl CTON YEJIOBEK Ha CTO. 3aXOsT,
cagsTcs, eIiT, yXoaart. Jlronu yBaxkaeMble CUIAT B LIEHTPE CTOJIA C XO3SIMHOM.

3axoaMT HUIMIMI B 000pPBaHHOM OfeXk/Ie, CIpaliBaeT: rae MHe cects? EmMy Ha kpail crona
KHBAIOT: CaIuCh Tyaa. TOT cen ¢ Kparo, moen Tuxo, modmarogapwi, yuien. Ha ciemyrommid
JIeHb — OIIATH CTOJI Ha CTO YeNoBeK. M BXOMUT BuepalHuii HUIIUHA — MTOOPUTHIH, XOJICHBIH,

B KocTioMe OT SIMamoro O6aJ’IZ[CHHOM, B ImTHOIEeTax JIAKMUPOBAHHBIX, YaCbl «POJICKC»,

'8 Sasha H. Steinberg, “Vladimir Sorokin Kapital, Praktika Theatre. December 17", 2009”. [http://ahsasha.com/
theatre/theatres/3998485].

' Dirk Uffelmann, “Léd tronulsia: The Overlapping Periods in Vladimir Sorokin’s Work from the Materialization
of Metaphors to Fantastic Substantialism”, in Ingunn Lunde and Tine Roesen, eds., Landslide of the Norm.
Language Culture in Post-Soviet Russia. Bergen: Dept. of Russian Studies, IKRR, 2006, pp. 100-125, here pp.109,
111.
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nepcTHY, Opacier. EMy X03siMH: yBa)kaeMblid, MM K HaM, caauch psgoM. Hy, ToT cagurcs
PSAOM C XO3SIMHOM, MOAAIOT €My LIyphy. A OH B Hee — pyKaB KOCTIOMAa CBOETO CYHYIN, U
cuaut. Bee: 4To Takoe, 4TO ¢ BaMH, yBaKaeMblii? A OH FOBOPUT: BBl MEHS BUepa IO OAEKIE

BCTpeUalu, BOT MMyCTh MOK SIMaMOTO Temeph mypIity u Kymiaet (344).

With time, Sorokin has begun to pose as a writer who not merely reflects, but even tries to heal his
audience’s collective Soviet and post-Soviet traumata. Having been more fervidly discussed than
any of his contemporary writers, Sorokin appears as a most relevant voice to a discussion of
therapeutic dimensions® in Russia’s art of today. In 1998 Michail Ryklin ascertained a cathartic
function in Sorokin’s texts (“a Russian version of psychoanalysis”), and spoke of a development
from “auto-therapy” for the author Sorokin himself towards a “therapy of the viewer, the listener,
the reader”.?' That indicates also an interview with Igor Gavrikov held in 2005 on the occasion of
Sorokin’s fiftieth birthday. This paratext shows an author who is far from the
“aren’t-these-only-letters” philosophy (e.g. in a 1991 interview) of his early career:

My works touch society’s spinal cords, and that causes our collective body to shiver. In fact,
however, this is acupuncture, which can only make society healthier. One day people will
understand and appreciate that. I think that my literature has a therapeutic character, that it

liberates from inveterate complexes.”

Plate 1

! BAAAVIMUP COPOKHAH =

i

KAIIMTAA

NONHOE COBPAHME NbEC

www.dagmar-burkhart.de University of Mannheim, Germany

 Ellen Rutten, “Sorokin’s Strifle with the Soviet Trauma”, in Russian literature LXV/IV (2009), pp. 539-559.

2l Michail Ryklin, “O tekstach Vladimira Sorokina”, in Vladimir Sorokin, Sobranie socinenij, M. 1998,
[http://www.srkn.ru/criticism/ryklin2.shtml].

 Igor’ Gavrikov, “Doktor Sorokin” [Attp.//ww.srkn.ru/interview/gavrikov.shiml]:

“Mowu BelId MOMAAaT B HEPBHBIC Y3JIbI OOIIECTBa M Hallle KOJUIEKTHBHOE TEJIO OT 3TOro coiporaercs. Ho Ha
CaMOM JIelie 3TO UIIIOYKaJIbIBaHUE U OOIIECTBO TOJIBKO CTaHOBUTCS 310poBee. Korna-HuOyb 3T0 HOAMYT U OLICHST.
MHe KaxxeTcs, MOs JINTEpaTypa HOCUT TCPAIIEBTUYCCKUIT XapaKTep, 0CBOOOXKIACT OT 3aCTapEeNIbIX KOMIUICKCOB”.

The English translation of the Russian interview is done by Ellen Rutten, see, pp. 545-546 in her insightful article
“Sorokin’s Strifle with the Soviet Trauma”.
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Plate 2

Andrej Budaev (2005) / Paul Delaroche (1833)

www.dagmar-burkhart.de University of Mannheim, Germany

Plates:

1 Cover of the volume Vladimir Sorokin: KAPITAL. Polnoe Sobranie P’es (M. 2007).

2 Andrej Budayev’s “polit-plakat” Execution of Khodorkovsky (Russ. Priglasenie na kazn’, 2005)
which portrays Putin as Lieutenant of the Tower and Putin’s ally, the oligarch Roman Abramovich, as
executioner, alludes to Paul Delaroche’s famous painting The Execution of Lady Jane Grey (1833), London:
National Gallery. Sixteen year old Lady Jane Grey was proclaimed queen in 1553 after the death of Edward
VI. The Protestant great-granddaughter of Henry VII, she reigned for nine days, until her Catholic cousin
Mary Tudor had her thrown into the Tower. She was executed on 12 February 1554.

On the dramatic and at the same time sentimental painting she is guided towards execution by Sir John
Brydges, Lieutenant of the Tower, while her ladies of honour are lamenting and the executioner is respectfully
waiting with an axe in his left hand.
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