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Russian writer Yevgeny Lyvovich Shiffers (1934-1997) at the time of
writing the book Cmepmuio cmepmo nonpas/Death by Death Defeated*(1966-
1967) was lean on giant and powerful subtext of Antiquity, Christianity and
Buddhism. This sophisticated thanatologist represents the ideal form of death as
a universal principle that pervades the universe. By means of the fundamental
estrangement and deconstruction of religious syntagm "in the name of the Father,
the Son and the Holy Spirit" Shiffers frees the reader from superficial automatism
of a believer and introduces him into rethinking the theological symbolism, in
the spirit of religious modernism and post-atheistic searching for God. The main
character, “Thomas the writer” presents in his writings the torment growing up in
the Soviet Union, when the sons, building dubious careers, betrayed their fathers.
Accepting blame for stealing his father's scientific manuscripts (symbolic
patricide) Thomas took over his specific flock to escort it to the voluntary death.
He continues his dynamic learning on Holy Trinity and the participation of man
in this process, as well on the ideas about the resurrection-through-acceptance-of
death. We have here a kind of soviet Book of the Dead. Cmepmuro cmepmo
nonpas/Death by Death Defeated is novel of metaphysical realism, with
excursions into the diverse discourses, from religious through intimate to science
fiction, and that we can successfully understand and evaluate it according to its
own rules.

Keywords: USSR, sixties, metaphysical realism, searching for God, thanatology

The Soviet Union in the sixties of the past century... Khrushchev's de-
Stalinization era, when intellectuals enthusiastically leave the prison of a single
ideological citation... It turned out, in fact, that the memory of Russian literature,
even after half a century of radical atheism, was still hiding rich inter-textual
resources.
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Our paper is dedicated to a relatively short period of this decade
(“mectunecarunkn’), when multitude of neo-modernist styles appeared,
compensating for half a century stylogenic lacuna. Concentrated mystical
experience comes to the scene, the artists become priests of the new utopia,
marked by overcoming mere phenomena and arriving to the core of the matter.
At first glance those were illegible texts, and on the other - new icons, or
something what should replace them.

It was the time of the inspired 'kitchen' conversations, reading and
intensive exchange of gnostic, occult and esoteric samizdat, rediscovering
Russian religious thinkers, not without confusing impression of "déja vu". The
task of Russian artists was the establishment of the links with tradition, and to try
creatively to (re)design the overall heritage. Within that circle, some ingenious
mystics acted, whose radical breakthrough borders on insanity.

In the prose of these creators ("monsters of the sixties, “templars of the
proletariat”), secret alchemical lines are represented, with their theurgical realism,
whose nonconformity still maintained a certain hierarchy. All this is described in
the novel of Yuri Mamleyev’s MockoBckuii ramout /Moscow Gambit (1985).

There is an opinion that the very direction of metaphysical realism
implies to a way out of the spiritual crisis of the Russian society at the time (inert
atheism of Brezhnev’s era). This prose involves not only the visible world (often
in naturalistic release), but also an invisible and hidden sphere of reality, insisting
on the positions of realism as magical narcissism, at times suspending the original
and scale life to its reflection.

We would prefer comparing all these occurrences with Yugoslav Mediala
artistic group from the sixties (Olya Ivanyicky, Leonid Sheika, Miro Glavurtic,
Milic of Macva and others), which was advocating a program of long memory,
considering that there is no death, but "only modification".
But soon it turned out that the Soviet society is not ready for this innovative wave.
Creators who rushed to legitimize their voice, were stigmatized and ostracized,
and their work was sanctioned as a literary pathology and crime. Soviet literature
was plunged into a new hibernation to re-awakened in late eighties. But many
writers of the sixties, unfortunately, did not face it.

The novel of Yevgeny Lyvovich Shiffers, of which we are reporting, the
author himself calls "a strange book" or menippea. Menippean satire, namely,
cancels the paradox of literature and philosophy, which characterize the situation
"on the doorstep". "There's no innovation," it is more like "grey archaism" of
Dostoevsky and Bakhtin, says the author. Novel, was emerging in the creative
trancelike bursts during the winter 1966-1967, near Moscow, in the dacha of the
tranlater Victor Golishev. The title has origins from the syntagm from the
orthodox Easter hymn ,,Cmepruto cmepTh mompas™ (,,Death by death defeated*).
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It is a complex, multiplanned and poly-genre work, which incorporates

the autobiographical novel, mythological epics, religious-philosophical treatises,
two interpolated dramatic texts, as well as excerpts from author’s correspondence.
We can say that the text reflects the atmosphere of the intellectual circle of the
philosophers Piatigorsky, Zilberman, Genisaretsky, the priests Alexander Meny
and Dmitry Dudko, sculptors and painters E. Neizvestny, I. Kabakov, M.
Schwartzman, E. Steinberg, composers Nikolai Karetnikov and Avet Terteryan.
The literary opus of Shiffers has long been practically unknown outside this
circle. Only in 2004 the publishing of his neglected and suppressed heritage
began, which was capable of changing the image of the Russian culture of the
20th century.
This sophisticated thanatologist represents the ideal form of death as a universal
principle that pervades the universe. In the opinion of Yuri Gromyko, the
commentator of Shiffers’s work, it is a desire repentantly to repeat the feat of
Jesus Christ, to renew the energy of the Holy Trinity. Going to death while
preserving the energy of love, in the state of the communal spirit (cobopHOCTS),
would contain in itself the possibility of resurrection (LILluddepc, 2004: 382).

Shiffers’s dissident position at the time of writing the novel provided
playing with many ideas on the topic of suicide, and even Buddhist
supranaturalism and thanato-eidetic yoga. In that sense this mysterious book was
eloquent expression of the disinherited epoch. Shiffers, namely, read the Gospel
for the first time shortly before he started the writing of this strange novel, namely
in 1966.

The poetics of the novel is characterized by the antinomic connection of
aristocratic refinement with chastity and innocence. The reader is aware of this
special, sharp and concise language by which, as it looked to him, he can talk to
the souls of the deceased. It follows the system of a completely trivial
terminology which refrainlike crosslinks the novel and builds a meaningful aura.
A separate paper should definitely be devoted to the analysis of the pivotal ad hoc
quasi-terms of the tractate. Let’s quote only some, as a rule, written in capital
letters, sometimes dozens of times in a row: SOMETHING, PROTECTIVE
CHARTER, GERMINATE, FULL MEASURE, THIRST, GREAT EXIT TO
THE OTHER, SELFRESURRECTION, often hyphenated with other words.

By means of the fundamental estrangement and deconstruction of religious
syntagm "In the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit" Shiffers frees
the reader from superficial automatism of a believer and introduces him into
rethinking of the theological symbolism, in the spirit of religious modernism and
post-atheistic searching for God (6orouckaTenscTBO)

Let us not forget that this is a society that was for half a century devoid
of religion, the culture that was deeply schizoid and cracked on the matter of
religion on the public lie and secret truth of its practicing (otherwise in the sixties
there were frequent secret baptisms of intellectuals). Historiosophic penetration
into the myth was one of the ways to start a religious discourse after the death of
Stalin (the dictator of theological education, who in the most difficult moments
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of the Patriotic War, at the moment, renewed the syntagm the Holy Russia).

Shiffers in his novel does not form separate characters, but imitates theirs
horizon of awareness, in accordance with the apophatic theology. Starting with
the parable of Oedipus (child with pierced feet, who entered the cultural
significant relationships with his parents), Shiffers comes to the presentation of
self-consciousness of Jesus Christ, from his appearance in the womb of Holy
Mary to death on the cross. The chapter Ona cmompena na ceoit scueom/She
looked at her belly is the apocryphal version of the Immaculate Conception, retold
according to the rules of archaic and infantilized style of Russian sectarianism.
Shiffers’s directorial talent enabled him to listen to the myriad voices of those
who are willingly choose the death, while preserving the faith in the forthcoming
life, by means of the energy of love. The question is: how to join this energy?
Shiffers’s answer is: by a repentant repeating the feats of Jesus Christ.

Choosing the death means the experience of being deserted by God
(“OoroocTaBieHHOCTh ), in order to take the next step in the creation of the world.
That is the true identity of the man, his equalization with himself. Going to death,
in a state of inner tranquility and determination (love on the cross) contains within
itself the possibility of flesh resurrection.

Author launches the trinary creative act, that involves "the Holy Spirit of
Death" itself. We are facing the strange mixture of heresy and brutal meditation
on the Cross (IlIuddepc, 2004: 204).

The first part Aemobuoepagus/Autobiography responds to the traditional
idea about the novel: there is a hero, plot, the division into chapters. All voices
sound in unison. "There is no salvation here, but there is thirst, which is assuaged
by vinegar of literature" as said by Shiffers’s disciple Maria Ignatieva. The ideas
here are more important participants of the events than the very heroes. Author
and hero are referred to one another, and finally bury each other.

The main character, “Thomas the writer” presents in his writings the
torment growing up in the Soviet Union, when the son, building dubious career,
betrayed his father and was falling in love with his stepsister. Accepting blame
for stealing his father's scientific manuscripts (symbolic patricide) as well as the
occurred incest, Thomas in his redeeming artistic synopsis hints at another
possibility: that the father, after leaving family and science - physics, pushed for
a new family, and new science - metaphysics.

After his father's ritual suicide, Thomas took over his specific flock to
escort it to the voluntary death. We have here a kind of soviet Book of the Dead.
Thomas wrote a book, "harmless and ordinary as madness", where timber of
cemetery crosses was waiting to sprout and chase fragrant buds. Overwhelmed
by fresh mother's grave, Thomas takes a cruciform pose, draws an arm deeper
into the other sleeve, with his elbows stuck out, stands silently among the crosses,
checking that they did not accidentally start becoming a forest (LLluddepc, 2009:
73).

Thomas doubles the Shiffers’s idea of '"breaking the laws of decent
writing," finding himself in Orthodoxy, in its isihastic tradition. The apocrypha
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about Mary and Joseph, led Thomas to a lunatic asylum (“a cheerful house in
Ignatovski alley”) just like Michael Bulgakov’s Master. The basic question
remains for him "where I go after death, and whether the world changed after my
departure”" (Illuddepc, 2004: 213).

In the chapter Becenvie napacpaghvi/Merry Paragraphs the thesis that
every death is — for the sake of life, is developed. And it should be made closer to
oneself long before one starts to be scared. God, who is everywhere and in
everything, created the world by the unification with himself. Poetry is a child of
incest, too, because the merging of man with himself is in act. Death is equated
with a sexual intercourse. The energy then transmitted when ejecting oneself from
oneself, is the product of lived life. The highlight of the economy of nature is "to
build its own being by using its own death" (Iluddepc, 2004: 329). While the
Old Testament did not foresee the participation of man in the construction of the
being, Christ by his sermon shifts the responsibility on the shoulders of man,
fulfilling the ethical meaning of life-for- the-sake-of-death. There is no eternal
recurrence, because every next spiral is enriched by the past morality. Thomas’s
book talks about the migration of lives after the death, about their construction of
the world, the condensation of their energy into light. The energy released in death
of Christ and the Buddha is comparable to the atomic explosion, capable to shake
the foundations of the world.

Chapter Ilepenucka c opysvamu (Correspondence with Friends) reminds
us of the famous book of Gogol's correspondence. By reading these sequences,
we are introduced to the real soviet establishment in the sixties, and to the lament
of Russian intellectuals. The letter of V. Nepomnyaschy, the editor of the “New
World”, is quoted, which explains his refusal to publish the novel in 1968. This
opinion differs from routine editorial practice of the time:

"Trying to get to the last cell of sense, you comminuted steps into numerous
small steps and, especially in the second part, you start in a certain sense to
exploit your own style. (...) Your book is hardly a work of art or prose
composition, it is a philosophical treatise in the form of fiction. As a philosophical
treatise, the book is too literary, and that's the paradox. Maybe it's not a lack, but
a virtue (in a way), maybe it's just a new genre, but hardly will any of our
newspapers make it the possession of wider audience. Moreover, despite its
suggestive power and a certain authenticity, your system does not ressembler the
Gospel: the time of new Gospels has past, or it still has not come" (LIuddepc,
2004: 320)

In the rest of his life Shiffers cherished his historiosophical ideas. In the
treatise Obpeszannoe cepoye/The Hart Circumcised written immediately after
novel, he continues his dynamic learning about Holy Trinity and the participation
of man in this process, as well as ideas about the resurrection-through-acceptance-
of death. However, at the beginning of tractate he self-critically remarks:
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"Recognizing man and not recognizing God I got to insoluble contradiction"
(IIuddepc, 2005: 245).

Another decade should have passed when Shiffers in his lecture on
relationship of Christianity to suicide (1978, published in 1991 titled as
Camoyburicmeo/Suicide) he said that suicide is “false sacrifice of one’s body to
a kind of idol", actually to the Prince of darkness (Iluddepc, 2005: 166-168).
This reflection is based on the premise of Dostoyevsky’s hero Kirillov: "Who
dares to kill oneself he is God". In the background of this attitude is in despair of
obsessed soul (“yubraue “) and its unsatisfied pride and egotism. ,,God did not
create neither death nor evil. Ontologically - it is a problem of liberty"
(IIuddepc, 2005: 176).

In the eighties in the centre of Shiffers’s interests are the issues of Russian
holiness and genius, until finding their "technological formula." The basic method
of Shiffers’s creative realization, after definitive parting with fine literature,
become manuscript volumes and a photo album as "a form of struggle with
Gutenberg", certainly following the poetics of Onasuiue nucmeos/Fallen Leaves)
by V. V. Rozanov, whom Shiffers had just discovered for himself. In the last
decade, during perestroika and after it, the primary theme of Shiffers’s
meditations was the life and death of Nicholas II family. In 1991 he made the film
Ilyme yapet/Emperors’ Road - a mystical exploration of the murder in
Yekaterinburg, as a sort of legacy.

Advocating hagiocracy as the Russian idea, promoting the necessity of
occult defense of the state and astrology geopolitics in the era of Yeltsin did not
sound too bizarre. In Shiffers’s public lectures and performances the opposition
topics of Diveyevo and Zion sound clearly, Buddhist tones are strengthening, as
well as the idea of the Russian-Asiatic synthesis. The religious rethinking of
science is related to this period (physics, biology, photochemistry), for the
purpose of hermeneutics of pre-mortal and post-mortal conditions. "I was always
interested in only one thing - man facing death", Shiffers said at the moment of
candor (Iuddepc, 2005: 599).

Vladimir Rokityansky, who is the most responsible for publishing Shiffers’s

heritage, in his collection of interviews B nouckax luggepca (In Search of
Shiffers) admits:
"My first, energy-rich but inarticulate, impression of reading Shifers’s novel was:
how it can it be written like this? All the words are highlighted in one sentence
(capital letters, italics, adhesive dash). Some hysterical thought. There is
something artificial in his writings and conversations: the mask of Christian
priest, with undisguised interest for Buddhism and the occult. That is what made
many move away from him."

Zoya Krahmalynikova, a religious activist and the publisher of the
Orthodox almanac, for which she was imprisoned in the late eighties, in the same
collection of interviews remembers Shiffers’s statement that he was baptized by
Christ Himself. "In the snow. Somewhere in the suburbs." Occasionally, he said
that he was the secret catacomb bishop, grudged if any of his friends was baptized

- 802 -



OUIIKO IIpBa MefyHapopiHa Hay4Ha KOH(epeHIyja
[TepBast MeXXyHapOiHas Hay4YHas KOHpepeHIVA

FILKO First International Scientific Conference

by "ordinary" parish priest, falling into arrogance (nperecmu) of spiritual elitism.
He reacts violently and considered himself an apostle.

Galina Manyevich and Edward Steinberg pointed out Shiffers’s
charisma and found that Shiffers is a worthy successor of the sophiologic line of
Pavel Florensky and Sergey Bulgakov. "Shiffers sought and expressed the
religious sense of art, while Boris Groys desacralized art, incorporating it in
economics."

Shiffers’s host in Tarusa, translator Victor Golishev, believes that the
novel is "half artistic, half philosophical read" guided by the idea of synthesis of
religion, not limited to Orthodoxy. "In my opinion, Shiffers exercised torturing
of the Russian language. It bothered me to read it" - says Golishev

According to Joseph Bakstein, the form and content of Shiffers’s beliefs
were in the discrepancy: innovator of form and traditionalist in content. At the
same time it does not fit the logic of development of modernism or
postmodernism of the 20th century. It was, in the opinion of Bakstein, "a
marginal, isolated phenomenon outside the international typology", and even “a
literary bad taste".

Auto-comments following Shiffers’s texts have no support of artistic
theory. And from the point of I. Kabakov and B. Groys, V. Sorokin, D. Prigov,
S. Rubinstein, and the whole of the Moscow conceptualist school, Shiffers
represented potentially totalitarian tradition in the interpretation of spiritual
phenomena (“some foolish prophetism™). In return, the attitude towards Shiffers
became skeptical and ironic.

In the ,,neophyte“novel Omsepsu mne osepu/Open the Door to Me
(published in Paris in 1978) dissident writer Felix Svetov (husband and
collaborator of Krahmalynikova, which he joined in exile in 1985 due to his "anti-
Soviet agitation and propaganda") depicted the friendship and split with Shiffers,
till the conclusion that in worldview of his friend Satanism was almost involved
(,,anctas GecoBIIMHA™).

Let's just say in the conclusion that the cultural responsiveness of
Yevgeny Shiffers as time passed manifested its dispersion, by becoming open
to infinite knowledge and skills. This bottomless bag neither made Faust happy.
His religious belief is not finally crystallized, it continued its fluctuation from cult
to cult, with more or less witty concordance. This Gothic building, with numerous
towers, arches, gutters and walkways, had, however, the cornerstone in the
Orthodox Christianity.

Regarding Cuepmuio cmepmuv nonpas/Death by Death, we believe that
we have a novel of metaphysical realism, with excursions into the diverse
discourses, from theological thoughts through intimate to science fiction, and that
we can successfully understand and evaluate it according to its own rules.
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