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ON A BORDERLINE BETWEEN FACT AND FICTION
LITERARY OUTPUT OF EUGENE VODOLAZKIN

The paper focusess on two works of the contemporary Russian writer Eugene Vodolazkin (born 1964) that met with the
highest response in the Czech milieu, i.e. Laurus (2012) and The Aviator (2015). Using the methods of genre analysis and
comparison, the essay examines their specific genre features and a borderline made up of mediaeval historical facts, traits
of a chronicle, biographical novel, hagiography and legend in the case of Laurus and, in the case of The Aviator, the genre
of a diary achieved by placing the main character’s recollections into the diary records and by facts connected with Saint
Petersburg.
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Eugene Vodolazkin (born 1964) is not unknown to the Czech read-
ers. In November 2015, he even visited the Czech Republic together
with his colleague Vladimir Sharov to participate in an international
scientific conference on translations of Russian literature in Prague
and Brno. Both authors presented and read excerpts from their works
at the Faculty of Arts, Charles University.! Being greatly interested in
the history and Russian literature, Eugene Vodolazkin studied at the
Faculty of Arts of Taras Shevchenko National University of Kiev and
then completed a postgraduate study programme on Old Russian lit-
erature at the Old Russian Literature Department of the Academy of
Sciences of the USSR (the so-called Pushkin House), which was man-
aged by a leading expert on Old Russian literature Dmitry Sergeyevich
Likhachev (1906—1999). Eugene Vodolazkin’s first novel was a pecu-
liar type of historical prose Solovyov and Larionov (2009), followed by
Laurus (2012), The Aviator (2015), Brisbane (2009) and other works.

! The author of this paper participated in organising the Brno conference and
meeting with the writers.
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The paper concentrates on two works by Eugene Vodolazkin,
Laurus (2012) and The Aviator (2015), which have been translated
into Czech and met with a good reception among the Czech readers.>
Regarding the literary genre, both novels oscillate on a borderline be-
tween belles-lettres and fiction. The paper defines the specific genre
features and genre borderline in the novels using a method of genre
analysis and comparison.

The contemporary Russian prose and its reception in the Czech
milieu was examined by the Brno researcher Josef Saur who com-
mented in several papers? on certain one-sidedness, namely the fact
that translators into the Czech language prefer works thematizing the
20th-century history or contemporary Russia that are filled with crit-
ical contents towards the Russian society. By contrast, works of high
artistic quality but without a clear overlap to the societal events enjoy
only a marginal interest among the readers.* For example, the publi-
cation of Peter Silaev’s novel Exodus is reflected in a large review in
the A2 periodical, while, according to Josef Saur, Eugene Vodolaz-
kin’s Laurus failed to attract the deserved attention.5

Yet, Laurus and The Aviator definitely attracted attention of the
Czech professional public. In this context we can mention another
Brno researcher Ivo Pospisil, professor of the Slavonic Studies who
has dedicated several papers to novels by Eugene Vodolazkin. Ivo Po-
spisil has pointed out the interconnection of science and belles-let-
tres, which is a characteristic feature of the Russian literature, on the
example of two artistic figures Eugene Lyatsky and Eugene Vodolaz-

2 Both Czech translations of the examined novels were carried out three years after
their publication in the Russian Federation. Laurus was translated into Czech
by Anna Rosova in 2015. The readers could read The Aviator in 2018 in the
translation by Zderika Vychodilova. Cf. J. Vodolazkin, Laurus, 1st ed., Dobrovsky
s.r.o0., Prague 2016, 353 p.; J. Vodolazkin, Letec, Omega, Prague 2018, 416 p.

s Cf.J.Saur, Hlavni tendence v aktudlni éeské recepci ruské literatury, in: I. Pospisil
(ed.), Stiredni Evropa véera a dnes: promény koncepci II (jazyk — literatura —
kultura — politika — filozofie), Jan Sojnek—Galium, Brno 2018, p. 197-204;
J. Saur, Paradoxy ceské recepce souc¢asné ruské literatury (Gluchovskij, Rubina,
Vodolazkin, Silajev, in: 1. Pospi$il, L. Paucova, M. Zelenka (eds.), Kontexty
literarni védy VIII, Tribun EU, Brno 2018, p. 171-182; H. Illayp, AxmyaavHbie
npoueccbl 8 HewWCKol peyenyuu pycckoll aumepamyput (2012—2016), https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/323377493_AKTUALNYE_ PROCESSY_V_
CESSKOJ_RECEPCII_ RUSSKOJ_LITERATURY_2012—-2016 (3.7.2023).

4 J. Saur, Hlavni tendence v aktudlni ceské recepci ruské literatury..., p. 202—203.

5 J. Saur, Paradoxy &eské recepce soucasné ruské literatury..., p. 178—179.
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kin and their novels Tundra and Laurus®. He discussed the genre
features of Laurus and The Aviator in a paper from 2020.7 In another
essay, he dealt with poetological traits and the value of Laurus.®

The novel Laurus cannot be categorically classified as a particular
genre type because it includes poetological traits of several novelis-
tic types mingling in the work. Regarding the genre type, this novel
is therefore interpreted as a non-historical novel (Pospisil, Zember-
ova),° contemporary mythological novel (Stankevi¢a)™ or alternative
historical science-fiction (Chernychova)."* At the same time, traces of
alegend and contemporary desert island adventure are often empha-
sised. The novel has mingling poetological traits of belles-lettres and
non-fiction, which create a distinctive borderline that we will discuss
later.

Eugene Vodolazkin reflected on Laurus as follows: “There is very
little fiction in it. As a matter of fact, the text corresponds to the Old
Russian historical facts. I lived there for thirty years.”® The author
himself therefore emphasised the factual features over fiction, thus
affecting the classification as non-fiction literature. He explained his
attitude to the novel by the poetics of mediaeval literature, which is
characterized by absence of literary genres based on fiction: “Moreo-
ver, in the Middle Ages, there was a special form of poetics that I used
in my work on Laurus. As a matter of fact, it is no literary poetics be-
cause in the Middle Ages, it did not exist in a form in which we under-

¢ Cf. . Iocoummi, deHomeH €853U AumepamypogedeHus U AUMepamypHo20
meopuecmea: Eezenuil JIaukuil u Egzenuilt Bodoaaskun Ha KOHMeKCMyaabHOM
done, in: Yuusepcaauu pycckuil aumepamypsvt 6. Cooprux cmameit, Hayunas
KHUTa, BopoHex 2015, p. 227-244.

7 Cf. W. Hocoummwi, Tema namsms Kelic cmadu Ha mamepuane Co8peMeHHol
aumepamyput, “Philologia Rossica” 2020, no. 3, p. 72—89.

8 Cf. U. Iocnummui, Akcuoao2uveckuil gfeHoMeH 8 ‘Heucmopuueckom pomaue’
Eszenus Bodoaasxuna Jlasp’, in: J. Dohnal (ed.), Revitalizace hodnot: uménit
a literatura II, Tribun, Brno 2015, p. 591-601.

9 Cf. W. Hocnummi, Axcuoo2uieckuil feHOMEH 8 ‘HeuCmopuieckom pomame.’...,
p. 591-601); V. Zemberova, Zaner nehistorickyy roman, ‘Opera Slavica’ 2020,
no. 3, p. 31—41.

10 Cf. A. Stankevica, Vodolazkin’s novel ,,Laurus®: Genre experiment, https://sgem-
social.org/index.php/elibrary-research-areas?view=publication&task=show&
id=3242 (8.7.2023)

u Cf. T.JI. YepHblmosa, [loHamue arbmepHamugbt 8 CO8PeMeHHOll PYCCKol npose
(Ha npumepe pomanos Eezenus Bodoaaskuna “Asuamop”, “Jlasp”, I'yseau
Axunoll “Byaeiika omxpbvlieaem 2aa3a»), “BecTHUK caMapCcKOro YHUBEDPCHUTETA.
HWcropus, neiaroruka, Guiioaorus” 2018.

12 V. Golovanov, V Rusku bude vZdy vse turdsi, “Literarni noviny” 2015, no. 10, p. 28.
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stand it today. There was literature but no belles-lettres. Belles-let-
tres has an element of fiction, but there was no fiction in the Middle
Ages. In the view of a mediaeval person, fiction was a lie”3 We need
to point out that the author is still professionally concerned with re-
search into mediaeval literature.
As mentioned above, the novel Laurus cannot be classified as
a particular genre type because it is penetrated by poetological traits
of several novelistic types — biographical novel, novelistic chronicle,
the so-called non-historical novel or contemporary mythological
novel. The borderline between non-fiction and fiction in the novel lies
in mediaeval facts, chronicle-like structure and a biographical basis.
Non-fiction is represented by mediaeval historical facts, which
can be observed from the first to the last page. A closer contact with
the history is mediated through the already archaizing composition
of the novel, consisting of a prologue and four parts* where the life
journey of the mediaeval healer Arseny develops. The readers are
drawn into the mediaeval atmosphere by a detailed description of
the scene where villages and towns such as Belozersk, Pskov, Polock
or Novgorod, work and everydayness of their inhabitants, but also
illnesses (plague, warts, coughs or tumours) that people had to face
are mentioned. The mediaeval atmosphere is also reflected in the
linguistic features where the ecclesiastical Slavoniclanguage is used.
The traits of a biographical novel, or novelistic biography, which
mingle with the traits of hagiography and legend, can be observed in
the main character’s four names (Arseny, Ustin, Laurus, Amvrosy)
and two nicknames (Rukinec, Vratch) over the various periods of his
life. The novel follows Arseny’s life from his birth to death. He acts
as a healer and miraculously saves seriously ill people (the wife and
daughter of Prince Mikhail, Sister Agafia, mother of aboy called Silves-
tr), but he is still perceived as feeble-minded. After his death, his body
shows no traces of decay or changes of its appearance although it lay
under the open sky for a long time. Then Arseny’s body disappears.'
The connection with a novelistic chronicle can also be observed in
a chronicle-like structure of the novel, i.e. the capturing of Arseny’s
life until his death, the spatial pulsation and the concept of a door-
step, which also appears in Vodolazkin’s work. The chronicle-like

13 V. Golovanov, V Rusku bude vzdy vse turdsi..., p. 28.

4 Prolegomena, 1 The Book of Knowledge, 2 The Book of Submission, 3 The Book of
Journeying, 4 The Book of Peace.

5 Cf. E. Bogomnaskun, Jlasp, zgatesnbetBo ACT, MockBa 2013, http://loveread.me/
view_global.php?id=34991 (10.7.2023)
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spatial pulsation was defined by Ivo Pospisil as a transformation of
a spatial amplitude, which is characterized by expansion and con-
traction. In the novel Laurus, the chronicle-like spatial pulsation
can be observed in an expansion of the space when, after Ustin’s
death, Arseny leaves his home at the churchyard wall near the vil-
lage of Rukina Slobodka. He travels through villages (Koscheyevo,
Pavlovo, Gory, Sortino, Kuligy, Dobrilov, Zagorje, Ivachevo, Kras-
noye, Voznesenske) where he heals the villagers. With this help,
the wife of Prince of Belozersk and the wife of the Pskov mayor are
cured. The healer Arseny’s journey continues through Vienna and
Venice to the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The contraction of the
space occurs at the end of the novel when Arseny returns to Russia,
near the village of Rukina Slobodka.

According to Ivo Pospisil*®, the term doorstep is an important poe-
tological feature of a novelistic chronicle that also appears in Laurus
several times. In the Book of Knowledge, the word doorstep is used
only once, when the elderly Nikandr is carrying dead Ustina and her
child from Arseny’s home and stepping over the doorstep. In the giv-
en context, the doorstep can be interpreted as a boundary between
the safety of home and the world and its crossing leads to the loss
of security.”” In the Book of Submission, the doorstep can again be
perceived as a boundary between home and the world. Let us recall
a scene from Arseny’s journey when he decides to leave Ivan’s house.
Arseny steps down to the doorstep with a feeling of no way back.”®
We can observe the doorstep in the sense of home security further on
when Arseny is taking a pilgrim to his home and the pilgrim recogniz-
es his house and doorstep. The doorstep in the sense of a boundary

16 Cf. 1. PospiSil, Ruskd romdanova kronika. Prispévek k historii a teorii zanru,
Univerzita J. E. Purkyné, Brno 1983; I. Pospisil, Labyrint kroniky. Pokus o teo-
retické vymezeni zanru, Blok, Brno, 1986.

7 “Craper cziesia 3HaK MOHaxXy, YTo0bI 0002k/1a1 cHapy:ku. OH B351J1 ApCeHUs O/
PyKy, u ApceHuil pazom o6Mmsk. Korna oHU MOAHMMATINCH HAa KPBUIBIO, HOTA
cTapIia HeCKOJIbKO pa3 moexasa Io crymneHbKe. CTosiue YBUAEIH 3TO U 3aIlja-
kann.” E. Boponaskun, Jlasp... http://loveread.me/view_global.php?id=34991
(14.7.2023)

8 “Apcenus 0672710 x0s1010M. OH BCe €ellle IePrKaJICs 3a JIBEPHOE KPbUIbI0. BO3HUKIIO
JKeJIaHHe TIOTSHYTh 32 HEr0 W BEPHYThCsl B Telulylo u30y. Ho crmycTuBivch
C KPBUIBIIA, OH ITOHSLI, YTO y2Ke He BepHeTcsi. Crylainch paHHHe CyMepKU. ApceHui
1IIeJI, UCIIBITBIBAS XOJIO/ U crpax. OH ¥ caM He IOHHMAJI, 3a4eM BBIIIesT U3 Teria.”
E. Bomosnazkus, Jlasp... http://loveread.me/view_global.php?id=34991 (15.7.2023)

19 “Omno3HaB B OJTHOM M3 HAaMETEHHBIX CyIrpOOOB CBOIO M30y, HE3HAKOMEI] PeIu-
TEJIPHO HANPABWICSI K KpPbUIbLy. Tak 3Ke PpEIINTeSIbHO Ha HEro IOHSJICI
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is mentioned once again when the past and present mingle in the
Book of Journeying.°

Contrarily, connection with the Russian classical literature is
demonstrated by the picture of kissing the earth, which refers to the
work of Fedor Dostoevsky. In Dostoevsky, the kissing of the earth,
which then develops into a motif, appears in Crime and Punishment
and Brothers Karamazov.? In Crime and Punishment, this act sym-
bolizes Raskolnikov’s first step to a catharsis. Raskolnikov kisses the
earth in order to gain strength and then, on the advice of Sonya, con-
fesses to the murder of Alyona Ivanovna and her sister Yelizaveta. In
Brothers Karamazov, the youngest brother Alyosha finds strength
in a contact with the earth. In Dostoevsky’s novels, this return to the
earth (in Russian mousa), tradition and moral values was demon-
strated in the spirit of the so-called pochvennychestvo, a line in Slav-
ophilia professed by the writer.

Dostoevsky’s image of the unity of man and land through which
Alyosha gains his strength shifts in Vodolazkin’s work where we can
observe finding new life security in Laurus’ search for a dwelling:

OH eyt 6e3 BHYTPEHHUX COMHEHUH, 111eJT O0IPHIM IIarOM YeJIOBEKa, 3HAIOIIETO
yThb. K KoHITy g JIaBp AocTHT KeTaHHOTro MecTa. OHO IT0Ka3a10ch B TOUHOCTH
TaKUM, KaKUM OH €ro BHJeJ BO cHe. IIpounTtaB 6s1aro/lapcTBEHHYI0 MOJIUTBY,
JlaBp moresoBaj 0OpETEeHHYIO 3eMJTIO B CKa3aJl:

Celi IOKOM MO B BEK BEKa, 3/1€ BCEJIIOCH.

Ckazai:

IIpurmMu Msi, yCTHIHS, IKO MaTH YaJI0 CBOe. 2

The connection to Russian classical literature can also be observed in
the symbolism of three, which we can see in Laurus in the case of Ar-
seny (e.g. the third child) or the passage of time (e.g. three days, three
nights, three years).? The frequency of the number three can there-

U 3aXJIOMHYJI 3a coboii 1Beps.” E. Bogomaskun, Jlaap... http://loveread.me/view_
global.php?id=34991 (15.7.2023)

20 “91o GBI CTApbIH KyNEYecKUH JIoM KpacHoro kuprnda. OKHa €ro 1o Beyepam
CBETHJINChH JKEJITOBATHIM 3JIeKTprudeckuM cBeroM. Korzma CrpoeB mmepBbIil pa3s
BEPHYJICS C PACKOIIOK, OH OCTAHOBWJICS y KPBUIbIA, YTOOBI IOTI000BATHCSI HX
cusiaueM.” E. Boponasku, Jlasp... http://loveread.me/view_global.php?id=34991
(14.7.2023)

2 Cf. A. Lazari, Symbol ziemi w tworczosci Fiodora Dostojewskiego, “Slavica
Wratislaviensia” 1986, p. 7—12.

22 K. Bononaskus, Jlasp...

23 Arseny fails to save a child, therefore he says prayers for its soul three days and
three nights because the soul remains in the place for three days. The sisters put
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fore resemble the work of Dostoevsky where, based on the writer’s
three-value logic, the time data, descriptions of the environments,
situations and acts of the characters, are carried out three times.>
This phenomenon is also apparent in Dostoevsky’s Diary of a Writ-
er whose literary genre lies on the border between belles-lettres and
non-fiction.

Up to now, The Aviator (in Russian Asuamop) has been regarded
a contemporary desert island adventure where the parallels of In-
nokenty versus Robinson and Biblical Lazarus were accentuated. The
genre classification oscillates between utopian and simultaneously
dystopic novel (Pospisil)?®, alternative historical novel (Chernycho-
va)2® or novel with Gothic traits (Maguire).”” We will show the bor-
derline between belles-lettres and non-fiction in The Aviator below.

The framework structure of The Aviator is that of a diary where,
from almost the beginning, the dominant theme concerns Innoken-
ty’s recollection of the past provoked by shimmering air, wind or cold
weather. Innokenty wakes up in a hospital, remembering nothing.
Over time, he experiences fragments of memories based on sensory
perceptions. His first recollection is winter weather, frost and feeling
cold®®in the street. Winter weather and shimmering air with the blush
of dawn® then initiate further memories. Importantly, recollections
related to labour camps have a real basis. Eugene Vodolazkin filled
The Aviator with memories of imprisonment in labour camps on

Arseny in a cell where he should have survived the winter but he returned to the
graveyard in three days. Cf. E. BomonaskuH, Jlaap...

24 Dostoevsky’s three-value logic appearing in his literary outputs was pointed out
by the Slovak dostoevskologist Andrej Cerveriak. Cf. A. Cervenak, Tajomstvo
Dostojevského, Pedagogické fakulta v Nitre, Nitra 1991.

%5 Cf. W. ocoummt, Tema namsms Kellc cmadu Ha mamepuane co8peMeHHol
aumepamyput, “Philologia Rossica” 2020, no. 3, p. 84.

26 Cf. T. JI. YepHsbIiioBa, [ToHamue aarbmepHamuebl 8 CO8PeMeHHOll pycckoil npo-
3e..., p. 139.

27 Cf. M. Maguire, Institutional Gothic in the Novels of Vladimir Sharov and Evgenii
Vodolazkin, “Canadian Slavonic Papers” 2019, no. 4, p. 431.

28 “T'oBOpWUI €ii: B X0JI0/1a HOCH IIIAIKYy, HHaYe OTMOPO3HUIIb yiu. [TocMoTpH, ToBO-
PWI, CKOJIBKO ceiuac Mpoxoxkux 0e3 ymreid. OHa coryiamianack, MOJI, 1a-71a, HaJl0
0b1, HO He Hocuia. CMesTach HaJl IIYTKOW U MPOIOJIKAIA XOAUTH 0e3 IIarKu.
Takasi BOT KaPTUHA BCIUIBLIA B MMAMSTH, XOTS O KOM 371€Ch U/IET PeYb — yMa He
npwioxy.” E. Bomonazkus, Aguamop, znarensctso ACT, Mocksa 2019, p. 11.

29 “B OTKPBHITOH (POPTOUKE BO3JyX IMajaThl CMEIIMBAETCS C 3UMHHUM BO3/IyXOM
3a OKHOM. CTaHOBUTCS MYyTHBIM, JPOJKUT, IUIABUTCS, U BEPTUKAIbHAS IUIAHKA
pPaMBbI CJIMBAETCS CO CTBOJIOM JIEPEBA, M PAHHUE CyMEPKU — T/Ie-TO s yKe Buziesr.”
E. Boponaskuu, Aguamop..., p. 13.
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the Solovetsky Islands, the so-called Solovky, experienced by the
well-known Russian mediaevalist Dmitry Likhachev. Vodolazkin
had a personal acquaintance with Likhachev because during his
studies in the Pushkin House, Likhachev worked as manager of the
Old Russian Literature Department. The novel comments on physi-
cally demanding labour, carrying heavy logs, frequent amputations
of the prisoners’ limbs and tragic fates of women raped by the pris-
on guards.?° Vodolazkin treated Likhachev with reverence, admi-
ration and respect: “He had a gruesome life: imprisonment on the
Solovetsky Islands, Leningrad blockade, criticism. He was a man
who knew life in its real, even horrendous form.”s* The borderline
between belles-lettres and non-fiction in The Aviator is made up by
Likhachev’s memories of the labour camps, which are incorporated
into the novel’s diary structure and stylized into Innokenty’s recol-
lections.

The Aviator features the so-called memory of a memory where
a recollection of one event gradually retrieves recollection of another
event and although they are very distant in time, they are connected
by a joint sensual perception — image, sound or feel. For example,
when recalling forced labour in the 1930s, Innokenty recalls the sea
from a family holiday in 1911:

ITotom Hac o6y4asu moBopoTaM. MbI TOBOPAUYMBAIMCH HATIPABO, HAJIEBO U KPY-
rOM, U HAcC 0OBEBAJIO TEILJIBIM, JIETHUM BETPOM, IIOTOMY 4TO jake Ha CoJIOBKax
JIeTO OBIBAET TEIUIBIM. B 3TOM BeTpe 3alaXx COCHOBOM CMOJIBI U TAe€KHBIX SITOJ
CMEIITHUBAJICS CO CBEKECTHIO MOpsl. [...] Hezaxosiee ceBepHOE CoJIHIIE 6J1eCTENI0
Ha rpeOHsX BOJH. MBI CTOSIIIA CIIMHOM K GyXTe, HO, KOT/Ia TIOBOPAYUBAJIUCH, 3TOT
6Jsieck OBLT BU/IEH U MMO-HACTOSIIEMY MeHs pasoBai. OH HAITOMHHAI MHE MOpe
B OKPECTHOCTSIX AJIYIIITBI, TZIE MBI C POAUTEISIMHU OT/IIXaJIH B 1911 TO/TY.3?

These two memories are about twenty years apart, but they are con-
nected by a sensual perception — glitter of the sun on the surface of
the sea.

30 “bpépHa. Bosplie GpPEBHA Ha OCTPOBE HasbIBaM OasaHaMu. TpUHAIIATH
Takux OpeBeH Ka)K/I0My II0 YPOKY TPeOOBAIOCh CAATh YEKKCTY B KOHI[E€ CMEHBHI.
Pabotasnu 1o /{Boe — 3HAYUT, BCETO JABA/IATD II€CTh. YPOK ObLI HEBBITOJIHUM —
10 KpaiiHel Mepe JJIs TeX, KTO KaTUM TPYZIOM Ipex/ie He 3aHuMascs. [...] Horu
HEPEAKO OTMOPAKMBAIN, U HX IPUXOIJIOCH aMIyTHPOBaTh. DTO HE 3HAYUT,
YTO KOJIMYECTBO OAHOHOTUX Ha COJIOBKAX PE3KO YBEJIMUUBAIIOCH, — TAKUE JIFOZH
06b1yHO He BhikuBaN.” E. Bojjoaskun, Aguamop..., p. 148—149.

31 V. Golovanov, V Rusku bude vzdy vse turdsi..., p. 28.

32 K. BogosazkuH, Aguamop..., p. 135—136.
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The inclusion of three diaries into the novelistic structure as
boundary genres enhances the authenticity of the characters and
events, thus making the play with time a thematic and morphological
dominant of the work, as Ivo Pospisil points out.33 The first and larg-
est diary is a diary of the main character Innokenty Petrovich Platon-
ov, which records memories from the perspective of the present day
(the late 1990s). The other diaries emerge after the death of Anasta-
sia: Innokenty’s diary continues and at the same time, Dr. Geiger and
Anastasia Jr. (granddaughter of Innokenty’s young-age girlfriend)
write their own diaries. The changing perspectives therefore bring
views of three persons on the same events. The records mingle and
although their periodicity is not everyday, we can exceptionally find
a record of one day by all three characters.

As the poetological traits of a novelistic chronicle also appear in
The Aviator, the spatial relations in this novel can be characterized
by the term chronicle-like spatial pulsation, much like in Laurus. The
spatial amplitude gradually expands by the writing of the diary re-
cords. Innokenty’s childhood was a time of happy moments, associ-
ated with Saint Petersburg. The memory of the city accompanied him
throughout his life and even saved him at some moments34:

S Benp srobun [etepOypr GeckoHewHO. Bo3Bpamasich U3 Jpyrux MecCT, UCIIbI-
TBIBAJI OCTPOE cYacThe. Ero rapMOHIs IPOTHBOCTOSIIA B MOUX IJIa3ax Xaocy, KO-
TOPBIH IyTaJl U pAcCTpavBaJl MeHs ¢ JieTcTBa. fI celiuac He MOTY Kak CJIe/lyeT
BOCCTaHOBUTH COOBITHH MO€EH KU3HHU, IIOMHIO JIUIIb, YTO, KOI/Ia MEHS 3aXJIeCThI-
BaJIM BOJIHBI ATOTO Xa0ca, cracasa MbICIb 0 Iletepbypre — oCTpOBe, O KOTOPBIiA
OHU pa3bUBarOTCA...35

One of Innokenty’s first memories of Saint Petersburg is the mem-
ory of a fire in the city, which aroused his sympathy for firefighting.

33 Cf. U. [Mocoummwt, Tema namamy ketic cmaou..., p. 86.

34 We can see a contrast with the mentioned perception of Saint Petersburg in
the work of the Russian 19th-century classical writer Dostoevsky whom the
Saint Peters burg’s milieu depressed by its heavy weight and dark side. In his
correspondence with his brother Mikhail Mikhailovich, he referred to the city as
hell, although he found it a source of inspiration and wanted to return there after
his punishment in the forced labour. More on the ambivalence in F. M. Dostoevsky
to Saint Petersburg. Cf. L. Paucova, Saint Petersburg and Dostoyevsky’s Diary
of a Writer. On the Edge of a Literary Genre, “Novaja rusistika” 2020, no. 1,
p- 47—48 and L. Odehnalova, Dostojevského Denik spisovatele v kontextech
a konfrontacich, Masarykova univerzita, Brno 2023, p. 113—114).

35 K. BogonaszkuH, Aguamop..., p. 31.
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The facts connected with Saint Petersburg shift the novel towards
non-fiction. The other memories recall imprisonment on the Solovet-
sky Islands and a subsequent transport of prisoners from the Kema
River to Sekyrnaya Hill. The shrinking of the space can be associated
with awakening to the reality of a hospital room and later a joint in-
habitation of Innokenty and Nastya.

Another poetological feature of the novelistic chronicle, which
is also apparent in The Aviator, is the use of a dominant and form-
ative line of the plot. The dominant line is connected with the
present. It develops from Innokenty’s awakening in the hospital,
through familiarization with the environment and the late 1990s,
finding a girlfriend from his youth, her subsequent death, relation-
ship with Anastasia Jr., media coverage of his story, his deteriorat-
ing health, up to a fateful flight from Munich when the plane land-
ing gear fails to extend. The formative lines include recollections of
the past which freely follow each other. Innokenty’s recollections
of the past relate to his childhood, family, girlfriend Anastasia and
her father Voronin who was executed upon a denunciation, but also
forced labour on the Solovetsky Islands and people who hurt him
by their actions.

Here, like in Laurus, we can observe a dialogue with Russian clas-
sical literature. In The Aviator, Vodolazkin mentions Dostoevsky’s
novel Demons and hints on Lermontov’s work and Dostoevsky’s oth-
er works such as Crime and Punishment. Innokenty seeks the truth
about himself throughout the entire novel and, like Raskolnikov,
commits a murder. The committing of this crime is anticipated by
a statue of the goddess Themis with a severed scale, which repre-
sents the goddess of justice and law in Greek mythology. The scale
was damaged by Innokenty himself in his youth:

Buyi GpOH30BOM CTaTy3TKH € OTJIOMAaHHBIMU BeCcaMU ObLJI /IJIs MEHS B TOT Beuep
CaMbIM CTPAIIHBIM — CTPAIITHEE JaKe STUX CYIIECTB, KOIOIIAIINXCS B MOeM Oe-
JIbe, CTpaIllHee, MOXKET OBITh, TOTO, UTO MHE B JIAJIbHEHUIIIEM yrpozKasio. Bu aToi
CTaTY3TKU HE OCTaBUJI HU MaJleHIen Haiex Ibl.30

The plot of the novel features one more statue of Themis, which In-
nokenty sees during a visit to a family friend Professor Giacint. How-
ever, this statue had the scale intact.?” The finding of the truth about

36 Tbid., p. 122.
37 “[...] Ha o;mHOM U3 KA OB cTos1a PeMua — B TOUHOCTH TaKasi, KAK HAIIIA, TOJIBKO
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the crime committed in the past — the murder of neighbour Zarecky
— is closed in the final part when Innokenty draws a portrait of Zare-
cky and realizes that he murdered Zarecky himself with the statue of
Themis. We meet with the symbolism of three at a lesser extent in the
novel, mainly in time data (e.g. three days).

In the paper I was concerned with genre analysis of two novels
written shortly after each other by the contemporary Russian writer
Eugene Vodolazkin. It is difficult to classify the works as regards their
genre definition. The genre type of the novel Laurus (2012) oscillates
between a biographical novel, non-historical novel, neo-mythological
novel and alternative historical science-fiction. The Aviator (2015) is
referred to as an alternative historical novel, or a novel of utopian or
dystopic nature.

Both of the examined novels have a genre borderline, which has
its specific features in either novel. In Laurus, the genre border-
line is made by mediaeval historical facts, traits of a chronicle and
features of a biographical novel, hagiography and legend. In The
Aviator, the genre borderline is made up by memories, which are
inserted into a diary structure of this work and facts connected with
Saint Petersburg. Thanks to the specific nature of the genre and suc-
cession to the values of classical Russian literature, Vodolazkin’s
novels have a potential to resonate in the Czech literary space for
many years to come.

This work is the result of work in the area of science, re-
search, creative activity and long-term development of the
PdF UHK (post-doctoral working position) and is financed
from sources earmarked and provided for this purpose.
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