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Olga Matich 

EDUARD LIMONOV: MAN WITH A TYPEWR!TER, 
SEWING MACHINE, AND MACHINE GUN 

Eduard Limonov, pseudonym of Eduard Savcnko (b. ] 943), was a controversia) 
literary figure from the beginning, not onty because of what he wrote but aiso 
because of the public persona he constructed, starting with provinciai poet as 
hooügan and more recentiy as radicai poiitician. Limonov, a writer that the Rus-
sian intettigentsia loves to hate, has staged his persona as an irritant to the intel-
ligentsia's üterary, mora), and poiitical vaiues atthough the contentious reiation-
ship changed somewhat after his imprisonment in 200) (see aiso Matich 2005b). 
The moral question that arises in conjunction with his writing concems the reia-
tionship of reprehensibie poiitical figure and author of imaginative iiterature: 
whether Limonov's potitics taint it. 

His favorite iines of Mayakovsky's poetry are from 1919: "Tishe, oratory!/ 
Vashe/ slovo,/ tovarishch mauzer" ("Quiet, orators! You have the floor, comrade 
Mauser").' Limonov's aesthetics cum poiitics engage "the real" as viotence and 
representation, introduced as an aesthetic concept by the futurists and surrealists. 
H e is an admirer of the French surreaiist Andre Breton, w h o famousiy pro-
claimed in 1930 that "the simpiest Surreaiist act consists of dashing down into 
the street, pistoi in hand, and firing biindty, as fast as you can puii the trigger, 
into the crowd" (Breton 1972, 125). The gesture was staged as an irritant to the 
reader, of the sort that Limonov deptoys in his writing starting with his first 
novel F?o /o - EJ/cMa (7/ '̂  A7e - 7f<7Jv, 1976) whose autobiographical hero has 
kept a photo of Breton with him for years. 

As the titie of art critic Hai Foster's book 7V?<? /?e/M/v? q/7/?e 7?c<3/ (1996) sug-
gests, "the reai" has became an important iocus of artistic representation in the 
second half of the twentieth Century. Foster associates the reai of postmodemism 
with Jaques Lacan's concept of the real grounded in trauma and informcd by 
surrealism, and with Juiia Kristeva's theory of abjection as the consequence of 
narcissistic crisis. Limonov's writing engages the real as it relates to shock, 
provocation, violence, and trauma of abjection, but also to real, i.e. actuai, 
events and to affective authenticity which is not typically postmodcm and which 
Foster would not have included in his definition of it. Limonov depioys an aes-

From Vladimir Mayakovsky's. "Levyj marsh" (1963, 255). A Mauser is an automatic pistok 
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thetics of violencc, doing so indiscriminately in regard to politics, i.e. both from 
a leftist and a right-wing perspective. Dmitrii Golynko-Vol'fson (2003, t75) 
writes that he has formaüy perfected the "organic fusion of right-wing and leftist 
anarchist discourses that he shows off by expressing political views of com-
pletely different colors and shades." 

M y essay examines Limonov's lifc and writing against these questions, em-
phasizing his self-consciously constructed biographical myth without which w e 
cannot adequatety appreciate his writing. 1t focuses especiaHy on the early Fro 
;a - EJ/cAAa and the recent A^7;ga voay (ßoo^r o/ ̂ a/er, 2002) and other work 
written in and about prison. 

The essay's underlying motivation is a desire to portray the complexity of 
Limonov's authorial persona against the Standard view which tends to reduce 
post-Soviet Limonov to Russian fascist, scandal monger, and immorahst, labeis 
that obscure his importance as writer. 1 am not suggesting that the labeis have no 
truth value, but they tet) only part of the story. M y purpose here is to argue that 
Limonov's writing, virtuaHy unknown by Slavists in the United States, deserves 
serious consideration despite his pohtics which are inimicai to a hberat mindset. 
1 should add that I have known Limonov for thirty years and wrote about his 
first novel Efo ?'a - FJ/cMa as an important event in Russian iiterature many 
years ago (Matich 1986). Since then w e have become friends, and I used to visit 
him in Paris and now visit him in Moscow. Sometimes we argue bitterly about 
moral and political questions, at other times w e tatk warmly about our hves, 
chiidren, mutuai friends, and hterature. 

I last saw Eduard in October 1910, the day before the bimonthly "Strategy 
31" demonstration on Triumfal'naia Square in Moscow, the movement for the 
right to assembly initiated by Limonov. As usual, 1 brought wine and he cooked 
dinner. H e fumed against veteran human rights activist Liudmila Alekseeva, 
with w h o m he had formed an alliance earlier in 2010, because she had reached a 
separate agreement with Moscow authorities. Compromise has never been Li­
monov's strategy, self-assertion has. H e spoke proudly of his small chiidren, de-
scribing a touching scene at the playground and the incongruity of his body-
guards nearby.2 The most remarkable aspect of this visit was that between phone 
calls from his point-men regarding next day's demonstration, he recited from 
memory Mikhail Kuzmin's Fore/' raz^/vaef /e^ (7roM? SreaAv'wg 7V7roMg/? ?/?e 
/ce), m y favorite twentieth-century Russian /?oc/wa. 1 offer this striking juxtapo-
sition of contentious, calculating, self-aggrandizing politician, on one hand, and 

M y tnteHigentsia friends asked m e to invite him to dinner in the falt of 2010. H e said that the 
onty way he can accept the invitation is if his bodyguard can sit at the table too, explaining 
that he treats his bodyguards as equals and doesn't feei right if they have to sit outside or in 
the kitchen iike servants. Whether this was a way to tum d o w n the invitation I cannot say, 
but it was certainty a provocative response which put the onus on the other, a test of their 
vatues and dentand that they accept him on his terms. 



admirer of Kuzmin's refined tribute to homoerotic iove, on the other, as em-
blematic of Limonov's paradoxicai persona. 

A setf-made man, Limonov is a writer with a remarkab!e biography which he 
has subjected to notorious üterary mythmaking, first in the N e w York, then 
Kharkiv autobiographical noveis that he later described as his ß;7JMf7g.Tro/7?aM,3 
a triiogy so to speak. The iabei autobiographicat novel immediately aierts us to 
the generic dissonance of autobiography and novel. Even though autobiography 
is aiso a fiction, it foregrounds the question of the "reai" in a biographicai sense. 
Here is how Richard Borden (1999, 242) addresses it: "Eduard Savenko creates 
a 'real' Eduard Limonov, who, in tum, creates a üterary seif-fiction in which he 
caiis himseif by his created name and discusses the 'seif he invented in other 
fictions." It demonstrates that Limonov's self-conscious construction of his per­
sona is part of a grand aesthetic project and that the persona cannot simpiy be 
defined in biographicat terms. Writing about critics w h o ciaim that he is not ca-
pabie of inventing his heroes, Limonov (200], 234) agrees with them, adding 
that he has no desire to invent them, but that he knows how to find them in rea! 
iife. 

A few words about the Kharkiv noveis that were pubiished by Sintaksis, the 
Paris pubiishing house of Andrei Siniavsky and Maria Rozanova: Po^wj/oA: 
&?ve?7%o (/Uo/aycgMf &?v&v?4ro, 1983) teils the story of the teenager "Eddy-Baby" 
as romantic hooligan, petty thief, and poet Coming of age in a proletarian suburb 
of Kharkiv. A response to youth prose of the iate fifties and early sixties, which 
introduced "real" young people into Soviet literature (in comparison with social-
ist realism), PoJro^/oA &7vef?/:o recounts the lives of so to speak "more real" (in 
the mimetic and affective sense) Soviet teenagers from the provinces.4 Mb/o&<? 
A'egoJ/o/ (Young Scoundrel, 1986) depicts Ed as an important provincial avant-
garde poet, ready to move on to bigger and better things in Moscow. The trilogy 
portrays his confticted masculinity, the chaiienges it poses, which is one of the 
red threads of Limonov's confessional autobiographical writing characterized by 

See "Begushchie estetiki sovrcmennosti" (Limonov 2003, 212). A'fjn/ro/'My; vf.sfre/ aiso 
contains a story about m e titled "Kul'tura kladbishch"; [ had recently pubiished an article 
about the mafia tombstones of the 1990s - hence the title. W h e n ! first heard that Limonov 
had written about me. ! was mortified. knowing that he had written scathingly about people 
he had known. but the story turned out to be quite touching in the Limonovian sense. 
Like Vasilii Aksenov's youth prose, the Kharkiv noveis also have American populär culture 
references: e.g. a supposedly sexual experienced girl flatters Eddy by telling him that he has 
the looks of Elvis Presley - a name that Eddy knows just by hearsay, from the boy "in the 
know", the intelligentsia offshot Kadik (see. Limonov 2005a, 138, 267). 
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irritating narcissism, shametess setf-aggrandizement, and in E?o ;'a - Eü'/fA^a by 
pitifu! abjection. 

It is in Kharkiv's bohemian artistic world that he acquires his penname, from 
the Russian for lemon (limon),^ a punk name that turned out to be prophetic: 
A/?Mf,ŵ <2, meaning hand grenade, wüt be the name of the scandaious newspaper 
of the post-Soviet National Bolsheviks, suggesting Limonov's identification 
with the "real" - in the sense of vioience - in art.̂  In a photo taken in 1996, after 
his retum to Russia, a leather-jacketed Limonov Stands with hand outstretched 
and a small grenade poised on it above a seated young w o m a n (Liza Bleze). The 
photo is paired with another one in which she holds a fetishistic lemon - em-
blem of his old Hterary identity - in her hand, standing above a seated but tough 
looking Limonov! The Substitution of the old fetish object reifies the new ex­
plosive meaning of his pseudonym. 

In the autobiographicat ̂ ;'ga t̂ oô , written in prison, Limonov (2002, 101) 
writes that Balzac and Baudelaire invented us all. Following the classical trajec-
tory of Balzac's upwardly mobile hero, Limonov goes from the provinces to 
Moscow in 1967, not to secure wealth, but to raise the stakes of his playing field 
and to acquire fame. He establishes himself as a new poetic voice of the avant-
garde Underground, hobnobbing with western diplomats and conquering the 
heart of the acclaimed beauty Elena Shchapova, with w h o m he emigrates to the 
west in 1974. This is the subject of the megalomaniacal, yet ironic emigration 
fantasy M v na/.n'owü'/'wy?' gero/ (K^e ?/?e 7Va?;'oMa/ Nero, 1974), a prose-poem, 
written before their departure. Curiously, however, he never textualized his 
Moscow years before emigration. The poem is written against the background of 
the desire for further conquests that now include the world. A confectionary 
mock-heroie fantasy of Limonov and Elena conquering the West, it would con-
trast sharply with the reality of the poet's reeeption there depicted in F/o M -
EW/c/^a (1979) and with the loss of his love object to N e w York's rieh and fa-
mous 

The fantastic literary joumey and subsequent fall from the self-styled pedes-
tal take place to the aecompaniment of the hero's clothing, inetuding the jacket 
of the "national hero" tailored by Limonov himself. The jacket can be said to 
reify the characterization of young Limonov in Moscow by conceptualist poet 
Lev Rubinshtein: that his personal property consisted of a typewriter and a sew-

The pseudonym was suggested to Eduard Savenko by the Kharkiv avant-garde artist and 
coneeptuai writer Vagricti Bakhchanian, who emigrated to the U.S. and died in N e w York in 
2009. 

6 His leftist politieai [eanings at the time of writing Mn/oJo/ nego^/a; are expressed in the 
novei in typicaiiy self-aggrandizing terms. He (2005b, 470) compares Ed, who eams moncy 
as a taüor, to Trotsky, who aecording to legend, writes Limonov, worked as a tailor in New 
Yorkaround 1905. 

^ See photographs in Matieh 2005b, 747-8. 



ing machine (see Akopov 2003), meaning that he wrote poetry and sewed pants, 
which in M v wo/i/'ono/'wy/ gero/ and Ero ;'o - Fo'/cA^o, are üteraHy woven into 
the fabric of the text. The primary source of Limonov's income in Moscow was 
sewing pants for Moscow's cuitura! ehte.s Here is how Limonov (200!, 83-4) 
described his Moscow hfc many years tater: "the young poet [...] moved from 
apartment to apartment with two toois": a sewing machine and a typewriter 
[shveinaia i pishushchaia mashinki]. In his one-room Paris apartment years iater, 
the sewing machine was tocated not far from his writing desk. 

Critic J. Hiltis Miiter ()982, 7) suggests an unusua) association of sewing 
machine and writing in /ly'/â w'.s r^reoJ, asking the question whether "the 
w o m b [is] a typewriter or a sewing machine." Miiter describes Ariadne's thread, 
the one she gave to the mythicat hero Theseus to find his way out of the iaby-
rinth, as a "tine that traces out the corridors of a tabyrinth that is atready a kind 
of writing." (Ibid. )0) W e coutd say that one of Limonov's tifetong quests has 
been an Ariadne who woutd accompany him on his mythicat joumey. As to 
writing and sewing machine, the jacket of the "nationat hero" seamtessty brings 
together sewing, writing, erotic tove, and the hero.9 

Limonov writes in F/o ;a - EJ/cMa that the jacket was made from 114 pieces 
of fabric and had his and Etena's initiats engraved on it, suggesting the kind of 
attention to detait required in writing. Atthough taitoring men's ctothing is not 
an embtematic femate activity, making patchwork quitts is, of which the jacket 
is an exampte. The figure of the seamstress taboring over her work at the sewing 
machine may be transposed to the writer at the typewriter. The two images are 
brought together metaphoricalty by Marcet Proust's narrator in 77/we ̂ ega/Meo?, 
who tinks writing with dress-making: 

[...] at every moment the metaphor uppermost in m y mind changed as I 
began to represent to mysetf more clearty and in a more materiat shape the 
task upon which I was about to embark - I thought that at m y big deat ta­
ble, under the eyes of Francoise, who like at) unpretentious peopte who 
tive at ctose quarters with us woutd have a certain insight into the nature 
of m y tabours [...] I shoutd work beside her and in a way atmost as she 
worked hersetf [...] pinning here and there an extra page, t shoutd con-

When Aksenov came to U C L A as writer in residence in 1974, he proudly demonstrated 
slacks tailored by Limonov. [n fact, that was the first time [ heard his name. He sewed pants 
for Bulat Okudzhava. Emst Neizvestny, and many others. 
One of his best poems - "ta v mysliakh poderzhu drugogo cheloveka" () will hold another in 
m y thoughts, 1969) - which displays a coot unexacerbated erotic narcissism, among other 
things, by focusing on the poet's clothing: "H Bentb jiK)6yto na ce6e s aocKOHajtbHO paccMO-
Tpto/ Py6anjKy/ n jto moBtHKOB H3JiaM<y." (For a dose reading of the poem, see Zhotkovsky 
1994, ]47-63. The image of the seam in the diminutive (shovchik), which he irons out 
[ovingly, references sewing. The link between sewing and writing - creation of narrative -
was established ages ago, i.e. if we consider weaving and spinning equivalents of sewing in 
this regard. Let m e just mention the old term 'narrative thread'. 
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struct m y book, I dare not say ambitiousty tike a cathedra!, but quite sim-
p]y tike a dress. (Proust 1993, 508-9) 

Limonov is a self-styled dandy. Feminized ctothing characterized his image 
ofthose years, as it did many men in the west in search of a new mascuhnity, al-
though the persona's feminization in E?o /a - EJ;c/:^a aiso marks his abjection. 
In an autobiographica] prison essay in which he describes his shifting identities, 
he refers to them as "radicat clothing changes" (Limonov 2003, 212). But what I 
a m suggesting more fundamentalty is that the mythologized jacket and sewing 
serve as metaphor - not to say narrative thread - of the construction of Limo­
nov's titerary identity in M y - wa^s'/o^a/wy; gero; and as memory ofthat con-
structed identity in F?o ;a - f J;'c/?̂ o. Sewing, moreover, contrasts with the con-
ventional hero myth - in Homer's O ^ j e y , it is Penelope that is staged as the 
figure w h o wields the needle - and certainty with the aesthetics of viotence, re-
flecting one of the many paradoxes of Limonov's persona. 

The novel, which remains one of his most important works, is the story of a 
profound narcissistic crisis that produces invisibitity, a condition the narcissistic 
persona cannot tolerate. tgor Smimov (1994, 338-41) considers Limonov's trit-
ogy "the most unadulterated and provocative" representation of narcissism in 
Russian post-Soviet literature, which he traces back to what he calls the "sado-
avantgarde," an avant-garde that inscribes a sadistic sensibility that Smimov as-
sociates especially with Mayakovsky. E?o ;'a - EJ;'cM<3 certainly contains sadis­
tic fantasies, but the key to its sensibility and affect, 1 woutd contend, is a maso-
chistic reat as the expression of abjection. The abject Edichka exists on N e w 
York's social margins - outside the socially defined symbolic order, "a jetti-
soned object," in the words of Julia Kristeva, theorist of abjection. She writes 
that this object "does not seem to agree to [society's] rules of the game [and] 
from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease challenging its master" 
(Kristeva 1982,2). 

Limonov's upward mobility, premised not only on his literary accomptish-
ments but also on mastery of a glamorous tove object, comes to an abrupt halt in 
N e w York, but as he will write in prison, humiliation is a powerful Stimulus 
(ibid. 214). Foster describes humitiation as disruptive as wett as restorative, 
writing that it is an important ingredient of abject trauma discourse which both 
degrades and elevates the subject. Setting himsetf a literary challenge as a way 
of mastering the crisis, Limonov writes a novel, marking a radical shift in liter­
ary genre - from poetry to prose. H e represents the crisis that includes toss of 
language, the instrument of his profession, by creating a first-person novelistic 
voice that is heart-rending, shocking, and shameless, characterized by a poetics 
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of irritation.'0 Loss of tanguage is a fundamental ingredient of abjection and the 
consequent retum of the reat: tanguage is the primary constitutive component of 
the symbotic order from which the abject subject is banished. 

The search for a new identity - a radicat ctothing change - in E/o ;'a - F<̂ ;'-
cM<y engages the author's penchant for titerary experiment, reftected eartier in 
his remarkabte poetry, which some readers consider superior to his prose. The 
novet produces an abject immigrant-speak, characterized by the superposition of 
broken Engtish on his native Russian tanguage with the purpose of writing a reat 
- in the abject and mimetic sense - immigrant, wo/ high-minded emigre, novet.' * 
In regard to Edichka's identity, the most striking, embtematic instance of the 
reat as existence outside tanguage and as jettisoned objeet is the famed nocturna] 
sexuat encounter with a chance btack m a n in an empty N e w York tot. This en-
counter is the novet's most transgressive viotation of titerary taboos. Needtess to 
say, it shocked and offended emigre readers as did the novet's obscenities; Rus­
sian titerature had never represented homosexuat sex so direetty and so affirma-
tivety or deptoyed wo?, for that matter. The homoerotic episode is simuttane-
ousty the expression of Edichka's abject degradation and, paradoxicatty, a step-
ping stone to the creation of a new 'reat' identity, one that transcends titerary 
stereotypes and serves as a turning point in his recuperation. Abjection, in other 
words, is a powerfut too! for Limonov in titerary terms.'^ 

Certain aspects of the reat as abjection coutd be said to resembte the kind of 
setf-serving potitics of contemporary "reatity T V " of the sort that stages the ab­
ject subject and confessiona] bad taste, avaitabte to Limonov in t970s N e w 
York in trash magazines. Inscribing a trashy sensibitity, E?o ;'<2 - FJ;'cM<2 de-
ptoys an irritating, resentfu), and setf-pitying shritt voice whose precedents in 
high titerature are Dostoevsky's Underground Man, the tyricat persona of M a -
yakovsky's (%/aAo v Â/̂ n̂ /r/? (C/oM<^ /?? PawAy) and Kavaierov of Otesha's 
ZavM?' (F??vy). Edichka's confticted voice is muttidimensionat: chitdtike yet 
ironic; resentfut yet caring, setf-centered in its setf-pity yet cotdty observant; 
romantic yet hardnosed and scathingty honest; obsessive, yet terse. Limonov's 
unique voice, which he crafted for his first novet, continues to inhabit his best 

'* Even though I am suggesting an existentiai reason for the shift. Limonov's decision to turn to 
prose also had practica! considerations. A practica! man, despite his romanticism, he 
understood that in the west prose fiction pays and poetry doesn't. Exemplary of his pra-
gmatism was the unofficial commerce of his poetry in Moscow: he would seil typescript 
collections for five rubles apiecc after reading poetry at private apartments. 

' For a discussion of the superimposition of Russian on Engtish in Ffo /a - ^;'cA^a, see 
Matich )996, ) 69-70. 

- W h e n asked about this episode - whether it was real in the sense of true - Limonov 
invariably answers that he is a confirmed heterosexual, that /??o ;'o - E^/cAAa is a nove], not 
real life, distinguishing the reat from fiction. Yet the use of the first person, eoineidence of 
the author's and hero's name, and compellingly real and moving encounter beg the question. 
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writing, though its juvenile dccibels have been containcd. Limonov, after all, is 
68 years old. 

Russian emigres everywhere read the novel. 1t became a M/ccay Je .scanaa/e 
and was translated into multiple languages, in France as Ze poe/e rM&se /?re/9re 
/e.s gra^a!y wägras (1980), in Germany as FMcA Q ^ ^wen'^a (1982), titles that 
reflect his, and the publisher's no doubt, undisguised love of Publicity. 1t is pre-
cisely such trash aspects of Limonov's writing and persona, including exhibi-
tionism, which intelligentsia critics have reviled and many continue to do so. 
More importantly, F?c ;'a - Fa?cMa'.s Obsession with a narcissistic subject 
seemed out of place in a Russian Hterature then dominated by a very different 
trauma, the Soviet trauma of Stalinist history and Brezhnev Stagnation. Had Fos-
ter read the novel, he would have no doubt called it "anarchic," "regressive," 
"infantile," even "autistic," representing the voice of a loser, Foster's qualifiers 
of post-surrealist abject art that fit Limonov's novel to a tee (cp. Foster 1996, 
159-60). The figure of a loser as streetwise modern punk breaking taboos is one 
of Limonov's contributions to Russian Hterature. Df?ewn'4r HCMaacAwi'^a (Diary 
of a Loser), a Rozanovian text, written right after Ea*;'<rMa, is considered by 
some Russian critics his best work.'^ At the beginning of the twentieth Century, 
it was Vasilii Rozanov w h o played the role of controversial paradoxicalist: po-
Htically, morally, and stylistically. 

A n equally important reason for the negative Russian reception of the N e w 
York novel were its non-intelligentsia and anti-intelligentsia politics: that in-
stead of allying himself with the anti-Soviet emigre establishment, Edichka 
seeks a new political identity among N e w York's marginal Trotskyites and 
down-and-out black men living on the margins of American society. This brings 
up a dimension of Limonov's persona that intelligentsia critics tend to dismiss: 
that the novel, despite its narcissism, expresses compassion for the abject vic-
tims of N e w York's social world. It is this empathy with society's of/?er mar-
ginalized victims, not those designated by the liberal intelligentsia - the real 
"real" according to Limonov - that will figure in much of Limonov's writing, a 
'real' that lies outside Foster's view of abjection as artifice. In this radical cloth-
ing change, moreover, he claimed his break with Russian Hterature at a Confer­
ence of emigre writers in Los Angeles in 1981, declaring that he regrets having 
been b o m into Russian Hterature and that American Hterature was a more ap-
propriate place to hang his hero's jacket.'^ This provocative claim, or Hterary 

3 A m o n g them are Oieb Morev, Ateksandr Gotdshtcin, and Sasha Sokotov, Limonov's con-
temporary who wrote three of the very best post-Soviet Russian novels and then virtually 
disappeared from the iiterary scene. The significance of Sokolov as writer is shared by most 
critics and serious readers of recent Russian hterature. 

4 See "Limonov o sebe" (Matich/Heim )984. 200). Limonov said this at a Conference of Rus­
sian writers in emigration in )981, and proctaimed that he and Sasha Sokolov, unüke the 
other writers present, were free of pohtics and couldn't be used by etther the Soviet or 
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mask, confticts jarringty with his tater Russian nationatism, but then consistcncy 
has never been his strong suit or goa). 

What seems gtaringty at odds with Limonov's radicahsm, however, is the 
choice of femaie tove object, the most patpabte and immediate source of E7o /a 
- y?^/fM^\ narcissistic abjection. White his potitics and hterary production are 
invariabiy nonconformist, the femate tove object is strikingty conventionat: a 
tong-tegged fashion ptate from a gtossy capitatist magazine, a fetishized com-
modity object, certainty not an exemptar of the new reat. Etena supposedty 
worked as a modet in N e w York and ended up marrying an Itatian aristocrat, 
Count Gianfranco de Carti; his second wife Natat'ia Medvedeva (Natasha), w h o 
aiso jettisoned Limonov and with w h o m his Parisian period is affitiated, was a 
modet too, a night ctub singer, and tater, a minor rock star in Russia. Limonov's 
current wife Ekaterina Votkova, mother of his two chitdren and from w h o m he 
is separated, is a gtamorous Russian fitm actress. Despite his teftist radicatism, 
he had been seduced by the wortd of gtamour from the beginning, priding him-
setf on his w o m e n who betonged to this wortd. So possession of society's 
femate commodity fetish that is tinked to misogyny are part of Limonov's setf-
made hero myth, but can w e say the same about the computsion to repeat the 
conquest of the fetishized femate? 

The computsion to repeat the traumatic past, which according to Lacan is es-
sentiat to the real, characterizes the abject subject psychoanatyticatty; Limonov 
repeatedty seeks to recapture the gtamorous tove object, the source of his abjec­
tion. The toss of the tove object stimutates Limonov's titerary creativity; her 
possession, which is atways ephemerat, so to speak tiberates the author from 
writing. Kristeva catts abjection "a border" that impets the abject subject to Start 
afresh, tiretessty buitd, and take risks, a psychoanatytic interpretation that may 
be apptied to Limonov's tife practice. The other as tove object jettisons him 
"into an abominabte reat" which Kristeva associates with viotent and passionate 
existence (Kristeva t982, 8-9). Offering a tetting comment about his chitdhood 
and earty youth, he totd m e once that his parents were a setf-contained unit, that 
they reatty didn't need him to mediate and comptete their partnership. 

What is new in Limonov's post-Soviet writing in this regard is the expansion 
of the erotic batttefietd to include war, potiticat revotution. and prison. He tinks 
them to a "new aestheticism" that produces a new response to abjection which 
redefincs the reat in decidedty potiticat and viotent terms atthough risk-taking 
and fantasies of viotence were part of Limonov's persona from the beginning. 
As he writes in A^w/go wJy, his prison autobiography: "t understood instinc-
tivety, with the nostrits of a dog, that of att ptots in the wortd the most important 
are war and women," suggesting that eros is the impetus to war (see Limonov 

American side to further their political interests. Little did he know that some ten years later 
he would be consumed by pohtics. 
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2002, )28-9). This new aestheticism was accompanied by a clothing change 
quite literally, one that I witnessed in the täte eighties when 1 last visited Li-
monov in Paris. He was dressed in a Soviet mihtary uniform - a far cry from the 
jacket of the national hero - that had belonged to his father. He showed it off 
proudly like a little boy playing war. It never entered m y mind then that he was 
trying on Limonov as warrior, marking a radical shift of abjection and a new 
stage in his biographica) myth. 

With the changes in Russia in the early nineties and loss of Natasha, which 
he describes poignantly in Xn/ga voâ y, Limonov began looking for new chal-
lenges and geographies where to stage them, revealing, as he writes, a lifelong 
nostalgia for space as well as worship of weapons: "a bullet is good, vengeful, 
and hot," proclaims the authorial persona already in D??gw?;'& weM^acAn/^a, 
which contains numerous paeans to knives and guns.'^ Instead of the pen, he 
picked up a real gun and assumed the role of a man of action in response to his 
personal crisis of the early 1990s and chose a battleground that directly engaged 
real life and real death in the national wars in Serbia, then Trans-Dniestr and 
Abkhazia. They became his new battleground of the real and of a new masculine 
identity - certainly a radical clothing change - and of shocking reprehensible 
behavior: in the case of Serbia he provocatively staged the Serbs as the "real" 
abject subjects, not as victimizers of other national and ethnic groups. He joined 
the ranks of Serbian war criminals (Radovan Karadzic and Ratko Mladic), wear-
ing a soldier's uniform and carrying a gun instead of penning stylized fantasies 
of gunning down the rieh and powerful. A video of Limonov shooting a round 
of machine gun fire into Sarajevo in 1992 that was broadeast by the B B C is 
available on You-Tube, although instead of fierce warrior, he looks awkward 
and childish next to Karadzic.'6 

Shooting blindly into Sarajevo is palpably immoral. The video shows him lit-
erally substituting a gun for the sedentary pen or typewriter - certainly an in-
stance of the retum of the real as real, not discursive violence. W e may consider 
the event as Staging his favorite Mayakovsky lines ("Vashe slovo, tovarishch 
Mauzer") which, as he writes, he would like to have authored himself. If we 
consider the act against the Surrealist aesthetics of violence and the gesture ad-
vocated by Andre Breton - of firing into a crowd - the image may be said to 
reify it, although in the Surrealist context it was an act of aesthetic provocation, 
as it was in Mayakovsky's. Politically, it was a call to violence from the teft 
whose realness remained ambiguous. As Boris Groys writes in /fr? Power 

5 "Xopouja TM. nyjin. OTOMCTHTCJibHa TM, nyjin. flyjiH TM ropuwa..." The last fragment of 
DnewH^ M?M<A;c/i?nA'ü begins with these words, reveating the persona's 'f&sTM^'weHr and 
desire to avenge alt tosers. induding himsetf. (Limonov [982. 249). 

6 The film titted $?<'/;;«?; ̂ /r.s (1992) was directed and produeed by Pawel Pawlikowski and 
was aired by B B C . 



(2008), Breton's "famousty proctaimed terrorist act of shooting into a peacefut 
crowd" cannot be considered an authentic artistic gesture, especiaHy not since 
9/H, and that in the media driven image production of our time, "art is obvi-
ousty on the tosing side" (Groys 2008, 124). 

Groys writes that the contemporary "reat" of terrorism and the war on terror 
has probtematized the otd retationship of avant-garde artist (as "iconoctast") and 
warrior (as "iconophile") because of the media's superior power to instantane-
ousty reproduce the terrorist's radicat images (ibid. 121-9). Many have re-
sponded to them as the ultimate representation of the unspeakable real. The 
avant-garde German composer Karlheinz Stockhausen purportedly stated it 
much more shockingty: that 9/11 was "the greatest piece of art there has ever 
been" (quoted in Redfield 2009, 33), with which Limonov predictabty identi-
fied. Groys counters such responses by claiming that instead of "the retum of 
the real," these images represent a "political sublime:" "we are in need of criti-
cism that anatyzes the use of these images as the new icons of the potitical sub-
time," writes Groys, adding that "the context of art is especiaHy appropriate for 
this [... ] criticism" (ibid. 126-128).' 7 

Aestheticizing the unspeakable trauma of 9/11 is morally outrageous, which 
Limonov does in one of his prison books (2002a). He leamed about the terrorist 
attack in Lefortovo prison, which he watched on T V , and wrote an impassioned 
essay in praise of the terrorists who had avenged the humiliation of the bombing 
of Baghdad (1991) and Beigrade (1999). Needless to say, Limonov firing a 
machine gun from a hill overlooking Sarajevo pales by comparison to 9/11, but 
not so the horrific images of the Srebrenica massacre in Bosnia a few years after 
the fiimed Sarajevo episode. Srebrenica has become an iconic representation of 
abjection and retum of the real real during the 1990s in former Yugoslavia. I 
am, of course, not implicating Limonov in Srebrenica, but 1 a m suggesting that 
he was complicit in the Serbian war of terror and that of the Kosovar Albanians 
and Croats, that his tum to war and violence may be read against the morally 
heinous link of the retum of the real in war and new avant-garde art. 

Limonov's retort to m y outrage at the time (1 phoned him in Paris after his re­
tum from Serbia to express outrage) was to catl Paris a necropolis and to say 
that a "reat" person needs btood and heightened experience: he had taken the 
next step in constructing his biographical myth by crossing the border from dis-
cursive to reat violence. W h e n ! responded that he may have been shooting at 
innocent people, he told m e that 1 am tike the liberal intelligentsia which pro-

^ Groys aiso writes that "art institutions are piaces of historical comparison between the past 
and present," that "they possess the means and ability to be sites of critical discourse [...] Art 
institutions serve as a ptace where w e are reminded of the entire history of the critique of 
representation and of the critique of the subiime - so that w e can measure our o w n time 
against this historical background" (129). 
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tects itsetf against the rea) with predictable humanistic sentiment, assuming a 
stance that suggests an aesthetic ethos regardless of its human consequences. 
His response, which atso included defense of the Serbs, reftected the new rela-
tionship between aesthetics and pohtics in his views. In faimess to Limonov, 
however, w e must aiso consider his description of the Sarajevo episode in 5wr/ 
("Death" in Serbian) in which he expresses outrage at the editing of the video 
which, as he writes, ruined his reputation in the west. He Claims in the book 
about his sojoum in former Yugostavia that he was firing at a target ränge, not at 
peacefu! Sarajevo, images of which were spliced into the video (see Limonov 
2008, 32-3). W e have no way of judging the truth value of this tater Statement. 

After his retum to Russia, Limonov, together with Eurasianist Alexander 
Dugin, became the leader of the National-Botshevik Party (NBP), founded in 
1993, whose very name staged provocation. !t evokes the two most bankrupt 
ideologies and iconographies for the liberal Russian intelligentsia and humanis­
tic values in general: fascist, or Nazi, and Bolshevik, or communist, although it 
also referred to the emigre Nikolai Ustrialov's National Bolshevism of the early 
1920s which could be described as proto-fascist but not proto-Nazi.^ Dugin, 
who was especially concemed with the break-up of the Soviet Union, promoted 
a Eurasian Russian imperialism that would include Europe! Limonov was more 
concemed with the rights of Russian nationals in former Soviet republics and 
the abjeet State of those dispossessed in Yeltsin's Russia, especially Russians, 
rather than Eurasian utopias. After they parted ways in 1999, the N B P made a 
deeided populist tum and after Limonov's release from prison, a liberal one: 
during the Yeitsin period, Limonov's preoccupation was the impoverishment of 
Russia; under Putin and after prison, his focus became the police State.'̂  Return-
ing to Russia, Limonov transformed Edichka's abjeet shout into one resembling 
a futurist, or Surrealist, shout (what Limonov called "krichalka") deployed by a 
bulthom on Moscow streets during political demonstrations of the Natsboly; 
some critics, resembling the response to dadaists and futurists many years be-
fore, called them irritatingly juvenile; others considered them criminal. 

The stakes of Limonov's new identity changed the playing field: the writer 
turned politician clearly was playing in the arena of an ever more real real in 
which it has become difficult to distinguish his writerly persona from the one of 
political leader. Instead of mock-heroie fantasies, like M v - na^/ona/ 'ny; gero/, 
the new image revealed the hero's desire to become a real, not phantasmal, con-

^ Fora carefu! analysis of Limonov's fascism, see Schenfield 2001, 190-220. 
^ The story of Limonov's politica] activity on his return to Russia is complex; it started with 

his joining the National Salvation Front in i992, which included such different figures as Al­
exander Prokhanov. Alexander Dugin. etc. They called for the overthrow of the new Russian 
government because of the economic tactics of shock therapy it used. During this period. his 
politics aligned him with other unsavory political figures. for instance Zhirinovsky. All this 
outraged the Russian liberal intelligentsia. 



queror, and some of his writing from this period suffered accordingly, not to 
speak of his Statements and actions. M y purpose herc, however, is not the party 
of Nationa! Boishcviks and its politics, but Limonov as writer whose right-wing 
populist politics and engagcmcnt in war had a decidedly dcletcrious cffect on 
the reception of his writing.-0 

Limonov was arrested on the charge of illegal possession of wcapons, terror-
ism, and ptanned armed invasion of Northern Kazakhstan in April 2001, adding 
prison to his colorful biography. The last two charges werc dropped, yet he 
received a four-year sentence, but was released after a little more than two years. 
Imprisonment, which marked the defeat of his political ambitions, represented a 
new crisis of abjection, with the difference that this one was not precipitated by 
the toss of a !ove object or loss of language and homeland. It challenged him to 
pick up the pen once again as a way of mastering the crisis, perhaps also to con-
front his having picked up a real rather than metaphoric gun after the crisis of 
the early 1990s, although the latter may be wishful thinking on m y part. Kris-
teva suggests that "the writer is a phobic w h o succeeds in metaphorizing in 
order to keep from being frightened to death; instead he comes to tife again in 
signs" (Kristeva 1982, 38). During the incarceration of more than two years, 
Limonov penned eight books, including some of his best, certainly an impres-
sive number. W e coutd call him a Stakhanovite if w e apply to him retroactively 
the Stalinist tabor paradigm, but then he has always been a disciphned hard 
worker.-' 

Since his imprisonment, w e can claim that Limonov may be declared suc-
cessful in establishing himself as media cetebrity and well-known Opposition 
political figure who continually redefines his upwardly mobile trajectory. From 
radicat nationalist before prison, he has become more concerned with civic Soci­
ety since his release, collaborating with Garry Kasparov in forming the Opposi­
tion movement "Drugaia Rossiia" (7*/?̂  (3//?̂ r ̂?M.s.s/a, the title of a 2003 book by 

[t is noteworthy in this regard that during the ]980s (after ff^ /a - fJK/7^<), Edward Brown, 
the canonic historian ofpost-revolutionary Russian iiterature in the U.S.. viewed Limonov as 
an important new voicc in contrast to today's authoritative historian of reeent imaginative 
writing, Mark Lipovetsky, who simply excludes Limonov from consideration. Something 
similar may be said about Mikhai! Epstein. True, both of these critics have a postmodern 
bias. but they cast their postmodem nct wideiy. M y hunch is that the reason is political rather 
than literary, having to do with Limonov's turn to the right during the 1990s. A n exception is 
Alexander Zholkovsky. Although not primarily a specialist on contemporary Iiterature, he 
has written about it too. He gives clear preferenee to Limonov's poctry. espccially that 
written before emigration. Considcring Limonov and Joseph Brodsky very different poets. 
which of coursc they arc. Zholkovsky treats them as cquals, e.g. in 7^x7 Co;<M7cr 7*g.x;(]994). 
Mar'ia Vasilievna Rozanova (the wife of Andrei Siniavsky), who published Po<Vro.M)A 
&/syMAo and Mj/f^/o/ nego^/a/ (Sintaksis), described Limonov as the only reliable helper in 
cmigre Paris of the 1980s. Once shc asked him to clean up her cellar which he did quickly 
and well unlike other young visitors to their house in the Parisian suburb Fontenay-aux-
Roses w h o m she askcd for help (personal communication). 
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Limonov). In recent years in fact, he has been one of the few visibte Opposition 
figures, even though some of his potiticat activities, or antics, seem phantasmat, 
not to say outrageous. W e can atso claim that he succeeded in redefining the 
reception of the Natsboty, an ittegat party of young nationatist rogues. Accord-
ing to a 2003 articte in the M w Krv& 71'was, Putin's youth movement Nashi 
(Ours) was formed in response to the Natsboty (see Meier 2008), w h o have been 
catted tomato terrorists and velvet terrorists. M a n y of their public actions (ac-
tionism) indeed have a ptayfu) dimension: throwing tomatoes or rotten eggs at 
opponents, or hanging a forty-foot ptacard saying "Putin uidi sam" (Putin leave 
on your own) on the otd Rossiia Hotel on Red Square. 

Av7?'g<2 vo&' deservedly received the prestigious Andrei Bely Prize for prose 
fiction in 2003, a ctear sign of hterary success with the criticat establishment 
that had rejected Limonov's earher hterary production. The haHowed position of 
potiticat prisoner had its effect. A member of the jury, the wett-known critic 
Gleb Morev, w h o has written about Kuzmin, describes the book as: 

[...] a iyrica) confession of someone w h o has been defeated, that in spirit 
it resembtes Limonov's best work - Df?ew?;% MeH67ac/?M;'A<2. But a toser 
cannot be a potitician. Av?;'ga wx/y is vatuabte precisety because it contains 
onty tanguage, which comes to one's aid when there is no one and nothing 
teft to trust. It woutd be against the jury's principtes to pass over this ver­
bat experiment even if it comes from an outcast and a m a n spumed. (Os-
minskaja 2003, 434). 

Limonov catts A^;g<2 voo^ his "geographic memoir" that represents "the wa­
ters of tife," ranging from oceans, seas, rivers, and takes to fountains and saunas, 
which serve as section headings, with individuat chapters in each section 
devoted to an autobiographicatty significant body of water. The structure resem­
btes the kind of geographic categorization he tiked to perform in chitdhood, cre-
ating tists of att the seas, he coutd find on the gtobe for instance.^^ 

"Eti moi vospominaniia mozhno chitat' s tiuboi stranitsy i v tiubom naprav-
tenii. Oni ptavaiut v vechnosti, im ne nuzhna protiazhennost'" ("this memoir of 
mine may be read starting with any page and in any order. They swim in eter-
nity, they don't need tempora) extension"), writes Limonov (2002, 74) regarding 
the setf-conscious erasure of chronotogy, as if prison makes it irretevant. Instead 
water spatiatizes time and creates a chronotope of sorts. tt is reinforced by the 
representation of the same body of water more than once, in different periods of 
his tife, reveahng the changes in Limonov's persona but not in chronotogicat Or­
der: in the case of the Adriatic, for instance, he first writes about the Adriatic on 

ATn'ga wd[y, written in Lefortovo prison, begins with the targest bodies of water and ends 
with the smaHcst, suggesting the process of the persona's deftation, or abjection, white 
awaiting triat. 
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the Croatian side. where he became a sotdier in the rogue Serbian army in 1993, 
and iater about Venice, on the other side, in 1982, depicting the dissolute life of 
his Paris period. 

Another way that the text spatializes his autobiography is by framing all the 
bodies of water that Limonov stepped into or sat next to in chapters that resem-
ble travel snapshots, images that he inscribes literally in A^n'ga wo[y many times, 
suggesting the structure of a photo album, which he describes as a spatialized 
narrative of life. For that matter, he published a textualized personal photo al­
b u m several years before prison, in which the captions are handwritten, with 
mistakes crossed out and corrected (Gusev 1996). The photograph was already 
an important image in /57o /o - FJ/cAAa, but mostly as a pained reference to 
Elena, who became a model and had been stolen from him. 

The snapshot in a photo album is always about memory, as is Â i;'ga wx/y, 
which is also about what it means to remember: water is like memory, writes 
Limonov (2002, 5): "it flows, blending what passes through it and washes eve-
rything away." !n (Towers Z.M<r/̂ a, Roland Barthes suggests that the photograph 
stops time and inscribes death white also deferring it. Susan Sontag writes some-
thing similar: "AH photographs are wewew/o wor;. To take a photograph is to 
participate in another person's (or thing's) mortality, vulnerability, mutability." 
(Sontag 1977, 15) The paradoxical meaning of the photo, 1 would suggest, in-
forms Limonov's autobiographical literary photo albums, whose subject in-
variably are life and death. 

One of the leitmotifs of the memoir is taking a swim in all of the bodies of 
water that the author visits, reifying the desire for new experiences and leaving 
his trace everywhere. This and the reference to Heraclitus's supposed maxim 
that "you can't enter the same water twice"-^ mirror his Obsession with move­
ment - moving on, which /^n/go wa^y reifies by imaginatively colonizing as 
many waters as possible - and, so to speak, narcissistically fixing his reflection 
in them. This narcissistic mirror ultimately proves more reliable than the w o m e n 
in whose reflections Edichka sought to fix his identity. In the sense of the real 
the text does this by means of the snapshot, without the irritating excesses and 
self-aggrandizement of Edichka (tellingly, the N e w York novel already deploys 
unusual images of water). And as in F?o ;'<? - FJ;'cM<2, the imprisoned author 
once again explores erotic masochism, but does so much more self-consciously. 

The first section of Av?;ga vĉ /y titted "Moria" (Seas) opens with Natasha, the 
heroine of the memoir, swimming in the Mcditerranean in Nice and ends with 
her on the Pacific in California (where the two met), but in contrast to the N e w 
York nove!, the representation of Limonov's relationship with the w o m a n he 
had loved is quietly sad, not dejected, and is viewed from narrative distance. 
The text, moreover, ends on a very different note: the appearance in his life of 

These words are quoted by Socrates in Ptato's Crafy/M.s. 
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"̂ ro.s/?/ra [üttte] Nastia" w h o tacks the attributes of the femate commodity fetish 
and w h o rcmains faithfut to him. In the parting words of Ä̂ n;'ga wJv, he dectares 
his tove to her, as if to suggest mastery of erotic masochism, atthough soon after 
retuming from prison he wiii teave Nastia to tum once again to the pursuit of a 
gtamorous love objecto 

A*w'ga w<^y was written before his triat when he was facing the possibitity of 
a tong prison sentence - the prosecutor woutd request eighteen years. in it 
Limonov takes stock of his Hfe, tyricatty, yet tersety, with the purpose of writing 
it into titerary history. A m o n g the authors he references are Herodotus, Heracti-
tus, and Avvakum, on one hand, and Baudetairc, Witde, Rimbaud, and the Pier 
Paoto Pasotini on the other, a list dominated by non-Russian authors despite his 
Russian nationatist pohtics. The stakes in this autobiographicat work are very 
different from &%c/?%a '.s: it is not a book of an abject infantile persona expettcd 
from society, but of someone w h o firmiy exists inside the symbotic order of 
tanguage and wietds its metaphoric power. Ä"n/ga voa\' deptoys Limonovian 
provocation onty in smatt doses, exptoring instead existentiat truths and the 
space of intimacy characterized by a sense of profound sotitude. Dmitry Bykov, 
the wett-known contemporary critic, poet, novetist, and admirer of Limonov's 
writing, describes this truth as "the struggte of the human with the inhuman, the 
encounter of power and weakness, the intimate and the titanic" (Bykov 2008, 
32)23 Bykov's assessment of Â ?;'ga w ^ y may atso be apptied to Ea'/cMa, but in 
the eartier text these struggtes and encounters were rendered as the er; efe coeMr 
of a narcissistic persona fitted with ressentiment and incapabte of seeing himsetf 
from a distance. 

A simitar struggte informs Limonov's prison book, Po //Mr'waw (/n Pr/̂ on.s', 
2004), his Owe Day "? ̂ e L(/e q/7von Dew;jov;c/7, written after prison. tt is de-
voted to his experience of its profoundty abject space and the retationship of 
human and inhuman, power and weakness defined in Limonov's terms.26 Like 
Av7/g6! wa[y, the Russian reeeption of Po ?;w w o w has been positive. Even the 
wett-known tiberat author Liudmita Utitskaia praised it, writing the introduetion 

-4 Nastia (Anastasiia Lisogor), w h o m I met, irtdeed was different - shy, unworidty, lacking any 
of the femme fatale qualities of Elena and Natasha. Limonov was different in her presence 
too. If with Natasha. he often seemed intimidated. with Nastia he was morc a father figure 
and teacher proud of his preeocious Student and lover. When he and Nastia met she was only 
sixteen years old. She came to join N B P and so to speak stayed. 

23 "AH his life, he loved the solar male principle. he has been condemned to hate the female. 
inconstant, lunar one, and becausc ofthat, the eternal dependence on the female has been so 
difficult for him, though sweet. To sever all ties - home, parents, wife, homeland. even 
eomrades-in-arms that had exhibited weakness, to shake off all earthly dust, to temper 
himself to the hardness of steel - is Limonov's path." continucs Bykov. 

2^ Here is what Limonov wrote in the copy of the book he gave nie: "Prodolzhaia traditsiiu 
russkogo tiuremnogo zhanra, vot tebe Ol'ga - zapiski. Dokumentarnye" (continuing the 
tradition of the Russian prison genre. here, Olga, are m y notes. Documentary [notes]) 



to its French edition. What differentiates Po ^Mr'wow from Av7?ga w ^ is that 
aithough it chronicies Limonov's prison experience, it focuses equaüy on the 
other prisoners. Like Soizhenitsyn, the author identifies with them, aithough 
they are not poütica! prisoners but ordinary criminais. Limonov (2004a, 82) re-
peatediy refers to his own persona as "muzhichok v tuiupchike" (a tittie muzhik 
in a diminutive sheepskin coat) w h o is their brother that doesn't judge them, and 
together with them is carried aiong by the wind; the sincere and ironic figure of 
the "muzhichok" is that of a simpie peasant w h o is associated with Emei'ian 
Pugachev, the eighteenth Century ieader of a major peasant and Cossack rebei-
Hon, underscoring the narrator's popuhst sentiments. 

Yet Limonov aiso distances himseif from the other prisoners, the more reai 
abjeet objeets, as a way of managing his own abjeetion, overcoming it once 
again by reading and writing. H e reads voraciousiy (reading has aiways becn 
part of his upward mobiiity), texts hke Freud's 7b7^w and' 7b6oo, which is about 
ritual coiiective vioience against the father, Limonov's perenniai Opponent. It is 
against the father in the guise of the State and society that he and the Nationai 
Boisheviks have pitched their batt)e. Limonov expresses empathy for the fate of 
his prison mates that tive in a degraded society, which instead of expioiting the 
vita) energy of its youth pushes them into crime, drugs, aicohol, or emigration. 
In keeping with his attraction to vioience - pieasure in trauma and excess - , he 
is fascinated by those prisoners w h o committed horrific crimes, which he de-
scribes coidiy, atmost üke a physioiogist that reveai his characteristic power of 
Observation. A n author he names more than once in P o fy'Mr'waw is the Marquis 
de Sade, one of his literary modets eariy on. Yet there are aiso chapters that ex-
press his persona! emotionai attachments, for instance, to Natai'ia Medvedeva. 
He ieams of her untimely death in prison, which he commemorates by writing a 
touchingiy heartfeit poem and by citing the opening of Kuzmin's Pore/' razö;'-
w e ? /ea'. He writes that he deciaimed the/?o<?/7?<7 under his breath whiie riding to 
the courthouse: "Stoiaii kholoda, i shei 'Tristan'. /V orkestre peio ranenoc 
more." Aithough he doesn't say so, I think he wouid have hked to have written 
the image of "ranenoe more" (wounded sea). 

In contrast to Alwga vo^/y, which is about imaginary travei and escape from 
the constricted space of prison, Po y/M7*'wow, though it chronicies the inmates' 
physica! movement through the prison System, is about the constriction of space 
and what it means in existentia) and aesthetic terms. He repeats more than once 
that "prison is the empire of the ciose-up. Here everything is close and necessar-
i!y exaggerated," depioying, as in Ä*w/go \w(y, a coneeptua! visua] iens to repre-
sent the spatiaiization of experience, aithough it is that of a magnifying gtass, or 
cinematic ciose-up, not a snapshot taken from a distance. Foiiowing this etaim, 
the text offers a surreai ctose-up of the prisoners as abjeet subjeets: 
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Ha THKBax H meTMHHCTbix HHuax roj)OB B 33Kax npope3aHM pßaHbte 
OTBepcTHH r;ia3. OHH MOXHaTH H, xaK npy/tH - KaMMLuoM, o6pocjin pec-
HMUaMH H ÖpOBÜMH. 3lO MyTHbte, CKJIH3KHe npyRM H aOXJlbtH KaMbUU. 
OiBepcTHa nia3 oKpy^KeHbt yuiejibHMH MopmHH Ha Ji6y H pbiTBMHaMH 
MopmHH no^ rjia3aMn. Hoc c nemepaMH no3apeü, Monpan aHpa pia. 
KOpeLUKM 3y60B MJ1H MOJIORMX H CBeH<HX, HJ1H THHJIMX nonOJiaM C 30JIO-
TMMH. [...] TaKHM 33KOBCKoe JiHqMKO npejiciaeT TapanaHy, noji3a)cmeMy 
no HeMy Bo CHe, HO MOH<HO yBH^eib ero H TaKOMy cneunajibHOMy 33Ky. 
xaK H. (Limonov 2004a. 7) 

T o m eye stits were cut in the pumpkins and stubbie-covered eggs of 
heads. They are shaggy and overgrown with eyebrows and eyelashes hke 
ponds with reeds. These are dutied siimy ponds and üfeless reeds. The eye 
orifices are surrounded by cavems of wrinktes on the forehead and pot-
hoies under the eyes. The nose with caves of nostriis, the mouth - a wet 
hole, stubs of teeth, young and fresh or haif rotten, half goMen. [...] This 
is how the face [lichiko] of the zek appears to the cockroach crawling on it 
while he sleeps, but also to such a special zek like me. 

Constriction offers another kind of aesthetic possibility. The close-up allows 

the author to explore the world around him as if from the perspective of the ab-

ject object, a cockroach, with which he identifies in the prison cell. The face of 

the prisoner is figured as a primordial landscape: cavemous, grand, yet disgust-

ing, on the verge of death. 1t represents another body of water - a stagnant slimy 

pond - and even more so than &?;ga w a ^ , Po f;Mr 'waw is a text about solitude 

and death, a condition that the author explores and savors. Here is how Limonov 

described death in Dnevn;'^ neM&tcAn/Aa (1982, 243): "Death must be met 

firmly and artistically - by means of a pose, a challenge, showing off, festively, 

best of all with a smile. [...] Death is the most important task. One must prepare 

for it. One can ruin the most valiant life with a bad death. Birth does not depend 

on us, death does". Death can be described as Limonov's romantic ideal. 

Limonov has certainly achieved fame. He has become a bestseller in Russia. 
Although his literary reputation there remains controversial, many consider him 
an important voice in contemporary Russian literature despite the taint of Na­
tional Bolshevism. The Sarajevo episode, much more troubling for Western than 
Russian readers, if true remains morally reprehensible, as do most of his politics, 
but in m y mind they do not taint his best writing unless w e judge literary value 
in the terms of the author's moral behavior. Limonov's prose fiction is an exem-
plar of the retum of "the real," not only because it gives voice to the abject so­
cial margins and introduces new subjects, or because of its fascination with vio-
lence. Limonov is also a writer who represents authentic feelings which include 
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compassion - an anti-Foster iteration of the rea] - that ränge widety atong the 
emotiona! and mora] spectrum, and at his best he does so economicaHy. A con­
temporary titerary tcxt that exptores authenticity and authoriat affect is refresh-
ing against the backdrop of the kind of postmodem piay, fantasy, and irony, 
ranging on cynicism, that dominate contemporary Russian titerature. It may be 
the reason why Andrei Zorin (2003, 69) ctaims - despite his criticism of 
Limonov - that he witt definitety read his next book, but isn't sure whether he 
witi do the same in the case of Viadimir Sorokin. 

Limonov has created a paradoxicat identity that catts to mind Vasiiii Ro-
zanov, reigning paradoxatist of early Russian modemism and brittiant styhst, 
w h o m early Limonov acknowtedged as mentor. Like Limonov's, Rozanov's 
persona, which many among his intettigentsia contemporaries found unpatatabie 
(some sti)] do), deptoyed provocation in writing the erotic, rehgious, and potiti-
cat. H e penned erotic scenes that shocked many readers. He wrote vicious 
antisemitic artictes for the reactionary press during the famed Mende! Beihs triat 
- a fabricated case of btood übe] in Kiev - white at the same time pubhshing 
L;M6?/ /Mw^ogo ^v^/a (Peop)e of the Moontight), a book on rehgion and homo-
sexuatity, in which he gives ctear preference to Judaism over Christianity. 
Members of his circie condemned Rozanov after his shockingty anti-Semitic 
and shriH nationatist (%cwa/e/';?oe / cM'aza/e/'Moe ô no.sAe/7/'e eweev^ A: Arow 
(The Jews' Olfactory and Tactite Retationship to Btood, 19t4) without, how-
ever, dismissing his other writing as a result. 

At stake in regard to Limonov's views are not onty his actions of the 1990s, 
when he took part in nationa] wars and adopted a rightist cum [eftist potiticat 
ideotogy in Russia, but aiso his "monstrous" (his term) pohtica! heroes. The iist 
consists of such unspeakable names as Hitter, Mussolini, Statin, as well as the 
more recent Slobodan Mitosevic and Radovan Karadzic. Limonov writes about 
Hitter, Mussolini, and Mitosevic in 5w<?.s'/?c/?eMMy(? woM^ry (Sacred Monsters, 
2004), a prison book that consists of twenty-four short chapters dedicated to 
wetl-known Russian and foreign historicat figures. !n the instance of Hitler and 
Mussolini, failure, ctaims Limonov, exptains their tum to potitics - in the case 
of Hitter, faiture as painter and architect (!), as if to justify their monstrosity and 
by extension his own. 

Limonov's identification with tosers - of a very different sort - was origi-
natty cxptored in the earty D/a/y o/a Lo^er, which he recentty catted his best 
work (Limonov 2001, 211).*7 Starttingty, his potiticat monsters exist in 5v/'<2.s7?-
cAewwyg TMOMj/^y atongside Baudelaire and Velemir Khtebnikov, his favorite po-
ets, Nietzsche and Konstantin Leont'ev, Yukio Mishima and Luis-Ferdinand 
Celine to w h o m he offers taudations. One of the chapters is devoted to the rather 

H e also names !7 f?a.s Ay/a /?re^ra.s?7a;a c/7o^/?a, as his other best book, written shortly before 
his return to Russia. 
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obscure nineteenth Century poct Conte de Lautreamont, especiaHy to Z,e.y C/?ow-
,̂s ^e M o M o w r (Jowgi q/ MaMoror), whosc praises he sings. Atthough 
Limonov doesn't refer to the text's famed image of the chance meeting of a 
sewing machine and an umbrciia on the dissccting table, cctebrated by the surre-
atists, ! mention it because of the paradoxicai sewing machine, Limonov's long-
time companion. Perhaps Hiiiis Mittcr had Lautreamont in mind too whcnjux-
taposing the typewriter and sewing machine. What Limonov ceiebrates in Z,cs 
CAow/as cfe Afo/Joror are the haunting proto-surreatist images of vioience.^^ 
And what we can conctude is that the voiume's stränge bedfeüows shed hght on 
Limonov's paradoxicai, conflicted persona. 

The contemporary Russian poet and admirer of Limonov's writing Aiexander 
Skidan writes that the most penetrating reprcsentation in -SM'a-s&'AeHHt^ wo?7.s'frv 
is of Van Gogh, quoting the foitowing passage: 

flo KopHBoR aopore no,a BOJiocaTbtMH 3Be3RaMH Tonaei napa netuexo^OB 
B KopnBMx 6aujMaKax. He6o c^ejtaHO Bce H3 MepBHKOB, 3arnyTbtx HepB-
HbtMH KpeBeTKaMH - ourymeHHe HepBHon cnjibi OT He6a, OT BceH cnato-
men Honn B KapiHHe. H c m o e Käthe B Apjie - KpacHoe H )KejtTO-HaoBHioe, 
KaKaa-TO npHMO 3acoxtuaH KpeMOBan KpoBb t opoaa. H rapcoH B TaKOM 
6eJiOM (hapiyKe CTOHT cjiy^amuM H3 Mopra. (Skidan 2005)^^ 

Aiong the gnaried road under the hairy stars waiks a coupie of pedestrians 
in gnaried shoes. The sky is made of worms creased by nervous shrimp - a 
feeiing of the sky's nervous energy and of the radiant night in the painting. 
A nighttime cafe in Artes - red and poisonousty yeiiow hke some kind of 
dried cream-colored biood of the city. And the garcon in such a white 
apron Stands Hke an empioyee of the morgue. 

Limonov caiis Van Gogh's paintings a miracie and his person saintiy, a char-
acterization that Stands in sharp contrast to Mussotini as mode) of a fascist mate 
sensibiiity. The contrast evokes once again his admiration for Kuzmin's homo-
erotic 7roMf ßr^a^/wg fAroMg/? ̂ e /ce, whose mascuiinity is refined, not brutai, 
and which as Limonov writes in Aln/go wcr/w/r/7 (The Book of the Dead, 200!, 
186), he aiways recites to himseif at cruciai moments in his iife. 7w:;/ is a very 
dense narrative poem about iove deflned by barriers mctaphorized by the fish 

In another prison book. /?i<.s.sAY<c/̂ ;'A/;o (2003). Limonov writes about his favorite Ulms 
Pier Paoio Passotini's &</rj. o;- /20 D a n <;/ 5b;/«m, Liiiana Cavani's .V;g/;/ Por^'r. and Ber-
nardo Bertotuchi's La.sf Tongo /̂  PorM, which expiore erotic masochism and sadism and cer-
tainly don't fit Limonov's stance as hardnosed, sometimes cynicai poiiticai ieader. His fasci-
nation with these fiims may be exptained psychoanaiytically by using Julia Kristeva's theory 
of abjcction against which Limonov has struggled personaily and in his writing, not to speak 
of the their unconventiona! representation and acsthetic power. 
The passage comes from Limonov 2003a. 58-9. 



struggling to break through the ice to reconstitute the memory of tove lost. 
Limonov turning to Kuzmin reveats his tyricat side that remembers those he 
toved and wounds of tove as we!) as strugglcs against the barriers posed by ro-
mantic tove. In other words, to undcrstand his persona, we must recognize the 
pecutiar coexistence in his aesthetic ethos of Kuzmin's Wagnerian metaphor of 
thc wounded sea of 77i$/a/? <?̂ a'/.w/a'g with Mayakovsky's "You have/ the floor/ 
Comrade Mauser!." Both are part of his sensibitity, just as Nationa! Boishevism 
defines his potitics, which are a!so hard to pinpoint because of their stippery, 
shifting. at times incoherent program and politicat maneuvering. A H of these and 
more, inciuding a deep narcissistic wound and consequent abjection as weit as 
its mastery, make up the comptex persona of Eduard Limonov. 
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— 2002. Â ?/g<2 vo<^, M : A d Marginem. 

http://supemew.ej.ru/058/tife/profile/0t/index.htm


222 0/g<7 Af<7?K'/7 
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