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The Theme of Russia and the West in the Works
of Evgenii Zamiatin

Hiroshi NISHINAKAMURA

One of the central motifs in Zamiatin’s most famous, if not his best, novel “My " is
that of “pregnancy and childbirth”, in whch he had been interested since he wrote “Chrevo”
in 1913, and to which he returned in 1929, in the novel “Navodnenie”. What does it mean
that he was concerned with this motif so persistently? The aim of this paper is to answer
this question and examine some of his main postrevolutionary works in connection with
the Russian traditional theme of Russia and the West.

Some studends see in the subject of childbirth the expressions of Zamiatin’s strong
tendency toward primitivism. But, we can see this subject repeated again in his last novel,
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“Bich Bozhii”, and this time with the apparent connection with the theme of Russia and
the West. Because here he tried to describe the struggle between Attila and old, dying
Rome, in which he “saw a similarity to the twentieth century conflict between Russia and
the West ” (Shane), and the situation of Rome, waiting for a new power to revive her, is
described with the images of such elemental forces as earthquakes and tidal waves. Here
again appear the images of “ pregnancy and childbirth ” : the quaking earth is compared
to a swollen womb which is to bring forth new beings into the world, and waters of the
waves to (amniotic) fluid pouring from the womb. The persistency of this childbirth image
indicates that Zamiatin wanted to express more than “real” childbirth and the psychological
conditions of women, and therefore something more than his tendency toward primitivism.
I think that it is connected seriously with the theme of Russia and the West, and that
Zamiatin began to be concerned with this theme in particular after spending several month
in England and after experiencing the Russian Revolution.

In analyzing “ My ” closely from this point of view, we can see some evidence of
the author's affinities with the past Russian tradition, especially with that of Russian
symbolists ; e. g one of the novel’s central images — that of a cold crust versus a hot
seething interior (the image of the earth with which the hero’s psychological conflict is
expressed when he is seized by a powerful sexual urge) — is associated with the images
in Blok’s “ Stikhiia i kul’tura” where Blok expresses Petersburg’s westernized culture as
the earth crust confining the Russian people’s natural, elemental forces. So it might well
be said that Zamiatin presents, among many other Russian traditional themes, the theme
of the conflict between Russia and the West in the new, post-revolutionary context. The
similarity of geometrically constructed One State and Petrsburg, as is dreamed by Ableukhov
in Bely’s “Peterburg ”, also confirms my idea.

But before “ My ” Zamiatin seems to have no special interest in this theme, because
in the novel “ Sever ”, written in 1918, the human life in the far north is quite on the same
level as nature. Here natural forces are depicted without any special meaning, neither
positive nor negative, the central motif being the conflict between the hero’s eternal pursuit
of his ideal and his antagonist’s materialistic world-view. So it could be concluded that he
begins to express natural, elemental forces as radical energy of the Russian people when
he was writing “ My ” and he deepened this concept in his later works, especially in one
of his best novels, “ Navodnenie ”.

In “ Navodnenie ”, as in his former novels, the scene of action is isolated from the
“real ” world, but this enables the author to express not “realia ", but “realiora” : he can
present his views of the whole social situation within the limited but metaphorically
“ metamorphosed ” world in the novel with no regard to the similarities of detail to the
“real” world. Many students interpret this work outside of any historical context and
discuss Zamiatin’s views in terms of the primitive. But a striking similarity between
the murder scenes in “ Navodnenie ” and “ Prestuplenie i nakazanie”, pointed out by Shane,
leads us to study this novel under the light of Russian traditional literary themes. Through
the murder scenes the difference of the two heros’ motives for the murder is contrasted:
one is motivated by rationalist ideas of new Western thought, the other by irrational
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instinctive urges. That the action takes place in the Island of Vasil’evskii is not accidental.
It reminds us of the scene in Belyi’s novel “Peterburg” where Ableukhov is frightened by
the weird Vasil’evskii Ostrov — the symbol of the Russian people’s natural, irrational
forces menacing Petersburg’s westernized culture. And the flood of the Neva relates this
work (through “Peterburg”) to Pushkin’s “ Mednyi vsadnik ”. So we might well conclude
that the flood is the symbol of the Russian people’s spontaneous destructive energy and
that Zamiatin tried to describe not only the deep, unconscious desires of a woman (Russian
people) but also the awakening of her consciousness as individuality (the heroin re-finds
her identification on the higher level when she confesses her murder; “Eto — ia, ia!”).
Here also Zamiatin presents his view on the Russia-West theme, associated with the myth
of Petersburg. The natural forces symbolized by the image of the flood are ambiguous;
they are positive in that they destroy the stiffened old order (the childless married life)
and bring forth the new beings, but negative in that they suppress human individuality
and leave them exposed to the instinctive urges.

Thus in “ Navodnenie ” Zamiatin’s conception of the primitive, natural force (stikhiia)
is ambivalent ‘and this ambivalence corresponds to his conception of the mathematical image
of v/ -1 which not only symbolizes the control of the reason in The One State but also
implies the existence of the irrational soul.

From what he writes in his essays we can conclude that several main factors in
Zamiatin’s creation are the conflict between the Russian people’s spontaneous revolutionary
forces and newly established state authority, development of modern technology and urban
civilization, and denial of all sorts of absolutism implied by Einsteinian scientific thought
and non-Euclidean geometry. He did not reject modern development of technology as such,

because one of his basic aesthetic tenets was to depict modern life and post-revolutionary
Russian reality which had become much more “complex, faster, feverish” and he emphasized
the necessity to introduce into literature the elements of phantasy for this purpose. But
at the same time in his essay “Fedor Sologub” he sees in the European a “mechanical,
bankrupt soul” and writes with sympathy : “ Sologub has preserved the stormy, reckless
Russian soul ”,

It could be concluded that Zamiatin expected, as is implied by the name of the
spaceship “Integral” in “ My ”, the creation of new type of human beings and their society
caused by the collision and integration of the two forces; European culture and civilization
and Asian/Russian elementary vitality.

Unfortunately in his essays Zamiatin has not fully developed his thoughts in the
theoretical terms; he uses the dichotomy of Energy and Entropy as images, not as theoretical
conceptions, without making clear the differences between individual psychological and
mental levels and social, historical levels. But on the other hand, in his literary works, he
presents the theme of Russia and the West, inherited from nineteenth century Russian
tradition through such Russian Symbolists as Blok and Belyi, in the new context of the
twentieth century, with post-revolutionary reality. And while he emphasized the importance
of learning Western literary techniques, he described pre-conscious (primitive) human
passions with innovated literary techniques. And this fact suggests Zamiatin’s affinity with
contemporary Western writers and thinkers who also wanted to express primitive, non-
European elements in an individual or in a nation.



