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Is a Homosexual (Poet) a Good Citizen?
Queer Discourses in Russian Literature and
New “Civic Poetry™

MARTINA NAPOLITANO

W are children of the epoch,
The epoch is political.
Wistawa Szymborska

In 1934, a British Communist party member, Harry Whyte, wrote
a letter to Iosif Stalin confronting the Soviet leader with a bold
question: «Can an open homosexual be considered a person fit to
become a member of the Communist Party?» 2 Stalin’s answer — a
short note on Whyte’s filed letter — was, so to speak, equally frank:
«An idiot and a degenerate». If a Communist party member was
assumably the ideal Soviet citizen?, Stalin’s brief comment suggests

' I'am writing this while Russia is conducting a full-scale invasion of Ukraine,

the consequences of which are already under everyone’s eyes and will be greater and
partially unpredictable in the near and far future. It goes without saying that any
speculation on the current situation regarding human rights in Russia is subject to
changes in the current and future state of affairs.

*  Healey D., Russian Homophobia from Stalin to Sochi, London-New York,
Bloomsbury, 2018, 165. Stalin’s answer is quoted here too.

3 To quote a piece of literature of the time: «I’m setting up a commission on
everything to do with electricity in the province, and you’re the chairman! Are you a
Party member?” ‘No. “Well, not to worry. You’ll be something of an exception.. Why
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in very few words what kind of treatment homosexual citizens of
the USSR (be they Party members or not) could expect to face in
their everyday life — something Dan Healey in particular (among
others)* has studied in detail.

If we now were to move forward in time and interrogate the
contemporary epoch, what answer would we receive to a similar
question, or — «can an open homosexual be considered a person
fit to become a citizen of the Russian Federation?» Surprisingly
enough, the answer is officially provided by the Russian Consti-

aren’t you a member?’ ‘T don’t know myself] uttered Dushin. ‘Does you no good,
that doesn’t! Get you nowhere, that won’t!” said Chunyaev. “What’s wrong with
you, don’t you fancy joining us building life’s meaning in the midst of all matter?
One of them, are you then?” ‘No, I’m on the right side, said Dushin, and felt surpri-
sed that the mass of the people and the entire Party were building universal truth,
whereas he had thought that only he wanted it>». Platonov A., Bread and Reading,
tr. Gcoffrcy Smith, in Index on Cemorsbip, 1991, 20, 8, 39.

*  Apart from Healey (author of the seminal volume Homosexual Desire
in Revolutionary Russia: The Regulation of Sexual and Gender Dissent, Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 2001), see also the following works, for example:
Engelstein L., Soviet Policy toward Male Homosexuality, in Journal of Homosexuality,
1995, 29, 155-178; Klesh A., Istoriya russkoi gomoseksualnosti do i posle oktiabrskoi
revolintsii: razlichnye podkbody i perspektivy, in Kak my pishem istoriyu, eds. Garreta
G., Dufaud G., Pimenova L., Moscow, ROSSPEN, 2013, 335-375. Kozlovsky V.,
Argo russkoi gomoseksualnoi subkul’tury. Materialy k izucheniyu, Benson, Chalidze,
1996; Kuntsman A., With a Shade of Disgust: Affective Politics of Sexuality and Class
in Memoirs of the Stalinist Gulag, in Slavic Review, 2009, 68, 308-328; Roldugina
L, Rannesovetskaya gomoseksnalnaya subkul'tura: istoriya odnoi forografii, in Teatr,
2004, 16, 188-191; Id., “Pochemu my takie lyudi?” Rannesovetskie gomoseksualy ot
pervogo litsa. Novye istochniki po istorii gomoseksualnikh identichnostei v Rossii, in
Ab Imperio, 2016, 2, 183-216; Rudusa R., Forced Underground: Homosexuals in
Soviet Latvia, Riga, Mansards, 2014; Stella E., Lesbian Lives in Soviet and Post-Soviet
Russia. Post-Socialism and Gendered Sexualities, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2015;
Bell W.T., Sex, Pregnancy, and Power in the Late Stalinist Gulag, in Journal of the
History of Sexuality, 2015, 24, 198-224; Zhuk O., Russkie amazonki. Istoriya lesbiis-
koi subkul'tury v Rossii XX veka, Moscow, Glagol, 1998.
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tution, by way of the 2020 amendments, which not only revised
almost one third of the 137 articles and notoriously “reset” Vlad-
imir Putin’s mandates to zero, but introduced unambiguous and
prescriptive references regarding the Russian national social and
cultural identity (language, culture, religion, historical role of the
country, family, childcare)’. In particular, article 72 clearly states
that marriage unequivocally defines «a union of a male and a fe-
male»°.

If any (good) citizen of a State is to comply with the principles
enshrined in the Constitution, it goes without saying that any Rus-
sian holding a divergent opinion about what family and marriage
are is to be regarded, at least, as a bad citizen. However, is there any
chance for a homosexual or queer person to be a good citizen of
Russia? In a sense, there is.

Who is the good citizen?

To quote a poet, a (good) citizen is «a son worthy of his Father-
land> [otechestva dostoinyi syn]. In mid-19th century, Nikolai
Nekrasov, recuperating the famous words of Decembrist Kondraty
Ryleev «I am not a poet, I am a citizen» and developing specific
traits of Pushkin’s oeuvre’, initiated a fertile line of «civic poetry»
(grazhdanskaya poeziya) in Russian literature that still proves pro-

> See also Di Gregorio A, Dinamiche di contesto e caratteristiche gmem[i

della Legge di Emendamento della Costituzione della Russia del 14 marzo 2020. La
riformﬂ costituzionale russa del 2020, in Nuovi Autoritarismi e Democrazie: Diritti,
Istituzioni e Societa, 2020, 1, 140-176.

¢ The Russian Constitution is available for consultation online: hz£ps://
rm.coe.int/constitution-of-the-russian-federation-en/1680a1a237 (last accessed:
29.03.2022).

7 Gippius V., Nekrasov v istorii russkoi poezii XIX veka, Moscow, Nauka, 1966,
233-234.
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ductive, if simply as an evocative and powerful reference: one of
the most successful satirical tv shows in the first 2010s was Dmi-
try Bykov and Mikhail Efremov’s Citizen Poet | Grazhdanin Poet,
whose title is directly indebted to Nekrasov’s poem devoted to the
Poet and the Citizen [Poet i grazhdanin, 1855]°.

Nekrasov’s immortalizing coining of such association between
poetry and its civic role reflects and evocatively summarizes an idea
that other poets and scholars have suggested as a peculiar trait of
Russian culture before and after he did. Yuri Lotman in particular
observed that what differentiates the Russian and Western Europe-
an cultures is, among other things, the societal attitude towards the
work of the poet and towards that of other artists: while in Western
Europe the poet is equal to the other artists, since the eighteenth
century Russian culture perceives the painter, the architect, the
musician and the actor as “low” professions suitable for serfs, freed-
men, or foreigners; poetry is separated from the other arts, being
a noble and “divine” occupation (and therefore, also unpaid). The
poet, in this context, is the bearer of a higher truth [vysshaya isti-
na), and his Word comes from above. However, in order to fulfill
his high civic mission, the poet must also possess some special au-
thority: if in the first half of the eighteenth century (for Mikhail
Lomonosov, for instance) the inspiration for the poet’s Word came
from the State, in the other half of the century «the public authori-
ty of the State declines. At the same time, poetry separates from the
State and transforms itself first into an active power, and then into
an opposing force to the State. Poetry comes to occupy the vacant
place of spiritual authority>, an authority that was “humiliated” by

8 See also Turoma S., When satire does not subvert. Citizen Poet as nostalgia for

Soviet dissidence, in Cultural Forms of Protest in Russia, eds. Beumers B., Etkind A.,
Gurova O., Turoma S., London-New York, Routledge, 2018, 221-242.
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Peter the Great, and whose conceptual structures were somehow
indirectly transferred to poetry — hence its quasi-divine nature’.

This shift in the origin of the poet’s authority creates, however,
a conceptual problem with no easy solution: if poets are invested
with the greatest, quasi-divine consideration in society, yet their
Word is but an opposing force to the State, their work discredits
and questions the official discourse and its assumptions, their voic-
es invite the audience to critically reconsider, confute, and possibly
rebel against the very State they thrive in, should they be consid-
ered good citizens of their country? Of course, it depends — good
for whom, from what perspective, in the context of what type of
country, and under the power of what ruling elite.

The renowned writer Vladimir Sorokin recently published a
personal comment on the Guardian, in which he draws clear-cut
parallels between the type of power inaugurated by Ivan the Terri-
ble and the ones that followed it in time — something he defines as
Russia’s «main tragedy»:

In Russia, power is a pyramid. This pyramid was built by Ivan the Terrible in the
16th century — an ambitious, brutal tsar overrun by paranoia and a great many
other vices. With the help of his personal army — the oprichnina - he cruelly and
bloodily divided the Russian state into power and people, friend and foe, and the
gap between them became the deepest of moats. [...] The occupying power had
to be strong, cruel, unpredictable and incomprehensible to the people. The peo-
ple should have no choice but to obey and worship it. [...] Paradoxically, the prin-
ciple of Russian power hasn’t even remotely changed in the last five centuries'.

?  Lotman Yu., Russkaya literatura poslepetrovskoi epokhi i kbristianskaya tradit-

siya, in Id., O poetakh i poezii, Sankt Peterburg, Iskusstvo-SPb, 1996, 255-256.

19 Sorokin V., Viadimir Putin sits atop a crumbling pyramid of power, in The
Guardian, 27 February 2022: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/
[eb/27/viadimir-putin-russia-ukraine-power (last accessed: 29.03.2022). Sorokin is
famous for his dystopian novels which describe a near future full of medieval traits
(in particular his dilogy, Day of the Oprichnik, 2006, and Sugar Kremlin, 2008).
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Such «occupying power» not only cannot but dislike and
disapprove of any opposing force (whether represented by a qua-
si-divine sect of poets or not), but is also keen on producing sets
of prescriptive zexts (semiotically intended) that clearly delineate
the ideal good citizenship. The 2020 amendments to the Russian
Constitution are but the latest example of this dogmatic process.

What is tradition?

In the last few years, the Russian legislation and the official polit-
ical discourse have incorporated a growing number of expressions
linked with the idea of “tradition’, yet failing to clearly define what
tradition is in its essence, but rather presenting it under an unequiv-
ocally positive light. Such conceptual ambiguity has generated and
fed an adaptable doctrine open to contradictions that Marléne
Laruelle defines as an «explicit but blurry narrative of conserva-
tism» "', which is based on «a few common basic ideological tenets
such as anti-Westernism, antiliberalism, and ‘traditional values > 2.

" Laruelle M., Putin’s Regime and the Ideological Market. A Difficult Balancing
Game, in Carnegie, 16 March 2017: https://carnegicendowment.org/2017/03/16/
putin-s-regime-and-ideological-market-difficult-balancing-game-pub-68250 (last ac-
cessed: 29.03.2022).

2 Cultural and Political Imaginaries in Putin’s Russia, eds. Bernsand N. and
Tornquist-Plewa B., Leiden-Boston, Brill, 2019, 4. Indeed, while in the early 1990s
Russia seemed interested in approaching the “common European home” envisioned
(yet in a different context) by Mikhail Gorbachev, over time the Russian power has
grown more and more skeptical towards its Western neighbor (mostly due to diplo-
matic failures at the international level), projecting on society a distorted idea of
an alleged European decadence and immorality. According to this view, Russia sets
itself apart as a champion of morality and “traditional values” (presented at times
as rooted in the Christian-European tradition). This national project, which clearly
and consciously distanced the Russian path from the «common European home»,
has however strengthened in the 2010s, while, «by the time the 2008 international
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It is in this context that in 2013 the so called “gay propaganda’
law was introduced: namely, it is a federal law for the purpose of
protecting children from information advocating for a denial of
traditional family values, and it prohibits the spreading of «pro-
paganda of non-traditional sexual relationships» among minors. I
am reluctant to explain such legislative prescriptive tendency with
a supposed intrinsic normativity towards which «Russian society
tends» as Brian James Baer suggests'®. I rather consider the Sovi-
et normative experience a more suitable key to understanding, as

financial crisis hit Russia, the Russian government had no clear strategic direction»
(Jonson L., Russia: Culture, Cultural Policy, and the Swinging Pendulum of Politics,
in Cultural and Political Imaginaries, cit., 22). No matter how strongly the Putin
and Medvedev presidencies stressed the regained unity and stability of the country,
by the end of the first decade of the new millennium support for both was falling
under the pressure of problems that seized a socicty that was still coming to terms
with the disappearance of welfarism and the emergence of new and predatory power
relations. From this angle, the 2000s will not go down in history as the decade that
marked the end of the post-Soviet epoch: it was a transitory decade still indebted
with the legacy of the collapse of the previous system, yet looking forward to making
Russia «[reemerge] as an economic and military hegemon» and Russians «[be]
reborn as the self-confident representatives of an established social and political
order>» (Platt K., The Post-Soviet Is Over: On Reading the Ruins, in Republic of
Letters, 2009, 1, 2). The political response put in practice by Presidents Medvedev
and Putin aimed at finding a «more ‘dynamic’ conservative approach», a «mili-
tant authoritarian conservatism» (Jonson L., Russia, cit., 25) that could embody
the much sought for “national idea” to make Russia great again (and wipe away its
post-Soviet dust once and for all). At the Valdai Discussion Club annual meeting
held in 2013, Vladimir Putin underlined that it was high time that Russia found an
answer to the questions «Kzo m2y?» [Who are we?], «Kem my kbhotim byt’?» [Who
do we want to be?]. To accomplish the task, like anywhere where a nation had to be
formed from scratch, culture and, in particular, the elaboration of a single historical
narrative were the best candidates in formulating a new state ideology (on this topic,
see in particular Jonson L., Russia, cit.).

> Baer BJ., Other Russias. Homosexuality and the Crisis of Post-Soviet Identity,
New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, 9.
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Dan Healey maintains: «modern Russian homophobia [...] orig-
inated in the 1930s in the law and policing practices set in train
by the Soviet dictator, Joseph Stalin»'4. Moreover, it also makes
sense observing that “gender politics” is directly linked to the idea
of the nation-state, to its creation and modelling"® (homosexuality
and queerness in this context are catch-all topics subject to great
and volatile metonymy, as Baer correctly points out'®). As the Rus-
sian ruling elite aimed to make the country reemerge from the sav-
age, “wild” 1990s, and from the socio-economic cul-de-sac it went
through in its first two post-Soviet decades, the Kremlin inaugu-
rated the crafting of a new national idea, a new suitable idea of the
Russian nation. Within this semiotic policy, gender politics played

14

Healey D., Russian Homaphobia, cit., xi.

> See Timm A.R. and Sanborn J.A., Gender, sex and the shaping o f modern
Europe: a history fmm the French Revolution to the present a’a)/, London, Bloomsbury,
2016.

¢ «One is immediately struck by the signifying power of homosexuality in
contemporary Russia, where it has been deployed in literature, cinema, and the press
to discuss not only the “usual” issues such as sexual pleasure and decadence, normal-
cy and vice, and masculinity and femininity, but also such issues as individuality,
aesthetics, spirituality, victimhood, and, yes, even Russianness. [...] homosexuality
in Russia today belongs in large part to a broader, much contested discourse on de-
mocracy, liberalism, personal freedom, and modernity. [...] In Russia homosexuality
almost never simply denotes same-sex desire or specific sex acts». Baer B.J., Other
Russias, cit., 3. Moreover, the stress on the topic of homosexuality in the Russian
official discourse is also used as a way to distract the electorates from socio-econo-
mic problems, to superficially justify demographic issues (low birth rates and health
issues, for example), to “protect” young people while “defending morality” (in 2002
the Duma discussed a bill entitled «On the defense of morality» ), and to avoid
examining crucial issues related to “masculinity” and male behavior in the late Soviet
and post-Soviet context (see Zdravomyslova E., Temkina A., Krizis maskulinnosti v
pozdnesovetskom diskurse, in O muzhe(n)stvennosti, ed. Ushakin S., Moscow, Novoe
literaturnoe obozrenie, 2002, 432-51; Yusupova M., Masculinity, Criminality, and
Russian Men, in Sextures, 2015, 3, 46-61.
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arole, and the fact that in the first post-Soviet years «the “first gen-
eration” of Russia’s divided gay and lesbian movement largely failed
to ignite a national discussion about queer citizenship»'” did not
promote the emergence of a more inclusive idea of nation and cit-
izenship.

When crafting the present idea (or ideology) of a nation, histo-
ry came at hand, however misused and distorted for the intended
purposes'®. As a result, the very narrative of history underwent a
shift — a shift developed in order to trace an inclusive yet unques-
tionable thousand-year Russian history that had to comprise the
Soviet era, and that could work as a justification for the present
time and for the government’s authoritarian policies, re-interpreted
as necessary milestones on a millenary line of political “Russian-
ness’?. Tradition, in this context, served as a fundamental ideo-
logical basis, fulfilling two purposes at a time: on the one hand, it
justifies present tendencies in diachronic terms, while on the other,
it responds to the ideological need for the spreading of a generic an-
ti-Western sentiment (so as to say, “our tradition makes us different,
and we must be proud of this difference”). However, tradition —
maybe even more than history — is subject to free and controversial
rewritings as well.

A seminal work in the field of queer (gay) Russian literature is
the anthology Out of the blue edited by Kevin Moss in 1997, which
shed brand new light on the homosexual theme that can be found
both in the classics (from Aleksandr Pushkin to Lev Tolstoy, from
Nikolai Gogol to Mikhail Kuzmin) and in contemporary works of
Russian authors. Even though the editor underlines that «several

17" Healey D., Russian Homophobia, cit., 112.
'8 See the already quoted work by Jonson L., Russia, cit.
¥ The Post-Soviet Politics of Utopia. Language, Fiction and Fantasy in Modern

Russia, eds. Suslov M. and Bodin P.A., London-New York, Tauris, 2020, 321.
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of these selections also marginalize homosexuality by setting it in
another culture (Pushkin’s Imitation of the Arabic, Leontiev’s story
set in Crete) or restricting it to a childhood phase (Lermontov’s
cadet school, Tolstoy’s Childhood)»*, the anthology comes with
a enlightening introduction by Simon Karlinsky, which clearly re-
futes any assumption of a traditional (or even orthodox) homopho-
bic sentiment in Russian society:

The Muscovite period may have been the era of the greatest visibility and toler-
ance for male homosexuality that the world had seen since the days of ancient
Greece and Rome. During the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries,
foreign travelers and ambassadors, coming from countries where “sodomites”
were subjected to torture, burning at the stake, and life-long incarcerations, re-
peatedly registered their amazement and shock at the unconcealed manifesta-
tions of homosexual behavior by Russian men of every social class. [...] Turb-
erville visited Moscow with a diplomatic mission in 1568, the time of one of
Ivan the Terrible’s worst political purges. The poet was struck not by the car-
nage, however, but by the open homosexuality of the Russian peasants. [...]

Eastern Orthodox Christianity considered various forms of sexual deviance not
as crimes, but as sins, subject to religious jurisdiction. What Eve Levin established
was that in this area the main concern was not so much the sex of the participants
or the organs involved, but the relative position of the partners during the sex act.
The woman below and the man above was permitted as the “natural” way; rever-
sal of this position was “unnatural” and a sin. Homosexual and lesbian contacts
were thus sinful, the sin being of the same magnitude as the reversal of positions
in heterosexual intercourse. It was of no concern to civil authorities and it could
be expiated by going to confession, doing an assigned number of prostrations,
and abstaining from meat and milk products for several months. Summing up
the testimony of foreign and native observers of Muscovite Russia, the authori-
tative nineteenth-century historian Sergei Soloviov wrote: «Nowhere, cither in
the Orient or in the West, was [homosexuality] taken as lightly as in Russia»?".

2 Moss K., Out of the Blue. Russia’s Hidden Gay Literature. An Anthology, San
Francisco, Gay Sunshine Press, 1997, 11.

# Karlinsky S., Russias Gay Literature and History, in Qut of the Blue, cit., 16,
18.
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Recuperating Vasily Rozanov’s theory of homosexuality as
«central to Christian asceticism»?, this anthology also suggests
a topic noted by Dan Healey too: the paradoxical “traditionality”
of the image of the homosexual or queer person as the «suffering
martyr, or as tortured soul with spiritual gifts or refinement»*.

In light of the above, the use of the epithet “traditional” (or its
opposite “non-traditional”) in the current Russian political and
legislative discourse not only erases an important side of its real
socio-cultural tradition, but it is used to «assert that the range of
sexual activity under consideration is novel, alien, and by implica-
tion not indigenously Russian»?%. Being “non-traditional” or living
“non-traditionally” equals being something other to (and possibly,
intrinsically dangerous for) the contemporary Russian nation.

Great artists, bad citizens?

«There is no proof of Tchaikovsky’s homosexuality» [ner nikaki-
kb dokazatel'stv gomoseksual nosti Chaikovskogo]: these words were
pronounced by the former Minister of Culture Vladimir Medin-
sky in an interview to Interfax in September 2013% (the year in
which the “gay propaganda law” was introduced). Medinsky was
referring to a well-known significant trait in the composer’s biogra-
phy?, adopting a common strategy for the Russian power that ne-

2 Moss K., Out of the Blue, cit., 11.

»  Healey D., Russian Homophobia, cit., 113.

% i, 12.

»  Barabash E., Net nikakikh dokazatel’stv gomoseksualnosti Chaikovskogo, in
Interfax, 17 September 2013: hetps://www.interfax.ru/interview/329409 (last acces-
sed: 29.03.2022).

26 The world of classical music is full of such cases, however, as a recent volume
has demonstrated: Ciammarughi L., Non tocchiamo questo tasto. Musica classica e

mondo gueer, Milano, Edizioni Curci, 2021.
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gates the obvious and pragmatically abuses of certain specific words
(Ukraine’s full-scale invasion in February 2022 was accompanied
by plenty of such arguments).

Tchaikovsky’s case is a typical example of queer artistry in the
Russian culture, and it was a «widely circulating argument»?
even among homosexuals before 1917. In his volume Healey de-
votes an entire chapter to another renowned homosexual who - as
his diary confirms — «identified with the great Russian compos-
er [ Tchaikovsky], suggesting that his own talent was inextricably
linked to his sexual deviance»?*: Vadim Kozin, a successful sing-
er who was first sentenced in 1945 over a combination of charges
(propaganda against Soviet power in wartime, sex offenses with
minors, and sodomy), then in 1959 was arrested again for homo-
sexuality offenses, and lived in Magadan until his death in 1994.
«So what if Tchaikovsky violated hypocritical morality, but he was
a good, kind-hearted, sympathetic man. The people loved him»
— he wrote in his diary” — «You can’t fool the people, the wise
Russian people!>.

Even though in Soviet times the “crime” of homosexuality (or
sodomy) was used against artists mainly for politically charged cas-
es (in order to destroy their reputation)®, authorities used many
other ways to persecute queer intellectuals — writer Evgeny Khari-
tonov’s biography (1941-1981) is telling in this sense®’.

¥ Healey D., Russian Homophobia, cit., 85.

- Jbid.

? Quoted ibid.

Other famous cases are that of director Sergei Paradzhanov or poet Gennady
Trifonow.

31 «As an underground writer and a gay man, Kharitonov was under double
pressure from the KGB and the police. In 1979 he was suspected in the murder of
a gay friend and interrogated. It may have been this added pressure that led to his
premature death». Moss K., Out of the Blue, cit., 196.
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Questioning the homophobic attitude widespread in the Sovi-
et and Russian dominant discourse, Kharitonov for his part — as
Kozin did in his diary — polemically underlined the link between
beauty (or art in general) and the queer person: «What you find
beautiful is in part established by us, but you don’t always guess
this»32. His Leafler (Listovka) ends in apocalyptic — menacing, or
simply prophetic? — tones: «the more visible we are, the closer the
End of the World»33. The world Kharitonov hinted at here was,
presumably, that of the «stagnant morality of our Russian Soviet
Fatherland» >4, as he describes it in his «gay manifesto»*. How-
ever, despite his words, this world still exists today, and similarly
to the Soviet system it has gradually adjusted its apparatus of laws
in order to move this menacing “end” further ahead in time. Or;, as
Masha Gessen suggested, to see «the spectacle of history shifting
abruptly into reverse» .

Yet, today something has changed: the “second generation™’
of Russian queer activists and artists has embraced a clearer stance
and showed a stronger resistance to the system®, however grow-
ingly aggressive and suffocating. This generation comprises young
people born mainly (but not only) between 1985 and 1995, of-

32 Kharitonov E., Leaflet, in Out of the Blue, cit., 225.

3 Ibid.

3 Tbid.

% SoDan Healey defines Kharitonov’s Leafler. Healey D., Russian Homophobia,
cit,, 101.

36 Gessen M., My life as an out gay person in Russia, in T) he Guardian, 15
November 2013: betps://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/15/life-as-out-gay-
russia (last accessed: 29.03.2022).

¥ With “first generation” I’d refer instead to queer people active in the late
Soviet and post-Soviet context of the 1990s.

% From Healey analysis, it emerges that instead no clear gay or queer activism
was present in the diverse panorama of dissent inside the Soviet Union. Healey D.,

Russian Homophobia, cit., 94.
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ten far from Moscow and Petersburg (a biographical trait that is
not irrelevant)®. Some of them are still in the process of personal
formation and find on the Internet the primary outlet for their ex-
pression. These young people are often well educated and trained
not only in literary but also in philosophical matters, regardless of
their family social background. They have assimilated the set of no-
tions propounded by post-structuralism and deconstructive criti-
cism in their most diverse forms (including feminism, gender and
queer studies), and even if not all of them have a direct experience
of life in Europe or North America, they are well acquainted with
the characteristics and issues typical of the so-called Western soci-
ety. This generation has witnessed and actively participated in the
increasing socio-political upheavals that culminated in particular
in 2011-2012 (Bolotnaya square protests being a turning point in
this), which determined «a deep crisis of [the] symbolical orders»
in Russian society®. From that moment onwards, the claim of one’s
own “politicality” in the creative act has taken on new legitimacy
and value in Russian culture, marking a profound break with the
declarations of apparent apoliticality expressed by the members of
the avant-garde of the late Soviet era®. Such “political” claim stands

¥ «Most of them were born in little towns in Siberia, the Urals, or Russia’s

Far East, and moved to Moscow or St. Petersburg as teenagers. They witnessed
the disintegration of the Soviet social order. They watched as the ruins of Soviet-
enforced modernization became intertwined with post-Soviet scenes of alienation
and economic decay in provincial cities and towns built around Soviet military
plants and factories, that remained unwanted and unclaimed till the new revival of
the arms race». Kukulin L, Cultural Shifts in Russia since 2010: Messianic Cynicism
and Paradigms of Artistic Resistance, in Russian Literature, 2018, 96-98, 244.

0 Jyj, 222.

1 «[Black in the 1980s, as well as during Perestroika and in the 1990s, writers
who were close to non-conformist circles or influenced by them preached the supe-
riority of literature that was independent from any kind of political or ideological
position». Lipovetsky M., The Formal is Political, in SEE], 2016, 60, 2, 185.
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in open contrast with the “cynicism” prevalent in today’s Russia,
or at least to a certain “law of the strongest” propagated by offi-
cial rhetoric*. The diffusion of artistic forms of resistance responds
today to the need to counter an imposed normativity, the denial
of multiplicity and pluralism, the denigration of marginality and
weakness, while emphasizing the natural plurality of human expe-
rience and creativity.

Beyond the natural divergences among the different personali-
ties and artistic projects, what emerges from an initial analysis is the
common theme of personal or (more often) collective experience
of trauma or violence that makes its way in more and less explicit
forms into these works®. The current artistic and poetic interest
in such a topic can be identified in several converging lines of rea-
soning (not necessarily in the following order): 1. the assimilation
of post-structuralist and deconstructive perspectives (including
notions from gender and queer studies); 2. the natural evolution
of the Russian literary tradition, which has always been open to
defamiliarizing points of view and to the pursuit of a higher level of
istina, truth; 3. the reflection of crucial political and social issues; 4.
the personal quest for a poetic language able to express «the ineffa-
ble level of perception» *. The main artistic ground today is poetry
(that “Nekrasovian” civic poetry that finds now new fertile ground)
— which replaced prose in the analysis of historical trauma, once its

2 Seealso Lipovetsky M., Inlellzgenlsia and cynicism: po[iliml melamorp/ﬂosey of

postmodernism, in Russian Journal of Communication, 2018, 1, 1-18.

# See also Lvovsky S., Distinguishing Trauma, in Russian Studies in Literature,
2018, 54, 1-3, 192-220.

“  Kukulin L, Interv’yn s Ilei Kukulinym (Besedovala Evgeniya Suslova), in

Palimpsest, 2019, 3, 105.
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traditional prerogative® — but also the innovative forms of dramat-
ic art (New Drama)*. Finally, as Healey underlines, «this second
generation [is] more committed to low-key community support
and carefully targeted public interventions»¥, also in regard to
LGBT issues.

In this novel socio-cultural context, the introduction of the law
against the “propaganda of non-traditional sexual relationships”
in 2013 had - paradoxically — a powerful reverse effect: by offi-
cially suffocating debates and limiting the production and diffu-
sion of queer material in Russia, this legislative document turned
LGBT issues into a central topic and a key axis for socio-cultural
resistance, however risky and exposed to criminal charges. It is in
this context that once again queerness underwent a profound met-
onymical process, embracing the most diverse instances of democ-
racy and liberalism.

Reasserting citizenship

In a recent study, Roman has suggested that what this new genera-
tion of poets is enacting is the reversal of the apparent status of vul-
nerability in the current socio-political context of Russia, as they
consciously transform it into a special kind of “agency”: following
Judith Butler’s reconceptualization of vulnerability, Utkin states
that such a «deliberate exposure to potential hate and violence —

® Kukulin L, Sozdat’ cheloveka, poka ty ne chelovek..., in Novyi mir, 2010, 1,
hitp://magazines.russru/novyi_mi/2010/1/kull.hrml (last accessed: 29.03.2022).

4 See the already quoted Lipovetsky M., The Formal is Political, cit. In re-
gard to queer theater, see also the anthology Contemporary Queer Plays by Russian
Playwrights, ed. Klepikova T., London-New York, Bloomsbury, 2021.

¥ Healey D., Russian Homaphobia, cit., 8.
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the act of being different — connotes agency» . I would go further
and suggest that this specific agency works in a twofold manner:
on the one hand, it form- and content-wise disrupts normativity
(both at the level of language and themes, e.g. questioning the use
of the term “tradition” and the notion of masculinity), while on the
other it redefines a cultural space that is more inclusive and diverse
than the one that is top-down designed and propagandized. This
agency is at once a destructive and constructive force that reasserts
the “citizenship” of so far excluded socio-cultural strata and dis-
courses within Russian life. In semiotic terms, if the Constitution
is a prescriptive text that activates a hierarchical, immanent, and
didactic mechanism and thus responds — in Yuri Lotman’s words —
to the «Self-Other model»*, the queer addressee, although being
supposedly deprived of any agency in this regard, consciously and
creatively rejects this model and carves out agency for the rewriting
of this and other socio-cultural prescriptive texts.

The ways queer artists enact this process vary a lot. Dmitry Kuz-
min is, for example, openly assertive in his critique of the purported
“traditional values” in his 2013 poem O the day of the Russian lite-
rary congress [V den’ rossiiskogo literaturnogo sobraniya):

e0aA st B POT U B XKOITy BaIlH AYXOBHbIE CKPEIIBL,

ebar s B POT 1 B KOy Balll¥ TPAAULIMOHHBIC LICHHOCTH,

e0aA st B POT U B XKOITy BaIlll KPOKOAHAOBBI CAE3bI

0 CaMOM YUTAIOIIEH (14 caMoH paccTpeAuBaroIeH nucaTeAeﬁ) CTpaHe,
e6aA 51 B POT U B XKOIT Ballly «TAYOOKYIO TPEBOTY>

00 «OCKYAHCHHHU MBICAH M, KAK CACACTBUE, OAMYAHUH AYLI>

®  Utkin R., Queer Vulnerability and Russian Poetry after the ‘Gay Propaganda’
Law, in The Russian Review, 2021, 80, 82.

¥ Lotman Yu., Avtokommunikatsiya: “Ya” i “Drugoi” kak adresaty (O dvukh
modelyakh kommunikatsii v sisteme kul'tury), in Id., Semiosfera, Saint Petersburg,
Iskusstvo, 2000, 164-165.
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Y HapoAa, ©KEAHEBHO PacTACBACMOIo O(I)M]_[HaAbeIMI/I media,
C63.A 51 B POT 1 B )KOITy Ballld CCKITMH U ITACHAapHBIC 3aCCAAHM S,
Balllkd KOMHUTETBI U KOMUCCHH, 6aHKCTbI u q)yPH.ICTbI,

C6B.A 51 B POT M B )KOITy Balllk Ballly (1)3MI/IAI>HYIO TOPAOCTD,
KPBIAOBCKHE I'yCH, TOAHBIC AMIIIb Ha )KapKOCSO

I fuck in the mouth and in the ass your spiritual bounds,

I fuck in the mouth and in the ass your traditional values,

I fuck in the mouth and in the ass your crocodile tears

about the country that reads the most (and kills its writers the most),
I fuck in the mouth and in the ass your “deep concern”

about the “impoverishment of thought and, consequently, the degradation of the
souls”

of people who are molested on a daily basis by the official media,

I fuck in the mouth and in the ass your sections and plenary sessions,
your committees and commissions, banquets and receptions,

I fuck in the mouth and in the ass your family pride,

Krylov’s geese, fit only to be roasted

Transgender poet Friedrich Chernyshov more personally
describes the attitude of people he faces in his everyday life in a
poem written to publicly support artist Yulia Tsvetkova, charged
in November 2019 with producing “pornography” for sharing her
drawings of the female body online:

MOAOAQS XKEHITMHA B METPO

3aCAOHSIET OT MEHSI CBOETO pe6eHKa

HE CMOTPH TOBOPUT HE CMOTPHU
MPUCTABASET AAAOHb CAOBHO IIOPY

HE CMOTPH Ha HETO MO KO3ACHOYEK

BAPYT ThI CaM TAKUM CTaHEIb

BCE AIOAU C IIBETHBIMU BOAOCAMU nnAopmSl

" Quoted from Kuzmin’s blog: https://dkuzmin.livejournal.com/S31973.html
(last accessed: 29.03.2022).

' The poem is available online: htzps://feminisms.co/tsvetkova/S#3 (last acces-
sed: 29.03.2022).
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a young woman in the metro

shields her baby from me

don’t look she says don’t look

she holds up her palm like a shield

don’t look at him my little baby goat
youd suddenly become like that yourself
all people with colored hair are faggots

Feminist poet Galina Rymbu chooses to describe a gay friend,
Zhenya (whose name gives this poem its title), presenting this fi-
gure as a positive hero disrupting general assumptions (cooking
borscht, for example, a “traditional” female activity) and asserting
novel, more equal, and inclusive models:

M tyr npuméa JKens Bmecre ¢ mysxem Camreit.

On npunéc ¢ co60it 60ABIIYIO KACTPIOAIO ¢ GopIIOM —

CaM IIPUIOTOBHA H 3aXOTCA TIOACAUTBCSL.

A JKens pacckasbiBaA IIpo CBOM 60pu1,

KaK OH €TI0 ACAAA, H BOOOILE, KaK OH AOUT TOTOBHTb M PUTAALIATH AOMOM
FOCTEH-aKTUBHUCTOB: BBIITUTh HEMHOTO, IOCCTb, [IEPEAOXHYTb, OYHYThCS.
JKens ITaBroBckuii:

reii ¢ ACBBIMHU YOCKACHUSMH,

OBIBLINI npocl)coxoSHblﬁ AKTHUBUCT,

pasHopabouuii,

II0BAP, CTPOHUTEAD,

JeAOBEK U3

Aarecrana,

TAE...

Omn, caM TOro He 3Hasi, MHOTUM CO MHOM ITOACAUACS.
Ha camom aeae,

BCE BOKHOE B HEM COILIAOCh.

OTKprTbII‘/’I, BUTAAbHBIN, KPACHOPEYUBbIL,

AASL MEHsI IMCHHO OH CTaA IpUMepoM byayuero,
HAACKAOU HACTOSIIETO,

S TaK U AyMaAQ TIPO HETO:
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BOT HACTOSIIVI PEBOAIOLIMOHEP

HE C KHIDKHBIM 3aCYIICHHBIM 3HAHHUEM
(xots u He 6¢3 3HAHUA TEOPHUH B TEX MECTAX,
TAC OHA MOXET OBITh PEAABHO MOA€3HA)

HO C CUAOMU OIIBITA, CHAOM CAMOH >XU3HH,
KOTOpasi MOKET NIePEBEPHYTh AP0 MUp,
CMaxHyTb AI0OOM aBTOPHTAPHBIH PEKUM,

KaK HEPBIIIKO C AMLIA,
KaK HUTOYKY C IIACYa APyTa’™,

And then Zhenya came in with his husband, Sasha.

He brought a big pot of borscht with him:

he had cooked it himself and wanted to share it.

And Zhenya was telling about his borsche,

how he prepared it, and in general, how he loves cooking and inviting home
guests-activists: have a little drink, eat, take a break, wake up.
Zhenya Pavlovsky:

a gay with leftist convictions,

a former trade union activist,

a handyman,

a cook, a construction worker,

a man from

Dagestan,

where...

He, without knowing it himself, shared a lot with me.
Indeed,

everything important came together in his figure.
Open, vital, eloquent,

he was, for me, an example of the future,

the hope of the present,

that’s what I thought of him:

52 The poem is available online: h#tps://feminisms.co/tsvetkova/S#3 (last acces-

sed: 29.03.2022).

90



QUEER DISCOURSES IN RUSSIAN LITERATURE

THIS IS AREAL REVOLUTIONARY...

not with a bookish, dried-up knowledge

(although not lacking theoretical knowledge in areas
where it can be really useful)

but with the power of experience, the power of life itself,
which can turn any world upside down,

sweep away any authoritarian regime,

like a feather from one’s face,
like a string from a friend’s shoulder.

In her Songs about love and motherland [Pesni o liubvi i rodine,
2018], Rimma Agliullina clearly states that poets have the right to
«sing» their own country in something other than an imposed
celebrative «anthem»:

€CAM KOXKABIH MEPBBIH MY>KYMHA 3TOH CTPaHbI
JKeAQeT MHE 3Aa

eCcTh
Y MeHs
AOM?

He KaXAas ecHs o PoArHe — 3To TUMH.

if every single man in this country
wishes me bad

doI
have
ahome?

not every song about the Motherland is an anthem.

3 The poem is available online: hztps://4Sparallel.net/rimma_agliullina/pis-
ma_pered_ischeznoveniem/ (last accessed: 29.03.2022).
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The reassertion of a legitimate citizenship for queer discourses
in Russian society riskily proposed by these socio-cultural arzivists™
(apart from the quoted poets, we can also recall — at least — Oksana
Vasyakina, Yulia Podlubnova, Lolita Agamalova, Lida Yusupova,
Elena Kostyleva, Dariya Serenko, Aleksandr Ilyanen, Ilya Danishe-
vsky, Aleksandr Averbukh), though denied and persecuted by the
official discourse, embodies a different modality of being a Russian
citizen today: these artists are actively working to craft a better na-

tion for all, in which they will simply cease to be bad citizens.

> The word “artivism” was coined by artist Anton Nikolaev: Nikolaev A.,

Ob artivizme, provintsii i politike, in Dialog iskusstv, 2011, 5: https://di.mmoma.ru/
news?mid=2608¢id=1070 (last accessed: 29.03.2022).
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