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From ‘Neophilology’ to ‘Sociological Poetics’: Alternatives to

Formalism in Literary Scholarship Leningrad in the 1920s

Abstract

The emergence d$ociological poeticsn Leningradis traced through a discussion of research
projects developedt Institute for the Comparative History of the Literatures and Languages of the
West and East (ILIaZV). The development and revision of certain ideas of A.N. Veselovsk

work of the Formalists and their opponeistdiscussed, with particular referertoghe groupof
scholars led by Desnitskii: loffe, Medvedev, Voloshinov, and the emergensenadintic
palaeontologyin the workgo Frank-Kamenetskii and Freidenberg. The binary opposition of
Formalism and Marxism that dominates most accounts of the pedoéstioned, and the work of
whatis now called theBakhtin Circlé appearsn a new light.

*kkkkk

Historical accounts of the development of Soviet literary thaotlye 1920s tentb present a
simplistic binary opposition of Formalism and Mamiswith the work of whats now called
the ‘Bakhtin Circlé emerging between theassomething exceptional. This neg¢dde
reconsidered. Whatever the polemical statements of representatives of intellectual
movements, a careful analysis of the development of literary scholarghg1920s
presents a much more varied and interesting picture. Alongside polemical intervbytions
Formalist and Marxist thinkergje canfind a range of sophisticated research projects that
drew on the insights of Formaligtinkers but soughib overcome Formalism on the basis of
a historical materialism irreducibte the shrill posturing of the opportunistic dilettanites
the literary press. These projects, | shall argue anahportance that has generally been
underestimated, and were important preconditions for some of the ideas of the Bakhtin
Circle. In orderto understand the significance of these ideaspeedto move beyond the
ideologies and personalities of the debates tantew their workaspartof collective

research projects carried out within Soviet research institutes.

| begin with the reception of one of the founders of comparative literature, Aleksandr
Nikolaevich Veselovskii, among Soviet literary scholar®etrograd. The relationship

between the Formalists gatheradhe Society for the Study of Poetic Language

(Obshchestvo izucheniia poeticheskogo iazyka, hereafter OPOlaZ ) and the work of
Veselovskii has attracted much comment over the years (see, for instance, Erlich 1969, pp.
26-32; Cassedy 1990, pp. 61-63; Kujundzic 1997, pp. 8). Rather less attention has been paid
to the wayin which Veselovskiis legacy stimulated not only the development of sioe



called formal method but also thésociological methodthat constituted its chief intellectual
competitorin the 1920s. Indeed, the development of what became kaswnciological
poetics has been the object of comparativiglje scholarshimt all, despite the fact thét
was no less original than Formalism. Instead, two contributmtie field have been torn
from their institutional and wider intellectual contexts and preseagptbducts of one
informal group of scholars, now knovaisthe Bakhtin Circle, or even disguised products of
Mikhail Bakhtin himself.

The historyof Russian Formalism has similarly been domindgdonsiderations of the
ideological divisions between the Moscow Linguistic Circle (Moskovskii lingvisticheskii
kruzhok, hereafter MLK) and the Petrograd OPOlaZ rather than focus on the debates and
projects within the institution® which the Formalists and proponents of alternative
paradigms worked. Here | will make a modest atteimpedress the balan&y discussing

the rise of sociological poetics within one crucial institute, the institute that betjaa
Veselovskii Institute (Institut im. Veselovskogo, later renamed the Institute for the
Comparative History of the Literatures and Languages of the West and East (Nauchno-
issledovateskii institut sravnitehoi istorii literatur i iazykov Zapada i Vostoka, ILIaZV, and
subsequently the State Institute for Discursive Culture (Gosudarstvennyi institut rechevoi
kul'tury, GIRK), which constituted one of the bases of both the Formal and Sociological
methods: My arguments thatimportant aspects of Veselovskiiintellectual legacy were
developedat the institute, leadintp significant developments of both tifermal’ and

‘sociological methods.

The Neophilological Society and the Veselovskii Institute

It is perhaps worth going back before the Revolutmsee the institutional connection
between Veselovsks work and that which emergatiLIaZzV. The forerunner was probably
theso-called‘Neo-philological Society which brought together linguists, literary scholars
and orientologistat St Petersburg University. The archives contain the following statement
of the societis orientation from 1897:

Neophilologyis the science that, for the resolution of questions about the processes and laws

of spiritual developmerdf man, addresses itsédf the observation of the immediate, real

L) will refer to the instituteasILIazV throughout what followsOn other aspectsf the workat ILIaZV see
Brandist(2006 and 2008)



phenomena of life and, on the bagfishese, reaches conclusions about suggested analogous
phenomenan the pastpn the basi®f the study of contemporary dialects [govor] and newly
formed wordst works on questions about the birth [zarozhdenii] and development of
languages; on the basitthe observationf general [obshche-] psychological processés,
associations and differentiations of representati@stablishes the laws of poetic creation.
Various branchesf culture enter into its orbit, fot is one unified by the commonality of the
main objeciof study, that is, maim the different forms of his spiritual activity. Neo-philology
studies monuments of the past, but does not isolate this past from the fireleahs; with

whatis ancient butin contradistinctiorio archaeology, primarily withiving antiquity’>

The society involved Veselovskii (from 1885) and Jan Baudouin de Courtenay (from 1909),
who together are generally regardexsomeof the most important influences on OPOlaZ,

but they were also foundational for the development of sociological pdatiasugh

Veselovskii diedn 1906, his student Vladimir Shishmarev (from 1887) continued his legacy
and carried this oveo ILIaZV, whereheled projectdo continue the publication of his

teachets works. Members of the society included the linguist Lev Shcherba (from 1903), the
philologist and archaeologist Nikolai Marr (from 1907), the literary scholar Petr Kogan
(1910) the linguist and literary scholar Viktor Zhirmunskii (October 1912), the brother of the
prominent OPOlaZ formalist Viktor Shklovskii, Vladimir Shklovskii (Dec 1912) and the
philologist Vladimir Peretts (from 1896). Accorditmthe societ}s archives, Baudouis
students, who became prominent Soviet linguists and were early partidip@ROlaz,

were also involved: Evgenii Polivanov was very activéhe society during 191bwhile Lev
lakubinskiiis shownaspatrticipatingin several discussions and delivering a pa@er
foneticheskikh emotsiiakh u Lermontdv@n Phonetic Emotions Lermontov)in March

1913°

When the Veselovskii Institute was form@dL921it wasto some extent a resumption of the
work of the Neophilological Society, with Shishmarev, Shcherba, Marr, Peretts, lakubinskii,
Zhirmunskii and, for a time, Vladimir Shklovskii all playing significant roles. Shishmarev

and Peretts were the most faithful adherémigeselovskiis ideas, continuintp develop

2 PFARAN 208/4/3a/30b. The documest:Po povodu pervogo desiatletiia Neofilologicheskogo Obshchestva
(byvshego Otdeleniipo romano-germanskoi filologii) pri S.Peterburgskom universistmedby F.D.
Batiushkov,1897.

3 This and subsequent information about dafesembership derive from Anon (1914).
* PEARAN R.IV, Op.24, d.4,
®> PFARAN R.IV, Op.24, d.4, .164.



what Zhirmunskii called Veselovsks ‘working hypothesédo explain various historical
phenomena rather than tryit@integrate them into a fully developed theoretical
perspectivé. The formal and sociological methods developstivo attemptso provide a
theoretical perspective based on aspects of Veseltaskorkin the 1920s, and towards the
end of the decade a new, third perspective emerged that would be called semantic
palaeontology. While the Formalists established their maindidlse State Institute for the
History of the Arts (Gosudarstvennyi institut istorii iskusstv, hereafter Glll), Boris
Eikhenbaum, Boris Tomashevskii and lurii Tynianov, who had worked with lakubinskii and
othersat the Petrograd Institute of the Living Word (Institut zhivogo slova, hereafter 1ZhS)
from 1919 also played significant rolaslLIazV.” While Marr presided over the linguistic
section of the institute, lakubinskii actaslits secretaryBy thistime lakubinskii, who was,
accordingo Viktor Shklovskii (1966, p. 127), Baudousfavourite student, had moved

away from his formalist work and was setting up the LaboratbBublic Speech with the
Symbolist philosopher Konstantin Erbengthe institute, thus carrying on his wakthe

IZhS andits successot.The publication of a series of articles on irés language published

in the journal LEFn 1924, which included most of the Petrograd formalists, was organised
asa project within ILIaZV, and there were several projects and personnel that straddled the
two institutes’ If the formal method became dominan6lll, ILIaZV was the centre for the
development of the historical and sociological methnd®etrograd. The main orientations

of the institute, which had linguistic and literary sections, were spelled out explicitly:

1) Problems of international and intra-national linguistic and literary exchange on
the basis of the socio-economic, political and general cultural interaction of peoples

and countries.

a) The interaction of linguistic units (national and class languages, ethnic and

social dialectand soon);

6 Zhirmunskii1938,p. 57.

" OnIzhs see Vassena (2007) and Brandist and CIa0iT)

8 Erberg had been thi¢eadof the Oratory Sectioat IZhS, and decisively shifted his research actitatthe
questionof the ‘living word’ in the 1920sOn this aspecof Erberds work see Brandig007.

% Shklovskii (1924) Eikhenbaum (1924); lakubinskii (1924ynianov (1924) Kazanskii (1924). The accoaht
the workof the ‘Commission for the Studyf the Language and Stydé V.1. Lenin’ is at RGALI (SPb)
288/1/13/190b.



b) International literary exchange connection with the social developmeiht

peoples and countries that amditerary interaction.

2) The studyof the languages and the oral art (tvorchestvo) of the contemporary
city, village and the national minorities of the USSR, along with the peoples
bordering East and West on the basis of their socio-economic, political and general-

cultural developmen?

Kogan soon movetb Moscow and, along with Vladimir Friche and Pavel Sakulin, became
three of the main contributots the development of sociological poetindMoscow,

especially centredtthe State Academy of Artistic Studies (Gosudarstvennaia akademiia
khudoszestvennykh nauk, GAKhN), aatthe Institute of Language and Literature (Institut
iazyka i literatury, llaL), the Moscow sister institute of ILIaZV, where Friche was director

and Polivanov head of the Linguistic Section.
Veselovskii and beyond

The Formalists took from Veselovskin understanding of literatumssirreducibleto the

works of individual writers, but something that had evolwved law-bound way. While
Veselovskii held poetic forms evolvéd connection with general forms of social and
individual psychology, which shows his enduring connediovilkerpsychologie, he
attemptedo draw some methodological boundarieprevent the assimilation of literary
phenomena into general anthropological discourse (see Byford P0also soughto

escape the boundaries‘ofitional tradition, or ‘Indo-European heritagéhat still dominated
philology. Poetrys ‘lawfulness becomes a precondition for the possibilities of individual
works, and for establishing the boundaries of literary scholaasi@ip object domainlt is

one of the main tasks of literary scierio@eveal poetic laws, antlis herewe also see
Veselovskiis enduring connectiaio positivism.As Lev Georgevich lakobson pointed ot
anarticleof 1928, Veselovskis historical methodology drew much from Henry Thomas
Buckle’s (1821-62) attempb establish the laws that govern human progress and Hippolyte
Tain€s (1828-93) approadb literatureasthe product of the auth@renvironment (lakobson
1928, pp. 13-14). Literatuie differentiated from other aspects of verbal culture because of
belongingto what AugustComte had called épositive stageof cognition, having
transcended mythical and metaphysical stages. The Formalists soragthitalise this

10 RGALI SPb 288/1/39/10b



aspectpy developing rigorous methods aimattestablishing the laws of the positive stage,
initially asa synchronic agglomeration of regularities, and later invoking the idea that
literariness was a Gestaltqualitat generdtgdemiotic mechanisms, which constitutes a
specifically literary ustanovka, omental set on the world.

While clearly productive of nemsights, the Formalists lost sight of other aspects of
Veselovskiis work, specifically the relationshgd dependencef poetic forms on other

forms of what he had callederbal art (slovesnoe tvorchestycand on earlier stages of
semantic and psychological evolution. The influence of the Vilkerpsychologie of Heymann
Steinthal and Moritz Lazarus, whose lectures Veselovskii and the other formative influence
on early Soviet literary theory, Aleksandr Potebnia, attend&skrmanyin 1862-3, was
particularly importanin shaping this element of Veselovskiwork. Indeed, both

Veselovskii and Potebnia went tmpublishin the organ of the Volkerpsychologie

movement, théJournal for Volkerpsychologie and Linguisti¢geitschrift fur
Volkerpsychologie und Sprachwissenschaft] (Toporkov 1997, pp. 338-9p apgly the
principles of the new disciplina their works (See Berezin 1976, pp.9-39; ZhirmunskKii
1939).1n their early works the Formalists also downplayed Veselogs&@ncern with the
historical aspects of literary evolution and the bases for the transmission of literary forms

across cultural boundaries (Gorskii 1975, pp. 173-91).

When the Formalists did begdiatry to account for these phenomena they struggled
successfullyo integrate a properly historical dimension into their work. One of the earliest
attemptsy members of OPOlaZ was Tyniarie\vl924 essalLiteraturnyi Fakt (Tynianov,
1993),in which the author marshalled a range of metaphors from social theory and political
discourseo discuss the relative prominence of specific literary gesirddferent pointsan
history (See Daly 2013). Genres were now viewed simultaneasslygagedn a struggle

for position within a hierarchical order, jostlibgclaim the centre of literature and thus
consigning other genrés the periphery. Each genisedefinedby a ‘constructive principle
that seeks$o ‘colonisé other genres through a literdignperialisii. Such metaphorical
conceptions were generally vieweitherasopportunism or desperatiday Marxist critics,

and this perception was colour the reception of Eikhenbatswork on the professional life
of writers, the'literary lilieu’ (Literaturnyi byt, Eikhenbaum 1987 [1927]

Vasilii Desnitskii (1878-1958 head of the literary section of ILIaZV, later characterised the
Formalistsas‘aliento historical thinking and claimed thejrendered Veselovsks



formulations scholastidyy depriving thenof historical conditioning and the concretenets
content (Desnitskii 1938, p. 69)t was precisely these aspects of Veseloiskieritage that
were the focus of the collective research projects that devetdpleddZV, on literary
exchange, sociological poetics and the palaeontology of plots. Each popgutied the
needto specify the autonomy of the literary sphere, but regarded the Formalist dtietopt
soasa reification of the literary. While literature was irreducitdéorms of discursive

activity that preced# both temporally and ontologicallit,nevertheless remained connected
to themat a ‘moleculat level, asit were. The projects thus sougbtrace the factors that

governed the emergence of the poatiwell asthe specificity of the poetic itself.

Desnitskiis rolein the development of early Soviet literary scholarship has seldom been
subjectto any sustained consideration, anddeften mentioned solelgsthe person who
brought the famous dispute between formalists and Mairisdt&arch 1927o a close with a
vote!! Thisis despite the fact that important figures sasZhirmunskii and Boris
Tomashevskii considered hito be one of their teachers, while Valentin Voloshinov was one
of those who worked under Desnitskisupervision. Indeed, Desnitskii played a leading role
amongresearcherat the institute. A complex figure who had been a party acaistetime

of the first Revolution of 1905 and had collaborated with Aleksandr Bogdanov and Maksim
Gorkii on the Party school on Capri, Desnitskii viewed Marxasa materialistic monism

and this caméo be identified with a sociologyf the sort that pervaded the most influential
textbook of the 1920s, Bukhaisistoricheskii materializm (Historical Materialism, 1921

and many subsequent editions). While clearly maintaining some respect among Party
members and administrators within the administration, Desnitskii had long ¢e&sl

Party representative within the institutidnsvhich he belonged. Moreover, while he

certainly pursued a Marxist agenda within institutions, he took considerable risks defending
intellectuals who camie danger of repressian the 1930s, sucasthe poet Nikolai

Zabolotskii and the literary scholars Boris Tomashevskii, and Pavel Medvedev. Looking back
on thetime at ILlaZV, Desnitskii characterised the instit@tspreparing young scholars

the spirit of the tradition of Veselovskii (an atmosphere of the international nature of
literature, the multiple connectednedsspecific national literaturean atmosphere of
multilingualism, the closeness of scientific attentiotanguage and literaturg)Desnitskii
1938, p. 71).

1 The materials of the dispute have now helpfully been collated by Ustinov (2001).



Zhirmunskii claimed thait was chiefly through Desnitskii thalarxism camedo Leningrad
historians of literature(Zhirmunskii 1971, p. 102). This influence was probably because he
was particularly sensitivi® the shortcomings of the literary scholarship being purbyed
early Soviet Marxistdn formulating their theoretical ideas, Desnitskii argued that Marxists
had often made the same eragthe Formalist$n that they also tended focus on
Veselovskiis works on poetics, takiritp abstract generalisationsisolation from the
historical discussion& which they were always embedded. Insteatdlahg on and

critically overcoming Veselovsks legacyasa historian, they had bypassed discussiah of
The attempts$o formulate asociological methodthat had resulted, and here he setms
have had the Moscow (Friche-Kogan-Sakulin) sclmahind, were therefore one-sided and
unsuccessful, ant was the task of the literary sectiatiLlaZV to correct this problerby
bringing theoretical poetics and historical scholarship into continual dialogue. While
significant progress had been made, the premature closure of the institute left the task
incomplete (Desnitskii, 1938, p. 7).

Sociological Method and Sociological Poetics

The project on sociological poetics was initially lsdShishmarev, and had the task of
‘working out and establishing a sociological basis for the concepts that are operative
poetics (form, genre, plot ety In assembling a group of young scholars for this project,
Desnitskii broughto ILIaZV a number of his younger acquaintances from the Herzen
Institute, where he had plaga formative role and served Deanof the philology faculty.
These included the art scholar leremiia loffe and the literary scholar Valentin Volodhinov.
1927 he added Pavel Medvedev, who took on a leadingrtie project, when he became a
senior research felloat the institute'? Alreadyin 1925-26, when he was a junior researcher
atthe institute, Voloshinov was preparing a book Opyt sotsiologicheskoi pdetikigsayn
Sociological Poetics) and he presented a plan of this book for considématinleadersf

the sectiort> Here Voloshinov focused precisely on the same shortcomings that Desnitskii
highlighted: the separation of theoretical and historical disciplines letalang

12t is worth noting that decades later the Soviet structuralist lurii Lotméed that Desnitské work was
clearly superioto thatof the sociological studiesf literatureof his day (Lotmar2010,pp.31-33). lam
indebtedto Igor Pil'shikov for drawingmy attentionto this passage.

13 pEARAN 827/3/93/176
14 RGALI (SPb) 288/1/39/70B41: 76 92.
15 This was publishedsa supplemenb Brandist2008,pp. 19095.



methodological pluralism that could be foundysychological and linguistic orientatioims
poeticsaswell asa general cultural-historical method developgdepigones of

Veselovskii (Brandist 2008, p. 190). Voloshinov argues these approachesorteed
integrated into a properly sociological method, but the sociological method developed
hitherto, particularly evidenh the work of Pavel Sakulin, was not upthis task (Brandist
2008, p. 190). Voloshinov and Medvedev each developed critiques of Sakigb book
Sotsiologicheskii metod v literaturovedenii (The Sociological Methddterary Studies)n
articles publisheth the journal Zvezdan 1926 (Medvedev, 1926; Voloshinov, 1926).
Sakulin was a talented literary historian amerudite reader of German literary scholarship,
which he introducetb a Russanreadershipn his works.In his 1925 book The Synthetic
Construction of the History of Literature (Sinteticheskoe postroenie istorii literatury) Sakulin
provided detailed considerations of the work of scholars asi€iskar Walzel, Herman Nohl,
Wilhelm Dibelius and Paul Merker, who pioneered studies of the relationship between the
history of literary form and of social worldview (Sakulin 1928)this work Sakulin played a
role similarto that of Zhirmunskiin Leningrad, who edited translations of the work of
German literary scholars and presented themcounterweighto the work of Russian
Formalists'® Sakulin argued that ‘@yntheti¢ sociological method must meet three criteria:
‘1) Grasp literaturen all the complexity ofts constituent elements; 2) consequently leesal
definite unity of methodological principles and 3) provaerganic-unified picture of the
whole processf literary development(Sakulin 1925, p.8). However, Sakulin proved unable
to transcend a conspicuously duatishethodology, since he separatadmanent and

‘causal factorsin literature, regarding formal and stylistic analysis a precucsanalysis of
the social factors that acted on literature from withdatovercome this dualism was one of
the most important aims of the projéctdevelop a sociological poetics within the literary
section of ILIaZV, andisthe Moscow school became more influential, the work of Kogan

and Pereverzev were subjectegarticular criticism within ILIaZ\*’
Sociology of Style

One of the first extended products of the proje@ppeain print was loffés 1927 book

Culture and Style (Kdura i stil), which was the product of the sub-project on the sociology

16 Foranoverview see Dmitriev 2001.

7 This resultedn the rather polemicd930collection VVbor'be za marksizm v literaturnoi nauke, editbg
Desnitskii,N. lakovlev and_. Tsirlin, which included work®&y Desnitskii, Voloshinov and Kholodovich. The
collection perhaps marks the esitthe methodological advancéthe section.



of style. Art, for loffe,is to be understood principallsa form of social thinking, a function
of social and cultural activity. Where Shklovskii had famously written aboasdevice
(iskusstvo kak priejnloffe argued aris a system of devices employed for the needs of
communication. Form and content are not sepalait two aspects of a monad tlkanbe
separated onlin the abstractAs Mazaev (2004, pp. 196-197) summarises the argument:
form is one of the aspects of content, whiteother aspeds revealedn the dynamics of the
conceiving form: thigs theme (idea, task, mental set (ustanovka)). Themealisedoy
means of a series of devideghe specific material. Rather than form and contenbuld be
more accuratéo speakof ‘contentudl form or formed content. Ais now conceive@dsa
unity of form and content, andtthe sameime a system of devices for the needs of social
intercourse. The soci@ thus the very fabric of the aesthetic object, and style becomes a
manifestation of social thinking.

loffe’s version of a synthetic approachart liesin anattemptto approach various media
suchasmusic, painting and literatuesaspects of a unitary intellectual or stylistic whole.

The baroque, impressionism, classicism and the like are now undeastoadifestations of

the rule-bound history of agisone aspect of the rule-bound histofythinking. Suchan

approach certainly invited the development of a rather mechanical correlation of styles with
historical periods and intellectual movements. However loffe vieweasartultural
phenomenon thatt one time combined various layers and currents from different historical
periods. Survivals of earlier stages were deposit@dgiven work or a stylaswaysof life

that had been reworked modernisedit also allowed lofféo make connections between
philosophical orientations and the forms of figurative language. Thus, loffe afguged,

replace the uniplanar perspective on the past, horizontal history, with a multi-planar cultural

process, the vertical contemporangityffe 1927, p. 40).

loffe here was drawingn a number of ideas from German art scholarship including Heinrich
WGlfflin ’s “historyof art without nameswhich was widely receiveldy early Soviet

scholars, and Max Dvak’s (1924) Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte (The History of
Art as the History of Spint'® The lattets general overall programme was defined thig:

does not consist mereily the solution of formal tasks and problentss also always, anih

the first placeanexpression of ideas which goverrankind, of their historyaswell asof the
history of religion, philosophy, and poetiijs part of the general histoof the human

18 bvorak's book was translated into Engligts Dvorak 1984.



spirit” (quotedin Schiff, 1988, p. I)As loffe’s student, the philosopher Moisei Kagan (oot
be confused with the unrelated Bakhtin Circle philosopher Matvei Kagan), noted, while
following Dvorak’s general scheme, loffe substitutegirit’ with ‘ideology, and shifted
Dvorak’s psychologistic notion of thinking a sociologised conception (Kagan 2006, p. 38).
Here loffe followed the same shift from psychologignsociologism that was taking place

among linguistat the instituteat thistime (see Brandist, 2006b).
Comparative Studies of Plot (sravnitel 'naia siuzhetologiia)

One of the things that allowed loffie move beyond his German sources was his utilization
of certain ideas frorfsemantic palaeontologya trend that had been developed from the
ideas of Veselovskii and othdrg Marr. The unitary process of human thinking and art
history now paralleled Mais ‘single glottogonic procesaccordingto which all semantic
material developed through distinct stages correlatstiftsin the relations of production
given societiesin the realm of the study of narratives these perspectivestovinel a
greateievel of theoretical sophisticatian the work of Izrail Frank-Kamenetskii an@I'ga
Freidenberg, who were engagada sub-projecon comparative study of plott the

institute. This was conceivexsa development of Veselovsidi‘poetics of plots(poetika
siuzhetov, 1897-1906), which was publistzegart of his Historical Poetiaga 1940
(Veselovskii 2004, pp. 493-59G)he project aimecto place the traditional comparative

study of plots on the soil of primordial, ancient and medieval sociality: the reason behind the
migration of plots liesn the convergencef the social structures of those peoples from which
and with which they are transferred; alongside @nisxdependent birth of plots on the basis
of convergent social conditions of lilealso possibleln the most ancient periods the group
worksin connection with [Nikolai Mars] Japhetic Theory"?

Frank-Kamenetskii, who had studied with a range of important philosophers, philologists
and orientalisttn Germany before the war, was particularly importariiringing together
Marr’'s semantic palaeontology, Ludwig N&s work on the relationship between language
and labour and the Cassi®discussion of the symbiol his magnum opus, The Philosophy
of Symbolic Forms (1923-29f.Veselovskils ideas about the rise of poetry from myth was

19 RGALI (SPb) 288/1/27/110b.
0 Foranoverview see Brandi&011.



now placed on new philosophical basis with stageke rationalisation of myth

correspondingo shiftsin forms of social thought and modalities of labour.

All this was, however, various expressions of a diiveework and update Veselovskii

project of historical poetics accordit@contemporary philosophical principles. Zhirmunskii
regarded his own 1924 doctoral dissertation, Byron and Pushkin, which was puinligted
series of monographs of the literary section of ILIad¥a development of Veselovsidi
historical method. Zhirmunskii particularly championed the translation and publication of the
work of Oskar Walzein Russia, andt was here that he first announced his departure from
the Petrograd Formalists when he wrote a prefaeetranslation of Walz& On the Problem
of Formin Poetry, stating that he regarded the new methods of the German scholar
‘especially importanin orderto protect our young scienod theoretical and historical
poetcsfrom narrow dogmatisrm scientific questiongn which verylittle is still to be

finally resolved and much requires study and comprehensive conside(Ztiamunskii

1923, p. 23)He particularly valued Walz&d work on impressionism and expressionism
contemporary German literature and the way worldview motivated the inner-form of artistic
works. Here content and forimitransferred into Gehalt and Gestalt, translated into Russian
assoderzhanie and oblignd which correspond® loffe’s ‘contentualform or formed

content. Zhirmunskii argued Wal2glGerman formalism stoasanimportant

counterweighto the narrow perspective of the still immature Russian Formalism, and
encouraged Russian scholis®ngage with conceptions suabGeorg Simmeék work on
Rembrandt and Italian Renaissance pairdsesnbodiments of different socio-historical
worldviews?* Zhirmunskii visited Walzein Germany andt the end of the decade he and
Sakulin collaboratetb bring Walzelto lecturein Leningrad and Moscow. Also discussad
ILIaZV were Levin Schicking Sociology of Literary Taste, a translation of which
Zhirmunskii editedn 1928 (Shiukking, 1928), and Gustave Larisamork on literary history
and sociologyn which the notion that society has a causal effect on literaryiforeplaced

by the contention thétiterature partakes of collective tastes, behaviours, and states of
consciousness ama this sense contain their own public, whose moral traditions, turns of
mind, aesthetic capabilities and habits of poetic form subtly influence the ‘aythocessf
creatiori (Rand 1995, p. 221). The relationship between literaturésaddiences becomes

dynamic, and shifts with transformations of the social falritle the workis an ‘evolving

2Lt is notable that Zhirmunskii had attended Simmécturesn Berlinin 191213 (Berkov and Levir2001,
p.11).



social phenomenon, transformed, enriched, impoverished, or defosnmealv generations of
readers(Rand 1995, p. 221). Contrasting Schiicksngork both with the narrow ideologism

of much Marxist criticismat thetime and with the inadequacies of Boris Eikhenb&im

notion of ‘literary milieu (‘literaturyi byt),?? Zhirmunskii wrote that Schiicking‘circle of
sociological interests are much wider, and the selection of objects of research are strictly
definedby a considered and grounded methodological system; questions of the professional
life of the writer (literaturnyi byt), from this point of viewis only oneof the elements of

the social life that, for Schiicking, conditions the evolution of aesthetic taste among socially
differentiated groups of readei@hirmunskii 1928, p. 11).

By the late 1920s Desnitskii and Shishmarev presidedaswvextremely intense and
intellectually vibrant group of researchers who were reworking Veseltsvskimparative
literature accordingp the latest workn German and French literary theory and philosophical
aesthetics. Collections of articles on contemporary literary theory were planned involving
members of the literary section, but also linguists like Vasilii Abaev, lakubinskii and Ivan
Meshchaninov. Linguistic and literary theory interacted, with literary scholars like
Desnitskiis student Voloshinov and Eikhenbawsnstudent Viktor Gofman writing on the
intersection between literary and linguistic scholarship. Planned publicatitiresend of the
1920s included a collection on Contemporary West-European Literary-Aesthetic Theories,
with chapters on Cassirer, Walzel and othetse written by, among others, Frank-
Kamenetskii, Freidenberg, Voloshinov, Mark Azadovskii and Aleksandr Kholodovich. A
project on the Palaeontology and Sociology of the Epic included Freideberg, Frank-

Kamenetskii, Shishmarev and Medvedgv.
The ‘Bakhtin Circle’

Given this environmerit is hardly surprising that is precisely here that there emerged two
now famous books about sociological poetics and the sociological metlogluistic

science: i.e. Voloshindg Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (Voloshinov 1929) and
co-organiser of the project on sociological poetics MedvedEwrmal Methodn Literary
Scholarship (Medvedev 1928). Nor shoitlde any surprise that Medveds\book was a

significant step upn its intellectual qualities from most of his earlier work. These works

22 The conception related to the sociology and economics of literary production as it affected the production
and consumption of literature. For a discussion see Any (1994 pp. 105-108).
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were individual contribution® collective research projects drivey sharp discussions

between scholars of significant abilities, including the most significant Leningrad Formalists.
Medvedev madé clear that his own views generally corresponideitiose of Veselovskii,
Walzel, Lanson and Zhirmunskii and a synthesis of some of the main ideas of thesedigures
precisely whatve find in the Formal Method (Medvedev 1992, p. 92).

Among other things, the material presented here fundamentally problematizes the common
tendencyto privilege Bakhtinis influence on both Medvedevand Voloshinois books, and
indeed to view them primarilyasproducts of theBakhtin Circlg. In reality the

documentary evidencee have suggests that they néedbe consideredsproducts of

collective research projecss ILIaZV. Thisis notto dispute that ideas emergiig

discussionsit meetingsof the ‘Bakhtin Circlé may well have played a significant rarethe

key works of Voloshinov and Medvedev, but influence undoubtedly flowed both ways,
especially given that Voloshinov and Medvedev managéelp Bakhtinto publish his 1929
book Problems of DostoevslgiArt (Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogojhe ILIaZV

series on sociological poetigss a counterweightio unsupported claim® Bakhtin's

authorship of Medvedés book one might cite Desnitslgiclaim,in a letterin support of the
arrested Medvedev, that the Formal Method was carried out and completed with the use of
his suggestions and advice (Medvedev 1992, p. 94). Indeed, the programmatic part of The
Formal Method argues for a sociological poetics and literary history metiatedistorical
poetics modelled on VeselovskiHistory of the Epithet (Bakhtin and Medvedev 1978
[Medvedev 1928] pp. 30-31). This follows Desnit&kiprojected role for Veselovskgiwork

in Marxist literary scholarship closely. All those who wrote about Desrigskistitutional

rolein the 1920s are agreed that his importance and influence goes well beyond his writings,
which poorly represent the breadth and depth of his thought, and that his influence on his
colleagues was very significant indeed. One of his students ‘hetelsd notso much read a
lectureasshare his thoughts with ushe did not likeo explain his thoughts. one needetb
grasp themn flight... he demanded our thoughts, and he loved it wireargued with him
(Smirnov 2007, p. 71). One of his other students, Aleksandr Ivanovich Gruzdev, who became
a literary scholam his own right, noted thatvithout any exaggeration omansay that the

ideas that Desnitskii uttered orally senasthe basis of many books and much research,
were employedby other people, historians of literature and critics, graduate students and
refined scholars(Gruzdev 1971, p. 71l is quite reasonabl@® assume Voloshinov and

Medvedev both benefitted from their discussions with Desnitskii, and throughstreisy



have BakhtinMy point heras merelyto foreground the importance of dialogue within
institutional frameworks here rather than abstract individuals from their conditions that made

their work possible.

As the decade finished these conditions ce&sedpport the development of theoretically
sophisticated and flexible attempésformulate a sociological poetics. Such fields of
methodology were severely compromissadhe incursion of statutory authority over

scientific authority. However, one area that remained relatively unaffegtedue of its
distance from contemporary policy decisions was the long dureé perspectives of semantic
palaeontology and of literary histoiry general (see Tihanov 2012a and 2012b). Other
collective themes includ€dhe theory and comparative study of the rise of the West-
European epicdirectedby Shishmarev andhe comparative morphology of the German and
English novel of 18-19th centuriedirectedby Zhirmunskii?* While the fundamental shiii

the political and institutional framewosk the end of the decade brought the work carried out
atlLlaZV to a halt,we can still sedts legacyin the later work of loffe, Zhirmunskii, Frank-
Kamenetskii and Freidenbergemoved from the extremely productive scholarly
environment, and their work subjectedconsiderable criticismat the 1930s began,

Voloshinov and Medvedev were never aa@roduce worko equal that which they had
pioneeredat ILIaZV. They did, however, bring this experience into the discussions of the
informal group that would later be knowasthe Bakhtin Circle. Philosophically erudite and
detached from institutional projects through recurrent illness, Mikhail Bakhtin would benefit
enormously from the ideas his friends brought into group discussions. While he had
undoubtedly provided important philosophical guidatockeelp underpin his friendsvork at
ILIaZzV, Bakhtin’s own work was transformed fundamentéllyengagement with the ideas

his friends brought from their work on sociological poetics. The first product of this
transformation was Problems of Dostoeviskirt (Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo)
publishedn the ILIaZV seriesn 1929,in which his early phenomenological reflections on
authorship have been transformed into sociological and discursive lersabsequent years
anentirely new historical dimension would comadight in Bakhtin's essays on the novel of
the 1930s, with the historical work of other schoktid.[aZV playing animportant rolan

the emergencef Bakhtin's mature work on the novel. From here these conceptions continue,

indirectly, to influence literary and cultural studissmany parts of the world today, bwue

24 GARF A-4655/1/278/85



standto miss out on a great dalwe do not engage ith the wider intellectual sphere, for

herewe canfind much of value that deserves dedicated research today.
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