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MYTHOPOETICS AND PRAGMATICS OF THE SOVIET ANECDOTE

SUMMARY

The article focuses on the mythopoetics and pragmatics of the Soviet anecdote
as a speech genre as well as a genre of urban folklore, its definition, genre modus
and sociocultural specificity. A case study of “the folklore of intelligentsia”
(Yu. Boriev) has been conducted. Much attention is given to the typological
convergence of the phenomena of a myth and an anecdote. In the article the myth and
the anecdote are revealed as a repository of historical and cultural memory, a
product of mass consciousness, which is manifested in the anonymity, myth-creative
potential, compensatory function. The hero of the anecdote is the ambivalent figure of
the trickster, which goes back to the traditional myth. The emphasis is drawn to the
metatextuality inherent in “the folklore of intelligentsia”. The Soviet anecdote poetics

performs pragmatic function of the ideological mythdeconstruction.
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INTRODUCTION



In the mid-1980s, in the former Soviet Union cultural space the legalization of
the modern folklore genre — the anecdote has taken place. Having escaped “from the
underground”, it soon becomes a “respectable” subject of academic research. There
are several reasons for this, which include:

- interest in cultural and anthropological plots;

- interdisciplinary nature of the anecdote;

- its rootedness in culture and everyday life;

- extensive interpretative potential, peculiar to phenomena that exist on the
“boundaries” of culture;

- and finally, the absence of ideological censorship. Although it should be
mentioned that there is some ambiguity of this factor, since the anecdote loses the
“forbidden fruit” aura, which is so necessary for its pragmatics.

It should be stated that at the present time the folklore anecdote as well as the
literary one is an issue of current importance to study of which extensive literature is
devoted. However, theoretical and methodological approaches applicable to the 19"
century literary anecdote do not “work™ in the study of the modern one due to the
difference in their genre nature and pragmatics. Most scholars, although considering
the anecdote of the 19" century “a semi-folk-semi-literary genre” (N. Tamarchenko),
nevertheless refer it to “small genres of memoir narrative prose” (Ye. Nikanorova).
The Soviet and post-Soviet anecdote, in contrast to the literary one, is a product of the
oral democratic tradition and folk culture of laughter. However, the affinity between

them of course exists.

1. Definition and genre modus of the Soviet anecdote
The modern anecdote is understood as “a short oral funny story about a
fictional event with unexpected witty ending and regular characters known to all
native speakers” [29, ¢.20]. This definition conceptualizes such genre features of the
anecdote as conciseness, contextuality, seriality, the presence of aningenious turn or a
pointe. In addition, its paradoxicality, acute political or topical household content are

also noted [16, c.34-35]. Due to some resemblance between the anecdote and other



genre forms, literary critics may call it a mini-novel [1, ¢.68], a peculiar humorous,
often grotesque parable [17, ¢.28], a mediator genre, a marginal genre [23]. Particular
attention is paid to the communicative situation of anecdote telling. Its peculiarities
involve the special “confidentiality of communication” between the narrator and
listeners [22, c¢.22]. Furthermore, the scientists examine the communicative-
pragmatic nature of a political anecdote, its function as a tool of PR [10].

Certainly, the Soviet anecdote has a special status in folkloristics — this is the
only genre existing in the industrial period in exclusively oral form. At present, the
anecdote exists both in the primary form of the oral narrative and in the secondary
one which is a written fixation. We could agree that the oral character of the mini-
narrative is the most natural form of its existence. However, as sociocultural situation
has changed, the anecdote increasingly “lives” in the territory of Guttenberg or on the
Internet, which signals both the formation of the genre and modifications of its
communicative and pragmatic strategies.

Perhaps, while losing in terms of “performance”, the presentation in a situation
of direct communication “in the kitchen”, the anecdote wins due to its spreading and
the involving of more participants in communication. As a result, the creative
potential of the anecdote is realized more productively. Like any other folklore genre,
it proves its viability, being enriched by its variants and paraphrases. And here it is
appropriate to emphasize the similarity of the anecdote and the myth, manifested in
the recipient’s co-creation.

The inexhaustibility of the anecdote definition can be confirmed by at least one
of the last known. It sounds like this: an anecdote is a “verbal game for the right to
signify a referent by substitution of components in fractionated signs” [5]. By the
way, there is a Soviet anecdote concerning this.

“Uoem Bacunui Heanosuu, ecmpeuaem ®@Dypmanosa. — Kyoda udewv? —
Jluccepmayuro 3awuwgams. — A xax ona Hasvieaemca? — ‘Kax pewemom 800y
Hocums . — Kmo oic max ouccepmayuio nasvieaem? Hazoeu ee nyuwe mak: «Ananu3z
I’lp06jl€.7l/l mpancnopmupoeku eeujecniead 6 AHCUOKOM acpezcamHom COCmoAHUU 6

cocyoax ¢ nepghopuposanHvim OHOMY.



llowen Bacunuii Heanosuuy, sawumun ouccepmayuro, 8bIX00um u SUOUM —
cmoum Ilemvka. — A mul yeeo 30ecv denaeuv? — Jluccepmayuro 3awuwan. — Kak
Haszvigaemca? —  «Bausnue PYCCKUX Hde()Hblx MY3bIKANIbHbIX  KHONOYHbIX
UHCIMPYMEHMO8 Ha pazeumue peaueuo3no-gunocogcroi movicau Poccuu xonya XVIII
— Hauana XX eexay. — @ypmanosa ecmpeuanr? — Hy, oa. — A kax meos ouccepmayus
00 Heeo Haszvleanacv? — «Ha xpena nony 6asamny.”

There are several versions of this anecdote, including those one that do not
contain the reference to the fixed couple of characters — Vasilii lvanovich and Petka.
This permits us to define such a quality of anecdote as variability and prevalence.
Moreover, the pragmatic relevance of the anecdote should be mentioned, which is
chiefly marked with special metatextual phrases meaning “As they say in that
anecdote”, “There is an anecdote about this”, “And here is another anecdote
concerning this”, etc.

To conclude our terminological review, it should be clarified that like other
researchers, the notion of the “anecdote” we comprehend in slightly broader sense
that includes not only mini-novels or funny stories, but also various “alterations”, the
acting-outs of the official speech cliches, ideologically loaded lyrics of songs,
etc. [for more details see 8, p.199; 11, p.75]. These as a rule include the Soviet
ideologems, which in the anecdote serve as subjects to deconstruction. The basis for
such a broad interpretation is in the genetic kinship between the anecdote and another
genre form: the apophthegm (a short moralizing or witty statement), since the Soviet
anecdote is a mock controversy of the ideological, primarily linguistic, reality.
Authoritative researchers write about this (A. Losev, A. Siniavskii), confirming the
mythical and magical effect of the word in the anecdote [18, p. 466], which is its
main character: “The anecdote is a product of the Soviet official clichés that explodes
itself” [24, p.290].

According to this principle, the following anecdotes are built: “ITzaxam y
ookoma: «Kmo y mac ne pabomaem, mom ue ecmy»” Or: “Jlozyne: «Bcmpemum

cmonemue co OHA podcoenus Jlenuna oocpouno!»”. Another example: “/Jaseua

nepeyumvigan Jlenuna. 3acnyn Ha mpemvem «yuumocsy’ .



2. Sociocultural specificity and poetics of the Soviet anecdote

When trying to define what a “Soviet anecdote” is, a certain paradox appears.
Most researchers (O. Smolitskaia, M. Vorobieva) regard the Soviet anecdote as “a
special modification of the folklore anecdote genre generated by the culture of Soviet
society. To the Soviet anecdotes those ones are ranked that emerged during the Soviet
period of Russian history, that is from 1917 to 1991.” [7]. Based on the chronological
principle of this definition, the corpus of the Soviet anecdotes includes its various
types, represented by thematic groups (of every day life, national, political, etc.) and
cycles (anecdotes about Lenin, anecdotes about Vovochka, etc.). Although, if we
proceed from the semantics and pragmatics of sufficiently wide range of political
mini-texts, it seems correctly to call them anti-Soviet. Though the anecdote loses this
unambiguity by virtue of its ambivalence, which fixed the double or even triple
morality peculiar for society: public “approval”, backstreet “disapproval” and at the
same time self-mockery for such a kind of behavior.

Consider the next example from Stalin’s time: “I[K BKII(6) npunsn
nocmaHoejieHue o 66’8061/148]1/1 ceyeruu. BClOOy npoxodﬂm MUMUHCU. Bblcmynaiou;ue
om UMeru ceoux KoJliekKmueoe npueemcmeyrom amo My()poe e6ejluKoe
nocmanosienue. Bopye 0o 3ana 3acedanuit I[K Oonocumcs ¢ niowaou
oanywumenvuvii  wym. Cmanun  cnpawusaem: «4mo smo mam?»  Emy
ooknaowviearom. «Idmo Axademusi Hayx peemcs dez ouepeouy.”(In another version—
“Cor3s cosemckux nucamenet 1ezem de3 ouepeou.”).

The anecdote of Khrushchev’s Thaw: “Ha XX cvez0e Xpywes nonyuun uz 3ana
3anucky: «lo0e oce e6vi Ovitu npu Cmanune?» Xpywee cnpocun: «Kmo smo
nanucan?» Huxkmo ne omsemun. On cxazan: «Bom u s 6vin mam sicey.

The anecdote of the late Soviet period is quiet demonstrative in this aspect:
“Mor 2o60pum «Jlenun» — noopaszymesaem «napmusy, Mvl 2080PUM «NAPMUSL» —
noopazymesaem «Jlenuny. U max 70 nem — 2080pum 00HO, a noOpasymesaem
opyeoe” (the anniversary of the October Revolution varies depending on the time of

telling the anecdote).



Despite the social status and epoch in which a Soviet man lived, he has these
features strongly rooted in his personality. By this the anecdote rates the
anthropological project “a Soviet Man” as a defeat and an existential failure. The
mirror of the anecdote reflects the well-known and understandable realities, which
can be hinted with a wink, as well as their cynical evaluation, devoid of any illusions.
Indeed, one cannot but agree with D. Bykov that “the anecdote is not only
courageous, but also in some ways cowardly!” [6, p.58]. Equally important is the
fact that the functioning of the anecdote outside the official culture and ideology,
where other laws and priorities are in place, contributes to the sober self-
identification of the “man of the masses™ against duplicity and hypocrisy of the state.

The flourishing of the Soviet anecdote took place in the 1960s-1980s, that is in
the periods of Khrushchev and Brezhnev. Among the thematic varieties of the genre,
the most representative is a political anecdote, although it should be recognized that
to differentiate official part of the Soviet everyday life from its private one is
sufficiently complicated. Precisely in the striving for the liberation of the “sovok”
from the dictates of ideology, and for the help in the realization of the uniqueness of
human existence-though deprived of civil rights, reduced to “biopolitics”
(M. Foucault) of the “bare” life” (G. Agamben), the significance of the anecdote
cannot be overestimated.

The Soviet anecdote subtly notices and ridicules the ideological pressure in all
its spheres, from human existence to the household. Here are a few anecdotes about
this: “Pabunosuu c scenoti edem 6 niayxapmuom eazone. OH WYMHO 830biXaem. —
CkonvbKko pa3z i npocuna, — 208opum maoam Pabunosuy — Ha 008X 0 noaumuxe Hu
crosa!”.Or another example: “100-zemnuti rbuneti 602cOsi nporemapckoil
pesonoyuu  NPeonpusimus  6CMpeyarom HOBbIMU  MPYOOBbIMU  CEEPULCHUAMU.
MebenvHas qba6pu1<a sblnycmujla mpexcnajibHyro Kpoeanib «Jlenun 6cecoa c HAMUY,
napgromepuoil komounam — moino «llo 3a6emHbIM JEHUHCKUM Mecmamy, OyXu
«3anax Unvuuay u nyopy «Jlenuncrkuti npaxy»”.

Apparently by the means of pun, parody repetition of common speech clichés,

grotesque sharpening of those ones to the edge of absurd, the anecdote cleverly



destructs the ideologemes of the Soviet myth, defending human right for the privacy
and freedom of his personal space. And this itself was considered to be politics. The
Soviet anecdote has been for decades one of the productive channels of informal
communication on political and topical issues of the day.

The corpus of studies of the Soviet anecdote consists of articles, dissertations,
monographs by E. Kurganov, A. Arkhipova, M. Melnichenko, E. Shmeleva,
A. Shmelev, O. Smolitskaia, R. Yanhirov, V. Razuvaiev, M. Vorobieva, A. Kirziuk,
V. Rudnev, essays by A. Siniavskii. The authors — folklorists, specialists in literature,
linguists, culture experts — deal with the poetics, specifics and functions of the Soviet
anecdote as an urban folklore genre, reveal its genesis and correlations with the
literary anecdote, their similarity and difference, genre transformations of the Soviet
and post-Soviet anecdote, analyze themes, characters, principles of cyclization. In the
works, it is studied the specificity of communication, sociocultural significance of the
anecdote as a phenomenon of culture of laughter and a document of the epoch, its
part in the Soviet everyday life.

The problem we have declared — the mythopoetics and pragmatics of the Soviet
anecdote —has not been the subject of a special study. Since, due to the specificity of
the genre, it is rather difficult to separate the pragmatics of the anecdote from its
literary and aesthetic characteristics, these categories are considered in synthesis. A
case study of the collections of Dora Shturman and SergeiTiktin’s “The Soviet Union
in the Mirror of a Political Anecdote” [30], the monograph of
Mikhail Melnichenko[20], “The Staliniada” by Yurii Borev[4], and special Internet

sites was conducted.

3. Typological convergence of the myth and the Soviet anecdote
The theoretical basis for the formulation of the problem of our research appears
to be reflected by L. Stolovich “convergence and divergence of the myth and
anecdote phenomena, though apparently unequal, are for sure significant for the
human culture history” [26, p.46]. An analysis of L. Stolovich’s article “Anecdote

and Myth” makes it possible to single out several of its conceptual positions. Firstly,



the scholar notes the myth-creative potentialities of the anecdote; secondly, it is stated
the similarities between the myth and the anecdote at the pragmatic level: both
phenomena are thought to bean authentic reality for the believers’ consciousness.
Without this faith, as we know, the myth turns into a fairy tale. Concerning the
anecdote, it is also perceived as reality, despite its strong aiming at fiction,
conventional plot or the absurdity of the situation, since the anecdote “exists in life,
becoming the part of it” [ibid.]. The existence of the anecdote on the border of culture
and anticulture produces its special characteristic: the reality in the anecdote is
reliable primarily in psychological and value aspects (V. Vatsuro, Ye. Kurganov,
V. Khimik). As a result, “a zone of absolutely unique credibility appears, revealing
the dominion of foolishness, madness and idiocy, that in the anecdote are the most
common and stereotyped mover of human society” [13, p.208].

The comparability of the myth and anecdote in the field of pragmatics is noted
by V. Rudnev, who considers its function to diffuse a situation and to eliminate
contradictions between the disputing parties, to be purely mythological, mediational
(asA. Piatihorskiistates) [23, p.101]. Stating further, the mediation of the anecdote is
also revealed in its mediation between ideology, official and unofficial cultures.

The functions of the mediator are also performed by the trickster hero, who
forms an ambivalent discourse, disclosing plurality of meanings instead of the only
one which is definite, and none of them can claim to be true. Thus, it destroys the
authorities, undermining the official foundations of the “only true doctrine”, in which
no one has long ago believed. One cannot but agree with M. Lipovetskii’s statement
that “the Soviet trickster, apparently in the most adequate way, embodied the power
of cynicism, so necessary for survival in the constantly changing, incomprehensible
and opaque social conditions of the Soviet society, reflecting — in a comic, game form
— the real sociality, which was formed as a result of the Bolshevik experiment and
which did not fit the binary structures of both official Soviet and unofficial
discourses”[15, p.227].

The myth and the anecdote sometimes have one basis which is the past. Its

rethinking by descendants contributes to the mythologization of their consciousness,



organizes a world image from chaos to outer space. But if in the myth the past is
modeled in earnest modus of “memories of the future”, in the anecdote it is often
unpredictable, as well as the political history itself (“history is written™), or rethought
ironically and comically. For example,“Xpywes 6sen 6 Koncmumyyuio CCCP nosyio
cmamoio: «I paxcoane CCCP umerom npaeo na nocmepmuyio peabunumayuio»”. The
anecdote sarcastically responds to the events of recent political history, rewritten
according to each new general secretary: “Manvuux cnpawusaem: «llana, Jlenun
xopowuu?» — «Xopowutin. — «A Cmanun nioxou?» — «Illnoxour». — «A bpeowcnes? » —
«He npucmasaii: ympem — ysuaewwy»”. And there is an earlier version of the
anecdote: “— babywrxa, a Huxuma Cepeeesuu xopowuti uenosex? — Ilooodcou,
sHyuex, nompem, mozoa y3uaem”. There are some later variants, in which the name of
Brezhnev is changed to Gorbachev, which indicates that this anecdote was deeply
rooted in the mass consciousness.

This allows us to consider the Soviet anecdote (which fully applies to the myth
too) as a source of historical and cultural memory that preserves the mythologemes
and ideologemes of the Soviet period mass consciousness, which are typical equally
to the official, unofficial culture and everyday life. In this case, the duality of
semantics and pragmatics of the anecdote should be stated: its realities and
implications remain in the memory of descendants due to the living speakers of the
Soviet culture “language”, and the necessary time distance creates conditions for its
objective study without excessive evaluation and the polemical enthusiasm of
contemporaries.

As well, another common feature of the myth and anecdote should be noted —
their anonymity, or rather the presence of a collective author. According to C. Levi-
Strauss, “myths do not have their authors: at the very first perception of them as
myths, whatever their origin is, they have already existed only embodied in tradition.
When the myth is told, individual listeners receive a message that comes out of
actually nowhere.” [14, p.26].

A similar mechanism determines the reception of the anecdote, although in

some cases the folklore tradition attributes to it an authorship (for example, according



to rumors, the anecdotes for the Armenian radio were written by the theoretical
physicist, Nobel Prize laureate 1962, academician L. Landau), and sometimes
preserves it. The latter refers to K. Radek too, who was a Trotskyist, an oppositionist
to Stalin, the writer as well as the character of the anecdotes. The most famous of
them is the following: “Cmanun cosopum Paoeky: « Tosapuw Paoek, s civiwan, umo
mbl COuUHAewb noaumudeckue anexoomol. Anexoomolr — 3mo nennioxo. Toabko 060
MHe He HA00 coyuHsmb anekoomos. A 6edvb 600icOby. «Tbl — 6001c0b?! Dmom
anexoom couyunun He sA», — omeemun Paoex.” Written fixation of this anecdote is
often accompanied by some emblematic speech characteristic — Stalin’s Georgian
accent (other individual markers of the anecdote characters are also demonstrative in
this regard — Lenin’s burry, national speech clichés, for example, “oodnaxo” in the
Chukchi, etc.)

K. Radek’s real fate can serve as an illustration of the thesis about the blurring
of the boundaries between an anecdote and reality. Filling out a form in prison in
1937, Radek to the question about what he did before the revolution wrote: “Cuden u
acoan”. The next question was: “Yem zanumanuce nocie pesomoyuu?”’. Radek’s
answer was: “/foocoancs u cen” [31]. It is obvious that the anecdote is determined by
reality, as well as to some extent it is projected on it.

In this aspect, a mention should be made about M. Berg’s review with the
interesting title “Myth, Anecdote and Reality. Chapaev and Furmanov”. This is a
response to P. Kupriianovskii’s book about the legendary divisional commander,
published before the 110" birth anniversary of Vasilii Chapaev [2]. According to
M. Berg, among the rather sluggish materials, the most interesting are the fragments
of D. Furmanov’s unpublished completely diary, in which the triangle consisting of
Chapaev, Furmanov’s wife Anna Nikitichna (who is in the anecdote Anka-
Puliemotchitsa “The Machine Gunner”), and D. Furmanov is shown. In the novel of
the writer who created the ideological myth about the revolutionary epoch and its
heroes, not a word was said about it. And then the author of the review states that

“the creators of anecdotes were interested in the very different truth — assuming the



impossible, they thus reconstructed the history” [2]. In other words, the anecdotes
dealt with the problems of what most likely could have happened.

It is significant that the brothers Vasililev chose another way of
mythologization — in Stalin’s way as opposed to D. Furmanov’s heroic-monumental
narrative about the civil war. In the first Soviet blockbuster “Chapaev” (1934), they
create the myth about the national hero, which completely replaced the reality. Even
though the novel and the film have a common basis which is the real past, Chapaev
becomes a character of the urban folklore in many respects due to the film. The
anecdote acts as a mediator between the socialist-realistic myth of D. Furmanov, who
depicted “reality in its revolutionary development,” and the myth of the brothers
Vasiliiev about the cultural hero, whose demythologization generates a huge number
of anecdotes about Vasilii Ivanovich and his “retinue” — Petka and Anka-
Puliemotchitsa.

In an anecdote, the legendary division commander is embodied in the cultural
archetype of the trickster. He vividly manifests the dual nature of the cultural hero
with its ambivalence and ethical dualism reflected by E. Meletinskii. As the
researcher notes, on the one hand, the myth sets the rules and regulations, which does
not always allow the cultural hero to violate them and be the representative of anti-
behavior. On the other hand, it gives the cultural hero the features of a cheat-
prankster (the trickster) capable of various tricks, deception, abduction[19, p.25-27].

The combination of cultural hero and trickster in one person, the anecdotes’
hero Vasilii Ivanovich, similar to the archaic myth, serves as an antidote to the total
regulation of ideology. It could be therefore, that a great amount of anecdotes about
Chapaev, which arose immediately after the appearance of the film of the same name,
are still inexhaustible. These represent the heroic personality as a typical trickster: a
prankster, a liar, a rogue, not always successful womanizer, but at the same time
light-hearted and in a way artistic. In contrast to the officialdom, as if protesting the
imposed ideological schemes and dogmas, the mass consciousness actualized these

very features of his personality, while clearly admiring him. For example, “Ilemoka:



— Bacunuii Hsanosuu, raxas-mo c60104b 8 cocedHell OepegHe 8cex 0e60K
nepenopmunal! Bacunuii Meanosuuy (uepuso nookpyuueas yc): — Takyaic u conous!”

According to M. Lipovetskii, the Soviet man’s love for tricksters relates to the
“schizophrenic multiplicity and mercury mobility of the Soviet subject” [15, p.235] —
the trickster has parallel lives and easily changes one role to another. This trickster
characteristic is also inherent in Vasilii Ivanovich, who successfully combines
several, sometimes incompatible, roles. Adding to this, Chapaev from the anecdotes
Is endowed with boldness, spirit generosity, drinking and having-good-time skills,
adventurism, lack of ideology. These are in other words features admired by the mass
person who are far from the ideologically correct image of the Red Army
commander.

The element of anti-behavior is realized in carnival laughter by images of the
material and physical basis, trickster signs are the moments that describe Vasilii
Ivanovich’s dressing in the skin of animals (masking). As a rule, play on words and
pun are the dominant techniques in the poetics of this cycle of anecdotes. For
example: “ITocmpoun Yanaii oususuro u coeopum: — bouyvi-kpacnocsapoetiyvl! Kak
8bl Oymaeme: nmuyam oenveu Hyxcuol? — Huxax nem, mosapuw xomous! — Tax eéom,
opavl, sauty 3apniamy s nponun! Iloobecaem Anka: — A moro, Bacunv Heanviu? — U
meoro, 1acmoyxka, moyce.”

All this confirms the interaction of the trickster “with the archetype structures
of thinking and consciousness, which are purely mythological in nature. Every time,
since the connection between a new comic image and its oldest archetype is captured,
we may claim the presence of the mythological dimension in the work” [27, p.387].
The analysis conducted allows us to state the mythopoetic element of the Soviet
anecdote as a product of mass consciousness, realized in the culture of laughter.

Attention should be drawn to another aspect, which makes it possible to assert
“the convergence of the phenomena of myth and anecdote” (L. Stolovich) in the
culture of the twentieth century. This implies anthropological and sociological factors
that influenced the actualization of myth-creation and anecdote as a folklore genre in

a transitional era. In this regard, we may single out several intersection points of myth



and anecdote. It is known that the myth- creation of the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries was a reaction to the crisis of the rationalism of modern times,
breaking the “already formed balance between collective and individual forms of
consciousness” [28, p. 52]. As a result of global cultural and historical shifts (splits of
empires, growth of cities), a change in the center and periphery characteristic of
transitivity occurs in the hierarchy of modern values. Collective forms of creativity,
marginalized by the previous development, in the unstable situation of the collapse of
the traditional culture and the birth of a new one, begin to occupy dominant positions.

The element of myth-creation embraces various spheres of culture — the elite
and the mass, the official and the local, and violates the boundaries between the
literary and the non-literary. While the urban population growing, a new
anthropological type emerges — a man of the masses who gains his voice in the
activities where not individual, but the collective creates. Myth-creation and folklore
as the most immanent forms of collective consciousness in the culture of the
twentieth century, were developing simultaneously, basing on an invariant foundation
— mass consciousness. Possessing myth-creative potencies, as L. Stolovich notes, “the
anecdote creates an aesthetic and literary reality, transferring into mass consciousness
(the image of the “Land of fools”, existing in every nation, “Radio Yerevan”, “the
Englishman” or “the Chukchi man”, Lenin, Pushkin, Chapaev, Stirlitz, Brezhnev as
the characters of anecdotes, post-war “general’s wives” and post-Perestroika “the
New Russians”, etc.) [26]. In anecdotes, the mythologized mass consciousness finds
simple explanations of a complex set of the surrounding world facts and processes. In
the broader sense, an anecdote, as well as a myth, is an indirect manifestation of the
collective unconscious.

Concurrently, we indicate the difference between anecdote and myth.
According to L. Stolovich, it lies in the seriousness of the myth as opposed to the
playful, witty-comic nature of the anecdote. M. Kagan also writes about this,
claiming that the literary value of the mini-narrative is determined by its ability to
cause a smile or laugh, even if it is “laughter through the tears” [9]. As a phenomenon

of unofficial culture, the anecdote trifles with all regulatory institutions: ideology,



culture, social stereotypes, national preferences and values, tightly embracing
everyday life. There are no hierarchies for it. He freely crosses the established
boundaries, destroys rituals and taboos, inverts the norms and rules, “turning the
minside out”. The anecdote as if tests their strength, thereby provoking the recipient’s
awareness of relativity, and sometimes the illusiveness of official norms greatness
and firmness. Regarding the ordinary reality, the world image in an anecdote is an
anti-world, where the norm is a kind of a deviation from the standpoint of the
dominant ideology and morality. Thus, in the Soviet anecdote it is embodied not only
the axiological coordinates of the “silent majority”, but also the “portraits” of its
manipulators — the communist leaders, the pantheon of heroes, iconic images of
official and mass culture, and the representatives of the media.

The Soviet anecdote is well known as a product of urban laughter culture,
“folklore of intelligentsia”. The notion of “folklore of intelligentsia” is
conceptualized by Yu. Borev [2].“In totalitarian societies,” writes the scholar, “where
the intelligentsia could not entrust their life experience to paper, a whole layer of
culture emerged —folklore of intelligentsia, giving an alternative to the history image
created by documents” [3].

Using all means of the comic, namely sarcasm, irony, frank mockery, pun, and
humorous implications, “folklore of intelligentsia” in its favorite anecdote genre
deconstructs the lexicon of the communist ideology. Its slogans, appeals, texts of
official culture are filled with new semantics. Their recoding appears as a result of
corrupted citation, travesty, parody foregrounding, language distortion. For example,
to the slogan “/[la 30pascmeyem cosemckuii HapoO — cmpoumenb KOMMYHUIMA
(“Long live the Soviet people — the builder of communism’), an anonymous author
adds an epithet meaning “eternal”. The achieved ironic effect: the people IS “seunwiii
cmpoumenv kommynusma” (“the eternal builder of communism”) — destroy the
“official” meaning and pathos totally. The widely replicated Marxists’ formula “om
Kaxco020 no cnocobonocmsam, kaxcoomy no nompeornocmsam” (“from each according

to his ability, to each according to his needs”), as a result of parodic foregrounding,



receives a new semantics: “if they don’t give according to the needs, we’ll steal
according to our abilities”.

Due to the laughter nature, the anecdote deprives the Soviet era rituals and
myths of sacredness, creating its own neo-myth, which allows us to signify their
secondary mythologization in the mass consciousness. This feature is most clearly
realized in the demythologization of the “pantheon” of the Soviet era leaders and
heroes. The hero of the anecdote is not Chapaev, Lenin, Stalin, Brezhnev as historical
figures or literary-cinematic characters, but their anti-cultural parodies. “Hoem
Bacunun Heanosuu nwsauwvii, 2epsA3Hbll, OnlesaHuuvll, 6 conome. Hasecmpeuy emy
Ilemvka. — Bacunuii Meanosuu, met omxyoa maxou!? — U3 anexoomos, Ilemovxa, u3z
anexoomos”. The motive of dirt, dominant in the image of the divisional commander,
goes back to the mythological trickster. According to L. Hyde, “the main thing that
the trickster prefers to do is to obliterate or violate the line between dirty and clean,”
including “returning to life with the help of dirt”. In this regard, continues Hyde, the
cultural function of the trickster is similar to the carnival functions in the
M. Bakhtin’s description [op. cit.: 15, p.243]. Undoubtedly, for the people as a
language and anecdote maker to burden himself with knowledge of mythological or
culturological conceptions was the last thing to do. In this case it is a vivid illustration
of the way archetypical structures of the myth being manifested through collective
creative work in the modern anecdote.

The bidirectionality of the anecdote is manifested in its functions and
pragmatics: on the one hand, it reflects the values, stereotypes and moods of the mass
consciousness; on the other hand, opposing the official ideology, it forms a new
evaluative position, thereby freeing man of the masses from ideological dogmas.
“Uncensored” political laughter performs a compensatory function, since it serves to
create a laughter catharsis, to remove contradictions, thus giving the narrator and
listener the possibility of verbal “satisfaction”, originally embedded in the anecdote.
Exemption from anger and dissatisfaction caused by the actions of the authorities

allows an ordinary citizen to adapt to ideological and social “doublethink™, as it is



precisely stated in the slogan from the anecdote: “Konebancs, no emecme c nunueii
napmuu’.

A similar compensatory function is performed by the myth, which is
considered by its authoritative researchers (R. Caillois, F. Cassidy, O. Rank,
S. Freud). As N. Khrenov notes with reference to R. Caillois, it is the myth that
“shows to consciousness an image of such a behavior to which it feels inclined” [28,
p.31-32]. There it is significant the analogy between compensatory function of the
myth and of the anecdote. ldentifying themselves with gods or heroes (which is
characteristic of the myth reception) or with a clever and witty anecdote hero who
can defeat influential authorities, both the narrator and listener are thereby ousting
from consciousness negative experiences and conflicts, as if it happened in reality.

In the deconstruction of the Soviet mass consciousness mythologemes, the
pragmatics of anecdote is of special importance. The totalitarian government
understood this, having banned it from the mid-1920s. For the spreading of political
anecdotes criminal penalties followed, up to the highest measure in the period of
Stalinism. Nevertheless, the anecdote does not leave the culture of laughter, which,
according to Bakhtin, is always oppositional to the official culture. This is revealed
by numerous variations of this plot. For example, “3uaeme, xmo cmpoun
benomopcko-barmuiickuti  xanan? C o00Ho20 bGepeea me, KmMO paccKasvbléal
noaumuveckue arekoomsl, a ¢ opyeoco — me, kmo caywan’.Or. “Hosenvrkozo
npusenu 6 mpemMHyo kamepy. «3a umo meoa? — cnpawusarom cmapoxcuivly — «/la
3a nemsb...». «Kak smo — «3a nenv»?» — ((Hy, ecmpemuiacia ¢ npusimenem, OH MHe
aHekoomuK, s1 emy amekoomuk, o noseonul, a s noaenuncs’”. Researchers noted
another paradox: “the ‘lower classes’ of society (peasants, workers, etc.) sometimes
did not notice the political sense in their narratives and songs and learned about the
latter only in the dungeons of the GPU / NKVD” [21]. The anecdote promptly
responded to the weakening of censorship and persecution of dissent in the late
Soviet period: “Ymo maxoe yyenennwiii anexoom? — Dmo amekoom, 3a KOMOPbIil

panbuue oasanu 10 nem, a menepb MmoavKo cemv’”.



It is known that the Soviet ideology and culture, as well as a whole its society,
are hierarchical. At the top of the hierarchy it is found the sacred ideologeme “the
bright path to communism”. The culture of socialist realism mythologizes historical
periods of the Soviet country, which received the cliché name “stages of a long path”.
The myth about the imminent coming of the Golden Age for some time becomes an
effective means of controlling the mass consciousness. In accord with social realism,
the idea of the Soviet world, when the wish is mistaken for the reality, is widely
embedded in the mass consciousness. However, in the periods of Khrushchev and
Brezhnev, the idea of a utopian future is subjected to the greatest demythologization:
“Camviti kopomxuii anexoom — KOMmyHUsM”; “Camvlii OIUHHBIL AHEKOOm —
npocpamma CmpoumenbCmea KOMMyHusma.”

Soviet ideology activates one of the leading myth functions — the function of
psychological compensation, which is associated with new cosmogonies. The mass
consciousness is made to believe the idea of the social model uniqueness of the new
world — “heaven on earth” — which has no analogues in the history of mankind.
However, the anecdote responds to this mythologeme too: “Ha mom ceeme
ecmpemunuce Xpucmoc u Mapke. — Ilouemy meoe anmunayunoe yueHue
cywecmeyem yace noumu 2000 nem, a moe HayuHoe paccelnaemcs uepes noamopa
cmoaemus? — cnpocuii Xpucma OCHOBONOJIOJHCHUK HAYYHO2O0 KOMMYHUSMA. — Teos
OCHOBHASL OWUOKA 8 MOM, YMO Mbl CEOU Pall NOKaA3an’”.

The structural principle of this anecdote is an agon, understood in its
mythological meaning as a contest, a verbal, effective duel. The idea of agon is
realized in the pragmatics of the anecdote, in its model of the world, built on a
semantic contrast. Cultural variations of the contest, when the characters engaging in
dialogues, betting, asking each other tricky questions and riddles, are one of the
steady features of the Soviet anecdote poetics. For example, the anecdotes of the
Second World War, where Stalin argues with Churchill and Roosevelt and wins the
duel (one of the few cases representing Stalin rather positively), disputes and actions

in the so-called “national” anecdotes, etc.



In the ideological myth about the communist tomorrow, there have been
modified two universal myths: the story of the search for an earthly paradise, as a
kind of ideal world in which all desires are fulfilled, and a monomyth about “a
thousand-face hero”. “The thousand-face hero” is the people who undergo initiation,
leaving the world of everyday life in the realm of the higher and sacred. The final
stage of the journey, its apotheosis and reward will be the embodied dream of an
ideal society with its concern for common wealth and prosperity. However, in the
Soviet anecdote, the ideologeme “the bright path to communism” is surrounded by
everyday life marks and profaned openly. The need to solve ordinary everyday issues
appears to be an annoying obstacle on the path of the victorious people to
communism. Contrary to the official myth about universal satiety and prosperity, the
masses are captured by the quite prosaic dream of gastronomic abundance in the real
life. And when the food crisis comes once again, the anecdotes’ authors remind the
Soviet people that “no dopoce 6 kommynuzm kopmume He obewanu’.

Using the gap between ideology and everyday life, the anecdote deconstructs
ideas of “beautiful outward appearance” in favor of the true nature. So, referring to
the artifact of the Stalin period “The Book of Tasty and Healthy Food” — beautifully
illustrated and far from ordinary everyday people (recipes with artichokes, lobsters,
profiteroles, etc.) — the anecdote offers its own, equally absurd, one: “Hosoe uzoanue
«KHueu o exycHoti u 300poeou nuujey. Peyenm nepeviti: «Omeapu nomuxoHbKy
kanumky...»”. S0 the comic effect is created by means of incomplete homonyms
(“omeopu” meaning to open, and “omeapu” — to boil) in reminiscences from the
popular romance “Kalitka (lyrics and music written by A. Obukhov); allusions to the
constant care of the ordinary person for their daily bread; ironic implication arising
from the juxtaposition of two daily occurrences (the romance and the anecdote) and
the collision of these worlds.

The intertextuality of the anecdote given above, taken from the world of
culture, visually fixes its belonging to “folklore of intelligentsia”. The anecdote of the
1950s in the traditional question-and-answer form, in which the recipient will easily

recognize the immortal quotation from G. Orwell, has the same book character: “Are



the Soviet people equal? — Yes, equal. But some are more equal than others.” The
appearance of the anecdote chronologically coincides with the publication of the
Dystopia of G. Orwell’s “Nineteen Eighty-Four”, which suggests its literary origin as

another source of “folklore of intelligentsia”.

CONCLUSIONS

The study of the mythopoetics and pragmatics of the Soviet anecdote covers a
significant problem field. The “easy” genre is far from a simple subject of research.
This can be explained by its “composite” nature, existence at the boundaries of
speech and laughter culture, the mediator position between the official and local
laughter culture, features of pragmatics and communicative strategies, poetic
characteristics.

The Soviet anecdote is a kind of speech genre, which develops in the sphere of
laughter culture. Its belonging to urban culture allows us to consider it as a genre of
urban folklore too. The Soviet anecdote reflects the mental world of a man of the
masses, his hierarchy of values, attitude to official authority structures, sociocultural
processes and everyday life.

A comparison of myth and anecdote makes it possible to state a typological
resemblance and difference between these two cultural phenomena. The similarity of
myth and anecdote is fixed at the level of their myth-creative potencies and
pragmatics, in the ability to be a source of memory, in common compensatory
functions; it is marked its anonymity, or rather a collective author; the creative
potentiality of myth and anecdote, producing from a word new reality, their
connection with the mass consciousness. It is revealed that the trickster hero, typical
for the anecdote, correlates with the archetype structures of thinking and
consciousness, going back to the mythological ones. In the mythologeme of the
trickster as well as in the trickster hero of the anecdote, such a common feature as
ambivalence is clearly manifested.

While studying the poetics of the Soviet anecdote, comic manifestations were

identified such as sarcasm, irony, unconcealed mockery, pun, parody, humorous



implications, play on words, semantic inversion. The poetics of the anecdote
performs the pragmatic function of the ideological myth deconstruction. A special
part in the Soviet reality demythologization is played by the pragmatics of the

anecdote implemented in communicative strategies.
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