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VASILII SHUKSHIN’S DISCOURSE AND EXPLORATION
OF RUSSIAN MASCULINITY

David Gillespie

Abstract. This article analyses a key text from the ‘village prose’ movement
in late Soviet literature, both the novella and film of Vasilii Shukshin’s Kalina
krasnaia (1973-1974). The article begins with a survey of the main writers of
‘village prose’ in Soviet literature of the 1950s to 1970s, and then locates the
work of the writer, actor and director Vasilii Shukshin within this corpus.
With reference to both the published novella and the film, and by examining
in particular the depiction of the main character, Egor Prokudin, the author at-
tempts to show how the motif of masculinity runs through the text and be-
comes the dominant theme in Shukshin’s social and cultural worlds. This mo-
tif, furthermore,reveals the deeper level of spiritual significance the work has,
and its unique place in the history of Soviet literature.
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Introduction

Vasilii Shukshin (1929-1974) is commonly identified with the ‘vil-
lage prose’ school of writing that emerged in Soviet literature in the
1950s and flourished until the mid—1970s, when, indeed, most of its ma-
jor works were published. Village prose of the 1950s—1970s produced
some of the most interesting, and artistically beguiling, works of the en-
tire Soviet period.

‘Village prose’ had certain thematic roots in Russian literature of the
nineteenth century, especially the descriptions of village life and village
people in works by, for example, Ivan Turgenev, Nikolai Leskov and Gleb
Uspenskii. As a coherent artistic movement within Soviet culture, however,
it emerged from an essay published by Fedor Abramov (1920-1983) in the
journal Novyi mir in 1954. Entitled ‘Liudi kolkhoznoi derevni v poslevoen-
noi proze’, it condemned the falsification of rural reality in recent novels,
and was considered a daring statement at that time. Abramov remained true
to his credentials, subsequently producing novels and shorter works that de-
picted in unflinching detail the daily lives of rural dwellers in the Russian
north, his own ‘malaia rodina’ [1]. Abramov gave ‘village prose’ its identity
and its ideology, which were to be developed by other writers in the subse-
quent decades [2. P. 18—19]. Without Abramov’s lead, it is unlikely that Al-
exander Solzhenitsyn (1918-2008) could have produced ‘Matrenin dvor’ in
1963, his masterpiece of ‘village prose’ [3].

Both Shukhshin and Abramov shared a rural upbringing; they were
born and raised as children in the village, and this well of early experience
served both well in their subsequent literary creations. Other ‘village writers’
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of the 1960s and 1970, such as Vasilii Belov (1932-2012), Viktor Astaf’ev
(1924-2002) and Valentin Rasputin (1937-2015) were also from a rural
background, and also described the village of their childhood in their subse-
quent work. Their work above all embodies the role of personal memory as a
basis for creation and identity, memory as a means of understanding the
huge changes in rural life since their childhood, and to try to understand the
importance of the passage of time [4. P. 188—189].

“Village prose’ explored other avenues of Soviet reality, and one fo-
cus was on recent history, in particular, the collectivization of agriculture
in the 1920s and 1930s. Vasilii Belov began a series of novels in the 1970s
that showed in great detail the cataclysmic changes enforced collectiviza-
tion brought to the Russian village, ably supported by Boris Mozhaev
(1923-1996), with his trilogy of novels in the late 1980s. The character and
personality of the rural dweller, male and female, young and old, concen-
trated on their relationship with history and the land, with their relationship
to the natural world often starkly in contrast with that of Soviet urban
dwellers of the time [5. P. 611]. Rasputin’s work, in particular, contrasted
the rich cultural life of the Russian village with the impersonality and al-
ienation of urban life.

By the mid-1970s ‘village prose’ had run its thematic course, the nos-
talgic yearning for a lost idyll reflected in titles such as Proshchanie s Mate-
roi’, Poslednii srok, Poslednii poklon, works which also expressed the cer-
tainty of the passage of time and inexorability of history. The ‘harmony’ of
an idealized past was replaced by the social uncertainty of the present, and
writers such as Belov and Rasputin embraced a cultural and political nation-
alism in the 1990s that was fed by political instability and social collapse.

Shukshin and “Village Prose’

Shukshin also described village life, with a sharp eye for the charac-
ters that inhabited it. Yet Shukshin was not just a writer. He was also heavily
involved in film-making, and starred in and directed films based on his own
writings. Moreover, Shukshin was also not a ‘typical’ writer of village prose,
for his characters are often men who have already left the village of their
childhood to move to the town, but who are unable to adapt to urban living,
and, more significantly, experience a spiritual void in their lives. As Kath-
leen Parthé concisely puts it, Shukshin’s heroes are ‘caught between the city
and the village, awkward, unhappy, and nowhere completely at home, with
no solace for their aching souls’ [6. P. 112].

These ‘aching souls’ find expression in impulsive and irrational acts,
such as when a man escapes from prison three months before he is due to be
released simply to spend some time in his native village in the Spring, alt-
hough he knows this will add further time to his sentence (the short story
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‘Stepka’) Other instances include a war veteran who regales urban tourists
with his story of almost assassinating Hitler, which of course never hap-
pened (the short story ‘Milles Pardons, Madame’). Similarly, a villager takes
great delight in humiliating visiting intellectuals (or so he assumes) by
demonstrating his superior knowledge of certain facts, all derived from read-
ing popular magazines (the short story ‘Srezal’).

Shukshin’s most memorable creation is Egor Prokudin in the story and
the film Kalina krasnaia. The novella was first published in 1973 in the jour-
nal Nash sovremennik, which published much ‘village prose’ in the 1970s (in-
cluding Rasputin’s major fiction) [6]. The film was released in March 1974,
directed by and starring Shukshin as Prokudin, and its success was undoubted-
ly affected by Shukshin’s own untimely death in October of that year. The rest
of this article will be devoted to an analysis of both the film and the novella,
noting where the two diverge in places, but with an emphasis on Shukshin’s
depiction of Prokudin as representing Russian/Soviet masculinity at a particu-
lar time in history and social development.

There is no doubt that a large part of the success of Shukshin’s portrayal
of Prokudin is the unflinching demonstration of his character’s inner pain and
anxiety, as the actor shows with his use of abrupt physical movements,
strained facial expression and short, clipped verbal delivery. What Prokudin
searches for above all in his life is inner freedom, ‘volia’, and this word, rather
than ‘svoboda’, occurs in the first pages of the story when he is released from
prison. When he is leaving prison he recites Esenin’s poem ‘Mir tainstvennyi,
mir moi drevnii’, with a clear presentiment of his own death:

...B cHexHyto BBIOCITD

3aMmeTanach 3BEHALIAs XKYTh,
3npaBCcTBYH, MOU YepHAs THOCND

A HaBcTpeuy k Tebe Berxoxy [7. C. 111].

Another tragic cultural and historical reference is when he later arrives
in Liuba’s village of lasnoe, and her father calls him ‘Sten’ka Razin’.

Egor Prokudin is further surrounded by motifs from Russian literature
and culture. Sad songs are sung around a table where there should be merriment,
there are paintings on walls and pendants by the nineteenth-century artists Ivan
Shishkin, Viktor Vasnetsov and Ivan Kramskoi, the Russian countryside around
Liuba’s village is filmed as if a direct reflection of a landscape painting by
Shishkin or Isaak Levitan. Prokudin is also a man surrounded by history, wheth-
er it be the graveyard with nineteenth century graves he escapes into on the run
from the police, or the Civil War when he asks Liuba’s father (half-jokingly, but
in the language and tone of a Stalinist interrogator) if he had served with Admi-
ral Kolchak. Her father angrily replies that he is an ‘eternal Stakhanovite’ with
eighteen official commendations (‘pochetnye gramoty”).

Prokudin is, however, characterized above all by his alienation. When
he rejoins his gang after prison he talks about his ‘long-suffering soul’ and
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‘desired freedom [volia]’, and how his soul ‘weeps’. As a career criminal
trying to find a peaceful life and make a clean break with his former gang
he is alienated from social norms of behaviour, and he refuses to
acknowledge his own mother. He is alienation from village ways is exem-
plified when in the bath-house he throws hot water not on the stones, but
on Liuba’s brother, Petro. Prokudin’s alienation, though, goes deeper, for
he is referred to in number of variations of his own name, such as Egor,
Zhorzh, Zhorzhik, Gore (with some symbolic significance), Georgii,
Dzhordzh, Egorushka, as if others are unsure of his real identity. This is
also reflected during his first day in Liuba’s home, when he puts on un-
derwear belonging to her former husband. Prokudin later dresses up birch
trees in his own clothes, another signifier of lost identity. When he goes to
the town in search of ‘debauchery’ he also dresses accordingly. The motif
of dressing in different clothes is a clear signifier of shifting identity. At
the moment when he seems to have reintegrated with society by driving a
tractor and thus establishing his link with the land, he is killed wearing the
clothes of a ‘peasant’, shot by Guboshlep, the gang leader, in a birch grove.
He dies, finally at one with his native land: ‘U nexan oH, pycckuit Kpechs-
HUH B POJHOU cTemnu, BOmm3u ot goma’ [6. P. 132].

Prokudin’s tragedy is not simply that of an individual. Shukshin has
created a character who represents the tragedy of the Russian male in the
twentieth century, uprooted from his roots at an early age, the victim of the
impersonal social and historical processes of his time, a martyr and a symbol.
Shukshin’s camerawork in the film makes this aspect clear: at moments of
heightened emotional strain Prokudin’s suffering face is shown in close-up;
when he leaves prison the camera shows a ruined church in the background,
and when he breaks down after seeing his mother the white facade of a church
rises up behind him, offering him some spiritual succour. One of his first ac-
tions on leaving prison is to embrace a white birch tree as his ‘bride’.

At the start of the novella Prokudin is described as a ‘poet’ by an old
woman he meets. Both in the novel and the film he is associated with Sergei
Esenin, ‘the last poet of the village’. As he steps out to meet his former gang,
the film includes a flashback to the prison, where an inmate sings to guitar
accompaniment Esenin’s poem ‘Pis’mo materi’, written by a prodigal son
who has not seen his native village or his mother for many years:

S no-npexxHeMy Tako# K€ HEXHBIN
U medraio TONBKO JIUIIB O TOM,
Utob ckopee OT TOCKHA MATEKHOM
Boporutbcs B cTapeHbKHI HALLL JJOM.

51 BepHYCB, KOI'ZIa PACKUHET BETBU
[lo-Becennemy Harr OenbIid cajl.

TonbKO ThI MEHS YK€ Ha PACCBETE

He Oynu, xak Bocemsb jer Hazan [7. C. 156].



Vasilii Shukshin’s discourse and exploration 33

Like Esenin, Prokudin is a tragic figure, surrounded by motifs from
Russian folklore (dances, songs, the title song which occurs twice), Russian
art and Russian literature. He is a victim and an embodiment of Russia’s tur-
bulent twentieth-century history, but his suffering ennobles that history, and
imbues it with spiritual meaning and value.

Conclusion

Egor Prokudin is a tragic figure, but his fate is shown within a Rus-
sian historical and cultural context in order to embody the suffering of
the nation in the twentieth century. Through the exploration of masculini-
ty, in the motifs of dressing and cross-dressing, in the uneven duel with
the alpha-male Guboshlep, and in the depiction of his inner suffering,
Prokudin is seen as a Russian martyr, who nevertheless is returned in
death to Mother Russia.
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AHHOTaNUsI. AHAJTU3UPYETCs KIIIOUEBOM TEKCT YKaHpa PYCCKOW JIUTEPATYPhl «ICPEBEHCKAs
Mpo3ay» B MO3/IHEH COBETCKO# JuTeparype, K KOTOPOMY OTHOCHTCSI KaK MOBECTb, TaK U (PHIbM
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Bacunus Ilykmmna «Kanuna kpacHasy (1973—1974). IIpuBoaurcst 0030p OCHOBHBIX aBTOPOB
«IEPEeBEHCKOM MPO3bI» B COBETCKOM uTeparype 1950-1970-x rr., a 3aTeM BHUMaHHE COCpe-
JIOTAYMBAETCA Ha paboTax mucarens, aktepa U pexuccepa Bacumus Hlykimba u3 Kopryca
XYI0KECTBEHHBIX TEKCTOB JAaHHOro xaHpa. imenHo pabotsl IllykiuHa (ero XymoxecTBeH-
HbIC MPOM3BEICHHUS W (DUIBMBI, CO3JAHHBIC HAa MX OCHOBE) MO3BOJISIFOT PACKPBITH OCOOBIM
THUIIUYHO PYCCKHMM IHUCKYPC, OTJIMYAIOIIUNCSA CBOCH €CTECTBEHHOCTBHIO M JKUBOCTBIO SI3bIKA.
AHanusupyercs JUCKypC TIIaBHOro repos nmosectd U GuibsMa «Kanuna kpachas» Eropa Ilpo-
KYIMHA, TIPEANPHUHATA TOMNBITKA TOKa3aTh, KAK MOTHB MY>KECTBEHHOCTH MPOCIICKHUBACTCS Ha
BCEM €ro MPOTSHKEHHH M CTAHOBUTCS JOMHHHUPYIOMICH TEMOH B COLHAIBLHOM M KYIbTYPHOM
mupe Ilykmumaa. KpoMe TOro, MOTHB MY)XECTBEHHOCTH PacKpbIBaeT 0Oojiee TIIyOOKHH ypo-
BEHb JIyXOBHOI'O 3HAYCHHUS UCCICAYEMOIl paboThl 1 €€ YHUKAJIbHOE MECTO B MUCTOPHU COBET-
CKOM JIUTEpaTyphl.

KitioueBble ciioBa: coBeTCKas JIUTEpaTypa; TUCKYPC; IEPEBEHCKas [P03a; MYKECTBEHHOCTD;
JTyXOBHOE OTUY)KICHHE.
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