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In the 1830s, Russian society experienced a heightened sensitivity to flux and transition as it became engaged in shaping its own national models of cultural behavior. Relocation, social mobility, and strategies of adaptation, which were expedited due to the development of capitalism in early nineteenth-century Russia, created the conditions necessary for multiple identifications of marginal subjects, yet at the same time fashioned uniquely Russian types. Faddei Bulgarin’s collection of feuilletons and sketches, published in his journal The Northern Bee in the 1820s-1830s, presents rich material to explore the themes of reinvention of self through mimicry and social mobility. The author satirically portrays the urge of marginal and provincial Russian subjects to copy the cultural codes of the high Petersburg society. The borrowed “aristocratic” identities of Bulgarin's characters appear to lend them mimetic substance through a self-constituting act achieved within the realm of consumption. One of the objectives of this study is to demonstrate how this imitative, emulative society constituted Russian identities by equipping them with the signs and tokens of certain social groups. Various social practices will be analyzed in order to demonstrate the anxiety of status of these new imperial subjects and the visibility of “class margins.” This study raises the following questions: What sort of cultural developments were taking place in the Russian empire during the 1820s-1830s, an increasing homogenization, differentiation or fragmentation of Russian society? What were the “mobilizers” that facilitated movement of people, objects, and ideas at the time? How did mobility, traditionally perceived as a threat to the notions of rootedness and national uniqueness, paradoxically increase the search for Russian national identity?

