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I argue that the intellectual alcoholic male of late Soviet literature takes on features of a medieval holy fool. This becomes most apparent in the works of Sergei Dovlatov (1941-1990), whose popularity has reached cult status in post-Soviet Russia. His works reverse Soviet and common-sense values: alcoholics are noble, the unemployed are heroes, and sloth is preferred to an active life. Dovlatov’s protagonists—mostly intellectual alcoholics marginalized by the Soviet regime—get drunk, fall down, make funny gestures, thus engaging in a kind of physical comedy. They also exhibit a certain theatricality—they playact and use theatrical props. They hurt their wives and loved ones, annoy their friends and colleagues and cause disturbances in social life by their raucous behavior; they draw attention to themselves, wear inappropriate clothes and virtually have no material possessions. At the same time, they are extremely sensitive, caring, well-read, have deep insights into both Soviet society and human psychology. Furthermore, they exhibit a number of Orthodox Christian—perhaps even monastic—values including pity for others, asceticism, humility, and struggle for a singular cause. And, society both venerates (because they are able to live, at some level, outside the Soviet political and social structure) and fears them (because association with them could mean trouble with the authorities, loss of one’s job, perhaps even prison).  










In this light, Dovlatov’s heroes can be seen as a type of Brezhnev-era holy fool.

Dovlatov’s prose, as well as the writings and art of many of his contemporaries (e.g., V. Erofeev, V. Vysotsky), partially continue the tradition of medieval Russian laughter, with its dualistic understanding of the world and embracing of both mockery and piety.



