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My paper suggests a reexamination of the Russian literary gothic and “uncanny” tradition from the point of view of ethnography and empire. Recent studies of empire and colonialism (especially in the British context) have turned to the literary gothic because of its tendency to challenge Enlightenment categories and hierarchies, among them race, ethnicity, and the very distinction between human and non-human. In the Russian case, the binaries characteristic of the Enlightenment mentality—West/East, civilization/barbarism, human/non-human, self/other, etc.—turn out to be particularly problematic because of the fluidity of the Russian imperial borders and the instability of the Russian identity as such. In Russian literature, I argue, one observes a tendency to associate threat, danger and otherness less with exotic and ethnically distant groups than with those that are culturally and ethnically close to the Russians, or “self”—just as, according to Freud, the truly uncanny (unheimlich) resides not in something completely strange and unfamiliar but in something that is familiar but not fully recognized. As an example, I will analyze one of the earliest texts of the Russian gothic tradition, Nikolai Karamzin’s story “The Island of Bornholm,” where the uncanny effect, I will argue, to a large degree derives from the ethnic and historic ties between the local population and the Russian traveler. 




