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The paper identifies a recurrent pattern in Fazil Iskander’s prose: his characters obsessively resort to elusive utterances, ambiguous gestures, and other deliberately conspicuous, yet at the same time covert messages, whose meaning is playfully decoded and commented upon by the narrator.


This “theatrical” technique, borrowed from Leo Tolstoy and richly developed by Iskander, is discussed in connection with the Aesopian writing of the Thaw prose, the writer’s   “oriental” style and some archetypal motifs underpinning his narratives.

Close readings of two texts by Iskander are offered, demonstrating how this invariant permeates his writing. 


One is his very early piece “Rasskaz o more” (“A story about the sea”; 1962), in which the “theatrical” motif is placed in the service of the tale’s initiation theme. 


In the other text, a fragment from “Bogatyi portnoi i khiromant” (“The rich tailor and the palm reader”; 1970), is the same motif is deployed to flesh out the power play between two protagonists, a pompous would-be “top-dog,” and a dignified underdog, and the compromises they are able to work out thanks to the “theater.”

 
On the theoretical level, the paper considers such concepts as speech acts,  paralinguistic signs and facial and body language and their relevance to literary analysis.
