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Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky (1887-1950) is best known today for his 150 prose narratives, brilliant experiments in the phantasmagorical parable ranging from novellas to one-paragraph miniatures. Fewer than a dozen were published during his lifetime. He also authored radio scripts, libretti, pantomimes, vaudevilles and stage comedies (ten in all, only one performed, and the best plays shelved). His writings on the drama of others, as well as his employment as adaptor of plays, editor, and lecturer in aesthetics in the Actors’ Studio of the Moscow Chamber Theater, made up his “public face” and justified his election to the Writers’ Union in 1939. He was an Anglophile whose closest professional friends were scholars and translators of Shakespeare, Swift, Dickens, Poe, and Bernard Shaw.   

In the 1930s, Krzhizhanovsky wrote eight substantial critical essays on Shakespeare and three on Shaw, as well as studies of titles, stage directions, and epigraphs. Portions of these pieces were actually published; but it was not party-line academic scholarship. They contain startling ideas about Shakespearean genre; the relative velocity of comedy and tragedy; the role of the actor; the use of dreams, wordplay, and songs; the bloodthirstiness of the chronicles; how Shakespeare should be translated into English, and how Shakespearean ideas move and do battle differently than their Shavian counterparts. This paper will highlight Krzhizhanovsky’s most potent critical ideas about these two great English playwrights, suggesting links between their practice (which he did not always align with the conventions of the Stalinist stage), his own philosophy of theater, and his most unusual short prose fiction.
