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In his 1928 essay About Myself, the Critics, and My Work Mikhail Zoshchenko identified the author behind the personalized skaz narrator of his early stories as a “temporary substitute for the proletarian writer,” who writes in the language of the “hegemonic class” while the “hegemonic class” learns how to write. However, the seductive impalpability of the authorial position in a skaz narrative prompted a majority of contemporary Zoshchenko critics to read his texts for subversive messages: Zoshchenko was denounced as a narrow-minded petit bourgeois (meshchanin), who corrupted the Russian language for no purpose other than mockery. Aiming to defend himself from critical accusations, Zoshchenko published a collection of actual letters from his readers, interspersed with his own comments (Letters to the writer, 1929.) Instead of confirming Zoshchenko’s reputation as a proletarian writer, the book provoked further manifestations of critical mistrust: his correspondents were blamed to be just the same petit bourgeois as their addressee. At the same time, Letters to the writer laid bare that Zoshchenko’s target readership took his texts at face value, and re-conceptualized a “temporary substitute for the proletarian author” into a “proletarian author” proper.  

This paper examines Zoshchenko’s Letters to the writer as the skaz writer’s articulated attempt to restore the control over his authorial identity. Interpreting the collective author of the Letters as an emancipated skaz narrator, this paper explores the tension between Zoshchenko’s authorial identity the way in which it was rewritten by his reader, as well as that projected by author himself. How does the collective “proletarian writer” conceptualize Zoshchenko as his “role model”? What is the collective understanding of the aims and methods of  “proletarian literature”, and how does it inform our understanding of the literary process in the years immediately preceding the First Soviet Writers Congress (1934)?

