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In my presentation I will address Boris Pil’niak’s use of allegory in his novel Volga vpadaet v Kaspiiskoe more. Using as a point of reference Kenneth Brostrom’s 1974 article “The Enigma of Pil'njak's The Volga Falls to the Caspian Sea,” which argues thoroughly and convincingly for the complexity of a work that until then was often dismissed by critics and scholars as a shameless concession to Stalinist demands, I will argue that, somewhat contrary to one of Brostrom’s claims, the work’s allegorical figures need not necessarily point to the inevitable repetition of history within the development of the Soviet state. In my reading, I will demonstrate that Pil’niak makes use of two distinct allegorical modes in order to serve a single purpose; namely, to emphasize some problematic aspects of the human tendency to construct historical parallels with the present. The first type of allegory, appearing on the level of narration and characterization, is meant to be interpreted by the reader, while the second type consists of the allegories imagined by the characters themselves. By saturating his text with (the potential for) allegories of the first kind, Pil’niak repeatedly tempts the reader to imitate the characters who create allegories of the second kind. Because these character-created allegories often (but not always) exist in order serve that character's own self-interest, Pil’niak seems to imply that it is not necessarily history that repeats itself, but rather man’s own desire for historical repetition--a desire that, presumably, is present in the reader’s own experience of the text. Given the ultimate success of the river project and the unhappy fates of some of the work’s more allegorically-inclined characters, Pil’niak seems to argue that allegory, although at times a capable device for characterizing individuals, cannot fully account for the larger and historically unprecedented realities of the new Soviet state during the first Five-Year Plan.
