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Introduction 

It was not only Tatarsky’s father who was like that – the entire Soviet generation of the fifties and sixties was the same.  This was the generation that gave the world the amateur song and ejaculated the first sputnik – that four-tailed spermatozoon of the future that never began – into the dark void of cosmic space.
 

Но таков был не только отец Татарского, - таким было все совесткое поколение пятидесятых и шестидесятых, подарившее миру самодеятельную песню и кончившее в черную пустоту космоса первым спутником - четыреххвостым сперматозоидом так и не наставшего будушего.

This quote from the first chapter of Homo Zapiens illustrates the formative importance of gender, sexuality and intertextuality within Victor Pelevin’s texts.
  It associates the Soviet world with masculinity, as represented by sputnik and sperm, in order to contrast it with the feminine Post-Soviet, only to dismantle both eras, and by extension, gender.  The word void (пустотa) used to describe cosmic space connects this quote to Pelevin’s earlier novel The Clay Machine Gun and its protagonist Peter Voyd (Петр Пустота).  However, despite the frequent recurrence of gendered and sexual imagery within Pelevin’s texts, Russian critics have largely ignored their feminist implications.
  This thesis attempts to expand upon existing criticism by analyzing Pelevin’s texts through the lens of third-wave feminism.  


Before discussing the concrete aims of this thesis, I include a brief biography of Pelevin in order to acquaint the uninitiated reader with the author and his texts.  Victor Olegovich Pelevin was born in November of 1962 in Moscow to Zinaida Efremovna Semenovna and Oleg Anatol’evich, a professor of military science at Bauman Moscow State Technical University.  Pelevin attended English magnet school #31, where his mother was a teacher.  In his youth he was surrounded not by artists and dissidents but members of the Soviet nomenklatura.  In 1979 he enrolled at Moscow Energy Institute and in 1985 he graduated with honors.  He stayed on as a postgraduate until 1989, when he was accepted to Maxim Gorky Literary Institute.  While he was there he worked as a correspondent and copywriter for magazines Face to Face and Science and Religion, which published his first short story, “Magician Ignat and the People,” (1989).  He also worked as a translator, publishing three volumes of Carlos Castaneda.


His first novel Omon Ra was nominated for the first annual Booker-Open Russian Literary Prize (the “Russian Booker”) in 1993, but instead Pelevin won the “Little Booker” for his collection of short stories The Blue Lantern.
  Since the early 1990s Pelevin has balanced between his roles as an incredibly popular author and one who is well-received by literary critics.  His astounding popularity led author Victor Erofeev to label him “the poor man’s Bulgakov.”
  


Many critics view Pelevin as a literary descendent of Victor Erofeev.
  Similarly, the majority of critics identify Pelevin as falling somewhere within the vague confines of postmodernism, with Pelevin labeling his own literary style as “turborealism.”
  Andrei Minkevich goes so far as to define postmodernism as “…the way that Pelevin writes. To be more concise or accurate would be difficult.”
  Literary critic Sergei Kornev describes Pelevin as the founder of “Russian Classical Postreflexive Postmodernism”/ “Русский Классический Пострефлективный Постмодернизм.”
  According to Kornev, Pelevin combines postmodernism with a classic Russian style, in which texts contain a distinct ideology, and adds the term ‘postreflexive’ to illustrate the popularity of his texts.  

A separate group of critics refuses to identify Pelevin with postmodernism due to his unique literary style.  S. Kuznecov, P. Basinskii, A. Arxangel’skii, N. Aleksandrov, K. D’akova, and G. McCausland write about what they consider to be the failure of Pelevin’s texts due to low quality and salesmanship (конъюнктурность).  This leads many of them to deny him any connection to postmodernity: “Although loose application of the term ‘postmodern’ is occasionally extended to Pelevin’s writing, he is never categorized with the ‘difficult’ Russian writers for whom this description is usually reserved.”
  This type of criticism incorrectly conflates postmodernity with literary quality, or lack thereof, and salesmanship, when no causal relationship between these factors exists.  A third group of critics writes that by creating reality out of simulacra, Pelevin has completely abandoned postmodernism.
   


This thesis sides with critics like Kornev, who consider Pelevin to be a postmodern author but not one who fits neatly within the rigid boundaries of such a label.  It will analyze Pelevin’s texts through the combined lenses of postmodernism and third-wave feminism.  While arriving at some similar conclusions, this approach differs substantially from the majority of existing criticism on Pelevin and endeavors to fill in gaps left by previous analyses.


This thesis does not attempt to incorporate all of Pelevin’s texts but analyzes two of his novels The Clay Machine Gun and Homo Zapiens and one short story, “Mid-Game.”  Although they were all published within six years of one another, they span a long period of narrative time and show both the Soviet and Post-Soviet sides of Pelevin’s writing.  The Clay Machine Gun tells the story of Peter Voyd, who exists simultaneously as a patient in a mental institution in 1990s Moscow and as a cavalry officer under general Chapaev during the Russian Civil War.  Homo Zapiens describes the rise of Babylen Tatarsky from a lowly kiosk-operator to a media god in Russia’s leading advertising agency.  In “Mid-Game,” two hard-currency transgender prostitutes battle sailors in a larger-than-life chess game.  These texts encompass many of the themes that are prominent in Pelevin’s body of work as a whole.


Chapter one of this thesis analyzes gender constructs within Pelevin’s texts.  It shows how he builds his Soviet and Post-Soviet worlds by means of a gender binary, and in deconstructing the differences between the two, simultaneously deconstructs gender.  The recurring ziggurat-like imagery of the Palace of the Soviets and the Ostankino Tower forms an architectural metaphor for the two regimes.  Crowning these two periods are Lenin and Ishtar, respectively, whom the protagonists try to reach.

The second chapter focuses on sexuality, the dimension through which Pelevin’s protagonists are supposed to form unions with their mythologized leaders.  However, his characters never reach their points of destination and always arrive at antipodal locations.  Although many of his novels are focused on sex and hyper-sexualized societies, there is virtually no sex within Pelevin’s novels.  The absence of sex within his texts represents one aspect of the problem of self/other interaction, which Pelevin resolves by showing the self and the other to be engaged in a constant dialogue of creation.


Chapter Three examines how intertextuality is used to break down gender and sex categories.  Pelevin’s texts challenge gender by reinterpreting classic scenes from Russian literature.  While Pelevin’s idiosyncratic portrayal of sexuality problematizes the self/other binary, intertextuality helps deconstruct the hero/author relationship by involving the reader.  Pelevin’s texts include countless references to other novels, songs and films that allow readers to shape different interpretations of the text, depending on their own set of cultural references.  


The conclusion of this thesis analyzes how by manipulating gender, sexuality and intertextuality to create new narratives of the multiple sides of the self, Pelevin changes the fundamental aims of the novel.  The dismantling of self/other and author/hero relationships allows his characters to exist in perpetual states of becomingness free from the novel’s imperative of linear temporality.  In these ways a third-wave feminist reading helps illuminate previously unanalyzed meaning in Pelevin’s texts.
I. Transgressing the Gender Binary

Pelevin’s innovative employment of gender constructs furthers the destruction of binaries within his texts.  His manipulation of gender allows him to move past more traditional Western metaphysical portrayals of subjectivity towards a diversity of inter-subject associations.  This challenge of self/other relations lends itself to a Bakhtinian analysis, and his early essay “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” helps illustrate the effects these relationships have on Pelevin’s texts.
  Pelevin highlights the importance of gender by creating (Post-)Soviet worlds along a binary, with the “masculine” Soviet world constantly struggling against the more “feminine” Post-Soviet Russia. 


Gender, at least as it is depicted in literature, is influenced by genre, as is evidenced by their homonymous relationship.  Both originate from the Latin genus, or gener-, (Old French ‘gen(d)re,’)  which also forms the root of the Russian title of Pelevin’s novel Generation ‘П’.  Although Pelevin worked as an editor for the magazine Science and Religion and his first short stories were published as fantasy, his works largely defy genre classification.  His blurring of boundaries between genres parallels his disregard for rigid historical gender categories popular in Russian literature.  Just as Pelevin melds genres as diverse as science fiction, historical fiction, folktales, anecdotes and advertising slogans, he makes male Soviet bureaucrats become female prostitutes and provincial girls become male sailors.  

Pelevin’s manipulation of a presumed gender binary is analogous to the deconstructive analyses of third-wave feminists.
  His postmodernism and third-wave feminism are mutually reinforcing through their similar problematic: both are “skeptical about essences, universals, and the transcendence of reason, and hence about the coherence of self and about the stability of meaning and values.”
  What McGowan Tress terms the “coherence of the self,” that is, the inability of the self to exist as a singularly identifiable unit, implies the necessity of an ‘other.’  Skepticism towards the separation of self and other along a gender boundary plays a crucial role in Pelevin’s texts. 


Pelevin further blurs gender and genre categories with his frequent inclusion of neologisms and general nonconformity to formal Russian literary style.  As Markova observes, Pelevin’s texts show the merging of Russian literary language and slang.  For example, she examines how Pelevin takes the verb of motion “наехать” (to run into, collide, or when used colloquially, to arrive) and uses it to mean “to threaten or scare.”
  The inclusion of such slang illustrates the multiplicity of meanings of any singular word and distances Pelevin’s texts from the majority of Russian prose that adheres to a stricter set of semantic standards.  This diversion from the norm also helps his texts avoid traditionally assumed meanings, for example the presumed masculinity of an unnamed person. The Russian language, like English, is inherently male-biased.  As Attwood describes, “Soviet texts sometimes give the impression that women do not exist at all, and that the ‘chelovek’ under scrutiny is exclusively and inevitably male.”
  Since language governs perceptions, creating a language that avoids strict denotation undermines the inherently masculine discourse of the presumed male author, hero and audience.


The majority of Pelevin’s texts take place in what at first appear to be two distinctly separated spheres, the pre-1991 Soviet world and post-1991 Post-Soviet world.  Pelevin symbolizes the Soviet world with a towering bureaucracy crowned by Lenin, a masculine symbol of Soviet power.
  He embodies this image in the abandoned project of the Palace of the Soviets, which would have been the world’s largest building, a gigantic skyscraper topped by a statue of Lenin.  Pelevin symbolizes the Post-Soviet world with a similarly ziggurat-shaped corporate ladder, presided over by a media goddess who repeatedly appears in the form of Ishtar, the ancient Babylonian goddess of love and war.
  Pelevin makes the Post-Soviet architectural counterpart to the Palace of the Soviets, his contemporary Tower of Babel, the Ostankino Television Tower, the largest freestanding building in Europe and Asia.  Pelevin’s texts metaphorically and literally reference these two structures and their places in the Post-Soviet consciousness.  For example in Homo Zapiens, while Tatarsky is in a drug-induced haze, “[t]he uncompleted Soviet ziggurat rose up in [his] memory,”/ “[н]едостроенный советский зиккурат всплыл в его памяти” and he stumbles upon a giant building that contains the clues he later uses to rise to the top of a media empire.
  The juxtaposition of Lenin and Ishtar forms a uniquely gendered starting point for the comparison of the Soviet and Post-Soviet worlds.  


While Lenin and Ishtar both stand at the top of their respective hierarchies, their genders deviate from the stereotypical Western portrayals of masculinity and femininity.    In this way Pelevin’s binary hints at its own parodic nature even on the most superficial level of analysis.  The architectural counterparts to Lenin and Ishtar confirm this parody: the site of the Palace of the Soviets became a swimming pool, whereas the Ostankino Tower has a phallic shape. Lenin’s masculinity was frequently the subject of jokes, usually involving his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya.  The Soviet leader depicted as being stereotypically masculine is Stalin, who state propaganda often portrayed as both the father and husband of Russian women, as in Vasili Efanov’s painting “An unforgettable meeting.” 
  In the painting, the artist portrays the offering of a farm girl to Stalin as a child and a bride, amidst a crowd of cheering workers and dozens of bouquets of flowers.  Just as women played the government-dictated role of daughters and wives of the Soviet state, by rising up the Soviet bureaucratic system men also joined into a symbolic union with their mythologized leaders.   

Ishtar, in Homo Zapiens, is a faceless goddess who only appears in the novel as a shimmering gold figure, whom the reader sees through the veil of print and screen advertisements.  She arrives unexpectedly at critical moments in the narrative. For example:

 To the accompaniment of a strange-sounding, somehow northern music, a golden woman’s torso of quite exceptional, inexpressible beauty appeared on the television screen, rotating slowly.  ‘Ishtar,’ Tatarsky guessed; ‘who else could it be?’ The face of the statue was concealed from sight behind the edge of the screen.

На экране телевизора под странную словно бы северную музыку появился золотой женский торс невыразимой и непривычной красоты. Он медленно вращался. «Иштар, — догадался

Татарский, — кто же еще…» Лица статуи не было видно за краем экрана.

Ishtar’s physical absence from the text despite the focus on her as an almost purely erotic subject highlights the division of all women’s bodies into a physical reality and a socially prescribed ideal.  Irigary describes the bifurcation of women’s bodies thus: “A commodity—a woman—is divided into two irreconcilable ‘bodies’: her ‘natural’ body and her socially valued, exchangeable body, which is a particularly mimetic expression of masculine values,” (emphasis hers).
  Ishtar is present in Pelevin’s text only as an image created by men for consumption by other men.  Because she serves as the symbol of such a completely male-dominated construction of femininity, the narrator denies Ishtar a physical existence.  The narrator describes both Stalin and Ishtar as beings whose affections should be the aspiration of all Post-Soviet people.  
The consumerist nature of society as a whole emphasizes the commodification of women in Homo Zapiens.  Tatarsky’s job as a “криэйтор” (creator) centers the entire text around the creation of advertisements, so it follows that the leader of Post-Soviet society should be the ultimate commodity, the marketed idea of the female form.  Irigary writes that “when women are exchanged, a woman’s body must be treated as an abstraction,” which is precisely what happens to Ishtar.
  Unlike Stalin or Lenin, whose myths allowed them to retain a physical form, in Lenin’s case literally until the present day, Ishtar becomes an abstraction of an abstraction.  

Although she is not a historically Russian figure, by ruling the country in Homo Zapiens Ishtar comes to symbolize the objectification of all Russian women.
  This function enlarges upon Irigary’s notion that, “women’s bodies—through their use, consumption, and circulation—provide for the condition making social life and culture possible.”
  All that has changed is the medium, from religious icon to propaganda poster to television advertisement.  In Homo Zapiens, Pelevin applies MacLuhan’s phrase “the medium is the message” to Ishtar, which draws the reader’s attention to the way that her new portrayal affects social constructions of femininity.  MacLuhan himself paid considerable attention to the effects new media have on cultural perceptions of female bodies.  For example, in The Mechanical Bride he writes that a woman’s “legs are not immediately associated with her taste or with her unique self but are merely display objects like the grill on a car.”
  Ishtar serves as a pseudo mechanical bride of Russia, a symbol of an elusive femininity that does not exist in the physical world. 
Ishtar’s role as commodity/deity illustrates how women in the Post-Soviet world are, in a sense, no more “free” than Soviet women were.  Just as the real aim of the Bolshevik “liberation” of women was to subject the peasantry to Bolshevik rule,
 capitalism’s “liberation” of women subjects them to the burdens of Western marketing and the wills of major corporations.  Both have used formal institutions for this purpose.  The Bolsheviks used the Женотдел (Women’s Department) from 1919 to 1930 to try and influence women’s behavior, and the public relations workers in Pelevin’s advertising agencies use targeted marketing to influence opinions of and about women.  Both regimes actively market(ed) the idea of female emancipation in order to further ensnare women within networks of power.  

Pelevin also locates (Post-)Soviet men within nebulous nets of power relations.  The critical difference between traditional Western conceptualizations of gender roles is that societies define men as entities of substance and weight, but describe women merely as the opposite of that which is masculine, virtually denying them existence.  As Halberstam writes, “dominant sexualities and genders are in some sense imbued with a pathetic dependence on their others.”
  Marx famously wrote in a questionnaire that his favorite masculine quality was strength and his favorite female quality was weakness.
  While strength is a quality that can be measured, and therefore interpreted by any number of the senses in different ways, weakness is nothing but the absence of strength.  Irigaray refers to this phenomenon by writing “[t]he production of women, signs and commodities is always referred back to men.”
  Thus, Ishtar represents both literally and figuratively the total обезличование (robbing of personality) of femininity that has persisted throughout Russian history.
  While men have been given presence, Ishtar is an example of the female presence of the absence. 

The notion that femininity can only be understood relative to its position as a compliment to masculinity lends itself to Bakhtinian analysis.  As many critics emphasize, Bakhtin should not be considered a feminist in the traditional sense of the word, as none of his texts directly reference gender issues and some of them have been read as containing distinctly antifeminist undertones.
  However, a strong case can be made for supporting the employment of Bakhtin’s theories in third-wave feminist literary analysis.  Bakhtin’s powerful challenge of binary systems of thought makes his theories particularly valuable for feminist critiques.
  As Kristeva notes, Bakhtin provides “eloquent resistance” to linear modes of thinking.
  Indeed, the very adoption of Bakhtin’s theories by Kristeva illustrates their (unintentionally) sympathetic nature and ability to benefit feminist literary criticism.  


Upon closer analysis, the phrases Bakhtin includes that sound particularly chauvinistic actually support much more liberal interpretations.  For example, when he writes that “[j]oy is the most passive, the most defenselessly pitiful condition of being,”
 and that “[e]ven the wisest smile is pitiful and feminine,” one can argue that Bakhtin’s intended meaning supports a feminist interpretation.
  In these passages Bakhtin is discussing the nature of the emotion joy, and how the passive reception of a gift inspires one’s otherness to rejoice within oneself, as opposed to one rejoicing for oneself.  His conflation of femininity with pitiful passivity is used merely to illustrate the diverse network of connections within oneself that extends beyond the physical bounds of personhood and allows for the other to passively enter into the self in order to actively help the self define its external boundaries.  In this way the terminology employed by Bakhtin that superficially appears anti-feminist actually supports a radically different interpretation.  

On its most basic level, Bakhtin’s essay “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” is a study of the relationship between the self and the other.  Just as one cannot see one’s own physical self without the aid of a mirror, one needs the other in order to begin to understand the many facets of one’s identity.  The construction of the understanding of one’s own selfhood is formed through the dense network of interactions one has with a multitude of others.  It follows that one cannot be understood as existing as a singular, static identity as one’s personhood is continuously being (re-)formed through interactions and exists in a perpetual state of becoming.  This elevation of the notion of the other to an active contributor in the creation of another’s self has positive implications for gender theory due to its resistance to hierarchy and labels.  

For this reason, Bakhtin’s essay “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” can and should be read through the lens of gender, even though such a reading goes beyond the intentions of the author.  Otherness, which Bakhtin argues is necessary for the discovery of the self, is by extension required for the expression of the many facets of identity, including gender.  In this way Bakhtin’s example of the impossibility of comprehending one country’s literature without analyzing it in relation to foreign literature can be seen as a model for examining gender relations.  As Thomson notes, Bakhtin’s portrayal of identity as yet-to-be is in many ways similar to Butler’s description of gender as performance.
  Understanding gender as a series of performative acts denies it an underlying essential nature and places it within a complicated web of socio-historical interactions that are themselves in a perpetual state of becoming.  Pelevin emphasizes the performative nature of identity in his texts by having his characters agonize over small details of appearance.  For example, Tatarsky struggles to decide which pair of sneakers to buy and finally settles on the brand ‘No Name’ because of its attempts to avoid the implications of branding.  Paradoxically, Tatarsky himself becomes a commodity, like the goddess Ishtar.  In this way, the blurring between presence and absence mirrors Pelevin’s deconstruction of gender.  
Pelevin’s characters are concerned with questions of self/other relations similar to the ones Bakhtin raises in “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity.”  They are constantly struggling to gain understanding of their identities.  In The Clay Machine Gun Peter spends the majority of the time in his Civil War world with Chapaev, debating the nature of the self.  Their relationship is paralleled, to a slightly lesser extent, by that of Tatarsky and Che Guevara in Homo Zapiens.
  Although the terms used in their discussions seem at times solipsistic, their dialogue illustrates the necessity of the other in the creation of identity.  In Peter’s world of the mental institution all four patients engage in a group therapy termed “Turbo-Jungian,” so that together they can try to create new, societally-accepted identities.
  However, because of his existence in multiple realities, Peter is more comfortable with a nebulous conception of identity that allows for all the varied expressions of him-for-himself to coexist peacefully.  In therapy he tries to help the other patients reach a similar state of acceptance; for example when he is introduced to Maria who preemptively accuses him of being a heterosexual chauvinist, he states that he is merely surprised at her willingness to concede that her identity is false.
  Through her interactions with the other (Peter), Maria learns to accept the other as a part of herself.  


In Homo Zapiens, television’s role in the construction of identity is emphasized.
  Human beings are described as beads, which alternately are said to represent identity, on a necklace of a god connecting them by their oral and anal “wow impulses,” which are controlled by media-created desires.  Any individual’s truth is located within a web of power and desire and “man attends at the incineration of the garbage of his identity…”/ “[ч]еловек в этой жизни присутствует при сжигании мусора своей identity.”
  By labeling identity as rubbish that is in the process of being destroyed, Pelevin underscores both the omnipresence of the concept of identity within collective understanding and the difficulty of changing it.  This is reminiscent of the feminist dilemma of having to both refuse and depend on gender labels and categories.
  In order to watch one’s identity burn it has to exist as a cohesive object, just as in order to be a feminist one is frequently forced to reinforce the separation of genders.    
Pelevin’s aim is the destruction of all myths, which in many instances he accomplishes by manipulating societally-constructed notions of gender.  Zharinova writes that one of the goals of deconstruction is the reevaluation of values, the demythologization of literature and art.
  When relating the myth of Ishtar, Azadovsky describes how they “took away the goddess’s body and reduced her to pure concept.  She became gold –not just the metal though: In a metaphorical sense”/ “Богиню по нему лишили тела и опустили чисто до понятия. Она стала золотом, но не просто металлом, а в переносном смысле.”
  By demythologizing the masculine and feminine as represented by Stalin and Ishtar, Pelevin simultaneously illustrates the tenuous boundary between Soviet and Post-Soviet worlds.    

One of the most prevalent means of destabilizing previous mythology is the creation of new myths or folklore.  The ‘return to the beginning’ inherent in folklore symbolizes a destruction of all that came before, and the creation of new ritual acts, which are supposed to restart a culture.
  In Homo Zapiens Pelevin’s newly created myth of Ishtar and her accompanying ritual of media subvert the myth of Western phallogocentrism.  Similarly, in The Clay Machine Gun, the myth of Inner Mongolia replaces the previously-existing myth of veneration of Soviet war heroes.  When Chapaev drowns in a river at the end of the Vasiliev brothers’ film, he attains a divine status with the potential of rebirth, at least within the consciousness of the Soviet people.  At the end of The Clay Machine Gun Pelevin supplants this myth with his creation of Inner Mongolia, a nirvanic “place a person goes to when he manages to ascend the throne to nowhere,”/ “куда попадает человек, которому удалось взойти на трон, находящийся нигде.”
  The creation of new mythology destabilizes existing conceptions of reality, giving the reader the power to choose any number of preferred narratives.
As Shul’ga explains, one of the mediums used to produce new folklore is advertising.
  Pelevin both directly and indirectly parodies (Post-)Soviet methods of advertising/propagandizing.  In The Clay Machine Gun, he parodies the Chapaev myth that was propagated in the USSR by Furmanov’s novel, the film by the Vasiliev brothers, and many popular anecdotes.
  In Homo Zapiens, Pelevin has characters devote the majority of their time towards the creation of advertising slogans, and by extension the creation of a new folkloric tradition.  As Shul’ga explicates, this furthers the desacralization of the myth of the author/creator, which will be analyzed in greater detail later.

Pelevin combines different religious traditions with Russian folklore to further destabilize previously existing myths and create new ones.  In a Bakhtinian sense, by creating new others (for example, Buddhist and third-wave feminist myths) against which he compares the self (traditional Western myths of selfhood), Pelevin shows the falsity of a singular conception of the self.  Pelevin takes great pride in shaping The Clay Machine Gun into what Genis considers to be the first Buddhist novel in Russian literature.  By molding Chapaev’s quirky village habits and sayings into Buddhist sutras Pelevin simultaneously discredits the Soviet myths of the general and creates a new uniquely Russian myth.  However, in the novel The Clay Machine Gun Pelevin does not limit himself to Buddhist religious imagery.  Altukhova notes that the Chapaev/Anna/Peter triumvirate parallels that of Brahma/Shiva/Vishnu.
  Pelevin has manipulated the Hindu creator/destroyer/preserver grouping and elevated a woman to the status of a god.  

Anna’s similarities to the Hindu goddess also create parallels between her and Ishtar.  Although Anna is not robbed of personality to the extent that Ishtar is, she is highly eroticized throughout the novel and is seen as the desired object of all of the characters.  At the end of The Clay Machine Gun, Peter goes to meet Anna who is waiting for him in Inner Mongolia, a world created by simulacra.
  This furthers the similarities between Anna and Ishtar, as Anna becomes a passive formless figure who is waiting in a simulacra-inspired world for her lover to arrive.  Ironically, the elevation of Anna to god-like status makes her more passive and similar to the character in the film by the brothers Vasiliev.

The Inner Mongolia that is inhabited by Ishtar and Anna is reminiscent of inner China, as described by Kristeva.
  Kristeva challenges Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis through a cross-cultural examination using a Chinese ‘other.’  Pelevin’s idea of Inner Mongolia and Kristeva’s depiction of China can be seen as attempts, verging on Orientalism, of challenging Western male dominance by invoking an Eastern order.  A significant difference between the two is that Kristeva accomplishes her goal by searching through Chinese religion and history to create an image of a matrilineal society, whereas Pelevin parodies the idea of matri or patrilineality in general by deconstructing gender.  

One of the most significant ways Pelevin destabilizes gender binaries is by including transgender characters.  As Genis explicates, the prominence of transgender characters within Pelevin’s texts highlights the constant of transformation.
  Because his characters are constantly being formed through interactions with the other, they inevitably exist in a constant transformative state.  Despite the fact that historically in Russia transgender people have been viewed in a slightly more positive light than homosexuals because they are assumed to conform to the heterosexual norm, they have largely been excluded from Russian fiction.
  Pelevin parodies this idea by not only including transgender characters but also having them engage in non-heteronormative sexual activity.  Pelevin’s transgender characters, pre-op and post-op, male-to-female and female-to-male and somewhere in between, are engaged in the same struggles that all of his characters are.  

In The Clay Machine Gun, the only female character who exists in Peter’s Post-Soviet world is the transwoman Maria.  She says that she took her name from the popular Brazilian soap opera “Simply Maria,” but she also believes that she has had an affair with Arnold Schwarzenegger, whose current wife is also named Maria.  By distancing femininity from the female body, Pelevin emphasizes the vulnerability of Post-Soviet women and the threat that commoditization poses to them.  The religious connotations of her name are interesting, because as a transwoman, she inverts the traditional idea of Mary as a passive vessel through which Christ was born.  By doing this, Maria challenges the Judeo-Christian denial of feminine voice described by Kristeva.
  
Because Maria’s identity is based on a character in a soap opera, she imagines that parts of her life are controlled by her viewers.  Instead of prescribing to the traditional idea that television influences viewers, in these scenes Pelevin illustrates the give and take of the viewer/viewed interaction.  This can be understood as yet another application of the Bakhtinian continuous interaction that is necessary for the creation of the self.  In this way Maria’s femininity is similar to that of Ishtar; both are denied biological sex and exist only as gender, particularly as it is portrayed by the media.  The connection between Maria and Homo Zapiens is furthered by Maria’s observation of benches on a street strewn with “a vast quantity of empty cans, bearing witness to the fact that generation next still chooses beer”/ “огромное количество пустых банок, свидетельствовавших о том, что новое поколение в своей массе выбирает все-таки пиво.”
  In the dream-like sequence in which the reader is introduced to Maria, she frequently references how she is societally constructed, for example: 

[S]he suddenly understood where she should seek the answer.  Of course, it lay in those innumerable hearts and minds that had summoned her and incarnated her here, on this smoky embankment.  Through the millions of pairs of eyes staring at their television screens, they were fused into a single oceanic consciousness.
 

Она… вдруг поняла, где искать ответ — конечно же, он был в тех бесчисленных сердцах и умах, которые призвали ее сюда и заставили воплотиться на этой дымной набережной. Все они как бы сливались в один океан сознания, через миллионы глаз глядящий на телеэкран, и весь этот океан был открыт ее взору.

In order to join into an “alchemical wedlock” with Arnold, Maria embarks on a highly sexualized ride on top of a plane.  However, after refusing Arnold’s advances she is thrown off of the plane and crashes into the Ostankino television tower, the symbol of the phallic, yet feminine, force that simultaneously creates and denies Maria gender.  In a way, Maria’s flight above Moscow is similar to Omon Ra’s flight in Pelevin’s novel of the same name.
  Omon trains to be a Soviet cosmonaut, only to discover that there is no Soviet space program and it is all a simulation taking place within the Moscow metro.  Instead of flying upwards towards the metaphorical image of Lenin at the top of the Soviet hierarchy, Omon realizes he is located at the farthest possible place from the moon, the polar opposite of his intended goal, the Lenin Library metro stop.  Maria’s flight to join into a union with Arnold similarly leads her to the opposite location, Moscow’s famous television tower.  

Maria is the first of the patients in Peter’s mental institution who is allowed to leave.  She accomplishes this by starting an argument about Aristotle with their caretaker, and then smashing a bust of the philosopher.  While explaining to the other patients what they must do in order to be released, she says they have to read newspapers and stop doubting the nature of reality, because “[u]nder Soviet power we were surrounded by illusions.  But now the world has become real and knowable”/ “Это при советской власти мы жили среди иллюзий. А сейчас мир стал реален и познаваем.”
  In third-wave feminist fashion, she violently rejects metaphysics (literally hitting Peter in the head), just as she previously rejected the metaphysics of sexual difference.  Critical to her ability to leave the mental institution is not the rejection of femininity, but rather an ability to interpret the world around her differently.  

Although they both involve transgender characters, the gender presentation of the characters in “Mid-Game” is much different than in The Clay Machine Gun.  Unlike Maria, who is always referred to with male pronouns, highlighting the incongruity between her perception of self and the perceptions of others, all of the characters in “Mid-Game” are referred to by the gender which they perform, not their biological sex.  Maria is introduced to Peter and the readers as a transgender character, whereas in “Mid-Game” the characters are all revealed as being transgender at different times.  Most importantly, the characters in “Mid-Game” chose to start self-identifying as the other gender, whereas it is hinted that Maria started to identify as such after a shell from the White House bombing of 1993 accidentally entered into her apartment.  Despite their differences, in both cases the character's transformation of their gender identities furthers Pelevin's manipulation of his readers’ conceptions of the self.  

Like many of Pelevin's works, the Russian title “Mittel’shpil’” contains a wealth of information about the text itself.  The word is a transliterated German chess term that describes the period of a game after the initial moves and before the end game, when queens are usually exchanged.  While chess is, in a way, just a game, like gender it has been given a far greater significance.  “Mid-Game” recreates a chess game with opposing gender binaries literally trying to fight each other to the death.  The two male-to-female transgender characters are threatened by female-to-male sailors who have already killed some of the women's friends and dumped them in snow banks with pawns in their mouths.  The arming of gender binaries shows the violent nature of such a categorization and questions its usefulness.  In a moment of resolution at the end of the story, one of the sailors says before abandoning his brother, “If you really want to know, I don’t give a shit about chess”/ “Мне, если хочешь знать, вообще наплевать на шахматы.”
   

Both pairs of characters in “Mid-Game” transitioned because they thought that the only way to survive in the Post-Soviet world would be to live as the other gender.  The men who were Soviet bureaucrats assumed that the best way to make a living would be to become hard currency prostitutes, while the sisters from a provincial town decided it would be easier to become sailors.  Although it was not actual artillery fire that caused them to change their gender identities, as it was in the case with Maria, both pairs were shocked by the differences they observed and decided to manifest similar changes with their own bodies in order to better adapt.  This dual transformation helps to illustrate the similarities between the Soviet and Post-Soviet regimes.  However, after they transition, they realize that nothing really has changed.  As Nelly phrases it, “It’s just that sometimes, you know, I still feel as though I’m following the party line”/ “Иногда, знаешь, кажется, что я так и иду по партийной линии.”

However, the inclusion of transgender characters does not mean that the characters who are cisgender
 conform to traditional stereotypes regarding their gender.  For example, Anna is often described using masculine adjectives, for example, when Peter meets her he says she “was fit to serve as a model of beauty—but a beauty which could hardly be called womanly.”
  Anna is described as having short hair, “scarcely formed breasts…her shoulders were broad and strong, while her hips were a little on the narrow side,”/ “еле сформированную грудь...ее плечи были вирокими и сильними, а бедра чуть узковатыми.”
  However, it does not seem that Anna’s female masculinity is, as Halberstam would describe, “framed as the rejected scraps of dominant masculinity in order that male masculinity may appear to be the real thing.”
  This is, no doubt, the case with the Anna who is portrayed in the Vasiliev brothers’ movie.  In the film, Anna’s talents are due to male instruction and serve only to reinforce the masculinity of her comrade/teacher/lover, whereas in the novel she is already a talented machine-gunner when Peter meets her, and frequently mocks his masculinity. 

During one of Anna’s many quarrels with Peter over the nature of reality, he directly relates women, and by extension gender, to the instability of reality.  Peter argues that:

When they say in Russian vernacular that all women suck, the word ‘suck’ as used in the phrase is actually derived from the word ‘succubus’.  [Ibid] An association which came to Russia via Catholicism.  No doubt you remember—the seventeenth century, the Polish invasion, in other words, the Time of Troubles.  That’s what it goes back to.  But I am wandering.  All I wished to say was that the very phrase ‘all women suck,’ –I reiterated the words with genuine relish –means in essence that life is no more than a dream.  And so are all the bitches.  That is, I meant to say, the women.
 

Когда на Руси говорят, что все бабы суки, слово «сука» здесь уменьшительное от «суккуб». Это пришло из католицизма. Помните, наверно — Лжедмитрий Второй, Марина Мнишек, кругом поляки, одним словом, смута. Вот оттуда и повелось. Кстати, и панмонголизм того же происхождения — как раз недавно про это думал… Да… Но я отвлекся. Я хотел только сказать, что сама фраза «все бабы суки», — я повторил эти слова с искренним наслаждением, — означает, в сущности, что жизнь есть сон, и сирень, как вы сказали, нам только снится. И все с-суки тоже. То есть я хотел сказать — бабы.

Although his wording is far from delicate and a champagne fight ensues, his reasoning supports a gender neutral interpretation of the world.  In the above quote, Peter references the Russian importation of ideas, which has occurred both willingly and by force for many centuries.  Although globalization has become a buzzword to refer to the spread of capitalism as epitomized by Fukuyama’s idea of the death of history, it has existed since trade and the exchange of ideas began.  The world in The Clay Machine Gun is just as constructed on non-Russian ideas (Marxism, machine guns, etc) as the world in Homo Zapiens is.  As Vorob’eva notes, this perpetual flow of ideas helps to eliminate what is viewed as the historical opposition between East and West, creating what she terms a ‘literary androgyny.’
 
This androgyny supports Pelevin’s worlds, which are filled with many different realities, none of which are universal.  The realities, and the identities of the characters, are constantly being (re)formed through interactions with the other.  In Homo Zapiens, Russian people do not exist because they are reduced to televised images, which also do not exist because they are representing an imaginary reality.
  In The Clay Machine Gun the reader can never be sure whether Peter is in a mental institution in 1990’s Russia imagining that he is a civil war soldier, or whether he is fighting with Chapaev and dreaming of a future Russia.  It is unclear whether the characters in “Mid-Game” have any control over their lives or if they are just pawns in a giant chess game.  In each of these works, gender plays a key role in destabilizing and creating alternate versions of reality.

II. Inter(net)sex: The Train to Nowhere 

“Sex, the Explanation for Everything”

Critics frequently ignore sexuality’s role in Pelevin’s texts because of the seeming paucity of sexual acts.  However, the absence of sexual expression from his novels is glaring and in and of itself a matter worthy of discussion.  The asexuality of many of his texts does not mean that Pelevin has “transcended” sexuality.  Rather, it shows the difficulties of physical intimacy when identities have been destabilized to such a degree.  In worlds where binaries are consistently parodied, having an “other half” becomes impossible.  If sex is considered a physical expression of the search for identity or completeness, the lack of sex within Pelevin’s texts emphasizes the unfeasibility of finding or creating a singular self.  This chapter will inventory the behaviors and systems that lead to a desexualization of sexuality and explain the effects that they have on Pelevin’s texts.

As with gender, Pelevin manipulates his readers’ expectations about sexuality in order to further deconstruct the worlds his characters live in.  One of the more common assumptions that people bring to a text is that characters are heterosexual until proven otherwise.
  Pelevin queers his characters by “outing” them after heterosexuality has been assumed, only to “out” them again by revealing that their gender identity is different than assumed.  By doing this, Pelevin parodies what Foucault describes as the societally-constructed “confessional” imperative of sexuality, which forces individuals to reveal all aspects of their desire by transforming them into discourse, and in doing so traps them within “perpetual cycles of power and pleasure.”
  The tradition of confessing one’s sexuality carries with it the assumption that there is an accepted norm and that all deviations from that standard must be shared verbally with other people in order to be legitimized.  Pelevin’s texts both question the existence of such norms and whether or not one can know oneself well enough to express one’s difference.  If a person or self is constantly in the process of becoming, then the expression of difference, which relies on a stability of self, becomes superfluous. 

The asexuality of many of Pelevin’s characters stands in stark contrast with the hyper-sexual societies that they inhabit.  In Homo Zapiens, society is described as running on oral and anal “wow-impulses” that are manipulated to keep people consuming the products Tatarsky advertises.  The two main characters of “Mid-Game” earn their living by selling their bodies, yet the only intimate moments within the short story occur when the two women sleep with each other in order to see if they can convince one another of their femininity.  The Clay Machine Gun depicts a regiment in Civil War Russia where the main objective of many of the characters is to win the affections of the machine-gunner Anna, yet the hero’s union with her is ambiguously described as a dream.  In all of these examples, the communal emphasis on the sexual robs the characters of their individual sexualities by transforming sex into an empty signifier.  The differences between societal expectations and the events in the lives of the characters highlight the instability of conceptions of reality.   

In Baudrillard’s Seduction, he discusses the changing nature of sexuality in societies that have been inundated with expressions of sexuality.  Baudrillard argues that paradoxically for an age that considers itself to be “liberated” by a supposed increasing freedom to discuss sexuality and surround itself with sexual imagery, people become prisoners of discourse and rob sexuality of sex.  The opening lines of Baudrillard’s novels apply equally well to Pelevin’s texts:

“Nothing is less certain today than sex, behind the liberation of its discourse.  And nothing today is less certain than desire, behind the proliferation of its images…In matters of sex, the proliferation is approaching total loss.  Here lies the secret of the ever increasing production of sex and its signs, and the hyperrealism of sexual pleasure…No more want, no more prohibitions, and no more limits: it is the loss of every referential principle…It is the ghost of desire that haunts the defunct reality of sex.  Sex is everywhere, except in sexuality.”

This quote highlights the tension within Pelevin’s texts between the omnipresence of sexual imagery in society and the absence of sex in character’s personal lives.  In the last line, Baudrillard mentions Barthes because of his opinion that “a named meaning is a dead meaning.”
  To illustrate this, Barthes refers to literature as Orpheus (the signifier) condemning Eurydice (the signified) to eternal death by looking back at her.  Barthes’ notion helps to illustrate how, by constructing their societies around sex, Pelevin’s characters make sexuality impossible.  Just as the societies within his texts are metaphorically leading sexuality out towards meaning, as they turn to glance backwards they see only the named, dead meaning. 


Homo Zapiens contains Pelevin’s most detailed description of a society that has destroyed sex by the proliferation of sexual images.  In a conversation with Che Guevara via Ouija board, Tatarsky learns that society is controlled by three forces, an ‘oral wow-impulse’ that causes people to acquire objects to counteract a media-inspired low self-esteem, an ‘anal wow-impulse’ that acts concurrently and causes people to spend money, and a ‘displacing impulse’ that suppresses any thoughts that might hinder the previous impulses.
  These urges turn human beings into so-called Homo Zapiens, which are all linked together by their shared sexual desires.  By joining into a union with the goddess Ishtar, Tatarsky gains control over the chain of humanity.  He assumes the symbolic role, depicted in a Sumerian painting, of Enki holding the strings of humanity, which Pelevin interprets as having a new, sexualized meaning.  Humans are described as forming a singular giant creature composed of individual human “cells,” blurring the lines between individual and collective.  Individual sexuality cannot exist because all people are striving towards the same sexual ideal, which itself disappears, similar to meaning disappearing when Orpheus glances back at Eurydice.  Just as Tatarsky does not actually join into a sexual union with Ishtar, the sexuality of individual citizens is replaced by television-inspired spending of money.  In the formation of a giant, genderless sexual being, sex ceases to exist in any other form except for the discourse about something of no substance.  

In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari discuss the social nature of desire, as well as the channeling (and repression) of all desires through capitalist avenues of money.  Their critique of capitalist systems can be successfully applied to Pelevin’s Post-Soviet worlds, in which the state becomes a “body without organs.”
  Deleuze and Guattari describe a system of capitalism which creates a need for empty commodities that do not satisfy but lead to increased cravings, which is similar to the oral, anal and displacing “wow-impulses” in Homo Zapiens.
  In metamorphosing into a god, Tatarsky becomes, in the language of Deleuze and Guattari, a “nomadic, deterritorialized” subject.
  One can also view The Clay Machine Gun’s Peter through a similar lens; his switching between a world of Civil War battles and a 1990s mental institution represent schizophrenia caused by capitalism’s attempts to induce normalcy via neurosis.
    


In this way, the abundance of sexual imagery (pornographic and otherwise) creates, not a phantasy of sex, but a phantasy of the real.
  Baudrillard proffers the example of “Japanese vaginal cyclorama”: 

“Prostitutes, their thighs open, sitting on the edge of a platform, Japanese workers in their shirt-sleeves (it is a popular spectacle), permitted to shove their noses up to their eyeballs within the woman’s vagina in order to see better – but what?”
  

Tatarsky has a similarly graphic experience, where he dreams that his television becomes “an immense vagina, with a powerful wind whistling shrilly as the air was sucked right into its black center,”/ “превращаясь в подобие огромной вагины, в черный центр которой со звенящим свистом полетел всасываемый ветер.”
  Televised portrayals of female sexuality have replaced their subject to such an extent that the television actually becomes a rather horrific parody of a female sex organ.  As Tatarsky’s world is ruled by the media-goddess Ishtar, it seems fitting that he spends the majority of his time working with televisions, which have become female symbols.  In this way he helps to create this televised world experienced by all Post-Soviet citizens, so that they too can join into a pseudo-sexual union with Ishtar.   


Omon Ra juxtaposes the television/vagina that forms the center of Pelevin’s Post-Soviet world with its predecessor, the “iron phallus of a Soviet rocket”/ “железный пенис советской ракеты.”
  Both of theses violent constructions (steel, vortex) are housed within lulling technologies of propaganda, which are used to demonstrate the omnipotence of the ruling order of the day.  Just as individual sexuality has been sacrificed at the altar of societal simulacra, there exist only two large symbolic sex organs, located within the communal consciousness.  At a cosmonaut training camp, Omon and his peers are told that they will become “Real Men with a great big capital M, the kind that exist only in the land of the Soviets,”/ “настоящими человеками с самой большой буквы, так, какая только бывает в советской стране.”
  The camp directors laud Boris Polevoi’s A Story of a Real Man, and then later that night in a vicious act of irony amputate the lower legs of all of the trainees.
  In this way a Real Man is shown to be merely one who is able to be duped into believing in the omnipotence of the iron Soviet phallus even after his legs have been forcibly amputated.  
On an individual level, the gender of Pelevin’s characters influences their sexuality.  Many of his characters emphasize their incompleteness as individuals, and their need to find a person to complete themselves physically and spiritually.  This is reminiscent of the idea set forth in Plato’s Symposium by the comic dramatist Aristophanes, who states that originally there were three sexes, who made an attack on the gods and as punishment were each halved by Zeus’ thunderbolts.  Sexuality then became an attempt to return to a previous state of happiness by endeavoring to become whole again.  By extending the definition of the other from something that one desires in order to benefit the self to something that is absolutely necessary to and cannot be separated from the self, sexuality and otherness in The Symposium challenge traditional Western notions of subjectivity.  

In this way, The Symposium bears many similarities towards Bakhtin’s “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity.”  On the individual level, the discovering of the delimitations of one’s self necessarily has a physical component.  As Bakhtin writes, “it is only the other who can be embraced, clasped all around, it is only the other’s boundaries that can all be touched and felt lovingly.”
  He adds that “the sexual features, which cloud the aesthetic purity” of these acts are actually symbolic of the embracing of the soul which resides in and is articulated through the body of the other.  This sexual discovery of the other is parodied by Pelevin in “Mid-Game,” when Lusya sleeps with Nelly in order to test whether she can “pass” as a woman, only to discover that the “other” was not who Lusya thought she was, therefore changing her newly reached understanding of herself.  Their work as prostitutes can, by extension, be interpreted as a metaphor for Russia’s struggle to understand her identity after the collapse of communism.  

  The absence of sex in Homo Zapiens and The Clay Machine Gun similarly emphasizes, on a metaphorical level, the difficulty that the characters face in self discovery.  Significantly, Tatarsky’s union with the goddess Ishtar involves only him looking into a mirror, wondering what exactly he is supposed to be seeing.  In The Clay Machine Gun Peter’s sexual encounter with Anna, which is described both as a dream and not a dream, parallels Peter’s experience living in two realities, which causes his other reality to always be interpreted as a dream and denies him a singular, cohesive understanding of his self.
  

The creative dialogue between the self and the other defies linear temporality.  This leads to the creation of an eternal present, a separation from a linear historical continuum, which the frequent metamorphoses in Pelevin’s texts exemplify.
  The most commonly cited example of his employment of metamorphosis is in the novel The Life of Insects, in which characters frequently switch back and forth between human and insect forms, with no noticeable patterns or reason for the alternations.  Structurally, The Clay Machine Gun is similar to The Life of Insects because of Peter’s seemingly random transformations between his existence as a Civil War cavalry commander and as a patient in a mental institution.  In both novels, the metamorphoses of the characters cause the texts to abandon teleological linearity.   


In later works, Bakhtin connects the ideas of metamorphosis and identity to the “storehouse of traditional folklore.”
  Pelevin frequently incorporates the folkloric into his texts and even begins Homo Zapiens with the phrase “Once upon a time.”  Although Bromfield overemphasizes the folkloric in his translation, the Russian original still contains undertones of a traditional Russian folkloric text, which contrast with the fact that in the same sentence the children choose the beverage Pepsi.
  
In The Dialogic Imagination, Bakhtin connects the idea of metamorphosis to the way identity is portrayed in literature.  The frequent metamorphoses of an individual belie the notion of a singular identity by illustrating how an individual can have an infinite amount of conflicting expressions of the self.  This is especially apparent in Pelevin’s treatment of sexuality as a facet of identity.  Modern queer communities place significance on a person’s “coming out (of the closet),” the moment when an individual expresses non-heteronormative attraction to others for the first time.  In the United States one day, “National Coming Out Day,” is specifically designated for this cause.  While this day raises awareness and encourages people to discuss issues of gender and sexuality, it implies a binarist logic of the expression of self and assumes that one has a relatively static identity, which one can discover and then confess to the world in order to be able to assume a different mode of existence.  In “Mid-Game,” Pelevin parodies the idea of ‘outing’ by showing that it rests on stable notions of gender and sexuality.  As different aspects of the character’s identity are revealed throughout the story, affixing labels becomes too difficult for the limited vocabulary of queer sexual discourse.     
Pelevin’s employment of the vehicle of eternal non-return enables the destabilization of gender and sexuality.  Pelevin uses gender to invert the Nietzschean concept of “ewige Wiederkunft.”
  As the preface to The Clay Machine Gun states, “the true value of this document lies in the fact that it represents the first attempt in the history of culture to embody in the forms of art the Mongolian Myth of the Eternal Non-Return,”/ “подлинная ценность этого документа заключается в том, что он является первой в мировой культуре попыткой отразить художественными средствами древний монгольский миф о Вечном Невозвращении.”
  Here Pelevin presents the reader with the familiar concept of the eternal return and deconstructs it, by saying that it does not actually exist insofar as people who think they are moving linearly are actually continually circling their destinations and never reach them.  

In order to demonstrate that the eternal non-return is an inherently sexualized construction, one must examine where Pelevin’s characters are coming from and where they think that they are going.  Because his characters are simultaneously both children and spouses of the mythical leader of their regimes, as represented by Stalin and Ishtar, their points of origination and destination are both represented as a union with the two rulers.  Thus the linear journey towards the pinnacle of society described in the previous chapter becomes circular, making it impossible for Pelevin’s characters to ever reach their destinations and return to their original state of completeness.  Although they are continuously frustrated, they still share Foucault’s sentiment that “tomorrow sex will be good again.”
  The idea that sex will be good “again” tomorrow implies the same nostalgia for the fictional past inherent in the eternal non-return.  Pelevin toys with this imagery by having his characters think that they are traveling in straight upward lines, but actually move in spirals. 
   This idea of eternal non-return is widespread in Russian literature and often has a gendered component.  For example, the alcoholic hero of Victor Erofeev’s Moscow to the End of the Line rides a train that merely deposits him, at the end of his drunken narrative, at the Moscow train station where he started his journey.  The object of his voyage is to meet his “most beloved of trollops,” a woman who resembles Pelevin’s Ishtar in beauty and in the fact that she never appears in the text except through the flowery descriptions of her admirer.  Repina examines the comparison between The Clay Machine Gun and Moscow to the End of the Line, and demonstrates how the imagined movement forward in both can be equated with what she considers the illusory progress of Soviet society.
  In discussing the train as a Russian literary symbol, Repina shows how it has repeatedly been used as a deconstructive tool.
 

The eternal non-return is inherently feminine insofar as (negated-)circularity has long been associated with femininity, from menstruation (the absence of a child) to female sex characteristics (the vulva which does not close into the shape of a ring).  In Speculum of the Other Woman, Irigaray discusses the constructed circularity of Platonic notions of the sun:

“Forcing the sun in some manner to spin around, to turn eternally in its own orbit, forever to return to the same point in the circle where it would always already have been placed in order to keep every system in order, including, paradoxically, its own.  The sun is fixed, frozen, the keystone supporting the whole—phallic—edifice of representation that it dominates…No return is possible.”

In this sense, the eternal non-return becomes a false notion around which the whole universe is constructed.  Irigaray considers the sun(son) to be a symbol of masculine hierarchy, consistently denying femininity its voice.  Like the journeys of the characters in Pelevin’s novels, human understanding of the sun’s orbit is controlled by a patriarchal system of representation.  Comparing the literary eternal non-return with its solar Platonic counterpart helps to shed light onto possible ways in which gender can be used as a deconstructive tool.  
No doubt the most famous female character in Russian literature whose life consists of an eternal non-return is Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina.  Her infamous attempts to (re-)unite herself with her male other half constitute the main focus of the narrative.
  The novel begins with Anna’s journey by train to St. Petersburg, during which she meets her future lover, and ends back at the same train station, with Anna feeling no closer to love than she did at the beginning of the novel.  The train motif is developed throughout, for example with children playing with toy trains, and in Anna’s nightmare.  In The Clay Machine Gun, Peter borrows this same idea of a circular train ride in one of his poems: 

But desire burns within us still,

The trains depart for it,

And the butterfly of consciousness,

Rushes from nowhere to nowhere.

Но в нас горит еще желанье, 

к нему уходят поезда, 

и мчится бабочка сознанья 

из ниоткуда в никуда.

Significantly, this poem is recited before Peter and Anna go for a ride in a carriage and have their (imaginary) romantic encounter.

While in the carriage with Anna, Peter comments on what he considers to be the unnaturalness of human sexuality.  As he thinks during their first kiss, “I have always found kissing to be an extremely strange form of contact between two human beings….The appearance of true loves requires the ability to create chimeras; in kissing me Anna was really kissing the man behind the poems…a man who had never existed,”/ “Я всегда находил поцелуй чрезвычайно странной формой контакта между людьми...Для того, чтобы [любовь] появилась по-настоящему, нужно обладеть умениeм создавать химеры; поцелуя меня, Анна скорее целовала того никогда не существовавшего человека, который стоял за поразившими ее стихами.”
  Although previously in the narrative he refers to Anna as that which is missing in himself, here he casts doubt on Aristophanes’ legend by referring to Anna’s conception of him as a chimera.  The fragmented form of the Greek mythological creature, which only exists within the consciousness of one of the characters, is similar to the complicated modern-day constructions of identity.  This, combined with the fact that Peter has woken to find that his carriage ride was likely a dream, reinforces Pelevin’s construction of sexuality as an eternal non-return to an impossible gender binary.  

Peter’s carriage ride with Anna is similar to many of his character’s sexual encounters.  For example, Maria’s plane ride with Arnold is also cut short, and constructs Arnold as a modern-day chimera, part Harrier and part Hollywood hero.  Lucy and Nelly’s romantic encounter in “Mid-Game” also contains elements of fractured identity and ends up with both figuring out that they are sleeping with someone who is the complete opposite of what they imagined, an old crony from the Soviet bureaucracy as opposed to a young prostitute.  The idea of eternal non-return is lyrically expressed by references to the Bad Boys Blue’s song “A Train to Nowhere,” and Marie Laforet’s song “Manchester et Liverpool,” which was the background music for Soviet weather forecasts and contains the lyrics “all my life we’ve been traveling on this train, I don’t remember Manchester and I’ll probably never get to Liverpool,”/ “всё мы едем, едем в этом поезде... Манчестера я не запомнила, а в Ливерпуль, наверно, так и не попаду.” 
  These songs, which repeat throughout the story, replicate the motion that they describe, that of a permanent journey with an illusory destination.

The inclusion of transgender characters helps to further deconstruct Aristophanes’ myth.  By changing their gender identities, Pelevin’s characters are able to become “whole” again without another person.  In this way sexuality, at least in its Platonic sense, is made irrelevant.  As Vassi explains, the “metasexual consciousness is born once one has healed the internal male-female duality.”
  He explores the effects of the destruction of an internal gendered boundary on the various planes of a person’s sexuality.  Masturbation gains a legitimacy it is usually denied, and multiple partners also become more than just temporary additions to the presumably heterosexual couple.  This helps to deconstruct the Cartesian plane used to support metaphysical ideas of gender and sexuality.

Pelevin’s development of a virtual reality within his texts similarly helps to deconstruct the presumed literary metaphysical plane and complicate sexual interaction.
  His novel The Helmet of Horror consists entirely of dialogue between members of an internet chatroom, which creates a polyphonic text that is not centered around the traditional voice of the singular Russian male protagonist.  His short story “Prince Gosplan” depicts life simultaneously inside a Soviet government agency and a computer game, with each ending leading to another level of the game, in the search for an animated princess.  Virtual reality understandably plays a significant role in Homo Zapiens, in which “creators” devote their time to constructing advertisements, and politicians exist only as computer-generated images.  All of these texts highlight the constructed nature of society and the difficulties of navigating within it.  Shul’ga writes that, “the phenomenon of the influence of virtual reality on the conscience and subconscious of a modern man allows Victor Pelevin to create an original poetical-philosophic image of a ‘reduced universe,’ a clear symbolic image of the modern world.”
  Within Pelevin’s virtual labyrinths, sex becomes increasingly difficult.  For example, in The Helmet of Horror characters arrange rendezvous only to have sexual encounters through walls with various monsters.  Baudrillard explains the difficulties of navigating human interaction in a virtual world thus: “from social’s polar relations, we move into the matrix’s digital connections, that of data processing.”
  Virtuality helps to emphasize the differences between the constructed expectations of Pelevin’s characters and the many conflicting realities in which they live.

The influence of virtuality on sexuality is expressed in interesting ways in colloquial Russian due to the high number of neologisms employed when discussing relatively recent technology.  In modern Russian the word internet is simply transliterated into Cyrillic, and is sometimes abbreviated to the word net.  When the shortened net acts as a prefix, it also negates the words with which it is joined.  In an online interview with his fans Pelevin was asked what he thought the definition of netsex (нетсекс) was.  While this is not a widely popular Russian term the assumed double meanings are obvious and Pelevin answered that he thought it meant the mechanism for the self-reproduction of modems (механизм самовоспроизведения модемов).  Technology separates sexuality completely from humans and transforms it into a purely reproductive phenomenon that does not require the existence of the other.   
The impossibility of sex within Pelevin’s texts has obvious ramifications on the (re-)production of his characters.  Members of nuclear families, with a few notable exceptions, are rarely mentioned.  In some cases family members are created to construct historical parallels.  For example, Omon Ra’s drowned mother is a plot device used to connect Omon to Gaidar.
  In several texts the fathers are mentioned because of their choices in naming their sons.  However, they reject the traditional linear patronymic in favor of fictionalized names, which shape their children’s future just as a patronymic would have tied them to their past.  Pelevin’s depictions of kinship are not limited by the heteronormative.  For example, the character Mouse in the novella Numbers has a lesbian mother and a gay father.  In general, however, Pelevin’s references to traditional notions of parents and children are notoriously absent.  It makes sense that in a sexless society what has historically been considered the primary sexual function, that of reproduction, would be the first to be questioned.  Pelevin’s characters seemingly live in an eternal, mythical present, free from the constraints of biological imperatives.          


Because they inhabit a virtual reality, Pelevin’s characters are permanently stuck in a metamorphosis between deconstructed Cartesian planes of existence.  Steiger examines The Clay Machine Gun as a threshold text, building off of the Bakhtinian idea of thresholds as locations for transformative moments of revelation.
  Pelevin revises the idea of the threshold as catalyst by protracting transitions into permanently frozen change.
  Markova similarly argues that Pelevin’s texts are constructed of cells (prison rooms, blind alleys) and corridors (elevators, metro) by windows to form an “antispace,” (антипространство).
  Markova’s imagery is surprisingly similar to that which Irigaray analyzes in Plato’s cave with its passageway/tekhion/chamber, which she interprets as a vagina/diaphragm/womb.
  In this way Pelevin’s characters inhabit a uniquely feminine space and are always in the process of being (re-)born.  
In spite of, or perhaps because of Pelevin’s characters’ fluid identities, which are always already undergoing a metamorphosis, his characters are paradoxically sensitive to perceptions of their identities.  For example, while explaining her identity after sleeping with another woman, Nelly whispers her relief at finding an advertisement for a professor who performed operations “for homos, you know, but don’t think I was like that, too…I wasn’t deviant,”/ “для этих, значит, гомиков — ты не подумай только, что я тоже... Я без склонностей был.”
  In this quote Pelevin simultaneously parodies the greater legitimacy of male homosexuality and thus the greater fear it inspired, the Russian scientific notion that homosexuality cannot exist within the transgender community, and the confessional nature of sexuality.  Many of Tatarsky’s advertisements can be interpreted as having homosexual subtexts, and when trying to explain the relevance of a certain advertisement to the heterosexual portion of his target group, he confuses a particularly uneducated client, who rejects the advertisement.
  Pelevin parodies the client’s intense homophobia by having him be intimidated by the word heterosexual.  The self-conscious confusion around perception of sexuality helps to undermine all constructions of identity.  By trying to influence the perceptions of others though sexuality or dialogue, Pelevin’s characters demonstrate the impossibility of expressing the idea of their selves.  

Just as Bakhtin analyzes the sexual dimension in self/other relations, Pelevin uses the pseudo sex scene in The Clay Machine Gun to talk about hero/author relations.  Peter mentions that if he were “to write a genuinely powerful erotic scene, [he] would merely provide a few hints and fill in the rest with an incomprehensible conversation like the…Oh my God, Anna…Like the one which you and I are having now,”/ “написать по-настоящему сильную эротическую сцену, я дал бы несколько намеков, а остальное заполнил бы невнятным разговором, вроде того… о Боже, Анна… вроде того, который сейчас идет у нас с вами.”
  In this quote the interaction between self and other is manipulated on several different levels.  Peter is describing the merits of using authorial passivity as a tool to encourage the activity of the reader and the creation of a lively text.  At the same time, Pelevin himself as the author is doing exactly what his hero is describing, which means that he is not merely acting as a passive author.  Also, the fact that the scene is later described as both a dream and reality throws Peter’s statement into question.  Just as he encourages the reader to actively create a mental image, he later denies the reader’s activity by contradicting the absolute reality of the scene.  In this way the one ambiguous sex scene in The Clay Machine Gun beautifully illustrates the nebulous web of self/other and hero/author/reader relations.  

The blurred sense of authorship found in the aforementioned quote allows, as strange as it may seem on a surface level, for a pseudo-sexual relationship to exist between the author and the hero.  Bakhtin describes this phenomenon when he writes:


“The author becomes close to the hero only where there is no purity of axiological self-consciousness, where self-consciousness is possessed by the consciousness of another (where it becomes axiologically conscious of itself in an authoritative other—in the latter’s love and interest).”

This concept effectively demonstrates the complications that arise in describing sexuality in a world in which identities are blurred to such a degree.  The pseudo-sexual relationship between author and hero described by Bakhtin is similar to his philosophy of identity in that both are incapable of being consummated.



The tension in the relationship between author and hero comes to a head in The Clay Machine Gun when Peter realizes his narrative non-death and writes the poem “Eternal Non-Return.”  In this moment of violence Peter shoots down a chandelier and wonders, “was that not always the only thing of which [he] had been capable, shooting at the mirror surfaced sphere of this false world from a fountain pen?”/ “да разве это не то единственное, на что я всегда только и был способен—выстрелить в зеркальный шар этого фальшивого мира из авторучки?”
  He realizes his own history of authorship and shortly after enters the world of Inner Mongolia, a land created by him and free of the constraints of time and space, where his self is consummated.  It is important not to view this ending as transcendental, as in essence there was nothing to transcend.  To use the language of Bakhtin, the hero can not detach himself from the author just as the self cannot exist without a constant interrelationship with the other.    

In these ways sexuality, which at first appears to play the most marginal of roles within Pelevin’s texts, becomes instrumental in his deconstruction of all binaries.  His protagonists embark on mythical journeys of eternal non-return to search for their Platonic other half, while never leaving the womb-like structure of their societally constructed identities.  Pelevin offers partial solutions to his characters, such as becoming transgender and allowing sexuality outside of the confines of a heteronormative binary, but simultaneously parodies the idea of transcendence.  For example, even the transgender women who sleep together discover immediately afterwards that they used to be communist bureaucrats in the same department, and both feel as if they are still toeing the party line.
  Pelevin uses sexuality and seduction to exceed the real and “undermine the world’s apparent factuality.”
  Sexuality is not a prophetic tool for Pelevin, but it allows him to further the deconstruction of binaries he begins by breaking down traditional notions of gender.   

III. Beyond the (Homo)textual Horizon: An Intertextual Destruction of the Self/Other Binary


Intertextuality is one of the main deconstructive tools that Pelevin employs to manipulate worlds and notions of self.  Both explicit and latent references in his texts invoke countless novels, films, ideas from popular culture, and ancient religious scripture.  Such a superabundance of quotations, allusions, and plagiarisms makes it impossible for any one reader to recognize all of the objects referenced, and contributes to the creation of a unique reading experience for each reader.
  The decentering of the traditional notion of a text as a hermetic entity simultaneously problematizes the monologic worlds of characters within the texts and opens the gates of the gendered textual prison.


The term intertextuality was popularized in the 1960s by Julia Kristeva, who, employing a spatial metaphor, notes that the intersection in every word (text) of a horizontal axis of subject-addressee with a vertical axis of text-context produces a multiplicity of meanings.
  In other words, instead of a singular meaning being created directly by an author and transferred to a reader, a text’s semantic field is mediated through “codes” imparted by other texts.  Kristeva’s theory of intertextuality rests on the works of Saussure’s semiotics and Bakhtin’s dialogism, which she introduced to Western audiences.
  In order to better understand the implications of her theory for Pelevin’s use of intertextuality, it is crucial to briefly examine the fundamental tenets of Saussure and Bakhtin, not in an exhaustive manner but sufficiently to form the basis for a critique of Pelevin’s texts.  

Saussure argues that signs consist of arbitrary combinations of sound images (signifier) and concepts (signified).
  Language is composed of two axes, synchronic and diachronic, of which the former is more important because of the consequence of momentary arrangements of terms.  To illustrate this relationship Saussure uses the metaphor of a person joining an uncompleted chess game; he can obtain all of the necessary information from the current positioning of pieces and gains nothing from learning the history of moves.
  In this way, Pelevin’s “Mid-Game” can be interpreted as a metaphor for Saussure’s metaphor.  The reader joins protagonists Lusya and Nelly halfway through a chess game in which the readers and heroines participate, where knowledge of the momentary arrangement of events is more important than a diachronic understanding.  For this reason, the sailors who have been playing the chess game all along and therefore know the history of the moves nevertheless lose the game.   

 Bakhtin finds a synchronic view of language to be incomplete, for he considers language to be situated within a “ceaseless flow of becoming.”
  He places language and, by extension, literature within a socio-historical continuum, and asserts that language’s inherent dialogism threatens any authoritarian, hierarchical conception of literature and life in general.  A dialogic work does this by maintaining a dialogue with other works and authors, which continually inform one another.
  Language is therefore never completely one’s own, and is located at the border between oneself and others, which Bakhtin describes using the term heteroglossia (literally ‘other voice’).  

Kristeva blends Bakhtin’s dialogism with Saussure’s structuralist semiotics in order to create a cultural textuality that denies a transcendental signified.
  As she writes in “Word, Dialogue and the Novel,” “the very concept of the sign, which presupposes a vertical (hierarchical) division between signifier and signified, cannot be applied to poetic language—by definition an infinity of pairings and combinations.”
  This presupposed hierarchical division, emblemized in Pelevin’s texts by the presence of divine beings created from certain (Post-)Soviet people and ideas, is parodied through intertextuality.  Signs become signifiers that refer exclusively to other signifiers; they are copies of copies with no original.  The idea of the eternal non-return takes on an intertextual dimension, while texts all refer to and generate tensions between other texts, which refer to other texts with no original prototext.  

The titles of Pelevin’s texts alone assert their intertextual nature.
  For example, the Russian title Generation ‘П’ creates associations with Douglas Coupland’s novel Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture, which was published in 1998, when Pelevin was writing his novel.  Coupland borrowed his title from Jane Deverson’s 1964 study of British teenagers, which Charles Hamblett turned into a book after Deverson’s magazine refused to print her article.  Generation X became a popular term, and was even the name of a punk rock band headed by Billy Idol.  The Western source of the title highlights the differences between the term’s original British audience and the Russian audience to whom Pelevin’s term is applied, the group of people who were born during the period of “stagnation” under Brezhnev and reached maturity around the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union.  While Coupland’s title refers to the namelessness of a generation that no longer identified with the goals and aims of its “baby boom” parents, Pelevin’s Generation ‘П’ has a plethora of associations, all of which describe the intricacies of its unique historical-cultural situation.  

By granting his texts certain titles, Pelevin ensures that readers will create associations that interact with one another and add countless levels of meaning to a text.  Many critics have analyzed the significance of the title Generation ‘П’ because of the numerous possible meanings of the juxtaposition of the English word ‘generation’ with the Russian letter П.
  The most popular of the suggested meanings of the letter ‘П’ are Pelevin (Пелевин), Pepsi (Пепси), Postmodernism (Постмодернизм), Emptiness (Пустота), the World Wide Web (Повceместно Протянутая Паутина), with the favorite being a Russian curse word (П...ц), which is the name of the five-legged dog (песь с пятью ногами), translated by Bromfield as ‘Phukkup.’  The negativity associated with the phallogocentric five-legged dog illustrates the dangers of masculine Russian cultural and literary hierarchies.  The English word ‘generation’ is similarly endowed with a multiplicity of meanings, with the Oxford English Dictionary including definitions as diverse as a whole body of individuals born about the same time, production by natural or artificial processes, the theological origin of the Son from the Father, the production of electricity, the processes of developing grammatical sequences of language, and/or any of the recognized stages of development of computers.
  Because of the Russian keyboard, on which the English letter G is on the same key as the Russian letter П, the halves also equal each other, with Generation ‘П’ becoming Поколение ‘G.’
  Shul’ga writes that, “the name Generation ‘П’ is a sparkling simulacrum, mixing many thoughts which all border one semantic point.”
  Combined, the two halves of the title form a diverse group of possible interpretations that all are all surprisingly relevant and gain new shades of meaning depending on which associations a reader prefers over others.  

In Чапаев и Пустота, Pelevin combines the title of Furmanov’s classic text Chapaev with his own concept of emptiness/void, both creating meaning and parodying its existence.  The heroes of his novel are already familiar to the average Russian reader through the historical channels of Furmanov’s novel, the Vasiliev brothers’ film, and countless jokes involving Chapaev, An’ka and Pet’ka.  The fact that the heroes Anna and Peter are predominantly known only by their first names allows Pelevin to build new dimensions of their personality into their surnames.  The connotation of emptiness in Peter’s name simultaneously reaches the minds of the readers and the heroes: “‘Then what is my surname,’ I asked anxiously.  ‘Your surname is Voyd,’ Volodin replied, ‘and your madness is caused by denying the existence of your own personality.’”/ “‘А как моя фамилия?’ с беспокойством спросил я. ‘Ваша фамилия — Пустота,’ ответил Володин. ‘И ваше помешательство связано именно с тем, что вы отрицаете существование своей личности.’”
  The alliteration of Peter’s Russian name helps to equate both halves: Peter is Emptiness and Emptiness is Peter.  
One of the main differences between the novel and film Chapaev and Pelevin’s The Clay Machine Gun is the role of Anna.  She is excluded from Furmanov’s novel, most likely due to commonly held views of the time about the incompatibility of women and warfare.
  In the Vasiliev brothers’ movie her existence serves more as a plot device to show that Peter can be a teacher as well as a student of Chapaev.  Anna’s flirtations with Peter add a lighthearted subplot to a movie otherwise focused on the perpetuation of the myth of eternal war.  At the end of the movie she is allowed to escape imminent death by fleeing on horseback to another town, denying her the deification granted to her male counterparts by their self sacrifice.  In Pelevin’s novel she is both an instructor of Peter and the first to reach the desired location of Inner Mongolia, a textual move that elevates her from the lowly position assigned by socio-historical associations to that of a wise Buddhist teacher.  

Pelevin’s inclusion of references to Buddhist scripture allows him to incorporate different female voices from non-Slavic literary traditions.  The introduction to The Clay Machine Gun ends with the Mahayana Buddhist Sutra “Gate Gate Paragate Parasmagate Bodhi Svaha,” which roughly translates from the Sanskrit to mean “Gone, gone/ Gone beyond/ Gone completely beyond/ Praise to awakening.”
  However, in Sanskrit the case endings are in the female vocative, showing that the word ‘gate’ is addressed to a female figure.  This follows in the Buddhist tradition of anthropomorphizing the Perfection of Wisdom as the “Mother of Buddhas.”  This sutra depicts the fundamental emptiness of all things, and the reference casts a vital part of many of Pelevin’s texts in a feminine light.   

Pelevin incorporates the famous Buddhist paradox of form being emptiness and emptiness being form into the postmodern literary tradition.  Dalton-Brown argues that both Pelevin and Coupland “chart a process of Deleuze/Guattarian deterritorialisation, leading to a state that can most simply be defined as living with(in) emptiness.”
  The idea of emptiness in Homo Zapiens belongs to both Buddhist and postmodern traditions, creating interesting parallels between the two schools of thought.  Pelevin combines these philosophies by complementing the “open and free emptiness of Foucault” with an “ancient and gloomy Eastern emptiness.”
  Altukhova explains that Pelevin’s “Eastern emptiness” draws on the Mahayana Buddhist idea of Sunyata, derived from the Sanskrit word sunya or ‘void.’ Buddha taught that the phenomenon of sunyata illustrates how the impermanent nature of forms means that nothing possesses an enduring identity.
  This lack of individual identity is due in part to the interrelation and mutually dependent nature of all things, which Pelevin illustrates through intertextuality.  Vorobeva argues that Pelevin uses emptiness as both a deconstructive and reconstructive tool, which paradoxically creates a whole from fragments of the previous structure.
  The idea of emptiness unites many of Pelevin’s works, and although it figures most prominently in Чапаев и Пустота (literally Chapaev and Emptiness), with Peter Voyd (Петр Пустота) as the protagonist, it acts as a unifying theme for many of his texts.  This emptiness places Pelevin’s texts within a historically feminine absence. 

  Worton and Still argue that theories of intertextuality inherently refer to sexual hierarchies.
  According to them, authors introduce other ideas into their own works because they are (presumably) passive consumers of other texts before they become creators.  Worton and Still state that because of the West’s historical conflation of femininity with passivity, this process feminizes poets/authors, which was one of the contributing reasons Plato banned poetry from the Republic.
  They argue that Plato’s view of poetry highlights the ‘dangerous’ nature of intertextual relations, from the point of view of masculine authority, as readers/viewers are seduced—taken out of themselves—with “disastrous consequences, according to Socrates.”
  In this way intertextuality serves as a vehicle that challenges the assumed masculinity of a given author.  The feminized creative process is echoed in the word “text” itself, which Barthes cites as etymologically arising from tissue or woven fabric, which both associates texts with the historically feminine art of weaving and implies a multiplicity of objects involved in production, including a web, weaver, and garment.
  The terminological switch from “work” to “text” emphasizes the blurring of gender boundaries, although a text is still physically separated from others by its individual pages.
  This destruction of masculine authorial hierarchy is made manifest in Pelevin’s texts by his inclusion of intertextual references.  

In “The Death of the Author,” Barthes denies the guiding authoritative voice, reducing him to a “scriptor” and leading inevitably to what can be described as Pelevin’s “Birth of the Reader.”
  Pelevin presents the idea of the transference of activity from author to reader in the small paragraph he includes before the beginning of Chapter One of Homo Zapiens:

All trade marks mentioned in the text are the property of their owners.  All rights are reserved.  Names of goods and politicians do not indicate actual commercial products; they refer only to projections of elements of the politico-commercial informational field that have been forcibly induced as perceptual objects of the individual mind.  The author requests that they be understood exclusively in this sense.  Any other coincidences are purely accidental.  The author’s opinions do not necessarily coincide with his point of view.

Все упоминаемые в тексте торговые марки являются собственностью их уважаемых владельцев, и все права сохранены. Названия товаров и имена политиков не указывают на реально существующие рыночные продукты и относятся только к проекциям элементов торгово-политического информационного пространства, принудительно индуцированным в качестве объектов индивидуального ума. Автор просит воспринимать их исключительно в этом качестве. Остальные совпадения случайны. Мнения автора могут не совпадать с его точкой зрения.

Reading becomes a homo-textual experience where the opinions and perceptions of individual readers are elevated at the expense of a dialogue with an authorial point of view.  The common language of trademark at the beginning of the paragraph situates the book within a continuum of millions of other similar products which refer to and are referred to by it.  Capitalism’s emphasis on ownership and intellectual property rights problematizes the role of the author, which conflicts with an intertextuality that cannot financially compensate the original producer of an idea, for such a person by definition cannot exist.  


Tatarsky’s jobs as a copywriter (копирайтер) and creator (криэтор) both require him to use references familiar to his Post-Soviet audience to create new advertising images.  The fact that before the collapse of the USSR Tatarsky, like many of Pelevin’s heroes, was a poet, illustrates the difficulty of finding inspiration in what appears to him to be a completely different world.  The verse of Tatarsky’s favorite poet, Boris Pasternak, expresses the interrelatedness of all things and the disorder caused by separating the world along male/female or Russian/non-Russian binaries.  But instead of writing his own poetry, Tatarsky is reduced to manipulating fragments of other’s poems and literary works in order to convince people to purchase certain products.  This does not even require writing compelling advertisements; in fact, Tatarsky’s boss argues that the worst advertisements are the most effective because they convey to potential consumers that a business is doing well enough to waste money on low quality advertising.
  The demands of creating new texts also skew the reading of old texts; for example, Tatarsky is criticized for reading the Bible for the sole purpose of mining it for new slogans.

Pelevin’s characters’ intertextual names frequently play an important role in determining their fates.  Just as readers’ choices about the meaning of Pelevin’s titles privileges certain intertexualities over others, characters’ choices of their names and their associated meanings play a critical role in establishing the courses their lives take.  Pelevin prefaces the first chapter of Homo Zapiens with a discussion of the name Babylen Tatarsky, as an introduction to the character and a way to show the significance of an individual’s mental associations over the direction of their life.  Although Babylen’s name was a shestidesyatnik’s idealistic combination of the names of Vasily Aksyonov and Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, as a teenager Babylen told his friends that his name is supposed to evoke the ancient city Babylon, “the secret lore of which was destined to be inherited by him”/ “тайную доктрину которого ему, Вавилену, предстоит унаследовать .”
  By changing the signified associated with his name (signifier), Babylen effectively sets the course of events for the rest of the novel.  

In this way Pelevin challenges the Western conception of identity at its very foundation.  In doing this, he undermines the many binaries inherent to traditional constructions of the self.  The notion of identity as a product of a tradition of dichotomous thought is directly referenced in Homo Zapiens by the tract dictated by Che Guevara to Tatarsky entitled “Identialism as the Highest Stage of Dualism.”  Although the word ‘identialism’ exists neither in English nor Russian, it clearly has been created from the word identity.  The transliteration of this neologism emphasizes the difference between Western and Russian constructions of identity.  In Russian, the new word identity (айдентика, as opposed to the word личность) has a distinctly Western flavor, which makes it popular in the world of advertising, commercial design and branding, as evidenced by the advertising magazine titled (in English) “Identity.”  The fact that the title of Che Guevara’s text references Lenin’s famous book Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, highlights the disparity between the meaning of the English word and its usage within a Post-Soviet context. 


Che Guevara’s imitation of Lenin’s title illustrates the Western cultural imperialism that plays such a large role in Homo Zapiens, in which all of the products advertised are American or European.  However, Che Guevara writes that the suffering in life can be explained not through conspiracy theories or (cultural) blame but rather emanates from “the dualism that imposes the division into subject and object of something that in actual fact has never existed and never will,”/ “дуализм, заставляющий делить на субъект и объект то, чего на самом деле никогда не было и не будет.”
  Omnipresent cultural tools, such as the television, aid this process of bifurcation, creating both passive receivers of advertisements and active purchasers of the same products.  The media does this in order to create the notion that one can purchase a desired identity by acquiring certain objects with the aid of which one can influence other people’s perceptions of oneself.  In this way the imported notion of identity is shown as crowning the binary system of thought.      

Pelevin rejects binaries in favor of a continuous (re)generation of the self.  One image frequently employed by Pelevin, the horizon, eloquently expresses the elusive concept of a complicated identity situated in a permanent state of becoming.  Homo Zapiens introduces the image on the very first page:


“No matter which way it was, as these children lounged on the seashore in the summer, gazing endlessly at a cloudless blue horizon, they drank warm Pepsi-Cola decanted into glass bottles in the city of Novorossiisk and dreamed that some day the distant forbidden world on the far side of the sea would be part of their own lives.”
 


“Как бы там ни было, эти дети, лежа летом на морском берегу, подолгу глядели на безоблачный синий горизонт, пили теплую пепси-колу, разлитую в стеклянные бутылки в городе Новороссийске, и мечтали о том, что когда-нибудь далекий запрещенный мир с той стороны моря войдет в их жизнь.”

The children who inhabit the fairy tale land of ‘Novorossiisk’ (literally, New Russia) and spend their days looking off into the horizon thinking about the future locate themselves visually and mentally within states of becomingness.  The chronotope of the horizon reappears throughout the novel, creating a picture of the reader walking down a path of the text with the ever-present image of the horizon preceding her.  The last chapter of the novel contains the lines, “[t]urning his back to the camera, he stuffs the handkerchief into his pocket and slowly walks on towards the bright-blue horizon,”/ “повернувшись к камере спиной, он прячет платок в карман и медленно идет дальше к ярко-синему горизонту” which bring Tartarsky and the reader back to the dreams of the children that opened the novel.
  Just as the children at the beginning of the novel drank Pepsi, Tatarsky’s final journey is merely an advertisement for a more adult beverage, the beer Tuborg.  

As with other aspects of identity, a horizon cannot be constructed by a singular person.  Bakhtin writes, “the excess of my seeing must ‘fill in’ the horizon of the other human being who is being contemplated, must render his horizon complete.”
  Tatarsky constructs the image that appears at the end of the novel with the aid of a can of Tuborg, which depicts a man walking on a path towards the horizon.  This advertisement allows him to fill in his identity that he imagined as a child.  Pelevin writes that there was a rumor that a separate version of Tatarsky’s final advertisement was also created, which contained thirty separate “Tatarsky’s” walking along the road.  This references a story that repeats throughout the novel of a parliament of thirty birds that goes in search of a king named Semurg, only to discover that the word semurg means “parliament.”  This bears similarities to Chaucer’s poetic exploration of love, “Parlement of Foules,” in which Chaucer eavesdrops on a parliament of birds on St. Valentine’s Day.  The thirty Tatarsky’s show the separate and similar identities that he has been searching for that have been there on the horizon since the beginning of the novel.
  

Pelevin’s duplication of Tatarsky on a can of Tuborg is actually an autocitation from his novella The Yellow Arrow, in which the character Anton sees his own image on a can of beer.
  Pelevin references his own texts frequently, from the repetition of minor characters, such as Urgan Dhambon Tulku the Seventh who makes cameo appearances in The Clay Machine Gun and Homo Zapiens, to broader parallels between more important characters.
  For example, the figure of the romanticized revolutionary and mentor appears in the form of Chapaev in The Clay Machine Gun and as Che Guevara in Homo Zapiens.
  This blending of ideas and characters between novels allows Pelevin to obfuscate the boundaries between his own texts. 
Because the Russian literary canon is dominated by texts written by men about other men, one might incorrectly conclude that intertextuality inherently promotes the masculine.  In Pelevin’s short story about a woman who works in a public restroom during Perestroika, “The Ninth Dream of Vera Pavlovna,” he reveals in the last lines that his protagonist is actually the Vera Pavlovna from What is to be Done.  In Chernyshevski’s novel Vera Pavlovna has four dreams, during the course of which she establishes a successful sewing union, which Chernyshevski uses to demonstrate that women have potential use value outside of the home.  Pelevin parodies Chernyshevski’s outdated notions of women’s liberation by having Vera Pavlovna work in an increasingly luxurious public restroom, which is destroyed by a flood of sewage.  By having his heroine’s life be a dream in a cycle of dreams initiated by another author, Pelevin’s intertextuality paradoxically denies the existence of intertextuality.  The epithet to Pelevin’s story is from Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, “Here we see that solipsism strictly carried out coincides with pure realism.”
  Vera Pavlovna’s reality becomes something separate from that which is created by Chernyshevski and Chapaev, a dream reality in its own right.   

Pelevin’s inclusion of mimicry and foreign texts amplify the “feminizing” effects of his employment of intertextuality.  As Worton and Still explain, “imitation and translation should also be considered as forms of creative splitting or catastrophe which function both as temporary proofs of the integrity of the writing subject and as transgressive inscriptions of (feminine) fluidity into textuality.”
  By inserting the social constructs of one genre or language into another, Pelevin undermines the notion that linguistic and gen(d)er hierarchies have a transcendental significance.  Their inclusion in his titles underscores the centrality of this aim to his texts.  
In addition to character names and titles, there are countless references to famous Russian literary works within Pelevin’s texts, which serve to destabilize previous levels of meaning by inserting new levels of significance into a text.  For example, The Clay Machine Gun begins with Peter murdering a friend in his apartment, a scene that has many similarities to Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment and even directly references it: “The Dostoevskian atmosphere, of course, was not created by the corpse or the door with its bullet hole, but by myself, by my own consciousness, which had assimilated the forms of another’s repentance,”/ “вся достоевщина, разумеется, была не в этом трупе и не в этой двери с пулевой пробойной, а во мне самом, в моем сознании, пораженном метастазами чужого покаяния.”
  Peter then assumes the identity of his murdered friend and attends a performance of Crime and Punishment, in which Marmeladov convinces Raskolnikov to sell him his ax, and then removes a mask to reveal that he is in fact, the old woman, who then proceeds to strangle Raskolnikov.  In this way the demonized Alyona Ivanovna is twice spared from her fate and even allowed to avenge her death, symbolic of the vilification of the feminine.  The reader’s role in bringing certain associations to the text is mentioned again in the same chapter, “Oh, damnation take these eternal Dostoevskian obsessions that pursue us Russians!”/ “О, черт бы взял эту вечную достоевщину, преследующую русского человека!”
  The parallels that are immediately drawn in readers’ minds are portrayed as curses that predetermine negative courses of action via preexisting channels of association. 


Dostoevsky’s works play an equally large but significantly different role in the development of associations within Homo Zapiens.  Chapter Five of the novel bears the title “Poor Folk” and takes place in a bar of the same name, and themes from Dostoevsky’s first novel are expanded upon while Crime and Punishment is not referenced at all.  Poor Folk’s epistolary style lends itself to intertextuality, for it highlights the different points of reference of each of the characters. The dialogue between characters through letters illustrates the impossibility of constructing a singular, coherent narrative.  Tatarsky comes to the conclusion that rich people can “escape the bounds of false reality,”/ “мог выйти за пределы фальшивой реальности,” but he cannot figure out how because his mind is filled with vague references to advertisements and clichés.
  Two television chat-show hosts who seem to have acquired a holographic shimmer due to the “human attention that had eaten into the pores of their souls,”/ “человеческое внимание, въевшееся в поры их душ” are drinking and discussing a plan to retire in the kingdom of Bhutan, the one country where television is illegal.
  The commodification of human life is shown as a detrimental force that one can only escape by moving to a place where no television exists.  Money is seen as an escape only insofar as it will purchase entrance to an exclusive country where the previous ways of life, as symbolized by television, do not exist. 

Ironically, Tatarsky pays no attention to the warnings implicit in the name of the bar and the conversation he overhears, but continues his work in advertising and, like Varvara, marries for money and power.  His desire for wealth is emblematic of the degradation of the “Russian idea,” which is illustrated in the Russian Generation ‘П’ by the transliteration of Tiutchev’s famous lines “Umom Rossiju nye ponyat, V Rossiju mojno tolko vyerit [sic]” into an English Smirnoff advertisement posted on the wall of the bar.
  The English letters stick out from the Cyrillic text and show capitalism’s manipulation of intertextuality to instill an understanding of the idea that Russia is obtainable only through Smirnoff vodka.
  Along similar lines, Tatarsky quotes the famous poet Griboedov (whose name literally means mushroom-eater) in an advertising concept when he is under the influence of psychedelic mushrooms.  Tatarsky denigrates Griboedov’s famous lines “Sweet and dear/ Is the smoke of our motherland”/ “И дым отчества нам сладок и приятен” by turning them into advertisements for Parliament cigarettes.   

Pelevin uses imagined as well as real poetry to inform the decisions of his characters.  After Peter kills his friend and double at the beginning of the novel, he remembers a poem written by the same friend years ago containing an acrostic for the words written on Belshazzar’s wall.  A famous passage in the Book of Daniel refers to the night the Babylonian empire fell, when mysterious words that defied all attempts at interpretation appeared on the wall during a feast.  Eventually the Hebrew Daniel deciphers them: “thou art weighed in the balances and art found wanting.”
  The difficulty Belshazzar’s court faces in deciphering the words on the wall highlights the difficulties and even the dangers of interpreting any text; in decoding the message Daniel seals the fate of the Babylonians.  Since Peter kills his friend who represents Belshazzar, he inherits the kingdom of Babylon.  The Persians accomplished this by diverting the Euphrates River, just as Peter and Chapaev enter Inner Mongolia by going into a river. 
     


Babylonian religious references figure more prominently in Pelevin’s later novels such as Homo Zapiens and Empire ‘V’.  The protagonists of both novels assume the role of Marduk, patron deity of Babylon, and join into a union with Ishtar, the goddess of love and war.  Tower of Babel imagery helps to show the difficulties intertextuality creates in a world where countless languages are spoken and are in constant need of translation and reinterpretation.  Instead of adding emphasis to existing meanings or illustrating historic parallels, intertextuality becomes a veil that further obfuscates any truth revealed by a text.  As Tatarsky explains while under the influence of fly agarics, “When there is a confusion of tongues, then the Tower of Babel starts to rise….Yes, of course.  There’s the entrance right there,”/ “То есть смешение языка и есть создание башни. Когда происходит смешение языка, возникает вавилонская башня… Ну да, конечно.  Вот он, вход.”
  The gates leading up to the tower are covered in graffiti of sexual slang and drawings of male and female genitalia, along with the phrase in large English letters, “This Game Has No Name.”
  This phrase, which is repeated at critical points in the novel, highlights the impossibility in such a “confusion of tongues” of the very existence of referential language.  The arbitrary nature of the linguistic signification of language is equated on the gates with a vulgarized male/female dichotomy.  


As has already been mentioned, the most powerful god in Pelevin’s works is the goddess Ishtar.  Her non-dependence on a male counterpart is highlighted by the fact that no tradition portrays her as having a permanent male partner.  Although she is a goddess of fertility, love and sexuality, her unions with men usually bring them bad fortune, which causes Gilgamesh to refuse her offer of marriage.  Pelevin continues this tradition by having Tatarsky’s boss, Ishtar’s previous lover, Azadovsky be murdered.  This cruelty, like Alyona Ivanova’s murder of Raskolnikov during the staged production of Crime and Punishment, helps to separate Ishtar from the historical tradition of female passivity and non-substance.  


One of the most famous myths involving Ishtar describes her descent into hell to rescue her lover Tammuz.  While she is in hell, all sexual activity on Earth ceases.  The lack of sex within Pelevin’s novels which contain Ishtar leads to the conclusion that during the course of his novels she is actually in hell, which would suggest that Pelevin has negative views on modern day Russia, similar to Bulgakov’s “A Devil Comes to Moscow.”  Although Pelevin’s characters assume that they are ascending a ziggurat-like ladder towards a godly union, they are actually descending into hell.  Pelevin hints at this in Homo Zapiens, for example by comparing the Tower of Babel to the sacrificial pits (tophets) in which Carthaginians used to sacrifice children. 
The inclusion of these female references allows Pelevin to unite a historically feminine idea of Russia as a country with literary traditions in which women have played an arguably more significant role.  Just as Kristeva expands upon Barthes’ ideas and examines the “word as body (crossed by pre-linguistic forces) and the body as word (signifying system),” creating a Bloomian network of passionate intertextual relations, Pelevin’s inclusion of feminine intertextualities helps to produce a more balanced and non-gendered text than many that reference only the traditional Russian literary canon.  In this way Pelevin’s interetextualities are used not to create feminine texts, but rather to show the difficulties of a hierarchical gender binary classification.  His references combine to form a body of text, in which gender is balanced almost to the point of nonsignificance.   
Conclusion
Three broad conclusions arise from this study of Victor Pelevin’s third-wave feminist polemics.  First, he intentionally uses gender, sexuality and intertextuality as critical starting points for the deconstruction of all binaries within his texts.  Next, that abandoning binaries allows him to forge new narratives about the multiple sides of the self and the text.  Lastly, these changes allow Pelevin to alter the underlying aims of the novel.  


Arguably the most influential binary within Pelevin’s texts is that of Soviet versus Post-Soviet, which he symbolizes with the opposing structures of the Palace of the Soviets and the Ostankino Tower.  These architectural triumphs (the former left in draft stages and the latter executed) loom within the collective (sub)conscious of Pelevin’s protagonists and metaphorically represent the heights which the characters are supposed to ascend during the course of their lives.  Lenin and Ishtar crown the two structures, dividing the worlds along a gender binary.  By deconstructing the differences between the Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia, Pelevin simultaneously deconstructs gender, illustrating the parallels between postmodern and feminist schools of thought.  


If gender is one plane on which Pelevin’s characters exist, sexuality is the two-dimensionality that allows characters to ascend the rungs of society towards a union with their mythologized leaders.  However, his characters never reach their imagined destinations and instead arrive at antipodal locations.  For example, at the end of Omon Ra the protagonist discovers that his cosmonaut journey is deceptive and has led him to the Lenin Library metro station, not the moon.  Instead of entering into (sexual) unions with a leader, Pelevin’s characters embark on voyages of eternal non-return, forever spiraling around separate semantic points.  The narrative of an unsuccessful journey towards a mythologized leader centers Pelevin’s texts not on sex, but on its absence.  In this way, even novels such as Homo Zapiens, which describe society’s obsession with sexuality, contain virtually no sex at all.  


The third dimension Pelevin employs, allowing his texts to extend beyond their physical bounds, is intertextuality.  Just as he uses sexuality to challenge self/other relations, Pelevin employs intertextuality to complicate the author/hero relationship by involving the reader.  The titles Chapaev i Pustota and Generation ‘П’ allude to Furmanov’s novel Chapaev and Coupland’s Generation X, which encourages readers to interpret the texts through the lenses of their literary referents.  The superabundance of quotations, allusions, and plagiarisms from countless novels, films, and religious texts inhibits a reader’s ability to decipher all of the objects referenced.  This allows each reader to create an individual interpretation of the text since she reads it through her own set of cultural codes.  


One example of the dialogue between the dimensions of gender, sexuality and intertextuality is a poem included in The Clay Machine Gun.  Peter wrote it in the days before the Russian civil war when he was a poet in St. Petersburg, and later both Anna and Chapaev recite his own poem to him:

But desire burns within us still,

The trains depart for it,

And the butterfly of consciousness,

Rushes from nowhere to nowhere.

Но в нас горит еще желанье, 

к нему уходят поезда, 

и мчится бабочка сознанья 

из ниоткуда в никуда.

The plurality of the subject of the poem allows it to remain genderless.  The train journey towards the object of desire causes the poem to become two-dimensional.  This voyage will undoubtedly not reach its planned destination, as it is compared to a butterfly flitting from nowhere to nowhere. 


Peter’s poem is also intertextual, as he borrows the first line from a Pushkin poem, “To Chaadaev,” written in 1818:

But desire burns within us still,

Under the yoke of fatal power

With impatient hearts

We hearken the call of the fatherland. 

Но в нас горит еще желанье, 
Под гнетом власти роковой 
Нетерпеливою душой 
Отчизны внемлем призыванье.

Pushkin had studied with Peter Iakolovich Chaadaev in Tsarskoe Selo and respected his patriotism, which had strong anti-authoritarian undertones.  Besides his friendship with Pushkin and a cameo role in Griboedov’s Woe from Wit, Chaadaev is largely famous for his eight Philosophical Letters, which frame Russia’s search for national identity in terms of Westerners versus Slavophiles.  Instead of adopting Pushkin’s language of struggle for freedom against hegemonic power, Peter Voyd writes that these efforts are just a part of a journey from “nowhere to nowhere.”  Pelevin repeats this idea in the title of his 2003 novella, DPP/NN (Dialectics of a Transitional Period from Nowhere to Nowhere/ Диалектика Переходного Периода из Ниоткуда в Никуда).  While Chaadaev did not believe that Russia had had a golden age and so should essentially restart history and become more European, Peter explains the difficulties of understanding change in a world where, in some ways, nothing ever changes.  The random alternation between Peter’s world as a civil war general and his world in a Post-Soviet mental institution emphasize the equivalence of the two different time periods.  In this way Peter’s poem subverts Chaadaev’s division of Russian ideological thought into Westerners and Slavophiles.  Tatarsky expands upon the theme of desiring change while questioning whether anything actually changes, when he says that he “hated most of the manifestations of Soviet power, but he still couldn’t understand why it was worth exchanging an evil empire for an evil banana republic that imported its bananas from Finland,”/ “ненавидел советскую власть в большинстве ее проявлений, но все же ему было непонятно – стоило ли менять империю зла на банановую республику зла, которая импортирует бананы из Финляндии.”
  


The interplay of gender, sexuality, and intertextuality within Pelevin’s texts allows him to forge new narratives of the multiplicity of the self.  Pelevin confronts the traditional Western sense of subjectivity, denying that awareness of certain thoughts and observations testify to the agency of an individual’s psychology, which can be clearly delineated from the rest of the world.  The fact that the doctors in Peter’s mental institution label him a schizophrenic, the subject of the head doctor Kanashnikov’s dissertation, clearly shows the conflict between widely accepted Western notions of selfhood and the experiences of Pelevin’s characters.  In their paper, which examines schizophrenia and argues for a multi-track model of consciousness, Gerald O’Brien and Jon Opie explain that: 

From this perspective, schizophrenia would seem to be a disease that undermines a person’s sense of agency, while leaving their sense of subjectivity intact.  The distinction between these two kinds of self-awareness, and the fact that they can be selectively impaired, means that it is no longer possible to talk of our experience of self as though it were a single, monolithic entity, and hence assume that there must be a single, all-encompassing explanation which does it justice.
  

Schizophrenia was also a popular blanket diagnosis in the Soviet Union used to forcibly hospitalize a large number of people, which illustrates both that the reader should be suspicious of the analysis of Peter’s doctors, and that his virtual incarceration is representative of the experience of a many people.
  In her study of the Russian literary tradition of the madhouse as a place of refuge and revelation, Brintlinger notes that Chaadaev was one of the first victims of punitive hospitalization, furthering the parallels between Peter Chaadaev and Peter Voyd.  


Peter’s alleged schizophrenia allows him to alternate randomly between his world as a civil war general in the 1910s and a patient in a mental institution in the 1990s.  By existing in the nascent stages of both the Soviet Union and the Russia, Peter’s struggles metaphorically represents Russia’s own.  For this reason, Pelevin’s deconstruction of Peter’s identity simultaneously deconstructs the Russian identity, which Chaadaev also deconstructed.  The two separate Russia’s that Peter inhabits interact with one another, with events in Peter’s separate lives taking place in the same locations in Moscow, constantly (re)forming the city.  Pelevin unmasks the differences between Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia as negligible.  For example, when he leaves the mental institution Peter notes that he does not see the familiar Pushkin statue on Tverskoi Boulevard, but this is only because the Soviets moved the monument to the opposite side of the street.
 


In addition to serving as a metaphor for Russia, one can also interpret the idea of the self as similar to that of the text.  Just as Pelevin’s characters engage in dialogues of self discovery and self (re)creation, his texts allude to hundreds of external referents, which allow the texts to create countless levels of meaning.  By gaining insight into the world around them they inevitably change their environment and are changed by it.  Thus the binaries of self/other, hero/author, Soviet/Post-Soviet evaporate within Pelevin’s texts.  Pelevin literally defies textual boundaries by posting all of his pre-2000 texts on his official website.  His website also contains a popular forum and chat room in which communities of readers constantly discuss his texts, adding new levels of meaning and post their own criticism, analysis, and creative works.  


The semantic polyvalence inherent to Pelevin’s texts challenges the traditional aims of the novel.  While there is no authoritative definition of the novel and its goals, Georg Lukacs’ The Theory of the Novel is widely used as a point of departure for literary analysis.  He writes that “the form of the novel is, like no other one, an expression of transcendental homelessness.”
  Lukacs establishes a binary of the novel and its predecessor, the epic.  History leads from the paradisiacal home of the epic (die Epopöe), represented by Homer, to the desolate novel (der Roman) and its accompanying “transcendental homeless.”  Within the broader category of the novel, Lukacs identifies two broad subsections, one of “abstract idealism” and the other of “narrow-minded idealism.”  In other words, “either the [novel’s] world is narrower or it is broader than the outside world.”
  

Pelevin’s texts circumvent the novel’s inherent “transcendental homelessness” through their multiplicity of self/other relations.  His characters, while on journeys of eternal non-return, find a type of home, as represented in The Clay Machine Gun by Inner Mongolia and in Homo Zapiens as Tatarsky’s final advertisement.  While at first glance these worlds appear solipsistic, they should not be defined as such because Pelevin’s bridging of the self/other divide challenges the nature of solipsism.  During an online interview, one fan asked Pelevin whether the end of The Clay Machine Gun led to a “banal American happy ending”/ “банальнaя американскaя хэппиэндовщинa.”
  In his response Pelevin acknowledges the interrelationship between the dynamic author/hero connection and of the distinctive endings of his texts, which allows them to avoid Lukacs’ “transcendental homelessness.”    
In my opinion, a happy ending is the best thing that can happen in literature and life.  Essentially, I have a persisting aspiration for a happy ending.  The fact is that literature, to a large extent, programs life, at any rate, the life of the person who is writing.  I have tested this on myself many times, and now think ten times before I send some secondary character somewhere.

По-моему, хэппи энд — самое хорошее, что только может быть в литературе и в жизни. В принципе, у меня есть устойчивое стремление к хэппи энду. Дело в том, что литература в большой степени программирует жизнь, во всяком случае, жизнь того, кто пишет. Я это много раз испытывал на себе, и теперь десять раз подумаю, прежде чем отправить какого-нибудь второстепенного героя куда-нибудь.
  

Another way in which Pelevin’s texts diverge from Lukacs’ conception of the novel is in their use of time.  According to Lukacs, the novel differs from the epic because it relies on an imperative of linear temporality.  He explains that “time becomes the carrier of the sublime epic poetry of the novel: it has become inexorably existent, and no one can any longer swim against the unmistakable direction of its current.”
  He argues that time is one of the novel’s constitutive principles, whereas meaning makes time irrelevant in the epic.  However, partially because of the deconstruction of the Soviet/Post-Soviet binary, time becomes an arbitrary construct in Pelevin’s texts.  His characters exist simultaneously in different epochs, a feat that is normally impossible in the novel.


For these reasons, the analysis of the deconstruction of binaries is critical to an understanding of Pelevin’s texts.  A study of his innovative employment of the three dimensions of gender, sexuality and intertextuality illustrates this.  The internal multiplicity of the self, and by extension, the text, allows Pelevin’s characters and novels to exist in continuous states of becomingness.  In this way sexuality, gender and intertextuality within Pelevin’s texts redefine the traditional aims of the novel.  
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