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AHHOTAIHUSA

C 9KO-KpUTHYECKOI TOUYKH 3PEHHS, HACTOSIIEE 3CCE MOCBALICHO aHAIN3y HEKOTOPBIX
CXOJICTB M Pa3NIMUNH MEXy IByMS 3HAUUTEIbHBIMH IIPOU3BEACHUSIMH PYCCKOM JINTEPATypHI
BTOpOit MooBHHEI XX Beka — «IIpomanne ¢ Marépoit» (1976) B. Pacnyruna (1937-2015)
1 «3o0Hoi1 3atoreHs» (2015) P. Cerunna (1971). CrycTs COPOK JIST 3TH pOMaHBI BCTYAIOT
B JIMAJIOT, MCXOAS U3 psijia KIIIOUEBBIX TEM M OOLIETo NMpeAMeTa: peajsbHOro 3aTOIUICHUS psiia
CHOMPCKHX JIEPEBEHB B pe3yJIbTaTe CTPOUTENBCTBA IUIOTUH M THAPO3NIEKTpocTaHnuil. [lepas
9acTh CTaThbU MPECTABIIET U KOHTEKCTyaIn3UpPYeT CTPOUTETHCTBO TaK Ha3bIBAEMbIX «BEIMKUX
IUIOTUH», ONMHCHIBAasg WX OCHOBHBIE IIENM U XapaKTEPUCTUKH, a TAKXKE SKOJIOTHUECKHE
MOCTIENICTBHS ISl OKPY)KAIOLINX TEPPUTOPHHA M HaceleHHs. Bropas dacTe paccMaTpuBaeT
napajjiesid MeX 1y ABYMs JINTEpaTypPHBIMU TEKCTaMH, 0COOCHHO UcCielys 00pa3 MpUPOIsI U
CBOEOOPa3HBIA «CHOMPCKHUI XPOHOTOID», BO3HUKAIOIINI B 000MX Mpou3BeaeHuAX. B odonx
poMaHax KOH(IMKT MEX]y YeJIOBEKOM M IPHPOION WIrpaeT LEHTPAIBbHYIO POib. 3aKIIOUH-
TeJIbHAsI YacTh CTaThbH YIIyOJISIETCS B COITOCTABIIEHHE COICP)KAaHNs M OCHOBHBIX TEMAaTHUECKHX
BOIIPOCOB 3THX NPOU3BEJCHHUH, yUUTHIBAS TPABMAaTHIECKOE MICHXOJIOTNYECKOe BO3ICHCTBHE
9BaKyallnH 1 TIepecelieHus Ha nepcoHaxei. bpocaromyecs B I1a3a CTHINCTHYECKHE PA3INIHS
MEXIy JByMsS aBTOPaMH{ TO3BOJIAIOT MPEIOKNUTE HEKOTOPBIE 3aKITIOUUTENbHbIE Pa3MBIIIIICHUS
0 DIyOMHHBIX CBA3SX MEXAY MX JIMTEPATYPHBIMH IPOU3BEICHUSMH, BBIXOISIINX 32 PAMKH
MPOCTOTO «peMelKa» UIH aKTyaln3alHu.

Karouessble cinoBa: B. Pacnymun, «lIpowanue c Mamépou», P. Cenuun,; «30Ha 3amonienusny,
naomunvl 8 Cubupu, 3K0 Kpumuxa

«I TMXO, MOKOWHO JieXaja OCTPOB, TEM I1auye POJIHAs, CaMOu
CyIp00 Ha3HaYeHHAs 3€MJISI, UTO MMeJla OHA YETKHE TPaHHIIbI,
Cpa3y 3a KOTOPHIMH HauWHAJIACh YK€ HE TBEpIb, a Teub. Ho ot
Kpast 10 Kpasi, OT Oepera 0 Oepera XBatajio B HEH U pa3faoibs, U
borarcTBa, ¥ KpacoThl, M AUKOCTH, W BCAKOW TBapH IO Hape —
BCEr0, OT/ICIMBILUCE OT MaTepHKa, JepKajla OHa B JOCTATKE — HE
[IOTOMY JIM ¥ Ha3Bajach TPOMKUM HMeHeM Martépa?»

Pacnytun: Ilpomanne ¢ Matepoit
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1. The “great dams” and the environmental question

Since ancient times “great dams”, that is, massive water infrastructures over 15
metres high, have been built to artificially block rivers or to divert their course,
creating reservoirs intended to power aqueducts and irrigation canals. As is widely
known, the specific aims of these works are the generation of hydroelectric energy
through the power plants, water supply and river flood regulation [JACKSON 1997].
Currently dams generate about one-sixth of the electricity consumed in the world
and irrigate one-seventh of all agricultural fields: therefore, they represent a
necessary element for the well-being and economic development of a society.! In any
case, their presence significantly alters the natural system of the area in which they
are built, because they modify its hydrology and hinder the downstream transport
of vital sediments for the environment inside and around the watercourse
[CAMPANELLA 2015]. One of the main problems related to the construction of dams
is indeed the loss of land — not just any land, but one of the most fertile types — due
to the filling of the basin, along with damage to fauna, forests and wetlands char-
acterized by a delicate hydrogeological balance [ROTA 2023: 32-34]. A second
negative aspect, which is largely ignored, is the downstream effect of the barriers:
the diversion of waterways may lead to the disappearance of floods, and sometimes
to the dissolution of flows. In any case, it may result in the reduction of the global
flow rate of a river or provoke the erosion of the riverbeds (cf., for example, the
progressive drying up of the Aral Sea).?

Due to defects in manufacture or to an inadequate assessment of the fragility
of surrounding rocks and sedimentary materials, great dams have also caused
significant security problems: over the centuries, as a consequence of their collapse
or of the basins’ overflowing, various accidents have occurred, with thousands
of victims and invaluable damage to the ecosystem. Just to name a few, the landslide
of the Vajont Dam in Northern Italy in 1963 [see TEMPORELLI 2011; IOVINO 2016;
SALABE 2013] and the recent destruction (6th June 2023) of the Ukrainian Kakhovka
Dam, built between 1950 and 1956 on the Dnieper River,’ are two tragic examples.
In addition to the irrigation of fields and the water supply of urban centres, the
construction of these infrastructures has acquired symbolic values that refer to an
image of economic power. In fact, in different cultural and socio-political contexts,
great dams have been described by their proponents as positive icons of progress and

On this aspect, see MCINTOSH 2023: https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-
quarterly/big-dams-serving-greater-common-good.

The saltwater surface of the Aral Sea has progressively dried out due to the diversion, for irriga-
tion purposes, of the riverine waters of the Syr Darya in the north and the Amu Darya in the south,
which discharged into the lake and were its main sources of inflowing water. Regarding what
is considered one of the worst ecological disasters in the regions belonging to the former
Soviet Union, see https://www.britannica.com/place/Aral-Sea and https:/link.springer.com/chapter/
10.1007/978-3-030-42254-7_4.

On the flood and evacuations in the Kherson region provoked by the destruction of the Kakhovka
Dam, see https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65818705.
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expressions of national pride [RYABOV 2014]. However, it should be underlined, as
has been shown by several independent reports, that in many cases construction
companies are powerful and enjoy favouritisms, or in any case entertain hardly
transparent relations with the respective political classes [BOCCALETTI 2022: 35—
38]. Moreover, especially in recent years energy production has not always been
designed to meet the real needs of the surrounding areas, but for sale to third parties.
Another significant issue concerns the social impact of dams and power plants,*
namely, the number of people forced to abandon their homes and lifestyle due to the
flooding of their territories [see BOYE 2016; NOSENGO 2022].

Taking into account the theoretical contributions and the interdisciplinary
methodological perspective of ecocritical studies [SCAFFAI 2017],° the present paper
aims to reflect on these themes through the comparison of two relevant works
of 20th-century Russian literature. Overall, compared to Western studies, mainly
associated with liberal or progressive orientations, the late-Soviet and Russian
contributions of naturfilosofskaya proza share a critical view in favour of environ-
mental protection, but they are characterised by conservative and nationalist
tendencies.® A further distinctive feature is their emphasis on the past and the search
for a moral way of life [LEVINSKAYA 2015: 148].

Both novels analysed here, Proshchaniye s Matyoroy (Farewell to Matyora,
1976) by Valentin Grigoryevich Rasputin (Ust-Uda 1937 — Moscow 2015) and Zona
zatopleniya (“Flood Zone”, 2015) by Roman Valeryevich Senchin (Kyzyl, 1971)’

4 About the controversial social and human impact of great dams, see, for instance, BOYE and

DE Vivo 2016 and https://archive.internationalrivers.org/human-impacts-of-dams.

As is known, the term ecocriticism refers to the study of literature and environment from an
interdisciplinary point of view; its movement originated and initially spread in the English-
speaking world in the 1980s. The label was coined by William Rueckert in his 1978 paper
Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism. Critics sharing this multifaceted
orientation analyse literary works illustrating environmental themes and examine the various
modalities in which literature represents the image of nature. Some studies offer reflections on
possible solutions to the serious contemporary environmental situation, even though not all agree
on the purposes, methodology or scope of the movement. In the USA these efforts are spearheaded
by the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE), which hosts a biennial
conference on these topics. Ecocriticism is an intentionally broad approach, which at present
intertwines with other designations, among them literary ecology, environmental literary criticism,
ecopoetics, and green cultural studies, and is connected to research areas like ecology, sustainable
design, biopolitics, environmental history, environmentalism, and social ecology. For an overview
of the most significant authors and contributions in the field, see GLOTFELTY ET AL. 1996, IovINO
ETAL. 2018, GARRARD 2023 and https://www.hisour.com/it/ecocriticism-49390/.

An exception is represented by Ekologichesky roman (‘“Ecological novel”, 1993) by the author and
environmentalist Sergey Zalygin (1913-2000), in which the issue of environmental protection is
in the foreground, not subordinate to nationalistic claims. The seminal papers in Ekologiya kultury
(“The Ecology of Culture”, 1979) by Dmitry S. Likhachev (1906—1999) are still points of reference
for Russian scholars of ecocriticism [see LIKHACHEV 1985]. For a recent overview of the main
authors and themes of the movement in Russia, see PERKIOMAKI 2021: 119-124.

The famous povest of the award-winning Valentin Rasputin, first published in the literary journal
Nash sovremennik (“Our Contemporary”) in September—October 1976, then in various editions
in volume apart, has been translated in major European languages. In Italian the work has been
translated by Editori Riuniti publishing house in 1980 with the tile 1/ villaggio sommerso (“The
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set in central eastern Siberia, in the macro-regions of Irkutsk and Krasnoyarsk,

respectively. Forty years later, the subjects of the stories narrated are similarly
inspired by the last weeks of life of some villages condemned to evacuation due
to the planned flooding to power two hydroelectric plants along the course of the
Angara® river [CAPRIOGLIO 2018: 282]. The authors share their Siberian origins and

the

fact of having drawn inspiration from real events, in part lived or “collected

in the field” also in terms of testimony and documentation.” As evidenced by the

boo
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k’s dedication, to Rasputin, Senchin’s work, already from its conception recalls
of'its illustrious predecessor, with which it develops a dialogue at various levels:
is why many critics have defined “Flood Zone” as a ‘contemporary remake’

of Farewell to Matyora." In fact, in addition to the subject and the environmental

100

submerged village”): although the image alludes to the event at the centre of the plot, from the
formal point of view this choice deviates from the original version, putting in the background,
in my opinion, some key motives of the text expressed from the recurring word ‘farewell’ (on this
topic see REMONATO 2022: 51-52). The novel by Roman Senchin Zona zatopleniya (“Flood Zone™)
has not been translated into Italian yet; among the authors’ works available in Italian there is only
the noir saga Eltyshevy (2009; Italian translation: L ultimo degli Eltyshev, 2017), that brought him
to the forefront of the literary scene with the nomination to the prestigious Bolshaya Kniga (“Big
Book”) award.

The Angara, a protagonist of several Buryat folk legends, is a Siberian River (1,853 km), and a right
tributary of the Yenisey. It is the only outlet of Lake Baikal, from which it flows southwest through
the Sayan Mountains, which border the lake itself. The Angara flows through the city of Irkutsk
(see https://mygeografi.ru/reka-angara). On the etymological level it is interesting to note that
in the Buryat language the ancient root amnga refers to the “open mouth of an animal”, from which
derive the meanings of “wide open”, “opening, openness”, “throat”. According to some historical
sources, the river Angara was first mentioned in the 13th century with the name of Ankara Muren.
On the most famous legend handed down orally, later transcribed and reworked into a fable
by V. P. Starodumov (1901-1996), see https://historicus.media/legendabaikala/ and https://baikal.
place/2017/07/15/beauty _angara.

Because of the high concentration of industrial enterprises on its shores, currently the main
environmental problems of Angara are caused by the wastewater of the plants. In fact, the water
supply coming from the recycling of the water of the three basins is rarely used, because there are
not enough treatment facilities. In the river and its artificial lakes residue of petroleum products
has been detected, as well as heavy metals and organic matter. Overall, therefore, today the Angara
waters are classified as moderately polluted: see https://srcaltufevo.ru/it/eta-reka-vsegda-
spokoina-sintaksicheskie-normy-russkogo-literaturnogo.html. Note that already in 2010, after one
of his trips to the submerged places, Rasputin had expressed himself forcefully and pessimistically
on the state of the river when interviewed by V. Kozhemyako (02.02.2010) on the website
https://www.plotina.net/rasputin-boges-moges/.

Rasputin had the opportunity to know about the dedication and the contents of Senchin’s novel,
which he encouraged and supported, but he died a few days before the actual publication of the
book [MARTAZANOV 2023]. In the sixth chapter of “Flood Zone”, while Aleksey Bryukhanov, one
of the villagers to be resettled, is bitterly reflecting on the lack of effective or consoling responses
even from literature, the figure of Rasputin himself is evoked. He expresses empathy and com-
passion, but in the end he retains a powerless silence: «ITucarenu B TOT pa3 Henbli AeHb OPOIUIH
1o meuaM, 3axo4quJii BO IBOPEI, B I/I36])l, cnyma.lm H}O)leﬁ, KHBaJIA, CO‘{yBCTBy}OLLIe B3JbIXAJIH.
HanwucaBiuid KHATY TIPO CBOIO 3aTOIUICHHYIO POIMHY BCE MOTHpaN IVIa3a, KPUBHJI, Kak OT OOJIH,
auno. Monyai... ClIOBHO Ha MECTO CKOPOTO MPUPOAHOTO OE/ICTBHSI OHU NPHEXal, OCMaTPUBAIN
TO, 4TO JOJDKHO OBITh BOT-BOT YHHUYTOXXEHO KaKMM-HHOYIb yparaHom, yHamu. Ho Beap He

DOI: 10.31034/054.2025.07 S



From literature to ecocriticism: Siberian dams and their impact...

theme, in terms of contents both novels focus on the highly conflicting relationships
between city and countryside, on the loss of social identity and the historical memory
of rural communities, and on the motif of the “ordinary man” crushed by the
decisions taken from above. In my view, however, at close reading, these literary
works share a number of characteristics but also exhibit differences in style, in their
atmosphere and in the psychological characterization of the main heroes, starting
from their vision of nature and the feelings about the villages they are about to leave.

2. The “Siberian chronotope” and the representation of nature in the two works

As is well known, since the beginning of its “internal colonization” from the 17th
century, Siberia has always been considered by the Russians as a territory
of conquest and exploitation for its immense natural resources [MINGATI 2017: 9—
10]. In line with the rest of the country, in Soviet times the region was the subject
of several campaigns aimed at its electrification and industrialization “in forced
stages”. In fact, political propaganda exalted these plans in the name of collective
economic progress, overshadowing the socio-environmental consequences and
stifling any critical voices. A real ecological consciousness had the opportunity to
develop and obtain mediatic resonance in the country only with Gorbachev’s
perestroyka (1986—1991), during which Valentin Rasputin assumed public offices.
The commitment to the defence of the Transbaikal territory!! ecosystem and of its
indigenous traditions against the intrusiveness of Western models played a central
role in his political and journalistic activities'> [KARPENKO-MERINOV 2013]. From
the beginning, his prose was characterized by an intense and poetic representation
of nature, which was gradually enriched with existential and philosophical
meditations. For the thematic issues and rural settings of his works, Rasputin was
often associated by Soviet literary critics with the current of derevenskaya proza, the
so-called “Village Prose” [see PARTHE 1992 and 2021], alongside authors such as
Fedor Abramov, Viktor Astafyev, Vasily Belov and Vasily Shukshin.!?

HPUPOAHOE OEICTBUE HAJIBUTAJIOCH Ha IEPEBHIO M Ha BECh 3TOT Kpaid, a pyKoTBOpHOE. OCTaHOBUMOE.»
[CEHuMH 2015: 205]

Among his manifold activities, in 2009 Rasputin took part into the shooting of Miroshnichenko’s
film Reka zhizni (“The River of Life”), devoted precisely to the flooding of some villages as
a consequence of the construction of the Bratsk and Boguchanskaya hydropower plants. Upon his
death in 2015, number 357/2 of the literary journal Sibir and the Baikal cinematographic festival
“Chelovek i priroda” (“Man and nature”) were dedicated to him. In 2017 in Irkutsk a Rasputin
museum was founded, which presents information, cultural events, as well as critical and
bibliographical materials: see http://vgrasputin.ru/.

See the following collections of interviews, articles and essays by the author: V.G. Rasputin, Sibir,
Sibir, Moscow: Molodaya Gvardiya, 1991 (2nd edition Irkutsk: Sapronov, 2006) and id., U nas
ostayetsya Rossiya: ocherki, statyi, vystupleniya, besedy, ed. by T.I. Marshkova, Moscow: Institut
russkoy tsivilizatsii, 2015. In the last years of his life, feeling deeply uneasy among the strident
contradictions of post-Soviet reality, Rasputin took controversial positions, increasingly
conservative and nationalistic [see RUMYANTSEV 2016].

On the thematic and stylistic affinities of the Siberian author’s novels with other relevant works
belonging to the derevenskaya proza, see among other works — YE. STARIKOVA: “Sotsiologichesky
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The povest Proshchaniye s Matyoroy relates the last weeks of life of the island
and the eponymous village. The events are inspired by a journey actually made
by the author in the area of the Ust-Ilimsk hydroelectric power plant in the summer
of 1975: an island in the Angara, inhabited for three hundred years, is destined to be
submerged and replaced by a vast artificial basin'* which will power a hydroelectric
station [ KARPENKO-MERINOV 2013: 86—87]. The Ust-Ilimsk plant is one of the great
Soviet hydraulic infrastructures erected in the post-war period (1963-1974); the
complex, which is still relevant in terms of size and quantity of energy produced,
reached its full capacity in 1980."° The incipit of Rasputin’s novel is a lyrical
digression on nature and the cyclical alternation of seasonal rhythms in the Siberian
“little homeland””:

W onsare HacTynmuiaa BeCHa, CBOS B CBOGM HECKOHUaEMOM psIIy, HO
nocnemHsst s Marepbl, ISl OCTpOBa U JIEPEBHH, HOCSIIUX OIHO
Ha3BaHue. ONATh C TPOXOTOM U CTPACTHIO MMPOHECIIO JICH, HArPOMO3TUB
Ha Oepera TOpoChl, U AHrapa 0CBOOOKJICHHO OTKPBLIACH, BHITSHYBIIHCH
B MOTYUYyl0 CBepKawinyto Teub. OISITh Ha BEPXHEM MEICY OOIKO

aspekt sovremennoy ‘derevenskoy prozy’”, Voprosy literatury, 1972/7: 12-35; L.F. YERSHOV:
“Valentin Rasputin i sotsialno-filosofskaya proza 1970-1980-kh godov”, Russkaya literatura,
1987/1: 145-155; A.F. LAPCHENKO: “Chelovek i pamyat v povestyakh V. Rasputina”, in id.,
Chelovek i zemlya v russkoy sotsialno-filosofskoy proze 70-kh godov, Leningrad: Izd.
Leningradskogo universiteta, 1985: 14—44; M. LEVINA: “Apofeoz bespochvennosti (‘Ontolo-
gicheskaya’ proza v svete idey russkoy filosofii)”, Voprosy literatury, 1991/10: 3-29; V. CHALMAYEV:
“Uroki ‘derevenskoy prozy’”, in Istoriva sovetskoy literatury: novy vzglyad. Po materialam
Vsesoyuznoy nauchno-tvorcheskoy konferentsii 11-12 maya 1989 g., Moscow: Nauka, 1990: 3—
34; and FRANZONI 2020: 73-76.

The motif of native places submerged by water is rich in biographical and literary resonances;
in fact, it is also present in one of Rasputin’s first novellas, Vniz i vverkh po techeniyu
(“Downstream and upstream”, 1972) [see PERKIOMAKI 2021: 88-90]. Valentin Rasputin was born
in Ust-Uda, but he spent his childhood with his grandparents in the village of Atalanka, which was
later flooded. The dam of the Ust-Ilimsk hydroelectric power plant is 110 metres high; on the
history and details of its construction see https://puntomarinero.com/ust-ilim-hydroelectric-
station-location/ and https://www.so-ups.ru/index.php?id=1402. The edification of the hydro-
electric station started in 1963, while the filling of the eponymous reservoir dates back to 1974—
1977. It is estimated that during its creation between fifteen thousand and twenty thousand people
were evacuated and resettled. Nowadays the Ust-Ilimsk basin is the third artificial lake in the
Irkutsk region in terms of volume after the Irkutsk and Bratsk ones. It has a surface of 1,922 km?,
an average depth of 31 metres, and a volume of 58,93 km?; it features numerous bays, and is
characterized by a high coastal development that reaches 2,500 km. Today this artificial lake is
used for the production of electric energy, for navigation, rafting, fishing, and water supply.
Ust-Ilimsk is an industrial town in the Asiatic part of Siberia (population 79,746), and it is located
in the Irkutsk oblast. The settlement is positioned along the course of the Angara, near the
confluence with its tributary, Ilim. Its official foundation dates back to 1966, the time of the
construction of the eponymous plant. Today the town is served by an airport and is the capital
of the Ust-Ilimsky district. Due to the edification of the dam and the hydroelectric station, it has
seen rapid development, mainly related to certain industries (mechanical, timber and aluminium
processing) created thanks to the availability of hydroelectric energy. Lately the urban area is at the
centre of concerns, appeals and complaints from environmentalists due to river and air pollution,
see http://bse.sci-lib.com/article114759.html and https://www.ust-ilimsk.ru/.
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3alryMena BOJAA, CKaThIBasACh IO PEJIKE HA JIBE CTOPOHBI; OISTh
3amnbliana Mo 3eMje U JACPeBbiIM 3€JieHb, MPOJIMINCH TEPBBIC TOXKIH,
MpHUJIETeNI CTPIKA M JIACTOYKHM W JIFOOOBHO K JKM3HHM 3aKBaKalld
Mo BedepaMm B OOJIOTIIE MPOCHYBIIMECS JIATYHIKK. Bce 310 ObIBaO
MHOTO pa3, U MHOro pa3 Marepa Obula BHYTPH MPOHCXOISIINX
B TIPHPOJIe TIepeMeH, He OTCTaBas U He 3aberasi BIiepes KaKJoro JTHS.
Bort u Teneps mocaauiy OTOPOABI — /1a He BCE: TPH CEMBH CHSUIHICH EIIIe
C OCEHH, Pa3beXaNCh MO Pa3HbIM rOpojaM, a €Ille TPU CEMbU BBIIUIN
U3 IEPEBHU U TOTO paHbIIIe, B IEPBLIC K€ TOMIbI, KOTJa CTAJIO SICHO, YTO
ciayxu BepHble. [PACIYTHH 2002: 211]

Thanks to a thick web of echoes and symmetries created by repetitions (opjat...,
mnogo raz), the Matyora rural community is evoked as a harmonious microcosm
in which space and time have always flowed one into the other, but whose future is
drastically marked. Already in the title, in fact, the word proshchaniye, “farewell”
appears, which represents one of the leitmotifs of the text and condenses its nostalgic
and elegiac tone. The changing of the seasons, with the rebirth of nature in spring, is
contrasted with the imminent end of the village time [REMONATO 2010], with the
bitter awareness that every daily task in the fields and gardens now has an ephemeral,
precarious character. The web of semantic echoes is highlighted also by the name
of the island-village through the common etymological roots of the Russian terms
materik (today mainly meaning “continent”), and matéra, which in regional Siberian
dialect is used to mean “the high bank of a river that continues on the hills”.
According to some sources, both terms derive from a contamination between the
Common Slavic *uamopws “old, ancient, mature” and the Old East Slavonic mams
“mother”,' which on the literary level refers to the vision of nature as a great
ancestral mother [ YURYEVA 2019: 296].

The title of Senchin’s novel Zona zatopleniya (“Flood Zone™),” instead, appears
neutral, aseptic, almost impersonal in its lack of evocative toponyms to be connected
to the memory of places. In its bare essentiality, the expression selected seems
to reflect the “technical formulas” typical of the bureaucratic state machine,
anticipating at the same time the concrete fate of the area, destined to become
an anonymous and lifeless ‘zone’ submerged by water, and the laconic style that
characterizes the formal fabric of the text [YAN 2024: 33-34]. If, on the one hand,
the lack of proper names in the title may suggest a metaphorical loss of identity and

On the probable common etymological origins of the terms, see M. FASMER: Etimologichesky
slovar russkogo yazyka, 4-eizdanie, 2009, online https://lexicography.online/etymology/vasmer/
m/Marepoit and E. BERNEKER: Slavisches etymologisches Worterbuch, Heidelberg, 1908-1913,
vol. 2: 25.

I chose to translate the original title in this way to emphasize the artificiality of the event and
at the same time the bureaucratic and official connotation of the Russian expression. Other English
terms belonging to the same semantic field, among which ‘inundation’ or ‘alluvion’, seem more
related to natural causes like water overflows or atmospheric precipitations. Besides, in Russian
the word zone evokes sinister suggestions, especially vivid in the Siberian context: its second
meaning, in fact, alludes to a prison, and in particular to the area of the GULAG.
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importance of the single localities involved, on the other it reflects the structure
of the work. In fact, unlike Rasputin’s novel, it was conceived at first as a series
of autonomous tales focused on different villages of the area, among which Pylyovo,
Bolshakovo and Kutay stand out. The real events underlying the stories, linked
by common characters and punctuated by the frequent changes of the narrative
point of view, are connected to the construction of the Boguchanskaya dam and
hydroelectric power plant.'® As the text reminds us, the work for the realization
of this infrastructure was started from the Soviet regime in 1979, then it was
interrupted in the difficult following decades, to resume in more recent times (2006—
2014):

HexoTophix MOKOWHHKOB 3a0paiu pOIHBIC €Ie JIET ABAAIATh IATh
Ha3aJ|, Korja B MEePBbIA pa3 HaBEepXy ObLIO MPOCUYUTAHO, YTO Oymyinee
BOJOXPaHWIHILE 3aTOMUT MECTO, € CTOUT AepeBHs. CaMble AKTUBHBIE
CTallK TOT/Ia Mepee3KaTh ¥ MPUXBATHIBAIN KOCTH POxUTeNeH, 6adyriek-
nenyiiek... Eciu noOpoauTh, HAaTKHEIILCST HA TPUCHITAHHBIC CYXHMU
WTOIIKaMU YTITYOJICHUS — 3TO CIEIBI Pa3PhITHIX MOTHIL.

Ho norom Biacte B MOCKBE NOMEHSIIACh, CTPOSIIYIOCS BIIEKTPO-
cTaHuuio 3a0pocwin. O epecesieHHH Pa3roBOPhI 3arI0XJIH, HEKOTOPBIC
JlaXkKe BEPHYJIUCh HAa POJAMHY U3 IIYMHOTO MUpPA. A BOT Teneph — Oair! —
U OIATh: CTPOUTEIBCTBO PELICHO 3aBEPLIUTh, B 30HY 3aTOILICHUA
MOIIaJaI0T TAKHE-TO «CEIbCKHUE IoceeHus». B ToM uncie u ux I1eméso.
[CEHYMH 2015: 22-23]

Though on the verge of dissolution, the Siberian chronotope of Matyora village,
as several scholars observed, has its own poetic integrity and acquires a mythical
dimension [DE LOTTO 1984: 13-14], shifting the background conflict between
peasant uklad and urban life from the concrete, historical plan to the universal one.
The subtext of biblical references in the text makes us aware of the irreparable
fracture caused by the massive and aggressive intervention of man on nature, of the
razlad “disruption of harmony” which hangs over the secular rhythms of the rural
community, but at the same time something remains intact. In fact, the spiritual world

The Boguchanskaya hydroelectric power plant, the fourth in chronological order to be erected
on the Angara river (see https://voda.gov.ru/reservoirs/7310/), is located in the Southern Siberian
region of Krasnoyarsk, not far from the town of Kodinsk (population 14,873). The total number
of the resettled among the population is estimated at 12,173 people, taking into account the first
moves in the 1980s and the second wave in 2007. The resumption of the plant construction by the
private company RusHydro generated a large protest movement by environmentalists (WWF
Russia) and local residents (the association “Dam. No!”). They complained that no updated and
objective assessment was carried out on the social and environmental impact of the infrastructure,
which was still based on the detections of the 1980s. The lawsuit filed, however, was dismissed
by the court both at first instance and on appeal (2012); on the topic, see https://ejatlas.org/conflict/
hydro-power-plant-boguchanskaya/ and https://www.plotina.net/news/boguchan/, rich in news
from independent sources and various materials on Siberian hydropower plants.

104 DOI: 10.31034/054.2025.07 @



From literature to ecocriticism: Siberian dams and their impact...

of the elderly is opposed to the “progressive fervour” of young people, showing who
are the true custodians of island life:

A TIOCTOSTHHO OCTaBaJIUCh Tereph B Mar€pe TOIBKO CTapUKH U CTapyXH,
OHHU CMOTPENH 338 OTOPOAOM U JOMOM, XOJAWJIN 32 CKOTHHOM, BO3UIIUCH
C peOsSTHIIKaMH, COXpaHssl BO BCEM KHIIOW IyX W o0eperast JepeBHIO
OT W3NHIIHETo 3amycTteHus. [lo BedepaM OHHM CXOOWIINCH BMECTE,
HETPOMKO Pa3rOBapWBaIH — U BCE 00 OHOM, O TOM, 4TO OyAET, 4acTo U
TSDKEJIO B3JBIXaJM, OMACIUBO TMONISABIBAs B CTOPOHY MpaBoro Oepera
3a AHrapy, rue cTpowicsi OonbIIold HOBBIM mMocenok. Cioyxu oTTyna
Joxoawiu pasuele. [PACTIYTUH 2002: 212]

As Yuryeva writes, Matyora embodies the projection of mother-earth and mother-
homeland, which is a refuge and “spiritual mainland” for the inhabitants. The island,
metaphorically part of the national Cosmos-Logos, presents itself in a mythopoietic
perspective as a living, intelligent and sentient being [YURYEVA 2019: 298].
In Bakhtinian terms, the Angara occurs in the text as the most important horizontal
topos that gives shape to the chronotope, and it expresses the archetypal connotations
of river life. The river also acquires a symbolic semantics of eternalizing time
[IVANOVA 2022: 578-579], which contrasts with the tragic awareness of the “last
term” (srok). Though it is about to be erased by human will, the image of nature that
emerges from the work is powerful and evocative [ZIOLKOWSKI 2020]. It is charged
with positive connotations expressed on the symbolic level, especially through the
mysterious zoomorphic figure of the “Master of the island” (Khozyain ostrova), sort
of genius loci, and the “King Larch” (Tsar Listven). The 300-year-old tree, which the
inhabitants respectfully refer to with the masculine gender, knows the whole history
of the island and dominates it from above, resisting in a mighty and majestic way the
various attempts of felling:

Martépy, 1 OCTpOB W JEPEBHIO, HENB3sl OBLIO MPEACTaBUTH 0O€3 ITOU
JINCTBEHHUIIBI Ha MOCKOTHHE. OHa BO3BHINIANIACH U BO3MIABIISIIACH
CpeIu BCETO0 OCTalbHOTO, KaK MacTyX BO3IVIABJISETCS CPEId OBEYBETO
craja, Kotopoe pasz0pernock mo mactoumnyy. OHa W HamoOMHHAIA
rnacryxa, HECYIIETO JPEBHIOK CTOPOXKEBYIO cCiiyxOy. Ho rosoputh
“oHa” 00 3TOM JepeBe HHUKTO, MyCKail NATh pa3 TPaMOTHBIH, He
pelancs; HeT, 3To ObUT OH, “IaPCKUH JINCTBEHB — TaK BEYHO, MOTYYe
W BIIACTHO CTOSI OH Ha Oyrpe B IMOJBEPCTE OT JEPEBHH, 3aMETHBIN
MIOYTH OTOBCIOLY M 3HaeMbIi BceMH. [PACTIYTHH 2002: 357]

In his requiem on the sunset of the space-time of this pastoral Atlantis, Rasputin
describes young people as unaware of that deep sense of belonging to the land and
life which gives harmony and spiritual solidity to the old Darya Pinigina [FRANZONI
2020: 85]. In fact, even though marked by inner desolation and the brutality of the
sanitization operations, from the beginning to the end of the narrative the relationship
between the old inhabitants and the natural environment remains biunivocal, almost
symbiotic. As De Lotto writes, “the same days become the astonished witnesses
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of the island’s drama. Deeply unsettled by the conflict brought by man, nature is
split, and it observes itself and its own destruction from the outside” [DE LOTTO
1984: 23; my translation].

The natural images that dot the ten dense chapters of “Flood Zone” appear
instead already mined at the root, and show a highly conflicting relationship between
humans and the environment. The atmosphere is shabby and asphyctic: in the
villages from which evacuations had already begun twenty-five years earlier, people
linger in a suspended dimension, without real working or existential ways out.
In Senchin’s vision, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the rural traditions
of the past completely lost their authentic meaning and their deep ties with the natural
environment. They survive out of pure necessity on the plan of a prosaic ‘daily
chronicle’, deprived of the mythical and almost sacred aura that one feels between
Rasputin’s lines. The chronotope outlined in the text is fragmentary, confused,
crystallized in an unnatural acronym, and emptied of that sense of identity and firm
consistency that characterized the Siberian countryside. The wild and majestic nature
of the region, even more violated and plundered by the fierce struggle for survival
of the 1990s [SAZANOV 2020], is evoked in a primitive and hostile way, and seems
to take revenge for human neglect and abandonment by reclaiming the land:

OO0e3mioneBany IepPeBEHbKN — OTH HECKOJBKO HM30yIIeK, — M ChIpas
TeMHasi Talira cpa3y HaBaJMBajach Ha OTBOEBAHHBIC Y HEe KOTIA-TO
JENISTHBI; TUKUE TPaBbl 3aChINaId OrOPOAbI, ABOPHI, YIHIEI CEMEHAMH,
COCHBI H €JIH IIBBIPSIIN paciieliepeHHbIe NINIIKK; Ha Cpy0ax Mmocemsuics
MOX, PACIOI3aJICs M0 MaxaM Kpbll JUaiHuK. CHET U BEeTep BaJIMIN
3a00pBI, T0XKIb pa3benas OpeBHa, JOCKH, CJIETH, M0 CTalKaM IacTain
JIMCHI, HAIIPACHO BBIHIOXUBAs Kyp, Ha 4Yepjakax M BBIIIKAX CTPOWIN
THe3/1a Oelku, JoIOuIM ropoas0y aaTisl. .. [Ipupona 3abupana obparHo
cBoio Tepputopuro. [CEHUMH 2015: 77]

If in Farewell to Matyora the elegiac and melancholic dimension of waiting for the
end prevails, with the reversal of the traditional positive and vital values of water,
here the feeling of impotence is intertwined with bitter considerations that suggest
a post-Soviet “periphery of the empire” attitude [ CAPRIOGLIO 2017: 40]. On several
occasions, in fact, in the narrative references to corruption, the injustice of decisions
taken from above, and the intensive exploitation of the ecosystem of the remote
region for profit appear. They would certainly not have allowed Moscow to disappear
underwater, murmur caustically among themselves some re-settled inhabitants from
the village of Pylyovo:

— Jla?.. To-To ¢ HamMH He TIepPEMOHHIUCH — oHUM KyTaem Ooblrie,
OTHUM MeHbIIE... MOCKBY ObI HE CTaJIH TOIIUT. ..

— Xe-xe, 3T ThI K MecTy cka3zaHyil. [Ipo Mocky. C MuUHYTy MOIT4aiy,
MPEACTaBIsAL, YTO BOT MOSBWIACH HJES NEperopoguTb MOCKBY-
peky, noctpoutb Ha Hed ['DC. W Hayanoch pacceneHre MOCKBUYEH
mo Poccun... [CEHUYMH 2015: 360]
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3. From chaos to alienation: the impact on human beings

As has already been pointed out, a number of elements that allow a dialogue between
the two works are directly associated to the social impact of the flooding and to the
psychological characterization of the inhabitants. In fact, they are facing the trauma
of forced displacement and of an “urban type” resettlement intended to radically
change their rural style of life. Transplanting an old tree is against nature, it cannot
survive; Rasputin’s vivid image resumed by Senchin highlights the network
of echoes and literary resonances which connects the texts:

<...> Kro x cTapoe aepeBo nepecaxunaet?!

— Bcex Hac, 1eBka, epecaxuBaroT, He oHy Te0st. Bcem Temepu Tyabt
nopora. ToJibko ycrieBai, rocros, npuoupaii. [PACITYTUH 2002: 219]

—Jla magHO TOMMparh, — OT3BIBAIUCH TE, YTO MOJOXE, — CIle
TIOXKUBETE C ynoOCTBaMHU.

— Hy ux k s3Be ¢ ux ynobcramu! MeHs TOBKO OTOPBH OTCIONA, I
10 AOPOre OKOUYpPIOCSL.

— Mpa-a, — mogaep>KUBaiy, — CTapble IEPEBbs HE epecaiullb.

— He nepecaaumis. .. [CEHUMH 2015: 86]

The inner ties with the natural world of Siberia in which they grew up, the only one
they have ever known, are so deeply interwoven with the spiritual dimension
of Pylyovo dwellers that to express their feelings they compare themselves to trees.
In contrast to the positive vision of younger characters, in their words it is possible
to grasp all the anger and anguish aroused by the uprooting of one’s existential
microcosm, heightened by the painful perception of old age. The same sense
of alienation is shared by the old people of Bolshakovo; in a crescendo of details
the narrative describes their bewilderment, distrust and disbelief, their shattered lives
suspended by peremptory orders between past and present:

BonbimakoBo — ceno HekpymHoe. M, kazanock OblI, pacceinuTh ero
MOXHO 32 Henenmo. Jla Korjga-To 3a CYTKH Iejible Hapojbl TPy3WIIN
Ha TPAHCIIOPT M OTMPABIISUIM 32 ThICSYM KHJIOMETPOB. bbuio Takoe. Ho
TENephb BCE JEIANOCh BPoJe ObI M0 3aKOHY, ¢ COOJIONECHUEM NpaB, U
npoI1iecc e MeJJIEHHO, KOe-Kak.

ITepBble CeMbH TMOKHHYJIM BOJBIIAKOBO elle B KOHIE CEMHU-
JIECATBIX, KOIZa 3JIEKTPOCTAHIUIO TOJBKO HAuYMHAIM CTPOUTh. Ho mx
JIOMa 3aHSUTH JPYTUE — ANIBHSIS POMIHS HITH Tpre3xue. Jla u HeKoTopbie
U3 MECTHBIX BEPHYJIMCh IPYKUIIUCH Ha uy)OuHe. U 1o CyiecTBy cesno
U TeTepb He BRIIsLIEN0 oOpedeHHbIM Ha Tnoenb. [CEHUMH 2015: 77]

In the two works there are many affinities between the moods of the characters who
experience the same catastrophe, but also due to the drastic socio-political and
economic changes that followed the fall of the USSR, their relationships are deeper
and more complex than what is generally defined as a ‘contemporary remake’. From

@ DOI: 10.31034/054.2025.07 107



Ilaria REMONATO

a chronological point of view, “Flood Zone” begins in September, just when Farewell
to Matyora ends: spring, the symbol of the flourishing rebirth of nature, is opposed
to the crepuscular and melancholic tones of autumn, prelude to the long winter.
Instead of the elegiac evocation of the seasonal rhythms and the history of the island,
in Senchin’s novel the actual events'® begin in medias res, with the death of the old
woman from Pylyovo Natalya Privalikhina: «B mepBeix uncnax ceHTaOpst ymepra
Haranps Cepreesna [ Ipusamxunay [CEHUMH 2015: 11], “In the early days of September
Natalya Sergeyevna Privalikhina died” (my translation). The sentence is barren,
neutral and concise; despite the fact that the event acts as a temporary catalyst for
a common, collective commitment of the fellow villagers, it is emphasised that the
preparations for the funeral and burial are carried out outwardly, almost by inertia.
The rituals, in fact, appear emptied of their ancestral meaning by the thought of the
flooding, which will interrupt the generational continuum between the living and the
dead represented by the cemetery. As Zhurov remarks, the death of the woman is
a metaphor of the impending end of the whole settlement, which is not evoked in
a mythical or sacred way, but in a fragmentary one. Like any other part of described
reality, it is reported as a set of daily and contingent circumstances [ZHUROV 2015:
160). What we are dealing with here is not so much an ‘actualization’, as an
overcoming of Rasputin’s poetic vision. In her function as spokesman of the author
in the work, on the literary level the old Darya Pinigina represents the spiritual
consciousness and the memory of Matyora [TSVETOVA 2015: 1445]; in other words,
she expresses the universal reference values of the rural island microcosm, which
still appear intact:

A Jlapbst Bce cripammBaina ce0st, BCe Tallujiach OTBEYarh U HE MOIVa
oTBeTUTH. Jla U KTO, Kakoi yM oTBeTHT? YenoBek MPUXOAUT B MUD H,
MOXKUB, YCTAB OT *KHU3HU, KaK Ternepb OHa, J(apps, a KOrjga U HE yCTaB,
HEMHHYEMO yXOIUT 00paTHO. BOH CKONBKO WX OBLIO, MPEXKIE YeM
JIOIJIO JIO HEe, U CKOJIbKO Oymer mocie Hee! OHa HaxomuTcs ceddac
Ha caMoM crule: o/lHa MOJIOBMHA €CTh U OyneT, apyras Oblia, HO BOT-
BOT IPOJIEPHETCS BHU3, a HAa CTH0 BCTaHET HOBOE KOMNBIIO. I e e mx
Oosbire — Bepeau wiu no3ann? U KTo 3HaeT npasay o YelIoBeKe, 3aueM
OH uBeT? Pagy )KuU3HM caMO#, paau JAeTel, 9TOOBI M JETH OCTaBIIN

The first chapter of the narrative, entitled “A telephone conversation”, may be considered as a sort
of prologue to the events: two politicians, or unidentified members of the ruling elite, discuss the
idea of resuming work on the construction of the Boguchanskaya power station in order to sell the
electricity produced to third parties. Several critics have pointed out the analogies with real events
at the basis of the story and with the oligarch called the “King of aluminium” Oleg Deripaska
(1968).
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JleTeH, U IeTH AeTe OCTaBWIIM JCTEH, WU paau 4ero-To emie? Beunsim
mu Oyzet 3to nemxenne? [PACIYTUH 2002: 355-356]

The woman’s anguish is connected to the trauma of the loss of her birthplace and
of the ties with her ancestors, and, consequently, of her own identity. According
to Rasputin, spiritual decadence characterizes those who deny their origins: their
peasant roots, respect for nature, the experience of manual work carried out
together ensure a balance to humans, a serene wisdom opposed to the individualistic
“nothing” of newly-urbanised people. Let us also think of the latent inner suffering
of Pavel Pinigin, Darya’s middle-aged son, who for his duties divides his time
between the two worlds of the island and the new settlement:

Uro BepHO, TO BepHO — 3T0 HE Marépa. Bor u He crano Marépel —
napcTBre HebecHoe, Kak Obl cKazana, TepeKpecTsich, MaTh. BoT u He
crano Marépel-nIepeBHH, a CKOPO HE CTaHET U OoCcTpoBa. Emie MOxHO
OyzeT, HaBEpPHO, HBIHYE K€ CIUIaBaTh, IIOKPY)KUTb, Tafas, TYT WIH He
TyT CTOsJIa OHA... <...>

Bce — momunaii kak 3Banu. Ho ymuBuTENbHO, HEMOHATHO OBLIO H TO,
YTO OH HE YyBCTBOBaJl cCeiyac HHYET0o, KpOMEe OOIJerdaromiei,
paspemiuBiIeicss 6oxu: OyITO HapbIBAJIO, HAPBHIBAIO W MpopBajo. Bee
PaBHO 3TO JOJKHO OBLIO CIYYUTHCS U CIYUYHIIOCH, @ OT OXKHIAHUS 3TON
HEMHMHYEMOCTHU YCTallU U U3MYUHJIMCh OOJIBIIE, YEM OT CaMOH MOTEPH.
XBaTHT, XBATHUT... HUKAKUX CHJI YK€ HE 0CTalnoCh. Teneps He nMpuaeTcs
MU3BOIUTHCSA Mar€poii, cpaBHUBATh OJIHO C JIPYTUM, €3[IUTh TyJla-Cro/ia,
OanamMyTHTh, HaTSArMBaTh 0€3 KOHIA OYUIy — TElepb, M, B3BICKHUBAs
C HOBOW KM3HM 3I€Ch, B 3TOM IIOCEJIKE, NPHIETCS YCTPauBaThCSA
MPOYHO, BpacTarh B HEE BCEMH YIEICBIIMMH KOpHAMH. [PACITYTUH
2002: 380-381]

Compared to the almost fairy-tale epos through which the life of the rural
community is outlined in Farewell to Matyora, Senchin’s characters appear marked
by resignation and humiliation, and also by the ruthlessness of their squalid everyday
lives. As many scholars observed, they embody the ultimate death of the peasant
myth of “village prose” [KOVTUN 2018: 158—159]. This aspect is expressed above
all in terms of style: it is in this aspect, in fact, that the two works differ more.
Considered by some critics as a Russian “neo-realist” author [see BELYAKOV 2011;
ZHUROV 2015; WAWRZYNCZAK 2018] and often compared to Chekhov for his plain
language and tones, Senchin seems to refer to what Calabrese calls the “diminished
symbolic significance of reality” typical of contemporary prose [see CALABRESE
2009: 420]. In fact, his way of writing is characterized by short and incisive
sentences, as a documentary, almost “physiological” attention to daily details,
objects and gestures, which, according to Jastrzgbska, reflect on the syntactic and
lexical plane the distinctive psychological features of post-Soviet men [see
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JASTRZEBSKA 2016b: 263]. The sparse style and colloquial lexicon®® prevailing
in the episodes that compose the text effectively transmit the prosaicism, brutality
and hopelessness of today’s life in the Russian provintsiya. Moreover, the
atmosphere closely recalls the progressive “descent into hell” of the Eltyshev family
in the eponymous novel [DISCACCIATI 2016: 19-20]. The journalist Olga comes
from the city and is initially indifferent to the social problems of the remote
countryside; anyway, after having taken to heart the situation of the inhabitants she
clashes with the “rubber wall” formed by rampant corruption and the complex
bureaucratic machine. There are no more answers or stable reference points: faced
with aluminium oligarchs’ demands of economic power, even literary words seem
exhausted and useless [SAZANOV 2020: 193]. In chapter 9, during the old fellow
villagers’ endless conversations about the past, Gennady, who had never particularly
loved rural life, tries to explain what he really lacks following the resettlement:

— Ja He npo To, roBopto xke. He B onurapxax aeno, He B IUIOTHHE,
AJIOMHUHHUH. .. M HE B TOM J1ake, 4TO MbI CBOIO pOAMHY norepsuid. He ot
3TOTO TOIIHO. <...>

— W x yeMy ThI Bce 3TO? — yCTaB CiIylIarh, OTOponui Bukrop.

— K tomy, uTo He camy epeBHIO HaMm kajko. JIajgHo, — moiimMaB riaza
MyXuKoB, ['eHKka momnpaBuics, — MHe, 0 cebe roopro... He aepeBHio
caMy | 3Ty XKH3Hb JEPEBEHCKYIO, a... TaM s 5Kuj1, TOMHUIICS IO YEeMY-TO
TaxkoMmy, 1o aApyroMmy. 1 BOT nomnan B gpyroe, ¥ 4yBCTBYH — IOTEPSII
3amurty... He Takyto, 4To, B CMBbICIIE, OT 36MJIU OTOPBAJIH, 4. .. & APYTYIO
Kaky10-T0... Kak 00bsicauts? [CEHUMH 2015: 386]

Beyond any critical definitions and literary currents, the stories told in “Flood Zone”,
set between 2009 and 2011, are full of disillusionment and violence against those
who refuse to comply with the evacuation and the 18 m? granted in the new
dwellings.

The two authors show a different aesthetic approach to writing, based on a
radically other conception of the world. If in Farewell to Matyora a recurring motif
is the nostalgia for the sobornost’’ and the joy coming from working together,
connected to a sense of piety towards the native land that dies without a master, the
“human landscape” of Senchin’s provintsiya is colourless and dominated by misery

20 From this point of view, the glossary of Siberian colloquial terms at the end of Senchin’s work is

of linguistic and ethnographic interest, and it recalls once again his predecessor. Dialectisms, often
linked to daily life or working tools, connote in fact Rasputin’s old characters’ speech, reflecting
the rich cultural heritage of a rural world that has disappeared.

The Russian term sobornost, which has no direct equivalents in other languages, refers to a concept
elaborated in Russian religious philosophy: it suggests the free spiritual unity of people both in the
life of the Church and in the secular community. This idea is connected to a vision of existence
in mutual love, communion and brotherhood. According to some sources the theorization was first
introduced in the Russian language with its current meaning by Yury Samarin (1863), and was then
at the basis of the thought of many philosophers of different orientations, among whom it is worth
mentioning the Slavophiles, A. Khomyakov and I. Kireyevsky, and other prominent exponents
such as V. Solovyev, P. Florensky, S. Bulgakov and N. Berdyaev.

21
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and the wild hostility of the Siberian environment. Death, disbelief and dismay are
not by chance the most frequent terms in the thoughts of the characters, who feel
abandoned and helpless (bessylny). Unlike the innerly mangled but indomitable old
people of Matyora [REMONATO 2016: 251], they appear frail to the adverse blows
of fate. Rasputin’s spiritual legacy is called into question: as I have already observed,
“Flood Zone” can be interpreted as a deconstruction of the myth of the “promised
land” of the island on the Angara, but at the same time as its overcoming [see
KOVTUN 2017: 84; WAWRZYNCZAK 2018: 75-76]. The real subject treated
by Senchin, in other words, may be considered the artistic representation of the
disintegration of the human world [YAN 2024: 35]. This becomes particularly
evident when comparing the final parts of the two works. The last night arrives,
Matyora island was sanitized and finally prepared for the flooding; one is just waiting
for the end, which nevertheless remains suspended due to a thick fog which
mysteriously rises from the river to hide the strip of land:

TyMaH CTOSUI CIIOIIHOW CTEHOM, H, KaTep, Ka3aja0Ch, TOMTAJICs, OyKCOBaJI
Ha MecTe, He B CHJIaX BEIOpAThCs 3a Hee, 3Ty OTBECHYIO CTEHY, CHOBA U
CHOBAa COCKaJb3bIBas ¢ ee Kpy4ud; [laBen He TOMHWII, YTOOBI OH KOT/Ia-
HUOY/Ib TIOMAaad B TaKOW TyMaH, HACTOJILKO T'yCTOM M TUIOTHBIH, YTO
C TpyaoM, OyaTo U3 TIyOOKOr0 M TEMHOIO KOJOALA, MPOOHBAIOCH
cMyTHOe MepIianue Boasl. [PACITYTHH 2002: 390]

The five old protagonists who have remained to the bitter end are unable to break
away from the salvific arms of the ancestral mother-island. So, the povest ends with
an open and apocalyptic ending, in limine between life and death:*

B packpeITyo ABEph, KaKk U3 pa3BepCTOM MyCTOTHI, MOHECIO TyMaH U
TOCJIBIIIAJICS HEeAAJIEKUH TOCKIIMBBIN BOM — TO OBLI IMPOIIAJIbHBIN TOJI0C
XozsiuHa. TyT K€ €ro TOUHO CMBUIO, U CHJIbHEE 3aleCTPUIIO B OKHE,
CUJIbHEE 3aCBHCTENl BETep, M OTKyNa-TO, OyATO CIIOMHU3Y, AOHECCS
C1a0BIi, e/1Ba yraibIBArOIIUiCS mryM MoTopa. [PACTIYTHH 2002: 394]

The fluid rhythm of Rasputin’s language, rich in adjectives, assonances and
repetitions, outlines the scene muffled by the fog with sweet tones and formal
elegance.

One feels a rather different atmosphere in the final scene of “Flood Zone”, which,
through the circular structure of the text, underlines the triviality and absurd inherent
in contemporary reality [JASTRZEBSKA 2016a: 75]. The narrative, in fact, closes once

22 This evocative scene is rendered very effectively in the film transposition of the novel Proshchaniye
(Farewell, 1983), directed by Elem Klimov (1933-2003). He shot it after the sudden death of his
beloved wife, the well-known film director Larisa Shepitko (1938-1979), who had started working
on the project and had written its screenplay. On the affinities between the novel and the film, see
BIORLING 2004.
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again in a cemetery:* the former fellow countrymen have settled among a thousand
difficulties in the newly built town, in which some of them, as it had been told at the
beginning of the novel, managed to have their loved ones re-buried. But fate seems
to rage, since on Easter day an accident causes the collapse of the dam, and between
the horror and the sarcastic disbelief of those present water invades the sacred place:

Mesx XOIMHKOB, KaK KaKHue-To LIyIlanblia, IojI3ja Boga. MemieHHo,
TSDKEJIO, TPaTs CHJIbI U BpeMs Ha TO, YTOOBI IPOMOYMTh, HAIIUTATh CYXYIO
nouBy. KoHIBI 3THX HIyHajgbleB CIOBHO IMPOBAJIMBAIUCH B 3eMIIIO,
Jienasi ee, CepoBaTo-KOPHYHEBYIO, IOYTH YEPHOU, HO Yepe3 HECKOIBKO
CEeKyH/I HOBBII TOJIYOK OIPOMHOI0 OpraHW3Ma JBUTa IyHajble JaJIbLIE.
W HoBas mojocka 3eMJM YepHea, BoAa 1cues3ala, a CISIOM yKe HIel
HOBBIH TOJNYOK. <...>

— Ané! Ané! — kpuuana Banentnna. — Bona uaer Ha ximagowme!
[Ipopeaio 4ro, s He 3Hato0... Cooburure TaM, mogHNMaKTe Bcex! Boma
UOET... <...>

— Bor cymsba xe, a!l U 3mecp He yOeperm... JloBemock um
XJICOHYTh. OX-X... [CEHUMH 2015: 418]

Is it a fatal misfortune due to natural causes, or bad construction work? Whatever
the answer, water manipulated by humans seems to take revenge, turning into a dark
and destructive force that furiously sweeps aside what it finds on its way. In the
Siberian Waste Land portrayed by Senchin the conflict between human beings
and nature is resolved in favour of the latter: it is not the Russian village that is
submerged, but, metaphorically, contemporary people as such.
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