An Introduction to Maxim Komar-Myshkin's Vladimir's Night

The Russian author and artist Efim Poplavsky (1978-2011), known as Maxim Komar-Myshkin, once
described his creative work as “private dreck.” Most of his writings and art were shared only with a
carefully selected few, and his magnum opus, Vladimir's Night, was a complete secret unknown
even to his intimate circle. Yet Poplavsky's self-deprecation in using the Yiddish term for rubbish to
describe his creation did not in itself contradict his belief in the work's power to do actual, perhaps
even supernatural, harm. Like a voodoo doll, this homemade contrivance aimed to harm a powerful
and distant person, namely, Vladimir Putin. Art was thought by Komar-Myshkin to be parasitical
rubbish for which discretion was becoming, and yet it could also hold enormous, indeed lethal,
potential.

Soon after Komar-Myshkin immigrated to Israel in the late 1990s, he founded the Buried Alive
group, a tightly-knit collective of young ex-Soviet artists, actors, musicians and writers. Here again
the name is telling, for it conveys not only the rather morbid sense of humor typical of the group,
but also the schizophrenic spirit of its activities. As their 2004 manifesto of attests, Buried Alive
were resolutely alienated from the Israeli cultural scene towards which they felt inherently superior,
yet they were also experiencing tremendous hardship and insecurity stemming from their seclusion.
For Buried Alive, the Moscow unofficial artists of the 1960s-1980s were thus not only a main source
of artistic influence (Vladimir's Night is akin in form to earlier albums produced by artists such as
llya Kabakov and Viktor Pivovarov); Buried Alive saw themselves as continuing the autonomous,
intimate and publicly unrecognized existence that typified the Moscow circle: a self-sustaining
artistic scene devoid of hierarchies or material value, based entirely on personal friendships and
commitment, thoroughly disillusioned as to its possible recognition by official Communist culture, let
alone the Western world. For Poplavsky, however, the name Buried Alive also conveyed the actual
fear explored in Edgar Allen Poe's tale “The Premature Burial,” a fear which was deepened by the
acute paranoia he suffered from.

It was only two years before he committed suicide that | met Poplavsky. At the time, | was working
on a film centered on Avigdor Lieberman, the right-wing Israeli minister of foreign affairs. Lieberman
was born in Moldova, and a large portion of his electorate consisted of ex-Soviet immigrants. The
work | was doing was based on statements made by Lieberman himself, and thinking he might
assume a somewhat different voice while addressing the Russian-speaking community, | needed
help researching and translating Russian texts and interviews. Several of my art students
recommended Komar-Myshkin.

| was struck from the start by the contrast between Poplavsky's sober irony and his fits of severe
anxiety, laced with conspiratorial suspicion and delusional fears. | was soon to learn that these
outbursts concealed greater suffering than | could imagine. For Efim Poplavsky believed that Putin
had a personal vendetta against him. Even though he was anonymous, powerless, and had left
Russia more than a decade earlier, Komar-Myshkin believed himself a likely target for assassination
attempts. In fact, for a long span | perceived this fear as a running joke, and once | realize it was



not, | still could not draw from Komar-Myshkin a single detail as to the reasons for or the evidence of
this threat - although | know these were ubiquitous and clear to him. These fears became
exacerbated and led to the artist's almost total seclusion in the last weeks of his life. Vladimir's
Night, in this context, was Poplavsky's secretive artistic retaliation: when the objects in the book
torture, rape and kill the Russian leader, animism is literally employed to avenge a nemesis.

As | see it, Komar-Myshkin's animism is at the center of his artistic approach, while also pointing to
the depth of his mental illness. Poplavsky's notion of animism was highly indebted to Freud, but,
much like Breton and Dali before him, he was interested neither in the progressive speculations
Freud employed (relegating animism to the arcane and the primitive, following the tradition of 19th
century anthropology), nor in the therapeutic horizon and scientific claims of psychoanalysis.
Rather, he was enthralled by the radical potential that he saw Freud as releasing in regard to the
power of the uncanny, and of animism in particular, to destabilize the very form (he would say “the
body”) of art. In this sense, the unlikely hybrid of animated objects, political action and visceral
sexuality and cruelty presented in Vladimir's Night was for him a means to convey a non singular,
multivalent existence. Defying the border between the imaginary and the real, such existence is
never classifiable, always disorienting, in other words: truthful. But tragically, the dissolution of
barriers was for Komar-Myshkin not limited to art. He himself seemed to have crossed the border
beyond which his nightmarish fears were inseparable from reality, and the degree to which
inanimate objects were endowed with life was no longer under his control.

When Vladimir's Night was discovered among Poplavsky's effects, members of the Buried Alive
group were divided about what its future should be. Several of his former colleagues felt that, true
to Komar-Myshkin's way, the volume should remain a secret of sorts, privately changing hands in
the tradition of samizdat, the dissident writings shared clandestinely under Communism. Still others
thought the album deserved professional publication and translation, yet claimed its disorienting
impact should not be softened by annotation and contextualization. Soon, however, the majority of
Komar-Myshkin's circle concurred that the excessive teleology of paranoid aesthetics, wherein each
image hides a plethora of references and associations, necessitated scholarly untangling. With both
perspectives in mind, we have opted to relegate these notes to a separate section in the book.
Vladimir's Night can thus be experienced without any interrupting element, or if desired with a
serious attempt to decode its secrets and schemes.

While | consented to the request of former Buried Alive members to serve as the editor of this
volume, | felt | could hardly do justice to the book on my own, being that | am neither a native
speaker of Russian, nor privy to the nuances of the communal experience of cultural displacement
and multivalence that informed Buried Alive and resonate in Vladimir's Night. The role of annotation
was thus entrusted to Ms. Rosa Chabanova. A doctoral candidate in the comparative literature
department at the Jaffa University, Ms. Chabanova is not only a distinguished young scholar of
avant-garde Russian literature, but had been avidly present in the margins of the Buried Alive group
for a number of years before Poplavsky's untimely death.

Another issue that needed addressing was the fate of Poplavsky's other works, much of which



existed - deliberately, to be sure - in an ephemeral, unresolved or unfinished state. We felt that
Komar-Myshkin's collected writings merited a separate volume rather than being compiled in a
lengthy appendix here. Nevertheless, Ms. Chabanova did choose to incorporate some of Komar-
Myshkin's most important texts into her annotations, so that much of his sparse production can be
encountered here in its relation to Vladimir's Night.
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BNAAWMUP B CBOEM JIETHEM OCOBHSAKE.

OH YXXWHAET,

1
Vladimir is at his summer mansion.
He is having dinner.
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NAYMWAA U3 NOAPY KEK BNALAVMWPA C HAM.
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OHA TAK ErO NKBUT, YTO NPVCTYXXUBAET 3A CTONOM HAPAAVMBWKUCE, KAK NEC,

2
With Vladimir is his best girlfriend.
She loves him so much that she serves the meal dressed as a dog.
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HAA KPOBATLHO BEOT, OH OBECNEYUBAET NOAAYY MPHMATHBIX CHOB,

U MYHENO roN10Bel KYPHANUCTKM = BAAJUMWP YEM EE HA OXOTE NAPY NET HA3AA.

7
Above the bed is God, to secure the serving of sweet dreams,
And the stuffed head of a journalist Vladimir hunted a few years ago.
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NPEXCAE, UEM YCHYTb, BNALUMMP NANUTCSH B WKASD.

EMy BCE BPEMSA MEPEILLATCA TMLA,

8
Before he falls asleep, Vladimir stares at his wardrobe.
He always imagines seeing faces.
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NTO TAM BoICOBBIBAETCH U3 WKAGAT

YNBIEAKO W VECH HOCKN M FNYNbIE CBUTEPA!

10
What is emerging out of the closet?
Smiling socks and silly sweaters!



T

MTO TAM BbINEZAET U3 BblABNXKHOrO AWKNKA?

HOMHMLU DI, MMHLET U - NOQAPOK MPEMBEP MWHWCTPA 3EMENGI: YTHOT,

TABNETKWN CYACTBA, NANIOAN BECEABSA 1 PALOCTHBIW NUCTONET WK G FAYWUTENEM,
NPUBETCTBYEM BAG, TOBAPULLMI - NARCHWMASA TUKAIOT YACH.

11

What is emerging from the drawer?

Scissors, pincers and the iron, gift of the Zemblan prime minister,
Feel-Swell pills, Be-Gay caplets and a happy IZH gun, with a silencer.
Welcome, comrades, ticks the clowning clock.
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BAAAVMMP TAK UNGT! HAM TAK 340PGB0O G HUM!

KAKUX QXWAATE HA CEFOLHA NPOKAZ?
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NUNAMHAR BEMEPWHKA, MW, HA 3TOT PA3, KAKGWH-TO OCOBbLIN KOHFPEGC?
WXBATUT MM MEGTA BCEM B KPOBATKE WEPA?
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So clean is Vladimir! We all want to get near!

What kind of frolics are in progress?

Is it @ pajama party or, perhaps, a special congress?
And will there be room for all in the little leader’s bed?
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HET, 3TO 8BHO HE NNXCAMHAA BEYEPUHKA;

TOBAPUWY PBYTCH PASAETE BANCBHMKA.

=XBATWT, WEKOTHQ, - XMXMKAET BNALNMNP.

OH C CAMOro JeTCTBA TAK HE CMEANCH,

15

It certainly is not a pajama party;

The comrades are eager to help our boy undress.
Stop, I'm ticklish, Vladimir giggles.

He had not laughed so hard since he was a little child.
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MYBCTBY A, KAK OHW HANONHAKT Er0, OH BCNOMMHAET YHKUH.

17
Things begin to enter Vladimir’'s body.
Feeling stuffed, he recalls dinner.
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BEwWw v BXOAAT BNAAWMWPY B NULO.

OH 30BET MATb, HO OHA MEPTBA,

18
Things begin to enter Vladimir's face.
He tries to call his mother, but she is dead.
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BNAANMWP, FAE Tbl CEAYACT?
8 FONOBE, BCE EWLE NONHOW HEPBHBIX TUKOB M FPUMAC ?

Baoiodw,
28e mwep

B TENE, BCE EWE HEOTPA3AMOM B CBOEV AHATOMWUMECKO M FPALMN?
WNW B LYWE, OBXKMPAIOULEICA CBOEA MPEXKHEN PESNAEHUWEN?
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Where is he now, Vladimir?

In the head, still rich with nervous ticks and grimaces?

In the body, still compelling in its anatomic grace?

Or maybe in the soul, that gorges on its former residence?
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A MOXET, OH CAUT CEEE TU®O B YIOTHOW NOCTENM,
BEAb BCE 3TW NPEAMETLI - BCErO Wb NPEAMETL! HA CAMOM AENE.

A MOXKET ¥ HET. NOMHMU, MOU JOPOFOW,
C BNAAMMMPOM HE TAK BCE NPOCTO, KAK KAXKETCH NOPOM.

38

Or maybe he’s asleep, so still,

For all those stills, for real, are only stills.

Or maybe not. Remember dear, with Vladimir,
Things are not what they appear.




Parts of this introduction were first published as: Roee Rosen, “Vengeful Animism: On Maxim Komar-
Myshkin's Vladimir's Night,” in: Anselm Franke, editor, Animism: Modernity Through the Looking
Glass (Vienna: Generali Foundation, 2011), pp. 104-109.



