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The main tenet of this dissertation is that Sorokin’s writing relies on a splintering that can 

effect change. Sorokin scholars Mark Lipovetsky and Dirk Uffelmann have identified his master 

trope in what they call “carnalization” or “the materialization of metaphors.” In his literary 

universe, variations on this trope make possible literal manifestations of phrases like “crawling 

out of one’s skin,” (a character being flayed alive), “Roman umer”1 (“The novel is dead/Roman 

died”) and “horse power” (50 tiny horses powering a sled). The device plays on notions of 

embodiment and meta-literariness and is key to his style and manipulation of discourses.  

 

At the same time, I contend that Sorokin’s writing, as literature, also converges around a set 

of salient themes, motifs and affective strategies, that in sum comprise what I call Sorokin’s 

splintering poetics. One of these features is the function of drugs and intoxication in relation 

to animality. My project also attempts to re-group existing work on Sorokin in order to identify 

the main constituents of his poetics by honing in on four categories: violence, zoo-intoxication, 

sexuality and consumption. As each chapter will demonstrate, these categories belong to the 

material basis of Sorokin’s playful literary project, and in their own way, they are indicative of 

a splintering of bodies, affect, narrative and discourse, a fragmenting dynamic that makes 

possible novel, often posthuman, reconfigurations in and of his prose. 

 

Wielding his chameleon stylistics, Sorokin tends to engage with hegemonic discourses in his 

postmodern fiction. His conceptualist project often consists in propping up venerated forms 

of literary discourse—such as the great Russian novel and socialist realism—only to tear them 

down in a violent, degrading or grotesque fashion. Sorokin thus lets the text and, by 

implication, the discourse, collapse upon itself, laying bare the ideals of these power 

languages as inherently empty or long-since obsolete. His irreverent deconstruction of ruling 

discourses has also sparked controversies in the political arena, including lawsuits and 

 
1  “Роман умер.” 
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protests condemning his writing for being violent, pornographic and corrosive to public 

decency.  

 

The reception of Vladimir Sorokin’s work has generally tended to align along two axes, one 

dedicated to his more formal, aesthetic experimentation in his nascent years as a 

conceptualist (1979–1999), the other concentrating on his scathing political interventions 

(2000–) that have marked his more recent work. On the whole, the chief trademark of 

Sorokin’s œuvre has ironically been defined by his use, abuse and misuse of the literary 

tradition, ranging from the realist prose of Dostoevsky to the beat poetry of Ginsberg. 

Sorokin’s writing thrives on the mimicry and performative parody of literature and other 

distinct discourses, e.g. 19th-century realist prose, Soviet official jargon, and modern-day 

Russian TV propaganda.  

 

The first book in English devoted to Sorokin, is a case in point, entitled Vladimir Sorokin’s 

Languages (2013).2 Examples of the growing research on Sorokin includes Soviet ideology and 

Socialist Realism, writing as therapeutic reworkings of the Soviet trauma, political dystopias, 

gothic nightmare, metalingual/metastylistic concerns and his use of Chinese and German, 

ritual and performativity, games and randomness as narrative functions, freedom and state 

power, Gnosticism and utopian redemption—to name only a few lines of inquiry.  

 

Sorokin’s prose is riddled with allusions to literature across genres and epochs, a body of work 

which readily lends itself to annotation. Fruitful as this literary and discursive relationality has 

proven itself, his work could also be somewhat of a trap, ensnaring readers into pursuing the 

endless string of references buried within each phrase, while eclipsing other pertinent 

features of his writing, beyond his blatant postmodern parasitism on the Russian canon. In my 

dissertation, I claim that one such trait can be found in Sorokin’s ubiquitous impetus towards 

fragmentation and shorter literary forms, instrumental in shattering and reassembling the 

hegemonic discourses at issue. In a word, I identify Sorokin’s enduring splintering poetics in 

that which structures his writing by dissolving the unity of the text through an act of vitalizing 

expenditure. 

 
2 Edited by Tine Roesen and Dirk Uffelmann and published in the UiB series Slavica Bergensia. 
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In the chapter on violence, I set out to discuss one of his earliest works, Roman (1989), as well 

as one of his most recent pieces of writing, “White Square” (2019). By way of Bataille and 

Ricœur, I contend that Roman, a pastiche on the Russian realist novel, constitutes a 

meditation on violence on several levels: the reader, the novel and the literary tradition are 

all placed on the chopping block. The reader is subjected to the long-winded tedium of a story 

that goes on and on, until the book eventually explodes in an incessant killing spree, which 

becomes yet another exhausting ordeal for a reader to sift through. The novel then exerts 

violence on itself and self-destructs in the last sentence. In “White Square,” a politically 

charged short story on propaganda television, we are witness to the killing of television talk 

show host being flayed during a live broadcast discussing the essence of what it means to be 

Russian, after the contestants have been injected with an experimental drug. The story then 

follows the flayed skin through a dystopian Moscow, before ending up on the Red Square, in 

a totalitarian victory day parade. I argue that the story is an allegorical take on the violence of 

framing (building on Derrida), with reference to Kazimir Malevich’s White on White (also 

known as White Square) from 1918: 
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Rather than simply being a straightforward critique of today’s nationalistic TV culture, I read 

the short story as containing a meta-aesthetic reflection on the violent nature of framing, and 

the material yet empty nature of art. It points back to itself in a violent literary gesture. I see 

it as a willfully reductive framing of politics in contemporary Russia in an implicit indictment 

of art for being constrained by the necessity to frame and thus cut out large chunks of 

whatever it purports to represent. 

 

The other chapter up for discussion deals with Sorokin’s poetics of zoo-intoxication. Here, I 

delve into theories of intoxication (Land, Ronell) and animality (Barthes, Agamben, Derrida). I 

then discuss Sorokin’s posthuman, often zoomorphic, depictions of intoxication in Day of the 

Oprichnik (2006) and The Blizzard (2010), as well as different variations on these themes in 

the pseudo-novel Telluria (2013). My claim is that there is an inherent friction in the 

relationship between Sorokin’s use of intoxication as a fundamental literary device and his 

refiguring of a human and non-human co-existence. I also take issue with the claim that 

intoxication is merely an allegorical device in his writing, i.e., a marker of totalitarianism. 

Instead, I stress the importance of grasping the animality at work in his drug depictions, if we 

are to read his works not just as discursive-ideological interventions, but also as literature 

proper. 

 

The last two chapters have yet to be conceived of in any great detail: 

 

However, in one of them, I plan to discuss sexuality in Sorokin as part of his project to reinsert 

corporeality into the “body” of Russian literature, which he sees as having been repressed by 

tradition in favor of spirit. The countless expressions of sexuality in Sorokin therefore function 

as expressions of taboo perversion that can destroy characters who let their drives get out of 

hand. They thus cause a splintering that can lead to change. But sexuality is also a literary 

strategy that makes the text pulsate and come alive, what I see as a sort of literary 

necromancy. His aim is for prose to become what Sorokin—somewhat mysteriously—calls 

“non-literary.”  

 

The last chapter, on consumption, revolves around the countless instances of eating and 

devouring food and other substances, a somewhat Gogolian vector of Sorokin’s writing. 
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Consumption is, on the one hand, a metaphor for ideology that the Soviet citizen is being 

“force-fed,” and as such it is an expression of every person’s thrownness into the world, as 

seen in The Norm (1994). On the other hand, consumption is one of the most basic needs and 

pleasures, which he often describes at length, while also constituting a means of inducing 

intoxication, which in turn can splinter the text and the bodies within it. 

 

In the end, it is only when we put these four categories together, I argue, that we can speak 

of Sorokin’s poetics. This leads us to the conclusion that he in fact does have a style of his own, 

and that he is more than a mere chameleon or postmodern parasite on the Russian canon. 


