
FromFecal Briquettes to Candy Kremlins:
The Edible Ideal in Sorokin’s Prose

IT IS PROBABLY SAFE TO say that when we think of Russia’s
most visible postmodernist author, Vladimir Sorokin (1955–),
it is not the theme of “food” that first comes to mind. Rather
it is grotesque sex scenes or sudden outbursts of seemingly gra-
tuitous violence that are invariably cited as representative of
the author’s signature technique of reproducing various narra-
tive forms only to implode them in spectacular acts of discur-
sive demolition. One thinks, for instance, of the scandalous
sex scene involving Khrushchev and Stalin in the novel The
Blue Fat (1999), or the equally shocking collectivist orgies
portrayed inDay of the Oprichnik (2006)—a dystopian portrait
of the country’s near future based on Putin’s Russia. Yet even
the most cursory glance at Sorokin’s prose reveals the funda-
mental importance of food (not merely of eating it, but of
preparing, cooking, presenting, and reflecting on it) to the
author’s broader project of ideological, aesthetic, and discursive
deconstruction. Sorokin himself has commented not only on his
personal interest in cooking but also on the broader “metaphysi-
cal significance” of food within human culture, particularly in
its Russian variant (Sorokin and Smirnov, n.d.). As the unnamed
poetess remarks in the short story “The Day of the Russian
Eater” (2001), food is nothing short of a universal signifier that
explains us to ourselves:

Food, like love, gives us fullness of being. Every day food opens up the
present for us. It helps us to understand ourselves… Food, like Eros, is
pure in its essence. Food enters us in the form of beautiful dishes and
fresh products and it leaves our body as a sticky terracotta leviathan—

ancient as the stars… People! Love this fearsome beast, fear not its roar,
for in it lies the music of the ages! (Feast, 146)

This rather provocative quote from “Day of the Russian
Eater” invites us, among other things, to reflect on the deep
symbolic aspects of what on the surface appears to be the most
mundane of functions. After all, in what ways is food “a univer-
sal signifier”? One might ask how (leaving aside the question
of excretion that is also touched on in the quote above) some-
thing so quotidian could be said to contain the “fullness of
being” or “the music of the ages”? As the food anthropologist
Sidney Mintz reminds us, food and the act of consuming it are
never simply physiological matters. By virtue of their deep
anchors in human biology and everyday existence they “afford
us a remarkable arena in which to watch how the human species
invests a basic activity with social meaning” (Mintz 1996: 7).
In addition, it must be said that foodstuffs are also culturally
and historically inflected; they have their own histories and
pasts that are “associated with those who eat them” (ibid.).

In a similar vein, Melissa L. Caldwell notes in her work on
twenty-first-century Russian foodways that both food and the
process of consuming (as well as digesting) it are closely
attuned to larger political, economic, cultural, and spiritual
matters, functioning discursively as a means of “fleshing out”
a whole array of issues that at first glance appear distant from
mere biology (Caldwell 2014: 115). This is certainly the case
in the Russia of today, where—as Caldwell remarks—not only
the eating of food but also the process of digesting it are to be
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understood as culturally specific acts, mirroring a shared sense
of history and national identity.

We Are What We Eat

In short, what we eat and how we do so to a significant extent
determines who we are, not just as individual eaters but also
in terms of our collective cultural and historical identities. As
Atsuko Ichijo and Ronald Ranta point out in their monograph
Food, National Identity and Nationalism: From Everyday to
Global Politics, it is precisely via the banal and mundane activi-
ties of food procurement and consumption that the broader
framing structures which produce a sense of national belonging
are constructed (Ichijo and Ranta 2016: 7). For examples, we
need look no further than the numerous national holidays and
their related food traditions that, taken cumulatively, have the
effect of “anchoring the imagined national community in daily
practice” (Foster 1991: 250). Additionally, there are—as Ichijo
and Ranta (2016: 5) point out—those instances where the
relationship between food and nationalism is “more directly
mediated by the nation-state in the form of national branding,
standardisation of ‘national’ cuisine, protection of the agricul-
tural sector or restriction on trade of certain food items.”

More relevant for present purposes, however, are those ins-
tances where foods and foodways are discursively mobilized for
the purposes of constructing and performing a sense of
community or national belonging. This latter point is particularly
apropos in the case of Vladimir Sorokin, most (if not all) of
whose food-themed works deal directly with how the imagery
of food is utilized to produce a sense of ideological and spiritual
cohesion within the larger Russian body politic. In this same
spirit (although in a different context), the Americanist
Katharina Vester (2015: 9) argues that food discourses such as
recipes, cookbooks, and the like function as instruments of self-
regulation and discipline, vital tools that are “instrumental in
the invention of traditions that can help us establish the story
of the nation.” “Since the American Revolution,” Vester writes,
“authors of cookbooks, newspaper articles, and nutritional advice
as well as poets and painters have attempted to create practices,
dishes, and rituals expressing specific American character, thus
acknowledging that inventing a national cuisine is indeed an im-
portant part of imagining a community, history, and tradition”
(ibid.: 17). We see this in the way that simplicity stood out as
a hallmark of republican cuisine in the early years following
the Revolution, or “campfire cooking” in the 1920s served as a
means of shoring up an embattled masculinity against the tides
of modernization (ibid.: 62, 86). In each case eating is essential
to how the national community, or certain subsets of it, are both
understood and lived.

Russian Recipes for Utopian Living

Of course, not only recipes and cookbooks can be mobilized
toward the goal of imagining a national community, or even
the ideal society. From such relatively straightforward reposito-
ries of culinary truth it is but a small step—I would argue—to
the depiction of food and its consumption in literature, where
the latter serves to “enflesh” the fantasy of an ideal world (past
or future) or, not infrequently, its apocalyptic antithesis. In
his seminal work dealing with the representation of food in
Russian literature, Slavic Sins of the Flesh: Food, Sex and
Carnal Appetite in Nineteenth-Century Russian Literature,
Ronald LeBlanc looks at the great wealth of Russian nineteenth-
and twentieth-century Russian literary works where fictionalized
acts of eating trope the surrounding social, political, or spiritual
realities at key historical points. Thus, the two most important
Russian writers of the nineteenth century (Fyodor Dostoevsky
and Leo Tolstoy) both developed an expansive repertoire of food
imagery as ameans of conceptualizing the ideal self, community,
or society—what might be called “recipes for utopian living.”

For Dostoevsky writing during the 1860s–1870s this entailed
renouncing the predatory or “carnivorous” paradigm of human
relations that contemporary Russians had unwittingly adopted
alongside the “social, economic, and political ideologies that
accompanied the rise of modern capitalism” in their homeland
(LeBlanc 2009: 82). The Western social model, with its empha-
sis on individualism and material over spiritual sustenance,
would produce a state of affairs where human beings would
quite literally gobble each other up, according to the author of
Crime and Punishment (1866). The only answer to this was
a return to the Eastern Orthodox ideal of commensality, of
the communal meal based on fellowship, food-sharing, and
Christian self-sacrifice (ibid.: 97).

In a slightly different fashion (although surely drawing from
the same Russian Orthodox tradition of ambivalence surround-
ing fleshly desires), Tolstoy of roughly the same period views
food and sex as the twin faces of carnal desire that prevent
human beings from achieving individual spiritual perfection
as well as social justice more broadly. In order to attain either,
people would have to “live not for our belly, but for our soul,”
to borrow the words of the peasant Fyodor in Anna Karenina
(ibid.: 131). Finally, twentieth-century Russian literature and
culture (particularly its post-1917 iteration) is no less preoccu-
pied with imagined or imaginary acts of eating, evolving quickly
from the revolutionary-ascetic notion of gastronomic restraint
promoted by the official ideology of the early 1920s (Naiman
1997: 124–47) to the beginnings of a consumer society and cul-
ture of consumption under Stalin in the 1930s (Gronow 2003: 6).
In both cases the pleasures of the palate (or their absence) are
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front and center in the Bolshevik blueprint for a New World.
And it is literary works like Aleksandr Tarasov-Rodionov’s
Chocolate (1922), Yury Olesha’s Envy (1927), and Boris
Pilnyak’sMeat (1936) that are instrumental in conveying this
lofty vision.Will theNewManorWomanbe onewho eschews
“bourgeois” foods like chocolate, meat, and caviar, these
Russian writers ask, or rather one who is able to buy and con-
sume once such luxury items in abundance? (See Ronald
LeBlanc’s article in this issue.)

What stands out in this brief survey is the manner in which
works of literature are serially harnessed within the Russian
tradition to evoke a sense of the ideal community, or even the
ideal world. Even more remarkable is the role that discursively
reproduced acts of eating/ingesting—although less frequently
excreting—play in mediating that vision.1 Keenly aware of
Russian culture’s centuries-old tradition of logocentrism, which
is to say, its nearly insatiable appetite for literary words and
worlds, Vladimir Sorokin has built a career on parodying this
tradition of using literature as food, as a repository of both ideo-
logical and spiritual sustenance.2 As Ellen Rutten (2009: 539)
notes, Sorokin identifies as one of the culture’s central failings
its tendency to treat the literary text as a kind of narcotic, creat-
ing from thin air a vast virtual reality based on nothing more
than the “well-turned Russian word.” At the same time, a special
variant or subset of Sorokin’s parodic project is to be found
in those works that use gastronomic metaphors to critique
Russia’s equally storied tradition of collectivist utopianism.3

Here the body social is quite literally glued or cemented
together through grotesquely exaggerated acts of collective
ingestion.4 What we eat determines who we are, in other words.

Cautionary Tales about Consuming Ideas

This latter strategy is fully on display in Sorokin’s earliest
works, such as The Norm (1983–87) and The First Subbotnik
(1979–84). In The Norm, which begins according to Masha
Lipman (2005) “in the key of disgust,” various characters are
obliged to regularly consume portions of human feces as part
of their regimen of ideological and spiritual self-maintenance.
The daily rations of excrement symbolize, as one critic remarks,
the “obligatory portion of violence, lies, absurdities, stupidity,”
that is “tirelessly poured onto the heads of the meek ‘builders
of the bright future’” (Litvinova 2002). Similarly, in the early
story “Sergei Andreevich” (part of the collection The First
Subbotnik), a pupil is shown enthusiastically listening to his
teacher’s ideological platitudes as a prelude to an unappetizing
scene in which he eats the educator’s freshly deposited feces.
A similar approach to food, eating, and also sex characterizes
Sorokin’s much later works, such as Day of the Oprichnik

(2006) and Candy Kremlin (2008), in which ritualized acts of
collectivist sex and eating are used to perform the idea of a
unified body social (about which I will have more to say later
in this article).

Still, at the most fundamental level, Sorokin’s gastronomic
texts are remarkable for their tireless critique of the Russian
appetite for transforming literary words into an edible com-
modity. Conveniently for present purposes, Sorokin’s most re-
cent novel,Manaraga (2017), illustrates precisely this premise.
The action of the novel takes place in a divided Europe of the
near future. Russians or at least Russian speakers have all but
vanished, or been assimilated into surrounding populations,
since the “Titanic called ‘Post-Soviet Russia’ sank” (21). Following
the “second wave of the Second Islamic Revolution” Eastern
Europe remains firmly under Muslim control (37), whereas such
free European capitals as Berlin have a decidedly postnational
feel to them. Most importantly, in this brave new world of the
future, knowledge and cultural values are transmitted elec-
tronically by so-called “smart fleas” (a device not unlike the
smartphone that allows its users to instantaneously “milk” the
internet for information), since books no longer exist in their
traditional physical form. Indeed, the only thing still being
printed, according to the narrator-chef of the novel, is money.
Although the postwar landscape ofManaraga is characterized
by Sorokin as a kind of “new Middle Ages,” it appears decid-
edly more postmodern or even posthuman than medieval.5

A by-product of this perilously virtual reality is the curious
practice of “book-n-grill” that the narrator Geza Yasnodvorsky
describes at length across the pages of the novel. Although
highly illegal, “book-n-grill” is practiced by a sect of under-
ground chefs who use the classics of world literature to produce
high-priced meals for well-heeled customers in capitals around
the globe. This esoteric technique is known as “reading,”
although most chefs have not actually read the books they
cook with. In fact, Geza admits that he has not finished a single
one. Significantly, it is only certain works—i.e., the classics, partic-
ularly of Russian literature such as Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov,
and Nabokov—that burn evenly enough to produce truly ex-
quisite dishes. Contemporary literature, as the narrator notes,
remains unsuitable for haute cuisine, for it “lives in the space
of holograms; it doesn’t need paper. And you can’t cook a
steak using a hologram. That’s why we don’t read contem-
porary prose” (163).

The novel clearly pokes fun at the “myth of Russian liter-
ature” and the Russian fondness for “ingesting” words, mak-
ing the equation of books and food clear from the outset.
Still, its overall tone suggests considerable nostalgia for the
pleasures of the literary palate that will be lost to the digital
age, a yearning for the deep cultural anchors provided by
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such works as Nabokov’s Ada, Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master and
Margarita, and many others, whose pages will burn brightly
only if there is someone left to read them. What happens
to people who access and consume information, yet without
truly digesting it? Sorokin seems to ask us. Clearly there
would be no need to actually read books if their contents
could simply be migrated into one’s brain using “smart fleas,”
but how will this affect the deepest levels of cultural under-
standing and appreciation? One can imagine that in the
thoroughly digitized and virtual world of Manaraga obscure
practices like “book-n-grill” might be the final refuge for
those who truly savor fine dining or a good book.

By contrast, Sorokin’s earlier gastronomic works are consid-
erably harsher in their criticism of the tendency sketched out
above, as underscored by the frequent outbursts of violence
that accompany various ritualized acts of textual consump-
tion. No doubt Sorokin’s most well-known food-themed work
is the 2001 collection of thirteen stories entitled The Feast.
In it, according to Ronald LeBlanc (2009: 225, 224), “violence
of a specifically alimentary nature” represents the core theme,
particularly the opening story where “Dostoevskian devouring
dominates the dynamics of human interactions.” In a depar-
ture from LeBlanc’s approach, I would like to suggest that
rather than depicting in a sociological key the dog-eat-dog
world of contemporary post-Soviet Russia the work’s food im-
agery tropes more broadly Russian culture’s appetite for vari-
ous isms, particularly the violence that results from ingesting
these ideologies uncritically and in their entirety.

In the case of the first story, “Nastia,” this is presented
through the lens of cannibalism. Placed in the fin-de-siècle pe-
riod, the story describes a family of Russian Nietzscheans who
ritually bakes and eats (with the help of assembled guests) their
only child on the day of her sixteenth birthday. At issue here is
the same problem of “consuming ideology” underscored by
earlier Russian authors. For instance, in Dostoevsky’s novels
“anthropophagy” (literally “human-eating”) is presented as the
inevitable outcome of poorly digested borrowings of Western
ideology. Taken to their logical extreme, such “cannibaliza-
tions” would eventually lead to the eating of other people,
Dostoevsky argues in Crime and Punishment and his other
works of the 1860s and 1870s. In the case of Sorokin’s “Nastia,”
however, it is not the radical/utilitarian ideology of the 1860s
that is being uncritically consumed but rather the central pre-
cept of Nietzschean transcendence as transmitted through a
distorted and distorting Russian lens. The idea is taken to its
harrowing conclusion in the image of the parents feasting
on their own daughter’s flesh in order to celebrate her com-
ing of age, in their cheerful consumption of the German
philosopher’s transgressive “ideology.”

One scene in this disturbing story stands out in particular.
Here the host (who is also Nastia’s father) describes the com-
ing twentieth century in terms of a new Nietzschean ethos of
self-overcoming versus traditional Christian notions of com-
passion and forgiveness. After quoting Zarathustra’s famous
aphorism about man as that which must be overcome, Sablin
serves up the German philosopher with a distinctly Darwinian
twist, as if anticipating the worst of the coming century’s
cannibalistic excesses. While holding forth about how
Nietzscheanism will transform the world, Sablin unceremo-
niously prepares to savor his daughter’s flesh: “—‘We’ll
change it—and how!’ Sablin searched for the gravy boat
with his eyes and took it. The congealed red sauce flowed
onto the meat. ‘By ridding the world of those who are weak
and unfit to live we help the young healthy shoots’” (ibid., 41).
The irony here is hard to miss, since it is precisely one of
the “young healthy shoots” who is being sacrificed to satisfy
the parents’ discursive appetites. More broadly, it is difficult
to overlook the disastrous consequences of the “superman” ideal
as espoused by Russian and German Nietzscheans and expe-
rienced by the countless victims of both totalitarianisms
across the twentieth century.

In the short story “Machine” Sorokin takes a different tack.
For if “Nastia” presents us with a cautionary tale about the
dangers of alimentary ideology and cannibalism, here the au-
thor deliberately frustrates any attempt by the “reader-eater” to
generate narrative meaning from the juxtaposition of strange
dishes and their names. As with many of the author’s works,
the story seems to take place in a Russia of the not-so-distant
future. Here restaurants with such exotic names as “Leftovers,”
“Entrails,” and “Warm Blood” are closely monitored by the
state, and animal and human body parts (e.g., dried blood,
marinated eyes, fresh brains) have become underground del-
icacies. Written as the transcript of a police interrogation, the
piece evokes a brave new world in which restaurant menus
and fancy dishes fall under the purview of the authorities.
Of particular interest to the police is the anonymous main
protagonist’s connection to the “machine” of the story’s title,
the sole function of which is to transform words or even
whole phrases into succulent dishes. Strangely, none of the
culinary creations it creates end up resembling any known
foodstuffs. They are quite simply gastronomic abstractions.
In one episode a customer pronounces the word “sweetie”
and the result is a culinary oddity that resembles nothing in
existence. The same applies to the rest of the dishes produced
by the device, including the pièce de résistance—a gas-
tronomic masterpiece based on Fyodor Tiutchev’s famous
dictum about the inscrutability of the Russian soul (“Russia
cannot be grasped with the mind”). Suitably, perhaps, this
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dish cannot be described in words, producing only a drunken
bacchanalia with which the story abruptly concludes.

A short companion piece to the one above is entitled
“Zhrat” (or “Devour”), and consists entirely of sentence-length
commands, each of which begins with the word “devour” fol-
lowed by a description of the thing, sentiment, or idea to be
consumed. For instance, the reader is told to consume such
oddities as “Mashen’ka’s fear of falling asleep and not waking
up” or the “morning rustle of a newspaper.” This theoretically
endless list of possibilities appears almost Tolstoyan in its appe-
tite for descriptive detail, suggesting a utopian wish to embody
the world in its fullness. Yet by its final lines the enterprise of
cataloguing “all and everything” sputters into apophatic si-
lence, foregrounding, once again, the inability of language to
be made incarnate, as it were. Thus, after telling the reader
to devour such things as “the ontological dimension of time,”
“thoughts of eternity,” and the “shimmer of distant stars” the
story’s ultimate command tells us to devour “an empty place.”
While some of the above might be abled to be consumed, it
is unclear how emptiness can be made flesh, so it is here that
the piece appropriately ends.

Words, as Sorokin is so fond of reminding his readers, are
merely marked-up scraps of paper—nothing more (Lipovetskii
2013:1). Any attempt to reify or “enflesh” them from the writer’s
point of view is essentially courting disaster. By frustrating our
expectation of a natural connection between language and
real-world referents Sorokin leaves us with a sense of language
as playful, whimsical, or absurd rather than as a means of shap-
ing external reality (often with disastrous consequences). And
this, at least for some Russian readers, is oddly liberating.

Foods for the Collective Body

A different problem—essentially that of Russian gastrona-
tionalism or gastrocollectivism—provides the focal point for
such later works as Day of the Oprichnik (2006) and Candy
Kremlin (2008), both of which feature rituals of collectivist
eating (and sex) meant to parody the resurgence of nation-
alist and empire rhetoric in Putin-era Russia.6 Since the
mid-2000s, as Mark Lipovetsky points out, Sorokin’s artistic
focus has pivoted toward “quasi-authoritarian discourses,”
such as the neotraditionalism of Day of an Oprichnik, the
neomodernism in The Blizzard (2010), or the Soviet-nostalgic
idiom of Monoklon (2010) (Lipovetskii 2013: 12). Alongside
this shift we see a move away from the playfully desacralizing
technique used throughout Sorokin’s earlier work, where
the diverse languages of ideology invariably collapse into gro-
tesque sexuality, violence, or absurdity, thus undermining the
very possibility of discursive authority.7

In Sorokin’s Ice Trilogy (2005), for instance, the religiously
colored idiom of the novels’ privileged characters is never di-
rectly challenged or parodied (Lipovetskii 2008: 618), as had
always been the case before. Instead it remains more or less
intact across the fictional landscape of all three works. In ad-
dition, it bears mentioning that eating plays a key (if not ex-
clusive) role in the trilogy. As it turns out, the so-called
Brothers of Light, who find others of their kind by forcing
them to “speak with the heart” using specially manufactured
ice hammers, are strict vegetarians, consuming only raw
whole foods. Vegetarian whole foods in this context come
to symbolize a utopian purity (not unlike the meatless diet
preached by Tolstoy and Tolstoyans as the path to spiritual
perfection) that unites the Brothers of Light in their quest for
transcendence, even as it distinguishes them from the carniv-
orous humans or “meat-machines” that become their victims.
The purity of the heart and the mouth, not surprisingly, are
intimately interconnected.

In Day of the Oprichnik the purity of the Russian body pol-
itic is likewise vouchsafed by the purity of the mouth. The ac-
tion of the short novel takes place in a Russia of the not-so-
distant future, an isolationist hermit kingdom that has walled
itself off from “decadent” Europe and resurrected the premod-
ern worldview and repressive tactics of the time of Ivan the
Terrible. This includes the tsar’s dreaded secret police—the
oprichnina. Parallels with Putin’s Russia are perhaps less inter-
esting to consider than the recurring (throughout Russian his-
tory) push for extreme social cohesion and uniformity that the
work mirrors. This is generated in Sorokin’s future Russia by
means of collectivist sex acts, and—more importantly—by cul-
turally attuned acts of eating. Specifically, by the purity of that
which proceeds into and out of the mouth.

In cultures across the world the homogenizing or leveling
effects of globalization have produced significant pushback in
the form of heightened sensitivity to the specificities of the local
that appear threatened with erasure (Lee 2011: 162). In contem-
porary Australia, for instance, the obvious positives associated
with food diversity and multiculturalism nevertheless conceal
a darker side, which is to say, the threat of “foreign contami-
nation” or pollution that is expressed in frequent fears about
food poisoning. In this manner, broader cultural anxieties
about economic, demographic, and other shifts propelled
by globalization are distilled into very concrete panics over
the dangers of nonnative (mostly Asian) cuisine (Anderson
and Benbow 2015).

Russia is no exception in this regard. Since the 1990s
there has been significant backlash against the perceived
“Snickerization” of the local culture by Western brands that has
resulted, among other things, in food nostalgia that privileges
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national traditions over foreign imports (Caldwell 2014: 117;
Caldwell 2002: 296). Such nostalgia when taken to an extreme
yearns not only for the occasional taste of the past, but for
its complete restoration along with the mythical community it
supposedly housed, according to Svetlana Boym (2001: 49).
This is broadly reflected and parodied in Sorokin’s Day of the
Oprichnik. For instance, in the replacement of foreign super-
markety with native food stores, there are “fortunately” only
two items of each kind for the Russian shopper from which to
choose. A larger selection would presumably serve as a need-
less temptation by creating an opening for foreign imports that
are perceived as damaging to the Russian body.

Komiaga, the oprichnik-narrator of the work, praises the sov-
ereign’s new rule: “It’s a wise thing and a profound one, for our
people—the god-bearing Russian folk—should select from two
items, not three or thirty-three” (103). If the author is correct, the
Russian consumer of the near future can count on only having
to choose between “‘Rye’ brand vodka or ‘Wheat,’ black bread
or white, ‘Pigeon-Toed Mishka’ or ‘Mishka of the North’ can-
dies, apple or plum jam, creamery butter or Lenten oil” (102).
This spartan menu of nativist foodstuffs that is clearly reminis-
cent of Soviet times points to a desire on the part of the
Russian eater to return to the “good old days” of pre-globaliza-
tion, as well as to deeper long-standing fears that “foreign foods
and practices will eventually fragment the collective identity of
the narod (folk), of Russians” (Caldwell 2002: 314).

Elsewhere in the work Komiaga proves his gastronational-
ism by sampling a snack of salted milk-mushrooms in sour
cream (a recognizably Russian dish) and confidently proclaim-
ing that “humankind has not yet produced a better horsd’oeu-
vre” (112–13). While such a scenario might well have seemed
like artistic license in 2006 when the book was first published,
by 2016 it turned out to be nothing less than prophetic. Since
2014 the Russian response to sanctions imposed against the
country for its annexation of Crimea has been an embargo
of foodstuffs from the West, which in some cases has even
resulted in the destruction of so-called enemy food (Gessen
2015). Indeed, in this spirit at least one Russian Duma deputy
(the Communist Party’s Vadim Soloviev) drafted legislation
mandating that at least half of eateries’ menus consist of
Russian foods, the rationale being that the “preponderance of
French, Italian, and Japanese cuisine on Russian menus ‘reflects
badly on the country’s prestige’” (Balmforth 2015).

This posture is not an isolated one, particularly in the
wake of the Ukraine crisis. The result of Putin’s annexation
of Crimea and the ongoing “frozen conflict” between Russian-
backed separatist regions in eastern Ukraine and the government
in Kiev, this crisis has exacerbated already existing tensions with
the West. As a response conservative Russian politicians targeted

Western-style fast-food restaurants as emblematic of the West’s
moral corruption. Likewise, two of Russia’s most prominent
older-generation film directors, the brothers Nikita Mikhalkov
and Andrei Konchalovsky, in 2015 requested an investment
from Vladimir Putin of $18.5 million to create a home-grown
alternative to McDonald’s appropriately called Eating at
Home (Gauba 2015). One can imagine that Sorokin’s oprich-
nik-narrator would feel entirely at home in the company of
such gastronomic purists and patriots.

As Sidney Mintz (1996: 70) points out, since we as human
beings are substantiated or “incarnated” out of what we eat, it
is not particularly surprising that what goes into the mouth is
encumbered with “some kind of moral charge.” This is cer-
tainly true of Russia, where the idea of impure or “heathen-
ish” foods has a long history. Thus, Russian Old Believers
(who split from the official Orthodox Church following the
reforms of Patriarch Nikon in 1667) came to view certain
non-indigenous foods as abominations (Salaman 1949: 116).8

Among these were tobacco, first introduced to Russia in the
17th century, as well as sugar and potatoes, both of which
were not widely cultivated or consumed until much later.
The palate, which serves as the point of entry for foods both
native and foreign into the human being, bears a special re-
sponsibility for protecting the internal realm from taint—
especially in times of national(ist) mobilization and consoli-
dation. Yet in Day of the Oprichnik it is not only the palate
that can be corrupted by foreign tastes. According to Sorokin’s
oprichniks, the Russian mouth must be protected from other
analogous contagions, such as smoking or foul language, both
of which are perceived to be foreign vices. In one scene
Komiaga reminds his colleagues of the importance of not smok-
ing “the devil’s weed” in order to safeguard “the purity of our
lungs, and of our mouths” (34). In another he explains that
the problem of “foul-mouthedness” in Mother Russia was
swiftly eradicated by means of ukaz 37 (i.e., a law banning ob-
scenities) and a series of show trials and public floggings that
followed it, so that “in a thrice the simple people ceased using
the obscene words that had been forced on it by outlanders
in olden days” (80).9 The unusual attention paid throughout
Day of the Oprichnik to the mouth alerts the reader to the im-
portance of everything that passes the lips. It is possible to secure
the purity of the body social, Sorokin’s ever-vigilant narrator
reminds us, but only by censoring the pleasures of both the pal-
ate and of the bucal cavity more broadly.

Putinism and Candy Kremlins

As one might guess from the title of the sequel to Day of
the Oprichnik that Candy Kremlin (2008) is more explicitly
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preoccupied with resurgent Russian nationalism and its sym-
bolic links to food. Like its predecessor, this collection of
sixteen stories represents a thinly disguised satire of Putin’s
Russia in the twenty-first century, a closed world where the
maintenance of social cohesion constitutes the primary task
of the overbearing and repressive paternalist state. As men-
tioned above, in Day of the Oprichnik political stability is
achieved by reviving and retrofitting Ivan the Terrible’s
dreaded oprichnina for the needs of the new millennium.
There the unity of the body politic is guaranteed by means
of all-male collectivist orgies—i.e., the so-called caterpillar
that the oprichniks regularly perform in order to cement its
bonds as a group (Lipovetskii 2013: 10).

By contrast, in Sorokin’s Candy Kremlin it is primarily
food that acts as the cement holding together the body social.
Yet rather than feasting on fecal briquettes, as in Sorokin’s
somber rendering of the Brezhnev-era gastronomic pleasures,
the Russian people of the future are united in gnawing on
confectionary representations of the icon par excellence of
state power: the Kremlin. The immediate subtext for this
would appear to be the practice, which dates back to the time
of Ivan the Terrible, of decorating the tsar’s dessert table with
carefully sculpted candy reproductions of the Kremlin
(Kostomarov 1860: 89). A further subtext is the rather strange
story concerning the production of two chocolate Putins dur-
ing the new Russian president’s first term. As Helena Goscilo
relates, in 2003 the Russian confectioner Konfael created a
limited edition twelve-by-nineteen-inch chocolate portrait of
Putin weighing three pounds that went on sale for seven hun-
dred dollars. When asked what they might do with such a
portrait, men said they would hang it up and women said
they would kiss it, with middle-aged ladies expressing a more
specific desire to nibble on Putin’s ear (Goscilo 2013: 8). One
can only speculate what other uses the Russian citizenry
might have imagined for their candy “monarch.”

One of the most eloquent examples of the Kremlin-as-
communion motif is found in the story “Chow Time.” In this
tale, which describes a prison work detail of the near future
constructing Russia’s Great Wall, most readers will not fail
to recognize a nod to Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich. The motif of corporal punishment carried
over from Day of the Oprichnik is supplemented in this in-
stance by food imagery that, not surprisingly, recalls the eat-
ing thematics of Solzhenitsyn’s famous account of Soviet
Gulag life. In Solzhenitsyn’s work it is only through the jeal-
ous preservation of individualized gestures, whether by eating
the unappetizing balanda soup with his own spoon or laying
bricks after quitting time, that the hero Shukhov is able to
carve out a realm of relative freedom for himself (Jackson

1997: 47). Socialism’s attempt to collectivize even the most
intimate aspects of life, such as how one eats, where, how
much, and with whom, is countered by the narrator-hero’s in-
sistence on maintaining private gastronomic rituals.

By contrast, in Sorokin’s “Chow Time,” a shared meal
offers precisely the opposite, serving as a metaphor of group
solidarity and cohesion. After receiving a taste of the salted lash
as punishment for not fulfilling their quota of wall-building the
prisoners are given a simple meal of rice and bread. However,
the most coveted item on the menu is the candy Kremlin. In
the present instance, the teller of the funniest anecdote, San
Sanych, is allowed a bite from the bottom of the Spassky
Tower. Not unlike the middle-aged ladies nibbling away at
Putin’s chocolate ear, here even “outlaws” are reconstituted
as Russian subjects by ingesting the confectionary symbols of
state power:

A month ago the camp brigade leader received a package from his wife
from Tver’, containing two pairs of wool socks, a scarf, garlic, biscuits,
and a candy Kremlin with a broken-off Borovitsky Tower. Slonov’s
daughter had received a Kremlin. She and her mother ate the
Borovitsky Tower and she decided to send the rest to her father in
faraway Eastern Siberia. The package took five months to arrive.
Having received it, Slonov immediately broke the Kremlin into pieces,
giving the walls, the cathedrals, and other buildings to the workers, and
the Ivan the Great Tower to the camp cook… But he decided to “set
aside the Spassky Tower for the humor fund.” Every day after chow
someone from the brigade had to tell a funny story … and if the story
was funny the brigade leader would allow the joke teller to take a bit off
the Spassky Tower. (147)

Interestingly, in Candy Kremlin even resistance to the uni-
tary social body is expressed using the vocabulary of state
power. In what is obviously a criticism of the feeble state
of the current Russian opposition, in this dystopian world
even the political underground longs for a taste of power and
of the powers-that-be. This is the case with one of the more
grisly tales from the collection that bears the English title
“Underground,” where both a member of the royal family
and the ultimate symbol of state power are consumed in
quick succession. The story tells the tale of a young girl
named Arisha, whose father had been arrested and two floors
of her apartment building “burned out” as punishment for
unspecified political crimes, and who meets with other vic-
tims of political repressions to take a drug called Vegeans-
28. The drug functions as a potent hallucinogen, allowing
the participants to virtually avenge their parents’ death by
imagining that they are shape-shifting into bears and then
consuming the members of the royal family. Having assumed
the form of an enraged female bear, the heroine Arisha man-
ages to consume the youngest member of the family—i.e.,
the tsarevich or heir to the throne. However, after devouring
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the tsarevich, she discovers a piece of a candy Kremlin in his
pocket and eats it.

As we can see from the ending of the story, even the polit-
ical opposition in the new Russia serves to prop up the very
repressive structures it presumably most abhors. This has par-
ticular resonance in Russia following the 2014 annexation of
Crimea, where opposition to Putin’s policies has slowed to
a trickle, and criticism is sufficiently marginalized as to be
nonexistent. With eerie prescience Sorokin foretells the cur-
rent political situation using the image of enraged predators
consuming the flesh of their virtual oppressors only to find
that here, too, a replica of the Kremlin completes the meal.

Arisha examined it more closely. The broken-off piece looked just like
the white tower from which the ringing had resounded earlier. It even
had the same two-headed bird on it. Arisha licked the little tower.
It turned out to be sweet, but this was a different sweetness than that
of fresh blood. It was different and new. She scooped the tower into her
mouth with her tongue. The tower made a crunching sound in her
teeth, and Arisha swallowed it, licking her chops. (287–88)

Books for a Better World

As a number of scholars have remarked, food functions as an
arena where the political and the personal merge. It is no
doubt because of this fact that literature, Russian literature
in particular, has been so keen to appropriate the imagery
of food in order to evoke the image of a perfect community
or perfect world. This is hardly surprising, since any attempt
to remake the world necessarily butts against the interlocking
issues of human nature and physiology, where the latter are
understood as either susceptible to amelioration or resistant
to it. Whether in the works of Dostoevsky or Tolstoy from the
nineteenth century or numerous other twentieth-century
ones, the notion that both the palate and the mouth could
function as entry points into a realm of ideal being is placed
front and center. Thus, both Dostoevsky and Tolstoy in the
nineteenth century examined the ethics of eating as a means
of getting at the more fundamental issue of human nature in
its relationship to utopia.

Meanwhile, in such twentieth-century works as Yury
Olesha’s Envy (1927) and Andrei Platonov’s Happy Moscow
(1933–36) the digestive tract (as much as the mouth) functions
as the site where the old and new worlds collide in their strug-
gle to shape humanity’s future (Bullock 2009: 212). For these
authors, and others as well, food and variously inflected acts
of eating are symbolic of community, of an ideal space where
class and other arbitrary distinctions can be overcome, once
and for all. The downside of this, as we have just seen from
Day of the Oprichnik (2006) and Candy Kremlin (2008), is the

violence and exclusionary logic that are invariably harnessed
in order to bring about such gastronomic utopias.

Since beginning his career as a writer in the late 1970s
Vladimir Sorokin has been preoccupied with various kinds
of food imagery, creating a broad range of gastronomic meta-
phors to describe the Russian soul and Russian society at key
historical junctures. This applies to the unappetizing fecal
briquettes of The Norm (1983–87), the ideologically colored
vegetarianism of the Ice Trilogy (2005), the rituals of collectiv-
ist eating portrayed in Candy Kremlin, or most recently, the
exotic practice of “book-n-grill” described in Manaraga
(2017). More than Sorokin’s own culinary interests this pas-
sion appears to derive from Russian culture’s prodigious appe-
tite for utopian ideologies, which is mirrored in turn in a long
literary tradition extending from the nineteenth century up to
the present. An outlier in many regards, Sorokin’s “mission”
as a writer has consistently been to shut down the utopian en-
terprise, making his interest in literary foodways as much a
necessity as it is a luxury.

Still, the author’s success in stemming the Russian appetite
for gastronomic mythmaking appears at best to have been
modest. If Sorokin began with the metaphor of fecal rations
as the consummate ideological and spiritual sustenance of late
Brezhnev-era Soviet society (The Norm)—proceeding after-
wards to dismantle the very notion of the reified, edible ideal
(Feast, 2001)—in such later works asDay of the Oprichnik and
Candy Kremlin he is once again forced to parody the same ex-
cremental ideal, only this time served up in a sweeter package.
And finally in his most recent work, Manaraga, one could
well argue that the author is himself indulging in the same sin
he earlier accused others of committing, namely turning the
literary word into a kind of edible ideal in order to counter the
corrosive effects of the new millennium’s embrace of digital
texts and virtual realities.
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NOTES

1. The only example that I am aware of is the 1933–36 unfinished
novel by Andrei Platonov, Happy Moscow, in which lovingly evoked
images of human excrement (and waste products in general) are
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used to symbolize a nonexclusionary utopian world, one where even
the dregs of human society and history—its “filth”—would be
carefully preserved and protected toward the goal of creating true
communism. In this sui generis work (first published in 1991, forty
years after the author’s death) food and waste, or filth and
cleanliness, are weighted equally in terms of their relative worth to
the larger project of building the ideal society.
2. Mikhail Epstein (1995: 328) defines logocentrism as a uniquely
Russian tradition of privileging the word (by analogy with the biblical
logos) over other cultural signifiers, while at the same time attributing
to the former qualities of absoluteness and transcendence.
3. For an illuminating discussion of this matter in early Soviet
literature see Borenstein (2001).
4. A variant of this idea is evoked in an episode of Manaraga, where
Geza’s plane lands briefly in St. Petersburg and the narrator tells the
story (using his smart flea) of Peter’s famous capital, which was
supposedly built “on the bones of Russian peasants”: “It says that
whole villages of peasants were uprooted, cooked in huge cauldrons,
their bones crushed to powder, milled into flour, to which glue
rendered from the process of cooking was added, along with pebbles
in order to produce the so-called Russian cement” (164).
5. In one of his many business trips, for instance, Geza is hired to
cook for a “zoomorph” or human-animal hybrid (a self-proclaimed
“new Zarathustra”) who practices the ultimate act of transgression,
namely, “autophagy” or “self-eating.” He cuts off a part of his chest,
having the master chef cook it and then proceeds to dine on his own
flesh (140–41).
6. A thematic precursor to both Day of the Oprichnik and Candy
Kremlin can be found in the short piece “Day of the Russian Eater,”
which is included in Sorokin’s 2001 collection Feast. The story
describes a fictional holiday celebrating the supposed unity and
prosperity of a future Russia, but one that clearly reflects the Russia of
the early Putin years. The fictional holiday consists of a series of song
and dance numbers, each of which is meant to convey Russia’s newly
rediscovered power, wealth, and dignity by appealing to a kind of
utopian-gastronomic ideal, one that includes an abundance of
typically Russian foods like bread and sausage. As one of the
characters in the piece exclaims, remarking on how Russia has
become a kingdom of plenty: “Everything already is normal! There’s
nothing to think about! Russia is flush with bread, so everything is
normal” (129).
7. “You could say that before I created worlds and then destroyed
them, right? And that was my literary process. In this case I’m
simply creating a world and admiring it. That’s new for me”
(Sorokin 2004).
8. As Leonid Heretz (2008: 61) points out, remarking on Old
Believer distrust toward tobacco and the potato: “Thus, tobacco grew
from the corpse of a harlot. The potato was a ‘prolific, fornicating
plant’ (mnogoplodnoe, bludnoe rastenie), and had an especially lurid
origin, detailed in the following manner in an Old Believer folk
legend recorded in Arkhangelsk province in 1916: ‘A princess had
relations with a dog. But her nannnies told on her—they saw her
[breast]feeding the dog. They told the ruler … and he ordered that
she and the dog be buried in the earth. Potato grew from the dog,
and tobacco came from her.’”
9. Day of the Oprichnik, 80. Interestingly, Sorokin’s narrator goes on
to point out that while the Russian narod or “simple people” has
stopped using obscenities, the intelligentsia continues to indulge in
this pleasures of foul-mouthedness, enabled and egged on by the
“rotting West.”
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