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CHAPTER 7

Plotting Communities: Pelevin’s
Meta-paranoid Fiction

Boris Noordenbos

INTRODUCTION

Ever since the publication of Generation P in 1999, Viktor Pelevin has
been among the most prominent Russian exponents of conspiracy litera-
ture. Yet the author, with his hallmarked irony and elusive authorial posi-
tion, does not uncritically propagate a Russian (and global) culture of
suspicion. Keith Livers has aptly characterized Pelevin’s conspiracy stories
in terms of “post-paranoia.” His postmodernist fiction, Livers argues,
moves beyond an earlier tradition of conspiracism that was still premised
on the belief that “the truth” could ultimately be unveiled. By contrast,
Pelevin’s literature, not unlike that of Thomas Pynchon and Don DelLillo
in the American tradition, rejects interpretive closure, while reconceptual-
izing conspiracy in terms of horizontal connectedness with “no central-
ized point(s) of origin or control” (Livers 2020, 56). Apart from
complexifying and decentralizing the conspiratorial imaginary, Pelevin
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also offers perceptive analyses of its logic. The author’s ‘post-paranoia,’ I
argue, is also a ‘meta-paranoia’: a simultaneous performance of and clear-
eyed commentary on the conspiratorial reflex to ‘read’ for signs and
connections.

This chapter, indeed, submits that Pelevin’s recent (meta-)performance
of the conspiracy genre pivots on notions of ‘reading.” His stories spot-
light conspiracy theory as a form of meaning-making that approaches not
only esoteric texts, but also historical and political affairs themselves as
semiotic constellations in need of a reader. Paranoid reading (Sedgwick
1997) is in Pelevin’s literature a diligent practice, and it is inextricably
entangled with writing and storytelling. Identifying meaningful occur-
rences within the chaotic flow of historical events, while speculating about
their hitherto unnoticed connectedness and hidden causal vectors, the
conspiracy theorist engages in a process of interpretive and narrative sense-
making. In Pelevin’s stories, such engagements with (the world as) text
never leave narrators and intradiegetic readers unaffected: their efforts at
piecing together an account of power, deceit, and manipulation typically
yield new insights into the ways in which they are themselves—individually
and collectively—‘inscribed’ into the socio-political scripts that propel the
world forward.

In what follows, I focus on two of the most insightful recent cases of
Pelevin’s meta-paranoid fiction: the novella “The Art of Light Touches,”
included in a 2019 story collection of the same title, and the novel
Mafusail’s Lamp from 2016. Both texts pivot on wild, conspiratorial read-
ings by characters and narrators alike. My analysis shows how both texts
reflect on the relation between networked manipulation and social cohe-
sion, as well as on the imbrications of text and identity. My point is not
that these stories are parodies of conspiracy logic, and not even that they
do away with the conspiratorial trust in a central secret, as Livers argues.
Rather they nudge their actual readership to participate in the meaning-
and identity-shaping logic of conspiratorial reading. These texts thus sig-
nal that conspiracy-based semiosis can only be understood through a
participatory experience of its gravitational pull. Starting with “The Art of
Light Touches,” and then going back to Pelevin’s earlier published
Mafusail’s Lamp where this participatory logic is even more pronounced,
I treat both texts as participants in academic debates about conspiracy
theory. I argue that they contribute—with their specific conceptualization
and performance of conspiracy theory as a mode of ‘reading’—a welcome
perspective to contemporary scholarship on the topic.
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CONNECTIONS, INTENTIONS, SECRECY: THE CONSPIRACY
OuTLOOK ON Disrray

On the most basic level, “The Art of Light Touches” (Iskusstvo legkikh
kasanii) (TALT) is a text about a text, a summary of a novel by a certain
Konstantin Golgofskii, whom Pelevin’s committed readers remember as
the Freemasonry expert from Mafusail’s Lamp. It is hard to miss in the
patriotically minded conspiracy author Golgofskii the likeness of the actual
right-wing, neo-imperialist writer Alexander Prokhanov. Golgofskii’s
prose invokes Prokhanov’s baroque conspiracy intrigues, his penchant for
the occult and esoteric, and his mawkish descriptions of romance and
nature. Taking a meta-paranoid perspective, Pelevin offers a surprisingly
insightful and nuanced reading of patriotic konspirologiia as, itself, a prac-
tice of reading.

In “TALT” an anonymous narrator, working for an online platform
that offers digests of bulky books, provides a synopsis of Golgofskii’s latest
publication: a 2000-page (purportedly non-fiction) conspiracy novel, doc-
umenting the author’s adventure-filled investigations into occult tech-
niques of social control. According to the narrator’s disparaging evaluation,
Golkofskii’s book is

constructed on the same principle as all the endless Da Vinci Codes assem-
bled in ghost-writing sweatshops out of rusty postmodernist parts over the
past twenty years: a chain of crimes and plot twists accompanied by the col-
lection of information. The heroes run around, shoot, dodge bullets, while
in front of the reader some kind of informational puzzle gradually amasses—
usually as empty and sterile as the culture that spawned it.! (Pelevin
2019, 138)

Rants about the author’s interpretive “leap[s] of faith” (288) (labelled as
such in English), conservative outlook, and trite style continue to break
into the digest: “Our author apparently remembered that he was not writ-
ing an occult-conspiratorial treatise, but a novel, which, as marketers
claim, necessarily requires a romantic storyline” (239). Far from being a
streamlined narrative, Golgofskii’s account is a messy flood of speculations
and overinterpretations. And his prose requires considerable hermeneutic
labor from the reviewer (“we still couldn’t understand what he meant”

' All translations from Pelevin’s works are mine.
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[251]; “from there on things get less clear” [283]). “TALT,” then, is not
merely a summary, sprinkled with lengthy quotes from the original, but
also a record of a frustrated attempt at reading.

The reviewer’s efforts are mirrored in Golgofskii’s own interpretive
work which, too, pivots on a practice of ‘reading,’ that is, on an attempt
to untangle and reconstruct (conspiratorial) ‘plots.” To Golkofskii, not
only academic texts and archival materials, but also historical and political
realia present themselves as conglomerates of cryptic signs that require his
decoding and sense-making. Further cementing the centrality of text in
the story is Golgofskii’s discovery of a tradition of occult manipulation, by
which imperatives are ‘inscribed’ into collective perception. Thus, in
Golgofskii’s conspiracy novel, as in the ‘digest’ that frames it, writing and
reading are inextricably entwined from the outset.

The story of Golgofskii’s novel is set in motion when the hero makes
the acquaintance of his dacha neighbor, a former GRU general named
Iziumin who has recently been stripped of his professional responsibilities
due to unspecified circumstances. When one day Golkofskii finds Iziumin
in the latter’s garden, muted, convulsing, and partly paralyzed, he under-
stands that his neighbor has fallen victim to the hallmarked poisoning
methods of the Russian services. In his agony Iziumin, as if desperate to
communicate something important, points at a roof and imitates a winged
creature with his hands. The puzzling gestures, combined with mysterious
objects found in the general’s dacha, prompt Golgofskii’s detective mis-
sion. It leads him across Russia and Europe, where he consults with,
among others, Egyptologists, Catholic clergymen, medievalists, old Nazis,
and Internet trolls. Meanwhile, he accumulates information about so-
called chimeras, ancient techniques of mind-control that are at the heart
of an epic, trans-historical battle between Russia and the West. Originally
referring to the decorative monsters adorning Gothic cathedrals (hence
Iziumin’s gestures and roof-pointing), chimeras are (mostly) textual mes-
sages that—fueled by rituals of animal and human sacrifice—have the
power to bias collective sentiment and perception. Chimeras are compared
to graffiti (238) applied to what is called, with Vernadskii, the “noosphere”
(164). At other moments the metaphor is that of a tattoo, “left behind in
the psychic field of the planet” (163).

Golgofskii’s frantic investigations reveal long historical lineages in the
occult uses of chimeras. The tradition has travelled from the ancient
Egyptians (who already mastered the “ritual use of written signs” [232]),
via the occult practices of the Masonic lodges of the Enlightenment era,
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up to the twentieth-century totalitarian regimes that sought to control
their denizens’ minds. The exact techniques, as well as the sacrificial prac-
tices that accompanied them, have varied over time. Yet their power to
shape collective dispositions has remained unchanged. Golgofskii comes
to believe that (Soviet-Russian) history itself, especially in its disruptive
episodes, is the outcome of the use of chimeras by initiated elites. As he
notes in the novel-in-the-novel: “There is nothing new in the manufactur-
ing of destructive chimeras for attacking other cultures and peoples: the
templates for the Russian Revolutions were painstakingly crafted in Berlin,
Ziirich, and London” (286-287). Hinting at the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, he adds: “and as for recent events, we’re not even talking about
them” (286-287). Meanwhile, the massive human losses wrought by the
hardships of nineteenth-century Russian serfdom, German Nazism, and
Soviet political repression were forms of ritualized sacrifice to “Reason,”
necessary to fuel the chimeras’ supernatural powers.?

Chimeras have not exclusively been used by Russia’s enemies. Golgofskii
visits the remnants of a research institute near Sukhumi where Soviet-
propagandistic chimeras were produced. Inserted into the printed press,
these messages cemented, with their supernatural force, the population’s
commitment to the Soviet project. He talks to one of its former employ-
ees, Albina Markovna, a long-forgotten love interest of the poisoned gen-
eral Iziumin. The deserted facility, located in what is now the contested
territory of Abkhazia, is sketched in Soviet-nostalgic tones, with Golgofskii
associating the crumbling buildings with “Roman ruins” (276). His post-
imperial nostalgia is directly linked to a conspiratorial reading of recent
(geo)political affairs. As Markovna remarks, “Europe secretly gravitates
towards the reconstruction of the Roman Empire: even the refugees they
accept are mainly from those territories where the Roman provinces were
located” (275). Her remark nods at a globally circulating conspiracy the-
ory with roots in Millennialist Christian circles, asserting that the European
Union “is the likely site of the new Roman Empire” and the “possible base
from which the Antichrist shall rise” (Fenster 1999, 216). Yet, Markovna’s
post-Soviet variant of the theory displays the combined mystical and

2Implicitly invoking notions of “logos,” “TALT” depicts “Reason” as the source of human
“speech and signs”(Pelevin 2019b, 138; 2019a, 230). Simultancously, Golgofskii’s story
identifies reason as the driver of irrational sacrifice and suffering. This can be seen as a critical
engagement with traditions of logocentrism, with which Pelevin has grappled before (cf.
Noordenbos 2016a, 105).



134 B.NOORDENBOS

geopolitical intonations of Alexander Dugin’s neo-Eurasianism. According
to her, “a powerful Black Sea presence is necessary for Russia from a geo-
mystical perspective” (Pelevin 2019a, 275). And it Russia aims to maintain
its presence in Europe it must “preserve, as much as possible, those terri-
tories where Greco-Roman culture once existed” (275). The passage
reveals how the conspiratorial detective work of the patriotic Golgofskii
and his like-minded informants is driven by resentment about the loss of
empire, and by an urge to understand the supposed scheming that caused
the demise of Russia’s imperial stature and identity.

Before discussing how “TALT” connects the history of chimeras to
contemporary online ‘culture wars’—in which collective identity and its
relation to ‘text’ is the very stake of the conflict—it must be noted that
Golgofskii displays the conspiratorial mindset in almost archetypical form.
His belief that chimeras are involved in long-standing plots against Russia,
causing among others the fall of the Soviet Union, exemplifies the simplest
definition of a conspiracy theory: “a narrative that has been constructed in
an attempt to explain an event or a series of events to be the result of a
group of people working in secret to a nefarious end” (Birchall 2006, 34).
The term “narrative,” however, may be too much credit for Golgofskii’s
2000-page conspiratorial rambling. In his case, conspiracy is more an out-
look than a story, a “horizon of expectations” (Jauss & Benzinger 1970,
13) that shapes how the flow of historical events is read.

At the center of this outlook are the classic conspiracy assumptions that
“Inlothing happens by accident,” “[nlothing is as it seems,” and that
“lelverything is commected” (Barkun 2003, 3-4; italics in original).
Historical processes and events, Golgofskii insists, may look contingent
and chaotic, but they are connected in a network of casualty, and brought
about by the transhistorical interventions of political, cultural, and security
elites. Closely adhering to the fundamental logic of conspiracy fiction,
Golgofskii’s novel-in-the-novel, then, presents the everyday social and
political affairs of modern society as a mere surface, under which reside the
more powerful, yet hidden, causal forces that shape reality as we know it
(Boltanski 2014). This subterranean realm of power, according to
Golgofskii’s speculations, is a site where worldly elites and supernatural
energies collude.
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ProtrtING COMMUNITIES: CONSPIRACY
AS IDENTITY DISCOURSE

Golgofskii’s investigative premise that “everything is connected” yields a
particular reconfiguration of history. He shares the typical desire of the
conspiracy theorist to make sense both “of current events and the grand
sweep of history” (Butter and Knight 2020, 1), an interpretative urge that
propels these theories’ integrative and expansive logic.®* In “TALT,” the
assimilation of historically disparate moments into a more or less unified
reading allows Golgofskii to imagine submerged historical continuities
precisely where post-Soviet discontinuity appears: the battle for a Russian/
Soviet empire—against its Freemason, “Roman,” or American rivals—is
ongoing in a behind-the-curtains world of mystical geopolitics and ritual-
ized mind-control. Golgofskii’s conspiratorial reading of past and present
thus partakes in a Russian “patriotism of despair” (Oushakine 2009), a
mode of affect and interpretation that, in the wake of perceived post-
Soviet fragmentation and dislocation, strives to produce new frames of
meaning by knitting together apparently isolated eras, people, and events.

Dragging his conspiratorial take on the “grand sweep of history” into
the twenty-first century, Golgofskii learns that the mind-control tech-
niques have recently taken the form of “chimemes,” that is, Internet
memes that play a pivotal role in the escalating conflicts between Russia
and Western democracies, especially the United States. The infamous troll
factory of the Internet Research Agency, and its meddling in the 2016
U.S. elections, are referenced in unambiguous terms, as well as their pre-
sumed architect Yevgenii Prigozhin (invoked as “Putin’s cook in disguise”
[Pelevin 2019a, 2871). Golgofskii learns that General Iziumin was involved
in the production of these “military chimemes” (303; italics in original),
mobilizing them to counter-attack the U.S. and undermine American
national self-confidence, social cohesion, and rational political culture.
American political correctness—which has allegedly taken paralyzing
forms—is a direct outcome of Iziumin’s work: “one can go so far as to
consider general Iziumin the main architect of contemporary American
culture” (323).

3In his seminal work on conspiracy theories, Mark Fenster identifies in the conspiracy-
based stories of popular culture a “dynamic of signification that progresses by integrating
within a singular plot disparate events that occur across vast temporal and geographic hori-
zons” (Fenster 1999, 133).
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As Mari-Liis Madisson and Andreas Ventsel underscore, the “commu-
nication of conspiracy theorists is characterised by strongly polarised iden-
tity creation in which an antagonistic opposition of ‘us’ and ‘them’ serves
as an important dominant” (2021, 37). Such a binary identity model
clearly undergirds “TALT’s” novel-in-the-novel, yet this “us versus them”
logic also produces unexpected mirrorings. Iziumin’s project, Golgofskii
finds out, was designed to trigger in the U.S. a “Soviet-like situation of the
type [we had in] 1979 (Pelevin 2019a, 328), i.e., an American variant of
the “stifling atmosphere of hypocrisy, fear and lies that destroyed the
Soviet Union” (323). Symmetry, however, also exists in military strength,
with the Americans mastering the same chimeme techniques, and having
used them already against the Soviet Union. This has made intensification
of chimemic war-fare undesirable for the GRU leadership, who decided on
the elimination of the hawkish Iziumin. Yet, before his poisoning (which
he all but survives), the latter had prepared an exceptionally powerful chi-
memic weapon, a “bomb ofimmense destructive power” (337). Golgofskii,
discovering Iziumin’s unfinished project, continues the latter’s work in
secret, unleashing a surprisingly unspectacular Third World War between
Russia and the U.S.: “The Third World War passed quickly, silently—and
it left no winners or losers. The intelligence services exchanged terrible
blows that went unnoticed by anyone, but that deeply altered the fabric of
reality” (358).

Consequently, Iziumin and Golgofskii achieve little in practical terms.
Yet their conspiratorial speculations and confrontation with the U.S. uphold
the patriotic fantasy that Russia is still a major player in the geopolitical
arena. Theirs is a “retro-conspiracism,” that “borrows profusely from the
contemporary lingo of a globalized conspiracy culture,” but also “relies on
affectively charged invocations of Soviet-era events, symbols, and explana-
tory paradigms, which are inserted into, or projected onto, the reading of
current affairs” (Noordenbos 2023, 293). Specifically, in “TALT” tropes
of late-Soviet conspiracy and espionage culture—dubbed “Stierlitz-stuft”
(shtirlitsiana) (288) by the narrator —* are combined with references to
twenty-first-century culture wars. The latter are constantly invoked
through Golgofskii’s misogynist, homophobic, and transphobic remarks
about a Western culture of excessive liberalism, and through the general
recognition that (as one of Golgofskii’s informants explains) “in the

*Otto von Stierlitz is a fictional Soviet intelligence officer in the wildly popular Soviet
espionage series Seventeen Moments of Spring (Semnadtsat’ mgnovenii vesny 1973 ).
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twenty-first century, there is no difference whatsoever between cultural
processes and military actions” (Pelevin 2019a, 319). While propelled by
anxieties about the West’s undermining of Russia’s unique cultural orien-
tations and (neo)imperialist ambitions, Golgofskii’s conspiracy thinking
also relays a particularly comforting message: that Russian collective iden-
tity is—still, again, always—defined by the opposition to the West.

A CONSPIRACY OF TEXT

With its focus on online culture wars, Pelevin’s exuberant conspiracy tale
arrives at a much-discussed observation in new media studies. In a com-
pelling book on the increasing interwovenness of online and offline war-
fare, Singer and Brooking underscore that the digital battlefield has been
purposefully integrated into Russian military doctrine. Referring to the
2016 Russian infiltration of “every part of the U.S. political dialogue”
(Singer and Brooking 2018, 16) they assert that “state media, troll facto-
ries, and botnets all conspire to wage (in the words of [ Russia’s| own mili-
tary doctrine) ‘global information warfare’” (184). The authors continue
by recalling that “Russian military strategists describe how a strong infor-
mation offensive can have a strategic impact on a par with the release of an
atomic bomb” (184). In “TALT,” the Russian establishment’s trust in the
bomb-like potential of online information campaigns is turned into a tran-
shistorical conspiracy theory.

Yet, for Singer and Brooking, online platforms are uniquely conducive
to “memetic” (192) warfare because they allow for the accelerated, viral
spread of content (209). In “TALT,” by contrast, the power of (chi)
memes lies not primarily in digital virality, but in the (supernatural) powers
of'the messages themselves, and of the elites that weaponize them. “TALT”
thus hints at a set of anachronistic, premodern practices of ritual and magic
under the surface of post-Enlightenment (and emphatically digitalized)
civilization.® In this respect Pelevin evidently adopts online (self-)theoriza-
tions of meme culture. The media scholar Tomasso Venturini—in an arti-
cle that identifies in online culture features akin to pre-literate, oral
communication—reminds us that the alleged power of memes to change
reality is referred to as “meme magic” in online communities. The term

5The identification of premodern violence, ritual, and magic under the surface of post-
Enlightenment civilizations is by no means new in Pelevin’s oeuvre. For a discussion of this
concern in Pelevin’s recent ocuvre see Khagi (forthcoming).
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originates in pro-Trump meme groups, after “the surprise victory of their
favorite candidate in the 2016 US election” (Venturini 2022, 66). In
“TALT” “meme magic” is nothing new, and it hinges on the power of the
word. As a French cultural historian confirms to Golgofskii: “there usually
was, at the core of chimeras, a linguistic construct [...]. A kind of incanta-
tion, a motto, verbal formula, a ‘script’” (Pelevin 2019a, 230). To unlock
their magic ability of collective mind-control, these “verbal formulas”
always require “triggers” which, too, are of a semiotic nature. They can be
an “event, symbol, or sign that makes the chimera visible. Before the trig-
ger event it’s impossible to notice [the chimera]. Afterwards, it’s impos-
sible to forget” (234).

This emphasis on text and signs in Pelevin’s “meta-paranoia” is articu-
lated most vividly when Golgofskii’s converses with his French informant
about Rembrandt’s famous painting Belshazzar’s Feast. The canvas notori-
ously depicts the Old Testament story of the Babylonian king Belshazzar
and his entourage feasting and drinking from golden cups that the king’s
father had looted at the temple in Jerusalem. Their lush get-together is
disturbed by the inexplicable appearance of a hand on the wall, writing a
cryptic and ominous text in an unknown script on the wall’s surface. The
signs provoke fear among the high-ranking Babylonians, but their mean-
ing eludes even the summoned wise men. Only Daniel, a captive from
Judea, succeeds in reading the words and interpreting their far-from-
straightforward meaning. In his exegesis, the text announces Belshazzar’s
imminent downfall at the hands of the Medes and Persians, a prophecy
that would come true the next day.

According to the French scholar in Golkofskii’s novel, “Rembrandt was
familiar with some mysteries [ ...]. His painting Belshazzar’s Feast perfectly
depicts the process of creating a chimera, as well as the reaction of the
target group” (236). The writing on the wall illustrates the inscription of
chimeras onto the “collective unconscious” (238), a process that magi-
cally changes reality. Yet the painting also depicts a spectacular act of inter-
pretative reading: “The prophet Daniel, endowed with spiritual vision,
understood everything [...]. And he fearlessly deciphered the meaning of
the chimera, which was created by an unknown magician right before the
eyes of the king” (236). The passage clearly yet implicitly exemplifies
Golgofskii’s own go-to hermeneutic reflexes. Arrogating upon himself the
role of a superior interpreter and a decipherer of secrets, Golgofskii con-
siders himself, like Daniel, to be endowed with the ability to discern in the
signs that manifest themselves on the surface of reality the deeper
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meanings and forces that underpin them. Furthermore, not unlike Daniel’s
prophecy in the story of Belshazzar’s feast, the outcome of Golgofskii’s
reading is an announcement of war. This time not a physical battle between
Babylonians, Medes and Persians, but a “war by other memes” (Singer
and Brooking 2018, 17) between Russia and the West.

CONSPIRACY THEORY AS A READING PRACTICE

Pelevin’s meta-paranoia brings into relief an understanding both of power
and of the conspiratorial efforts to make sense of it as rooted in textual
practices of writing, reading, interpretation, and exegesis. Such an
approach departs from dominant scholarly and media perspectives that
tend to view conspiracies theory in epistemological terms—e.g., as a genre
of fake news or disinformation, through a social lens—for instance, as a
form of collective belief (Byford 2014), or in alarmist political terms—as a
“threat to the health of the body politic” (Harambam 2020, 16).
Nevertheless, over the past 25 years, diverse attempts have been under-
taken in the humanities and social sciences to conceptualize conspiratorial
(or otherwise ‘paranoid’) perspectives as modes of ‘reading.” The most
convincing exponents of this approach challenge all-too-neat delineations
between conspiracy-based reading and more ‘legitimate’ traditions of
interpretation.®

Particularly relevant for the purpose here are Umberto Eco’s and
Jonathan Culler’s reflections on “overinterpretation” in a 1992 volume on
the topic. Their contributions helpfully illuminate what is at stake in treat-
ing conspiratorial worldviews as reading practices. Taking his cues from
the early modern Hermetists, Eco associates (literary) overinterpretation
with a propensity for inferences about the relations between signs “in

A case in point is Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s identification of a propensity for “paranoid
reading” within scholarly traditions that are inspired by, among others, Marx and Freud. For
Sedgwick (1997), paranoid reading is, sometimes excessively, preoccupied with exposing,
under the surface levels of signification, hidden subtexts, lurking ideologies, and determining
power structures. Taking a more generous take onto academic predilections for the suspi-
cious and conspiratorial, Clare Birchall (2020) zooms in on cultural studies, and highlights
conspiracy theories’ ability to “put on display a possibility of reading, the invisibility of which
(achieved through processes of non-recognition or delegitimization) other knowledge-pro-
ducing discourses rely upon” (74). According to her, conspiracy theory’s performance of
“illegitimate” reading illuminates the possibilities and limits of knowledge production itself.
In that sense conspiracy theory resonates with the (according to some, excessive or illegiti-
mate) interpretive practices of cultural studies, and should not be discarded too hastily.
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praesentin” and meaning “in absentin” (Eco 1992, 61). Evident signs are
read as indicators of a more consequential yet hidden cause, force, or
meaning. In so doing, overinterpretations are “paranoiac” (48), their
major sin being the production of an “excess” of interpretation” (52), i.c.,
a disregard for the fact that the analyzed elements “are explicable in much
more economical terms” (49). In his polemic response to Eco, Culler
defends overinterpretation and questions this presumed excessiveness. He
argues that some of Eco’s examples of “paranoiac” overinterpretation are
better understood as “underinterpretation” (Culler 1992, 112), as they
fail to substantiate their claims about the text with actual close readings.
“Underinterpretations” aside, Culler’s point is that “if [regular] interpre-
tation is reconstruction of the intention of the text” (115), then overinter-
pretation, or “overstanding,” is a practice committed to “pursuing
questions that the text does not pose to its model reader” (114). And this,
according to Culler, is the more audacious and interesting interpretive
stance. The discussion between Eco and Culler, while relating to literary
studies, helps to understand conspiratorial hermeneutics more broadly, as
it prompts a series of crucial questions: how do conspiracy theories—in
their reading of events and objects as signs, and of the world as text—cul-
tivate relations between what is evident and what is obscured? To what
extent is this interpretive practice guided by an attempted reconstruction
of intentionality, of the text itself, or its ‘author’? And when does a com-
mendable sensibility for hidden or withheld meaning slip into ‘paranoiac’
overinterpretation?

Roland Barthes’ juxtapositioning of two paradigms within literary stud-
ies—the outdated model of the “Work” and an emerging (poststructural-
ist) approach of literature as “Text”—may provide the best lens on
“TALT’s” grappling with the issues raised above. In his famous 1971
essay, Barthes uses “the Work” for a longstanding tradition of reading,
criticism, and exegesis oriented towards uncovering meaning. In this
mode, the work’s significance is conceived as “secret and final, and must
be sought for” (Barthes 1986, 58-59). Meaning is understood in essen-
tialist and static terms, and it is closely associated with the presumed inten-
tions of an Author, or other forms of extra-literary determination over the
work. It is hard to miss the conspiratorial ring in Barthes” emphasis on this
paradigm’s interest in intentions, hidden meaning, and deciphering. By
contrast, an approach that acknowledges literature as “Text” resists the
idea of origins, secrets, and potential endpoints of meaning-making: “The
Text [...] like language, [...] is structured but decentered, without
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closure” (62). Always polysemic, in flux, and infinitely intertextual, the
Text “solicits from the reader a practical collaboration” (63). Its meanings
emerge from an interactive undertaking, “an activity” or “a production”
(58; italics in original), which Barthes conceives of as “play” (59). Rather
than passively reproducing the text (by “‘delving deeper’” [59]), play
unleashes a “serial movement of dislocations, overlappings, variations”
(59). This active production of, and with, the text is itself a practice of
writing. And it goes both ways: the subjectivity of the reader or interpreter
does not stand in isolation from the meaning-making practice, but is co-
constituted by it: “Text is that social space which leaves no language safe,
outside, and no subject of the speech-act in a situation of judge, master,
analyst, confessor, decoder: the theory of the Text can coincide only with
a practice of writing.” (64; italics in original) In this sense the reader,
rather than an outside decipherer, is both producer and product of “the
Text”—and of the wider social and symbolic fabrics of meaning of which
“the Text” is always only a metonymic part.

In order to see how “TALT” theorizes conspiratorial meaning-making
as a practice straddled between Work and Text, it must first be recognized
that Golgofskii’s readings (of archival, literary, occult, digital texts) exem-
plify Eco’s “overinterpretation.” They are premised on submerged rela-
tions among signs, as well as between signs and their supposed meaning
“in absentin.” In one of his characteristic leaps of faith Golgofskii, for
instance, ties a poem by Konstantin Balmont to data found in the (pre-
sumably coded) ledger of a pre-Revolutionary Petersburg butcher, and
speculates about the information that both texts withhold. The reviewer
sighs: “when Golgofskii attempts to connect the somewhat unusual insis-
tence on civic consciousness in Balmont’s poem with a large amount of fly
agarics fed to pigs, he has lost us” (Pelevin 2019a, 255). Golgofskii applies
a similar level of overinterpretation to historical and political events,
approaching them all as part of a textual structure that harbors a central
plot, hatched by intentional agents, and only uncoverable and decipher-
able by clever exegetists like himself. In Barthes’ terms, Golgofskii reads
the world as “Work.” Confronted with the heterogenous, contingent
nature of history, his urge is to pin down all its unruly elements in one
secret and intentional design: “chimeras, essentially, were the main instru-
ment that drove the development of humanity” (283).

On the other hand, and much in the spirit of Barthes’ “Text,”
Golgofskii’s conspiratorial readings take the form of a practice of writing
that defies closure. His tireless interpretive work assimilates ever more
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information into his account, and rather than producing a coherent plot,
his novel offers a (loose) intertextual network of conspiracy clichés: specu-
lations about occult Nazism, well-worn rumors about Freemasons, the
tropes of a Soviet espionage tradition, they are all subsumed into a text
that suggests structure but resists resolution: the Third World War at the
end of the novel-in-the-novel does not bring the story to an end either.
And, on a different level, Golgofskii’s 2000-page text is inaccessible to the
point that it requires secondary interpretive reading by the narrator of
“TALT.” That is, Golgofskii’s text prompts writing, and thus only gener-
ates more text.

Moreover, confirming Barthes’ reflections, in “TALT” the engagement
with text, in the broadest sense of the word, affects the identities of those
doing the reading and interpretation. Initially, the patriotic Golgofskii is
committed to the belief—so central to Russian (popular and political)
conspiracy culture (Livers 2020; Yablokov 2018)—that the country’s geo-
political interests, cultural identity, and conservative values must be
defended against the undermining encroachments of Western liberalism.
However, if American culture is a Russian intelligence project (overseen
by Iziumin), the identity-shaping conspiratorial dualism does not hold:
“Our intelligentsia has always leaned towards the light of Reason from the
West, and continues to do so to this day. But American culture in its con-
temporary form is a project of the GRU” (Pelevin 2019a, 354). In turn,
it transpires that Golgofskii himself is not immune to the American
chimeme attacks. Coming under their influence at the end of the story, he
exclaims about his beloved homeland: “Shit... God, there’s so much shit
around” (355). What emerges from Golgofskii’s reading of the conspira-
torial powerplay, then, is a realization of his own implication in the intri-
cate textual practices that produce the U.S. and Russia as two mirrored
“wannabe-empires” (nedoimperi[i]) (358).

READING FOR THE PLOT

This subsumption of (collective) identity within the textual fabrics of con-
spiracy is explored even more exuberantly in another of Pelevin’s meta-
paranoid novels: Mafusail’s Lamp, or The Latest Battle of The Chekists with
The Masons (Lampa Mafusaila, ili Krainiaia bitva chekistov s masonami)
(ML), published three years prior to “TALT.” ML is a family epic of sorts
with a fragmented storyline consisting of four loosely connected parts.
These are set in three disparate historical eras, and each is written in a style
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matching the period at hand: the tsarist empire of the 1880s, the Soviet
Union under Stalin, and the post-Soviet Russia of the story’s present.
Each of the four parts zeroes in on the fate of one member of the family
Mozhaiskii, who have only scant knowledge of their historical relatives and
of the transgenerational lineage that connects them. Meanwhile this novel
is precisely about such (hidden) links and connections. Readers of ML are
invited to discern in the historically dispersed episodes a unified, secret
‘plot’ that propels history (and the novel) forward. That is, they are
nudged towards mimicking the characters’ reading for connections, as
well as for meaning “in absentin.” Meanwhile, however, ML’s audience is
reminded that any reader of (the world as) text has a limited perspective
and is already situated in, and thus co-defined by, the networked struc-
tures of meaning and power.

Throughout its four parts, ML’s exuberant conspiracy theorizing stands
in dialectic opposition to less unified and less intentionalist modes of read-
ing. The book swings back and forth between two takes on world history,
which in the novel is closely bound up with the history of global capital.
These two perspectives announce themselves already in the first part, titled
“The golden bug,” where we meet the contemporary I-narrator, a young
gay man from Moscow named Krimpai Mozhaiskii.” He works as a trader
and later as a financial reviewer, and admits that he is a proverbial “Gold
Bug” (Pelevin 2019b, 20; English in original), that is, a broker strongly
committed to investing in gold. Krimpai stares for hours on end at live
graphs of the gold price, which in his obsessive eyes take on both spatial
and temporal dimensions: “every ten seconds, a new bend of the graph
leaped out of the vertical line of the present moment—as if from a pillar to
which time was tethered” (19). A decline in the gold price is described as
“virtually the fall of [...] Berlin,” while a spike “seems almost the victory
at Kursk” (19).

Krimpai is convinced that in the graph the entirety of the “behind-the-
curtains global machinations is visible unmistakably and precisely” (55).
But he is uncertain as to sow exactly the graph is to be read. Does it reflect
an uncoordinated structure of actions and reactions, or an intentionally
orchestrated design. In other words, does the volatility of gold result from
the decisions of individual speculators, who simply seek profit within a
decentered financial system, and whose actions have repercussions

7His first name references a category of pornography, as he discovers to his embarrassment
when in high school.
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unforeseen by themselves? Or is the gold price manipulated by “the
Cartel”? This is the novel’s label for the suspected interferences by an all-
powerful elite, supposedly propelling (financial) history forward in a care-
fully obscured manner. As Krimpai himself explains, “all goldbugs are
natural conspiracists” (22), and he is obviously no exception.’

Krimpai’s self-identification as a goldbug is just one of the many refer-
ences, both implicit and overt, to Edgar Allen Poe’s 1843 short story
“The Gold-Bug” and specifically to its central concerns with cryptographic
reading. Poe’s classic hinges on the discovery of a golden beetle and a
piece of parchment, which together lead the maverick and impoverished
protagonist along enigmatically referenced landmarks to a buried treasure.
Appropriating key elements from the story, Pelevin reinvents “The Gold-
Bug” as a narrative about identity, weaving a wildly imaginative re-reading
of Poe’s tale into Krimpai’s storyline, thus playing with the notion that his
own novel ML is to be read as a cryptographic conspiracy puzzle.

When Krimpai finds himselfin a depressed mental state he overdoses on
drugs, and in the ensuing near-death hallucination the “Gold-Bug” tattoo
on his back comes to life. The gigantic insect instructs him to change his
“parchment,” a term in which Krimpai immediately recognizes the nod to
Poe. As the beetle explains, every individual has a cluster of words or
phrases, “transcriptions” (35), written on their figurative “skin,” making
up their unique subjectivity. Changing the arrangement of these words
will re-engineer one’s identity and indeed Krimpai, according to the bee-
tle, needs a “[nJew cipher,” “a new map” of himself (36). Under the
supervision of the golden beetle—here arguably an allegory for the
subject-shaping forces of capital itself—Krimpai reshuffles his word clus-
ter, thus undergoing a semiotic reorganization of his identity, including
his political and (for a short period of time) his sexual orientation. Thus,
Krimpai’s skin (the site of the tattoo, and of the figurative word cluster) is
put on par with the parchment from Poe’s story, and his identity is

8The two oscillating interpretive modes at the heart of ML, intentionally or not, invoke
Karl Popper’s reflections on the “conspiracy theory of society.” Popper, being one of the first
scholars to reflect on the topic, juxtaposes the conspiratorial belief in a flawlessly successtul
orchestration of social phenomena by supposed plotters with the approach of the social sci-
ences. The latter is interested in “the unintended social repercussions of intentional human
actions” (Popper 2012, 307). One of the examples that Popper uses to illustrate the differ-
ence strongly resonates with Krimpai’s concerns in ML: “If a man wishes urgently to buy a
house, we can safely assume that he does not wish to raise the market price of houses. But
the very fact that he appears on the market as a buyer will tend to raise market prices” (307).
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presented as a text or cipher to be read and “deciphered” by someone
other than himself. This paradox—of a protagonist seeking to read the
structures of power (through gold price graphs) while being himself
“inscribed” by those structures—goes to the heart of ML. The book
hinges on the question of how one can be a reader of the ‘plots’ that pro-
pel the world forward, without being oneself locked into those plots,
one’s identity being ‘written’ by them.®

Meanwhile, Krimpai increasingly gravitates towards the “Cartel” inter-
pretation of economic and political affairs. Yet, in his financial reviews he
caters, at least initially, to both paradigms of understanding, tailoring his
writing to the political orientation of the intended audience. He mentally
divides his readership into the “civilization”—progressive, liberally ori-
ented financial professionals—and the “vatniks,” or “vata”- the conserva-
tive, patriotic public, with their predilection for conspiracism. However, in
a dialectic gesture characteristic of the novel, Krimpai reckons that the
respective worldviews of “civilization” and “vata” themselves operate on
a volatile market of ideas, which may, in turn, be subject to spinning and
meddling.

Here the novel opens a conspiratorial vista that, like “TALT,” self-
consciously references the major thematic focal points of Soviet, Russian,
and American conspiracy culture. Nodding to theories about the global
financial system (popularized, for instance, through Peter Joseph’s Zestgeist
film series [2007-20111]), it is insinuated that the uncoupling of gold from
the dollar by President Nixon in 1971 is a “chutzpah,” accompanied by a
wicked conspiracy to manufacture trust in the American currency. Alluding
to the classic “Judeo-masonic” obsessions of the archetypical conspiracy
theorist, the novel speculates that influential financiers like George Soros,
who are supposedly in on the conspiracy, are themselves manipulated by
groups of Freemasons (the “masons” from the title). Taking the specula-
tion further and borrowing motifs from a digital culture of “new conspira-
cism” (Rosenblum and Muirhead 2019), the story suggests that these
masons are “curated” by an alien race of reptiloids, a hardly veiled refer-
ence to David Icke’s infamous “reptilian thesis” (Robertson 2013).

What emerges, then, is a pyramid of Jewish, Masonic, and reptilian
foes, engaged in a centuries-long crusade against Russia, the secret
attempts to prop up the dollar (to the detriment of gold and the ruble),

Fran Mason, taking her cues from Fredric Jameson’s work on cognitive mapping, phrases
this paradox in similar terms. Conspiracy theory, she writes, is an attempt “to map society
without the subject being mapped him- or herself” (Mason 2002, 50).
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being only the latest manifestation of this transhistorical scheme. Russia
itself is defended by the unwavering patriotic “chekists” from the title,
another example of the “secret services” strand seen in “TALT,” and in
Pelevin’s meta-paranoid fiction more broadly.!® These Russian intelligence
professionals—engaged in a battle with Freemasons and other enemies—
have their own supernatural race of helpers: not alien reptiloids, but heav-
ily bearded and horned little men. And, finally, these two battling “cosmic
[...] races” (Pelevin 2019b, 143) are under the auspices of “the all-seeing
eye” (142), an infinitely powerful and omniscient force. Here Pelevin
alludes to the Eye of Providence as depicted on the American one-dollar
bill, the major hobbyhorse of a conspiracy genre in which speculations
about Freemasonry and the Illuminati are never far away.

In their overwhelming vastness, the ever-widening panoramas of con-
trol are never fully grasped by the book’s characters and narrators.
Furthermore, in the absence of an overarching narrative perspective, ML’s
readers are themselves interpellated as conspiracy theorists: they are
prompted to read for connections (between sections, eras, characters) and
for obscured vectors of influence and causality. They thus become co-
creators of the book’s ‘plot,’ in the double meaning of the word. As Fran
Mason (2002) writes, (American) conspiracy theories offer “archaeology
in narrative form, locating causes and origins of the conspiracy, piecing
together events, connecting random occurrences to organize a chronol-
ogy or sequence of sorts” (43—44). While encouraging the reader to par-
ticipate in such ‘piecing together’ and chronological sequencing—practices
complicated, as will be shown, by scenes of time-travelling and historical
falsification—AML does not offer a denouement. Regardless of the eschato-
logical overtones that both “TALT” and ML display,!! the battle with the
West, as one of ML’s characters puts it, “never stops” (Pelevin 2019b,
264). Pelevin’s meta-paranoid fiction thus illuminates a tension at the
heart of conspiratorial reading between on the one hand the urge to solve
the riddle and stop the proliferation of nested conspiracies, and on the
other the endless deferral of the secret and the failure to cease the process

198¢e for instance the novella “Operation ‘Burning Bush’” (Operatsiia ‘Burning Bush”)
from the collection Pineapple Water for the Fair Lady (Ananasnaia voda dlia prekrasnoi
damy) (2010). The story presents a wild neo-Cold War fantasy that pivots on a plan hatched
by the Russian secret services to influence the (geo)politics of then U.S. president
George Bush.

UTn the case of ML, the ambiguous “krainiaia bitva” (latest/final battle) from the title
already signals the undecidedness around the possibility of closure to the book’s (and world
history’s) ‘plot.’
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of meaning-making.!? In Barthes’ terms, ML both performs and invites a
reading for “the Work,” yet inevitably slips into the collaborative reading/
writing practice of “the Text,” an activity that resists closure.

TuE SusjecT TURNED SIGN

Among the most evident cross-section links to be picked up by the reader
of ML are Krimpai’s ties with a certain “chekist” Kapustin, the nickname
of a high-profile FSB employee. Krimpai, in his capacity as a broker, has
previously managed general Kapustin’s portfolio of assets. Surprisingly,
that same Kapustin re-emerges in the novel’s second part, titled
“Mozhaiskii’s airplane.” Set in late-nineteenth-century provincial Russia
the section is narrated in epistolary form by Krimpai’s great-great-
grandfather Markian Mozhaiskii, a former officer retired to his estate and
writing to his love interest.!® As it turns out, Kapustin and his FSB col-
leagues have time-travelled to the 1880s. They build a (remote-controlled)
airplane at Markian’s estate and coerce the landowner into taking a short
flight in the machine. Photographic evidence of the “feat” is stored in the
archives, where the material awaits its twenty-first-century discovery. The
FSB campaign seeks to overwrite the history of the British Wright broth-
ers’ pioneering airplane flight, while adding another Russian “first” to
Yurii Gagarin’s flight in space. In the FSB’s mystical-patriotic thinking,
such revisionism advances the restoration of Russia’s status as a super-
power in the global political arena.

ML thus hints unambiguously at the ultra-nationalist tendencies of
the Putin era, during which the fanning of post-imperial resentment,
historical revisionism, and anti-Western conspiracism have become insti-
tutionalized strategies for harnessing pro-Kremlin support!* (Yablokov

12As Mark Fenster notes in his narratological analysis of American conspiracy culture,
“[t]otalizing conspiracy theories notoriously ‘fail;’ they do not, and cannot, adequately find
a final order. The future, the moment when the secret will be revealed, never arrives” (Fenster
1999, 103).

3The section hints at the history of the actual Imperial aviation pioneer Alexander
Mozhaiskii and his insufficiently documented achievements.

4Tn his review of ML, Andrei Arkhangel’skii aptly characterizes the weaponization of his-
tory in the novel: “Correcting elements of the past, brushing them up, so as to put America
in its place and find a foothold — it’s clear that Pelevin is writing about the current absolutiza-
tion of history, about how the past has in our country been transformed into a geopolitical
weapon and a knock-down argument” (Arkhangel’skii 2016).
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2018; Sharafutdinova 2020; Garner 2023). More specifically, through the
little bearded men, who assist the chekists in their revisionist and resto-
rationist endeavors, ML parodies the Putinist combination of backward-
looking great-power nostalgia (Boele et al. 2019) with future-facing
neo-imperialism: the alien race of patriotic bearded men, Russia’s super-
natural defenders, can only exist in the past (accompanying the FSBniki
on their time-travels) and in a dreamed-up utopian future. They can by
no means, we learn, exist in the present. Both cosmic races, bearded
men and reptiloids (the latter accompanied by CIA officers), materialize
at Markian’s estate, to the owner’s amazement. Their clash is a boister-
ous parody of contemporary global culture wars, in ways that obviously
go over the head of the nineteenth-century letter-writer: the reptiloids
turn out to be lesbians of radically feminist persuasion adamant not only
to violently silence any violation of “wokeness,” but also to inspire trust
in the dollar after its uncoupling from gold. Using a mystical weapon
called “chutzpah” (referring to the Federal Reserve’s audacity of a dollar
uncoupled from gold) these reptiloids guarantee the continuation of U.S.
cultural, financial, and military dominance.

The third section, titled “Templag” (Khramlag), returns to the themes
of conspiracy as inscription, with the conversative scholar Golgofskii from
“TALT” making another (indirect) appearance. Relayed by an anonymous
narrator in the mode of a quasi-scientific treatise, mixed with nods to dis-
sident Gulag literature, this part cites profusely from a study by Golgofskii.
In another bulky manuscript, the latter has documented the long-obscured
fate of Russia’s early-twentieth-century Freemasons, not all of whom, he
asserts, fled the country or were executed by the Bolsheviks. Some were
allowed by Stalin to build a new community under harsh conditions on
Novaia Zemlia (the suggestion being that Stalin’s decision, in turn, results
from Kapustin’s retro-active interventions in history). On Novaia Zemlia
the masons (apparently in honor of their fabled “predecessors,” the order
of the Knights Templar) built a temple which acted as a portal for celestial
forces to intervene in our world, leading, among other events, to the
Thaw of the 1960s. Secret knowledge about the portal was allegedly
passed on from one generation of short-lived inmates to the next cohort
of still-to-be-initiated prisoners through tattooed ciphers on the skin of
their backs. Perished prisoners were flayed, their skins dried in the wind,
serving the transmission of occult knowledge.

A pivotal figure in the Novaia Zemlia storyline is Mafusail Mozhaiskii—
Markian’s son and Krimpai’s great-grandfather—who according to
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Golgofskii resided on Novaia Zemlia for almost two decades, possibly
working as an informant for the services. After his death in the 1950s,
Mafusail’s dried skin, with enigmatic Hebrew letters tattooed on it, was
turned into a lampshade (hence the novel’s title), which later ended up in
the MGB headquarters in Moscow. Upon the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, the FSB donated the lamp to the main lodge of international
Freemasonry in London. In the novel’s fourth and final part, titled “The
Feat of Kapustin,” the eponymous hero, hoping to find out more about
the lamp (and improve Russia’s relations with international masonry)
“travels” to London, or rather the “London of the spirit” (Pelevin 2019b,
360), to visit the masonic lodge. The masons engage Kapustin in a lengthy
kabbalistic interpretation of the lamp and its four “crooked ancient
Hebrew letters, almost indistinguishable against the brown background”
(375). Of course, the word that had once been tattooed on Mafusail’s
back is “chutzpah,” marking the tattoo as the magical weapon of the
Russophobic masons-cum-reptiloids. Yet the exact implications of that
discovery are never fully spelled out. Was Mafusail a state-backed infiltra-
tor into the masonic community on Novaia Zemlia? Or, conversely, did
the masons infiltrate the Soviet services, using Mafusail’s lamp as a Trojan
horse, undermining the Soviet system from within, through their “chutz-
pah” symbol?

While the abundant references to Poe’s cryptographic story suggest
that MLis itself a decipherable conspiracy puzzle, the lengthy scene of the
mason-led reading of the tattooed word does not unveil one central core
of meaning (even though the promise of a “great secret” [279] is never far
away). It rather foregrounds, in Barthes’ terms, the play by and with the
text, a practice that brings out multivalent meanings through an engage-
ment with the text as a structure of proliferating significance. Kapustin
learns that each of the four letters (read, it is emphasized, from right to
left) accumulates potential meaning through its conceptual relations with
the other three letters. It is hard not to see in this sequence of interrelated
symbols a mis en abyme of the novel itself: a book pivoting on four semi-
independent chapters, each being the inscription of (or by) one of four
characters, who have mutually defining fates: Krimpai, Markian, Mafusail,
and Kapustin. Like the four Hebrew letters, the understanding of the
novel requires a play with the possible relations between the parts.

Perhaps the cross-chapter coherence of the novel, too, would stand out
more sharply if one were to read its four parts again, but now from right
to left, that is in reverse. Indeed, at the very beginning of the book,
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Krimpai, obsessively monitoring the gold price graph, already concludes
that “time moves from right to left, like this graph” (19). And reading
MPL’s syuzhet in reverse order, one would understand that Krimpai’s manu-
script at the novel’s (current) opening has been censored and edited by
the hero of the (currently) final chapter, Kapustin. In the second section,
set in the 1880s, the estate owner Markian Mozhaiskii finds a printed
manuscript that the FSB general Kapustin left lying around, and furtively
reads parts of it. The text is Krimpai’s auto-narration that made up the first
section of ML, yet in another, apparently unedited and more explicitly
homoerotic version. Kapustin’s role as reader and editor is a first hint that
Krimpai’s efforts at mapping the global system of power (through his
financial reviews and his readings of the gold chart) are themselves
inscribed into the Chekists- and masons-controlled scheme that he aimed
to unravel. The suggestion is that Kapustin needs Krimpai, and his queer-
themed writings (to be published in sanitized versions), for FSB-led infil-
trations into liberal cultural circles in Western Europe. Later Kapustin
meets Krimpai (who was hitherto unaware that his diary had ended up in
the hands of the FSB), and the General gifts him a matryoshka doll, signal-
ing that Krimpai’s apparently independent and private autobiographical
narrative is locked into the alternative historical trajectory that Kapustin
and his colleagues are ‘writing’ for Russia.'®

Yet in ML there are no ‘writers’ of history, nor conspiratorial ‘readers’
of its secrets, who are not written into the (textual) structures of manipu-
lation. This also goes for Kapustin, as will be shown below. Krimpai mean-
while, as mentioned earlier, was already ‘inscribed’ by and into the global
flows of assets, his skin being marked and his identity reshaped by (the
tattoo of) the golden beetle. And in even a more radical way his great-
grandfather Mafusail was a subject-turned-sign, his tattooed skin being
offered up to kabbalistic exegesis by others. Pelevin’s earlier novels often
culminated in the heroes’ Buddhist-inspired abandonment of thoughts
and desires, and in their “emptying out” of their subjectivity, which typi-
cally provided spiritual enlightenment.'® In ML such a path takes a grue-
somely material turn: Mafusail is literally “emptied out,” his outer shell

15 As Galina Tuzefich writes about the later parts of ML in her review, “[t]he novel begins
to unfold — or rather, it folds into itself, like a matryoshka doll” (Iuzefovich 2016).

1The most vivid example in this respect is Buddba’s Little Finger (Chapaev i Pustota)
(1996). Cf. Noordenbos (2016b).
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converted into a lampshade. And while his status as a lamp marks his literal
“enlightenment,” it does not provide any consolation or insight, at least
not for himself.

CONCLUSION

Pelevin’s meta-paranoid novels perceptively bring to the fore a dialectic
interplay between identity and conspiracy that is brimming with para-
doxes. For patriots like Kapustin and Golgofskii, Russia’s unique values
and cultural identity are to be guarded against the West’s scheming. They
imagine cultural selves in essentialist, binary, and besieged terms. Indeed,
both “TALT” and ML portray Russia’s Manichaean stand-oft with the
U.S. in the most dramatic and conspiratorial terms possible. In ML, the
(supernatural and worldly) foes of Russia seek to impose practices of
“cross-dressing” (Pelevin 2019b, 207) as well as notions of “gender fluid-
ity” (208), and are adamant to create a discursive “safe space (bezopasn[yi])
kosmos) [...] for all (cosmic) races” (208). These passages ironically illu-
minate how a Russian conversative self-perception, that sees (gender and
national) identities as natural and unshakable, acquires its salience pre-
cisely through the articulation of conspiratorial fears regarding “the twin
threats of political correctness and ‘gender ideology’” (Borenstein
2019, 28).

When identity is seen in such fixed and vulnerable terms, the ‘reader’—
be it an intelligence agent (Kapustin), a conversative historian (Golgofskii),
a financial reviewer (Krimpai), or a reader of literature—is prone to adopt
the attitude of Eco’s “overinterpretation” and Barthes” “Work”; that is, to
piece together and sequence the elements of the ‘plot’; to identify the
meaningful signified behind the apparently arbitrary signifier; and to
reconstruct the secret intentions of those master-minding Russia’s—moral
and cultural as well economic and political—demise. Yet Pelevin’s fiction
perceptively spotlights the contradictions that mar this mode of reading;:
the ever-expanding nature of conspiratorial reading and writing ultimately
erases the possibility of a self that remains unaffected by the conspiracy
designs, and it precludes an interpretive position outside the conspiratorial
fabrics of meaning and power that one seeks to read.

In ML, the lamp from the title stakes up the ultimate implications of a
notion of identity as being ensnared in the (textual) networks of conspir-
acy. Through his tattooed and lit skin Mafusail was reduced to a crypto-
graphic text, projected into the world, offered up for exegesis by others,
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and constituting perhaps—in terms of Pelevin’s later novella “TALT”—a
“chimera.” The emphasis on the inexhaustible play with the relations
between the four letters on Mafusail’s skin mirrors the possible connec-
tions across ML’s four sections. Yet a similar logic of undecided connect-
edness governs the ways in which Pelevin’s various conspiracy stories
relate, with characters like Golgofskii popping up in different publications,
and elements of ML’s and “TALT”’s plots overlapping and resonating.
This situation hints at (rather than establishes) narrative ties across
Pelevin’s oeuvre. All these (possible) relations ultimately suggest a prox-
imity between the legitimate search for narrative and social connectivity
on the one hand and conspiratorial understandings of meaning and iden-
tity on the other. Consequently, in ML Krimpai resists the stigmatization
of people like himself as “conspiracists” (Pelevin 2019b, 126), and comes
to believe, early on, that sophisticated explanations and conspiratorial
speculations of the global financial system are ultimately not that differ-
ent!” (22).

In their cultural dimensions, too, identities emerge as enmeshed in
both textual and social networks, which in Pelevin’s meta-paranoid stories
are more often than not networks of control. Offering a vindictive inver-
sion of Russian patriotic conspiracy fears, “TALT” presents American lib-
eral culture as the outcome of Russian plotting. Conversely, Kapustin at
the end of ML learns that he, as well as his beloved country itself, is the
magical “chutzpah” of the masons-cum-reptiloids. That is, Russia’s
aggressive national self-assertiveness (championed by people like himself)
guarantees political unity among its NATO enemies; and the country’s
turbulent political realities exist precisely to inspire trust in the stability of

7In the world outside Pelevin’s literature, actual readers and reviewers have perpetuated
the author’s conspiratorial take on text and identity in their speculations about
ML. Regurgitating long standing rumors, a review of the novel on the news platform Life
(subtitled “the book for which Pelevin was ‘killed’”) stated that “due to an enforced one-
sided (kabal’nyi) contract with his publisher” Viktor Pelevin “must release one novel for
publication per year” (Belikov 2016). Meanwhile, Pelevin’s Russian-language Facebook fan-
page declared, a couple of days after ML’s publication, that Viktor Pelevin had died (Belikov
2016). When the publisher Eksmo denied the news, the fans made a new, equivocal Facebook
announcement which imaginatively inserted Pelevin in the conspiratorial and occult machi-
nations of his own freshly published novel. Detailing the circumstances of an alleged (near)
fatal incident they wrote that “during a spiritualistic séance Viktor summoned the ghost of
Beria, to learn about the details of the Templag, Beria got very angry and strangled him...
But to be serious, the séance was spiritualistic, from the word “spirt’ (alcohol), in short, they
just drained and resuscitated (otkachali) him. Everything is OK” (quoted in Baklanov 2016).
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the dollar. As the masons in London tell him: “you serve civilization”
(402). Anti-Western Russian conspiracy theorizing is thus subsumed into
a Western-led conspiracy. And even that conspiracy might be part of some-
thing even bigger. Readers of ML, then, are not offered an apocalyptic
culmination of history’s ‘plot.” Invited to participate in a conspiratorial
reading practice that is straddled between the paradigm of the Work and
that of the Text, they are left with a sense of their own unavoidable and
inextricable situatedness in the structures of power and meaning that they
hope to make sense of. Whether to label that existential position of impli-
catedness a conspiracy is, in Pelevin’s meta-paranoid writing, ultimately
irrelevant.
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