Russian Formalism
Steiner, Peter

Published by Cornell University Press
Steiner, Peter.
Russian Formalism: A Metapoetics.
Cornell University Press, 2016.
Project MUSE.

doi:10.1353/book.47557.

For additional information about this book
https://muse.jhu.edu/book/47557

[ Access provided at 8 Jan 2023 09:46 GMT with no institutional affiliation ]

This work is licensed under a

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

The System

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete
meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is
the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets
and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must
set him, for contrast and comparison, among the
dead. I mean this as a principle of aesthetic, not
merely historical criticism.
-T. s . ELIOT,
"Tradition and the Individual Talent"

I call the third Formalist model "systemic" because it uses the
metaphor of the system as its primary frame of reference. The
role of systemic Formalism was to fill the gaps left by the other
two metaphors : to describe the relationship between art and byt
and provide an account of literary history capable of explaining
the dynamic interplay between these two domains.
The name "systemo-functional" was chosen by Jurij Tyn
janov, the main proponent of the model, to designate his ap
proach to literary studies. 1 It points aptly to the holistic and
1 . "O parodii," Poetika, istorija literatury, kino (Moscow, 1 977), p. 295. Unfor
tunately, the adjective "systemic" that I use for this Formalist model carries
certain biological connotations (relating to the body as a system) that I do not
intend. Its only possible replacement, "systematic," is even less felicitous, howev
er, because of its primary meaning of "methodical" or "thorough." I have chosen
"systemic" therefore, in its sense of "relating to a system," and hope that the
reader will not be distracted by the specifically medical or biological usage of the
term.
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relational nature of the approach. These features, too, indicate
the link between the systemic metaphor and new developments
in such other disciplines as psychology, logic, and linguistics. I
would like to outline briefly . the way advances in these areas
helped to shape the systemic metaphor of Russian Formalism.
One of the leading Gestalt psychologists, Kurt Koffka, de
voted part of his Zur Analyse der Vorstellungen und ihrer Gesetze
( 1 9 1 2 ) to the distinction between "descriptive" and "functional"
concepts in psychology. 2 Descriptive concepts like "color" or
"image" are those which involve direct experience and "derive
from simple perception and the descriptions of experiences."3
Functional concepts, such as "distortion of memory" go beyond
simple perception. They are used "to put experience into rela
tion with other objects, either with other experiences or with
stimuli. "4 Koffka concludes that "all functional concepts have as
their basis experiences that have somehow been made objective.
This kind of concept formation is of the same type as the forma
tion of concepts [in physics] . "5
The literary scholar must also distinguish between concepts
relating to the direct experience of literary texts and concepts
that bring these into categorical relation. Tynjanov expressed
this distinction as the opposition between "literary fact" and "lit
erature. " He noted that "whereas a hard definition of literature is
more and more difficult to make, every contemporary can point
his finger at what is a literary fact. He will tell you that this or that
as a fact of byt or of the poet's private life" is not a literary fact,
"while something else certainly is."6 "Literature" is a notion of
2 . Koffka's work seems to have been well known in the teens in Russia; the
Formalists certainly were aware of it. It was the topic of Professor Georgij Cel
panov's seminar held at the Moscow University in 1 9 1 5/ 1 9 1 6. Roman Jakobson
participated in this seminar (see Elmar Holenstein, "Jakobson und Husserl: Ein
Beitrag zur Genealogie des Strukturalismus," Tijdschrift voor Filosofie 35 ( 1 973] ,
562).
3 . Koffka, "The Distinction between Descriptive and Functional Concepts,"
Thinking: From Association to Gestalt, ed. J . M. Mandler and G. Mandler (New
York, 1 964), p. 238.
4 . Ibid.
5 . Ibid . , p. 242.
6. "Literaturnyj fakt," Archaisty i novatory (Leningrad , 1 929), p. 9.
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an order distinct from the literary fact. It is a functional concept
relating notions of direct literary experience, Koffka's descrip
tive concept. This distinction, which at first glance might appear
obvious, was quite important to the systemic Formalists. Until it
had been elaborated , literary critics frequently identified literary
facts with literature in general, confusing a particular literary
sensibility, for instance, with the theory of literature itself.
The rise of the relationalist outlook at the turn of the century
was obviously fostered by new advances in the sciences. But it
would have been unimaginable without the support of the phi
losophers and logicians who provided its epistemological justifi
cation. In his influential book Substanzbegriff und Funktionsbegriff
( 19 1 o) Ernst Cassirer declared that the "two chief forms of logic
which are especially opposed to each other in the modern scien
tific development, are distinguished . . . by the different value
which is placed upon thing-concepts and relation-concepts. "7 The
"thing-concept," whose origin Cassirer traces back to Aristotle, is
characteristic of traditional concept-formation based on the pro
cess of abstraction. A general concept, it was believed , was de
rived from particulars by abstracting their similar feature. The
fallacy of this approach, according to Cassirer, rests in the pre
supposition that similarities are not merely a principle of logical
ordering but real properties of objects. Thus, in the process of
abstraction what is nonessential to objects is eliminated in order
to discover their unchangeable substance. With this substan
tialist view Cassirer contrasts the relationalist one, in which sim
ilarity is not considered a property of objects but a categorical
tool that enables us to unite disparate objects in a single concept.
Thus, similarity is one of many possible principles of logical
7. Substance and Function and Einstein's Theory of Relativity, tr. W. C. Swabey
and M. C. Swabey (Chicago, 1 923), p. 9. The Formalists made a few references to
Cassirer's book. Ejchenbaum cites it in his diary in January 1 9 1 9 as one of the
books to be consulted on issues of methodology (see M. 0. Cudakova's commen
tary in the collection of Tynjanov's articles, Poetika, istorija literatury, kino, p. 455).
A passage from Cassirer's work is quoted by Sergej Karcevskij in Systeme du verbe
russe (Prague, 1 927), pp. 1 3- 1 4. This passage is subsequently quoted by V.
Vinogradov in his critique of Tynjanov's method, 0 chudoiestvennoj proze
(Moscow, 1 930) , p. 59.
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ordering that give rise to "relation-concepts." As Cassirer ex
plains the process, "all construction of concepts is connected
with some definite form of construction of series. We say that a
sensuous manifold is conceptually apprehended and ordered,
when its members do not stand next to one another without
relation but proceed from a definite beginning, according to a
fundamental generating relation, in necessary sequence. It is the
identity of this generating relation, maintained through changes
in the particular contents, which constitutes the specific form of
the concept."8
There are several clear points of contact between Cassirer's
and Tynjanov's theories. Most important is their common use of
the mathematical function as a model for concept-formation in
general. Quoting the German logician Moritz Drobisch, Cassirer
asserts, "Every mathematical function represents a universal
law, which, by virtue of the successive values which the variable
can assume, contains within itself all the particular cases for
which it holds." Moreover, this concept of function "is not con
fined to mathematics alone," but "extends over into the field of
the knowledge of nature. "9 Tynjanov, taking Cassirer's lead,
crossed even this boundary and applied the notion of function
to the study of cultural phenomena as well.
Concept-formation in literary studies is more complex than in
psychology or the natural sciences. The task of a psychologist or a
physicist is to match two sets of givens: Cassirer's "objects of the
first order" (or Koffka's descriptive concepts) and "objects of the
second order"-those concepts "determined by the form of the
generating relation from which they proceed" (Koffka's func
tional concepts) . 1 0 Besides these two givens, however, the student
of literature must also deal with "objects of a third order"
socially shared sets of conventions which determine the existence
and identity of the objects of the first order.
An awareness of this problem most likely came to Tynjanov
8. Substance and Function, p. i 5 .
g. Ibid., p . 2 i .
1 0 . Substance and Function, p . 2 3 .
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through his acquaintance with the theories of Ferdinand de
Saussure. The Swiss linguist had pointed out that speech phe
nomena are implementations of the underlying linguistic system
shared by speakers of each particular language, a system he
termed la langue. His example of the knight in chess illustrates
this notion well. The identity of this piece is purely relational. I f
the physical piece i s lost during the game the knight can be
replaced by any object, even something as different as a match
box. The equation of two such objects is not the same as bringing
them together in the concept-forming mode I have just de
scribed. There the knight and the matchbox would be subsumed
under a single concept through a logical relation introduced
from outside the game. In the game, however, their relationship
is generated from within because the matchbox, like the knight,
becomes liable to the same set of rules-the game itself. The
substitution of one object for another depends on "an un
changeable convention, the set of rules that exists before a game
begins and persists after each move." 1 1 In the same way that a
piece in a game of chess derives its identity from an underlying
system of rules, the identity of a linguistic fact is a function of the
underlying linguistic system-la langue. As Saussure argues, the
socially shared linguistic code "is necessary if speaking is to be
intelligible and produce all its effects. " 1 2
The analogy between language and literature is obvious. The
identity of every literary fact is determined by sets of norms we
call genres, schools, or historical styles. Significantly, even the
fact that an utterance is considered literary is determined by the
existence of a social habit we call "literature." Thus Tynjanov
asks, "Is the so-called immanent study of a literary work . . . out
side of its interrelation with the literary system possible?" The
answer is negative: "Such an isolated study of a work is a mere
abstraction similar to the abstracting of an individual element
1 1 . F. de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, tr. and ed. W. Baskin (New
York, 1 959), p. 88.
1 2 . Ibid . , p. 1 8 .
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from the work." 1 3 A literary work is inseparably linked to the
literary system, and outside this context loses its identity.
Tynjanov's distinction between "literary fact" and "literature"
and between both these concepts and "literary system," and his
relational approach to concept-formation all show his affinity to
the theories of Koffka, Cassirer, and Saussure. Tynjanov, how
ever, departed from all these thinkers in two significant re
spects : he approached his material dialectically and historically.
Perhaps it was the tradition of Hegelianism in Russian intellec
tual life that led him to conceive of literature as a dynamic hier
archy, an ongoing struggle for domination among parts and
wholes. It is this intrinsic dynamism of literary structures that
Tynjanov identified as the distinctive feature of literature. "Lit
erature is a speech construction perceived precisely qua con
struction, i.e., literature is a dynamic speech construction. "1 4
Here the concept of the "dominant" enters Tynjanov's system,
which according to J akobson's later assessment "was one of the
most crucial, elaborated, and productive concepts of Russian
Formalist theory." 1 5 But because of its wide currency among the
Formalists, we must differentiate among its various usages. The
term itself was borrowed from Broder Christiansen's Philosophie
der Kunst. In discussing the perception of a work of art he wrote,
"It happens only rarely that the emotive factors of an aesthetic
object participate equally in the effect of the whole. On the
contrary, normally a single factor or a configuration of them
comes to the fore and assumes a leading role. All the others
accompany the dominant, intensify it through their harmony,
heighten it through contrast, and surround it with a play of
variations. The dominant is the same as the structure of bones in
an organic body: it contains the theme of the whole, supports
this whole, enters into relation with it. " 1 6
1 3 . " O literaturnoj evoljucii," Archaisty i novatory, p . 34.
1 4 . "Literaturnyj fakt," p. 14.
15. Jakobson, "The Dominant," Readings in Russian Poetics: Formalist and Struc
turalist Views, ed. L. Matejka and K. Pomorska (Ann Arbor, Mich. , 1 978), p. 8 2 .
1 6 . Philosophie der Kunst (Berlin, 1 9 1 2), pp. 24 1 -4 2 .
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The notion of the dominant as a skeletal, form-giving element
in the static hierarchy of holistic correlations caught the fancy of
some of the Formalists. Boris Ejchenbaum, who was responsible
for this borrowing from Christiansen, occasionally used the term
in this sense. In his analysis of Anna Achmatova's early poetry
he tried to isolate the "essential dominant determining the ma
jor facts of a style," in this case, her "striving for laconicism and
energy of expression." 1 7 This meaning of the dominant fit very
well the conceptual frame of those morphological Formalists
who discussed literature as an organism. Thus, according to
Skaftymov, the role of the literary scholar was to "reveal the
interrelations of the work's compositional parts, to point out the
emerging dominants and among them the final concluding and
all-embracing point which in turn was the basic form-creating
intention of the author. " 1 8 On a more empirical level, Z ir
munskij spoke of metaphor as the "capital device, the stylistic
'dominant"' of Aleksandr Blok's poetry. 1 9
For the systemic Formalists, however, it was Ejchenbaum's
reinterpretation of Christiansen's term that was accepted in
stead. Ejchenbaum used "dominant" to refer to a specific ele
ment within a literary work which is brought into the fore
ground and "deforms" to its needs all the other elements. He
saw the work not as a harmonious correlation of parts and
wholes but as a dialectic tension among them. "The work of art,"
Ejchenbaum argued, "is always the result of a complex struggle
among various form-creating elements ; it is always a kind of
compromise. These elements do not simply coexist and 'corre
late. ' Depending on the general character of the style, this or
that element acquires the role of the organizing dominant gov
erning all the others and subordinating them to its needs."2 0 In
1 7. Ejchenbaum, Anna Achmatova: Opyt analiza (Petersburg, 1 923), p. 63.
1 8. "Tematiceskaja kompozicija romana Idiot, " Tvorleskij put' Dostoevskogo, ed.
L. N . Brodskij (Leningrad, 1 924), p. 24.
1 9. "Poezija Aleksandra Bloka," Voprosy teorii literatury: Stat'i I 9 I 6- I 9 2 6
(Leningrad, 1 928), p. 2 2 1 .
20. Melodika russkogo lirileskogo sticha (Petersburg, 1 92 2 ) , p. 9.
1 05
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the type of lyric poetry Ejchenbaum analyzed, the dominant was
intonation, because it deformed the other aspects of the
poems-syntax, word order, and so on.
Keeping in mind this notion of the dominant we may consider
Tynjanov's definition of literature. The perception of a speech
construction qua construction is based, according to Tynjanov,
on our awareness of the hierarchical organization of such a con
struction caused by the tension between the dominant and the
subordinated elements. "Art lives through this interplay, this
struggle. Without the sensation of subordination, the deforma
tion of all the factors by the factor fulfilling the constructive role,
there would be no fact of art. . . . If the sensation of the interplay
of factors (necessarily presupposing the presence of two ele
ments-the dominating and the subordinated) vanishes, the fact
of art is obliterated ; it becomes automatized. "2 1
This is Tynjanov's most basic definition of literature, but it
omits one important point. For Tynjanov, the very identity of a
literary fact rests in its relation to the underlying literary system :
"Whether a fact is literary or not is a function of its differential
quality (i.e., whether it is related either to the literary or the
extraliterary series)."22 This means that not every strikingly or
ganized speech construction will be perceived by us as literary. It
is rather the other way around : the special perceptibility of a
speech construction comes about only through its comparison to
other speech constructions considered by us literary. Thus, a
construction that appears merely "usual" can, at one moment,
become a literary fact because of the unusual nature of the im
mediately preceding literary tradition against whose back
ground it is perceived, and vice versa. "Transrational language
[zaum' ] always existed in the language of children and mystics,
but only in our time did it become a literary fact. And, on the
other hand . . . charades, logogriphs are children's games for us,
but in Karamzin's period [the 1 790s] in which verbal trifles and
2 1 . Problema stichotvomogo jazyka (Leningrad, i 924), p. 1 o.
22. "O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 35.
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the play of devices were foregrounded, they were a literary
genre."23 Thus, not perceptibility per se but perceptibility vis-a-vis
the literary system is, for Tynjanov, the opposite pole of
automatization.
By applying the opposing values, perceptible/automatized, to
the literary system, Tynjanov exposed the relativity of the notion
of the literary fact That the literary system is a social institution
and as such liable to change means the literary facts of different
periods might be quite dissimilar. How then is it possible to
construct a literary series, to discover a relation that would en
compass under the single category of literature all the disparate
literary facts? Because the relativity of literary facts is historical,
Tynjanov found the answer to this question in literary history.
"Only in evolution," he claimed, "can we analyze the 'definition'
of literature. "24 Literary facts of various periods, disparate in
themselves, become related if they are placed within a concrete
historical process and viewed according to the logic of this
process.
Tynjanov conceived of the logic of literary history dialec
tically. To be meaningful, the perceptibility of a speech con
struction needed an opposite-the automatization of this per
ception. Literary change is triggered by the tension between
these two. "Evolution is caused by the need for a ceaseless dy
namics. Every dynamic system inevitably becomes automatized
and an opposite constructive principle dialectically arises."25
The life of a literary fact is the vacillation of a linguistic construc
tion between these two poles. ft is lifted from the sphere of
automatization to replace some older constructions, which in the
course of time have become automatized ; for a longer or shorter
period of time it is perceptible, only to become automatized
again and replaced by some newer constructions.
Thus, the literary series conceived historically is an ongoing
23. "Literaturnyj fakt," p. g.
24. Ibid. , p. 1 4 .
2 5 . Ibid . , p. 1 5 .
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struggle of dialectically opposed speech constructions. It is a
succession of literary facts which exhibit contrastive principles of
construction. From this perspective only a negative definition of
literature is possible. The identity of the literary series rests in a
constant negation of its identity by its members.
Literature as a concept did not, however, occupy a central
position in the theories of the systemic Formalists. The true crux
of their thought was the notion of the literary system-the ulti
mate arbiter of what is and what is not a literary fact. As I pointed
out above, Tynjanov derived this concept from Saussure's lan
gue-the linguistic system underlying the facts of speech. Certain
critics of Tynjanov, such as Viktor Vinogradov, claimed that his
theory was nothing but a "re-telling of Saussure in literary-histor
ical terms."26 In my opinion this judgment is a polemical exag
geration. It takes only a brief glance at Saussure's concept of
langue to see how different it is from Tynjanov's literary system.
First of all, Saussure's langue is static, devoid of any evolution
ary dynamics. In fact, he declared it incompatible with history,
as his famous division of linguistics into synchronic and di
achronic studies attests. Further, Saussure saw changes in langue
as catastrophic. They are brought about at random from the
outside, and once they penetrate the system they destroy it and
establish a new system different from the previous one. For this
reason the system of langue is absolutely autonomous. As the
concluding words of Saussure's Course state : "the true and unique
object of linguistics is language studied in and for itself "27
Tynjanov's "literary system" differs from langue in every one
of these respects. The separation of synchrony from diachrony
was utterly alien to his historical orientation. "The juxtaposition
of synchrony and diachrony," Tynjanov and Jakobson wrote in
26. 0 chudoiestvennoj proze, p. 24. More recently, Fredric Jameson has asserted
that "Tynjanov retains Saussure's basic model of change, in which the essential
mechanisms at work are the ultimate abstractions of Identity and Difference,"
The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of Structuralism and Russian For
malism (Princeton, N .J . , 1 972), p. 96.
27. Course in General Linguistics, p. 2 3 2 .
1 08
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1 92 8 , "was the ju x'taposition of the notion of system to that of
evolution; it becomes meaningless as soon as we recognize that
every system exists in evolution and on the other hand that
evolution is necessarily systemic." 2 8 Tynjanov took to heart
S klovskij's notion that opposing literary schools-the canonized
and noncanonized---c oexist in every literary period. The literary
system is not a balanced, harmonious structure like langue but is
intrinsically unbalanced, torn by conflicting tendencies to pre
serve the status quo and to change it. Such a system simul
taneously contains its past and points to the future. Its past is
contained in constructions that have been literary facts ; its fu
ture rests with the constructions negating this automatized past
which are about to become literary facts. It is impossible to ex
tract from this ongoing process an atemporal slice of the syn
chronic "present," Tynjanov declared. "The literary epoch, the
literary present, is not at all a static system opposed to the dy
namic, evolving historical series. The same historical struggle of
different layers and formations which exists in the diachronic
historical series goes on in the present. " 2 9
If the literary system at every moment contains developmental
tendencies, Saussure's belief in the asystemic and catastrophic
nature of changes in langue does not apply to it. The develop
mental character of the system also makes untenable Saussure's
claim that the external impulses for change are totally random.
They appear random only if viewed in separation from the liter
ary system. From the perspective of the developmental reg
ularity of the literary system there is no randomness. To under
line this difference, the systemic Formalists divided Saussure's
diachrony into two categories : "the genesis of a literary phe
nomenon" on the one hand, and "its evolutionary significance,
its place in the evolutionary series" on the other.3 0 The specific
origin of a literary phenomenon is a cross-section of many im28. Tynjanov and Jakobson, "Problemy izucenija literatury i jazyka," Novy}
Lej; no. 1 2 ( 1 928), 36-37.
29. "Literaturnyj fakt," p. 1 1 .
30. Ibid . , pp. 1 2- 1 3 ; see also Tynjanov, "O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 3 1 .
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pulses-biological, psychological, social-and so in its full com
plexity might be random. But the fact that this configuration of
extraliterary factors was incorporated into the literary series,
that it crystallized into a literary fact-an element of literary
history--can always be explained in reference to the evolution of
the literary system. Thus, while "it is impossible to construct a
genetic history of literature," it is quite possible to write a history
of the literary system. 3 1
A n especially clear illustration o f Tynjanov's claim is Ejchen
baum's dispute with Lev Trockij . To discredit the Marxist ap
proach to literary history Ejchenbaum shrewdly employed an
example that Trockij himself had used against the psycho
biological interpretation of art: can ] . M. W. Turner's role in the
evolution of Eurpoean painting be deduced from the fact that he
suffered from astigmatism? For the young Trockij , this was an
inadmissible reduction of a social to a biological phenomenon-a
stance subsequently applauded by Ejchenbaum. But when
Trockij later attacked the Formalist concept of literary history, he
denied art its specificity by conceiving of its evolution as an
extension of class struggle. There is, of course, a difference
between treating art through a biological and a sociological frame
of reference, and one could argue that sociology is the more
relevant concern. But this answer would not satisfy the For
malists, for whom both biology and sociology were capable of
explaining only the genesis of the work and not its evolutionary
significance. "Art has its specific 'sociology' and its laws of evolu
tion," Ejchenbaum argued in the tones of a literary historian. "If
they tell us that a writer was psychologically a representative of a
certain class, it is just as true as that Turner was an astigmatic, but
'it does not concern me' because these are facts of a different
order [than artistic facts]."32
In other words, not every Russian nobleman born in the 1 8 20s
turned out to be a Tolstoj , nor did every astigmatic painter born
3 i . Tynjanov, "Tjutcev i Gejne," Archaisty i novatory, p. 386.
32. Ejchenbaum, "V ozidanii literatury," Literatura: Teorija, kritika, polemika
(Leningrad, i 92 7), p. 2 86.
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in the late eighteenth century produce work of Turner's quality.
The reason for the systemic Formalists' rejection of the pos
sibility of a genetic history of literature is that the number of
extraliterary impulses instrumental in a literary change is lim
itless. Only those impulses that mesh with the developmental
tendencies of the literary system have a chance of influencing
the system. In Tynjanov's words, "An 'influence' can be suc
cessful at a time when there are literary conditions for it and in
the direction indicated by those conditions."33
The belief in the immanent development of the literary sys
tem might seem to bring the systemic Formalists close to Saus
sure's view of the absolute autonomy of langue. If everything
literary is determined solely by the preconditions of the literary
system, this system would indeed be "in and of itself the unique
object of literary studies. " This similarity to Saussure is hard to
deny and has a historical justification. Saussure and Tynjanov's
emphasis on the autonomous character of their systems was
meant to establish their respective fields of study as independent
disciplines. It would be wrong, however, to see Tynjanov's posi
tion on this issue as absolutely set and inflexible. He effected a
gradual relativization of the original Formalist position on the
autonomy of the literary system.
Only at the very end of the movement, though, did the sys
temic Formalists succeed in advancing a coherent theory of the
relative autonomy of the literary system. I refer here to Tyn
janov's and Jakobson's nine-point thesis written in i 92 8 . In this
scheme, Tynjanov rejected his strictly deterministic conception
of the literary system according to which the domination of one
principle of construction necessarily and unequivocally causes
the rise of a single contrastive principle, which in time becomes
the new dominant. Instead he proposed a more pluralistic view
according to which several new principles of construction differ
ent from the dominant emerge and struggle for control. More
over, Tynjanov recast his entire concept of the relation between
33. "O literatumoj evoljucii," p. 46.
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literature and extraliterary phenomena. He conceived of the
entire culture as a complex "system of systems" composed of
various subsystems such as literature, science, and technology.34
Within this general system, extraliterary phenomena relate to
literature not in a piecemeal fashion but as an interplay among
systems determined by the logic of the culture to which they
belong. Thus, among all the pretenders to dominance in the
literary system, the one that converges with the developmental
tendencies of the overall cultural system becomes the victor.
This, of course, is a highly abstract scheme which-because
time ran out for the Formalists-they never put into action.
Nonetheless, it indicates the road the systemic metaphor was
taking to release literature from the social vacuum into which it
had been forced by the Formalists' belief in the autonomy of the
literary system. By the same token the theses demonstrate the
deep-seated difference between Saussure's and Tynjanov's
thought, making a simple equation of their theories impossible.
So far I have discussed systemic Formalism only in relation to
other fields of knowledge, but it is also useful to compare it with
the other two Formalist metaphors. Systemic Formalism is the
most advanced stage of the movement. That it was qualitatively
different from the other models was obvious to its contempo
raries. In i g2 7 Viktor Z irmunskij , for example, felt compelled
to add a footnote to his i 9 1 9 review article of the OPOJAZ
anthology Poetics, in which he termed Tynjanov a "neo-For
malist" in order to distinguish his approach from the "original"
Formalism.35
It is worth specifying precisely what that difference is. For
example, at first glance it might appear that systemic Formalism
approached the morphological model with its notions of system
and function. In fact, the coincidence of vocabulary is a matter
of homonymity and not a sign of any conceptual affinity be
tween the two Formalisms. The morphological approach used
34. "Problemy izucenija literatury i jazyka," p. 37.
35. "Vokrug Poetiki Opojaza: Poetika: Sborniki p o teorii poetileskogo jazyka. Pgrd .
1 9 1 9," Voprosy teorii literatury, p. 356.
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these terms in a biological sense, whereas the systemic one used
them in a mathematical-logical sense. For the former, "function"
denotes the role an element performs within a whole; this whole
is a system because it is an interplay of functional elements held
together by what Z irmunskij once called the "unity of artistic
goal." For the systemic Formalists, function was the relation of
the interdependent variables, and system a hierarchical set of
interdependent variables.
In general, these two Formalisms were mutually antipathetic.
The systemic Formalists perceived the morphologists as mere
fellow travelers, whereas for the morphologists those who con
sidered literature a system were extremists and radicals. Z ir
munskij , after his split with OPOJAZ in 1 9 2 2 , was the most
hostile of the morphologists, and the systemic Formalists never
tired of accusing him of academic ecclecticism. Z irmunskij quite
properly objected to some of the extreme postulates of the sys
temic metaphor, such as the immanent development of the liter
ary system and its strict determinism, which as I noted earlier
was later abandoned by the systemic Formalists themselves. Z ir
munskij's critique lacked effect because he was unable to offer a
viable alternative hypothesis as to how literature is connected
with the overall development of culture or what brings together
all the disparate human activities of a particular historical mo
ment. Instead of elaborating these problems Z irmunskij hid be
hind a smoke screen of vague terms such as "the uniform per
ception of life," "the psychological background of an era," or the
"uniform life tendency," which he had borrowed from contem
porary German aesthetics. 36
The relation o f systemic to mechanistic Formalism was quite
different from its relation to morphological Formalism. Mem
bers. of the two groups were personal friends and their theories
tended to overlap. Tynjanov accepted many of S klovskij's key
concepts and freely acknowledged his debt. Such surface sim
ilarity should not obscure the important differences between the
36. Cf. , for example, "ZadaCi poetiki," ibid. , pp. 55-58.
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two Formalisms, which transcend the metaphoric divergence to
involve the mode of concept-formation underlying each model.
Tynjanov did not passively borrow S klovskij's terms but always
reformulated what he borrowed, fitting it into a different con
ceptual frame.
In Cassirer's terms, one might say that the "thing-concept"
dominated S klovskij's thinking and the "functional concept" was
crucial to Tynjanov's. S klovskij proceeded from the assumption
that an unchangeable literary essence-"literariness"-was in
trinsic to every literary phenomenon. On the infraliterary level,
that is, the level of elements composing the work, he isolated the
device as a monad of literary form endowed with "literariness"
regardless of its context. On the highest extraliterary level, the
level of all human activities, S klovskij drew a sharp line between
phenomena with a literary essence and those without it. For him,
the facts of literature were incompatible with the facts of byt.
The middle intraliterary level, the level composed of literary
works themselves, played havoc with the mechanistic metaphor.
If S klovskij's theory had been ahistorical, this level would have
posed no problem to him, for he considered all literary works to
be essentially the same, differing only in the way they were
made. Because, as I argued earlier, such was not the case, he
encountered difficulties. To maintain the separation of liter
ature and life he had to locate the source of this change within
literature itself. For this reason, he introduced the new opposi
tion of "canonized" and "noncanonized" literature. B ut this op
position was incompatible with the substantivist nature of mech
anistic Formalism . If all literary works were literary, but some at
a given moment were more literary than others, it is not an
unchangeable essence but a changeable relationship among works
that constitutes literariness.
This was the point of departure for systemic Formalism . Un
like S klovskij , Tynjanov did not locate the differential quality of
literary phenomena in the phenomena themselves. Instead he
found them literary by virtue of the relation in which they par
ticipated at the level of a single work, literature in its totality, and
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the whole national culture of a given time. 37 Each of these was a
system for Tynjanov, a set of interdependent variables, no ele
ment enjoying a privileged status prior to its incorporation into
the appropriate system. Moreover, Tynjanov considered sys
temic not only the organization of each level but the interre
lations among the levels as well. Thus, the minimal system-the
literary work-was a variable in the higher literary system, and
in turn this system was a variable in the ultimate cultural system.
At the infraliterary level, Tynjanov warns against the futility
of any inquiry into the constitutive parts of a literary work that
separates them from their context. "Analyses of the isolated
elements of a work-plot and style, rhythm and syntax in prose,
rhythm and semantics in verse-were enough to convince us
that the abstraction of these elements is permissible to some
extent as a working hypothesis, but that all these elements are
correlated and interacting. The study of rhythm in verse and in
prose revealed that the very same element performs a different
role in a different system."38 Thus, the literary purport of a
device is derived solely from the context into which it is incorpo
rated and the material of a literary work is not determined by its
extraliterary substance but only by its place in the literary con
struction. Clearly aiming at S klovskij , Tynjanov wrote: "It is self
evident that 'material' is not at all the opposite of 'form'; it is also
'formal' because there is no material which would be external to
a construction . . . . Material is that element of the form that is
subordinated for the benefit of the foregrounded constructive
elements."39
Tynjanov follows the same pattern with the narrative aspect of
the literary work, which S klovskij had split into the literary
"plot" and the lifelike "story." I have pointed out that some
37. The three-level scheme that I outline here simplifies Tynjanov's actual
thought somewhat. The middle, intraliterary level in particular comprises sever
al subsystems-genres, literary schools, and styles. Tyajanov did not provide any
clear-cut picture of this level of system, however.
38. "O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 33.
39. "Literaturnyj fakt," p. 1 5 .
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Formalists expressed misg1vmgs about the manner in which
S klovskij differentiated between these two notions. They argued
that the story is not merely a sequence of events but a semantic
structure-a sequence extracted from its context and endowed
with meaning. Tynjanov agreed with this qualification. As he
wrote, "story is the entire semantic scheme of the action" repre
sented in the literary work.40 But his conception of plot and how
it is related to "story" was different from the other Formalists'.
He did not see plot merely as a literary redistribution (composi
tion) of the sequence of events but as something more intimately
related to the overall structure of the work. "The plot of a work
is defined as its dynamism comprised of the interplay among all
the correlations of material . . . stylistic, story-related, and so
on."4 1 Story-the configuration of events depicted in the
work-is only one among many variables in this process.
Story is thus related to plot as a partial configuration to the
complex configuration encompassing the work as an overall sys
tem. However, this part/whole relation must not be viewed as
static. As Tynjanov stressed several times, "the unity of a work is
not a closed symmetrical whole but an unfolding dynamic integ
rity ; among its elements stands not the static sign of equation
and addition, but always the dynamic sign of correlation and
integration. "4 2 The relation of the story and plot was no excep
tion to this rule. In every literary work (lyrical poetry included) a
struggle goes on between the two. In some works, for example
the traditional novel, the semantics of events clearly dominates
the overall structure of the work, whereas in others the plot
unfolds outside the story. In both cases it is the relationship
between them that exerts a decisive influence on the overall
meaning of the work.
It is important to notice that as the systemic metaphor devel
oped, its treatment of the infraliterary level underwent a gradu
al expansion. In the beginning Tynjanov was primarily m40. "Ob osnovach kino," Poetika, istorija literatury, kino, p. 34 1 .
4 1 . Ibid.
4 2 . Problema stichotvornogo jazyka, p. 1 o.
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terested in the relations among the textual elements themselves,
but in the course of time he began to focus more and more on
the vertical connections between this and higher levels and their
impact upon the relations among the infraliterary elements. In
the earliest stage of his career, "deformation" was the term he
used to describe the makeup of a literary work.43 It was a set of
hierarchically related elements in which the dominant (or as
Tynjanov often calls it, the "constructive factor") deforms to its
needs the "material," that is, all the other subordinate elements.
While the constructive factor and material are variables in the
sense that any linguistic element can become the dominant of a
work, the subordination/superordination relation is constant; it
is precisely this hierarchical tension among the elements of a
speech construction that renders it a literary fact.
It became obvious to Tynjanov that there was a constancy in
the constructive factor and material of different literary works.
Genre and any other systems larger than the work determine
the hierarchical arrangement of elements within it. Thus, the
simple notion of deformation was subsequently replaced by a
more comprehensive concept, the "principle of construction,"
which denotes the deformation of a specific material by a specif
ic constructive factor. Tynjanov's probes into the difference be
tween prose and poetry, for instance, revealed that the "princi
ple of construction in prose is the deformation of sound by
meaning," whereas the "principle of construction in poetr¥ is
the deformation of meaning by sound. "44 As long as poetry is
perceived as different from prose, the internal organization of
every poetic work will be based upon the deformation of mean
ing by sound regardless of the specific form this deformation
takes. In this way the principle of construction vertically inte
grates the system of a single work into the overall literary system
43. Apparently Tynjanov was. not very happy about this term. He complained
to Grigorij Vinokur in a letter of November 7, 1 924: "My term 'deformation' is
infelicitous; it should have been 'transformation'-then everything would be in
its place," Poetika, istorija literatury, kino, p. 5 1 7 .
44. "O kompozicii Evgenija Onegina, " ibid., p. 55.
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and renders the relations of the infraliterary elements a function
of the next higher level.
In the last stage of his theoretical career, Tynjanov attempted
to link the infraliterary textual elements to the extraliterary level
as well. He introduced the notion of the "constructive function"
of an element that consists of two simultaneous relations : in
frarelations proper, which he called the "syn-function" or the
relations of an element "to the other elements of a given
[ work-]system" ; and intraliterary and extraliterary relations,
which he termed the "auto-function" or the relations of an ele
ment "to the similar elements of other work-systems and even of
other series. "45 This distinction resembles to some extent the
Saussurean opposition between syntagmatic and associative rela
tions in language, the first being in praesentia vis-a-vis the other
elements of the syntagm in which they occur, and the second in
absentia, "present" only in the linguistic system. The different
modalities of these relations are reflected in the fashion in which
Tynjanov links the syn- and auto-functions. The auto-function is
potentially the precondition of the constructive function of an
element within the work, but the syn-function determines its
actual constructive function. Tynjanov offers the following il
lustration. An archaism appears in a literary work. Its existence
there is determined by its auto-function, the relation of this
word to the lexical system of a given language. But its syn-func
tion-its incorporation into the work-determines whether the
archaism serves as a lexical signal of high style (Michail Lomono
sov's usage) or of an ironic standpoint (some of Fedor Tjutcev's
archaisms).
Tynjanov's treatment of the intraliterary level was equally re
lational. S klovskij had set aside his substantivism in treating it, so
it is no surprise to find here a confluence of the mechanistic and
systemic metaphors. In particular, the concept of parody used in
S klovskij's studies of Sterne and Puskin is echoed in some of the
earliest of Tynjanov's work.
45. "O literatumoj evoljucii," p. 33.
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For S klovskij , parody was above all a means of de-familiariz
ing automatized literary forms through the laying bare of auto
matized devices and the displacement and violation of custom
ary literary norms, and its aim was to provide us with a new
perception of literary form. "The appearance of Tristram Shan
dy, " S klovskij argued , "was motivated by the petrification of the
devices of the traditional roman d'aventure. All of its techniques
had become totally automatized. Parody was the only way to
rejuve n ate them. Evgenij Onegin was written . . . on the eve of
the rise of a new prose. The molds of poetry were cooling off.
Puskin dreamt of writing a prosaic novel ; rhyme bored him. "46
In his earliest studies, Tynjanov exhibited a keen interest in
works oriented toward other works, especially parodies and styl
izations. The similarity between the two lies in the fact that "both
are leading a double life : behind the plane of the work stands .
the second plane, the stylized or parodied one."47 Apart from
this kinship there is an important dissimilarity between them. In
a stylization the plane of the work is congruent with the back
ground ; in a parody there is an incongruity between the two
planes. This notion of parody approaches S klovskij's. It is this
incongruity of the new and the old, the parodying and parodied,
that shakes our perception and renders the literary form de
familiarized. Tynjanov differs from S klovskij in his use of the
concept of parody, however. As Jurij Striedter observes, "while
for S klovskij parody serves first and foremost as the testing and
verification of his previously formulated thesis of art as es
trangement, for Tynjanov the literary-historical analysis of par
odistic texts and the subsequent 'theory of parody' are the start
ing point for a . . . theory of literary evolution."48
For literary evolution, conceived as a struggle for domination
46. "Evgenij Onegi,n: Puskin i Stern," Ocerki po poetike PU.Shina (Berlin, 1 923), p.
2 1 9.
47. Tynjanov, "Dostoevskij i Gogol' : K teorii parodii," Archaisty i novatory, p.
4 1 6.
48. "Zur formalistischen Theorie der Prosa und der literarischen Evolution,"
quoted from English tr. by M . Nicolson, "The Russian Formalist Theory of
Prose," PTL 2 ( 1 977), 459·
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of different elements, the "dialectical play of devices" in parody
becomes an important vehicle of change.49 Nikolaj Nekrasov's
parodies of Lermontov's poems are a case in point. Nekrasov
arrived on the Russian literary scene in the 1 840s after the long
domination of Romantic poetry which, in the works of Puskin
( 1 799- 1 837) and Lermontov ( 1 8 1 4- 1 84 1 ), established the can
on of Russian verse. The clumsiness and prosaic quality of
Nekrasov's poems contrasted sharply with this smooth and ele
gant tradition, although his role in the development of Russian
poetry proved considerable. As Tynjanov put it, "The 'impossi
ble,' unacceptable form of Nekrasov, his 'bad' verses, were good
because they displaced automatized verse, because they were
new."5 0 Thus, Nekrasov's early parodies of Lermontov's poems
were an important element in the process of literary change
toward post-Romanticism. "The essence of his parodies does not
rest," according to Tynjanov, "in the mocking of the parodied
but in the very sensation of the displacement of the old form
through the introduction of a prosaic theme and vocabulary"
into poetry. 5 1 And although the mechanism of Nekrasov's par
odies was quite simple,' "the combination of elevated rhythmical
syntactic figures with 'low' themes and vocabulary," they marked
a departure from the Romantic canon. 52
As Tynjanov further elaborated the systemic metaphor, his
view of the intraliterary level broadened and he eventually tran
scended the mechanistic model. He realized that not only par
odies and stylizations but all literary texts are directed toward
other works. The identity of a work in respect to genre, style, or
school, indeed its very identity as literature, is based on its rela
tions to other literary works through the underlying literary
system. The principle of construction-a special relation be
·
tween the dominant constructive factor and the subordinate ma49. Tynjanov, "Dostoevskij i Gogol'," p. 45 !? ·
50. "Literaturnyj fakt," pp. 1 1 - 1 2 . See also Ejchenbaum's article "Nekrasov,"
Literatura, pp. 7 7- 1 1 5 .
5 1 . "Stichovye formy Nekrasova," Archaisty i novatory, p . 40 1 .
5 2 . Ibid.
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terial-was the means Tynjanov used to link the internal organi
zation of a work to the appurtenant literary system. Tynjanov
even went so far as to identify the principle of construction with
the literary system itself. Every speech construction exhibiting a
particular hierarchical organization of linguistic elements per
ceptible to us becomes by virtue of this a literary fact.
The connection between the principle of construction and the
literary system is especially apparent from a developmental per
spective. As soon as an automatized "principle" is negated by a
new principle, its systemic existence becomes clear. For only if
we conceive of the new principle as a dialectic negation of the
old literary system can we perceive its implementation as a liter
ary fact and not merely a mistake. 53 On the other hand, the new
principle must be system-creating, must be implemented in
more than a single "accidental" speech construction. Tynjanov's
model of literary change thus contains four stages : "( I ) the con
trastive principle of construction dialectically rises in respect to
the automatized principle of construction; ( 2 ) it is applied-the
constructive principle seeks the easiest application ; (3) it spreads
over the maximal number of phenomena; (4) it is automatized
and gives rise to a contrastive principle of construction. "54
In 1 92 8 Tynjanov replaced the principle of construction with
the "literary function" in a wholesale revision of his terminology.
He conceptualized the three literary levels I have discussed as
three sets of functions : the constructive function corresponding
to the infraliterary level, the literary function to the intraliterary
level, and the social function to the extraliterary level. This shift
was not a question of mere nomenclature ; there were important
conceptual differences between, for example, the principle of
construction and the new "function." Tyajanov characterized
5 3 . That is, it is a mistake from the point of view of the system, not from that
of the creating subject. As I argue later in this chapter, the systemic Formalists
considered the author's intentions irrelevant to literary change and claimed that
it is an author's unconscious slips rather than conscious efforts that give birth to a
new principle of construction.
54. "Literaturnyj fakt," p. 1 7 .
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the principle of construction as a "concept which changes and
evolves constantly,"55 whereas the literary function undergoes a
much more gradual change, evolving "from epoch to epoch. "56
It is probably wrong to find in this terminological shift the
hint of a more static and restrained view of literary change. In
fact, if we scrutinize the meaning of "system" in regard to each
pair of terms, we discover that they are neither contradictory
nor incompatible. Tynjanov uses "system" for entities as differ
ent as the works of one author, literary styles and schools, gen
res, and even prose and poetry in general. Naturally, each of
these subsystems evolves at a different speed. To draw a parallel
from social history-a favorite ploy of the Formalists-we must
distinguish between recurring coups d'etat, which simply recycle
the ruling elite, and genuine social revolutions which establish
new economic-political formations. Literary evolution has both
frequent coups and rare genuine revolutions. Though Tynjanov
fails to provide us with any clear picture of the hierarchy of
literary subsystems or a timetable of their evolution, the princi
ple of construction does seem to apply to more limited sub
systems which change rapidly, whereas the literary function ap
plies to more general and hence more stable subsystems.
The functional concept formation of systemic Formalism was
also apparent on the extraliterary level. This level was inaccessi
ble to the mechanists because they programmatically separated
art from byt, literature from life. From very early in his the
oretical career, Tynjanov questioned the rationale behind this
artificial distinction. "I do not object," he wrote polemically, "to
the 'relation of literature and life.' I only doubt whether this
question is properly posed. Can we say 'life and art' when art is
'life' as well? Do we have to seek some additional utility of 'art' if
we do not seek the utility of 'life'?"57
This assertion was not meant to deny literature an identity of
its own. In fact, it was j ust the other way around. Byt is an
55. Ibid . , p. 1 6 .
5 6 . " O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 4 1 .
57. Problema stichotvomogo jazyka, p . 1 2 3 .
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amorphous conglomerate of the most disparate phenomena.
Against the background of this nebulous domain the various
specialized human activities stand out-the arts, science, tech
nology-which in themselves are systems. These systems intro
duce specific functions among the heterogeneous phenomena
by either incorporating their forms into a system in the course of
its development or by rejecting them. Thus, when the fact of byt
is rendered a function of a particular series it becomes a fact of
that series (for example, a literary fact), or, on the other hand,
after losing its affiliation with that series it turns into a fact of byt.
As Tyrtjanov wrote, " byt is teeming with the rudiments of various
intellectual activities. It is made up of a rudimentary science,
rudimentary art and technology ; it differs from a full-fledged
science, art, and technology in the way that it deals with [phe
nomena] . The 'artistic byt' is thus different from art in the role
art plays within it, but they touch upon each other in the form of
the phenomena [they both deal with] ."58
Defining -literature as a "dynamic speech construction," Tyn
janov saw " byt [as] correlated with literature primarily through its
speech aspect, " since speech phenomena exist in both byt and liter
ature. For this reason he termed the "most immediate social
function" of literature its speech function.59 Our language be
havior is a complex structure of various forms, patterns, and
modes of discourse-some of them well defined, others more
fluid-which evolve alongside the entire structure of human
communication. In every historical period these forms of dis
course are differentiated according to which series they belong
to : some are considered literary ; others belong to byt. But from
the developmental perspective, the boundaries between these
two domains are far from being fixed and the forms of discourse
vacillate between them. According to Tynjanov, "Every lin58. "LiteraturnY.i fakt," p. 1 9.
59. "O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 4 2 . The concept of the "auto-function" dis
cussed earlier, as a language link between literature and extraliterary phe
nomena, thus can be seen as one aspect of the overall "speech function" of
literature.
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guistic fact of lryt has multifarious and complex functions which
are interlocked in a struggle. Under certain conditions one of
these functions-the literary-becomes foregrounded" ; at this
moment a linguistic fact turns into a literary fact. 60 The process
works the other way round as well : a literary fact becomes auto
matized, its literary function recedes, and it turns into a neutral
linguistic fact-a fact of b-yt.
Tynjanov called this intricate interplay of literary and extra
literary discourse ustanovka. The term is very resistant to transla
tion or explanation. It has two common meanings in Russian, as
Jurij Striedter has pointed out: "intention" on the one hand, and
"orientation," on the other, "the idea of positioning oneself in
relation to some given data."6 1 From Tynjanov's point of view,
these meanings have a serious drawback-they are teleologically
founded. In both cases what is implied is a psychological subject
of action who either projects his intentions into the object he
creates or whose orientation (mental attitude) is instrumental in
the act of perception. Neither the "intentional" nor the "affec
tive" fallacy stemming from these meanings of ustanovka accords
with the objectivist thrust of systemic Formalism. This model
strove to replace the psychological subject of the literary process
with transpersonal, self-regulating systems. Tynjanov empha
sized several times that in his usage ustanovka is devoid of all its
teleological, intentional connotations. 62
Through this usage of the term Tynjanov tried to express an
important feature of the literary system. In adjusting itself to
extraliterary modes of discourse, the literary system exhibits a
self-regulating quality characteristic of all teleological processes.
This quality is not introduced from without through a psycho
logical subject; it is an intrinsic property of the literary system.
60. "Predislovie," Russkaja prow, ed. B. Ejchenbaum and Ju. Tynjanov
(Leningrad, 1 926), p. 1 0 .
6 i . "Zur formalistischen Theorie der Prosa u n d der literarischen Evolution,"
quoted from English tr. by M . Nicolson, "The Russian Formalist Theory of
Literary Evolution," PTL 3 ( 1 978), 2.
6 2 . Cf. , for example, "O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 43, or "Oda kak oratorskij
fanr," ibid. , p. 49.
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The point Tynjanov intended to make in this rather clumsy
way is grasped today in the distinction between "goal-intended"
and "goal-directed" behavior, or between teleology and "tele
nomy." In discussing Jakobson's concept of linguistic change,
Elmar Holenstein has provided a succinct summary of this dis
tinction. "Goal-intended behavior is based on conscious ideas,
convictions, wishes, and intentions. These act as the cause of a
particular behavior." In contrast, "a process is designated as
goal-directed when it evokes the appearance of goal-intended
behavior but no consciously acting subject is discernible." The
essential feature of a goal-directed or "telenomic" process, ac
cording to Holenstein, is its "directive correlation" : "a process is
regarded as telenomic when it is bound to another process in
such a way that it not only causes it, but is in turn steered in its
own course by the other process."63
In deciding whether Tynjanov's ustanovka is a directive correla
tion, let us look first at an application of this concept to some
literary material. Perhaps the best illustration is Tynjanov's dis
cussion of the transition from Classicism to Sentimentalism in
Russian literature. There, the ustanovka of the dominant genre of
Russian Classicism, the ode, was toward the rhetorical speeches
delivered before large audiences. The techniques of this type of
discourse are clearly echoed in the "oratorical" odes of Michail
Lomonosov ( i 7 1 1 - 1 765), the best-known poet of the period .
Lomonosov's odes were persuasive in thrust, trying to sway the
listener's opinion. His rhetorical stratagem was not to appeal to
the listener's reason, but to his or her emotions. To achieve this
goal, he structured his odes by combining distant and hetero
geneous elements : the unusual nature of such combinations was
calculated to have a maximal emotive impact.
Moreover, the ustanovka toward an oral delivery highlighted
several other features of the ode. The intonational line aimed at
the richest possible changes in vocal height, and the stanzaic
63. R oman Jakobson's Approach to Language: Phenomenological Structuralism
(Bloomington, Ind., 1 976), pp. 1 1 9-20.
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structure was subordinated to this aim. Copious sound repeti
tions in euphonic and onomatopoetic constructions also forced
the phonic aspect into prominence. And the "oratorical" ode
achieved a semanticization of sound. Not only phonemes but
meters were linked to particular meanings. In addition to accen
tuating the sound level, the ustanovka toward an oral delivery
made possible the use of gestures as rhetorical means. These
became semanticized through a secondary code of what Tyn
janov called the "gestural illustrations" of odes.64 Sometimes
these "illustrations" actually became the main vehicle of mean
ing: words turned into stimuli for specific gestures. Finally, the
imagery of Lomonosov's odes was also geared toward emotive
persuasion. Here combinations of semantically distant words
(motivated often by sound) resulted in a change in the habitual
meaning of these words, in a semantic shift capable of affecting
the listener's emotions.
By the end of the eighteenth century the ode had become
automatized. It began to be used in nonliterary ways, as a saluta
ry speech or supplicatory verse, for example, so that it gradually
became a fact of byt. This transformation, Tynjanov points out,
did not affect the genre of the ode alone : the entire canon of
high Classicism was becoming automatized. A new principle of
construction arose, and a "small emotion, small form came to
the fore."65 In fact, the entire system of social intercourse
changed. The new environment of salons cultivated the art of
conversation, a discourse light and personal, playful and socia
ble. The ustanovka of the literary system rendered many of the
forms of social intercourse literary. Especially important among
them, Tynjanov claims, was the epistolary form in which the new
Sentimentalist principle of construction found its optimal imple
mentation. "Implicit meaning, fragmentariness, the small
'household' form of the letter, all of this motivated the introduc
tion of trifling subject matter and devices in contrast to the
64. "Oda kak oratorskij fanr," p. 6 1 .
65. "Literaturnyj fakt," p . 2 1 .
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'grandiose' devices of the eighteenth century." From a fact of byt,
the letter became an important literary genre. Karamzin's Letters
of a Russian Traveler ( I 79 1 ) marked a new stage in the history of
Russian prose and even the subsequent generation of Roman
ticists paid close attention to the epistolary form. Only in the
course of further development did the letter revert to what it is
today-a fact of byt. 66
This example, I believe, provides some basis for terming liter
ary ustanovka a directive correlation. It locates the cause of liter
ary change not in a teleological subject but in the dynamic in
teraction among systems. "It is clear," Tynjanov wrote of the
vicissitudes of literary history, "that what matters here are not
individual psychic conditions, but objective ones, the evolution
of the functions of the literary series in relation to the most
immediate social series. " 6 7 It is also possible to argue that in
some of its aspects ustanovka is not, properly speaking, a direc
tive correlation. The interaction between literature and the
"most immediate social series" that it describes is somewhat one
sided . Tynjanov was spiritually still too close to Formalism to be
able to abandon a belief in the autonomy of literature. He saw
literary development as determined mainly by the internal con
ditions of the literary system and regarded the extraliterary con
text as secondary, merely complementing the internal develop
mental causes by providing literature with speech constructions
fitting the needs of the de-automatizing principle of construc
tion.
The concept of ustanovka appears to be perched somewhere
between the theoretical frame of Formalist poetics and post
Formalist tenets. By rescuing literature from the social vacuum
into which it was placed by Formalism, ustanovka clearly points
beyond this literary-theoretical school of thought. By not pro
viding any avenue for the active involvement of social systems in
literary development, however, ustanovka remains rooted in the
Formalist postulate of autonomous literature.
66. Ibid , pp. 2 1 -2 3 .
6 7 . " O literaturnoj evoljucii," p. 45.
12 7

Russian Formalism

That the concept of ustanovka was pointing toward the future
is obvious from the nine-point thesis that Tynjanov wrote with
Jakobson in 1 9 2 8 , quoted earlier. Only here was the literary
system fully incorporated into the overall cultural system of sys
tems and literary evolution conceived in terms of a directive
correlation between these two systems. As the penultimate point
of this interesting document states :
The discovery of the immanent laws of literature (language) per
mits us to characterize every concrete change in literary (lin
guistic) systems but does not permit us either to explain the tem
po of evolution or to determine the actual selection among several
theoretically possible evolutionary paths . This is because the im
manent laws of literary (linguistic) evolution are indefinite equa
tions which, while limiting the number of solutions, do not neces
sarily leave only a single one. Which pathway or at least which
dominant is chosen can be determined only through an analysis
of the correlation among the literary and other historical series.
This correlation (the system of systems) has its own structural laws
which should be studied . 68

The Tynjanov-Jakobson theses occupy a crucial pos 1 t1 on in
the history of Slavic poetics. The fruit of a collaboration between
a leading Formalist, who had earlier lectured before the Prague
Linguistic Circle, and the Circle's vice-chairman, it represents a
definite point of contact between Formalism and what later be
came known as Structuralism. The theses' boldly charted design
transcends the Formalist mode of inquiry, yet there was no op
portunity for the Formalists to apply them to concrete literary
material. They served as a springboard for the earliest Struc
turalist literary-historical studies, which aimed at demonstrating
that literary development cannot be studied in isolation from the
overall development of society.69
Tynjanov's effort to eliminate the psychological subject from
literary studies, to describe literary process in terms of objective,
68. "Problemy izucenija literatury i jazyka," p. 37.
69. Cf. for example, Mukafovskfs study "Polakova Vznesenost prirody: Pokus o
rozbor a vyvojove zafadeni basnicke struktury,'" Sbornik filologicky 1 0 ( i 934), i 68.
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intersystemic mutations, is to a large extent a child of its time. As
I indicated earlier, all the Formalists, regardless of the the
oretical model to which they subscribed , argued vehemently
against psychologism and subjectivism in literary study. The sys
temic model in general followed this pattern. It is true that Tyn
janov included the subject (especially the author) among his the
oretical topics, but by "de-psychologizing" and "de-subjectivi
zing" him, Tynjanov ended by fusing the subject with the liter
ary system. The subject served the system in two capacities : first,
as an unconscious generator of the varied principles of construc
tion needed by the system for its constant rejuvenation ; and
second, as the system's vehicle of literary sensibility signaling the
automatization of the dominant principle of construction and
thus triggering its replacement by a contrasting principle. In
each case the subject is completely subordinate to the system.
What matters in literary process are not a subject's volitions,
feelings, or actions but the internal conditions of the impersonal,
self-regulating system.
Tynjanov's concept of the author was influenced by Tomasev
skij , probably the first among the Formalists to succeed in sepa
rating the authorial subject-for Tomasevskij a legitimate object
of literary study-from the author as a concrete psychophysical
being, whose locus is outside of literature. Tomasevskij treats the
concept of the author from a dual perspective : the production
and the reception of the literary text. The reader's "struggle to
comprehend the creative unity in a poet's works naturally entails
an interest in the writer as a kind of concrete unity. Thus , the
reader is not satisfied with comprehending the abstract unity of
poetic works. This unity must be embodied, named , recognized.
The life of the poet is the frame which conveniently and simply
fits his creation." Such a conflation of Wahrheit and Dichtung, of
an individual and a style, is, in Tomasevskij's opinion, one
source of the conceptual confusion in which "poetic indi
viduality is comprehended as personal individuality" and the
"key to artistic unity is sought in the unity of a personality."7 0
70. Tomasevskij , Pu.Skin: Sovremennye problemy istoriko-literatumogo izucenija
(Leningrad, i 925), pp. 56-57 .
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This confusion, however, can be introduced into the percep
tion of the text deliberately by its author, who in one way or
another establishes a link between his or her work and life. From
the standpoint of literary production, Tomasevskij distin
guished between two types of authors : those with a biography
and those without one. It is the former who contribute to the
confusion, for their texts acquire specific meanings and signifi
cance in connection with their author's biography. Tomasevskij
sees Voltaire as the first author with a biography in the history of
modern literature. "Voltaire's works were inseparably linked to
his life. He was not only read ; he was sought by pilgrims. The
admirers of his oeuvre were also worshipers of his personality ;
the opponents of his works, his personal enemies. Voltaire's per
sonality unified his oeuvre. His works are not the first thing that
comes to mind when his name is mentioned. Even today when
most of his tragedies and poems are completely forgotten, the
image of Voltaire is still alive and these forgotten works still
shine by the reflected light of his unforgettable biography."7 1
This distinction between the two types of authors does not
mean that the literary critic should study an author as a concrete
psychophysical individual. On the contrary, Tomasevskij's arti
cle specifically argues against this approach. For him the term
"biography" has two senses. In one sense, it is a documentary
narrative produced by traditional literary criticism, a collection
of facts from the poet's private and public life. Tomasevskij
claims that this kind of biography has very little to do with liter
ary studies. "As far as 'documentary' biographies are concerned,
they all fall into the sphere of the history of culture on a par with
the biographies of generals and inventors. For literature and its
history they are mere external, though necessary, sources of
reference and auxiliary material."7 2
What is integral to literary studies is what Tomasevskij calls
the artistic, "legendary" biography. It differs from the "docu7 1 . "Literatura i biograftja," Kniga i revoljucija, no. 4 (28) ( 1 923), 6.
7 2 . Ibid. , p . g .
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mentary" biography in that it is not generated by literary critics
but by writers themselves conscious of the fact that "their lives
will be the .p ermanent screen against which their works will be
projected. " Such reflexiveness affects authors in two ways. It
"forces them, on the one hand, to stage the epic motifs in their
lives, and on the other hand , to create for themselves an artistic
biography-a legend with a well-calculated selection of real and
fabricated events."73 Despite the fact that in this type of biogra
phy it is impossible to demarcate with any precision where Di
chtung ends and Wahrheit begins, or perhaps because of it,
Tomasevskij finds the artistic biography proper to the sphere of
literary studies. "This is because these biographic legends are
literary interpretations of the poet's life, interpretations which
are essential as the perceptible background of a literary work, as
a premise taken into account by the author when he created his
works."74 In other words, the artistic biography presents us not
with the author as a concrete psychophysical subject but with the
authorial subject, that is, the author's image refracted through
the literary medium.
Furthermore, the artistic biography is a literary matter be
cause both the existence of "authors with biographies" and the
contents of these biographies are conditioned by the literary
conventions of a period. In Russian literature of the mid-nine
teenth century, for instance, after a proliferation of authors with
biographies in the Romantic period, "authors without biogra
phies" became the norm . As Tomasevskij put it, "the poet-hero
was replaced by the poet-professional, the entrepreneur. The
writer wrote, sent his manuscripts to the printer, and did not
permit any views into his private life." By the same logic, if there
is a period of ''authors with biographies" these biographies ex
hibit the characteristics demanded by the period's literary con
ventions. Describing a collection of biographies of fashionable
belletrists of the turn of the century, Tomasevskij wrote: "They
73. Ibid . , pp. 6-7 .
74· Ibid., p. 8.
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all scream over one another that they have not studied anything
because they were kicked out of high schools and technical
schools, that they have nothing but a pair of torn pants and a
couple of buttons, and that all this is because they do not give a
bloody damn."75 Such examples illustrate how tenuously the
artistic biography is linked with the "real" author. What emerges
from it instead is the authorial subject-a figure whose birth
place and domicile are purely literary.
Tynjanov found Tomasevskij's concept of biography con
genial for a simple reason. It softened the rigid Formalist op
position of literature to author, while at the same time, by sepa
rating the literary from the nonliterary side of the author, it
preserved the Formalist belief in the autonomy of literature.
Despite the fact that several of Tomasevskij's points turn up in
Tynjanov, the latter approached the problem of the literary au
thor from a different perspective, through the category of the
proper name. It is the author's proper name, Tynjanov believed,
that is primarily responsible for the confusion between literature
and byt. The name simultaneously denotes an individual tangen
tial to the literary system and entities as essentially connected to
this system as texts, literary schools, genres, or periods.
Tynjanov's interest in the proper name was probably moti
vated by its importance in philosophical discussions of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, discussed in the first
chapter. In the argument between those who maintained that
the proper name is a senseless mark and those who insisted that
it a shorthand description, Tynjanov sided with the descriptivist
camp. This position fit well with his overall relational outlook, in
which the identity of phenomena is a function of their context.
The descriptivist view also conformed to the peculiar status of
proper names in literature, which of course was Tynjanov's cen
tral concern. As soon as we designate someone a literary author,
we place that individual in a special context. He or she becomes a
component of a literary process and the person's identity be75 . Ibid.
13 2
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comes circumscribed through the texts, genres, or periods with
which he or she is associated. For example, the names of Puskin,
Dostoevskij, or Tolstoj denote only indirectly the individuals
Messrs. Puskin, Tolstoj , or Dostoevskij. Instead they refer to
purely literary entities, particular stylistic features, sets of texts,
and so on.
The peculiar status of the author's name is especially palpable
in the reception of literary works. Here the name serves as a
kind of bridge where impulses coming from the text meet with
extratextual information. On the one hand, the name might
arise from the text itself as the label of its stylistic individuality :
"There are stylistic phenomena which lead to the person of the
author . . . the particular vocabulary, syntax, and especially the
intonational outline of the phrase; all of this more or less alludes
to the ungraspable and yet at the same time concrete features of
the narrator. . . . the name is the last limit of this stylistic person's
literary concreteness."76
The name, on the other hand, is also attached to the text from
the outside, and through its connotations it introduces specific
information and expectations into the reading of the text. The
case of the pseudonym is especially telling. "Taken in its extra
literary aspect," argued Tynjanov, "a pseudonym is a phe
nomenon of the same order as an anonym."77 Its purport in
literature, however, is completely different. "When a nine
teenth-century writer signed an article 'An Inhabitant of New
Village' instead of using his name, he obviously did not wish to
convey to the reader that he lived in New Village, because the
reader does not have to know this at all. But precisely as a result
of this 'purposelessness' the name acquires different features
the reader selects from the concepts [in the pseudonym] only
what is characteristic, only what in some way suggests a character
for the author, and applies these to the features that arise from
the style, the peculiarities of the narrative [skaz], or the preexist76. "Literaturnyj fakt," pp. 26- 2 7 .
77- Ibid . , p. 2 8 .
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ing stock of similar names. Thus, New Village is for him the
'frontier,' and the author of the article a 'recluse.' "78
According to Tynjanov, real proper names affect our reading
of a literary text in the same manner as pseudonyms. The only
difference is that the connotations of proper names are not de
rived directly from the words that make up the name but from
the literary reputation of their bearers. Tynjanov uses Tomasev
skij's concept of biography to clarify the notion of literary repu
tation in terms of Tomasevskij's "author's artistic biography"
the blend of real events, hearsay, and outright fabrication that
constitutes the image of an author. This image carries the same
proper name as the psychophysical individual existing behind it,
but this is merely a case of homonymity and should not suggest
that the two entities are identical. Tynjanov differentiates be
tween the "author's individuality"-a set of personal charac
teristics irrelevant from a purely literary viewpoint-and "liter
ary individuality"-a set of features representing the author in
the reader's mind. Though there is always some partial overlap
between the two, students of literature should keep them dis
tinct in their minds. The structure of "literary individuality" is
ultimately a function of the literary system, whereas the author's
individuality is accidental from the standpoint of this system.
A careful differentiation between the author's individuality
and literary individuality is necessary in the study not only of the
reception but of the production of literary works. As Tynjanov
wrote, "it is very common today to substitute the problem of the
'author's individuality' for the problem of 'literary individuality.'
The problem of the psychological genesis of every phenomenon
is thus substituted for the problem of evolution and literary
change, with the suggestion that instead of literature we should
study the 'creator's personality.' " Tynjanov points out the fal
lacy in this view using a parallel from social history. "To speak of
the creator's personal psychology and to see in it the source of
the originality of a phenomenon and its significance for literary
78. Ibid., p. 2 7 .
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evolution is like claiming in an interpretation of the origin and
significance of the Russian Revolution that it happened because
of the personal idiosyncrasies of the leaders of the fighting par
ties. "79
The regularity of literary production can be studied only with
in its actual context, which is provided, Tynjanov believed, by
the state of the literary system. Within this context, an author's
individuality figures only as an accident. It is a conglomerate of
haphazard activities in which some might become relevant for
literature but only if required by the developmental needs of the
system. All the author's intentions, originality, and so on play no
role in literary change. The new "principle of construction" al
ways "arises on the basis of 'fortuitous' results and 'fortuitous'
deviations, mistakes," not because it was planned. 8° From the
systemic point of view the authorial subject's role in literary pro
duction can be studied only within the framework of "literary
individuality. " This individuality, however, is a transformation
of the "author's individuality." It is a configuration, a selection
of certain of the subject's actions which became enmeshed in the
history of the literary system. Here too the same name stands for
both "individualities" but again this is not a sufficient reason to
conflate them.
In addition to the author, of course, another subject partici
pates in the literary process-the reader. Although the systemic
Formalists at least paid lip service to the authorial subject, the
perceiving subject was virtually ignored. Tynjanov discussed the
reader in two contexts. In his discussion of verse language he
employed several basic categories pertaining to the reader's con
sciousness, such as retention and protention, successivity and
simultaneity, or mental attitude.8 1 Tynjanov's goal was not the
"phenomenology of reading" but the nature of poetic rhythm.
Therefore, he did not treat these categories in a systemic fash
ion ; they served him rather as heuristic devices to demarcate
79. Ibid . , pp. 1 2- 1 3 .
80. Ibid . , p. 1 8 .
8 1 . Problema stichotvornogo jazyka, esp. pp. 2 8-45.
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verse language from prose. Tynjanov also includes the reader in
his studies of literary change, as an accessory to the literary
system, or more precisely, as the very self-consciousness of this
system that prompts it to seek a new principle of construction.
In harmony with the overall thrust of systemic Formalism in
both of these instances, the reader is purged of all possible sub
jectivity and accidentality. Readers are first reduced to the inter
subjective basis of human consciousness. In the service of the
system, moreover, they are as much present at the birth of a
literary work as are the authors, and the readers' acceptance or
rejection of the work as literary is an externalization of the cur
rent state of the literary system. At the time the work is pro
duced there seems to be no doubt as to its literariness-"every
contemporary can point his finger at what is a literary fact. "82 Yet
at the moment the readers cease to be a part of the context from
which the work arose, Tynjanov loses interest in them. Now
chance prevails and the reading turns into a "misreading." "It is
not true," Tynjanov argued, "that works cannot live 'through
the centuries.' Automatized objects can be used. Each epoch
focuses on certain phenomena of the past which are akin to it
and forgets the others. But these cases are, of course, secondary
phenomena, new work on old material. The historical Puskin
differs from the Puskin of the Symbolists, but the latter is incom
patible with the evolutionary significance of Puskin in Russian
literature. "83
How incompatible the study of literary reception was with
systemic Formalism can best be illustrated by Tynjanov's i 92 9
article "On Parody." There h e attempts t o rebut Z irmunskij's
charge that Tynjanov's neo-Formalism aims at replacing "histor
ical poetics with the history of criticism and readers' tastes.''84 "It
is utterly impossible to separate the author of literature from the
reader because they are essentially the same. The writer is a
reader too, and the reader carries on the writer's job of con82. "Literaturnyj fakt," p. g.
83. Ibid . , p. i 2 .
84. Zirmunskij , "Vokrug Poetiki Opojaza," p . 356.
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structing the literary work. This contrasting of reader and writer
is furthermore incorrect because there are different readers and
writers. The writer of one cultural and social system is closer to
the reader of the same system than to the writer of a different
system. The issue of 'reader reception' arises only if it is ap
proached from a subjectivist-psychologistic standpoint, and not
if it is studied systemo-functionally."85 In other words, for a
systemic Formalist, the only legitimate object of literary studies is
the self-regulating literary system. The perceiving subject is ei
ther treated as an appendix of this impersonal system or ig
nored.
85. Tynjanov, "O parodii," pp. 2 94 -95.
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