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The inverted myth  
Viktor Pelevin’s Buddha’s little finger

63

here is a structural similarity between Viktor Pelevin’s 
1996 Buddha’s Little Finger [US title; UK title: The Clay 
Machine-Gun] and Bulgakov’s The Master and Mar-
garita.1 In both novels, two stories run parallel, one 

contemporary to the respective writer and the other historical, 
separated by time and space, but meeting at certain points of in-
tersection on the level of theme and imagery. In The Master and 
Margarita, the story of Moscow in the late 1920s is paralleled by 
the historical time of Christ, and in Buddha’s Little Finger one sto-
ry is set in the 1990s post-Soviet Moscow, and the other in the So-
viet Russia of the early 1920s, or at least in the author’s imagina-
tive rendering of that time. In both novels, the parallel structure 
serves to form a contrastive dynamic that puts the question of re-
ality, and in particular, Soviet reality into play in different ways. 
This question can be framed with the help of Bulgakov’s novel, 
where we are presented with an early satiric image of how Soviet 
culture with its myths and demagogy of a realist dialectic mate-
rialism was at the same time negating a transcendental sphere 
and “de-realizing”2 the reality that it aimed to form.3 In Buddha’s 
Little Finger we meet instead an image of the afterlife and legacy 
of a myth of Soviet history, where the satirical imagined histori-
cal past is correlated by a shattered, mythologizing and insane 
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abstract
In his contribution to the volume Russian Literature since 1991 

entitled “The Postmodernist Novel”, Mark Lipovetsky makes the 

now rather widespread claim that the Russian postmodernist 

post-Soviet novel represents a break with the totalizing tenden-

cies of the socialist realist novel and opens for new ways of ex-

periencing and conceptualizing the world. In this paper I critically 

examine this claim on the basis of a reading of Viktor Pelevin's 

Chapaev i Pustota (transl. as Buddha’s Little Finger or Clay Ma-
chine Gun against the backdrop of contemporary debates about 

realism and simulacra. The basic narrative of the novel is set in 

the civil war in post-revolutionary Russia and told through the first 

person perspective of Petr Pustota. Yet, by adding words, con-

cepts from a post-Soviet era and postmodernist narrative style, 

Pelevin allegedly undermines the hegemony of the totalizing 

Soviet narrative. Although Pelevin is able to perforate the Soviet 

narrative, the question remains if he indeed really is able to open 

up for a non-totalizing narrative about Russian political history. On 

the contrary, the Soviet myth of Chapaev lends itself to the totality 

of the private myth.

KEYWORDS: postmodernism, Soviet myth, post-Soviet, Viktor 

Pelevin.
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Moscow. It is unclear whether it is an old Imperial Moscow, a 
Soviet capital or a contemporary city. The wild folk dancing on 
the stage where only high Russian ballet is performed captures 
Minnie and Mickey in the world of which Mickey could be a per-
fect tenant, and which he had been avoiding for 87 years of his 
absurdist existence. ≈
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contemporary post-Soviet world. I will not further compare 
these two works, because this already has been done by other 
scholars.4 The question that I will pose in this article is what the 
contrastive dynamics of the two stories in Buddha’s Little Finger 
tells us about the legacy of Soviet historical myth in contempo-
rary Russian culture and literature. In relation to the notion that 
Soviet society de-realized the experience of that very society, 
it is often argued that it was an important task for post-Soviet 
culture to deal with its past by deconstructing those myths of 
reality.5 However, through the thoroughly ironic treatment of the 
Soviet historical myth and anecdotes about Chapaev and his co-
commander Petka in the novel, here presented as Chapaev and 
Peter Voyd, Pelevin distorts the myth of Chapaev as historical 
reality by expanding and exaggerating the 
unreal aspects in a demonstrative refusal 
to oppose myths to reality. On the basis 
of Buddhist philosophy, proclaiming the 
world of imagination, and propounded 
in the novel by Chapaev as a sort of Bud-
dhist master for Petka, Pelevin lets his hero 
come to the insight that he must overcome 
all distinctions between past and present, 
myth and reality, in order to attain himself 
as what he truly is — a void.6

Pelevin’s treatment of the Soviet legacy in the novel is thor-
oughly ironic. It can be understood in terms of “inverted stëb”,7 
which Rosalind Marsh characterizes as a dominant literary style 
of the mid- and late 1990s.8 “Inverted stëb” as she writes: “in-
volves an over-identification with ideological symbols subject to 
popular derision, such as Lenin, in such a way that it is impos-
sible to tell if the symbols are being endorsed or ironically sub-
verted.”9 And indeed in Buddha’s Little Finger, the figures of Cha-
paev and Petka, as heroic symbols from Soviet history, literature 
and film, and as comical figures from the anecdotes, are both 
endorsed and ironically subverted. The basic story of the novel 
is not unambiguous, but there is a strong case for arguing that it 
is about a man who calls himself Petr Pustota, translated as Petr 
Voyd, because pustota means void. He lives in contemporary 
Moscow, where he is held in a psychiatric clinic for believing that 
he is Petr or Petka, a commissar of the civil war and close friend 
of Vasilii Chapaev, the legendary red commander. While Pelevin 
treats the story of Chapaev and Pustota with ironic distance, 
interspersing it with incredible details in a way that recalls mod-
ern pulp fiction rather than socialist realism, he simultaneously 
turns the story into a post-modern personal historical myth 
about a Bolshevik and Buddhist intellectual super-hero.

If Marsh argues that “inverted stëb” is related to a nostal-
gic return to Soviet values, I will argue that what is at stake in 
Pelevin’s treatment of the Soviet historical myth is not so much 
Soviet legacy per se, but rather the way that it is and can be ap-
propriated in contemporary post-Soviet Russia. In no way is the 
reader instructed in Soviet values and led to believe that this is 
a myth of reality, and yet the myth is explored for its qualities to 
produce a contemporary post-modern historical ironic novel. 
The play with the symbols, myths and anecdotes expresses an 

ambiguity vis-à-vis the distinction between the contemporary 
and historical worlds in the novel in terms of myth and real-
ity. The writer engages in a rather typical post-modernist play 
with simulacra in order to resist realism’s dictum that art must 
be a truthful representation of reality, which was seminal for 
socialist realism’s claim to be a representation of revolutionary 
reality. In other words, he does not in any way endorse the truth 
claim of socialist realism. However, in his play with representa-
tion in the form of phantasmagoric imagination, Pelevin also 
discloses how the contemporary world, which ought to free the 
hero from perceiving the mythologizing bonds to reality as real, 
in fact immerses the characters in flows of myths, clichés and 
images. In the chapters that take place in 1990s Moscow, there 

is an inherent opposition between on the 
one hand, the stern reality of science (the 
doctor and medicine), and on the other, 
insane phantasmagorical and private ap-
propriations or consummations of cultur-
al artifacts or simulacra. In other words, 
Pelevin seems to suggest that although 
the play with simulacra may offer some 
kind of cognitive escape from the Soviet 
myths or symbols in their claim to reality, 
the myths not only remain as such, but 

they enter a different and no less problematic economy of dis-
tinctions between reality and representation in contemporary 
culture. Ultimately, the question raised is whether there is not 
a different totality to the world of simulacra because it can only 
be experienced as total immanence in the private imagination, 
when the distinction between myth and reality is sublated.

Simulacra and the void
The notion of simulacra has been defining for our understand-
ing of post-Soviet literature and its relation to Soviet culture. 
Ironic, absurd, grotesque, critical or endorsing accounts of 
Soviet myths, symbols, historical narratives in a play with rep-
resentation are undoubtedly characteristic of late socialist and 
post-soviet art. Mikhail Epstein argued that post-modernism 
offered but a “new developmental stage” of the simulative 
mentality generated by socialist realism and that there even is a 
“simulative character” of Russian culture as such.10 By contrast, 
Mark Lipovetsky replied that the postmodern world differs in 
its more complex forms of cognition and narrating because it is 
aware of the simulative nature of culture as opposed to Soviet 
culture, where the notion of simulacra makes no sense.11 His 
argument is precisely that in its play with the Soviet myths, post-
Soviet literature opens itself to new ways of conceptualizing 
them because it opens itself to an understanding of the extent 
to which the Soviet myth was not reality, as it was purported to 
be. If Pelevin underlines the simulative character of the Soviet 
myth in a way that would endorse Epstein’s argument, he nev-
ertheless also seems to make a qualitative distinction between 
the Soviet myth and its continuation in contemporary society. 
The myth of Chapaev aimed to form an image of reality in Soviet 
culture, but in the post-modern world myths, symbols and pop-
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ular images comprise a private phantasmagoric game. In other 
words, although Pelevin ironically approaches the Chapaev 
myth in the form of a play with reality as but empty representa-
tions or simulacra, one cannot say that he entirely endorses the 
idea that the culture of simulacra leads to new forms of cogni-
tion. The culture of simulacra appears as a problem. The target 
of his inverted irony is both the Soviet myth of Chapaev and the 
idea that Soviet culture has been overcome by a contemporary 
reality that is able to see through the simulative nature of Soviet 
historical reality.

The term simulacra is in itself not unambiguous. In the 1980s 
and 1990s, as the Soviet Union was foundering and the critique 
of Soviet culture was reaching its momentum, the term simula-
cra was à la mode. The redefinition of simulacra was at this point 
vested with the hope of the destruction of the metaphysical du-
alism of Western philosophy, of finally realizing the Nietzschean 
desire to “overthrow Plato”.12 If the word for simulacra in the 
Platonic dialogue, the Sophist, is related to the world of likeness 
in which we live as opposed to the world of ideas, Gilles Deleuze 
redefined simulacra as a destruction of the distinction between 
the idea and the semblance, the model and the copy, the real 
and unreal. He argued that the simulacrum is the good mode of 
destruction, the good nihilism and the good creative chaos that 
Nietzsche called for in The Will to Power.13 Simulacra became 
the object of cultural studies of both modern and postmodern 
American and Soviet Russian culture.

In Simulacra and Simulation, Jean Baudrillard was much more 
critical of the contemporary world, which he characterized by 
his descriptions of the disastrous consequences of a world of 
popular culture where simulacra substitute the real. He showed 
that although the culture of simulacra seems to deny the pos-
sibility of a representation of reality, it still has a truth claim, and 
he begins by quoting Ecclesiastes as follows: “The simulacrum 
is never what hides the truth — it is truth that hides the fact that 
there is none. The simulacrum is true”.14 He shows that this truth 
claim also in the end implies an ontological claim to the real, 
and that simulacra inscribes itself as the more real in terms of 
the “hyperreal”. Throughout the book, Baudrillard consistently 
follows the substitution of the real for the hyperreal, and the 
substitution of questions of mimesis in terms of imitation, repre-
sentation and reflection for practices of substitution as such. He 
defines the culture of simulacra in the following:

“Panic-stricken production of the real and of the refer-
ential, parallel to and greater than the panic of material 
production: this is how simulation appears in the phase 
that concerns us — a strategy of the real, of the neoreal 
and the hyperreal that everywhere is the double strat-
egy of deterrence.”15

The culture of simulacra appears as a form of destruction, a 
nihilism that leads to the “desert of the real”, where the real 
becomes an object of anxiety, consumption and production in 
an even more contingent relation between art and reality than in 
the case of realism. Simulacra is the place of the non-place, the 

stage of the non-stage, the narrative of the non-narrative, the real 
of the non-real, as an object of strategies of deterrence. Nowhere 
can the real be found, and nowhere can it be avoided. It is ev-
erywhere in a “produced” form and therefore destructible; but 
there is also nothing but this production, no art and no aesthetic 
experience that is somehow other to the experience of produced 
reality. Further, there is no way that experience breaks in its 
projection of the world as myth and reality at the same time. And 
Baudrillard’s doom is quite fateful in the final chapter entitled 
“Nihilism”. He asserts that the world of simulacrum is the “cir-
cuit short-circuited by a monstrous finality”.16

Although Deleuze and Baudrillard debated the notion of sim-
ulacra from different angles, both can nevertheless be situated 
in a discussion about the question of representation in popular 
culture, and in particular in virtual reality, where the real and 
the imaginary fuse. To begin with, Deleuze presents a certain 
apologia for popular culture in arguing that “the factitious”, 
in other words, what is set on the real, “must be pushed to the 
point where it changes its nature and turns into a simulacrum 
(the moment of Pop Art).”17 Baudrillard, furthermore, as men-
tioned, is fundamentally critical of the consequences of popular 
culture while arguing for an understanding of the way that the 
simulacrum becomes a kind of fetishization of the real.18 These 
two standpoints are highly interesting in relation to Russian 
postmodernism as well as to Pelevin’s attempt to understand the 
promises and failures of the post-Soviet world. On the one hand, 
post-Soviet culture offers itself as a break with a culture bound 
by a totalizing authoritative realist narrative based on a theory of 
truthful representation, and therefore as the beginning of a free 
“paralogical” play of phantasms.19 On the other hand, post-Sovi-
et “reality” appears on the one hand as that world of medical sci-
ence, and on the other, as merely a world of capitalist simulacra, 
an even more total and contingent “desert of the real”, where 
the fetish “memory” of the Soviet past is but more virtually real 
and consumed as a private phantasy in the contemporary flux 
of empty signs, goods, desires, phantasms and fight for money. 
In his play with these phantasms, Pelevin in an ambiguous way 
uncovers how the world as simulacra only can work within a 
totality of simulation and myth, where the question of reality has 
been cancelled.

Buddha’s Little Finger:  
a short description
The writer himself asserts that he posed himself the task of rec-
onciling the irreconcilable, which largely means fusing incom-
patible cultural stereotypes. His work with the Chapaev myth 
in Buddha’s Little Finger is not to be read as deconstruction, but 
rather as a form of ironic reconstruction of the myth. The novel 
presents a form of contemporary adaptation of the myth for the 
post-Soviet popular literary scene, where the heroic qualities of 
the anecdotal heroes are spiced with narcotic hallucinations and 
instructive dialogues on Buddhist forms of sublation of the con-
flicts of the world. Through the irony of the novel, it would seem 
that the problem with the Soviet myth was not that it was a myth, 
but that it was a myth of reality, which always had the form of a 
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is affected through certain “signs of the real”, as Baudrillard de-
fines simulacra. The torso of Aristotle in the clinic with which the 
fourth chapter ends appears in Chapaev’s dream on awakening 
from unconsciousness after a battle, at the beginning of the fifth 
chapter. The fifth chapter ends with the cry: “Open the dyna-
mo,” and the sixth takes place close to the metro station Dynamo 
in contemporary Moscow. In a certain sense, the narrative of the 
historical myth is juxtaposed to the “reality” of the clinic and to 
the contemporary phantasms of some of the other patients in-
terned at the hospital, where the main doctor Timur Timurovich 
attempts to cure them. Yet whereas Pyotr’s phantasms present 
a relatively contingent pop version of Chapaev and Petka, the 
hallucinations of the other patients fuse reality with contempo-
rary myths of super-heroes in American films and in Japanese 
culture. We therefore only really follow the process of recovery, 
or rather, the failed recovery of Pyotr. In the clinic, he is charac-
terized as someone who refuses to acknowledge the new times, 
and therefore clings on to the old socialist realist narrative. Ac-
cording to the doctor, he belongs “to the very generation that 
was programmed for life in one socio-cultural paradigm, but has 
found itself living in a quite different one.” (32) In other words, 
he seems to be a typical sovok, that is, a typical reminder of the 
Soviet period in the shape of someone who does not want to let 
go of the socialist past. However, as mentioned, as the novel pro-
ceeds, the refusal to let go of the mythical past begins to look like 
rather normal behavior. The other patients teach him that he 
must confess to, or at least pay lip service to, a belief in reality in 
order to get out of the hospital, although no one really does. The 
transgender patient Maria says:

“‘No,’ he said, peering through half-closed eyes at the 
bust of Aristotle, ‘if you want to get out of here some 
time, you have to read the newspapers and experience 
real feelings while you’re doing it. And not start doubt-
ing the reality of the world. Under Soviet power we 
were surrounded by illusions. But now the world has 
become real and knowable. Understand?’” (109)

None of the characters in the contemporary part of the novel, 
except perhaps for the doctor, experience “real feelings”, and, 
as mentioned, the catharsis of the novel is based on the simulta-
neous recognition of the irreality of reality and of the reality of 
the unreal in terms of the total nothingness of the world as a void 
of and in imagination. What is more, Pelevin entertains an un-
resolved ambiguity in the way that the relation between Timur 
and Petka is portrayed. First, Timur wishes to cure Petka by an 
injection that will lead him to recognize himself in contemporary 
post-Soviet Russia, but the doctor eventually realizes the vanity 
of this attempt, and instead chooses to help the patient to inten-
sify the experience of the past in order to reach a recognition of 
himself in the form of a psychological “catharsis”. In the pen-
ultimate chapter, the doctor sends him back to the past, again 
with the help of drugs, and Pyotr indeed reaches this catharsis. 
He does so after a conversation with Chapaev, during which he 
realizes that “any form is a void” and that “the void is any form” 
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narrative historical reality in accordance with official Soviet his-
tory. These myths were cumbersome, tiresome and static, and 
always told as a quasi-realistic story about the hero-people of the 
Soviet Union. Pelevin therefore departs from that myth in order 
to form an ironic contemporary popular representation of a his-
torical super-hero story.

The main character of the novel is, as mentioned, called Pyotr 
Voyd in the English translation. Whether this Pyotr is something 
or just a void, filled and ridden by the flight of his phantasms, 
which in their turn are nurtured by narcotics, is ultimately dif-
ficult to say. As already mentioned, Pyotr Voyd is entirely con-
vinced that he is a hero of the civil war, but the story he tells is 
utterly unrealistic and parodic. The reference to Chapaev owes 
as much to history, to Furmanov’s novel or even to the 1934 
film Chapaev by the Vasilev brothers, where the figure Petka ap-
pears, and to the endless jokes about Chapaev in Soviet culture,20 
but these references are at the most the skeleton on which the 
historical part is built. According to the Soviet myth, Pyotr and 
Chapaev are rather simple heroes of the people, and according 
to the anecdotes they are narrow-minded, but in the novel they 
are highly intellectual super-heroes who constantly engage in 
Buddhist and quasi-Buddhist nihilist disputes about the world, 
while feeding on alcohol and drugs. Pyotr is presented as a poet 
and representative of the literary avant-garde in St. Petersburg 
on the eve of the Revolution, and Chapaev a kind of natural ge-
nius and Buddhist master. We follow Pyotr’s flight from Moscow 
to the provinces as he accompanies Chapaev in the civil war, but 
most of the significant events bear the mark of something unreal, 
since they either take place under the influence of narcotics, are 
told to him as forgotten due to an amnesia after a contusion, or 
bear the marks of surreal phantasms.

The world as reality and the distinctions between different 
myths and realities is constantly called into question in the 
philosophical discussions as well as in the narrative form. The 
play with reality as imagination is anchored in the first-person 
perspective, so that we constantly read the world as narrated 
through Petka’s imagination. The movement between the worlds 

as an ecstatic and quasi-sublime fusion with the universe in the 
ironical form of the Ural river as the river of love at the end of the 
penultimate chapter. The mark of the success of this catharsis 
is that the two parallel story lines meet. Finally Timur is able to 
reach through Petka’s dreams and appear to him in his imagi-
nation. In the conviction that he is cured by this catharsis, he 
sets him free, but when Pyotr leaves the hospital and enters the 
Moscow of the 1990s, he merely returns in his imagination to the 
beginning of the novel and repeats the same acts. The novel ends 
with the place and date “Kafka-Iurt, 1923—1925”.

The fact that Pyotr preserves his belief is represented as an 
escape from the contemporary world, as a victory over Timur’s 
limited idea of reality and as a mental illness. On the one hand, it 
seems that the writer seeks to instruct the reader into the same 
climax and insight as Petka, namely that there is no reality and 
therefore also no distinction between historical realities. On 
the other, the writer merely shows an ambiguity and a double 
feature of the “truth” of simulacra as a freedom in the void. 
Although Petka ascribes to himself a “peculiar flight of free 
thought” (103), he is caught in his own private phantasies.

Pustota, self and transcendence
Lipovetsky aptly characterized the novel as a “paradoxical Bil-
dungsroman”,21 which captures the greater part of the ambiguous 
structure of the novel, but I would like to expand further on the 
nature of this paradox because it is related to the problem of real-
ity in the contemporary world. As mentioned, in the historical 
chapters, where Pyotr follows Chapaev to the Russian provinces 
in his fight in the civil war after having gone through Chapaev’s 
lessons, and in his transcendent meeting 
with Baron Ungern, another figure on 
the borders between myth and reality, he 
reaches an insight into the world and the 
self, as well as into the self in the world, 
or into the world in the self, according to 
the scheme of Bildungsroman. In other 
words, the central catharsis and climax 
of the novel takes place in his phantasy of 
the 1920s and not in the alleged “reality” 
of the 1990s. This introduces an ambi-
guity to the catharsis and to the insight 
that he reaches. The issue at stake in the catharsis is related to the 
question of the reality of the self as established in the epigraph of 
the novel and the quote from Genghis Khan:

“Gazing at the faces of the horses and the people, at this 
boundless stream of life raised up by the power of my 
will and now hurtling into nowhere across the sunset-
crimson steppe, I often think: where am I in this flux?” 
(VIII)

Throughout the novel, Pyotr continuously poses the question, 
“Where am I?” The answer that he must reach is given by his 
name. What Pyotr realizes, however, is that the “I” then only 
represents an empty entity, and it does not really matter what 
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or where this “I” is. In the final conversation that leads up to the 
final recognition, Chapaev and Pyotr discuss precisely the ques-
tion of the self:

“‘Tell me, Chapaev, who are you in reality?’ 
‘Better tell yourself, Petka, who you are in reality. Then 
you’ll understand all about me. But you just keep on 
repeating ‘me, me, me’, like that gangster in your night-
mare. What does that mean — ‘me’? What is it? Try tak-
ing a look for yourself/’ (157) […] 
‘How fascinating/ I whispered quietly, so am I/ 
Then who is this?’ he asked, pointing at me. ‘Voyd/ I 
replied.’” (158)

In a play with words, Pelevin lets his main hero look for himself 
as a search for the void, and he constantly searches as much for 
the meaning of the void of the real as for the reality of the void in 
the world and in the self. What Pyotr recognizes in the moment 
of catharsis is himself or his self as a void, that is, as a non-entity 
and non-existence. This insight is the kind of Buddhist wisdom 
that Chapaev seeks to bestow on him, and, as a confirmation of 
this insight, Chapaev tells him a parable about “a clay machine-
gun”, a fable in which Buddha pointed with his finger so that 
the true nature of things was “instantly revealed” — they disap-
peared. In the recognition of himself and the world as voyd/void, 
Pyotr is finally able to enter the kitschy and ironic “Undefinable 
River of Absolute Love” of the river Ural, which refers to one 
of the most famous and productive anecdotes about Chapaev 
and Petka. There he transcends the historical boundaries of the 

world so that he suddenly appears able 
to embrace himself in his two differ-
ent hypostases in the narrative. Thus, 
the all and the nothing seem to come 
together — the world is nothing, a void, 
and as a void, it can enhance and be all 
in that “boundless stream of life”.

Interestingly enough, although 
Pelevin adheres to the Bildungsroman 
in the structure leading to this final in-
sight, the fact that it ultimately leads to 
no “real” change in the narrative of the 

mind of contemporary Pyotr is yet another way of making the 
reader wary as to whether the hero really has reached a qualita-
tive insight or change that is the sine qua non of the modern for-
mation novel. This novel aimed to portray how the awareness of 
the modern subject is formed in relation to historical and social 
reality. There, literary catharsis often took the form of “disil-
lusionment” after the recognition of the delimitations of the in-
dividual, realizing that he was unable to construe an intelligible 
relation to a world of meaning, as Lukacs showed in in his pre-
Marxist work Theory of the Novel.22 What takes place in Buddha’s 
Little Finger is a kind of fusion of a literary and a psychological 
catharsis as Freud defined it in terms of the process of recalling 
a complex to conscious awareness. The catharsis means a per-
sonal liberation, staged by Timur Timurovich, but it ultimately 

“WHAT TAKES PLACE 
IN BUDDHA’S LITTLE 

FINGER IS A KIND 
OF FUSION OF A 

LITERARY AND A 
PSYCHOLOGICAL 

CATHARSIS.”

Film poster from 2015. The author Viktor Pelevin.
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leads merely to an insight into the pointlessness of establishing 
an intelligible relation to the world.

In spite of all the irony, the question of whether this insight 
really can be qualified as an insight in the self and in the world 
still seems to be of certain importance. Like the style of Nabokov, 
to whom the characters in the novel refer several times, Pelevin 
leaves the question open as to whether the escape from the 
world as reality is a defeat or a victory. Pyotr flees from reality to 
the imaginary because he has realized the ultimate sublation or 
Aufhebung of the opposition between reality and imaginary, of 
the self and the world.23 Yet at the same time as he overcomes the 
oppositions of time, place, the world and being, in realizing him-
self as being nothing, or being the void, he transcends, or rather 
escapes to a beyond where he is unable to recognize the features 
of the contemporary world. There is no self, and everything is 
the self, the novel suggests to us. The novel ends with the image 
of a Pyotr completely encapsulated in his own imaginary past 
and without any recognition of the contemporary world, which, 
on the other hand, is a reality to which no phantasms seem to 
give any access.

The world as a void,  
and the void of the post-Soviet world
Since the ambiguous escape from the contemporary world is an 
escape into the historical past, Pelevin seems indeed to conform 
to the double nature of the “inverted stëb”. On the one hand, 
Pelevin makes complete fun of the Chapaev myth in its socialist 
realist version and aligns the Soviet myth with the popular nar-
ratives of the contemporary world, which are equally absurd, 
private and filled with kitschy clichés, as for instance in the case 
of the transgender character Maria who dreams about Arnold 
Schwarzenegger. Yet, at the same time, he enhances the myth 
and seems to advocate a return to the imaginary or to the para-
doxical past illusion of the past. It is indeed in the Soviet past that 
Pyotr can find the transcendent stage and refuge of his imagina-
tion, and consequently also the stage of his experience of tran-
scendence. The joke, or inverted joke, is in other words less an 
expression of his relation to the symbol itself than to his relation 
to the contemporary world where the symbol lives on beyond 
recognition.

Thus, through his postmodernist poetics of simulacra, 
Pelevin poses in an ambiguous and paradoxical way the ques-
tion of how the postmodern world can feed on totalizing myths 
that it allegedly has freed itself from. The question thus arises to 
what extent the imaginary, which is the realm where the world 
of simulacra can have its free flight, is conditioned by being an 
image or an imitation of a “reality” that it has ceased to com-
municate with. Thereby Pelevin without any direct or indirect 
reference confirms the problem that Baudrillard identified in 
the relation between cinema and reality, namely that it (cinema) 
“is fascinated by itself as a lost object as much as it (and we) are 
fascinated by the real as a lost referent”.24 In the postmodern aes-
thetics of Pelevin, the myth of the revolutionary hero as histori-
cal reality reappears in an aesthetics that negates that history as 
reality. What is more, in the way that the novel dwells on the ad-

aptation of the Soviet myth, contemporary Moscow appears as a 
“desert of the real” from which only flights of (narcotic) imagina-
tion can be made. The real of the contemporary world becomes 
the destitute place of man’s private fantasies. The style of “the 
inverted stëb” is thus sustained by the fact that the distinction 
between real and imaginary, inner and outer, is paradoxically 
both maintained and eradicated. Thus the conflict of man’s be-
ing in the world, which was crucial for the modern formation 
novel, remains not only unresolved, but also deterred, because 
it does not matter what is real and unreal. In the end, at the same 
time as the novel was to be the “final cure for what is known as 
‘the inner life’”, it tells nothing but the story of inner life, taking 
place, as Pelevin asserts in “the monasteries of Inner Mongolia”. 
In other words, in the contemporary world Pyotr resigns from 
generalizing about himself and his inner life can be redeemed 
only through the free flight into private phantasms, but this mat-
ters to no one but himself.

Conclusion
The question of the Soviet legacy in Buddha’s Little Finger is not 
treated as a question of engagement with history or the narra-
tive of history in the form of confirmation or deconstruction of 
the Soviet myth. The myth is explored simply for the sake of its 
potential to be retold in the mode of a historical and intelligent 
super-hero narrative of the 1990s. In the midst of the phantas-
magoric play with imaginations of reality conveyed through 
mise-en-abyme devices, discussions and demonstrations of Bud-
dhist philosophy, references to popular culture and anecdotes, 
Pelevin shows how the main character at the same time main-
tains and abandons the Soviet legacy in the idea that his myth 
of the world is the world, and that reality is a non-entity. In this 
way he illustrates to us how the Soviet myths continue to live on 
in the form of attractive grand narratives in a post-Soviet divide 
between real phantasmagorical nightmares and what appears as 
an unattainable “reality” of facts. ≈
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