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RE-INTRODUCING THE BAKHTIN CIRCLE David Shepherd

The nature of God is a circle of which the centre is everywhere and
the circumference ig nowhere. (Attributed to Empedocles)

Centre and circumference

‘There was a circle around me that is now known as the “Bakhtin
Circle”. A lot is being written about it of late. Those mentioned as
members are first and foremost Pumpianskii, Pavel Nikolaevich
Medvedev, and Voloshinovy’:! thus did Bakhtin, recalling towards the

Voloshinov as circumference, of the Bakhtin Circle. However, like
other autobiographical utterances by Bakhtin, this one tells us both
more and less than might appear at first sight. The repetition of
‘circle’, in the context unavoidable and so ostensibly unremarkable,
is twice as insistent in the original Russian, thanks to the etymology
of the preposition ‘around’: ‘vokrug menia byl krug .. “krug
Bakhtina”’. Might we perhaps detect in Bakhtin’s locution a teasing
anticipation of his gloss, ‘A lot is being written about it of late?
Moreover, in this gloss the English passive voice has been used to
render, with textbook orthodoxy, the active construction of the
original, ‘they are writing’ (‘pishut’): the indeterminate ‘they’ whose
contribution is indicated entirely morphologically, by a third-person-
plural verbal ending, are also responsible for the very phenomenon
‘which they now call “the Bakhtin Circle”” ( ‘kotoryi nazyvaiut seichas
“krug Bakhtina”’), as well as for its membership, in which ‘they
include first and foremost Pumpianskii, Pavel Nikolaevich Medvedev
and Voloshinov’ (‘studa vkliuchaiut prezhde vsego Pumpianskogo,
Medvedeva Pavia Nikolaevicha, Voloshinova’). The perils attendant

cultural significance, as though philosophers were not entitled to slip
into the careless locutions or prosaic inconsequentiality characteristic
of those who merely think to live rather than live to think.
Nevertheless, whatever Bakhtin may or may not have wished to

1 M. M. Bakhtin, Besedy s V. D, Duvakinym (Moscow: Soglasie, 2002), p. 161.
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convey to Duvakin and his tape recorder (a particularly meaning-
charged, historico-culturally speaking, example of the technology
with which he was apparently ill at ease),” the effect of his remark,
tantalisingly suspended as it is between direct and quasi-direct
speech, is to place a certain discursive distance between him and the
Circle by telling us that his place at its centre is in large measure a
product of the way in which he and that Circle have been spoken and
written about.

This volume arises from a conference held at the University of
Sheffield’s Bakhtin Centre in October 1999 and entitled ‘In the
Master’s Absence: The Unknown Bakhtin Circle’. The title of the con-
ference signalled an intention to subject to defamiliarising scrutiny
both elements of the collocation ‘Bakhtin Circle’. Does the fact that
the Circle bore Bakhtin’s name reflect accurately his personal and
intellectual primacy among his associates, or does it obscure the
independent credentials to which those associates might lay claim?
And to what extent does use of the term ‘Circle’ promote or impede
understanding of the intellectual project(s) pursued by its members?
‘In the Master’s Absence’ provided a forum for papers and discussions
in which disagreement, for the most part healthy and cordial, about
the possible answers to these and related questions played at least as
constructive a role as agreement. The variations in emphasis and
perspective in evidence at the conference are no less visible in the
articles about the Bakhtin Circle collected in this volume. An
interesting and encouraging feature of this diversity is that it does not
correspond to the kind of opposition between ‘Western’ and ‘Russian’
approaches frequently commented on in Bakhtin studies of the first
half of the 1990s, the years of the earliest sustained, and wary, con-
tact between two seemingly established traditions: on the evidence of
this collection, differences of assumption and methodology are such

as to confirm that those traditions are no longer so distinct, if indeed
they ever were. There is further evidence for this in the marked
contrast between the three articles translated from Russian, a
contrast symptomatic of historically specific processes of scholarly
{and ideological) diversification. The purpose of this introduction is

2 See B. F. Egorov, ‘Slovo 0 M. M. Bakhtine’, in K. G. Isupov et al. (eds),
Bakhtinskii sbornik 1 (Moscow: Prometei, 1990), pp. 4-6 (first published
1979), in which we are told that ‘In the world of newspaper correspondents
and revolving tape recorders Bakhtin looked ancient, old-fashioned, lonely,
lost’ (p. 6).
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to provide a background against which all differences of assumption
and methodology might stand out in helpful relief.

Going round in circles

I'm up and down and round about,

Yet all the world can’t find me out;

‘Though hundreds have employed their leisure,

They never yet could find my measure. (Swift, On a Circle)

The circle has an impressive lineage in Russian social, political and
cultural history, in many instances embodying precisely the peculiar
role that cultural activity and discourses were called upon to fulfil in
the absence of a more conventionally constituted ‘public sphere’.
Thus, to take just a few exemplary instances, between 1831 and 1839
the literary-philosophical circle around Nikolai Stankevich, which
included, among others, the pioneering literary critic Vissarion Belin-
skii and the anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, contributed to the dissemin-
ation of German philosophy, in particular the ideas of Schelling and
Hegel, to the development of Russian journalism and to liberal oppo-
sition to autocracy and serfdom.> A decade later Mikhail Petrashevskii
brought together a circle dedicated to a more radical, utopian-
socialist agenda which, in the wake of the European revolutions of
1848, accounted for the arrest of many of its members, including the
young Dostoevskii, for whom the experience of Siberian imprison-
ment was to prove instrumental in his turn to the right and trans-
formation into a public intellectual on the side of the tsarist regime.*
Other circles had a more purely academic focus, such as the Moscow
Linguistic Circle, founded in 1915 and meeting at, although not
institutionally part of Moscow University. (This Circle’s leading
members included Roman Jakobson, M. N. Peterson and Grigorii
Vinokur, all key figures, as Vladimir Alpatov’s article demonstrates,
for an understanding of the Bakhtin Circle’s relationship with and
contribution to the development of Russian linguistics in the Soviet
period.) The years immediately following the October 1917 Revolution
witnessed an explosion in circles, societies and associations, some

3 SeeE.J. Brown, Stankevich and His Moscow Circle, 1830-1840 (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1966).

4 SeeJ. H. Seddon, The Petrashevisy: A Study of the Russian Revolutionaries of 1848
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986).
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officially sanctioned, othersvdeterminedly unofficial and informal,
dedicated to the discussion and dissemination of ideas literary, philo-
sophical, religious and political in varying combinations.’

There is thus a tradition and an immediate context in relation to
which the Bakhtin Circle might be located, although the very diver-
sity, both quantitative and qualitative, of circles of differing degrees of
formality and ephemerality makes this a less than straightforward
task.S Certainly there is to date no consensus on the matter, some-
thing reflected in variations in the terminology used to describe the
Circle. In his conversation with Duvakin, Bakhtin, as we have seen,
used the term krug. Others, however, use the diminutive form of this
noun, kruzhok. For the most part this simply reflects an established
fluidity in usage, in which the two terms, even if patterns of collo-
cation mean that they are not interchangeable, do not convey strict
and regular semantic differentiation: although the diminutive form
may (as when it is applied to a schoolboy circle such as that to which,
as Nikolai Nikolaev reminds us, the Bakhtin brothers and Pumpian-
skii belonged in Vilnius) imply lesser seriousness or greater immatur-
ity, it is applied to fully-fledged and indisputably serious organisa-
tions at least as frequently as is krug (kruzhok is routinely used, for
example, for the Stankevich, Petrashevskii and Moscow Linguistic

Circles). Occasionally, however, the connotations of the diminutive
form are activated. Thus, in a subtle move unavoidably obscured in
the translation of their article for this volume, Iurii and Dar'ia
Medvedev use kruzhok to reinforce the suggestion that in its first,
Nevel phase the Bakhtin Circle was an embryonic or at best fledgling
this phase did not last long enough for Bakhtin’s
hed; and that the Circle’s maturity,
ith its move first to

organisation; that
intellectual primacy to be establis
and graduation to the status of krug, came only w
Vitebsk, then to Leningrad, and with the participation in its activities

of Pavel Medvedev and other non-‘Nevelites’.

5 For examples of such groupings in the cultural sphere, see S. S. Konkin and
L. S. Konkina, Mikhail Bakhtin (Stranitsy zhizni i tvorchestva) (Saransk:
Mordovskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 1993), pp. 105, 369 n. 11.

6 Identification of the precise relationship between the Bakhtin Circle and
analogous formations is one of the objectives of a doctoral project currently
being pursued in the Bakhtin Centre by Robin Vaughan-Williams, some of
whose preliminary conclusions may be found in ‘The masonic and the messi-
anic in the Bakhtin Circle and its cultural context’, in Bogustaw Zytko (ed.),
Bakhtin and His Intellectual Ambience (Gdansk: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu

Gdariskiego, 2002), pp. 92-105.
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This view of the Nevel period contrasts sharply with that espoused
by Nikolai Nikolaev. Although, like Vladimir Alpatov, he applies the
term kruzhok neutrally to the Circle throughout its lifetime, as the
title of his article testifies he believes that its intellectual coherence
and originality in the Nevel phase were such as to warrant the
coining and application of the term ‘Nevel School of philosophy”
(Nevel skaia shkola filosofii}. This term has acquired sufficient currency
to generate an encyclopaedia article by Vitalii Makhlin, and an article
entitled “Was there a Nevel School?’ in which Makhlin argues that,
despite both the absence of a public declaration of philosophical
principles, and the presence of considerable personal and philo-
sophical differences between its members, the ‘Nevel School’ existed
to the extent that the term conveys coherent historico-cultural and
scholarly-methodological positions, denoting a real, if unrealised,
philosophical programme.” But if the major achievement of the

Nevel School was to facilitate formulation of the principal concep-
tions that were subsequently to guide the work of Bakhtin, Kagan
and Pumpianskii, then the term ‘school’ might be applied no more or
less meaningfully to the formative years of any group of thinkers,
however tight or loose their association. Moreover, if the members of
this ‘School” did indeed use the term themselves,® we should ask
whether they did so in all seriousness, or in full knowledge of its
portentousness, not to say pretentiousness. These were, after all,
people who with due solemnity named a local Nevel beauty spot “The
Lake of Moral Reality’ to mark its contributions to their discussions of
moral philosophy.” While it is no doubt possible to see in this act of
nomination an ‘idiosyncratic monument to the spiritual life of the

7 See V. L. Makhlin, ‘Nevel'skaia shkola’, in A. I. Abramov et al. (ed’s), Russkaia
filosofiia: Malyi entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ (Moscow: Nauka, 1995), pp. 359-65,
and ‘Byla li “Nevel'skaia shkola”?, in V. A. Gushchina (ed.), Chteniia:
Nevel’skii krug M. M. Bakhtina (26-29 sentiabria 1994 g. Nevel’). Tezisy dokladov
(Moscow: Nasledie, 1995}, pp. 15-18.

8 For evidence of this, see Nikolai Nikolaev, ‘The Nevel School of philosophy
(Bakhtin, Kagan and Pumpianskii) between 1918 and 1925: materials from
Pumpianskii’s archive’, in David Shepherd (ed.), The Contexts of Bakhtin:
Philosophy, Authorship, Aesthetics (Amsterdam and New York: Harwood
Academic Publishers, 1998), p. 29.

9 See Nikolai Nikolaev, ‘M. M. Bakhtin v Nevele letom 1919 g/, in L. M.
Maksimovskaia (ed.), Nevel'skii shornik I (St Petersburg: Akropol’, 1996), pp.
96-101, quoted in Ken Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for Democracy
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 147 n. 83.
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late 1910s and early 1920s’,"° it is important to remain sensitive to
the contribution made to that spiritual life by irony and humour. The
transcript of Bakhtin’s account of this moment in the life of the Circle
shows that he recalled it with laughter (ukhmyliaetsia)."* This
laughter may have been an expression of nostalgic affection; but it
may equally have been a product of self-conscious irony, an acknow-
ledgement that the gesture was carried out not so much in the spirit
of a serious philosophical ‘school’ as in that of the university circle
(kruzhok) Omphalos to which the Bakhtin brothers and Pumpianskii
belonged and which was characterised by ‘a light-heartedly critical
attitude to all aspects of life and contemporary culture’.!'?

To suggest this is to court the danger of appearing to imply that
the Bakhtin Circle had its true origins in an association whose very
name, referring as it does both to the navel and to the point in the
temple of Apollo at Delphi marking the centre of the earth, is replete
with circular associations, and anticipates the fruitful, carnivalesque
co-existence of the serious and the comic that was to be such an
important theme in the work of Bakhtin (and indeed Pumpianskii
and Zubakin)." Such a move would be no less problematic than
uncritical acceptance of the ‘Nevel School’ as an actually existing
entity. For perhaps the most important constant feature of the Bakhtin
Circle was precisely its inconstancy, fluidity, and informality. Begin-
ning in 1918 in Nevel as a ‘Kantian seminar’ whose participants
(Bakhtin, Iudina, Kagan, Pumpianskii, Voloshinov, Zubakin) pursued

10 L. Maksimovskaia, ‘Nevel’ bakhtinskii’, Pskovskaia pravda (2 December 1994},
p. 2.

11 Bakhtin,'Besedy, p. 269.

12 Bakhtin, Besedy, p. 61.

13 See L. V. Pumpianskii, ‘Gogol”, in Klassicheskaia traditsiia: Sobranie trudov po
istorii russkoi literatury, ed. A, P, Chudakov, comp. E. M. Isserlin and N. L
Nikolaev, notes by Nikolaev (Moscow: lazyki russkoi kul'tury, 2000), pD.
257~342. A recent study of Zubakin as Rosicrucean refers to a synopsis, two
typescript pages in length, of a paper on ‘Laughter and seriousness’ (‘Smekh
i serioznost”) that Zubakin gave in 1921 in Moscow, and before that in the
autumn of 1920 in Minsk, where his military service had brought him from
Nevel earlier that year; the suggestion that ‘it was the discussions in Nevel of
Henri Bergson’s On Laughter that gave rise to the theme that was later to
make Bakhtin famous’, and that ‘it is natural to assume that the theme of
laughter had arisen in the Nevel circle in which Bakhtin, who addressed the

_theme ten years later, was a participant’ is refreshingly non-Bakhtinocentric,

See A. I. Nemirovskii, ‘Sud’ba Borisa Zubakina’, in Nemirovskii and V. I.

Ukolova, Svet zvezd, ili poslednii russkii rozenkreitser (Moscow: Progress—

Kul'tura, 1994}, p. 71; the summary of Zubakin’s paper is on pp. 96-8,
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the Circle’s orbit occasional contributors such as Ivan Kanaev, Mikhail
Tubianskii, Konstantin Vaginov and others.> Giyen such fluctuations
* in the membership of the Circle, it seems not unreasonable to accept
that the source of its stability was indeed the man whose name it bears.

Neither a borrower nor lender be

Let us live in as small a circle
creditors before we have had t
Affinities)

as we will, we are either debtors or
ime to look round. (Goethe, Elective

It is hardly surprising that the ‘they’ of Bakhtin studies in its 1970s
infancy, at the time of his conversati

guaranteed by the appearance,
intellectual ‘thaw’ petered out an
‘stagnation’ of the Brezhney year
toevskii (1963), then of his Rabelai
mythologised)
his provincial
tin’s associates

as the Khrushchey cultural and
d yielded to the conservatism and
s, first of his revised study of Dos-
s book (1965), allied to the (rapidly '
story of how the Veherable survivor was plucked from
obscurity to be lionised in the Soviet capital.’* Bakh-
became part of the background against which Bakhtin

conversations between Bakhtin and Kagan: “I'll tend the stove and

14 See Konkin and Konkina, Mikhail Bakntin, p. 55.
15 See Hirschkop, Mik%ail Baks
Mikhail Bakhtin, p. 103.

For a suitably respectful but wry account of
Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin, pp. 111-26.

tin, p. 160 0. 105; see also Konkin and Konkina,

16 Bakhtin’s rediscovery, see
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fetch water: you talk! Just talk!”".'” Now there is nothing here to
indicate that Zubakin paid greater heed to one or other of his
friends.'® Indeed, one might expect that these conversations would
have been perceived by the two participants and by observers alike as
dialogues between equals, if not, indeed, as dialogues between
master and pupil in which Bakhtin rather than Kagan took the latter
role: it was the older Kagan, after all, who had studied under the
Marburg neo-Kantians Hermann Cohen and Paul Natorp, a feature
of his curriculum vitae that so impressed Bakhtin that he was,
notoriously if in the circumstances quite understandably, to borrow it
for his own in 1920."” Kagan’s obituary of Cohen, translated into
English here for the first time, bespeaks a closeness to and sympa-
thetic understanding of his late teacher from which the Circle’s
discussions of neo-Kantianism must have gained much of their early
momentum: Kagan was, after all, the leading figure in the ‘Kantian
seminar’ in Nevel.”® (Kagan’s rather slapdash referencing in this
obituary may also have set an example for the later practice of at least
one other member of the Circle.) However, there is evidence that
Kagan later joined other members of the Circle in acknowledging
Bakhtin’s superior powers. In a letter to his wife in 1936 (long after
the Circle had ceased to meet) he refers to the manuscript of
‘Discourse in the novel’, which Bakhtin has given him to read: ‘To
judge by the beginning, it contains an idea similar to the one that I
once expressed in an article on Turgenev. ... That article has been

17 Cited in Iudif’ M. Kagan, ‘People not of our time’, in Shepherd (ed.), The
Contexts of Bakhtin, p. 8.

18 The editorial commentary in a study of Zubakin on a letter from Voloshinov
to Kagan of autumn 1921 notes that ‘Strangely, Bakhtin is not mentioned in
a single document by Zubakin to which we have had access’, and suggests
that this may be a result of Zubakin’s resentment that Bakhtin had come
between him and his closest childhood friend, Voloshinov: see Nemirovskii
and Ukolova, Svet zvezd, p. 101.

19 See Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin, p. 142.

20 The case for the founding intellectual role played by Kagan is made by Brian
Poole in an article pointedly entitled ‘Back to Kagan’: B. Pul’, ‘“Nazad k
Kaganu”: Marburgskaia shkola v Nevele i filosofiia M. M. Bakhtina’, Dialog.
Karnaval. Khronotop, 1 (1995), 38—48; see also his ‘Rol’ M. 1. Kagana v stanov-
lenii filosofii M. M. Bakhtina (ot Germana Kogena k Maksu Sheleru)’, in V. L,
Makhlin (ed.), Bakhtinskii shornik 3 (Moscow: Labirint, 1997), pp. 162-81.
For an exploration of the intellectual relationship between Kagan and

Bakhtin, see Ruth Coates, ‘Two of a small fraternity? Points of contact and

departure in the work of Bakhtin and Kagan up to 1924’, in Shepherd (ed.),

The Contexts of Bakhtin, pp. 17-28.
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thét - Cn the ‘Nevel School’ are unfounded. Nikolaev’s arg.u.m‘ents,
gztlsr:c? z 1hey are on his unparalleled knowledge of ax(lid sensm‘;lty lt)o
i ished, are undoub-
Pumpianskii’s work, both published and unp:{lbths tha;l e ncoub
tedly more compelling, as well as more up to da :, an Mikhailovs
ikolaev does, of course, argue that the th“e,ory of the ' c
lljilsl;ory of laughter outlined in Eﬁn'lp,iansl;t) Z z;utiytgfe ioif:iei 11 izhzis
25) were later to help shape Be.1 'tll’l S e?p fsevesal pectieme
study of Rabelais. However, this glve.s rlse‘ ‘t’o one 0, oo
i ion, insofar as, if Pumpianskii’s Gogol’ book was in :
ioxfslpnitr(:;ip;ey&];t:l)irllltin's early work, then we find ou.rselves c?nfsroaxlcttlr;i
the proposition that Bakhtin’s may have been, in a curiou

i i .M.
21 M. I Kagan, letter to Sof'ia Isaakovna Kagan of 7 {&ugu_st l936],3c1l§<;1<31§1ih;v1 :
Keig;m ‘O starykh bumagakh iz semeinogo arkhiva (M.’M(.)m; hoin 1 ilis
V. Di L. Khronotop, 1 (1992), 75. Kagan'’s ¢ Tiso)
Bt ingly, be verified: an editorial note
rk and Bakhtin’s cannot, frustratingly, ‘ '
Sg/rela‘lzothat Kagan’s article on Turgenev was not in fact published, and has
ived in his archive (88). .

;101: Slrlrizz‘t/enoltably ‘Appendix: M. M. Bakhtin’s lectures and comr.ne(rilt:l noé
22 1;314_1925 From the notebooks of L. V. Pumpiansky. Introduced, ec.hts (,e o
annotated by N. I. Nikolaev’, in Susan M. Felch and Paul J. Cont{}n 'versn,
Bakhtin and Religion: A Feeling for Faith (Evanston, IL: Northwesv;e’:m drﬁis COIK
Press, 2001), pp. 193-237; see also Nikolaev, ‘The Nevel Skclhoo " anr.mm con:

’ the | ell as using the term pri
ibution to the present volume, where, as w : 1 ‘
mbe‘: llc1)e comments on Pumpianskii’s apparent appending of a pltkl’y glo;z e;;
meich,tin to his own piece on Marxism (pp. 125, 144-5). Sollertlnskxt; S ;rckh‘;in

a . . a
i i fourteen in total) given by
0 contain extensive notes on lectures ( : 1 tot : ‘

‘iarllSVitebsk in 1920-21: see Konkin and Konkina, Mikhail Bakhtin, p. 64
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parthenogenesis, his own source.”> Such is the (circular) logic to which
an understanding of the workings of the Circle in strictly hierarchical
terms, with Bakhtin always above his fellows, can lead. If Iurii and
Dar’ia Medvedev are less equivocal about Pavel Medvedev’s scholarly
autonomy, which has been subjected to somewhat more sustained
challenge than Pumpianskii’s, in their approach Bakhtin nevertheless
remains in some respects a standard against which Medvedev is to be
measured (and found not wanting): hence their comment that
‘Bakhtin’s philosophical anthropology fecundated the life and work
of this Circle, giving it the qualities of a unitary cultural phenom-
enon’. Iurii Medvedev’s attempts, both in the article in this volume
and elsewhere,** to demonstrate that his father’s early interests, and
the terms in which they were articulated, bespeak a spiritual or
intellectual closeness to Bakhtin, are thoroughly uncontroversial (or
beyond dispute, to use terms more familiar in Bakhtinian debates).
But identification of echoes and anticipations of the ideas of one
member of the Circle (usually Bakhtin) in the work of another
member (be that Pumpianskii, Medvedev, Voloshinov or Kagan) can-
not serve as an end in itself; it must be no more than a starting point
for an attempt, in Nicoletta Marcialis” words, ‘to rescue from anony-
mity these scholars who, their names always appearing in a row like
the beads of a rosary, risk being reduced to bodiless shadows’.*®

The extent to which Bakhtin did or did not endorse the privi-
leging of his work over that of his associates is still a matter for
debate, as we will see later when we turn briefly to the vexed matter
of the “disputed texts’. But the reflex of referring in the first instance
to what Bakhtin may or may not have thought is the source of
problems as much as of solutions. Ken Hirschkop has given a per-
ceptive account of the distortions and obscurities introduced by
‘Bakhtin myths’ — myths of exceptional erudition, wisdom, and
intellectual authority — in a world where ‘productive relationships
were ... often sustained on the moral basis of friendship or the intel-
lectual “circle”’, and where ‘closeness to the person and closeness to
the intellectual commitment are considered of a piece’.* In this

23 See also Nikolai Nikolaev, editorial notes to ‘Gogol”, in Pumpianskii,
Klassicheskaia traditsiia, p. 710.

24 See especially ‘An encounter that was “intended to be”’, Dialogism, 5-6
(2001}, 10-20.

25 N. Marcialis, ‘Bachtin and his circle’, Russian Literature, 41:3 (1997), 270.

26 Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin, pp. 125-6.
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alities of a unitary cultural phenom-
Dts, both in the article in this volume
te that his father’s early interests, and
€ articulated, bespeak a spiritual or

respect Bakhtin’s insistence on the ‘shared conception of language‘
-and discursive production’, by which Turii and Dar’ia Medvedev set
such great store, should not necessarily carry more weight than his
subsequent emphasis on the ‘independence and originality” of The
Formal Method and Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, or on the
fact that Medvedev and Voloshinov also produced works that
different plane and do not reflect this shared conception’.?”
Thus, even if there is a case for acknowledging that the naming
of the Circle after Bakhtin has a certain practic
follow from this that other members of the
possessed intellectual credentials as great as, or even greater than,
Bakhtin’s, or that their intellectual endeavours and achievements are

best accounted for with reference to their association with Bakhtin.
0, are thoroughly uncontroversial (or Crude quantitative measures such as the number and titles of works

nore familiar in Bakhtinian debates). indisputably written and published by other members of the Circle
2d anticipations of the ideas of one should not be entirely discounted, although they should be treated
7 Bakhtin) in the work of another with due caution. More telling is the fact that their affinities, many of
Aedvedev, Voloshinov or Kagan) can- them dealt with in the various contributions to this volume, are not
lust be no more than a starting point all necessarily elective: Bakhtin and his colleagues were not, pace
cialis” words, ‘to rescue from anony- Goethe, either creditors or debtors, but both borrowers and lenders
ames always appearing in a row like who, notwithstanding their in principle unique, unrepeatable posi-
reduced to bodiless shadows’ .2 tion in being, shared much with each other and, no less importantly,
n did or did not endorse the privi- perhaps, with figures outside their immediate Circle. Failure to
" his associates is still a matter for recognise this exposes us to the danger of anachronism, of endorsing
we turn briefly to the vexed matter a model whereby the Bakhtin Circle’s major ideas are seen to have
flex of referring in the first instance been always already present, in embryo, from the outset of its
10t have thought is the source of activity, rather than to have developed in the course of a series of
S. Ken Hirschkop has given a per- socially and historically specific €ngagements with currents of
ns-and obscurities introduced by - thought variously subjected to respectful or disparaging treatment in
ceptional erudition, wisdom, and a changing ideological climate. The Circle’s own members clearly did
ld where ‘productive relationships not believe that their meetings, held as they were in domestic spaces,
oral basis of friendship or the intel- and however scrupulously minuted by Pumpianskii, could secure the
1ess to the person and closeness to appropriate impact for their maturing intellectual project. In order to

considered of a piece’.?s In this be more than something in and for itself, this project needed to be
articulated in a more publicly institutionalised space.
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Squaring the Circle

Most people live, whether physically, intellectually, or morally, in a
very restricted circle of their potential being. (William James, letter
to W. Lutoslawski)

In 1927 the Soviet writer Valentin Kataev wrote his play Squaring the
Circle (Kvadratura kruga), which offers a burlesque dramatisation of
the stock 1920s conflict between ideologically sound revolutionary
asceticism and ideologically suspect aspiration towards domestic
well-being. The play achieves a resolution of the seemingly imposs-
ible task alluded to in its title through a bedroom-farce process of
husband- and wife-swapping that transforms two incompatible and
warring couples into compatible pairs capable of peaceful co-
existence within their shared apartment. In this respect it reflects the
way in which the conditions of the New Economic Policy conttibuted
to a bourgeoisification of Soviet life that was to be consolidated and
entrenched during the period of high Stalinism.?® Konstantin Vaginov,
an occasional participant in the Bakhtin Circle’s Leningrad meetings,
focused on similar processes in his 1928 novel The Goat Song
(Kozlinaia pesn’), which charts the decline of a circle of intellectuals
dedicated to the preservation of traditional culture into {Soviet-style,

officially approved) bourgeois solidity and obsession with kitsch and -

cultural ephemera. As Nikolai Nikolaev’s article in this volume
shows, the characters in Vaginov's roman a clef are representations of
members of the Bakhtin Circle so thinly disguised that the portrayal
of the central character Teptelkin’s willing capitulation to pressures to
conform led his prototype, Pumpianskii, to sever his ties with the
novel’s author.?’

These two works were written from rather different standpoints,
but both draw on a model that has shaped many accounts of Soviet
cultural, political and social history: a model of compromise and

28 For an account of these processes, see Catriona Kelly and Vadim Volkov,
‘Directed desires: kul'turnost’ and consumption’, in Kelly and David Shepherd
(eds), Constructing Russian Culture in the Age of Revolution: 18811940 {Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 291-313.

29 For a detailed account of the relationship between the novel’s characters and
their prototypes, see Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1984), pp. 115-19,
370. Benjamin Sher’s translation of the novel under the title The Tower is
available on his website at www.websher.net/srlftwr.html (consulted 15
November 2002).
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ormity imposed from above and resisted (more or less openly)
m‘below. The leading historian of Soviet culture, Sheila Fitzpatrick,
recently offered a trenchant account of the forms of necessary
yersonation and perceived imposture at all levels of society that
sulted from the state’s hypertrophied preoccupation with class
iations and identities.’® There are obvious and poignant resonances
“between this account and Bakhtin’s concern, in Toward a th'losa{vhy 301f
the Act, with ‘pretendership’ as an index of inauthentic belng.'
]é"akhtin himself was of course unable to avoid such pretend.ershlp
éltogether, resorting by necessity not only to tactical adoption of
féatures of Kagan'’s biography, but also to related recreation of a non-
existent university education and obfuscation of his family origins.*?
o As Fitzpatrick shows, the consequences for individuals of
impersonation could be pervasive and devastating. As a result, there
is a strong and honourable tradition of celebrating those, particularly
artists and intellectuals, who were bold and resilient enough to resist
élnd refuse conformity and compromise, and of documenting, with
due respectfulness and admiration, the consequences faced by those
who remained true to themselves and to their beliefs. Such cele-
bration, and concomitant condemnation of willing compromise, has
been a particular feature of cultural history in the post-Soviet period.
This lies behind Nikolai Nikolaev’s insistence that in the Nevel period
the members of the Bakhtin Circle did not ‘make any concession to
the victorious proletarian ideology’, and his citing of attacks in the
aptly named local newspaper Molot (The Hammer) as evidence of their
probity. Certainly that newspaper’s report of a public digpute on ‘God

30 See Sheila Fitzpatrick, ‘Making a self for the times: impersonation and im-
posture in 20th-century Russia’, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian
History, 2:3 (2001), 469-87.

31 See M. M. Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act, ed. M. Holquist, trans. V.
Liapunov (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993), esp. pp. 42, 49~52; Russian
'K filosofii postupka’, in Raboty 1920-kh godov {Kiev: Next, 1994), pp. 43, 48-50.

32 On the confusion surrounding Bakhtin’s education and family origins, see

Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin, pp. 140-6, 111-12. Bakhtin's appropriation of

details of his brother’s education is particularly noteworthy, having the curious

effect of establishing oblique, second-hand connections between the Bakhtin

Circle and Nikolai, even though he had left Russia in 1918, and so did not

extend his éarlier contacts with Pumpianskii at school and university into

participation in any of the Circle’s activities. The apparent anticipation of some
of Mikhail's ideas in the works of Nikolai adds a further dimension to these
oblique connections: on this, see Galin Tihanov, ‘Misha and Kolia: thinking

the (brjother’, in Zytko (ed.), Bakhtin and His Intellectual Ambience, pp. 79-81.
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and socialism’ in which Pumpianskii and Bakhtin participated
appears to bear out their unyieldingness:

The first to speak was Pompianskii [sic], who referred to himself as
not a socialist, but an Orthodox Christian. His speech was of a most
scholarly character, so that half the audience did not understand his
rather well delivered address. Pumpianskii, who referred to himself
as an Orthodox Christian, defended this religion, but that he
believed in and accepted what he was defending was not obvious
from his words. Being by nature a good man, he acknowledged that
there was an element of the good and the useful in the deeds of the
Communists ... but he himself remained ‘to one side’. .... In his
speech, in which he defended that muzzle of ignorance, religion,
[Bakhtin] was up in the heavens and higher. His speech contained
no living examples from life and the history of humankind. At some
points in his address he acknowledged and valued socialism, but
merely wept and fretted that this socialism showed no concern for

the dead (did he mean that it didn’t say requiem masses for them?)

and that in time the people would not forgive it for this. When,
exactly, will the people ‘not forgive’ - in a hundred years’ time or
more? When the people is a hundred times more enlightened than
at present! ‘That won't happen’, someone responded to Bakhtin. In
general, listening to him speak, you felt that the hosts lying rotting in
their coffins would rise up and be resurrected and sweep from the
face of the earth all Communists and the socialism that they are
establishing.?

What better confirmation could there be of the deliberate self-separation
from the world that B. F. Egorov has identified as a feature of Russian
circles in general, and of the self-distantiation from the dominant
ideology that was, he argues, a defining aim of the Nevel Circle in
particular?** Some caution is in order, however. Understandable
post-Soviet disdain for the Soviet ofitsioz, that concrescence of official
restriction, regulation and repression, can lead to a projection of the
homogeneity of Stalinism back on to the comparative ideological
heterogeneity of the early Soviet period; simply holding up a mirror
to reductive ideologisation may not be the best way of understanding
or combating it. On the one hand it is clear from the Molot report that

33 Molot (3 December 1918), cited in Iu. M. Kagan, ‘O starykh bumagakh’, 80-1,
and in Konkin and Konkina, Mikhail Bakhtin, pp. 57-8.

34 See B. F. Egorov, ‘Nevel'skii “kruzhok” Bakhtina i tipologiia kruzhkov’, in

Gushchina (ed.), Chteniia, pp. 12-14.
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vhich Pumpianskii 3

nd Bakhtin Participate
heir unyieldingness:

pianskii and Bakhtin were articulating, with no little courage,
itions, elaborated within their Circle, that were at some remove
Sl'noh 'se associated with official public discourse. On the other
fror? I' (')s just as clear that they were not exactly shying away from
hanfi,' N ::icin in that discourse. As Konkin and Konkina point out,
'fpmlaping Nevel scholars did not restrict themselves to the frame-
Theky?)f their seminar. They willingly, enthusiastically became
'W9r1 d in cultural and educational work, reading lectures and
mvor‘;eto the people of the town, directing creative and educational
f:,i?c)fes for young people, taking part in. the ['publfc] disputes th;t. wtel:e
widely practised at that time’.”_ And lelolal Pan’kov has ff)un in i
local archives compelling evidence that ‘the young Bakhtufl h se‘en;
to'have been caught up in the daring Sturm und Drang o} t/, e tim f
This extremely strong-willed, active teacher and practical mar.l ot
action” seems so unlike the Bakhtin of thfe lat.er years, .farned not jES
for his academic works but also for his s#enc:e,z;6 his reserve, his
aloofness from the everyday realities of that‘tllrne! . f
Any account of the Bakhtin Circle’s activity fra.med in te.rrnlsl o
simple opposition to, or withdrawal from, the public spherfe ist .u;
bound to be inadequate: to attempt to reach an acc?mmodathn wit
and within that sphere did not necessarily eptall conforrmsm' or
compromise. Taken together, the articles in this volume shov.v Juft
how sustained, from the outset, was the engageme?nt of the CII'CIC.S
members with a wide variety of institutions outside the dom.estlc
confines of their meetings and, crucially, how this engagement did at
least as much as those meetings to shape their work. T'hus the
cultural renaissance of Vitebsk both nourished and was nourished by
the work of members of the Circle; most notable, perhaps, afe .th‘e
phenomenal energy and leadership displayed by Medvec?ev in his
of official capacity as mayor of the town and visif)nary orgam’ser of 1t:<; edlilca:
onofthe : tional institutions. No less significant is Medvedev’s later involve
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35 Konkin and Konkina, Mikhail Bakhtin, p. 56. » .
36 Nikolai Pan’kov, ‘Archive material on Bakhtin’s Nevel period’, South Atla'ntfc
Quarterly, 97:3/4 ( 1998), '738; of. Galin Tihanov's reference to Bakhtin’s
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Spirit, not to mention the rhetoric, of the times: ‘The members of

Sodruzhestvo are writers and social activists. With

defending the vague and over-general term “fellow travellers”, they
feel that they are contemporaries of our gre
universal calling and cause’
through an imaginative wi

¥ Galin Tihanov’s article demonstrates,
dening, to include the émigré community,
ich Medvedev’s work should be examined,

nexpectedly far beyond the confines of the ;

(especially important in Kanaev’s case) researchers. Kanaev’s profile
as both experimenta] scientist and historian of science exemplifies
well the combination of disciplinary specialisation and intellectual
breadth to which the members of the Circle (in common, it should be
said, with many other Russian and Soviet academics and intellec-
tuals) strove. Medvedey and Pumpianskii likewise achieved positions
as respected teachers and researchers. But the case of Voloshinov
provides perhaps the most interesting illustration of the contribution

Literatures of the West and the East (Institut sravnitel’'noi istorij
literatur i iazykoy Zapada i Vostoka, ILIaZV) as much as if not more
than by his membership of the Bakhtin Circle. Moreover, these
strengths and weaknesses cannot be evaluated without reference to
the fact that Voloshinov's specialisation at ILIazy was, as Vladimir

37 P. N. Medvedev, ‘O “Sodruzhestve” (k 4-letiiy Bruppy)’, in Sodruzhestyp:
Literaturnyi al'manakh (Leningrad: Priboi, 1927), p. 295, quoted in V. A,
Shoshin, ‘Literaturnoe ob”edinenie “Sodruzhestvo”, in V. p Muromskii
(ed.), Iz istorii literaturnykh ob”edineni; Petrograda-Leningrada 1910-1930-kh
godov: Issledovaniiq ; materialy, vol. 1 (St Petersburg: Nauka, 2002), p. 295.
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reminds us, not in linguistics but in literary stgdies'— ?nf)ther
ce of the urge to transgress established or emerging d15c1ph‘na1ry
ydaries that we find in Bakhtin and other members of t‘he Circle.
Among the features shared by the members' of the Circle ;/‘vaii
-what we might call a will to participate, a VV.1H that was rea. 1;6
ays that cannot be simply characterised in ‘ ter@s of either
ble trimming or laudable oppositionism. Which Ts.n?t to sai
the Circle’s members were not exposed tc? the v1c1551tudles 1;)
ges in political direction and priorities. This could' scarcely (el
er from the truth. As is well known, even before I.ns arrest an
é for involvement in Aleksandr Meier’s Vosk;esenle (.R.esurrec(-i
ﬁ) movement Bakhtin was unable to find a s.ecure posmﬁfl,han
:subsequent provincial obscurity of Saranskfild I?Ot rank 1gd ?n
“scale of academic rewards.*® Pumpiansku,. briefly arreste. in
nection with the Meier affair, later felt obllgfeq to rt‘ftreat u;tlo
tively uncontroversial areas of scholarl_y. activity. nghjpro i ief
elopments in cultural and national politics had deliterll(l)ui,in-
ébrnparatively short-lived, consequences' for th.e careers o So. ;r ™
skii-and Kanaev. Kagan, unable to estabhs.h a firm fo'othold eltsert )
the newly established Orel University, or in the Russm’n (laterd ta -?a
Academy for the Arts (Rossiiskaia (Gosudafstvennala) aka demud
khudozhestvennykh nauk, RAKhN (GAKI’TN)) in Moscow, aban on.(tah
philosophy for economics, only to find hl%‘l’lS'EIf unable to copf:' vv1to
the requirement to falsify production statistics; .he stopped gm;lgbl
work, anticipating an imminent arrest fr'om 3\;Vthh h(? was plr;)1 a g
saved by his premature death from angina. . Voloshinov, alt Qu:;; 1
the ILIaZV archives show him to have been .m. 'many ways a mo €
student, fully committed to the social activities (obshchestvenn}&lz‘zﬁ
nagruzka) expected of him,*® was shortly afterwa.rds. to féel t.he chi
winds of the officially sanctioned hostility of Marrl‘st linguists mclrea.s-
ingly confident of their hegemony; had he not died of tuberculosis,

38 On Voskresenie, see Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin, p. 168, and Tu. P.. Me,d\l';;i;v,
’“Voskresenie”: X istorii religiozno-filosofskogo @z%a A A. Meiera ,h : a‘z.
Karnaval. Khronotop, 4 (1999), 82-157 (;15()) available on-line at www.shef.ac.
i/academic/A-C/bakh/medvosk.doc). ‘ - o
gl:llizg/:n’s difficulties in Orel and Moscow, see Konl.qn and Konl};u}a, 1\;[(1)1:)1;:’1;
Bakhtin, pp. 64-74; on the circumstances leading to }.us dgath, see 2231; e
obituary of Kagan’s daughter, Iudif’ Matveevna, Dialogism, 5-6 ( ’ )iggs).
See ‘Lichnoe delo V. N. Voloshinova’, Dialog. Karnaval. Khronotop, 2 ( ,
70-8.
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he might well have faced the same fate as Medvedev, whose diffi-
culties in pursuing and publishing his work culminated in his arrest
and execution in 1938 in the wave of repressions unleashed the
previous year.

The intricacies of the often fraught relationship between the
Circle’s members and the institutions in which they saw the possi
bility of both enriching their intellectual enquiries and disseminating -
their results are further complicated by the vexed question of thei
relationship to Marxism. One of the first things that Bakhtin said to
the triumvirate of his rediscoverers, Bocharov, Gachev and Kozhinov,
was ‘But.I am not a Marxist ... But I was never a Marxist to any
degree whatsoever’,*! a statement that says at least as much about
the tarnished prestige of the Soviet state’s official ideology by the |
1960s as it tells us about Bakhtin’s personal convictions. Vladimir
Alpatov shrewdly warns against taking Bakhtin’s attitude towards
Marxism late in life as an indicator of his views in the 1920s. And
certainly his statement is not one that would have been made by
Medvedev, Pumpianskii or Voloshinov, for whom professed Marxism

was no barrier to critical engagement, until such time as this became . Cor
impossible, with the institutions and policies of the Soviet state. In » So!
this sense, Pumpianskii’s 1924 notes on Marxism, translated here for The
the first time, raise at least as many questions as they answer. Closer The
to pastiche than to serious analysis, they might be considered to cast Anc
more doubt against the intellectual credentials of their author than Such wr
against those of Marxism. Their interest lies precisely in their status as or accu
evidence that the Bakhtin Circle not only did not always possess texts.’ T
finely honed answers to the burning questions of the day, but could position
apparently be far from assured in its posing of the questions them- principz
selves. To see in them, as Nikolai Nikolaev asks us to, an expression of througk
Pumpianskii’s (and the Circle’s) true attitude towards Marxism, even Marxism
. Turii anc
41 S. G. Bocharov, ‘Ob odnom razgovore i vokrug nego’, Novoe literaturnoe that wa
obozrenie, 2 (1993), 76-7; abridged English translation Sergey Bocharov, view an
‘Conversations with Bakhtin’, Proceedings of the Modern Language Association, 1999 co
199:5 .(1994), .1016. On the question of Bakhtin and Marxism, see Hirschkop, 1 Voloshir
Mikhail Bakhtin, pp. 129-36. :
42 Nikolai Nikolaev’s article in the present volume gives details of Pumpianskii’s article o
unexpected conversion to Marxism in the late 1920s, vwhile that by Iuriiand attribute
Dar’ia Medvedev addresses the specific nature of the Marxism of The Formal date is

Method. On Voloshinov’s Marxist convictions {(more precisely, his being
‘captivated by Marxism’), see Anastasiia Tsvetaeva, ‘Poverkh (nauchnykh)
bar’erov: Tri poemy’, Dialog. Karnaval. Khronotop, 1 (1995), 142, ; 43 See]
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ey were written three years before his declared convcjrsion,
“an anachronistic conviction that the only sustainable
towards Marxism is hostile rejection. It also requires a sleight
by which the perfectly reasonable assumption that tiie notes
robably the basis for a presentation by Pumpianskii 'to the
‘becomes verified fact: ‘The fact that a paper containing an
rely negative characterisation of Marxism was delivere‘d to tiie
circle is undoubtedly evidence of its members’ negative atti-
towards Marxist ideology.’ Pumpianskii’s postscript, appare.ntly
ing Bakhtin's contribution to the discussion of his anal.ysis of
ism, stands as a welcome indication of the need to resist ‘the
iptation, to which Pumpianskii clearly succumbed, to target straw
or to create a problem where there is none.

f the often fraught relationship between the
the institutions in which they saw the possi-
3 their intellectua] enquiries and disseminating
*I complicated by the vexed question of their .

a statement that says at least as much about
of the Soviet state’s official ideology by the
ut Bakhtin’s personal convictions. Viadimir
1s against taking Bakhtin’s attitude towards
an indicator of his views in the 1920s. And
is not one that would have been made by
or Voloshinov, for whom professed Marxism
€ngagement, until such time as this became
itutions and policies of the Soviet state.2 [
1924 notes on Marxism, translated her
St as many questions as they answer. Closer
s analysis, they might be considered to cast
ntellectual credentials of their author than
Their interest lies precisely in their status as
n Circle not only did not always possess
he burning questions of the day, but could
sured in jts posing of the questions t
ikolai Nikolaev asks us to, an express
cle’s) true attitude towards Marxism,

Not every circle,

Round and round the circle
.. Completing the charm
. So the knot be unknotted
" The cross be uncrossed
The crooked be made straight

And the curse be ended (T. S. Eliot, The Family Reunion)

e for

Such would increasingly appear to be the case with that
or accursed, issue in Bakhtin studies, the question of the disputed
texts. The articles in this volume reflect the range of established
positions, from Nikolai Nikolaev’s conviction that Bakhtin was the
principal if not sole author of works by Voloshinov and Medvedev,
through Vladimir Alpatov’s equivocal references to th

e ‘authors’ of
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, to the unqualified assertion by
Iurii and Dar’ia Medvedev of Pa

vel Medvedev’s status as author of all
that was published in his name. At the same time the predominant
view among our contributors, as it was among the participants in the
1999 conference, is clearly that there is less and less reason to ascribe
Voloshinov’s and Medvedev’s texts to Bakhtin, leaving only the
article on vitalism published

under Kanaev’s name to continue to be
attributed to him. By far the most persuasive account of this issue to

the specific nature of the Marxism of The Formal date is that provided by Ken Hirschkop.** The evidence for the

Aarxist convictiong (more precisely, his being \

2€ Anastasiia Tsvetaeva, ‘Poverkh (nauchnykh)

Karnaval, Khronotop, 1 (1995), 142.
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ion of
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43 See Hirschkop, Mikhail Bakhtin, pp. 126-40.
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authorship of those whose names the works bear seems overwhelm
ing and incontrovertible; notwithstanding its undoubted collabora-3
tive ethos, the Circle seems to have gone along with the very :
conservative, traditional patterns of authorship in the humanities 3
and social sciences in the Soviet Union. It would be difficult to ;
gainsay archival evidence such as the preparatory drafts of Marxism
and the Philosophy of Language, translated here for the first time, which ;
reinforce the argument that Voloshinov’s position in ILIaZV was -
more important for the genesis of the book than his relationship with
Bakhtin.** Bakhtin apparently insisted, in a letter to Vadim Kozhinov

tiontot
~away fr

in 1964, that Voloshinov could justifiably be called his pupil; butasN. - and tov
L. Vasil’ev points out, here and in his conversations with Duvakin & particul:
Bakhtin seems to base his recollections on the Nevel period, when Tihanov
Voloshinov was principally a poet and musician, ignoring his sub- term ‘B
sequent development as a scholar.®® The many (and often contra- limitatic
dictory) accounts, written and oral, of what Bakhtin in his anec- : impossil
dotage did or did not claim, in writing and orally, that he did or did be need
not write should not necessarily be granted privileged status in the Bakhtin
debate, even if in the peculiar context of Soviet history such accounts him per
may legitimately claim a significance greater than that due to analo- shoulde:
gous phenomena in other cultures. Ultimately, there seems to be no & Leningrf
better reason to ascribe, say, Medvedev's ‘Scholarly Salieri-ism’ scholars
(‘Uchenyi sal’erizm’, 1924) to Bakhtin on account of its similarities to long ove
‘The problem of content, material and form in verbal creative art’ = time to
(‘Problema soderzhaniia, materiala i formy v slovesnom khudozhest- | associats
vennom tvorchestve’, 1924) than there is to do precisely the . outside
reverse.* Such whimsical, if not vicious, circularity is the best that
can be hoped for if we remain obsessed with what has all but become 47 In th
: Russ
a non-question. v Babt
acad
48 For
Bakh
Philo
and
Their

44 It should be noted, however, that the section of the drafts dealing with the
transmission of alien discourse is, intriguingly, written in an unknown hand:
see N. L. Vasil'ev, ‘K istorii knigi Marksizm i filosofiia iazyka’, in M. M. Bakhtin,
Tetralogiia (Moscow: Labirint, 1998), p. 533.

45 See Vasil'ev, ‘K istorii’, pp. 531-2.

See David Shepherd, ‘Editorial’, Dialogism, 5-6 (2001), 7.
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at around every man a fatal circle is traced, beyond which
b‘p‘ass; but within the wide verge of that circle he is
d free. (de Tocqueville, Democracy in America)

all this leave Bakhtin and his Circle? They are of course
torical figures and facts of indubitable significance and
portance. However, this book is intended as a contribu-
eneral and welcome movement in recent Bakhtin studies
uncritical celebration and application of the Circle’s ideas,
rds their sober analysis and contextualisation ~ a feature
y. characteristic of the articles by Alpatov, Brandist and
" This is a movement that may in due course reveal the
Bakhtin Circle’ to be useful to the extent that its historical
jons are acknowledged, celebrated even. Indeed, it is not
ible to imagine that in years to come the term may no longer
ded as a shorthand designation of those who surrounded
tlﬁ, sometimes climbing on to his shoulders, at others letting
‘erch on theirs, and at yet others seeking a vantage point on the
ders of thinkers not directly associated with Nevel, Vitebsk, or
ningrad, but without reference to whom their own contribution to
olarship and the history of ideas cannot be evaluated.®® To jth.e
.long overdue acknowledgement of Bakhtin’s many dependencies it is
time to add a recognition (and a celebration) of the fact that his 1920s
“associates are beginning to defy de Tocqueville’s dictum by stepping
dﬁtside of the master’s Circle and out of his shadow.

1) than there is to do precisely the
f not vicious, circularity is the best that

2 obsessed with what has all but become 47 In this sense the book is part of the Bakhtin Centre’s ongoing project ‘The

Russian and European Contexts of the Works of Mikhail Bakhtin and the
Bakhtin Circle’, begun in 1997 (for more details see www.shef.ac.uk/uni/
academic/A-C/bakh/contexts.html). .

48 For existing major contributions to the intellectual contextualisation of
Bakhtin and the Bakhtin Circle, see Craig Brandist, The Bakhtin Circle:
Philosophy, Culture and Politics (London and Sterling, VA: Pluto Press, 2002),
and Galin Tihanov, The Master and the Slave: Lukdcs, Bakhtin, and the Ideas of
Their Time (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000).

that the section of the drafts dealing with the
:is, intriguingly, written in an unknown hand:
3t Marksizm i filosofiia iazyka’, in M. M. Bakhtin,
1998), p. 533,

2.

U, Dialogism, 56 (2001), 7.
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