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Abstract. The article examines the concept of initiation, which is analyzed in detail in the
works of traditionalist thinkers (R. Guénon, J. Evola, M. Eliade) and plays a plot-forming role
in many works of the contemporary Russian writer M. Elizarov. The aim is to explain the place
that initiation occupies in the novels of the author. The task is to analyze the specific forms that
it takes in these novels. The thesis is put forward that initiation is understood by Elizarov as the
character’s existential transition from a profane (ordinary) state to a sacred (magical) one. This
transition is a staged process and can be undergone by the character either completely or
partially. The actual magical initiation is preceded by a warrior one, and the acceptance of
military initiation is impossible without previous marginalization, which is not an immediate
part of the initiatory process, but serves as its necessary prerequisite. Although initiation is
a process that takes place “inside” a person, it cannot be carried out without performing special
actions — rituals. The initiatory rites featured in Elizarov’s novels serve similar functions, but
have a large number of formal differences, each of which is also discussed in the article.
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AnHoTaums. PaccmarprBaercs MOHSATHE WHUIIUAIINH, ACTAIBHO MTPOAHATU3UPOBAHHOE B TPY-
Jax npezacraButeneit Tpaaunnonanu3ma (P. [enona, FO. DBobl, M. Dinazie) u urparoriee cro-
KETOOOPA3yIOILYI0 pPOJib BO MHOTMX IPOU3BEIACHUAX COBPEMEHHOIO PYCCKOTO Mucaress
M. Enuzaposa. []ens — NIpoaHAIM3UPOBATh KOHKPETHBIC (DOPMBI, KOTOPBHIC HHUIHAIIUS TTPUHH-
MacT B Hp036 IIucareis. BI:I}IBI/II‘aeTCH TE3HUC O TOM, UYTO MHUITHAIUSA ITIOHUMACTCS EHI/I3ap0BLIM
KaK 9K3UCTEHIIMAIBHBIN TIEPEeX0/ MepcoHaka M3 mnpodaHHOro (OOBIACHHOTO) B CaKpajabHOE
(Marudeckoe) cocrosiHUe. JIaHHBIN Mepexo HOCHT CTaJUalbHBIN XapakTep W MOXET OBITh
npoﬁ;[eH HepCOHa)KeM KaK IMOJIHOCTBIO, TAK U HaCTHYHO. CO6CTB€HHO MaFI/I‘leCKOMy IIOCBIIIIC-
HUIO MPE/IIeCTBYET BOMHCKOE, TPUHATHE KOTOPOr0 HEBO3MOXKHO Oe3 MpeaiIecTBYIOEeH Map-
ruHanm3anuu. [locnenHss He SIBISETCS HEMOCPEICTBEHHOW YacThi0 MHHUIIMATHYECKOTO TPO-
1ecca, HO BBICTyHaeT ero HeoOXOAMMOM Mpeanocbuikoid. HecMoTps Ha TO YTO MHHIIHAIIHS
MIPEJCTaBIsAET COOOM Mpollecc, MPOUCXOASIIUI «BHYTPH» YeJIOBeKa, OHA HEBO3MOXKHA 6e3 co-
BEpILICHUS CyOhEKTOM 0COOBIX JIeHCTBHI — 00psoB. durypupyronie B poManax Enuzaposa
WHUIMATHYECKHUE OOPSI/IbI BHITTOTHSIOT CXOAHBIC (DYHKIIMH, OJTHAKO 001a1at0T PsiioM (hopMalib-
HBIX pa3IMunii, KOTOPBIM TaKXe yAeJseTcss BHUMAaHHE B UCCIICIOBAHHH.

KuroueBble ci1oBa: nepcoHax, MUCTUKA, TPAJUIIMOHAN3M, COBPEMEHHAs PyCCKas JIUTepaTy-
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org/10.22363/2312-9220-2026-31-3-647-657 EDN: BFEBCC

Introduction

M. Elizarov is a contemporary Russian writer, winner of a number of literary
awards, in whose work elements of traditional realism organically coexist with
mysticism. Numerous scholarly articles, as well as D.Y. Yuryev’s PhD thesis, are
devoted to various aspects of Elizarov’s work — its poetics, axiology, intertextuality,
and other dimensions (2016). The mystical component of Elizarov’s works was
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analyzed in the works of E.A. Pogorelaya (2009), N.P. Dvortsova (2010),
S.F. Merkushov (2014), T.S. Agadzhanovaand M. V. Yuryeva (2020), V.I. Pavlyukova
(2016), O.V. Shchegolkova (2022), 1.O. Ermolaev (2024a; 2024b; 2026). Initia-
tion — the act of introducing a person to a mystical reality — was identified by
A.A. Astvatsaturov as a significant unit of the writer’s artistic world. In the article
Archaic Ritual in the Works of Mikhail Elizarov Astvatsaturov, following A. van
Gennep and V. Turner, calls initiation a “rite of passage”, referring to the transition
from the mundane world to the mystical world. Drawing on the short story collection
We Went Out to Smoke for 17 Years, the researcher shows that the main characters of
Elizarov’s works are almost always people who are in the process of initiation: “These
characters are not characterized by a stable state. They are internally mobile, transcend
their own boundaries, [...] exist between statuses” (Astvatsaturov, 2022, p. 167). At
the same time, Astvatsaturov’s attention focuses on those works of the writer for
which the “motive of failure, failure to complete the ritual” is important: “a series of
rituals [...] will not end with the ritual initiation of the character, although he will
remain in the intermediate, i.e. liminal phase for quite a long time” (2022, p. 168).

The relevance of this study is confirmed by the attention of the scientific
community to Elizarov’s work in general and to the mystical component of
Elizarov’s works in particular. The scientific novelty of the study lies in its first
attempt to analyze the initiatory rite, as Elizarov understands it, in its entirety, up to
the successful initiation. The most adequate material for the task, according to the
co-authors, comprises the writer’s novels — The Librarian, Earth, and Cartoons.
The solution to this problem draws on the results achieved by one of the co-authors,
I. Ermolaev, in the article “Modes of existence of characters in M. Elizarov’s prose”
(2026). In this work, which uses M. Heidegger’s terminological apparatus, the
fundamentally different human states recorded by the writer are considered and it is
established that the existence of his characters can reside in one of four modes: the
everyday (ordinary) mode, implying the filling of the existential contour with the
substance of everyday reality; marginal, suggesting the emptying of the existential
contour; warrior mode, expressed in the contact of the existential contour of the
former marginal with the mystical reality and the character’s willingness to intensify
this contact; or magical, entry into which means blurring the existential contour and
merging existence with the substance of mystical reality. The character’s complete
or partial passage of the existential route “everyday person — the marginal — the
warrior — the mage” is the central plotline of Elizarov’s major works, and the acts
of transition from mode to mode invariably prove to be plot-forming. In addition,
they are always ritualistic in nature, being rites of initiation.

The Concept of Initiation: Traditionalist Authors and M. Elizarov

According to M. Eliade, “...initiation is understood as a set of rituals and oral
instructions, the purpose of which is to radically change the religious and social
status of the initiate. In philosophical terms, initiation is equivalent to an ontological
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change in the existential state. By the end of the trials, the neophyte acquires
a completely different existence than before initiation” (2002, pp. 12—13). The
various types of initiation can be classified into two broad categories: 1) the coming-
of-age, “through which people [...] become truly human beings”; 2) specialized
initiations “that individuals undertake in order to go beyond the ordinary and receive
protection from Supernatural Beings or even become like them”, necessary “to
fulfill a mystical vocation” (Eliade, 2002, pp. 317-319). With regard to Elizarov’s
characters, whose existential dynamics consists in the tension between the poles
of the ordinary and the mystical, the discussion concerns initiation in the second
sense, which in the works of some representatives of traditionalism turns out to
be the only one.

The reference to traditionalism is also relevant due to the almost literal similarity
of the characteristics given to initiation and its components on the one hand by its
adherents, and on the other — by Elizarov and Elizarov’s philosophizing. It is enough
to compare the following fragments:

1) “(the initiatory mystery) is such by the very nature of things and, therefore,
could not be transmitted in any way, because, being a mystery of a purely internal
order, it is ‘inexpressible’” (Guénon, 2004, p. 427);

2) “The nature of the initiatory mystery is inexpressible, “inexpressible” —
words do not express it” (Elizarov, 2023, p. 228); “The point is that the initiatory
mystery is an indescribable and unspeakable event...”!.

It is also significant that, in defining initiation, the writer directly resorts to the
construction “according to Guénon...” (Elizarov, 2023, p. 261). Having established
the close connection between Elizarov’s understanding of initiation and that of
traditionalists, it is necessary to focus on the latter: being close to Elizarov, but, due
to the analytical rather than artistic nature of the texts transmitting it, more
systematic, this understanding can serve as an explanatory model for some of the
plot elements generated by the prose writer.

J. Evola believes that “the prerequisite for understanding initiation is the theory
of multiple states of being, of which the human state is only one of many possible”
(2020, p. 161). In Elizarov’s artistic world, corresponds to the character’s
opportunities to be affiliated with everyday reality (to function as a person in his
natural state), to be affiliated with mystical reality (to become a magician,
a supernatural being) and to be in an intermediate state (which corresponds to the
modes of the marginal and the warrior). “... the human condition, with all the
limitations it imposes on ordinary individuality, can be overcome. We are talking
about a change of state, a transition from one way of being to another in a completely
objective sense. [...] the initiate [...], in principle, no longer belongs to the human
species” (Evola, 2020, p. 161). The stadiality of the initiatory process is analyzed
by R. Guénon, who speaks of “the stages and degrees of the same initiation” (2004,
p. 573) of the “minor” and ‘“great mysteries”, namely “...the ‘minor mysteries’

! Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 765). AST; Edited by Elena Shubina Publ. (In Russ.)
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include everything that relates to the development of the possibilities of the human
condition” (2004, p. 574), and “the ‘great mysteries’ relate to the actual realization
of superhuman states” (2004, p. 574). In Elizarov’s prose, the former are experienced
by the character when his existence enters the warrior mode, the latter when it
enters the magical mode. It is also relevant for the writer’s works that every being
can actually reach only the point where his own capabilities end, therefore, some
will turn out to be suitable only for the “minor mysteries” or even for a more or less
limited part of the latter; but this only means that they are not able to follow the
initiatory path, “not that they follow a different path than those who can go further
than they do” (Guénon, 2004, p. 573). Elizarov illustrates this thesis by showing the
reader the existential dynamics of various characters, identical up to a certain point,
after which it stops for many and continues for one. Such are the cases of Vyazintsev
and Volodya Krotyshev, who are initiated as warriors on an equal basis with others,
but who approached initiation into magicians alone; the remark addressed to
Volodya by Gapon is indicative: “I would myself with a willing heart, but you see,
our senior comrades do not invite us...”>. The “call” coming from the “senior
comrades” is another important aspect of initiation. “Initiation requires the presence
of a representative of an organization that owns and preserves esoteric and initiatory
teachings, who is able to pass them on to a neophyte” (Evola, 2020, p. 174). In
Elizarov’s prose, the function of a mystagogue (from ancient Greek: “one who
initiates into the mysteries”) is assigned to any entities that are in closer contact
with mystical reality than the initiate: a character who is himself a warrior can
initiate a character into warriors (experienced readers in The Librarian), a magician
character (the inhabitants of the “Ivyushka” cafe in the Earth) or a direct unit of
mystical reality with subjectivity (Books in The Librarian), the list of possible
initiators into magicians is narrowed due to the incompetence of the warrior
characters in this capacity. The affiliation of a mystagogue to an organization with
appropriate powers is possible (the magician Razumovsky in Cartoons is an
employee of a Affairs Division), but not mandatory; most often it is realized by
characters whose existence is in a military mode (libraries and reading rooms in 7he
Librarian, mafia clans in Earth).

A significant addition to the considerations already expressed will be the
comparison of initiation with the alchemical Great Work adopted in traditionalism,
which shows the relationship of the initiatory process to the marginal existential
modality that plays an important role in Elizarov’s works. Great Work involves
three stages:

1) the result of the Black Work is “a state of dissociation of the organism, which
is no longer held together by the vital force” (Evola, 2019, p. 137);

2) the result of the White Work “expresses a state of active ecstasy that interrupts
a person’s normal state” (Evola, 2019, p. 180);

3) the Red Work allows for “reintegrating in a supernatural way” (Evola, 2019,
p. 205).

2 Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 745).
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According to J. Evola, “...there are certain reasons to draw parallels between
the White Work and the Red Work and initiation into classical Minor and Major
[= Great] Mysteries, respectively” (2019, p. 222), the exact analogues of which in
Elizarov’s artistic world are the initiations into a warrior and initiation into a mage.
Marginalization, which cannot be considered part of the initiatory process itself,
performs in this world the function of the Black Work, i.e., the disintegration of
a character’s natural, everyday existence, necessary for existence to be able to
reintegrate into another supernatural, mystical status.

The Specific Forms Taken by Initiation in the Novels of M. Elizarov

Having defined the essential, meaningful characteristics of initiation in
Elizarov’s prose, we can turn to the consideration of accidental, ceremonial
characteristics.

Elizarov describes military initiatory rites in more detail than magical ones, and
the results of their conduct are always presented directly to the reader, unlike the
results of magical ones, which invariably placed by the author outside the narrative
framework of the works. The protagonist’s military initiation is captured in detail
by the writer in Earth, the branching system of military initiations organizes the
plot of The Librarian.

Numerous military initiation rites recorded in The Librarian follow the same
scenario — the initiate reads one of the Books of the socialist realist Gromov for the
first time. The military initiation with the participation of Books illustrates two
important principles of initiation. Firstly, it is the principle of the “ineffability” of
the initiatory mystery mentioned above: the effect of reading a Book is not achieved
by anything other than reading it, cannot be imagined by those who have not read
it, nor adequately described by them. Secondly, it is the principle of the irreversibility
of initiation (“initiation of any degree is a permanent acquisition for a being who
has received it” (Guénon, 2004, p. 449)): a book that has been read cannot become
unread again. An important difference between the military initiations featured in
the novel is who or what performs the function of a mystagogue in them. In the
cases of the very first readers who were at the origins of Gromov’s universe, the
responsibility for the transmission of the military modality lies with the Books
themselves, which possess subjectivity. The books dedicate people who are not
chosen at random, but who have “initiability”, i.e. “a certain ability or natural
predisposition” (Guénon, 2004, pp. 373-374) to existential dynamics with
a mystical orientation; in Elizarov’s artistic world, initiation is identical to
marginality — the discrepancy between existence and the social framework offered
to it, which is illustrated by the biographies of all the initiated characters. As more
and more people initiate, Books shift their mystical function to those already
initiated, first to “wandering apostles™, then to members of organizations. Significant

3 Elizarov, M.Y. (2012). The Librarian (p. 18). Ad Marginem Publ. (In Russ.)
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for understanding the essence of Elizarov’s military initiation are also the changes
taking place with the initiate as a subject and object of social relations within such
an organization: only with initiation does Vyazintsev get the opportunity to actually
lead the library, participate in military councils with other libraries, as well as
to acquire his own armor as well as to acquire his own armorand “the right to
a woman™,

According to R. Guénon, initiatory tests are an essential component of initiation.
If in The Librarian they are limited to the need to observe the Conditions of
Continuity and Thoroughness when reading a Book (Vyazintsev succeeds only on
the third attempt), then in Earth the whole military initiation is reduced to their
passage. In relation to Volodya, we are talking about the ordeal of meeting with one
of the mystagogues, the mage Lesha the Screamer: the initiate should calmly listen
to the extremely loud cry of the magician, after which he should hit the Screamer
with more or less tangible consequences for him. Volodya passes the test with
exceptional honor, as a result of which he receives meaningful verbal parting words
from the mystagogues (comrades of the Screamer, other mage who constantly live
in the “Ivyushka’) and a visible sign of a change in his existential modality — his left
ear, “clouded’” by Lesha’s cry, sensitive to fluctuations of mystical reality; In most
cases, bodily transgression concerns Elizarov’s characters only after they reach the
magical stage of initiation; therefore, Volodya’s partial transgression can be
considered as the germ of his future existential dynamics.

The ordeal (“eternal labor’) is also inextricable from the magical initiation in
The Librarian; moreover, this rite itself is inseparable from the state it causes. The
character’s existence as a magician lasts as long as the ritual continues, and consists
entirely of passing it — literally in accordance with the characteristic J. Evola gives
to the Red Work: “The ‘I’ is transformed in the course of these actions, while being
the actions themselves” (2019, p. 203). We are talking about a cyclical reading by
the character of the complete works of Gromov, which gives the reader immortality
and the absence of physiological needs, which are necessary precisely and only so
that the reading does not interrupt: initiation and its result in this case are mutually
conditioned and pass into each other. According to the Books, only one representative
of the Gromov’s universe can and should receive magical initiation.

Accordingly, there are no anthropic characters in the novel who can perform the
function of a mystagogue in this rite. This is ontologically fixed for Books, and
a special role belongs to a certain part of the seven-volume set — the Book of
Meaning. To its first reader, Rudenko, the Book of Meaning points to the man it
chose for initiation into the magician, Vyazintsev, and reveals to Vyazintsev the
form and essence of the initiation prepared for him. It is characteristic that shortly
before the protagonist begins to read the Seven Books, one of the elders of the
Gromov’s universe, Gorn, begins to prepare him for initiation (this word appears

4 Elizarov, M.Y. (2012). The Librarian (p. 243).

5 Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 407).
¢ Elizarov, M.Y. (2012). The Librarian (p. 360).
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directly in her remarks), which she intends to conduct on her own. However, reality
forces Gorn, a perfect warrior, but not a magician, to demonstrate her mystagogic
incompetence and leave Vyazintsev alone with Books.

The hierarchy of the funeral mafia includes more steps, and therefore the
magical initiation of the main character of FEarth is conducted by anthropic
characters — magicians Denis Borisovich and Gleb Vadimovich, and the term
“Initiation” 1s used again by themselves. During the conversation with the
mystagogues, Volodya experiences a rapidly worsening transgression, fixes his
simultaneous stay in several layers of reality, which he perceives as a test, a “painful
hold” performed on him’. “At the same time, my prophetic ear, usually sensitive to
any otherworldly danger, remained silent, did not respond with white noise”:
becoming a magician, Volodya becomes affiliated with mystical reality, and the
need for a mediator disappears; the whole existence of Krotyshev, and not one
autonomous ear from it, becomes “prophetic”’, communes with mysticism. The
culminating component of the ceremony is the physical contact with the mystagogue:
“Denis Borisovich sympathetically scooped my palm into his cool, sluggish
squeeze™, the character notes, “the freckles of his oratorical saliva landed on my
face and immediately dried up”'’, which makes the protagonist recall his beloved’s
story about a man who was once initiated into a magician by squeezing a sorceress’s
hand and swallowing her spit.

The most specific is the structure of the magical initiation at the center of the
plot of the novel Cartoons. What distinguishes this rite from those discussed earlier
is that, firstly, it is successfully performed without a military initiation preceding it,
and secondly, it refers the visible manifestations of its results to the future. This last
property, as immanent in every initiation, is mentioned in the Earth (“Initiation
does not have to happen like this. It is enough that it is laid down as a potential
opportunity that can be used or postponed”!!'), however, of the Elizarov characters
mentioned above, only Shulga and Lagudov were affected by its realization: after
reading the first Gromov Books in their lives, they realized the existential dynamics
that became available to them not immediately, but years later, reminding themselves
of the opportunity they had by reading other Books. In Cartoons, the mystagogue
Razumovsky talks about Herman repeating his existential dynamics as something
that will certainly come true, but in the text of the novel, Herman’s existence appears
technically not yet entered into a magical mode. As for the absence of military
initiation in Herman’s experience, which means that his existential modality
immediately changes from marginal to magical, this circumstance is facilitated by
the acquisition by the character’s existence of qualities that are essentially military,
without initiation, even in a marginal mode.

" Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 736).
8 Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 763).
? Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 751).
19 Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 754).
! Elizarov, M.Y. (2020). Earth (p. 765).
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Herman’s magical initiation consists in showing him a filmstrip, the content of
which is a series of magical initiations that took place earlier and led to the emergence
of a “galaxy of mentors-students”'?, whose next link is to become the protagonist.
Elizarov records in detail the dying of the character’s former existence: as he gets
acquainted with the contents of the film, his legs and lower back first swell, then his
whole body goes numb, and finally — like Volodya Krotyshev as a result of military
initiation — his ears pop. Deprived of his former subjectivity, Herman gets the
opportunity to become a receptacle of another subjectivity: the mystagogue transfers
it to the protagonist who has lost his will, forcing him to reproduce the facial
expressions, articulation, words, feelings and thoughts of the painted double. In the
Cartoons, a part of the initiatory scenario is reproduced three times, stipulated by
Guénon, but almost does not play a role in Elizarov’s other works — the endowment
of the transmuting being with a new name. Gorn, promising Vyazintsev to initiate him
into a magician on his own, comes up with a new surname for him, but the initiation
takes place according to a different model, allowing the initiate to retain his former
name; Volodya has been nicknamed Krot (Mole) since adolescence, which has an
important symbolic meaning in the artistic world of Earth, but it is impossible to
describe it as an initiatory name. The nicknames Rambo, Razum (Mind) and Greben
(Comb) Herman, Razumovsky and Grebenyuk (mystagogue of Razumovsky) are
also not given during initiatory rites, however, due to circumstances of militarily
colored marginalization, without which their further initiations would be impossible,
and therefore these nicknames turn out to be essentially closer to initiatory names in
their traditionalist understanding. Special attention should be paid to the nickname
Razum (Mind), which the marginal character continues to use after becoming
amagician and even replaces the name he received at birth in oral communication. On
the other hand, initiatory meaning is acquired by the innate names themselves, the
reactualization of which after initiations serves as a sign of overcoming the previous,
marginal existence; thus, Grebenyuk’s initiation is commented on in the filmstrip with
the words: “This ends the story of the boy Vitka Greben and begins the story of the
teacher Viktor Tarasovich Grebenyuk™'®, and Herman’s initiation is accompanied by
a painted double with a remark: “Just don’t call me ‘Rambo’. After all that has
happened, I am disgusted by my nickname...”". The lexemes “Arkadyevich” and
“uncle” share this same meaning: the initiated Razumovsky suggests that the
interlocutor accompany the nickname Razum (Mind) with one of them.

Conclusion

This work is the first attempt at a comprehensive examination of initiation in
the works of M. Elizarov. It was found that Elizarov’s understanding of initiation is
close to the understanding offered in the works of traditionalist thinkers. Drawing

12 Elizarov, M..Y. (2010). Cartoons (p. 195). AST; Astrel Publ. (In Russ.)
13 Elizarov, M.Y. (2010). Cartoons (p. 200).
14 Elizarov, M.Y. (2010). Cartoons (p. 249).
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on the traditionalist studies by M. Eliade, R. Guénon, and J. Evola, the co-authors
interpret initiation as a character’s change in existential modality — from marginal
to warrior (“minor mysteries”, or warrior initiation) and warrior to magical (“great
mysteries”, or magical initiation). Based on the novels The Librarian, Earth, and
Cartoons, the co-authors identify the key characteristics of initiation in Elizarov’s
prose — both essential (the two-stage initiatory process, the need for a special
predisposition of the character, identical to marginality, as well as the presence of
the mystagogue figure) and accidental, the diversity of which corresponds to the
multiplicity of initiatory rituals described by the writer. In conclusion, the co-
authors conclude that initiation is a crucial element of Elizarov’s artistic world and
plays a plot-forming role in his novels.
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