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Abstract. The article is devoted to the analysis of the function of artistic detail as a microstructural
element in the prose of Sergei Dovlatov. Using key works by the author — particularly the cycles The
Suitcase and The Compromise — the study explores how secondary descriptive elements acquire
significant semantic weight, shaping the reader’s perception of characters, atmosphere, and
narrative dynamics. The research draws on structuralist and narratological methods, as well as on
theoretical approaches developed by Mikhail Bakhtin, Yevgeny Dobin, and Viktor Shklovsky
regarding the role of detail in literary texts. The study demonstrates that in Dovlatov’s prose, artistic
detail functions not only as a means of realistic depiction but also as a vehicle for irony, ambiguity,
and the author's evaluative stance. These semantic microstructures contribute to the polyphonic
nature of Dovlatov’s artistic world and foster a unique dialogic connection between narrator and
reader. The findings are of interest to specialists in Russian literature, narratology, and literary
stylistics.
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Introduction

Sergei Donatovich Dovlatov (1941-1990) was a prominent Russian-American writer and journalist
known for his sharp wit, economy of language, and autobiographically inflected prose. Born in Ufa,
Bashkortostan (then part of the Soviet Union), to a Jewish-Armenian family evacuated from
Leningrad during World War 11, Dovlatov spent most of his early life in Leningrad (now Saint
Petersburg). He studied at Leningrad State University but was expelled from the philology
department, later serving in the Soviet army as a prison guard — an experience he later fictionalized
in his book The Zone (1982).

Dovlatov worked as a journalist and editor in both Estonia and Leningrad, writing for official and
underground (samizdat) publications. Due to Soviet censorship and his refusal to conform to
ideological constraints, his works were rarely published in the USSR during his lifetime.

In 1979, under growing pressure from Soviet authorities, Dovlatov emigrated to the United States,
settling in New York City. There, he became associated with the émigré literary scene, particularly
through his work with The New American newspaper. It was during his American years that he gained
international recognition, with his books being published in Russian by émigré presses and later
translated into English and other languages.

He died of heart failure in 1990 at the age of 48, shortly before the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Sergei Dovlatov occupies a distinctive position in Russian literature of the late 20th century, known
for his laconic prose, autobiographical focus, and understated humor. While often categorized as
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minimalist or anecdotal, his works reveal a nuanced artistic strategy in which micro-elements —
seemingly marginal details — convey layered meanings. This article investigates the artistic detail as
a microstructure of meaning, exploring its role in shaping Dovlatov’s unique narrative voice and the
polyphonic texture of his prose.

Despite a surface simplicity, Dovlatov’s texts are rich in intertextual allusions, authorial irony, and
subtle characterization, much of which is carried not through plot but through detail. This aligns with
the theoretical perspectives of M. M. Bakhtin on dialogism, V. B. Shklovsky on defamiliarization,
and E. S. Dobin on the structural role of detail in literature. The objective of this article is to examine
how these artistic details function not merely as decorative or atmospheric elements, but as vehicles
of semantic density and narrative strategy.

Methods

This study employs a qualitative literary analysis approach, integrating narratological, structuralist,
and stylistic methodologies. The goal is to examine how artistic details — understood as
microstructural narrative elements — function in the prose of Sergei Dovlatov to generate meaning,
irony, and polyphonic resonance. The methods section is divided into three components: theoretical
framework, corpus selection, and analytical procedure.

Theoretical Framework
The analysis is grounded in the literary theories of:

Mikhail Bakhtin, whose concept of dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981) informs the study's understanding of
narrative polyphony and the relational role of the reader. His view of the text as a site of multi-voiced
interaction guides the interpretation of how Dovlatov’s artistic details serve to mediate between
narrator and audience.

Viktor Shklovsky, whose theory of ostranenie (defamiliarization) (Shklovsky, 1990) is instrumental
in analyzing how mundane or marginal details in Dovlatov’s prose are foregrounded to disrupt
conventional perception and stimulate critical reflection.

Evgeny Dobin, who conceptualized the artistic detail as a semantic nucleus within the literary text
(Dobin, 1983). Dobin’s typology of literary details—ranging from psychological and symbolic to
ironic and atmospheric—is used to classify and interpret Dovlatov’s techniques.

These theoretical models are complemented by narratological concepts such as focalization, narrative
reliability, and temporal structuring, which assist in tracing how details function across different
levels of narration.

Corpus selection
The textual corpus includes two major prose cycles by Sergei Dovlatov:

The Suitcase (Chemodan, 1986): A semi-autobiographical collection of eight stories, each linked to
an object the narrator carried out of the Soviet Union. The objects—boots, gloves, a jacket, etc.—
serve as triggers for retrospective narratives. This work is ideal for studying how physical details
mediate memory, irony, and social critique.

The Compromise (Kompromiss, 1981): A cycle of thirteen stories based on fabricated or
“compromised” newspaper articles written by the narrator in Soviet Estonia. Each chapter explores
the disparity between journalistic appearance and lived experience, making the artistic detail a site of
ideological tension and authorial commentary.

Both works are chosen for their structural use of material anchors (objects, texts) and their interrelated
storytelling, which foreground the role of micro-elements in larger narrative and thematic patterns.

Analytical procedure
The study follows a multi-step textual analysis process:
a) Detail Identification
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Passages containing prominent artistic details — especially those involving objects, spatial markers,
gestures, minor character attributes, or textual artifacts — are isolated and annotated. Particular
attention is paid to recurring motifs and symbolically charged language.

b) Contextual and Functional Mapping

Each identified detail is analyzed within its narrative context:
What function does it serve (e.g., characterization, irony, framing)?
Does it create contrast between literal and implied meaning?

How does it engage the reader's interpretive faculties?

The function is then categorized using Dobin’s typology (1983), with an emphasis on ironic,
symbolic, and framing details.

c) Intertextual and Thematic Linking

Details are traced across stories to identify patterns or shifts in their symbolic function. For instance,
clothing items in The Suitcase are read not only as narrative catalysts but as metonyms for broader
social and psychological conditions (identity, conformity, loss).

d) Polyphonic and Dialogic Evaluation

Using Bakhtin’s theory, the study assesses whether and how these details foster dialogic relationships
between the narrator, characters, and the implied reader. Specific attention is paid to tonal modulation
(e.g., ironic detachment vs. empathetic insight) and the presence of competing ideological voices.

e) Synthesis

Findings from individual analyses are synthesized to establish general patterns in Dovlatov’s use of
artistic detail. The synthesis highlights how such details function as microstructures of meaning that
organize narrative space, modulate voice, and challenge reader expectations.

Results
The analysis revealed that artistic details in Dovlatov’s prose perform multiple key functions:
Characterization through Detail

In The Suitcase, each story is structured around a seemingly trivial object (e.g., Finnish boots, a belt,
a jacket). These items serve as entry points into deeper biographical and social commentary. The
boots, for instance, symbolize both Dovlatov’s failed attempt at integration into Soviet material
culture and his ironic distance from it.

3.2. lIrony and Authorial Distance

Dovlatov’s use of detail often subverts reader expectations. A well-placed adjective or a minor
character’s behavior—such as a bureaucrat’s obsessive focus on a typewriter brand—ironically
highlights systemic absurdities. The detail functions here as a critique embedded in realism.

3.3. Dialogism and Polyphony

As theorized by Bakhtin, the presence of multiple voices within the narrative is facilitated through
detail. In The Compromise, journalistic "compromises™ (articles that distort truth) are filled with small
factual distortions or omissions. These details signal a tension between surface narrative and deeper
ethical commentary, allowing for polyphonic interpretation.

Discussion

The findings of this study affirm that the artistic detail in Sergei Dovlatov’s prose is far from a
decorative flourish; rather, it functions as a structurally essential narrative device. These seemingly
minor elements—aobjects, gestures, descriptions, and fleeting remarks—serve as microstructural
pillars that sustain the aesthetic, ideological, and emotional architecture of his texts. Far from being
incidental, these details shape the very tone, rhythm, and worldview embedded in Dovlatov’s
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narratives. They operate at the intersection of style and substance, advancing the plot, shaping
character perception, and reinforcing authorial perspective in subtle yet powerful ways.

Specifically, the role of artistic detail in Dovlatov’s prose allows for several key literary effects:
1. Economy of expression

Dovlatov's minimalist prose is marked by linguistic economy that achieves maximum semantic and
emotional impact with minimal verbal material. Instead of lengthy exposition or overt thematic
declarations, he uses compressed moments—such as a character’s ofthand remark or a description of
a mundane object—to convey complex emotional and ideological themes. Issues such as
disillusionment with Soviet ideology, the alienation of exile, and the absurdity of institutional life are
articulated through concise, well-calibrated details that resist didacticism while remaining
emotionally resonant. This technique reflects Dovlatov’s journalistic background, but exceeds
reportage by transforming brevity into literary density.

2. Semantic layering

A hallmark of Dovlatov’s style is the multi-functionality of detail. A single item—a pair of gloves, a
shabby coat, a forged newspaper article—often serves simultaneously as a symbol of personal
identity, a critique of social or political systems, and a cue for ironic humor. These layered meanings
enhance the narrative’s depth without compromising clarity. For example, in The Suitcase (Dovlatov,
1986), the objects carried out of the USSR do not merely recall past episodes — they expose the
absurdities of Soviet life, the ambivalence of memory, and the emotional dissonance of emigration.
This polysemantic quality aligns with Dobin’s (1983) understanding of the literary detail as a
"semantic nucleus,” where multiple interpretive paths converge within a single textual element.

3. Reader engagement through dialogic ambiguity

One of the most striking effects of Dovlatov’s use of detail is its ability to engage the reader in active
interpretation. The ambiguity and irony that often accompany his details prompt what Bakhtin (1981)
called a “co-authoring” reader — a reader who is not merely consuming the text but actively
participating in constructing its meaning. This is particularly evident in passages where the narrator
appears unreliable or contradictory, forcing the reader to negotiate meaning independently. Such a
structure reinforces the dialogic quality of Dovlatov’s poetics, where every narrative gesture is a
potential site of ironic tension, ethical questioning, or ideological reflection.

4. Aesthetic dynamics: bridging the anecdotal and the philosophical

Dovlatov’s artistic details also operate as aesthetic catalysts, allowing his prose to shift fluidly
between anecdotal realism and philosophical commentary. While his stories often take the form of
humorous or ironic personal episodes, the microstructural use of detail lifts these anecdotes beyond
the particular, investing them with existential and cultural resonance. A casual observation about an
overcoat or a Soviet official can become a meditation on conformity, memory, or moral compromise.

This aesthetic movement mirrors Shklovsky’s (1990) concept of ostranenie — the act of
defamiliarizing the familiar in order to reinvigorate perception. In Dovlatov’s case, it is often the
banal or overlooked aspects of Soviet life — such as administrative forms, worn-out clothing, or the
rituals of state journalism — that become the most potent sites of narrative transformation. Through
these details, readers are prompted to reevaluate what is typically dismissed as mundane or trivial,
recognizing in it the deeper ironies and contradictions of lived experience.

5. Toward a poetics of the microstructure

Taken together, these findings suggest that Dovlatov’s prose articulates a distinctive poetics of the
microstructure. His attention to small-scale elements does not fragment the narrative; rather, it
reinforces its internal cohesion and thematic unity. The detail in Dovlatov’s work functions as a
concentrated form of narrative logic, encoding within it relationships between character, theme, and
ideology. This microstructural mode challenges traditional hierarchies of narrative importance,
suggesting that what is marginal on the surface may be central in meaning.
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This approach positions Dovlatov uniquely within both Russian literary tradition and the broader field
of postmodern minimalist fiction. While sharing affinities with other minimalist writers — such as
Raymond Carver in American literature or Daniil Kharms in the Russian avant-garde — Dovlatov’s
style remains distinctive in its combination of emotional accessibility, philosophical depth, and socio-
political critique.

Conclusion

Sergei Dovlatov’s fiction vividly illustrates the profound narrative and aesthetic potential embedded
in artistic detail, which operates as a microstructural vehicle of meaning throughout his work. Rather
than relying on elaborate plots or dramatic developments, Dovlatov builds his literary world through
meticulously chosen objects, subtle descriptions, and fleeting interpersonal exchanges. These
seemingly minor elements are anything but incidental; they function as structural and semantic
anchors, shaping narrative rhythm, character portrayal, and thematic cohesion.

His use of detail imbues the text with irony, ambiguity, and dialogic richness, inviting readers into an
interpretive space where meaning is not prescribed but negotiated. Objects in his stories are often
imbued with symbolic significance or serve as catalysts for memory, identity formation, and
sociopolitical critique. Through these micro-elements, Dovlatov not only renders his characters
vividly human but also conveys his own authorial stance—sardonic, skeptical, and empathetic toward
the absurdities of late Soviet life.

Moreover, the function of artistic detail in Dovlatov’s prose exemplifies a unique fusion of minimalist
precision and maximal interpretive potential, positioning his work within a distinctive strand of
Russian émigré literature. His stylistic approach, though deceptively simple, produces a textured and
layered narrative experience.

Future scholarship could benefit from examining Dovlatov’s microstructural strategies in
comparative contexts—both alongside other minimalist authors such as Raymond Carver or Lydia
Davis, and within the broader tradition of post-Soviet and émigré writing. Such comparative studies
may reveal how Dovlatov’s techniques have informed or anticipated trends in contemporary Russian
prose, particularly in their handling of irony, memory, and the fragmentation of identity in transitional
societies.
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