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THE DISCURSIVE SCHEME OF THE LIVES OF SAINTS 
OF THE 15th — 17™ CENTURIES

SUMMARY. The paper considers the canonical discourse scheme of Russian lives of saints 
from the point of view of semiotics. The transcendent contract and the anti-contract are the 
main stages of the scheme. The main element of the competence of the Subject in the 
hagiography is the modality of knowledge, which allows to correctly interpret the manipulation 
of anti-Sender and Sender. The modality “to be able" is necessary, but it is derived from 
knowledge. Thus, the basis of the competence of the saint is a communicative competence, 
which is formed in polemical confrontation with the anti-Sender. In contrast with the tales in 
the lives of saints we observe a more complex relationship of actants and actors: in the fairy 
tale one actor always stands in the same role. In the lives of saints the same actor can play 
different roles, even oppositones. If in the tale the hero is always immaculate and static, then 
in lives of saints the evolution of the hero is possible, the hero can make mistakes. The miracle 
is a necessary component of lives ofsaints as an element of glorifying test. If the qualification 
or the decisive test can be implicit in life, the glorifying test is always present in the story, for 
the hortatory purpose, since it is presupposed by the genre.

KEY WORDS. Contract, anti-contract, religious discourse, manipulation, discursive 
scheme, life of a saint.

This article deals with the discursive scheme of Russian hagiography (Russ, 
‘zhitiye’). The absence of works on this topic indicates the relevance of this 
research.

We are going to examine the discursive schemes developed by A. J. Greimas, as 
aresultofanalyzing V. Ya. Propp’s research, and set forth by J. Fontanille [1; 109-125]. 
Two canonical schemes are distinguished: the test scheme and the search scheme. 
The complete test scheme has the following structure:

Confrontation -> Domination —> Appropriation/Deprivation [2; 110].
We can see that this scheme is not appropriate for hagiographies.
The search scheme puts four types of actants into operation: Sender and Recipient, 

Subject and Object. A search, as a matter of fact, is a transition of values from one 
instance to another. As J. Fontanille says, the matter is not the conflict of two actants, 
but the definition of values which may give meaning to the transition of Subject [2; 
112]. The transition of Sender/Recipient is the following:

Contract (or Manipulation) Action —> Sanction
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The transition of Subject and Object:
Competence -> Performance -> Consequence
The second transition is included in the first one, as these three stages are equal 

to the second stage (Action) of the first scheme:
Action = Competence —> Performance —> Consequence [2; 112].
It is supposed that the canonical discursive scheme is not appropriate for analyzing 

hagiographies. We propose a discursive scheme of the narrative transition of 
hagiographic character (asceticism). It supposes the transitions of Sender/Recipient 
and anti-Sender/anti-Recipient:

Initiation —> Competence [anti-Contract -> Interpretation -» Consequence] 
Contract —> Interpretation —> Performance -> Sanction

In our analysis of the Kiev-Pechersk patericon, we mentioned that the anti-Sender 
is dependent on the Sender [2], thus a Subject’s sanction can only be performed by 
the Sender.

We consider the anti-Contract as a necessary narrative element of the scheme, 
since a Subject’s competence without this experience is insufficient, as, for example, 
in the case of Jesus’ temptation in the desert.

The basic element of a Subject’s competence in hagiography is the modality of 
knowledge, which allows to interpret the Sender and anti-Sender’s manipulation 
properly. The modality of ability is necessary, although it is derivative from knowledge. 
Thus, the basis for a saint’s competence is communicative competence, which is 
formed in polemical confrontation with the anti-Sender.

Now we are going to examine the hagiography of Nicetas of Novgorod.
The space of the hagiography, like that of a fairy tale, consists of familiar 

space/strange space. The hero, Nicetas, asks the Father Superior of the Kiev- 
Pechersk Monastery for permission to go into seclusion in a cave. The author 
compares this seclusion to an epic hero being in the open field. The door of the 
cave marks spatial discontinuity: the centre of the holy space is in the minster, by 
the sanctuary, and the cave, the periphery of the monastery, is “the strange space”, 
which is secular, subterranean. The space of hagiography is marked by the 
following terms:

въ печерсколгь сеатолгь монастыре, вт> злтвор’к, ко кна^ю Издслав^ 
(Qiev), вч» ЗаволочГн, Новгород. Consequently, the “familiar” space of the Kiev- 
Pechersk Monastery is opposed to the “strange” space.

M. Eliade presents “familiar/strange” as holy/genuine; secular/ingenuine. This 
proportion negatively estimates “strange”, equating it to deception [3; 32-38].

1. Solution
The hero of the hagiography, Nicetas, is viewed as a “searching Subject” before 

he performs his feats. Being the immanent Sender, the Father Superior does not permit 
Nicetas to seclude himself, saying: w чадо, н’Ьсть ти пользы iohV cVqitf снд*Ьти  
прдздн^. Оуне ти есть, да прев^дешн съ БрАтГею работаа т'Ьлть, и не 
пог&ншн мзды своеА. Слать внд'клъ есн врата нашего Icakia пещерннкА, 
kakw в*ь  ЗАТвор'Ь прелфенъ высть (5 Б’Ьсов'ь, Aipe не бы вслТа благодать
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Бжий'а спасла его молктвь ради преподовныхъ оцвкт» нашнх% AhtwhTa и 
’О’еодосТА [4].

Here, the Father Superior represents the transcendental Sender, God. He uses 
provocation and states the Subject’s incompetence for his seclusion: lack of experience 
and “juvenility”, i.e. the absence of actualizing modalities: /knowledge/ and /ability/. 
Then he resorts to temptation and promises a reward for working within the fraternity. 
The Father Superior predicts forthcoming events, which are connected to spatial 
characteristics: he sees an immediate connection between sloth and demonic 
temptation and looks for another way. Out of two ways, the Subject chooses the first 
one: ннкдкоже очвке прелц1#сд таковою вецпю, но кр'кпкю стати желаю 
против# копией Б'ЬсОВСКНХ'Ь, И ЧЛ№В*ЬкОЛЮБЦА  Бг№А молити нмалгь, да н 
ЛШ*Ь  поддеть Ч#ДОТВОрен'|А ддр*ь,  коже 1сакТю затворник#, иже Н ДО НЫН’к 
Ч#Д6СА многа творить.

The Subject misestimates his competence (knowledge) and supposes that he has 
a right to the gift of working wonders. Thus, the Subject’s aim is to work wonders, 
not serve God. Consequently, the recipient of the Subject’s narrative program is not 
God, but secular world, society. In other words, the Subject initiates a transcendental 
contract, considering it auxiliary to the social contract. In reply to his persistence, the 
Father Superior says: выше силы желднТе твое, блюди чадо, да не во^нессл 
нн^плдешн, а^ъ повел’Ьвдю ти паче сл#жити на кратТю, н за посл#шан1е 
твое в'Ьнчан’ь W Бпжа нмдшн бытн.

There is direct evidence of the Subject’s desire without ability and knowledge.
Being a “searching Subject’, Nicetas should act according to the canonical 

narrative scheme, i.e. he should pass a test in three forms: qualifying test, final test, 
and glorifying test [5; 131]. The qualifying test presupposes acquiring competence 
(or the modalities knowledge and ability). The final test results in performance. The 
glorifying test leads to the acceptance of the hero. Apparently, in the Father 
Superior’s mind, “seclusion” correlates with the final test, which requires a sufficient 
level of competence.

The Father Superior is guided by the modality knowledge, obliging the Subject 
to choose between temptation and provocation.

The persuasion of the Father Superior is presented as a contract of command: the 
Subject is opposed to the manipulator, whose axiology is inimical to him. Such a 
contract is based on the contact of genuineness, which determines the modality faith 
in genuineness from both communicative points of view. The Subject’s positive 
response to the persuasion to act would mean accepting ungenuine values. The 
Subject’s unwillingness to follow the will of the manipulator indicates divergence of 
their axiologies and modalities.

The episode “Solution” introduces the old narrative scheme suggested by 
V. Ya. Propp, the antinomy “prohibition — breaking prohibition” in the form of 
“manipulation/countermanipulation”:

1) the Father Superior’s proposal of the contract of genuineness — refusal of the 
contract;
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2) the proposal of the contract of command — the refusal of the contract (the 
Subject withstood the temptation, as well as the provocation). Thus, the Subject breaks 
the manipulator’s prohibition obligation not to do, having entered the conjunction 
with credit. This motif of breaking the prohibition is more typical for warriors, epic 
heroes, than for monks.

We should mention that the Subject does not have a Sender, referring to the 
transcendental universe. His refusal to act according to the narrative program of the 
Father Superior, the delegate of the transcendental Sender, shows us that he is Sender 
for himself.

2. Qualifying test
In G. Dumezil’s “Mythe et Epopee”, a priest participates in two contracts of 

different levels [6]. In the social contract, the priest addresses the immanent Recipient 
(i.e. the entire society). Here we can define his activity as education. In the 
transcendental contract, the priest addresses God. The communicative initiative can 
come from the transcendental Sender, as well as from the priest. The priest prays to 
address God. The discursive program “to pray” makes the priest the speaker, the initial 
Sender-manipulator: to pray—to speak to God in order to ask for help or give thanks 
[Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English].

The recluse participates in both contracts: he prays, apprehends the Lord’s word, 
and enlightens society. It should be pointed out that it is not divine grace but the social 
contract that attracts the Subject of this text. We should remind the reader that the 
social contract is secondary and derived from the transcendental one—a priest cannot 
educate without transcendental communication.

Овлче не по л\ноги\т> днехт» с'Ьтей дТаволскихт» не и^к'кже, во времА 
во п'кшА своего слышаше гласт» молацка xS’nHw ст» ннмт», н швонАше 
благо^ханТе неизреченно, н симт» прелстившисл глагола въ сев’Ь: ац16 не 
бы сей аггиклт» были», не бы молнлса со мною, ниже Дхй»а стнкаго швонАнТе 
БЫЛО БЫ ЗД’Ь.

We can see that the Subject intends to participate in a transcendental model of 
religious practice, therefore he implements the discursive program “to pray”. Having 
caught the voice and the smell, the first symptoms of an epiphany, the Subject prays 
to God for His appearance.

Тогда гласт» кисть кт» нем^: не влюса теба, зане юнт» есн, да не 
вознессА ннзпАдешн. Затворникт» же со слезами рече: ннклкоже Гдсн 
прелц&СА, haVmh бо ма иг^мнт» не вннмдти прелести к'ксовст’Ьй, тобою 
же вса повел'Ьннаа мн сотворю.

The Subject mistakes the voice for genuine. He worships a demon as an angel. 
The demon proposes him a contract: Отол*Ь  ты оуже не молнса, но читан книги, 
и тако wEpAipeiiiHCA ст» Бгекомъ Кескд^А, И ПОДАСН СЛОВО полезно 
прнходАфымт» кт» тев'Ь, дзт» же прнснш kS’aS’ молнти творца вс'кх41 w 
спас6Н1и твоемт».

There is direct evidence of manipulation at the level of temptation, when the 
recipient Subject maintains the position of desire to act. The narrative programme 
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Temptation presupposes the Subject’s conjunction with a positive value — salvation. 
The structure of manipulation can be presented as the modalities of persuasion to act 
and prohibition (prohibition to pray). Persuasion is presented in the form of contract 
of command: the Subject does not oppose the manipulator, as the axiology of the 
latter, while being inimical, is modeled as not to be + to seem at the same time. A. J. 
Greimas points out that this is a case of defining a lie as an action (“to lie”) [7; 82]. 
The Recipient (Nicetas) misenterprets manipulation, mistaking ungenuine for genuine. 
Thus, we have evidence of creating illusion from the point of view of interpretation. 
The manipulator makes the Subject learn books, which is secondary, instead of praying, 
the primary activity of a priest. The manipulated Subject’s having chosen the desire 
to act means accepting ungenuine (false) values.

Thus, the monk fails to resist temptation. He abandons praying to learn from 
books.

Ст» ПриХОДАфНМН КТ» HCmV MHOrW кес'кдовлше CG писанТа w поль^Ь д#шн. 
Нача же и пророчествовдтн: и бысть w немт» слава великд, ко вс’Ьмт» 
ДНВИТНСА СБЫТ1Ю слвест» erw.

The hagiography specifies the nature of the knowledge acquired by the Subject: 
[дфе во Б'кст» HMiftpArw выти и не в’йсть, но еже салть сод’Ъа, н haWth 
ЭЛЫА ЧЛВБК'ккН, нлн оувити, нлн оукрдсти, CIA ко^к'кфдетт»..]

It is also noted that the Subject (or the anti-Subject, to be more exact) knows the 
Old Testament better than anybody else: ..cviaackhxt» же н апслскихт» стекыхт» 
кннгт» преддныхт» ндмт» во блжгодатн на нспрдвленГе ндше н оутвержденТе 
ннкогддже восхотк вид'ктн, нлн слашатн, не точно читдти, ниже иному 
ДААШе БеС’ЬдОВАТН КТ» СбБ’Ь (5 HOBAKV ЗАВЕТА..

Genuine knowledge was unavailable to the Subject. The activity of the Subject 
as a prophet, conveying transitive knowledge, has become dangerous for him and for 
society. His prophecies were not a Christian wonder, but “magic”, as any communication 
with God was over. The holy fathers realized that the Subject yielded to the anti­
Sender’s temptation and relived him: ..cin вен вт» доврод^телехч» С1АЮф1н 
пришедше, аллштвы творАХ^ кт» ErmV w НГкитЬ, н ССгнаша б'Ьса GJ нети, 
kw ktomV не внд'Ь erw. тдже н^ведше его вонт», вопрошАХ^, да повесть 
нмт» что w ветхдгш завета. онт» же коснАшесА, kw ннколнже чтАше тыа 
книги, гаже прежде н^ оустъ оулгклше. ксимт» же и ни едино слово знашс, 
iakw едвд на^чнша его грдллмдт'к

Thus, the anti-Subject was deprived of book learning — one constituent part of 
competence.

Nicetas has been preserved from fatal communication with the anti-Sender thanks 
to a collective delegate Subject of the transcendental Sender. Thus, the Subject was 
defeated in the first test.

3. The final test and the glorifying test
The subject passes the following tests well:
Тогда лалжтвамн преподовныхт» офжт» пришедт» вт» севе, нспов'кдд 

гр’кх’ь свои, и плакаса w толп» горькш, вдавт» севе вт» великое во^держджб 
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и послЬ'шдже, коспрГелгъ чистое и смиренное жпт<е, kw прев^ытн ем# вс’Ьх'ь 
доБрод’Ътелио..

..НЕКОГДА БО Бездождью SbIBllltf, ПОМОЛИСА Eritttf, И ДОЖДЬ СТ» HBWC’b 
сведе: тдкоже и пождръ грАДА млютвамн своими оугАСн и ина мныта ч^десд 
творжше.

In the final test, the Subject plays the role of “competent Subject”, due to the 
knowledge that he acquired in the qualifying test.

Thus, the hagiography tells us about the creation of a saint’s competence. The 
“Solution” episode is a cognitive test, in which the Subject resists the influence of the 
manipulator (the delegate subject of the transcendental Sender). The subject jumps 
the gun and undergoes his seclusion, the final test, as a qualifying one. It causes a 
dual result: the Subject gets defeated at the level of the final test by yielding to the 
temptation of the anti-Sender, but at the level of the qualifying test, he acquires a 
necessary competence (the actualizing modality — the knowledge of himself and of 
the demon). As a result, from a “searching Subject” he turns into a “competent Subject”, 
who has realized his identity. In this hagiography of Nicetas of Novgorod, we can 
find a topical binomial: the topical role of punished ambition during the first test, and 
the topical role of rewarded “goodness” in the main test, according to K. Bremond’s 
model for fairy tales [8].

Consequently, this narration has the following discursive scheme:
(Initiation) —» Competence [anti-Contract -> Interpretation —> Consequence] 

—> (Contract) —> Interpretation —> Performance —> Sanction
Therefore, the anti-Contract (explicit or implicit) is a necessary element in the 

formation of a saint’s competence.
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