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In the initial stage of  our study, participants were shown Polunin’s pantomime 
10,000-Meter Race (1981), in which he portrayed a runner growing increasingly ex-
hausted through different stages of  the race. In individual interviews, participants 
were asked about their impressions of  the pantomime. Then an emergent turn 
in the research occurred. One of  the participants found and sent the interviewer 
information about a real competition between American and Soviet runners during 
the Cold War (Philadelphia, 1959). In that 10,000-meter race, held under condi-
tions of  extreme heat and humidity, athletes – striving to defeat their opponents 
– pushed themselves to the point of  collapse. In Polunin’s 1980s pantomime, his 
movement patterns so strongly resembled the athletes’ disoriented movements that 
it was difficult to consider this a mere coincidence.

The emergent turn in the research consisted in conducting a second series 
of  interviews. After watching the pantomime and discussing it, participants were 
later presented with print and video materials about the 1959 race. They were then 
asked again about their impressions of  the pantomime, their attitude toward it, and 
its meaning. The variety of  responses and emotional reactions ranged from radical 
shifts in attitudes toward the pantomime and the performer (both positive and 
negative) to no change at all in previously expressed meanings and impressions. 
This variety encompassed reinterpretations of  the pantomime and reflections on 
the interaction between art and life, the way sport and duty to the state can be inter-
woven in international competitions, ethical concerns, the influence of  the political 
climate on sport and everyday life, the pursuit of  goals at great personal cost, and 
reflections on the meaning of  life.
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I. Introduction
Imagine that you are watching an episode of  the regular humorous 

television program Around Laughter (1981)1. Among other things, you are 
shown a pantomime in which the mime depicts running at high speed, by 
the end reaching the state of  becoming groggy from fatigue. The camera 
also captures the reactions of  the audience. You see people’s faces, their 
smiles, you hear laughter. (The recording was made in the USSR in 1981, 
when canned laughter was not yet widespread – thus, the laughter was a 
genuine reaction to what was happening.)

Then you are shown newsreel footage of  an actual sporting competi-
tion (a fragment from Elem Klimov’s film Sport, Sport, Sport), in which some 
of  the runners’ movements resemble those of  the mime in the pantomime 
act2. You also learn that the long-distance runner whose movements are 
recognizable in the pantomime eventually lost consciousness and experi-
enced clinical death, which damaged his health for life. Would your attitude 
toward the pantomime in the humorous program Around Laughter, which 
you had been shown originally, change? And would your interpretation of  
its meaning change?

It was precisely this question that arose during our study of  the per-
ception and interpretation of  a pantomime act. Initially, respondents were 
shown V. Polunin’s pantomime 10,000-Meter Race. We subsequently asked 
them to share their impressions of  it. Following one such discussion, a 
participant (R22) unexpectedly sent us additional information which she 
had found after the end of  our meeting. (From here on, R stands for Re-
spondent, and I for Interviewer.) When we asked what had motivated her 
to delve deeper and spend her time looking into the facts around the pan-
tomime act she had been shown, she replied: interest and curiosity. The 
information she provided, following the logic of  a flashback, added unex-
pected nuances to the informational field of  the material presented in the 
first series (Seger, 2010).

The information included a newspaper article and video footage of  real 
events.

1 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6-mcZ1hO4Kk, https://vk.com/vid-
eo-105973078_456239351

2 Available at https://youtu.be/FUTA12nJ7pY?t=4172, https://vk.com/video- 
38279446_456239509?t=1h9m33s
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The newspaper article concerned 10,000-Meter Race that took place in 
1959 (Imamov, 2019). The race (called “Death Race”) was held in Philadel-
phia under conditions of  abnormally high humidity and heat, creating the 
effect of  a steam bath (Adamov, 2005; Cobley, 2012; Imamov, 2019). Four 
athletes took part in the competition – two long-distance runners from the 
USA and two from the USSR. All the runners were strongly aware of  the 
rivalries between the countries, and the desire to beat the ideological op-
ponents strongly contributed to their motivation to win (Ibid.). In Western 
culture, the 1959 Philadelphia “Death Race” is also regarded as part of  The 
Cold War Track Series (Cobley, 2012).

The video contained footage of  the real events of  this race (frames 
from Elem Klimov’s 1970 film Sport, Sport, Sport). The movements of  
the athletes collapsing from fatigue and exhaustion resembled the mime’s 
movements in one of  the pantomime’s fragments. As we discovered later, 
the author of  the pantomime most likely used the film as one of  his sources 
of  inspiration while creating it.

This gave us the idea of  conducting a second series of  the study, in 
which participants were given information about the real marathon and 
shown the video report and newspaper article. After familiarizing them-
selves with the new information, respondents were again asked to share 
their impressions of  the pantomime they had viewed.

Thus, the distinctive feature of  our study is its emergent character (see 
Gaver et al., 2022) on emergent studies). After receiving the information 
about the real race of  1959, we set the following question. How can the 
new context (information about events preceding the creation of  the pan-
tomime act) influence the respondent’s attitude toward the performance 
and the meaning which emerged in the first series?

Let us now describe the historical context of  the Polunin pantomime 
under consideration.

II. Polunin’s pantomime act 10,000-Meter Race (1981), 
and its cultural-historical context
Below, we describe the course of  the pantomime. Inevitably, this is our 

interpretation. Yet, a significant portion of  respondents understood what 
was happening on stage in much the same way (Klarina & Poddiakov, 2024).

The mime assumes a posture, supporting himself  on hands and feet (in 
our interpretation – depicting the tense starting stance of  a runner). Then 
he runs, moving his legs very rapidly (in our interpretation – overtaking 
his competitors), waves his hand (in our interpretation – in greeting, with 
a smile on his face). Then his movements gradually slow down (interpre-
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tation – fatigue, exhaustion sets in), he begins to stumble and fall, and the 
smile vanishes. He stops, begins spinning in place, going on tip toes, looking 
around (interpretation – he is lost and tries to understand where he is). His 
face displays various emotions (interpretation – apprehension, fear…). He 
notices something on the ground before him, “plucks” it (interpretation – a 
plant with a berry), puts it in his mouth, and with a smile walks away in the 
opposite direction from the one in which he had originally been “running.”

In 1981 this pantomime act could have carried a message with at least 
two layers.

The first possible level of  message is for the people who were not aware 
of  the real, tragic 1959 race, nor about the film Sport, Sport, Sport, in which 
this race was shown and commented on. For them, it was simply a vivid 
grotesque pantomime with no backstory in the program Around Laughter.

The second possible level of  message of  Polunin’s pantomime act 
could be for people who knew about the real 1959 race and about Klimov’s 
film Sport, Sport, Sport. Klimov was a famous film director, and some Soviet 
viewers of  Polunin’s pantomime act could previously have seen Klimov’s 
1970 film Sport, Sport, Sport. They could easily grasp the similarities between 
the mime’s movements and those of  the real runners in the film.

We contacted the author of  the pantomime to inquire about the corre-
spondence between his miniature (the pantomime act) and the real events 
depicted in the film. Sophie, the communications attaché, replied:

“While preparing, together with his partner Alexander Skvortsov, a 
new production around the 1980 Olympics, Slava [Vyacheslav Polunin] was 
gathering materials and coming up with possible storylines. Remembering 
the footage from a documentary film showing a runner with faltering legs 
collapsing at the finish line, he decided that one of  the possible storylines 
could be a race. At the same time, it is of  course very important that Slava 
follows his teacher Meyerhold, who said that when preparing a production, 
an actor must completely fill the room with every possible piece of  infor-
mation on the subject. Everything comes into play: slippers, stories, smells, 
tales – everything one can find – starting a year before the performance 
is born. One must search endlessly on the theme, absorb countless im-
pressions, saturate yourself  like a sponge, gather a thousand different keys, 
hints, and stimuli – and it remains unknown which one of  these thousand 
things will ignite and become the seed from which everything will emerge.”

We conducted our study in a very different historical context – more 
than 60 years after the actual “Death Race” of  1959, about 50 years after 
the release of  the film Sport, Sport, Sport, and about 40 years after the first 
television broadcast of  Polunin’s 10,000-meter race. The respondents reflect-
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ed on historical allusions, engagement with the theme of  the purpose of  
life, and so forth. But before describing the study in detail, let us turn to the 
general theme of  pantomime.

III. Pantomime in real life, games, arts, 
and pantomime studies
In various countries, the game of  pantomime is popular, with many 

variations in its rules. Pantomime both permeates our everyday life and ex-
ists as a form of  performing art, while also featuring in a number of  schol-
arly fields: theater studies, narratology, semiotics (Żywiczyński et al., 2018).

In psychology, the theme of  pantomime is explored from different 
perspectives, for example, in psychotherapy with both children and adults, 
and in neuropsychological testing to diagnose syndromes, such as apraxia 
(Brown et al., 2019). But most often, it is discussed in the context of  theo-
ries of  language origin (Żywiczyński et al., 2018). We, however, are interest-
ed in another aspect, namely, how the meaning of  pantomime performed 
by an artist is perceived by an individual (person) in different contexts.

A pantomime performance belongs to narrative arts (Brown, 2019). 
Writer with a background in philology, actor and mime Evgeny Grishk-
ovets, when asked in an interview, “So what brought you to pantomime?” 
replied: “Firstly, I was passionate about poetry, and therefore metaphor was 
the most important means of  expression for me, and pantomime is nothing 
other than a metaphorical language. Back then, in the late 1980s, it was a 
very productive and important language” (Timasheva, 2002).

“In a certain sense, pantomime is always a game between the mime 
and the audience: the mime is constantly posing plastic riddles to the view-
er, making them exercise their creativity and imagination. The spectator is 
constantly engaged in solving these riddles and thus becomes involved in 
the process of  imagining together with the performer” (Bogdanov & Vino-
gradsky, 2009, pp. 152–153).

Thus, understanding a pantomime act as a work of  art requires of  the 
viewer imagination and the ability to decode certain conventions, symbols, 
metaphors, the author’s intended play with the audience, and more – all of  
which create the meaning (polyphony of  meanings) of  this dramaturgical 
performance.

Pantomiming is characterized by imagery and metaphoricity (McNeill, 
2005), symbolism (Tomasello, 2008), representativity and the social inten-
tion of  transmitting necessary information (Tomasello, 2008; Żywiczyński 
et al., 2018), abstraction, the absence of  a conventional fixed meaning, nat-
uralness in its origin/nature (Tomasello, 2008), spontaneity, and integration 
of  bodily movement.
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“Pantomime is a whole-body process” (Żywiczyński et al., 2018). It 
is holistic and communicatively complex (Ibid.), open-ended and having 
a broad semantic potential (Brown et al., 2019). The latter is of  particular 
interest to us, since the broad semantic potential of  pantomimic gesture 
entails variability in possible interpretation and, consequently, differences in 
the understanding of  meaning by those to whom the pantomimic message 
is directed.

For the participants to understand a pantomime act, they have to share 
a common conceptual ground, which is one of  the fundamental compo-
nents of  communication (Tomasello, 2008, p. 75). Equally important is the 
communicative context (Ibid., p.74).

According to Guseltseva (2023), the sociocultural context determines 
the nature of  the socializing functions of  art that influence the individual, 
as well as the quality of  art interpretation. By analyzing two components 
– contextual and subjective ones – Guseltseva reveals the connection be-
tween them. Context determines the norms and practices of  interaction 
with works of  art. The subjective state of  a person conditions the quality 
of  this interaction.

Behind the search for meaning, according to Frankl, there is always a 
connection with context. Meaning is closely tied to the situation. Längle 
(2005), following in Frankl’s footsteps, highlights the dynamic concept of  
meaning and the importance of  embedding a concrete situation within a 
broader context. This is important for our study, since each respondent 
has their own life context, which our meeting, dialogue, and the discovered 
meaning are integrated into.

IV. An empirical study of  rethinking Polunin’s pantomime 
act 10,000-Meter Race (1981) after reviewing the materials
about “The Death Run” (1959)

Method
The research questions of  the first and second series led us to select 

a qualitative research method, as this allows the integrity, complexity, and 
multidimensionality of  the studied phenomenon to be revealed (Murnikov, 
2022). In both series, the method of  semi-structured interviews was used 
to collect data. In the first series, the main objective was to uncover the 
process by which the meaning conveyed through pantomime is shaped and 
understood (Klarina & Poddiakov, 2024). The core questions forming the 
basis of  the first-series interviews aimed to uncover how the clip resonated 
with the participants emotionally, how they formed their understanding and 
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initial impressions of  the clip. In the second series, the main goal was to 
study the influence of  materials about “The Death Race” (1959) on the par-
ticipants’ opinions about Polunin’s pantomime act 10,000-Meter Race (1981).

The study was approved by Ethics Committee of  Department of  
psychology of  HSE University. Written invitations were sent to potential 
participants interested in the topic of  body language and pantomime. The 
invitation contained a short description of  the study (viewing a video of  a 
pantomime act and interviewing about it) and explanations of  participants’ 
rights: they were informed of  their right to refuse to answer questions and 
to withdraw from participation at any time. The participants were guaran-
teed anonymity: each interview was assigned a code by which the session 
was later identified during analysis. All interviewees gave verbal informed 
consent to participate before being interviewed.

Participants
Thirty respondents (16 women and 14 men, 30–44 yrs) participated 

in the study. All participants represented different professions, and their 
professional lives were not connected with psychology or theatre. What 
united the participants was their interest in the topic of  body language and 
pantomime.

The emergence of  the second series was unexpected for the partici-
pants from the first pool, R1–R21. Thirty people participated in the first se-
ries (without the information about the real race of  1959), of  whom 10 did 
not take part in the second (with introduction of  this information). Each 
respondent had the opportunity to decline participation. Taking part in the 
second series required respondents to allocate additional time.

Materials
(1) In the first series, a video recording of  Polunin’s pantomime 

10,000-Meter Race was used. 
(2) In the second series, the following materials were used as addition 

to the video.
(a) A newspaper article dedicated to the 1959 race, including excerpts 

from interviews with athletes and descriptions of  the events related to the 
race. The article was titled “Sixty Years Ago the ‘Death Run’ Took Place” 
(subheading: “Only two reached the finish, the others ended up in a coma”) 
(Imamov, 2019).

(b) A video recording with documentary footage of  the 1959 race, 
showing the movements of  the athletes (fragment from Elem Klimov’s 
film Sport, sport, sport).
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(c) Information from Polunin’s communications attaché (see the con-
tents of  the letter above).

Procedure
(1) The first series (without the information about the real race of  1959)
(a) Instruction: “I will ask you to watch the pantomime. After you’ve 

watched it, we will discuss it.” The aim of  this instruction was to minimize 
the researcher’s influence on the respondent’s understanding of  the perfor-
mance and their attitude toward what they had seen.

Viewing Polunin’s pantomime 10,000-Meter Race by the participant.
(b) Semi-structured interview (about 80–90 minutes) with the partic-

ipant. Some typical questions included: “Please tell me, what is this pan-
tomime act about?”, “Could you tell me what emotions the pantomime 
act evoked?”, “What is your general impression of  the pantomime act?”, 
“What stood out most vividly for you in the pantomime act?”. The order or 
wording of  questions could be changed, and new questions could be added 
depending on the respondent’s answers.

(2) The second series (with introduction of  the information about the 
real race of  1959)

Due to the specificity of  emergent research, not all participants were 
informed of  the second series in advance – only those scheduled after the 
interview with respondent R22. For respondents R1–R22, the second series 
came as a surprise, which they could decline. Respondents R23–R30 also 
had the option to refuse participation in the second series, and they were 
notified of  it in advance. The interval between the series ranged from three 
to five months.

The second series was organized as follows.
(a) Repeated viewing of  Polunin’s pantomime 10,000-Meter Race. After 

viewing, respondents were asked questions to clarify their impressions of  
the pantomime and the meaning which they had previously identified.

(b) Presentation of  materials about the “Death Race” of  1959 (de-
scribed above).

The questions posed after the presentation of  these materials aimed to 
clarify impressions of  the pantomime, the participant’s attitudes toward the 
pantomime act as a whole, toward the actors’ gestures, toward the author, 
and toward the meaning previously identified (“Please tell me, what impres-
sion of  the pantomime do you have now?” “How did the material influence 
the way you understand the meaning of  the pantomime act?” etc.). The 
second series lasted about 60 minutes.
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The interviews were video-recorded, transcribed, and presented in text 
form for further analysis. Following the analysis of  each interview, an indi-
vidual report was prepared.

Data analysis
Each interview was analyzed using two qualitative approaches: (1) phe-

nomenological analysis and (2) interpretative phenomenological analysis 
(Smith, 2008). In both series, three experts participated in analyzing the 
collected data (Klarina, 2025). The requirements for the experts were: (a) a 
completed higher education degree in psychology; (b) at least 15 years of  
professional experience as a psychologist. First, the experts analyzed the in-
terview transcripts of  each respondent individually, then met to discuss the 
texts collectively, following Kvale’s recommendations for conducting phe-
nomenological analysis (Kvale, 1996). As a result, categories were identified, 
which served as the basis for forming four groups (see the chapter devoted 
to results). Interpretative phenomenological analysis was also applied. Us-
ing it, clusters of  themes were identified in both the first and second series. 
In the second series, a new theme cluster emerged, distinct from the first 
series. In this article, we focus on the results of  phenomenological analysis.

Results and discussion
The new materials provoked a strong emotional response in almost 

all respondents (except for R11, who focused instead on comparing their 
own experience of  being in Philadelphia with the weather conditions of  
the 1959 race). We identified several general trends, which will be pre-
sented below, while also attending to the uniqueness of  each response. 
One interesting observation: although no question about the author was 
asked during the interview, analysis of  the responses shows that some 
participants changed their attitude toward the actor – both positively and 
negatively.

After the change of  context and the introduction of  additional materi-
al, the respondents’ answers can be grouped as follows.

(1) A change in attitude toward the pantomime and the author/actor, 
while the meaning remained unchanged or received only minor clarifica-
tions.

(2) Attitude toward the pantomime remained the same, but the previ-
ously identified meaning changed.

(3) Both the attitude toward the pantomime and the identified mean-
ing remained unchanged.
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(4) A change in both attitude and understanding of  the meaning, or a 
change in attitude and the discovery of  meaning in a situation where the 
respondent had not identified any meaning in the first series or after the 
repeated viewing.

Let us now look at each of  these groups in detail.
(1) Change in attitude toward the pantomime and the author/actor, 

with the meaning unchanged or only slightly clarified.
(a) Negative dynamics in attitude toward the pantomime.
This subgroup included two respondents (R5 and R29), both of  whom 

considered pantomime to be a comic genre. Accordingly, in their view, its 
meaning lay in making the audience laugh.

(b) Constructive dynamics in attitude toward the pantomime.
This subgroup is represented by one respondent (R10): “For me the 

meaning hasn’t changed. It’s just the same situation, but you perceive it 
emotionally from different sides”.

R10 saw connections between the factual material and his own experi-
ence: “And I perfectly understand what this is about, because I’ve been in 
those situations myself, including in sports. You try for something, try to 
prove something to someone, for some reason – and then when your body 
punishes you for it, you think: what the hell did I do all that for? Why? 
That’s very close to me”.

After learning the new information, the respondent changed his repre-
sentation of  the symbolic meaning of  one of  the actor’s final movements 
(plucking a berry from a plant on the ground), and refined the meaning 
he had found earlier: “The little berry is a symbol that you’ve been given a 
chance, and maybe you should reconsider, maybe you’re doing something 
wrong. Here’s your chance. Try choosing another path. (pause) To look at 
things a little more broadly, simply to view your values differently”.

According to R10, the real facts changed his perception and under-
standing of  some of  the actor’s gestures and movements, and stirred com-
passion and empathy for the pantomime’s protagonist.

Thus, after encountering the factual material, R10’s attitude toward the 
pantomime changed: compassion for the protagonist emerged, and the 
meaning was somewhat refined.

(2) Attitude unchanged, but there are changes in understanding of  
meaning.

In this group, as in the previous one, both positive and negative dynam-
ics were observed. Each subgroup is illustrated by a single case.

(a) Negative dynamics (a shift from abstract analysis of  the pantomime 
to a concrete interpretation of  what happens in it).
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This subgroup is represented by R11. The respondent focused on re-
flections, comparisons of  Russian and Western social attitudes, contrasts of  
eras, and an overview of  the historical context:

“Here’s the difference between the modern approach and the Soviet 
one: ‘You must run to the end’. Now they say: ‘You don’t have to run to 
the end’ (R11 smiles). I mean, from a modern perspective… I think now 
Western philosophy is spreading everywhere, including in Russia. About 
downshifting – that you don’t need to make career leaps, you should be 
happy even if  you’re just a shop assistant”.

R11 identified a change in her understanding of  the pantomime’s mean-
ing. A regressive dynamic was observed: she moved from a metaphorical 
interpretation back to a concrete one: “To look back and show that the 
Americans are lying there dead, to be horrified, and then to convey some 
message that the finish line has been crossed and he is the winner”.

She linked her interpretation with the social context of  the time: “Be-
cause if  they didn’t finish, and at the same time they didn’t die, who knows 
what would happen to them at home. Maybe they’d be banned from con-
tinuing their careers anyway”.

She compared the real facts with the gestures in the pantomime. From 
her perspective, the actor’s task was to depict the real events, which he failed 
to do: “I suspect that Polunin tried to reproduce the real events without 
changing the plot. But it turned out that for me, he didn’t reproduce them”.

She noted that her attitude toward the pantomime had not changed.
Thus, the information about the real events brought the respondent 

back to a concrete interpretation of  the pantomime.
(b) Constructive dynamics.
R16 shared that the real facts impressed him more than the pantomime: 

“The pantomime for me is already some kind of  secondary act”.
He noted that his attitude toward the pantomime had not changed, 

explaining this by saying that the pantomime is based on real material but 
does not coincide with it. 

“Maybe that they came to terms with the fact that sport was lost to 
them forever, and started doing something else. Came to terms with the de-
feat in the struggle with their own life… Acceptance of  fate. <…> When a 
person becomes disabled, he is lost both to himself  and to others. Well, he 
can find some meaning for himself, discover himself  in something else. But 
not everyone can do that. A very small percentage of  all those unfortunate 
ones (R16 smiles) <…> I think he lost the race, but he didn’t despair. He 
continued living (R16 smiles). He found something new for himself.” In the 
first series, the respondent had spoken of  finding a new meaning, but this 
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was in the context of  being in a rush in life: “He finds a new goal in life and 
goes on more calmly.”

Thus, the factual information contributed to a deepening of  the mean-
ing identified in the first series.

(3) Attitude toward the pantomime and the identified meaning un-
changed.

This is the largest group, comprising ten respondents. Despite the over-
arching commonality – that most participants reported no change either in 
their attitude toward the pantomime or in their understanding of  its mean-
ing – there were significant differences in the details. Let us consider them.

Some respondents noted that the pantomime was an interpretation of  
facts or a reworking of  real events. For example, R1: “It’s an interpretation 
of  real events”; R6: “This [pantomime] is an artistic reworking”. R3, how-
ever, on the contrary, believed that the facts and the pantomime did not 
correspond to each other: “The pantomime is about our inner world <…> 
And for me it still remains a bright moment, because it leads TO SOME-
THING GOOD. It still teaches what’s right, what’s good, what can help us 
in life… But as for that information I received about the athletes… once 
again I linked it with ideology… how they can change us, how they can 
program us, and how easily we can be programmed”.

R24: “The pantomime itself  isn’t about those events. It [the attempt] 
maybe helped to prepare him to convey the tension that athletes feel on the 
track, but no more than that”.

(4) Change in attitude and discovery of  meaning or change in under-
standing of  meaning.

In this group, as in the first two, both constructive and negative dynam-
ics were represented.

(a) Negative dynamics. This subgroup included two respondents: R8 
and R23. For both, the factual material elicited a strong emotional response. 
R8 restrained its outward expression, unlike R23. R8 shared that her atti-
tude toward the pantomime had changed: she felt disappointment. “In that 
situation, when I analysed it, and on the one hand I recognized (pause) the 
author’s idea, and not the idea that had once been planted somewhere in my 
head, or what I thought myself… The disappointment came from compar-
ing these two situations”. She explained the reason for the transformation 
of  her attitude and noted a change in her understanding of  the panto-
mime’s meaning. In her view, the author’s concept turned out to be rath-
er superficial, which caused an acute reaction, since the meaning she had 
found earlier was valuable and the pantomime had seemed profound. The 
factual material devalued the previously discovered meaning and brought 
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her back to a concrete interpretation of  the pantomime: “[The meaning] 
well, probably exactly what its title says. A 10,000-meter race”.

R23 actively shared his emotions, which were mainly negative, along 
with significant doubts about the ethics of  the pantomime author’s po-
sition: “Since for me the person – I don’t know his background, and if  
the person made something comic out of  a non-comic situation, then my 
attitude is tense, maybe even negative. Yes. Negative. Dismissive.” After 
seeing the factual material, his mood declined, and confusion arose about 
the author’s intention: whether he wanted to mock, or to show the truth of  
life with some kind of  bright ending. “What did he [the author] want? Did 
he want to mock someone, or to offend, or did he not? Probably not, but 
who knows?”. A sense of  wariness and mistrust set in – something that had 
fleetingly appeared in the first series, but which had then been overridden 
by his search for meaning and reflection. In the second series, however, the 
question of  the pantomime’s meaning arose again, more forcefully: “I don’t 
know what the author wanted to say. For me it remained the same. The 
story here at least ended somehow, I would say, although it’s still unclear, 
but I hope in a good way”.

Thus, after being presented with the factual material, both respondents 
took a negative view of  the pantomime: in one case, disappointment; in the 
other, wariness. Overall mood declined. Both lost the meanings they had 
previously discovered.

(b) Constructive dynamics.
This subgroup included three respondents. In addition to constructive 

dynamics, what united them was a high level of  engagement in the second 
series. For R7, this was a change: in the first series engagement had been 
low. After being introduced to the factual material, she shared that the facts 
gave her a different perception: “You believe more, you empathise more 
with his feelings, his emotions. You feel his fatigue more… [the situation] 
becomes more vivid and real”. In other words, the facts inspired trust. The 
cognitive dissonance she had experienced in the first series – arising from 
the conflict between her assumption that the actor’s intent was to amuse 
and the emotions the pantomime actually evoked (pity, rather than laugh-
ter) – was successfully resolved. In the first series, and even after the second 
viewing following a break, R7 had not found meaning in the pantomime. 
In the second series, however, by engaging her imagination, considering 
alternative scenarios for the pantomime, and comparing the real facts with 
the performance, she found meaning: “Life and health are more important 
than prestige and everything else”.
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For R17, engagement also changed in the second series – from moder-
ate to high. The factual material elicited a strong emotional response. Re-
flecting on the context and on the audience of  the time, she appreciated the 
author’s message and admired its boldness, given the context in which the 
pantomime was created: “It’s just that, when you know what it’s based on, 
your perception changes. And of  course, his message, if  people KNEW, 
then it was very brave.” She noted that the context gave the pantomime 
more substance, and that knowledge of  the real events added depth: “Pol-
unin probably embedded more far-reaching thoughts here… about values. 
What I said before – that it’s not just about dealing with some FAILURE, 
some LOSS, but about the absurdity of  everything that was happening. I 
didn’t see that context at first”.

The central meaning of  the pantomime shifted – from “extracting 
something good from any situation” to the futility of  sacrifices for ephem-
eral goals. She also emphasized that her perception of  the gestures and of  
the pantomime itself  changed after seeing the factual material: “When he 
was stumbling <…> when a real person runs like that, it’s almost painful to 
watch… knowing the context, the harshness, but also with a certain justifi-
cation. Now I no longer see it as dark humour”.

R19 maintained a high level of  engagement after the first series. He 
analyzed the behaviour of  the athletes from today’s perspective, noting an 
ambivalent attitude: “They’re all the same in my eyes. All of  them (pause) 
heroes, but on the other hand – excuse me – all idiots”. While in the first 
series he had described the pantomime as communication with meaning, 
containing a certain entertainment value, in the second series he viewed it 
differently: “Now it really is a mini play – a tragedy,” noting that “it’s very 
true to life”. 

He took into account the values of  that society and the context in 
which the events took place, reflecting on the opportunities and limitations 
the author faced in the USSR because of  censorship: “When he performed 
that sketch, it was the Soviet Union – he was subject to censorship… he 
couldn’t push the sketch all the way to the end and show: ‘Guys, it’s absurd 
that you’re dying for a country that doesn’t even need this, that it’s all a game 
of  ideology. And it doesn’t value you, even if  you finished the race. It’s a 
double, triple absurdity. Yet you believe in it.’ He couldn’t say that. That 
would have been a pantomime-style Vysotsky. They would have shut him 
down immediately. So he put in that light ending, sort of  playing down the 
situation, making the sketch watchable under the given restrictions”.
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His understanding of  the meaning changed because of  the context: 
“When you watch it without context, it seems like it’s about human fool-
ishness, each of  us getting carried away with something… But when you 
understand that society forced him to do it, that he knew he’d collapse 
and die, but still ran, believing that the value he’d achieve – even at the 
cost of  his death – was greater than his own life… Of  course, the context 
changes everything. (pause)… He ran FOR THEM. In running, he DIED 
FOR THEM, FOR THEIR SAKE – they saw themselves as warriors… He 
returned to them as someone who had GIVEN EVERYTHING for the 
ideological-sporting defense of  his people”.

He also changed his view of  the author, reevaluating his role: “Before, 
I admired him just as a Master, someone who did this very well at the level 
of  body and movement. But now I see more of  a philosophical mime, 
attempting a social, even a political, creative statement. He’s deeper than I 
thought the first time I watched him”.

Thus, all respondents in this subgroup changed their perception of  the 
pantomime and their attitude toward it, and R19 also changed his view of  
the author. After being presented with the real events, R7 resolved her ear-
lier cognitive dissonance and discovered meaning. For R17 and R19, their 
understanding of  meaning changed. All respondents in this subgroup high-
lighted the role of  context, with R17 and R19 explicitly emphasizing it.

Discussion of  ethical issues by participants
Some participants posed ethical questions about the organizers of  the 

actual race.
R1: “Why didn’t they stop it? I just don’t understand. Yes. I remember 

that it was the Cold War. And that our athletes were conditioned that it was 
important to run, to CRAWL, DAMN IT, any way, ANY WAY TO CROSS 
THAT FINISH LINE. But in terms of  attitude toward people (pause), 
toward HUMANITY, this is completely incomprehensible… It’s inhuman. 
It’s abuse <…> Especially after watching the video, it’s just incomprehen-
sible why people did this, and why other people watched it all and didn’t 
stop it. Horrible”.

R7: “It’s madness when people organize such events. They should first 
of  all think about safety, about the athletes, about everything. You know, 
a 10,000-meter race in 40-degree heat is basically premeditated murder, in 
essence”.

R10: “In the documentary film you can see that the judge wasn’t allow-
ing the doctors in. That’s very strange, really. The principles were consid-
ered more important than human health, so… Rather, there should have 
been some kind of  karma and punishment for those organizers”.
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Participants’ attitudes toward the author of  the pantomime performance
The attitudes were different in different participants. Some respon-

dents expressed admiration for the author. For example, R12: “I just noted 
that this genre, seemingly so lightweight, an acting genre, an acting per-
formance – it’s actually not so lightweight. It is indeed full of  those same 
inner meanings and layers we don’t see. If  he also came up with all of  this 
himself  – the script, the direction – then I take off  my hat to Vyacheslav 
Polunin (pause). I can only applaud him”.

R21: “He’s such a talent, who managed to show this, to work it through 
so deeply. It only improves my impression – I understand: wow, it wasn’t 
just random. He didn’t just sit, work, clown around. He also did research 
into something. Such hard work… A two-minute sketch, but how much 
work is really behind it”.

At the same time, there were critical remarks – for example, from R30: 
“It turns out that he’s mocking a little bit. <…> A question to Polunin – 
was it worth doing this at all?”.

V. Conclusions
(1) The demonstration of  materials of  the real race of  1959 (the video 

fragments of  the “Death race” and the articles about it) after the demon-
stration of  Polunin’s pantomime act of  1981 created a kind of  plot twist 
via flashbacks for participants. The range of  the participants’ responses 
and emotional reactions varied from a sharp change in attitude toward the 
pantomime and the actor (both positive and negative, depending on the 
participant) to previous attitudes and meanings unchanged. This variety in-
cluded rethinking the pantomime and reflecting on the interaction between 
art and life, the link between sport and duty to the state in international 
competitions, the influence of  the political climate on sport and human 
lives, striving for goals at a very high cost, ethical issues, and reflections 
on the meaning of  life in the face of  changing circumstances and turning 
points of  fate.

(2) Opportunities for further research are linked to two directions:
(a) Conducting the methodology with participants who are studying 

pantomime and with experienced actors (ideally, masters of  the genre) – it 
would be intriguing to see how they would formulate the meaning of  this 
pantomime, and what they would perform using pantomimic gestures in-
stead of  words.

(b) Including in the analysis respondents’ use of  gestures that help 
them express what is happening and what they feel internally (reflection, 
mood, attitude). It would be interesting to compare the nature and num-
ber of  gestures different participants use in the context of  discussing the 
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pantomime act. What and how do participants consider important to show 
with their bodies and gestures when dialoguing with the interviewer about 
this pantomime? And about other pantomimes?
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Переосмысление пантомимы В. Полунина 

«Забег на 10 000 метров» (1981) 
после ознакомления с материалами о «Забеге смерти» (1959): 

эмпирическое исследование
Национальный исследовательский университет «Высшая школа экономики», Москва, Россия

Независимый исследователь, Москва, Россия

Изначально в нашем исследовании участникам показывали пантомими-
ческий номер В. Полунина «Забег на 10 000 метров» 1981 г., в котором он 
изображал всё более утомляющегося бегуна на разных стадиях бега с после-
дующим уходом с дистанции, остановкой и далее развивающимся сюжетом. 
В индивидуальных интервью участников спрашивали о впечатлениях от пан-
томимы, отношении к ней, каков, с их точки зрения, ее смысл. Затем в ис-
следовании возник эмерджентный поворот. Одна из участниц нашла и при-
слала интервьюеру информацию о реальном соревновании американских и 
советских бегунов в годы Холодной войны (Филадельфия, 1959 г.). Во время 
забега на 10000 метров в условиях аномальной жары и влажности спортсме-
ны, стараясь выиграть у команды-соперника, доходили до крайнего изнемо-
жения. Перед потерей сознания и падением некоторые начинали совершать 
странные дискоординированные движения. В пантомиме 1980-х паттерн дви-
жений мима В. Полунина, видевшего фильм о забеге 1959 г., слишком на-
поминал эти дискоординированные движения реальных спортсменов, чтобы 
счесть это случайным совпадением.

Мы провели вторую серию интервью, где участникам после просмотра 
пантомимы и вопросов о ней через некоторое время предлагались газетные 
и видеоматериалы о забеге 1959 г. Затем их опять спрашивали о впечатле-
ниях от пантомимы, отношении к ней и ее смысле. Разнообразие получен-
ных ответов и эмоциональных реакций участников варьировало от сохра-
нения прежнего отношения и смыслов неизменными до резкого изменения 
отношения к пантомимическому номеру и к актеру (в положительную и в 
отрицательную сторону у разных участников). Это разнообразие включало 
переосмысление пантомимы и рассуждения о взаимодействии искусства и 
жизни, стремлении к цели очень дорогой ценой, смысле жизни при измене-
нии обстоятельств и поворотах судьбы, связи спорта и долга при участии в 
международных соревнованиях, этические вопросы.

Ключевые слова: пантомима, флешбэк, поворот сюжета, социокультурный 
контекст, смысл, эмерджентность
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мимы В. Полунина «Забег на 10 000 метров» (1981) после ознакомления с 
материалами о «Забеге смерти» (1959): эмпирическое исследование // Но-
вые психологические исследования. 2026. № 2. С. 207–227. DOI: 10.51217/
npsyresearch_2026_06_02_11



226 Поддьяков А.Н. Кларина Е.М.

Благодарность
Мы выражаем большую признательность респондентам-волонтерам, 

принявшим участие в исследовании, выказавшим интерес и подарившим ему 
свое время. 

Выражаем благодарность экспертам, участвовавшим в анализе данных, 
полученных в ходе исследования, – Олесе Петровской и Екатерине Корзю-
ковой – за внимательный, чуткий, глубокий анализ материала, командный 
дух и профессиональный подход.

Благодарим Софи, атташе по коммуникациям Вячеслава Полунина, за 
любезный ответ на наш вопрос.

Литература
Адамов, Н. Двадцать шестой круг // Парламентская газета. 20 октября 

2005. https://web.archive.org/web/20160304092537/http:/old.pnp.ru/
archive/18020163.html 

Богданов, И.А., Виноградский, И.А. Драматургия эстрадного представления. 
СПб: Издательство Санкт-Петербургской государственной академии теа-
трального искусства, 2009.

Гусельцева, М.С. Искусство в социализации человека: диалектика субъекта и 
культуры // Новые психологические исследования. 2023. № 3. С. 7–29. 
https://doi.org/10.51217/npsyresearch_2023_03_03_01

Имамов, Р. 60 лет назад прошёл «Забег смерти» // БО Спорт. 18 июля 2019. 
https://m.sport.business-gazeta.ru/article/242307

Квале, С. Исследовательское интервью. М: Смысл, 2003.
Кларина, Е.М. Способы достижения синергии в работе команды при 

«эмерджентном повороте» исследования. Анализ кейса // Новые 
психологические исследования. 2025. № 2. С. 130–144. https://doi.
org/10.51217/npsyresearch_2025_05_02_07

Кларина, Е.М., Поддьяков, А.Н. Методика «Понимание пантомимического 
номера: движение, смыслы и эмоции» // Вопросы психологии. 2024. № 
5. С. 82–91.

Тимашева, М. Евгений Гришковец: «Театр – самое виртуальное искус-
ство для страны» // Петербургский театральный журнал. 2002. № 
2. https://ptj.spb.ru/archive/28/premieres-28/evgenij-grishkovec-teatr-
samoevirtualnoeiskusstvo-dlyastrany/

Томаселло, М. Истоки человеческого общения М.: Языки славянских куль-
тур, 2011.

Brown, S. A unifying model of  the arts: The narration/coordination model // Em-
pirical Studies of  the Arts. 2019. Vol. 37. No. 2. P. 172–196. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0276237419828213



227Переосмысление пантомимы В. Полунина «Забег на 10 000 метров» (1981)

Brown, S., Mittermaier, E., Kher, T., Arnold, P. How pantomime works: Implica-
tions for theories of  language origin // Frontiers in Communication. 2019. 
Vol. 4. P. 9. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2019.00009

Cobley, J. The Cold War track series. October 10, 2012. https://www.racingpast.
ca/john_contents.php?id=208

Gaver, W.W., Krogh, P.G., Boucher, A., Chatting, D. Emergence as a feature of  prac-
tice-based design research / In Proceedings of  the 2022 ACM Designing Inter-
active Systems Conference (DIS ’22). New York, NY: Association for Comput-
ing Machinery, 2022. P. 517–526. https://doi.org/10.1145/3532106.3533524

Längle, A. The Search for Meaning in Life and the Existential Fundamental Mo-
tivations // Existential Analysis. 2005. Vol. 16. No. 1. P. 2–14. https://längle.
com/downloads/Meaning%20and%20FM%20-%20Psth%20Austral%2004.
pdf

McNeill, D. Gesture and thought. Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2005. 
Murnikov, V. Limitations of  variable-oriented methodologies: challenges in gesture 

research and recommendations for future improvements // Integrative Psy-
chological and Behavioral Science. 2022. Vol 56. No. 4. P. 930–953. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s12124-022-09697-1

Seger, L. Making a good script great. Beverly Hills, CA: Silman-James Press, 2010.
Smith, J.A. (Ed.). Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research methods. 

London: Birkbeck University of  London, 2008.
Żywiczyński, P., Wacewicz, S., Sibierska, M. Defining pantomime for language evo-

lution research // Topoi. 2018. Vol. 37. P. 307–318. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11245-016-9425-9

Сведения об авторах
Александр Н. Поддьяков, доктор психологических наук, профессор, Наци-

ональный исследовательский университет «Высшая школа экономики», Мо-
сква, Россия; 101000, Россия, Москва, ул. Мясницкая, д. 20; apoddiakov@hse.ru

Екатерина М. Кларина, психолог, независимый исследователь, выпуск-
ница факультета психологии МГУ им. М.В. Ломоносова, Москва, Россия; 
eklarina@gmail.com


	_Hlk219987046
	_Hlk229500601
	_Hlk128526469
	_Hlk232082151
	_heading=h.1kpdyzrfgw14
	_heading=h.d4p015fj1nul
	_heading=h.n95i0xln2avi
	_heading=h.ipx6rxuzek0h
	_heading=h.sy0r91vg0inj
	_heading=h.vhqyhrlqish
	_heading=h.w0sbvfex2zip
	_heading=h.an8kwn21qxsh
	_heading=h.9pokf7xgwodp
	_heading=h.io3y4stzmyr3
	_heading=h.9rezju5c9qf6
	_Hlk223797827
	_Hlk232082188
	_heading=h.xh67mpk4967m
	_Hlk232082206
	_Hlk232082247
	_Hlk220927761
	_Hlk232082262
	OLE_LINK1
	_Hlk232078190
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	_Hlk227246103
	_Hlk232078220
	_Hlk232078254
	_Hlk227244720
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk232078269
	_Hlk227319527
	_Hlk232078425
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	_Hlk232078447
	_Hlk227934313
	_Hlk232078465
	_Hlk232078499
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk227935035
	_Hlk232078520
	_Hlk226990208
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	OLE_LINK3
	_Ref208072237
	OLE_LINK17
	OLE_LINK18
	OLE_LINK19
	OLE_LINK20
	_Hlk226808631
	_Hlk226990281
	_Hlk226990305
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk186472840
	_Hlk232078833
	_Hlk220930376
	_Hlk232079018
	_Hlk219987046
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	_Hlk221023119
	_Hlk196745046
	_Hlk228471676
	_Hlk219987084
	_Hlk186472523
	_Hlk220676993
	_Hlk232079045
	_Hlk221023901
	_Hlk186472840
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk232079078
	_Hlk220930534
	_Hlk221020486
	_Hlk186473063
	_Hlk232079095
	_Hlk220677223
	_Hlk221806464
	_Hlk231144245
	_Hlk232079241
	_Hlk209001553
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk232079260
	_Hlk232079290
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk224123885
	_Hlk232079302
	_Hlk232079455
	_heading=h.95mr28wnkxwf
	_heading=h.ip19wb30xasa
	_heading=h.day68pk4xbqh
	_heading=h.61wxj6nzoz4q
	_heading=h.ahxaq49vzyv
	_heading=h.u8y717z0mgpj
	_heading=h.naz6otat4x3c
	_heading=h.nxao4gdk9plw
	_heading=h.c043g7sqwn0t
	_Hlk232079482
	_heading=h.tzb8ftsk02hz
	_Hlk227068767
	_Hlk232079499
	_Hlk232079530
	_Hlk232079544
	_Hlk205841396
	_Hlk232079683
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	_Hlk221023119
	_Hlk209299310
	_Hlk209299361
	_Hlk209302839
	_Hlk232079705
	_Hlk227248238
	_Hlk232079721
	_Hlk220927761
	_Hlk232079751
	_Hlk232079765
	_Hlk232079899
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	_efqz13xof7ii
	7lig88d7xe3g
	_Hlk232079928
	_Hlk232079958
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk186472840
	_Hlk232080008
	_Hlk226307236
	_Hlk220930376
	_Hlk220935704
	_Hlk232080752
	_Hlk229500601
	_Hlk219981560
	_Hlk186469040
	_gt9zm97rry04
	_xdc0rsb8v3ff
	_5eibgsjoqpgo
	_hyenypfpvj9w
	_wjeqo64cmbkk
	_uek532gaq43a
	_Hlk229923148
	_Hlk232080791
	_Hlk215950342
	_Hlk232080828
	_hc4x8arbzczn
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk224123885
	_Hlk232080843
	_Hlk232081127
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk186472840
	_Hlk232081234
	_Hlk220935704
	_Hlk229931749
	_Hlk232081158
	_Hlk232081207
	_Hlk232081255
	_Hlk214887776
	_Hlk232081593
	_Hlk214449117
	_Hlk186472840
	_Hlk232081616
	_Hlk229142782
	_Hlk232081636
	_Hlk232081454
	_Hlk232081538
	_Hlk232081773
	_Hlk128526469
	_Hlk229526255
	_Hlk229526028
	_Hlk128528306
	_Hlk232081796
	_Hlk232081809
	_Hlk232081842
	_Hlk229527422
	_Hlk153732155
	_Hlk128526469
	_Hlk153732187
	_Hlk153732258

