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Editor’s Preface

‘;‘; HEN I was invited to prepare a new edition of Mirsky’s
History of Russian Literature and Contemporary Russian
Literature, it was with the understanding that the text must be
abridged so that the two books might be published as a single
volume of moderate size. To satisfy this requirement I have
omitted from the second book an interchapter on the October
Revolution, the “paralipomena” on drama and literary criticism,
two short sections on minor and ‘“non-literary” novelists of the
early years of this century, and those sections at the end of the
book where Mirsky had to give very incomplete pictures of con-
temporary writers on the basis of what they had produced by
1925. Elsewhere I have been forced to gain space by reducing the
number of quotations and the amount of biographical material;
I have recast sentences and paragraphs, and I have introduced
certain typographical changes—all in order to preserve as much
as possible of Mirsky’s literary criticism. Where I have discovered
errors of fact, I have silently corrected them, and I have occa-
sionally added small items of biographical and bibliographical in-
formation. I have not consciously altered the tone of the author’s
literary or political ! judgments, and I have not attempted to
extend or modify his interpretations of authors who continued to
write after he had finished his work. At the publisher’s request I
have added a postscript reviewing the general development of
Soviet literature. Since it was not my purpose to shorten Mirsky’s
text in order to make room for my own, I have kept this section
within the closest possible bounds, and the reader is referred to the
11t is an interesting fact that Mirsky eventually returned to Russia, where for a
time he took active part in Soviet literary life. He has long since disappeared from

the scene, and the Soviet Embassy in Washington has been unable to give me any
recent information concerning him.

?
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bibliography for more extensive works on the subject. The bib-
liography 1is restricted to general studies in English and to an-
thologies of English translations. Our libraries are rather better
provided with Russian bibliographical material than they were
twenty-five years ago, and it would have been wasteful of precious
space to reproduce the detailed lists that Mirsky gives. It is ex-
pected that the student will consult the Handbook of Slavic Studies,
edited by L. I. Strakhovsky, for further information.

In the original prefaces the author expressed his gratitude to
the British Museum, the London Library, Sir Bernard Pares,
Jane E. Harrison, N. B. Jopson, and, for permission to reprint, to
the Hogarth Press and the Slavonic Review. My own thanks are
due to Professor George V. Bobrinskoy, to my colleagues in the
Institute of Slavie Studies and the Slavic Department at the Uni-
versity of California—particularly Dmitry Grigorieff and Lawrence
L. Thomas—and to Robert H. Glauber. For their work in the
preparation of the manuscript I am indebted to Charles J. Adams,
Mrs. Jay Calhoun, Mrs. Reuel N. Denney, and Maren E. Dunkel.

I have preserved Mirsky’s dedications of the original two
books. This edition is respectfully offered to Dr. Paul E. McGeorge.

F.J. W
Berkeley

January 1, 1949



A Note on Transliteration

THERE is unfortunately no universally accepted system of trans-
literating the Cyrillic alphabet. The following tables will permit
the reader to compare the system used in this book with that
used by the Library of Congress and most American libraries.
Even specialists have not been able to agree on the matter, but
the third table is representative of systems used by Continental
European (and, increasingly, by American) scholars.
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vt A NoteE oN TRANSLITERATION

USED IN THE USED BY THE USED BY
PRESENT BOOK LIBRARY OF CONGRESS SPECIALISTS

B omitted " ”

BI y y y

b omitted ’ !

) e é e

10 yu iu ju

a ya la ja

Final unaccented “uit” and “wiii” have been transliterated
as “y,” and further exceptions from the general rules have been
made for the following combinations:

ae aye Be ie
oe oye BH yi
ye uye BIO iu
0e yuye b ia
e yaye Ke bq

The place of the accent in Russian words and names has been
indicated throughout. When “e” falls under the accent, it is, in
some words, pronounced (approximately) “yo.” Where this occurs
I have used the symbol “&.”

As in the first edition, many familiar Christian names are
given in their English form (thus Peter for Pétr, Michael for
Mikhail, and so on).
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CHAPTER 1

The Literature of Old Russia

(Eleventh to Seventeenth Centuries)

FROM its beginning in the eleventh century to the end of the
seventeenth, Russian literature lived entirely out of touch with
contemporary developments of Latin Christendom. Like Russian
art it was a branch of the Greek trunk. Its germs were brought
late in the tenth century from Constantinople, together with the
Orthodox faith. But as it was the practice of the Eastern Church
to favor the translation of the Scriptures and liturgies into the
vernacular, the clergy of the converted nations had no need to
learn Greek, and the absence of Greek scholarship in Russia had
as its consequence the absence of all acquaintance with secular
Greek literature and pre-Christian classical tradition.

THE LITERARY LANGUAGE

The literary language of Old Russia is known as Old Church Sla-
vonic. It is based on some Bulgarian dialect from around Salonika,
elevated to the rank of a liturgic and literary language in the ninth
century by the apostles of Slavdom, SS. Cyril and Methodius. It
was used by the South Slavs and Romanians as well as by the
Russians. It was saturated with Greek influence in vocabulary and
syntax, and was very different from what we may imagine the
spoken language to have been. In the course of time this artifici-
ality increased, and while the spoken languages (in Russia as well
as in the Balkans) underwent, between the eleventh and fourteenth
centuries, rapid and radical changes, Church Slavonic remained
stationary and even tended to approach still closer to its Greek

3



4 A History of Russian Literature 1: To 1881

prototype. In the fourteenth century especially, South Slavie
clerks made a thorough revision of the Scriptures and liturgies in
order to make the Slavonic text more literally adequate to the
Greek. This form of Church Slavonic became the literary language
of Muscovite Russia.

Though the only literary, Church Slavonic was not the only
written language. The administrative offices of the Russian princes
and communes evolved a more vernacular form of writing, and
towards the end of the fifteenth century the language of the Mus-
covite chanceries became the official language of the Empire. It is
expressive and often picturesque, but it was obviously incapable
of displacing Slavonic for literary purposes. As for the literary
language, the vernacular element insinuated itself only to the
degree of the writers’ illiteracy or inability to find Slavonic molds
for expressing their stronger feelings. The Russian vernacular was
first consciously used for literary purposes in the third quarter of
the seventeenth century in the writings of a great and original man
of genius—the Archpriest Avvakim.

LITERARY CONDITIONS

Authorship was not one of the recognized activities of Old Russia.
There were no ‘“‘writers,” but only ‘“bookmen” (knizhntki). The
“reading of books” (knizhnoye pochitdnie) was a respectable and
edifying occupation, but new literary works were written only
when some practical necessity called for them. The humanistic
tradition, so lively in Constantinople, was not transmitted to
Russia, and traces of the acquaintance of Russian clerics with even
the names of the ancients are negligible. Imaginative literature
formed an insignificant part of the reading of the Old Russians.
When he wanted to read, the Russian bookman turned to the holy
books and other collections of edifying matter. There was no need
for fresh literary invention.

As in the medizeval West, the copying of books was regarded
as a work agreeable to God, and was, especially in pre-Muscovite
times, carried on mainly by monks. Printing was introduced into
Russia very late. The first book printed on Russian territory (in
Moscow) appeared in 1564. Even after the establishment of the
printing press the cost of printing was so great and printers so few



TeE LiTEraTUrRE OoF OLD Russia 5

that only books of the greatest importance (Bibles, liturgies,
statutes, and official instructions) could be printed. Till about the
middle of the eighteenth century there were more manuscripts than
printed books in circulation. Not until the reign of Catherine IT
did medizeval conditions cease to prevail in the Russian book
market.

Judged exclusively by its literature, Old Russian civilization
cannot fail to produce an impression of poverty. But it would be
wrong to regard literature as its principal expression. The very
nature of this civilization, traditional and ritual, reduced literary
originality to very little. The real expression of the creative genius
of Old Russia is its architecture and painting, and those who want
to gauge its true value must turn to the history of Russian art
rather than to that of literature.

TRANSLATED WORKS

The principal and most permanent part of the verbal impressions
of the Old Russian came from the liturgies. It was by attending
church services rather than by reading that his mind became satu-
rated with the intellectual food of Orthodox Christianity. The
liturgies of the Eastern Church are full of sublime and elevated
poetry. The Greek hymns were translated into a beautiful prose, de-
void of all metrical construction but carefully adapted to the music
to which they were sung. The original hymnology of the Ortho-
dox Slavs is negligible.

The Bible was known chiefly through the liturgy. The Psalms
were the most familiar of all books to the Old Russian reader, and
he usually knew them by heart. Of the other Old Testament books
the favorites were those which presented a philosophy of life agree-
able to the taste of the Old Russian bookman—Ecclesiastes, Prov-
erbs, the Wisdom of Solomon, and Sirach. As the Psalms were his
treasure house of poetry, so were these his mine of wisdom. Copies
of the Prophets and of the Apocalypse were usually accompanied
by the commentary of the Greek Fathers. The historical books of
the Old Testament were little read. Expositions of the Old Testa-
ment story known as Paléya (Greek walaid) were the ordinary
sources of the Old Russian’s knowledge of Biblical history. The
books of the Slavonic Bible were copied out and circulated sepa-
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rately. The first Bible printed in Russia was that of Ostrég (1581),
and the first complete edition to appear in Moscow was that of
1663. The final “Authorized Version” of the Russian-Slavonic
Bible appeared almost a century later, in 1751.

Next to the liturgies and the Bible, the Fathers were the most
authoritative books. The most widely read was St. Chrysostom,
the great moral teacher and the great examplar of eloquence. The
highest theological authority was St. John Damascene. The lives
of saints were extensively read. Some were the works of reputed
and highly authoritative authors, and these were copied with
particular care and exactitude. One of these was the story of
Barlaam and Josaphat, ascribed to St. John Damascene. This
Byzantine version of the life of the Buddha deeply impressed itself
on the Russian religious mind. The form in which saints’ lives were
most frequently read was that of calendars or menologia (minéz)
where the lives of the several saints were arranged under the dates
of their respective feasts. Authoritative and official minéi were
compiled in the sixteenth century by Macarius, Metropolitan of
Moscow, and under Peter the Great by St. Demetrius, Metro-
politan of Rostév. But by the side of these official collections there
were others of a more popular and arbitrary composition which
were more widely read. Such, above all, was the Prologue, a vast
collection of the most varied religious readings for every day. It
had numerous redactions and contained lives of saints, pious
anecdotes, and readings from the Fathers. Its contents varied, and,
by the side of a prevailing majority of translations from the Greek,
many of its entries were of native origin. Although highly esteemed,
it never received the official sanction of the Church. Some of the
matter included in it no doubt verges on the apocryphal. After the
great schism of the seventeenth century it began to be looked at
askance by the Church, but it remained in favor with the Old Be-
lievers and has come down in numerous manuscripts. In recent.
times the Prologue has attracted considerable literary attention,
and modern writers, like Tolstdy, Leskév, and Rémizov, have re-
told many of its stories.

The Prologue is halfway between canonical and apocryphal
literature, and so is the Paléya, which includes much that is not
found in the Bible. Numerous apocrypha, many of early Christian
origin, formed a vast mass of Old Russian literature. Those which
were not at variance with Orthodoxy were countenanced by the
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Church and, at times of low learning, hardly distinguished from
canonical books. The most popular were those dealing with the
future life. One of them, the legend of the Virgin’s visit to hell,
particularly impressed itself on the Russian imagination: moved
by the suffering of the damned, she implores God to be allowed to
share it, and finally obtains from Him that all the damned be
henceforth given each year a respite from their torments, from
Maundy Thursday to Whitsunday.

The books whence the Old Russians drew their secular scien-
tific information were not the residue of the scientific achievement
of the ancients preserved by the Byzantines. The sounder part of
the Old Russians’ ideas on nature came from the Fathers that had
written on the creation. The secular books they had were those
current among the lower cultural strata of Byzantine Greece—such
as the cosmography of Cosmas Indicopleustes and the Phystologus.

Of Byzantine historians, again, the more classical and “high-
brow,” as for instance Procopius, remained unknown, and Russian
bookmen drew their historical information from the more “popu-
lar”” chronicles, such as those of John Malalas and George Hamar-
tolos. These chronicles presented the history of the world, begin-
ning with the story of the Old and New Testaments, followed by
the fall of Jerusalem and the persecutions of the primitive Church;
they enumerated the early Ceesars and then gave a more or less
detailed history of the Byzantine emperors.

The only author known in Old Russia that may be termed a
classic was Josephus. Besides epitomes of his works in various
compilations, there exists a very early Russian-Slavonic version
of the De Bello Judaico, apparently made in Russia about 1100.
For its intelligent freedom in following the text it is unique among
Slavonic translations. It seems to have been very popular among
the higher intellectuals of the twelfth century, and traces of the
influence of its diction are evident in The Campaign of Igor. But
the Russian Josephus is interesting not only for its important part
in Russian literature. It contains six passages on Christ and Pilate
that are not found in extant Greek manuscripts, and which appear
to be early Christian interpolations (first and second centuries).
Other passages, expressive of strongly anti-Roman feeling, have
even been explained as going back to an original version that
Josephus afterwards changed to avoid offending his patrons.

In Byzantine and medieeval literature in general it is not easy
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to distinguish history from fiction. It is the fashion today, for in-
stance, to include the medizeval stories of Troy and Alexander in
the department of fiction, but the Old Russian scribe inserted them
in his historical compilations. Neither story received any romantic
development on Russian soil, for the subject of romantic love was
alien to the Old Russians. The same is even more evident in the
Russian prose version of the Byzantine epic Digents Akritas. The
original contains an appreciable element of romance, but this is
entirely eliminated in the Russian version. Another kind of im-
ported fiction was stories of wisdom, consisting of dialogues, para-
bles, and apologues, or turning on the solution of riddles. Most of
these stories were ultimately of Indian or Arabic origin, but all
came to Russia via Greece.

THE KIEVAN PERIOD

From the tenth century to the invasion of the Tatars in the middle
of the thirteenth, the political and cultural center of Russia was
Kiev. The civilization of the period was dominated by two classes:
the urban clergy and the military aristocracy. The former was
largely recruited from the latter. The clergy, especially the higher
monastic clergy, were the principal depositories of culture, and the
art and literature of the time are mainly religious. The military
class, headed by a numerous and warlike race of princes, submitted
to the authority of the Church and were Christians in their moral
ideals, but they retained heathen traditions and loved war, the
chase, and the pleasures of the table above all things. They pro-
duced the only real literary masterpiece of the period, the prose
poem of The Campaign of Igor.

The most strictly Byzantine department of Kievan literature
is the writings of the higher clergy. As early as between 1040 and
1050 a piece of Russian oratory was produced that is quite com-
parable to the highest rhetorical achievement of contemporary
Greece. This is the Oration of Law and Grace, ascribed to Ilarion,
Metropolitan of Kiev, the first Russian to occupy that seat. It is
a piece of subtle theological eloquence on the opposition of the
New and the Old Testament, followed by an elaborate panegyric
upon St. Vladimir. The same kind of ornate and subtle rhetoric
was cultivated in the second half of the twelfth century by Cyril,
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Bishop of Ttrov. Both Ilarion and Cyril are fully versed in the art
of balancing their phrase and constructing their paragraph, and
are at home in the whole Byzantine arsenal of trope, simile, and al-
lusion. Their sermons could find evidently but a small public, and
the common run of Kievan preachers used a far simpler style.
Such, for instance, are the extant sermons of St. Theodosius, Abbot
of the Crypt Monastery, one of the founders of Russian monasti-
cism.

The Crypt (Pechérsky) Monastery in Kiev, founded in the
middle of the eleventh century, was for two centuries the nursery
garden of Russian abbots and bishops, and the center of ecclesi-
astical learning. Néstor (c. 1080), a monk of this monastery, was
the first notable Russian hagiologist. He wrote the lives of the
martyred princes Boris and Gleb and of St. Theodosius. The latter,
.especially in the part concerning the holy abbot’s early years,
gives a more intimate and familiar idea of the everyday life of
Kievan Russia than any other literary work of the time. Towards
the end of the present period Simon, Bishop of Vladimir (d. 1226),
wrote down for the edification of the monk Polycarp the lives of
some of the Crypt saints. These formed the nucleus of the Book of
the Crypt Fathers (Pechérsky paterik), which, extensively added to
in following centuries, became one of the most popular hagio-
graphical writings in the language.

Another Russian monk who has left a name in the history of
literature is the Abbot Daniel, who in 1106-8 went to the Holy
Land and described his journey in a famous Pilgrimage. It is
written in a simple, matter-of-fact, but by no means dry or tedious,
style and is remarkable for its exact and reliable account of the
Holy Land under the first Frankish king. It is also interesting for
the patriotic feeling that animates it: in every holy place he visited,
Daniel never omitted to pray for the Russian princes and all the
land of Russia.

Ecclesiastical learning was not confined to the clerics, and
two remarkable works by laymen are full of reflections of clerical
knowledge. One of these is the Testament of Vladimir Monomékh
(Great Prince of Kiev in 1113-25), the most popular and univer-
sally respected prince of the period. Written shortly before his
death, it tells of his active life, full of wars against the nomads and
punitive expeditions against seditious princes, of conferences, of
distant voyages, and of big-game hunting. Vladimir’s tone is full
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of dignity and the consciousness of his own achievement, but at
the same time free from all pride or vanity. It is humble in a truly
Christian sense. He has been called a “Slavonic Marcus Aurelius,”
but there is nothing of the Roman Emperor’s stoical sadness in
the Russian King, whose main characteristics are a simple piety,
an honest sense of duty, and lucid common sense.

Very different is the other secular sermon that has come down
to us—The Supplication of Daniel the Exile. Written probably
early in the thirteenth century in the province of Stzdal, it takes
the form of a petition from the disinherited son of a good serving-
family to his prince that he may accept him into his service. It is
primarily a show-off of reading and consists mainly of quotations
from the gnomic books of the Bible, oriental wisdom tales, and
other sources, including popular proverbs, all welded together with
elaborate rhetoric. The Supplication was copied and interpolated,
and finally became a sort of commonplace book, so that its original
form of a petition became entirely obliterated. It is interesting
for the light it throws on the taste of the average literate Old
Russian and on the kind of wisdom he appreciated.

THE CHRONICLES

The largest and (except for The Campaign of Igor) the most valu-
able, original, and interesting monument of Kievan literature is the
Chronicles or Annals (Létopisi). Russian annal writing began
about the same time as Russian literature, and its uninterrupted
tradition was continued far into the seventeenth, in the case of
Siberia, even into the eighteenth, century. The Annals were the
work partly of monks, partly of lay bookmen, and, in Muscovite
times, of official scribes. Like by far the greater part of Old Russian
literature, they are anonymous and have come down to us not in
their original and individual forms, but as parts of large codices,
varying greatly from manuscript to manuscript. The Annals of the
Kievan period are contained chiefly in two compilations, which in
one form or another appear at the head of most later codices. These
are the so-called Primitive Chronicle (Nackdlnaya létopis), cov-
ering the period from ‘“the beginning of Russia” to 1110, and
the so-called Kievan Chronicle, continuing the history to 1200. The
former is ascribed in certain late manuseripts to St. Néstor, the
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hagiographer previously mentioned. Another name connected with
it is that of Sylvester, Abbot of St. Michael’s in Kiev, who pre-
pared a copy of it in 1116. Whether he merely copied or whether
his work was rather that of an editor we do not know, and, in
general, the problems of authorship and sources are still matters
of the widest conjecture.

The Primitive Chronicle begins with a genealogy of the Slavs
“from the generation of Japheth.” This is followed by an account
of the early history of the Slavs, of their divisions and manners,
which is strangely ‘“‘nineteenth century” in its Panslavist sentiment
and its ethnographical interest. Then follows the well-known story
of the “invitation of the Varangians” to Névgorod, which is
curiously similar to that of Hengist and Horsa. The account of
events of the later ninth and of the tenth centuries is based on a
fairly solid chronological skeleton, but the strictly annalistic
entries are very few. They are enlivened by numerous vivid and
spirited traditional tales, which form the chief attraction of this
part of the Chronicle. The earliest is entered under 882, and they
continue as far as the early years of Yaroslav (1019-54). They are
obviously founded on oral tradition, but there is no ground to
believe that this tradition was poetical. They are just anecdotes,
of the same kind as the anecdotes that are the chief charm of
Herodotus. One of the Russian annalist’s anecdotes is even identi-
cal with one of the tales of the father of history (the story of the
siege of Bélgorod by the Pechenégs and that of the siege of Miletos
by the Lydians). Another, the tale of how Olég met death from his
favorite horse, is a version of a story found in the Old Norse
Qrvar-Odd Saga (Pashkin later made it the subject of a famous
ballad). Besides such stories the early Chronicle contains more
connected and generalized passages, such as the account of the
wars of the great adventurer Prince Svyatoslav, part of which is
closely paraphrased by Gibbon in The Decline and Fall. The account
of Vladimir’s reign includes the remarkable story of how that
prince examined the various religions before deciding to adopt
Greek Christianity. Rejecting Islam because “it is the Russians’
joy to drink; we cannot do without it,” he finally chose Orthodoxy,
under the impression of the account given him by his envoys of
the beauty and splendor of the service at St. Sophia in Constan-
tinople, a motive that throws an important light on the Old Rus-
sian’s essentially ritualistic and sesthetic conception of his religion.
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The part of the Chronicle subsequent to ¢. 1040 appears to have
been mainly the work of a monk of the Crypt Monastery, perhaps
Néstor. The chronicler writes in a deeply religious spirit and re-
gards all events as the direct action of Providence. He takes a keen
interest in portents and omens, and regards all the woes of Russia
as a punishment for the wicked conduct of the princes: the second
half of the eleventh century was one incessant civil war between
the sons and grandsons of Yaroslav. The annalist exhorts the
princes to forget their feuds and turn their attention to the de-
fense of the steppe marches against the steadily advancing no-
mads. He is particularly partial to Vladimir Monoméakh, who alone
of all Russian princes answered to his ideal of a patriotic prince.
Inserted in this part of the Chronicle, under the year 1097, is a
narrative of exceptional merit, the work apparently of a cleric
named Vasily. It is the story of the blinding of Vasilko, Prince of
Terebévl (in Galicia), by his cousin and neighbor David of Volynia,
and of the events that followed it. The story is told in greater
detail than the rest of the Chronicle and is a masterpiece of simple,
direct narrative. For its straightforward and comprehensively
human manner it may almost be compared with the stories of the
book of Genesis.

The Kievan Chronicle of the twelfth century is, like its prede-
cessor, a composite document. Most valuable is its account of the
years 1146-54, dealing with the struggle of Prince Izyaslav II
(grandson of Monomékh) for the throne of Kiev. It is evidently
by a soldier, one of Prince Izyaslav’s “companions,” and is full of
the spirit of military prowess. The ambition of the princes and
their desire to win honor in the field are the main motive of their
actions. The narrative is lucid, leisurely, detailed, straightforward;
the style ample and free from rhetorical devices. It is altogether
the masterpiece of Kievan historical literature and can rank with
the best examples of mediseval history.

After the decline of Kiev the Annals were continued both in
the north and in the southwest, in the Kingdom of Galicia, which
flourished in the second half of the thirteenth century and which
has an honorable place in literary history owing to its single extant
production—the so-called Volynian Chronicle. This Chronicle is
different from the others in that its form is not a succession of
isolated entries under every year, but a connected account of
causes and effects. It is pretty difficult reading and not infre-
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quently obscure. The characters speak almost invariably in prov-
erbs and aphorisms; the literary influence of the Old Testament
(Kings and Isaiah) is clearly apparent; the descriptions are full of
vivid and hyperbolic imagery. Though not devoid of considerable
ecclesiastical culture, the spirit of the story is purely secular and
military. The story is carried on till 1290. After that date the
southwest of Russia becomes silent for several centuries.

THE CAMPAIGN OF fGOR AND ITS FAMILY

The Word of the Campaign of Igor (Slévo o piilku Igorevs) was dis-
covered in 1795 by an enlightened nobleman, Count A. I. Misin-
Paishkin, in a (sixteenth-century?) manuscript codex that con-
tained only secular matter, including a version of Digenis Akritas.
The manuscript was destroyed in the fire of Moscow in 1812, so
that the editio princeps (1800) and a copy made for Catherine II
are now our only authority for the text. They were made at a
time when Russian paleography was in its youth, and contain
numerous corrupt passages, which we do not know whether to
attribute to the destroyed manuscript or to its decipherers.

The Slévo was discovered at a time when the Ossianic question
occupied all minds. The admirers of the poem immediately com-
pared it to Ossian, while its detractors affirmed that it was as
much a forgery as “Ossian” himself. Skepticism, however, was
soon silenced, chiefly by the discovery of a verbatim quotation
from the Slévo in a dated manuscript of 1307, and of an early
fifteenth-century prose poem on the battle of Kulikévo, which was
nothing but a rather unintelligent paraphrase of The Campaign of
Igort

From the first the work stood out as a startlingly isolated
phenomenon, unrelated to anything of its age. One quite obvious
thing was that it had been composed very soon after the events
described, probably within the same year, and that its account of
the campaign was substantially historical, for it squared most
exactly with the account in the Kievan Chronicle, without there
being any trace of verbal coincidence between the two documents.
The problem of the Slévo cannot yet be regarded as finally settled,

1 Professor André Mazon, of the Collége de France, has recently revived the ques-
tion of the Sl6vo’s authenticity, but his doubts are not generally shared.—Ed.
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and there is still considerable variety of opinion on many points,
but the available internal and external evidence seems to be best
interpreted in the following way.

There existed in Kievan times a secular oral poetry, preserved
by singers belonging to the upper military class of the prince’s
companions and similar to, but less professional than, the Norse
scalds. This poetry flourished in the eleventh century; some of the
poems were still remembered in the end of the twelfth. They were
associated with the name of a great singer, Bayin, whose songs
are quoted by the author of the Slévo. But it is not clear that at the
time of the composition of the Slévo this oral poetry was still alive.
The Campaign of Igor itself is a purely literary work, written, and
not sung. The author, though anonymous, has a powerful individu-
ality. He was a layman, probably the companion of some prince.
He was steeped in books and in oral tradition. The great original-
ity of his work was that he used the methods of oral poetry in a
work of written literature. There is no reason to believe that he
had had any literary predecessors in this manner of writing, but
he has roots in the literary tradition. The similarity of some turns
of phrases and expressions with the Russian Josephus (v. supra)
is very striking, and there are more distant associations with the
style of the ecclesiastical orators and that of the Annals. The
rhythmic structure of the poem is not that of verse. The rhythm
of prose is different in kind from the rhythm of verse, for it lacks
the essential element of the latter—the line. It must be remembered
that the parts of the Slavonic liturgy that are sung are neverthe-
less couched in prose, and that consequently even if The Campaign
of Igor was actually a song (which is very unlikely) it need not
necessarily have been in verse. Analysis reveals that the Slévo
possesses a very real and efficient rhythm, but a rhythm far more
complex than that of any metrical pattern. No rhythmical prose
I know of in any language can so much as approach it for infinitely
varied flexibility.

It is not only the nature of its rhythmical prose that makes The
Campaign of Igor unique. It is altogether difficult to classify.
Neither a lyric, nor an epic, nor a piece of political oratory, it is all
these blended into one. Its skeleton is narrative. It relates the
story of the unfortunate campaign of Prince Igor against the
Pélovtsy, his initial success, his subsequent defeat, and his cap-
tivity. This constitutes what may be regarded as the first part of
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the poem. This is followed by a long lyrical or oratorical digression.
The Great Prince of Kiev is described dreaming a dream of ill
omen, symbolic of Igor’s disaster. Then the poet apostrophizes,
one after the other, the several Great Princes of the land of Russia,
exhorting them to save Igor. Then Igor’s wife is introduced, la-
menting on the walls of her town of Putivl—this passage forming
one of the most beautiful summits of the poem. After a rapid and
abrupt transition the third part begins—the account of Igor’s
escape from captivity. Like that of his advance and disaster it
closely agrees in fact with, but differs strikingly in style from, the
Chronicle account.

The spirit of the Slévo is a blend of the warrior spirit of the
military aristocracy as reflected in the Chronicle of 1146-54, with
a wider patriotic outlook that is more akin to that of Monomékh
and of the patriotic clerics, and which regards self-sacrifice for
Russia as the noblest of virtues. It is also distinctly secular in
spirit. Christianity appears only incidentally and rather as an
element of contemporary life than as part of the poet’s inner
world. On the other hand, reminiscences of an older nature worship
are part of the most intimate texture of the poem.

The style of the poem is the reverse of the primitive and bar-
baric. It is curiously, disconcertingly modern, all suggestion and
allusion, full of splendid imagery, subtly symbolic and complex.
Professor Hrushéwsky has rightly remarked that only now, after
a prolonged education in the school of modern poetry, are we
really able to feel and understand the poetical methods of the
Slévo. It is far too modern for anyone to have been able to forge
it in 1795.

Nature symbolism and nature parallelism play a large part in
the poem. The movements of men have their “correspondences”
in the movements of the ‘“‘vegetable universe.” This feature has
been adduced as proof of the kinship of the Slévo to “popular
poetry.” A vague kinship there certainly may be, but no similarity
of detail with later Great Russian or Ukrainian folk song. Besides,
a nature parallelism of a very similar kind was a time-honored
form of expression in Byzantine sacred oratory.

The Campaign of Igor, alone of all Old Russian literature, has
become a national classic, familiar to every educated Russian and
often known by heart by lovers of poetry. The quality of its
poetry is entirely different from the quality of the poetry of the
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Classical Age of Pushkin, but it cannot be regarded as inferior.
If Pashkin is Russia’s greatest classical poet, the author of the
Slévo is the greatest master of ornate, romantic, and symbolic
poetry. His work is a continuous succession of purple patches, the
least of which has no counterpart in modern Russian poetry.

The language of the Slévo is, of course, antiquated and un-
intelligible to an absolutely uncultured Russian. It is, with minor
peculiarities, the usual Russo-Slavonic literary language of the
twelfth century. But the modern Russian reader needs very little
preparation to be able to understand it, especially if he has read
his Slavonic Bible and understands his Slavonic prayers (achieve-
ments which, unfortunately, are becoming ever rarer).

However unique its quality, The Campaign of Igor is not so
absolutely isolated as it appeared to be at first sight. I have already
alluded to some of its ancestry and direct progeny. Traces have
come down to us of other fragments, not directly dependent on it
but belonging, broadly speaking, to the same school. One is a small
fragment in honor of Prince Romén of Volynia (d. 1205) inserted
in the Volynian Chronicle. Another, a fragment of little over two
hundred words inscribed Oration (Slévo) on the Ruin of the Land
of Russia, is the beginning of what was evidently a long and
elaborate lament on the destruction of Russian power by the
Tatars.

More important, and different from the rest in its subject
matter, is The Appeal (Slévo) of Adam to Lazarus in Hell. No Greek
source of it has been found; and though a priori it is dangerous to
admit the absolute originality of its actual matter, there can be
no doubt as to the originality of its actual form. Its date is un-
known. It has certain affinities of style with The Campaign of Igor
and other Kievan writings of the same family. The Appeal of Adam
is also a prose poem, but its rhythm seems to be less akin to that
of the Kievan orators than to the prophetic books of the Slavonic
Old Testament. The theme of the poem is Adam’s appeal to
Lazarus, about to leave hell on his resurrection, on behalf of all
the righteous men of the Old Testament, and the oration ends
with the descent into hell and the release of the righteous patri-
archs. But there is in the questions of Adam a “Jobean” spirit
that is rare in Old Russian writings. The powerful eloquence of the
poem has deeply influenced the style of the prose poems of Rémi-
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zov, a writer saturated with the form and spirit of the Old Russian
apocrypha.

BETWEEN KIEV AND MOSCOW

In 1238-40 the Tatars, as the Mongols are always called in Rus-
sian sources, overran practically the whole of Russia, subjected
all its eastern part, and destroyed Kiev. Except for the short
period during which the Kievan tradition was continued in the
Kingdom of Galicia, Russian civilization survived only in the
north and east. Its centers there became the great merchant city
of Né6vgorod and the principalities of the upper Volga, one of
which, Moscow, ultimately succeeded in unifying the nation.

If we consider nothing but its literature, the period that ex-
tends from the Tatar invasion to the unification of Russia by Ivan
III of Moscow may be called a Dark Age. Its literature is either a
more or less impoverished reminiscence of Kievan traditions or an
unoriginal imitation of South Slavonic models. But here more than
ever it is necessary to bear in mind that literature does not give
the true measure of Old Russian culture. The fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, the Dark Age of literature, were at the same
time the Golden Age of Russian religious painting.

Nowhere is the concretely ®sthetic and non-intellectual char-
acter of Old Russian civilization so obviously apparent as in
Névgorod. That wealthy city, for three hundred years the source
of Europe’s supply of furs and other northern commodities, was
ruled by an art-loving merchant aristocracy that succeeded in
making it something like a Russian Venice. But like Venice,
though it produced great art, Névgorod has no literature to speak
of. The Névgorod Chronicles, though admirable for their freedom
from irrelevant talk and their strict matter-of-factness, are not
literature. The civilization of N6évgorod is perhaps the most char-
acteristic expression of Old Russia, and the fact that it produced
no literature is certainly significant.

The country ruled by the princely house of Stizdal (later the
provinces of Moscow, Vladimir, Kostrom4, Yaroslav, and Tver
and the district of the White Lake), though culturally and eco-
nomically inferior to N6vgorod, produced more interesting liter-
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ature. The chronicles and the “military narratives” connected
with the Tatar invasion are of considerable interest. The Life of
St. Alexander (d. 1263), Russia’s champion against the Latin West,
is a particularly remarkable “military narrative” and has left a
lasting trace on the national memory.

Still more interesting are the “military narratives” relating to
the victory of Kulikévo (1380). These are the Zadénschina (“Trans-
Doniad”) written in the early fifteenth century by the priest
Sophonia of Ryazan, and The Legend of the Rout of Mamdy (the
vizier who commanded the Tatars), extant in several later redac-
tions. The former is artistically the finer production. Its style is
rhetorically and poetically colored, but its construction is strictly
narrative. Its interest, apart from the importance of its subject,
lies in the author’s genuine gift of poetical atmosphere and his
discrete and skillful use of reminiscences of The Campaign of Igor.

Towards the end of the present period a new style of writing
was imported by the numerous Serbian and Bulgarian clerics who
came to Russia after the conquest of their countries by the Turks.
Outstanding among these ecclesiastics was Cyprian, Metropolitan
of Moscow (d. 1406). The first Russian bookman to use the new
style was Epiphanius the Wise, a monk of the Trinity Monastery
and a disciple of St. Sergius. The new style found its chief expres-
sion in hagiography. Its main characteristic was a disregard for
concrete detail and a conventionalized treatment of the subject.
The individual was so reduced to the typical that the writings of
the school have practically no value as historical evidence. In
Epiphanius’s Life of St. Sergius this stage is not yet quite reached—
he had a too intimate knowledge of his master to let the saint’s
personality be lost in a conventional pattern. But his other work,
the Life of St. Stephen of Permia, became the type of such writings
for the following centuries. Nor was the influence of the new style
limited to hagiography. Its conventional and impersonal rhetoric
was adopted by all writers with any literary pretension. The very
language was changed under South Slavonic influence, and a
stricter and more pedantic standard Church Slavonic replaced the
strongly vernacularized language of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries.

Somewhat off the main track, and probably not intended as
literature, is the Journey beyond the Three Seas, by Afanésy
Nikitin, a merchant of the city of Tver. It is the account of his
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commercial travels and life in India in 1466-72. It is interesting
not only as an account of India a quarter of a century before the
discovery of the sea route, but also as a revelatory reflection of the
mental experience of an average Russian in unfamiliar surround-
ings.

THE MUSCOVITE PERIOD

Within less than a generation of the taking of Constantinople by
the Turks the Prince of Moscow became the effective monarch of
all Great Russia and threw off the last remnants of Tatar suprem-
acy (1480). This succession of events produced a revolution in the
state of the Orthodox world, which was immediately taken into
account by the Muscovites and became the basis of their political
philosophy. Moscow became the third Rome, the sole depository
of all imperial power and the only receptacle of unsullied Ortho-
doxy. The marriage of Ivan III to a Paleologue princess and his
assumption of the title “Autocrat” transformed the Prince of
Moscow, who had been little more than a primus tnter pares among
other princes, into the sole successor of the Cesars. The official
crowning and assumption of the title of “TIsar” (Casar) was the
work of Ivan IIT’s grandson and namesake of “Terrible” reputa-
tion.

The first century or so after the accession of the first Autocrat
(1462) was marked by violent political and religious conflicts. They
gave rise to an interesting polemical literature, which, however,
belongs to the domain of the general rather than of the literary
historian. The conflict was at first chiefly between the party of
bishops and abbots, who insisted on the worldly claims of the
Church and on taking an active part in secular government, and
the party of the “Hermits from beyond the Volga,” whose head-
quarters were the monastery of St. Cyril on the White Lake (east
of St. Petersburg) and who favored a more mystical and ascetic
conception of the Church. The chief man of the clerical party was
Joseph, Abbot of Volokolamsk, a vigorous pamphleteer who wrote
in a correct Slavonic full of expletives. The leader of the Hermits
was Blessed Nil Sérsky, a disciple of Mount Athos and the most
remarkable mystical and ascetic writer of Old Russia. The Hermits
were supported by part of the aristocracy, who regarded the
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bishops and abbots as usurpers of their political rights and desired
to limit the growing power of the Tsar.

By=the middle of the sixteenth century the religious contro-
versy was over, the clerical party being victorious on all points.
But the political controversy between the partisans of autocracy
and the oligarchs was continued into the reign of Ivin the Ter-
rible (b. 1530, crowned Tsar 1547, d. 1584). Ivan was no doubt a
cruel tyrant, but he was a pamphleteer of genius. His epistles are
the masterpieces of Old Russian (perhaps all Russian) political
journalism. They may be too full of texts from the Scriptures and
the Fathers, and their Slavonic is not always correct. But they are
full of cruel irony, expressed in pointedly forcible terms. The
shameless bully and the great polemist are seen together in a flash
when he taunts the runaway Kurbsky by the question: “If you
are so sure of your righteousness, why did you run away and not
prefer martyrdom at my hands?”” Such strokes were well calculated
to drive his correspondent into a rage. The part of the cruel tyrant
elaborately upbraiding an escaped victim while he continues tor-
turing those in his reach may be detestable, but Ivan plays it with
truly Shaksperian breadth of imagination. Besides his letters to
Kirbsky he wrote other satirical invectives to men in his power.
The best is the letter to the Abbot of St. Cyril’s Monastery where
he pours out all the poison of his grim irony on the unascetic life
of the boyars, shorn monks, and those exiled by his order. His
picture of their luxurious life in the citadel of asceticism is a
masterpiece of trenchant sarcasm.

Ivan’s principal opponent, Prince Andréy Mikhaylovich
Kirbsky (c. 1528-83), was one of the most cultured and enlight-
ened men in Muscovy. He played a prominent part in the ad-
ministration and distinguished himself as a soldier at the siege of
Kazan and in the Livonian war. In 1564, during the war with
Lithuania, when Ivan had instituted his reign of terror, Kurbsky,
fearing responsibility for a reverse of his army, deserted to the
enemy. From Lithuania he wrote his famous epistles to the Tsar
and a Huistory of his reign. The latter work is pragmatic, not an-
nalistic, and shows him a man of keen and constructive intellect.
He deliberately exaggerates the crimes of his archenemy and is
not to be trusted as impartial evidence. His style is strongly in-
fused with West Russian, Polish, and Latin influences. It does not
reveal any original literary temperament. The same with his
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epistles: for all their sincere violence, just indignation, and forcible
argument, as literature they are inferior to those of his opponent.

The fixation of the Muscovite mentality took place in the mid-
dle of the sixteenth century. About that time was undertaken and
accomplished a series of compilations that together form a sort
of encyclopzedia of Muscovite culture. These works cannot all be
regarded as falling within the cognizance of literary history. Thus
the Stogldv (Book of a Hundred Chapters), which contains the
decisions on dogmatie, ritual, administrative, and disciplinary sub-
jects of a Provincial Council of the Russian Church held in Moscow
in 1551, belongs to canon law rather than to literature. Nor has the
Domostréy (House-Orderer), edited by the priest Sylvester (d. 1566)
substantially greater claims to be regarded as literature: it is a
didactic work setting down in literary Slavonic, but without lit-
erary prentensions, the principles by which the head of the house
is to rule his family.

A more literary work is the great Menologion or Saints’ Calen-
dar (Chetyi-Minéi) compiled by Macarius, Metropolitan of Mos-
cow (d. 1563). It remained the official calendar of the Russian
Church until the reign of Peter the Great. Macarius also gave its
final form to another vast work of codification: The Book of Degrees
(i.e., of generations, Stepénnaya kniga), so called because the
Russian princes and tsars were grouped in the order of their gen-
erations. The collection had been started by Cyprian, the four-
teenth-century Serbian Metropolitan of Moscow, but was com-
pleted only about 1563. In substance T'he Book of Degrees was a
compilation from the Russian Annals, but these were rccast so as
to suit the literary taste and the historical philosophy of sixteenth-
century Muscovy. The Annals, officially conducted throughout this
period by Muscovite scribes, also reflect the all-pervading taste
for rhetoric, and the political philosophy of the time.

MUSCOVITE HISTORIES

Besides these compilations and official Annals, there was no lack
of historical literature in Muscovite times. Prince Ktrbsky’s His-
tory stands somewhat apart, from the fact of having absorbed
Western influences. But there was a local tradition of historical
narratives of isolated, chiefly military events, with a style of their
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own that goes back to the Rout of Mamdy and the Russian Jose-
phus, and is thus a collateral relative of The Campaign of Igor.
An early example is the Story of the Taking of Pskov (1510) by the
Muscovites, one of the most beautiful “short histories” of Old
Russia. The history of the Muscovites’ leisurely perseverance is
told with admirable simplicity and art. An atmosphere of descend-
ing doom pervades the whole narrative: all is useless, and whatever
the Pskovites can do, the Muscovite cat will take its time and eat.
the mouse when and how it pleases.

The series of events that stimulated the most intense his-
toriographical activity was the great political crisis of the early
seventeenth century (1604-13) known in Russian historical tradi-
tion as the Time of Troubles. Three works especially stand out:
that attributed to Prince Ivan Katyrév of Rostév and those by
Avraamy Péalitsyn, Bursar of the Trinity Monastery, and by the
scribe Ivan Timoféyev. Katyrév’s narrative is the most distinctly
literary of the three: it is in the traditional style of the “military
story,” with very little regard for concrete details, with numerous
recurrent stock passages, at times attaining to something like
poetry. Palitsyn’s work is the most perfectly written. It is a piece
of powerful and skillful rhetorie, inspired with a definite purpose
and displaying great ability in the effective arrangement of its
climaxes. The passages describing the horrors of civil war and
foreign invasion are particularly memorable. Palitsyn’s work was
the most popular of the whole family, and up to recent times his
interpretation of the facts dominated Russian literary and histori-
cal tradition. Timoféyev’s work is the greatest curio in all Musco-
vite literature. His amazingly quaint and elaborate style is the
reductio ad absurdum of Muscovite rhetoric. On no account will he
call a spade a spade. The rich become in his hands “those who have
large receptacles.” A river is “‘the element of watery nature.” His
grammar is complicated and contorted, and his meaning as a rule
wonderfully obscure. But he is also the shrewdest and most in-
telligent of all contemporary historians. His story is a real story
with a beginning and an end. Timoféyev has been given high
praise as a chronicler and as a trustworthy witness by the greatest
of our modern historians, Professor Platénov, who has singled him
out as a particular favorite.

A last fruit of the Old Russian “military story” is the Story
of the Defense of Azév by the Don Cossacks against the Turks in
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1641. It is really the official report of the Cossacks to the Tsar, but
it is written as a story with definite literary aims, and as such be-
came widely popular. It is a sort of epitome of all the traditions of
Old Russian war narrative, with echoes of the Russian Josephus
and all its progeny, of the Rout of Mamdy, of the Tale of Troy—
and, on the other hand, of more modern forms of folklore, as repre-
sented now by the so-called byliny and robber songs. It is full of the
poetry of war and is one of the most stimulating of Old Russian
writings.

The majority of saints’ lives written during the Muscovite
period are in the style introduced by the Serbs and by Epiphanius,
and have no individual interest. An exception is the Life of St.
Julidnia Lazarévsky, by her son Kalistrdt Oséryin. St. Julidnia
herself is an exception, being the only Russian female saint who
was neither a nun nor a princess but merely a virtuous matron. The
fact of a son’s writing his mother’s life is also unique. The Life is
full of concrete detail and inspired by an intense feeling of Christian
charity. It is one of the most attractive evocations of Old Russian
life in the whole of literature.

BEGINNINGS OF FICTION

It is very difficult to draw a line between hagiography and biog-
raphy, and fiction. There is a whole intermediate region that mod-
ern historians usually include in fiction but that the contemporary
reader did not distinguish from hagiography. Such are the numer-
ous legends standing in somewhat the same relation to the lives
of saints as the Apocrypha stand to the Bible. Some were included
in Macarius’s compilation, and the unofficial Prologues contain
even more. They were of course regarded primarily as books of
edification, but the element of marvel and narrative interest is far
more prominent than in the approved type of saint’s life. Some
have a distinctly fairy-tale appearance, as for instance the charm-
ing Legend of Prince Peter of Mirom and of the Maiden Fevrénia,
with its battle against the dragon, and the wise maiden guessing
the Prince’s riddles.

A further step towards fiction is found in a remarkable seven-
teenth-century work, The Story of Sdvva Gridtsyn. It is in literary
Church Slavonic and has all the appearance of a story of pure fact,
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with dates and place names in abundance, but it is probably a work
of fiction written for purposes of edification. S4vva Griadtsyn is a
kind of Russian Dr. Faustus, who sells his soul to the Devil in
return, not for knowledge, but for power and pleasure. The Devil
serves him well, but finally Savva repents and saves his soul in a
monastery.

Along with these first essays in edifying narrative other types
of fiction began to appear. It is probable that Russian narrative
folk poetry as we now know it came into existence in the middle or
second half of the sixteenth century. It is certain that its first
written traces appear in the early seventeenth century, when it
begins to exercise an appreciable influence on written literature.
We have seen its influence in the Siege of Azéw. It is still more un-
mistakable in the story of Woe-Misfortune (Gére-Zloschdstie), which
is an isolated instance of the use of actual folk-song meter in a
literary work. Like Sdvva Gridtsyn it is a work of edification, in a
style not derived from ecclesiastical Muscovite literature, but from
devotional folk poetry. “Gére-Zloschéstie” is a man’s ill luck,
personified as a kind of guardian devil who accompanies his man
from cradle to grave. He leads a fine young man of respectable and
wealthy family from his father’s house into the wide world, brings
him to tavern and highroad and thence well-nigh to the gallows.
But the young man finally escapes and ends his days in a monas-
tery, the never-failing refuge of the Russian sinner. The figure of
Goére is a powerfully poetical symbol, and the whole work bears
evidence of being the work of a talented and original poet. Like
all Old Russian fiction it is anonymous and cannot be exactly
dated. It seems to belong to the middle of the seventeenth century.

Folk-song influence is again apparent in two romances intro-
duced into Russia from abroad by the first half of the seventeenth
century—Bovd Korolévich and Erusldin Ldzarevich. Bovd is of
French origin, a descendant of the Carolingian romance Bueves
d’ Anston (English: Bewvts of Hampton). It came to Russia by way
of a North Italian Bovo d’ Antona and thence through Bohemia and
White Russia. In Russia it was completely assimilated and thor-
oughly Russianized. It is amusing to see how the French romance
has been transformed into a story of purely fairy-tale adventure,
with all the chivalrous and courtly element eliminated. Bovd and
Erusldn (a distant descendant of the Persian Rustam) were im-
mensely popular as chapbooks. It was from them that the poets
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of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries formed their idea
of Russian folklore, of which they were the principal representa-
tives before the discovery of the “byliny.” Another popular chap-
book was Apollén of Tyre, a version of the Greek romance that is
the source of Shakspere’s Pericles. It came to Russia rather late
in the seventeenth century via a Latin version, but the Russian
reader easily discovered its familiar Byzantine flavor and rapidly
adopted it. Rémizov has made use of it in one of his most delightful
legendary stories.

A curious little production connected, like Gére-Zloschdstie
and Bovd, with folk poetry, but again in a different way, is The
Story of a Young Man and a Girl, a dialogue between a suitor and
a disdainful maiden. He praises her in imaginative language
closely connected with the language of folk poetry. To every tirade
of his she answers with a tirade of coarse and equally imaginative
vituperation, which is also connected with popular charms and
curses. She ends, however, by yielding. It is a piece of elaborate
verbal art and has no parallel in Old Russian literature. It seems
to have been composed in the north (where folk poetry was and is
most alive) at the end of the seventeenth century.

These last-mentioned works are entirely secular and free from
all intention of edifying. Still more distinctly secular and un-
edifying are the stories derived from, or similar to, old French
fabliaux and the tales of the Decameron. A good example is the
Story of the Merchant Karp Sutilov and of his wife, who success-
fully defended her virtue against all the attempts of another mer-
chant (a friend of Karp’s), of her confessor, and of the bishop. The
chief defect of these stories lies in their language, a rather colorless
and illiterate form of Slavonic. This defect is not shared by the
masterpiece of Muscovite fabliaux—the story of Frol Skobéyev.
This interesting story is written without any literary pretenses in a
pure colloquial language with a simple syntax. It is a piece of vivid
and cynical realism, telling in the calmest fashion and with evident,
but unobtrusive, relish the tricks by which a low scrivener con-
trived to seduce and marry clandestinely a nobleman’s daughter,
and how he succeeded in reconciling himself with her parents and
becoming ultimately a man of position. The naked and matter-of-
fact simplicity of the story enhances the effect of its cynical pica-
resqueness.

The only rival to Frol Skobéyev’s unique position in the (un-
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consciously) literary use of the vernacular is the delightful story
of the Gremille (Ersh Schetinnikov) and of the lawsuit intended
against him by his neighbor fishes of the lake of Rostév. It is also
a picaresque story, for it tells of the Gremille’s evading by lawful
and lawless means all the rightful demands of the other fishes. The
story is in the form of a lawsuit and is a delightful parody of
Muscovite legal procedure and legal language.

It is impossible to date these with any precision. Some of
them may have been written in the early years of the eighteenth
century, but in substance they all belong to that latter half of the
seventeenth when Muscovy was still Muscovite but when the
foundations of its traditional, ecclesiastic civilization were being
slowly undermined by a growing and disintegrating tide of secu-
larization.

THE END OF OLD MUSCOVY: AVVAKUM

Before it came to an end, Old Russian civilization found something
like its final and definitive expression in two very dissimilar but,
in a way, complementary figures—Tsar Alexis and Archpriest
Avvakim. Alexis (reigned 1645-76) wrote little. A few private
letters and an instruction to his falconers are all we have of him.
But it is sufficient to make him the most attractive of Russian
monarchs. He acquired the surname Tishdyshy, which means
“most quiet” or ‘“most peaceful.” Certain aspects of Russian
Orthodoxy, not its most purely spiritual, but its eesthetic and
worldly aspects, found in him their most complete expression. The
essence of Alexis’s personality is a certain spiritual epicureanism,
manifested in an optimistic Christian faith, in a profound, but
unfanatical, attachment to the traditions and ritual of the Church,
in a desire to see everyone round him happy and at peace, and in a
highly developed capacity to extract a quiet and mellow enjoyment
from all things.

By an irony of fate the reign of this monarch was one of the
most agitated in Russian history. Apart from wars and social un-
rest it was marked by the Great Schism of the Russian Church, a
tragic development that split in twain the conservative core of the
nation and whose influence has lasted to this day. Its origin was
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connected with the revision of the liturgic books. In the preceding
reign the development of printing had made the fixation of the
sacred texts an important matter. In the 1640’s a revision of all
sacred books, in agreement with the best available Slavonic texts,
was carried out under the auspices of the Patriarch Joseph. It was
done largely by a group of young secular priests who were full of
zeal to purge the Russian Church of the spirit of sloth and laxity
and who demanded from clergy and laity a stricter observance of
tradition. Their reforms were conservative and intended to revive
the good practice of early Muscovite times. Among other things
they renewed the practice of preaching, which had been in abey-
ance for about a century. One of the most fervid of these reformers
was the priest (later archpriest) Avvakiim. He was the son of a
country parson of the district of Nizhny-N6vgorod, where he was
born about 1620. In his fervor he more than once met with ill
treatment at the hand of the laity and worldly priests, who re-
sented his rigorous preaching and his interference with the old-
established usages of lazy laxity.

In 1652 the Patriarch Joseph died and was succeeded by
Nikon, Archbishop of Névgorod. He had been a friend of the re-
formers. Once patriarch, he decided to go one better in the revision
of books and restoration of rituals, and, instead of limiting himself
to Old Russian models, he turned to the Greek. This new revis-
ion resulted in the publication of texts conforming to the Greek
and in certain changes of ritual where Russian practice had differed
from that of the Greeks, as, for example, in making the sign of the
cross with two fingers and saying alleluia twice instead of the
Greek three fingers and treble alleluia. It was such seemingly un-
important points that led to the schism. Avvaktim and his friends
refused to accept them and denounced Nikon as a heretic and a
tool of Satan. The main reason for their revolt was that they
regarded the practice of the Russian Orthodox Church as one
whole, dogma and ritual, of which not a tittle might be changed.
Russia was the only repository of the faith and had nothing to
learn from the Greeks, whose orthodoxy had been adulterated by
dalliance with the heretic and subjection to the infidel. Nikon,
who was then practically an autocrat, stood firm, and Avvakim
and his friends were exiled. Avvakiim was sent to Siberia and
ordered to join the expeditionary force of Pashkov, whose task it
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was to conquer Dé4uria (the present Transbaykéalia). Pishkov was
a valiant “builder of empire” but had no patience with any re-
ligious nonsense. He treated Avvakim with brutal cruelty.

For nine years Avvakim remained in Siberia, dragged about
from place to place and persecuted in every manner. In 1664 he
was brought back to Moscow, where during his absence con-
siderable changes had taken place, Nikon had fallen, and a synod
was going to meet to judge both Nikon and Avvakam. The Tsar
was disposed to concessions. But Avvakim was opposed to all
compromise, and Alexis was forced to submit to the guidance of
the Greek party. The Synod of 1666-7 condemned Avvaktim’s
ritual tenets, and thus the schism became final: the conservatives
were henceforth schismatics (raskélniki). Avvakam himself was
shorn monk and exiled to Pustozérsk in the far northeast of Russia.
There he became an even more prominent, active, and dangerous
leader than he had been before. It was then he wrote his famous
Life and his powerful epistles to his friends, in which he urged
them to keep faithful to the old faith, to defy their persecutors,
and to seek martyrdom. He himself, by writing a violent letter to
the young Tsar Theodore, seems to have courted martyrdom. It
came at last: he was burned at the stake in April 1682, together
with his most faithful and trusty friends, the monk Epiphanius
and the priest Lazarus.

Avvakim’s writings are not voluminous. They consist of a
Life Written by Himself (1672-3) and of a score of epistles, horta-
tory and consolatory to friends, and abusive to enemies, all written
during his last years at Pustozérsk. He is above all remarkable for
his language, which is the first attempt to use colloquial Russian
for literary purposes. Though we do not know anything of the
character of his oral preaching, it is highly probable that his
written work had its roots in his spoken sermons. The daring
originality of Avvakim’s venture cannot be overestimated, and
the use he made of his Russian places him in the very first rank of
Russian writers: no one has since excelled him in vigor and raciness
and in the skillful command of all the expressive means of everyday
language for the most striking literary effects. The freshness of his
Russian is enhanced by his use of Church Slavonic, which he
employs only in quotations from the holy books or allusions to
them. The sacred texts shine like hard and solid jewels in the
flexible and living texture of his spontaneous Russian. Avvakim
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is a great artist of words, and his example is still full of instruction
to every writer of Russian.

But Avvaktm is not only the efficient master of expression.
He is a firm and fiery fighter, a good hater and a good friend. Scorn
and indignation are mixed in his writings with a fierce and manly
tenderness that has nothing sentimental in it: the best lot he de-
sires for his best disciples is a martyr’s death. His style is con-
stantly relieved by a delightful humor, which ranges from that
Christian humor at one’s own expense which is so genuinely akin
to humility, to stinging and cruel sarcasm at the expense of his
foes, which, however, is never far removed from a smiling pity for
the torturers who know not what they do. His masterpiece is his
Life, in which he relates his striving for the truth, and his sufferings
at the hands of Pashkov and of the bishops. It has been admirably
rendered into English by Jane E. Harrison and Hope Mirrlees,
whose translation should be read by everyone who is at all in-
terested in things Russian or in good literature.

Avvakaim’s writings were immensely influential with his fol-
lowers, the Old Believers or Raskélniks. But his manner of writing
found no imitator among them, while outside their communities
no one read him before the mid nineteenth century except for
purposes of confutation.



%CHAPTER 2

The Passing of Old Russia

THE SOUTHWESTERN REVIVAL

ATER the Union of Lublin (1569) all the west of Russia (White
Russia, Galicia, and Ukraine) came under the direct rule of
Poland. The Poles, organized by the Jesuits, started a vigorous
campaign against the Orthodox faith and the Russian nationality.
They easily succeeded in winning over the West Russian nobility,
but met with the determined opposition of the middle and lower
classes. The most active form this opposition took was the series
of Cossack rebellions. Its other aspect was a religious and intel-
lectual movement in the Church and laity. Schools were founded,
and there sprung up an active polemical literature to counteract
the Roman propaganda.

The early stage of the movement produced an original and
talented writer, Ivan Vyshensky (of Vyshnya, in Galicia; flor.
1588-1614), a sort of attenuated Ukrainian Avvakim. He opposed
his co-religionaries’ tendency to adopt Latin methods in fighting
the Latins, which seemed to him in itself a capitulation to the
alien civilization. But the advantages of adopting the Jesuits’
learning were too obvious, and by the end of the first quarter of
the seventeenth century this method of fighting the enemy had
finally triumphed among the West Russians. The Kiev Academy,
founded in 1631 by Peter Mohila (1596-1647), Abbot of the Crypt
Monastery and afterwards Metropolitan of Kiev, became the
center of all intellectual activity in West Russia.

The Latin culture adopted by West Russia was purely eccle-
siastical and scholastic, and so was the literature it produced. Its
principal interest lies in its attempts to assimilate Polish and
Polish-Latin forms of poetry and drama, which will be discussed
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later. Apart from these, Kievan literature consisted mainly of
polemical writings, sermons, and textbooks. The sacred oratory of
the period is a conscientious effort to adopt the forms of classical
rhetoric. Its principal representatives were Ioanniky Golyatévsky,
Rector of the Kiev Academy, and Lizar Baranévich, Archbishop
of Chernigov, both of whom flourished in the third quarter of the
seventeenth century. More important are the writers of the follow-
ing period, whose work belongs already to the reign of Peter the
Great.

THE TRANSITION IN MOSCOW AND PETERSBURG

In Muscovy Western influences began to play an appreciable part
about the year 1669, when the Westernizer Artamén Matvéyev
became head of the administration. They came by two channels
—one from the southwest, the other via the German Liberty
(Nemétskaya slobodd) of Moscow. This was a settlement of for-
eigners in the military or financial service of the government and of
foreign businessmen, nearly all of them from the Protestant na-
tions, Germany, Holland, and Scotland. As literature and art
were mainly an ecclesiastical business, the predominating Western
influence in literature was at first that of the southwestern current.

By the time Peter the Great began his ‘“Reforms,” the
progress of Westernization had advanced considerably in Moscow.
But it had proceeded along familiar lines, Westernizing the fabric
of the Church but leaving it the center of all civilization. Peter’s
reforms were far more revolutionary. They aimed at displacing the
Church from its place of honor and at secularizing the whole of
the Russian polity. Literature took some time before it fully felt the
new state of things, and the literature of the reign of Peter is
largely a continuation of the preceding period. Its outstanding
men of letters were three prelates of Ukrainian origin, bred in the
Latin methods of the Kiev Academy: St. Demetrius Tuptalo
(1651-1709), Metropolitan of Rostév, Stephen Yavérsky (1658—
1722), locum tenens of the patriarchal chair, and Theoph4an Proko-
p6vich (1681-1736), Archbishop of N6vgorod.

Demetrius of Rostév is a particularly attractive character. A
great scholar and lover of books and learning, he was a peace-
loving, meek, and charitable prelate who won the boundless love
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and gratitude of his flock. After his death he came to be venerated
as a saint and was officially canonized in 1757. He is the most ex-
quisite fruit of the cultural revival of seventeenth-century Kiev.
His most voluminous work is his Calendar of Saints, which, com-
piled along more European and scholastic lines than Macarius’s,
replaced the older work and is to this day the standard compen-
dium of Russian hagiology. He is particularly interesting as a play-
wright (. infra).

Stephen Yavoérsky is chiefly notable as a preacher. His ser-
mons are composed in a simple and manly style, free from exces-
sive rhetorical ornament. They are often outspoken in dealing
with current issues. Yavérsky deeply resented many of Peter’s
innovations and showed sympathy with the Old Muscovite op-
position. He dared to rebuke Peter for his divorce, lamented the
fate of the Church in a secularized Russia, and dared to raise his
voice against the intolerable weight of conscriptions and taxes that
ground down the lower classes.

Theophan Prokopévich, a younger man, was animated with
a different spirit. In secularizing his own mentality he went further
than any other prelate. Very widely educated, he was the first
Russian writer to go direct to the fountainhead of European cul-
ture in Italy and not to be satisfied with Polish and Polish-Latin
learning. He was a powerful orator, and his funeral oration on
Peter the Great remained for over a century the most famous
piece of Russian solemn oratory. His sermons and orations are
secular in tone, inspired with a cult of enlightened despotism and
a hero worship of the great despot that sounds even less Protestant
than pagan.

The secular literature of the age of Peter discarded Slavonic
and made Russian the literary language. But it was a curious Rus-
sian, full of Slavonic reminiscences and saturated with undigested
words of every conceivable foreign origin—Greek, Latin, Polish,
German, Dutch, Italian, and French. The formal rupture with the
old language was symbolized by the introduction of a new alpha-
bet, in which the Slavonic letters were modified so as to resemble
Latin characters. Henceforward Russia had two alphabets: the
Church continued using the old alphabet with the old language;
the lay society used only the new. The books printed in “civil”
characters during Peter’s reign and some time afterwards were
either laws and official resolutions, or translations. As the nature
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of Peter’s reforms was above all practical, the books translated
all referred to practical knowledge.

Of the original writings of the period those of Peter himself
are easily the best. His Russian was quaintly mixed with barba-
risms, but he used it with vigor, terseness, and originality. His
literary originality is evident everywhere—in his journals, in his
letters, even, and perhaps best of all, in his official ordinances. The
vivid and realistic imagery of his style makes his ukases the most
enjoyable literature of the time. He had a genius for pithy and
memorable statement, and many of his sayings still live in every-
one’s memory.

Of the other secular writers of the period the most interesting
are Ivan Pososhkév (1652-1726), a tradesman and self-educated
man who wrote a book, On Indigence and Wealth, and Vasily
Nikitich Tatischev (1686-1750), whose History of Russta, though
formless from the literary point of view, is the first really scholarly
attempt to tackle the vast material in the Russian Annals together
with the evidence of foreign writers. It is quite on a level with
contemporary European erudition. Tatischev was one of the most
cultured men of his class and time, a politician, and an administra-
tor. His Testament, addressed to his son, is an interesting document,
reflecting the high sense of duty and practical patriotism that is
characteristic of the men of Peter’s school.

THE FIRST LITERARY VERSE

Verse writing was introduced into Russia from Poland in the late
sixteenth century. The oldest extant specimens are found in the
rhymed preface to the Ostrég Bible (1581). In the seventeenth
century much rhymed verse was written by West Russian scholars.
The prosody they employed was Polish, which, like French and
Italian, is based on the counting of syllables, without any obliga-
tory position for stress accent. The matter of this West Russian
poetry is panegyrical or didactic. About 1670 it was imported to
Moscow by the White Russian cleric Symeon of Pélotsk, who
flourished at the courts of Alexis and his son Theodore and who
attained considerable elegance in the turning of syllabic verses.
But no trace of anything that may, except by courtesy, be styled
poetry is to be discovered before the age of Peter. Apart from
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dramatic poetry the only versifier of the school with a grain of the
poet in him was Theoph4n Prokopévich. His pastoral elegy on
the hard times that befell the men of Peter’s making after the
death of the Great Monarch is one of the first genuinely poetical
literary lyrics in the language.

When young Muscovite laymen became acquainted with the
technique of rhyming, they began trying their hand at amatory
verse. Doggerel rhymes on amatory subjects are extant from the
last years of the seventeenth century (the oldest specimens, in-
terestingly enough, occur in criminal lawsuits), and in the reign
of Peter the Great this new art spread rapidly. Manuscript col-
lections of love poems in syllabic verse have come down from the
first half of the eighteenth century. They reflect the love songs that
were current at the time in Germany. Altogether the Germans
played a prominent part in the first developments of Russian
poetry. Wilhelm Mons, a German of Moscow who was the lover
of Peter’s wife Catherine and was executed in 1724, wrote amatory
verses in Russian but in German characters. They have a quaint
intensity that makes us believe he was something of a poet. The
first attempts to introduce regular feet into Russian verse were
made by two Germans, the Pastor Ernst Gliick (in whose house
Catherine I had been a servant) and the Magister Johann Werner
Pauss. They translated Lutheran hymns into a Russian that,
though very incorrect, is studiously pure of foreign words. By 1730
Russian society was ready to receive a more ambitious and regular
poetry on the European model.

THE DRAMA

The ritual of the Eastern Church, like that of the Western, con-
tained the germs of drama, but in the East they never grew into
dramatic representations. Russian drama is entirely an importa-
tion from the West. Like most Western things it came by two
distinct routes. One leads from the Latin school drama to the Kiev
Academy and thence to Moscow; the other comes direct from the
strolling secular players of Germany to the German Liberty of
Moscow.

School dramas on religious subjects were introduced into West
Russian schools very early, before the end of the sixteenth century.
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By the middle of the seventeenth they were a popular and stable
institution. When not in Latin or Polish they were always transla-
tions from Latin or Polish. Their style was mediseval—they were
the late-born children of the miracle and mystery play. The neo-
classical theory of dramatic poetry was taught in the rhetoric class
of the Kiev Academy, but before the eighteenth century these
theories did not affect the practice. Kievan students continued
playing, and their masters translated or adapted, plays of a purely
medizval type. There is little originality in the serious parts of
these plays, but the comic interludes early received independent
treatment. Native Ukrainian characters—the Cossack, the clerk,
the Jew, the braggart Pole, the faithless wife and the comic hus-
band—became traditional types, surviving the interlude and its
successor the puppet play and living for ever in the early tales of
Goégol. Before long the school drama left the school walls and went
out into the wide world. Strolling bands of students performing
miracle plays became a popular feature of Ukrainian life in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A further development was
the puppet theater, which finally assumed an entirely popular
character and became one of the important starting points of
modern Ukrainian literature.

When Kievan prelates and clerics came to Muscovy to rule
the Muscovite Church, the school drama, spread over Great Russia,
but it failed to flourish on Great Russian soil and never became a
popular institution. One reason was that here it had an important
rival in the secular play of German origin. In 1672 Tsar Alexis
caused Dr. Gregori, the Lutheran pastor of the German Liberty
of Moscow, to form a troupe of amateur players to act before the
Tsar’s Majesty. Plays from the repertory of the German strolling
players were translated by scribes of the Foreign Office into stilted
and unidiomatic Slavonic prose (which sounds especially quaint in
the comic parts), and a theater was instituted at the Royal Palace.
One of the first plays produced was a distant descendant of
Tamburlaine the Great. It was only after Gregori’s first production
that Symeon of Pélotsk ventured to introduce the Kievan school
drama and wrote his Action of the Prodigal Son in thymed syllabic
verse. In the last years of the century, with the growth of Kievan
influence in Muscovy, the rhymed school drama became pre-
dominant, but under Peter the Great the secular prose play trans-
lated from the German again took the upper hand. Public theaters
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were opened and the school drama was relegated to the seminaries
and academies.

From the literary point of view, by far the greater part of this
early drama is uninteresting and unoriginal. The secular prose
drama is outside literature. The same cannot be said of the verse
drama. Besides an interesting series of realistic comic interludes,
it produced in the plays of Theophin Prokopévich and Demetrius
of Rostév serious works of genuine literary value. Those of St.
Demetrius are particularly attractive. They are quaintly baroque
in their strangely concrete representation of the supernatural and
their audacious use of humor when speaking of things solemn.
The shepherds’ dialogue in his Nativity Play and their discussion
of the appearance of the approaching angels are particularly good.

Theophan Prokopévich, who had studied in Italy and was
much more modern than St. Demetrius, broke away from the
mystery-play tradition, and his tragicomedy of Saint Viadimir
(1705) is the first fruit of classical theory in Russia. Its model is
the Italian renaissance drama. It is a piéce a thése dealing with the
introduction of Christianity into Russia by St. Vladimir despite
the opposition of the heathen priests. These priests are satirically
intended—they stand for the “idolatrous” Roman Catholics and
conservative Orthodox ritualists, over whom triumphs the rational
Christianity of the enlightened despot Vladimir-Peter. Together
with his lyric poetry and with the plays of St. Demetrius, Theo-
phan’s dramatic work marks the highest poetic level reached by
the Kievan school.

FICTION AND CHAPBOOKS

The evolution of Russian prose fiction owed little to the southwest,
nor was it connected with the clergy. It answered to a demand of
the educated or semi-educated laity. Young men of the nobility
and gentry, government scribes (especially those of the Foreign
Office), and open-minded young merchants of Moscow and of the
commercial north were the first readers of fiction, the translators,
copiers, and authors of the first Russian novels. Our prineipal
landmark in the early history of Russian fiction is a group of
works translated in Moscow in or about the year 1677. These
stories are not Russianized out of recognition, as is the ease with
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the earlier Bovd, and they retain, in their heavy, unidiomatic
Slavonic, traces of the languages from which they were translated.
They include a number of romances from the Polish that go back
in substance to chivalric romances of the late Middle Ages and
early Renaissance. It was precisely their foreign, un-Muscovite
spirit that attracted the young boyars and scribes to these stories.
What they liked most was the presentation of romantic, chivalrous,
and sentimental love, so conspicuously absent in Old Russian
literature. Fiction became widely popular and was widely circu-
lated in manuseript far into the cighteenth century, but no novel
was printed in Russia before 1750.

Original novel writing after these new models began in the
time of Peter. Several manuscript novels are extant belonging to
the first half of the eighteenth century. They follow a more or less
uniform pattern. The subject is always the experiences of a young
Russian gentleman in foreign countries, where he meets with more
or less romantic and sentimental adventures. The style sometimes
inclines to rhythmical parallelism, and the characters are often
made to speak in rthymed doggerel. Together with the love rhymes
of the period they were the irruption into Russian civilization of
the Western conception of sentimental and gallant love.

Standing apart from this main line of development is the one
preserved fragment of what its modern editor has called a “novel
in verse.” It is unique in kind and impossible to date (except for
the use of rhyme there is no formal evidence pointing to a date
later than 1670-80). Its meterless doggerel is written in a simple
vernacular style with constant parallelism or reduplication and
with a certain kinship to popular poetry. The narrator, a woman,
tells of her relations with her lover and her unloved husband. The
setting is the drab and ordinary one of everyday life. Some pas-
sages are outspokenly and coarsely, but not in the least cynically,
realistic. There is an unsweetened directness and sense of tragedy
in the narrative, which makes one think of some nineteenth-
century realist, like Pisemsky or Maupassant.

Soon after the death of Peter, Russian literature finally be-
comes modern and Western. But the new, French-bred literature
was confined to the upper classes, and the people remained more
or less aloof from it. The later eighteenth century produced a
popular literature distinct from both the literature of the upper
classes and the unwritten folk poetry. It catered to the lower
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middle and lower urban classes and was a direct continuation of
the literature of the age of Peter.

When, in the middle of the eighteenth century, the printing
press became an accessible and universal means of expression,
numerous books and inscribed woodcuts began to be published for
popular consumption. The publication of popular literature con-
tinued into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but its really
interesting period is the second half of the eighteenth. Many, per-
haps most, of these popular publications were books of edification
—mainly lives of saints. But these are of little interest, being
nothing but more or less modernized and vulgarized reproductions
of older versions from the Prologue or the official Menologion. More
interesting are the secular stories. Erusldn, Bovd, Apollén of Tyre,
and several translated romances of the late seventeenth century
were first printed soon after 1750 and constantly reprinted. Of
original productions that may be assigned to the second half of the
eighteenth century, the most remarkable is the story of the famous
robber, and afterwards police agent, Vdnka Kdin (Jack Cain). The
story is told in the first person. It is an original specimen of the
Russian picaresque imagination. Its style is a mixture of rhymed
doggerel, cruel jokes, crude puns, and cynically roguish paraphrase
and circumlocution. It was exceedingly popular: fifteen editions of
it appeared in the last third of the eighteenth century.

Alongside the narrative chapbooks are the explanatory
rhymed inscriptions that appear on the cheap woodcuts published
for popular circulation in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. In style they are clearly related to the showmen’s cries
at the open-air shows that were a prominent feature of Russian
town life of that time, and which are themselves closely connected
with Great Russian popular theater. Like the woodcuts they ac-
company, the doggerel inscriptions employ a rude and primitive
technique. They cover a great variety of subjects. Their ultimate
source is usually some book of the late seventeenth or early
eighteenth century. Fairy-tale and novelistic subjects are par-
ticularly frequent. In the course of time the censorship learned to
keep a watchful eye on these productions, but interesting satirical
and political prints have come down to us from the earlier times.
The most interesting of these is the famous picture of The Mice
Burying the Cat. Though with the lapse of time its satirical mean-
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ing was lost, and it continued popular merely as an amusing bit of
fun, it is in substance a savage satire on the death of Peter the
Great. It reflects the feelings of the Old Believers and other enemies
of the great tyrant, the exultation of the oppressed and martyred
mice at the end of their persecutor.



gCHAPTER 3%
el

The Age of Classicism

MODERN Russian literature dates from the establishment of a
continuous tradition of secular imaginative literature in the
second quarter of the eighteenth century. The adoption of French
classical standards by four men, all born in the reign of Peter, and
their variously successful attempts to transpose these standards
into Russian and to produce original work according to them are
the starting point of all subsequent literary development. The four
men were Kantemir, Trediakévsky, Lomonésov, and Sumarékov.

KANTEMIR

Prince Antioch Kantemir (1708-44), the son of a wealthy and
cultured noble (his father’s history of the Turks, written in Latin,
remained for over a century the standard work on the subject),
was himself, at the age of twenty-two, probably the most cultured
man in Russia. During the crisis of 1780 he was a leader of the
anti-oligarchic party, and, together with Theophin Prokopévich
and the historian Tatischev, persuaded the Empress Anne to cancel
the constitution she had sworn to observe. In the same year he was
appointed Minister-Resident to London. In 1738 he was trans-
ferred to Paris, where he remained Russian Minister till his death
in 1744. While in Paris he kept up close relations with many
eminent French men of letters, including Fontenelle and Montes-
quieu.

His literary work is contained in his satires, written between
1729 and 1739. They remained in manuscript till long after his

40
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death, and when they were at last published, in 1762 (a French
version had appeared in London in 1749), it was too late for them
to influence the development of Russian literature, for their lan-
guage and “‘syllabic” meter had already become antiquated as a
result of Lomonésov’s reforms. Kantemir’s style is Latin rather
than French. Despite the use of rhyme, his verse produces an
effect closely similar to that of the hexameter of Horace. His lan-
guage is racy and colloquial, considerably less bookish and Slavonic
than that which was to triumph with Lomonésov. His painting
of life is vigorous, and, though he adheres to the main lines of the
classic tradition, his characters are living types, taken from the
thick of contemporary Russian life. Kantemir has every right to
be regarded as the first deliberate and artistically conscious realist
in Russian literature. The edge of his satire is directed against the
enemies of enlightenment, the unfaithful successors of Peter’s
work, the old prejudices of Muscovy, and the new foppishness of
the semi-educated, Europeanized young nobles.

TREDIAKOVSKY

Very different were the career and work of Vasily Kirillovich
Trediakévsky (1703-69), the son of a poor priest of Astrakhan.
There is an anecdote that Peter the Great, passing through that
city, saw the boy and, patting him on the head, called him a “life-
long drudge,” a prophecy that sums up Trediakévsky’s whole
career. He was the first non-noble Russian to receive a humanistic
education abroad (in Paris), and he learned to compose fugitive
verses in French that were not beneath the accepted level. Soon
after his return to Russia he was appointed Acting Secretary to the
Academy. One of his duties in this post was to compose compli-
mentary odes and panegyrics on various occasions and solemn
orations in Russian and Latin. Innumerable pathetic anecdotes
reflect his humiliating relations with the arrogant nobles of his
time, who regarded the professional poet and orator as an inferior
kind of domestic servant. His numerous translations are extraor-
dinarily clumsy. His verse is devoid of all poetic merits and began
to seem unreadable long before his death. His principal work, a
translation in hexameters of Fénélon’s Télémaque (1766), as soon
as it appeared, became a byword for all that is pedantic and ugly.
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His claim to recognition as an important figure in Russian literary
history is mainly based on his work as a theoretician of poetry and
prosody. His View of the Origin of Poetry and of Verse (1752) is
the first statement in Russian of the classical theory of imitation.
Still more important are his works on Russian prosody. Although
he did not, as was once thought, introduce regular accentual feet
into Russian verse, his theories were not only remarkable for
their time, but are interesting even today.

LOMONOSOV

Kantemir and Trediakévsky were precursors. The real founder of
modern Russian literature and of modern Russian culture was a
greater man than either of them—Mikhéaylo Vasilievich Lomoné-
sov. He was born in 1711, the son of a “peasant” of Kholmogéry
(south of Archangel) who was a deep-sea fisherman by trade. Much
of his boyhood was spent on his father’s boat, in the White Sea
and Arctic Ocean, where they used to go as far as the Murman
coast and Nova Zembla. The boy was early taught the Slavonic:
alphabet, but his father did not countenance his insatiable thirst
for further knowledge. In December 1780, therefore, he left home
and went to Moscow, where he entered the Slavo-Grzeco-Latin
Academy as a student. Without any support from his father he
persevered and, in 1736, was sent to Germany to complete his
education. At Marburg he studied philosophy, physics, and chem-
istry under the famous Christian Wolff; afterwards, at Freiburg
in Saxony, he learned practical mining. It was from Germany that
he sent to the Academy of S. Petersburg an Ode on the Taking of
Khétin (1739), the first Russian poem written in what has since
become our classical prosody. In 1741 Lomonésov returned to
Russia and was appointed Assistant Professor at the Academy of
Science. His connection with the Academy, of which he became
virtual head in 1758, continued till his death. From the outset
Lomonésov gave proof of an extraordinary working capacity and
an incredible range of interest and knowledge. Chemistry, physics,
mathematics, mining, the making of mosaics, grammar, rhetoric,
poetry, and history were among his principal occupations, and in
all except history and mosaics he produced work of lasting value.
At the same time he worked at reorganizing the Academy and
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actively combated the “German party,” whose policy it was to
make the Russian Academy a snug home for unemployed German
Literaten. Worn out by his toils and endless strife with Germans
and unsympathetic ministers, he became addicted to drink, and
in his last years he was little better than a ruin of his former self.
He died in 1765.

Two passions reigned in Lomonésov: patriotism and the love
of science. To create a Russian science and a Russian literature
worthy to rival those of the West was his one dream. His upright,
unbending character and his firm sense of dignity won him uni-
versal esteem in an age when birth and power were as a rule the
only claim to esteem. His hostility to the Academic Germans never
prevented him from recognizing the achievement of German
scientists. When the physicist Richmann lost his life while experi-
menting in electricity, Lomonésov used all his influence to save
from poverty the widow and children of this martyr of science.
The letter he wrote on the occasion to the minister Shuvalov is one
of the noblest expressions of his faith in the nobility of science.
Lomondsov’s vocation was to be a scientist. His achievements in
physies and chemistry are important, and he is regarded today as
an advanced precursor of the methods of physical chemistry. In
his lifetime only the most advanced minds, like the great mathe-
matician Euler, were able to gauge the full extent of his scientific
genius. To the great majority of his contemporaries he was pri-
marily a poet and an orator. Since then the situation has been re-
versed, and in the later nineteenth century it became the fashion
to praise the scientist at the expense of the poet. We are in a
position to give him better justice.

In literature Lomondsov was first of all a legislator. He fixed
the standards of the literary language and introduced a new
prosody, which, despite numerous revolutionary attempts to dis-
lodge it, still rules the greater part of Russian poetry: Church
Slavonic had ceased to be the language of secular literature before
Lomonésov’s time, but literary Russian was still in a state of
standardless chaos. It had freely borrowed from the older idiom,
as it had to if it were to become a literary language, but the fusion
of the Russian and Slavonic elements was incomplete and un-
settled. It was Lomonésov’s task to find a modus vivend? for the
two and to give the new literary language a final form. His lin-
guistic reform is contained in his practice as poet and prose writer
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and in his legislative writings, which include a Rhetoric, a Russian
Grammar, and a remarkable essay, On the Use of Sacred Books in
the Russian Tongue. Without entering into details of his reform,
suffice it to say that he made the best use of the great lexical and
grammatical wealth of Church Slavonic, thus to a certain extent
repeating the work done in the Western languages by the human-
istic scholars who enriched French, Italian, and English by the
infusion of Latin blood. Although Lomonésov’s solution of the
problem has since been modified, the essentials have survived, and
his Russian is in many ways nearer to ours than to the language
of his immediate predecessors. An important feature of his lin-
guistic legislation is his—characteristically classicist—doctrine of
the three styles of diction: “high,” “middle,” and “low.” They
were to be distinguished chiefly by the relative abundance of
Slavonic elements. Where there were two words, Slavonic and
vernacular, to denote the same thing, the Slavonic was to be
preferred in the “high” style, while none but strictly colloquial
expressions were to be used in the “low.”

Lomonésov’s language has, no doubt, become antiquated.
Because of the later evolution of the colloquial language it is often
his boldest colloquialisms that seem to us most antiquated. Sla-
vonic doubtlets of many Russian words have also gradually been
dropped, though they survived in poetry long after the fall of
classicism. It is, however, in the syntax, which betrays an exces-
sive influence of Latin and German periodic construction, that
Lomonésov’s Russian has least survived. Nevertheless his im-
portance as the legislator and actual founder of the literary lan-
guage of modern Russia cannot be exaggerated.

Lomondésov’s metrical reform consisted in the introduction of
equisyllabic and accentual feet instead of the old syllabic prosody.
His system was largely an adaptation of the prosody introduced
into German by Opitz and further perfected by Fleming, Gryphius,
and Lomondsov’s immediate model, Giinther. As a theorist of
prosody Lomonésov was inferior to Trediakévsky and Sumarékov,
but the force of his example, of his own poetical practice, carried
all opposition before it.

In the second half of the nineteenth century it was the fashion
to belittle Lomondsov’s poetry and even to deny him the title of
poet. But the eighteenth century regarded him as a great poet, not
only as a “Russian Malherbe,” but as a “Russian Pindar’—and
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we are not very far from reverting to this view. Like a true classi-
cist he rigorously distinguished between the various kinds of
poetry, and the style of his didactic epistles is different from that
of his odes. In the former he writes a very pure Russian, and
though he submits to the eighteenth-century fashion of paraphrase,
he conveys his idea with almost scientific precision. The famous
epistle On the Use of Glass, ridiculed by the nineteenth century for
its prosaic subject, might easily be used as a chapter from a text-
book, so exact is its language. His principal poetical works are,
however, his odes, sacred and panegyrical. They are not the ex-
pression of individual experience, but the ideal voicing of the
sentiments and aspirations of a nation, or at least of its intellectual
elite. The panegyrical odes extol Peter the Great as Russia’s
“culture hero” and his daughter Elizabeth for continuing her
father’s work, neglected by his first successors. They sing the glory
of Russian armies and the greatness of the Empire, but, above all,
the praise of science, learning, and industry. They call on Russia
to produce “her own Platos and quick-witted Newtons” that she
may eclipse her Western teachers. But Lomonésov’s highest range
as a poet is attained in the sacred odes, inspired by the rationalistic
conception of a legislating God who manifests Himself in the
grand, immutable laws of nature. The two Meditations on the
Divine Majesty are especially fine examples of Lomonédsov’s philo-
sophic poetry—and of his power to trace in grand, broad strokes
the solemn and majestic aspects of nature. But the finest example
of his eloquence, his “mighty line,” and his “curious felicity” of
diction is the admirable Ode, selected from Job, Chapters xxaviii—zli,
where the Jealous God of the Old Testament is with convincing
vigor transformed into a Leibnitzian Legislator of the universe.

NARRATIVE AND LYRIC POETRY AFTER LOMONOSOV

If Lomonédsov was the father of modern Russian civilization, the
father of the Russian literary profession was Alexdnder Petrévich
Sumardékov (1718-77). Born of a good family of Muscovite gentry,
he was educated at the Cadet School in Petersburg, where he
acquired an intimate familiarity with French polite learning. Nei-
ther an aristocratic dilettante like Kantemir nor a learned profes-
sor like Trediak6évsky or Lomondsov, he was the first gentleman in
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Russia to choose the profession of letters. He wrote much and
regularly, chiefly in those literary kinds neglected by Lomonésov.
His principal importance rests in his plays, but his non-dramatic
work is by no means negligible. His fables are the first attempt in a
genre that was destined to flourish in Russia with particular vigor.
His satires, in which he occasionally imitates the manner of popular
poetry, are racy and witty attacks against the archenemies of his
class—the government clerks and officers of law. His songs are, of
all his writings, those which still can be expected to attract the
reader of poetry. They are remarkable for a truly prodigious
metrical inventiveness (not so much as imitated by his successors)
and a genuine gift of melody. In subject matter they are entirely
within the pale of classical, conventional love poetry.

Sumardkov also pioneered in journalism and literary criticism.
His criticism is usually carping and superficial, but it did much to
inculcate on the Russian public the canons of classical taste. He
was a loyal follower of Voltaire, with whom he prided himself on
having exchanged several letters. He used Voltaire’s authority in
combating the abominations of sentimental taste which, in the
form of the English sentimental drama, began to insinuate them-
selves into Russia towards the end of his life. Vain and self-
conscious, Sumarékov considered himself a Russian Racine and
Voltaire in one. In personal relations he was irritable, touchy, and
often petty. But this exacting touchiness contributed, almost as
much as did Lomonésov’s calm dignity, to raise the profession of
the pen and to give it a definite place in society.

Lomonésov and Sumarékov inaugurated the reign of classi-
cism and established the undisputable authority of “one Boileau”
and of his heir on the critical throne—Voltaire. Poetry became the
principal field for literary ambition. It was strictly divided into
immutably established kinds, each with its prescribed forms, style,
and meter. Individual poets might write in every one of these
kinds, but they might not mix them. The high kinds were tragedy,
epic, and the solemn ode. On a lower level stood the Horatian ode,
the song, the satire, the tale in verse (as canonized by La Fon-
taine), the fable, and the burlesque.

The epic was regarded as the highest form of poetry, and a
literature could not pretend to independent importance unless it
had produced a national epic. Lomonésov had attempted an epic
on Peter the Great, but left it barely begun. Michael Kheraskov
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(1733-1807), a gentleman of Moldavian origin, a piettis, a Free-
mason, for many years Curator of the University of Moscow, and
one of the most enlightened and universally respected men of the
century, renewed the attempt at a national epic. He wrote two
vast narrative poems modeled on Voltaire’s Henriade: Rossidda
(1778), on the taking of Kazan by Ivan the Terrible, and Viadimir
(1785), on the introduction of Christianity by St. Vladimir. In the
latter the author’s pietistic and mystical tendencies come to the
fore. Both poems, especially the patriotic Rossidda, were very
popular, and Kheraskov was for a time regarded as the “Russian
Homer.” He was one of the first poets of the eighteenth century to
be rejected by the nineteenth, but readers of Aksakov will re-
member with what enthusiasm he recited passages from Kheraskov
when a small boy in the late 1790’s.

The ode in Elizabeth’s and Catherine’s Russia was an impor-
tant institution. There was a constant demand for odes at court,
and ode writing brought more tangible results in the form of
pensions and honors than any other kind of literary exercise. The
average level of ode writing was naturally low. Except Derzhavin
alone, all the ode writers of the time of Catherine were more or less
unoriginal imitators of Lomonésov. The most famous of them was
Vasily Petrév (1736-99), who lived for two years in England and
was an admirer and translator of Pope. A more pleasing and ac-
complished poet was Derzhavin’s brother-in-law, the Ukrainian
Vasily Kapnist (1757-1823). He was the most polished and elegant
poet of his time, excelling chiefly in the Horatian ode, a “middle”
kind of poetry that stands halfway between the real ode and the
frankly frivolous song.

Of the narrative kinds other than the regular epic, two of the
most popular, the fable and the tale in verse, had for their origin
the amiable genius of La Fontaine. The fable after Sumarékov was
brilliantly represented by Ivan Ivanovich Khemnitser (1745-84),
a friend of Derzh4vin and the first Russian fabulist to sound an
original note. His fables give something more than a foretaste of
Krylév and are written in an admirable, vigorous, popular lan-
guage. Some of them are among the few eighteenth-century poems
that have remained universally popular ever since. The verse tale is
represented by Ippolit Bogdanévich (1743-1803), a Ukrainian
who took the reading public by storm with his Dishenka, an adap-
tation of La Fontaine’s Psyche et Cupidon. For half a century
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Diishenka was regarded as an exquisite masterpiece of light poetry.

The “lowermost” forms of narrative poetry were the mock-
heroic poem and the burlesque. The former flourished in the hands
of Vasily Maykov (1728-78), whose Eliséy, or Bacchus Infuriated
(1771) was the favorite comic reading of two generations of Rus-
sian readers. It abounds in crude but virile realism, and is, next to
Khemnitser’s fables, the best piece of unsweetened, colloquial
Russian of its time. The burlesque produced several travesties of
the Aineid, one of which is of special interest and considerable
historical importance. This is the Little Russian &neid of Ko-
tlyarévsky (1798)—the starting point of modern Ukrainian liter-
ature.

DERZHAVIN

Towering above the respectable and derivative mediocrity of all
these verse writers stands the greatest poet of the century, one of
the greatest and most original of all Russian poets—Gavrila
Romaéanovich Derzhévin. He was born in 1743 of a family of small
squires of the Province of Kazan, and was educated at the Kazin
high school. He acquired there a knowledge of German, but not of
French or Latin. From school Derzh4vin went to Petersburg, where
he became a private in the footguards. Having no powerful pro-
tectors he rose but slowly to officer’s rank. In 1773 the Pugachév
Rebellion found him on leave of absence in Kazin, where he at-
tracted the attention of persons in power by writing for the no-
bility of the province an address with expressions of loyalty to the
Empress. He became A.D.C. to General Bibikov and, on the sup-
pression of the rebellion, was given promotion and lands in the
newly annexed White Russia. In 1777 he returned to Petersburg
and entered the Civil Service. It was only now that he began to
devote himself seriously to poetry. By 1780 Derzhavin was en-
joying a considerable reputation as a poet. The reputation soon
grew into a boom when there appeared, one after another, Felitsa,
a semi-humorous ode to Catherine, and the famous Ode to God. In
the former, Derzhavin extolled the virtues of the Empress and
satirized the vices of her principal courtiers. It brought him Cath-
erine’s particular favor. When, shortly after its publication,
Derzhavin quarreled with his superior and had to leave his office,
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he was immediately given a higher post and appointed Governor
of Olonéts. But there again he quarreled with his associate gov-
ernor and, on being transferred to the governorship of Tambév,
quarreled again. In 1791 he was appointed Secretary to the Em-
press for the receipt of petitions, but he did not get on with her,
and when, after Catherine’s death, Paul tried to employ him in a
similar capacity, he found the poet equally difficult. Alexander I
in 1802 made a last attempt to use him as an administrator and
appointed him Minister of Justice. But the liberal spirit of the
young Emperor’s administration was against the grain of the old
poet, who was an outspoken reactionary, and the experiment did
not last more than a year. In 1803 Derzhavin left the Civil Service
and settled down to enjoy life in his recently acquired estate of
Zvanka, in the province of Névgorod. His spacious, epicurean,
and philosophically quiet life there is described with verve in one
of the most charming poems of his old age, To Eugene, Life at
Zvdnka (1807). During his last years Derzh4vin’s lyric genius re-
mained almost undiminished, and when he died, in 1816, his last
lines, the splendid opening stanza of an Ode on Mortality, had just
been jotted down on a slate.

Derzhavin’s work is almost exclusively lyric. His tragedies,
written in his later years, are negligible. His writings in prose are
more important. The Essay on Lyric Poetry is a remarkable piece
of uninformed, but inspired, criticism. The commentary he wrote
to his poems is full of delightfully quaint and illuminating details.
His Memotrs give a convincing picture of his obstinate and con-
trary character. His prose is rapid and nervous—quite free from
the pedantic involutions of German-Latin rhetoric—next to
Suvérov’s the most personal and virile prose of the century.

His lyric poetry is great. For sheer imaginative power he is
one of the small number of Russia’s greatest poets. His philosophy
is a joyous and avid epicureanism that does not deny God but
admires Him quite disinterestedly. He accepts death and anni-
hilation with a manful thankfulness for the joys of ephemeral life.
He combines in a curious way a high moral sentiment of justice
and duty with the resolute and conscious decision to enjoy life to
the full. He loved the sublime in all its forms: the metaphysical
majesty of a deistic God, the physical grandness of a waterfall,
the political greatness of the Empire, of its builders and warriors.
Goégol was right when he called Derzhavin “‘the poet of greatness.”
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But though all these features are essentially classical, Derzhavin
was a barbarian, not only in his love of material enjoyment, but
also in his use of the language. “His genius,” said Pushkin,
“thought in Tatar, and knew no Russian grammar for want of
time.” His style is a continuous violence to the Russian tongue,
an unceasing, vigorous, personal, virile, but often cruel, deforma-
tion of it. Like his great contemporary Suvérov, Derzhavin was
not afraid of losses when the issue was victory. His greatest odes
(as the famous Waterfall) consist too often of isolated and giddy
peaks of poetry rising over a chaotic wilderness of harsh common-
place.

Derzh4vin’s range is wide. He wrote sacred and panegyrical
odes, Anacreontic and Horatian lyrics, dithyrambs and cantatas,
and even, in his later years, ballads. He was an audacious inno-
vator, but his innovations conformed to the spirit of classicism.
In his paraphrase of Horace’s Exegi Monumentum he adduces as
his principal claim to immortality the creation of a new genre: the
humorous panegyrical ode. This bold mixture of the sublime with
the realistic and comic is characteristic of his most popular odes,
and it was largely owing to this novelty that he struck his con-
temporaries with such force. But apart from this innovation
Derzhéavin is also the greatest Russian poet in the orthodox classi-
cal manner, the most eloquent singer of the great immemorial
commonplaces of poetry and universal experience. His greatest
moral odes are the magnificent ode On the Death of Prince Me-
schérsky, than where the Horatian philosophy of carpe diem was
never worded with more Biblical majesty; the short and vigorous
paraphrase of Psalm Ixxxii, against bad kings, which brought to
the poet considerable unpleasantness after the French Revolution
(the only way he could answer accusations was that “King David
was not a Jacobin, so my poem can be disagreeable to no one);
and The Nobleman, a powerful invective against the great favorites
of the eighteenth century, where a keen sarcasm goes hand in hand
with a stern moral earnestness.

But what makes Derzh4vin unique is his extraordinary power
of conveying impressions of light and color. He saw the world as
a heap of precious stones, and metals, and fire. His greatest
achievements in this line are the opening of the Waterfall, which is
also the acme of his rthythmical power; the astounding Peacock (so
willfully spoiled at the end by a flat moral maxim); and the middle
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stanzas of the ode, On the Return of Count Zidbov from Persia
(which is, by the way, a striking example of Derzhavin’s inde-
pendence and contrariness: written in 1797, immediately after the
accession of Paul, who notoriously hated the Ztibovs, it was ad-
dressed to the brother of the late Empress’s last favorite). It is in
such poems that Derzhavin’s genius reaches its most triumphant
pinnacles. It is very hard to give an idea of them; their effect de-
pends so largely on the extraordinary character of the words, the
syntax, and, above all, the metrical divisions. His visual flashes
and rhetorical eruptions make Derzhivin the poet par excellence
of “purple patches.”

A very peculiar division of Derzhavin’s poetical work is the
Anacreontic poems of his later years (first collected in 1804). Of all
Russian poets Derzhavin is alone in striking this note of joyous,
sturdy, sane sensuality of a green old age. The poems are not in-
spired merely by sexual sensuality, but by an enormous love of
life in all its forms. Such are Life in Zvdnka, the gastronomic-
moralistic Invitation to Dinner, and the lines to Dmitriev on the
gypsies. (Derzhavin was the first in the long line of great Russian
writers—Ptshkin, Grivériev, Tolstdy, Leskév, Blok—who did
homage to the intoxication of gypsy music and gypsy dancing.)
But among the later Anacreontic poems, there are also other poems
of wonderful sweetness and melodiousness, in which (as Derzhavin
tells us in his commentary) he avoided “‘the letter , to prove the
mellifluousness of the Russian language.”

Derzh4vin’s poetry is a universe of amazing richness; its only
drawback was that the great poet was of no use either as a master
or as an example. He did nothing to raise the level of literary
taste or to improve the literary language, and as for his poetical
flights, it was obviously impossible to follow him into those giddy
spheres.

THE DRAMA

The continuous history of the Russian drama and of the Russian
theater begins in the reign of Elizabeth. The first regular drama,
written according to French standards, was Sumarékov’s tragedy
Khorév, acted before the Empress in 1749 by young men of the
Cadet School. The first regular troupe of players was founded a
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few years later in the city of Yaroslavl (on the upper Volga) by
a local merchant, Fédor Vélkov (1729-63). Elizabeth, who was a
passionate lover of the theater, heard of the Yaroslavl players and
summoned them to Petersburg. They played before her in 1752 to
her entire satisfaction. Sumardkov was also delighted by Vélkov,
and from their contact was born the first permanent theater in
Russia (1756), with Sumardkov as its first director and Vélkov its
leading actor. As has more often than not been the case in Russia
ever since, the actors of the eighteenth century were superior to
its playwrights. The great name in the history of the Russian
classical theater is that of the tragic actor Dmitrevsky (1734~
1821), one of Vélkov’s original cast. He assimilated the French
grand style of tragic acting, and heads the list of great Russian
actors.

The classical theater rapidly became a popular institution.
The educated and semi-educated, and even uneducated, classes of
the time were fascinated by the acting of classical actors in classical
tragedies and comedies. It was no doubt the good acting that
made the reputation of Sumardkov, as the literary value of his
plays is small. His tragedies are a stultification of the classical
method; their Alexandrine couplets are exceedingly harsh; their
characters are marionettes. His comedies are adaptations of
French plays, with a feeble sprinkling of Russian traits. Their
dialogue is a stilted prose that had never been spoken by anyone
and reeked of translation.

After Sumarékov, tragedy made little progress except in the
fluency and elegance of the Alexandrine couplet. The principal
tragic author of the age of Catherine was Sumarékov’s son-in-law,
Yakov Knyazhnin (1742-91), an imitator of Voltaire. Some of his
most interesting tragedies (e.g., Vadim) breathe an almost revo-
lutionary spirit of political freethinking. Comedy was a much liver
business and, after Sumarékov, made great strides towards a firmer
grasp of the material of Russian life.

The most remarkable playwright of the age was Denis Ivano-
vich Fonvizin. Born in 1745, in Moscow, of a family of gentry, he
received a good education at the University of Moscow and very
early began writing and translating. He entered the Civil Service,
became secretary to Count Panin, one of the great noblemen of
the reign, and, about 1766, wrote the first of his two famous
comedies, The Brigadier-General. A man of means, he was always
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a dilettante rather than a professional author, though he became
prominent in literary and intellectual circles. In 1777-8 he traveled
abroad, the principal aim of his journey being the medical faculty
of Montpellier. He described his voyage in his Letters from France—
one of the most elegant specimens of the prose of the period, and
the most striking document of that anti-French nationalism which
in the Russian elite of the time of Catherine went hand in hand
with a complete dependence on French literary taste. In 1782 ap-
peared Fonvizin’s second and best comedy The Mainor, which
definitely classed him as the foremost of Russian playwrights. His
last years were passed in constant suffering and traveling abroad
for his health. He died in 1792.

Fonvizin’s reputation rests almost entirely on his two come-
dies, which are beyond doubt the best Russian plays before
Griboyédov. They are both in prose and adhere to the canons of
classical comedy. Fonvizin’s principal model, however, was not
Moliére, but the great Danish playwright Holberg, whom he read
in German, and some of whose plays he had translated. Both
comedies are plays of social satire with definite axes to grind. The
Brigadier-General is a satire against the fashionable French semi-
education of the “petits-maitres.” It is full of excellent fun, and
though less serious than The Minor, it is better constructed. But
The Minor, though imperfect in dramatic construction, is a more
remarkable work and justly considered Fonvizin’s masterpiece.
As is the rule with Russian classical comedies, it contains a pair of
virtuous lovers, who are uninteresting and conventional. All the
interest is concentrated in the Prostakév family and their sur-
roundings. The point of the satire is directed against the brutish
and selfish crudeness and barbarity of the uneducated country
gentry. Mme Prostakév is a domineering bully with only one
human feeling—her love for her sixteen-year-old son Mitrophén,
whom she persists in calling “the child.” Her maternal affection
is of a purely animal and material nature: her one desire is that
Mitrophan should eat his fill, not catch cold, not be bothered by
duties or obligations, and that he might marry an heiress. In ad-
dition are her brother Skotinin (Mr. Brute), who confesses to a
greater family feeling for pigs than for human beings; her sheepish
husband Prostakév (Mr. Simpleton); the nurse, doting on her
“baby,”” who only bullies her; and finally the hero himself, Mitro-
phéan. He is the accomplished type of vulgar and brutal selfishness,
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unredeemed by a single human feature—even his fondly doting
mother gets nothing from him for her pains. The dialogue of these
vicious characters (in contrast to the stilted language of the lovers
and their virtuous uncles) is wonderful—true to life and finely
individualized; and they are all masterpieces of characterization—
a worthy introduction to the great portrait gallery of Russian
fiction.

Fonvizin is superior to all his contemporaries in the art of
drawing character and writing comical dialogue, but he is sur-
rounded by a galaxy of talented comic playwrights, whose works
present a lively picture gallery of the times. The most prolific was
Knyazhnin, whose comedies are better than his tragedies. They are
mostly in verse, and though for character drawing and dialogue
they cannot rival Fonvizin’s, they are often superior from the
point of view of stagecraft. One of the best is An Accident with a
Carriage (1779), a satire on serfdom that is bolder if less serious
than Fonvizin’s. Another notable dramatist was Michael Ma-
tinsky, a serf by birth, whose comedy The Bazaar (1787) is a vig-
orous satire on government clerks and their thievish ways. It is in
prose, and partly in dialect. But the most famous dramatic satire,
next to Fonvizin’s, was Kapnist’s Chicane (1798), in which the
amiable author of Horatian odes revealed himself a savage satirist.
His victims are the judges and officers of law, whom he paints as
an unredeemed lot of thieves and extortioners. The play is in
rather harsh Alexandrines and is full of outrages against the spirit
of the Russian language, but it produces a powerful effect by the
force of its passionate sarcasm. The two greatest Russian comedies
of the nineteenth century, Griboyédov’s Woe from Wit and Gégol’s
Inspector General, owe not a little to the crude and primitive
comedy of Kapnist.

Closely connected with comedy, but less ambitious and less
serious, was the comic opera, which had a great vogue in the late
eighteenth century. Its principal champion was Alexander Able-
simov (1742-83), whose Miller, Wizard, Quack, and Matchmaker
(1779) was the greatest theatrical success of the century. It is a
lively and merry play, with excellent, sprightly dialogue and de-
lightful, genuinely popular songs. Quite free from all social or
moral preoccupation, full of unrestrained and purely Russian
merriment, Ablesimov’s is one of the masterpieces of Russian
eighteenth-century literature.
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EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY PROSE !

The standards of the new literary prose were set up by Lomonésov
and remained in force till the advent of Karamzin. Lomonésov’s
own practice was limited chiefly to the higher kinds—solemn elo-
quence and rhetorical history. Sumarékov in his periodicals was
the first to cultivate the more everyday forms. The age of Cath-
erine saw a great extension in the use of prose, together with the
spread of European and modern ideas.

Catherine herself was an author. In the early years of her
reign she piqued herself on being one of the most advanced minds
in Europe. She was in constant correspondence with Voltaire,
Diderot, and Grimm, and did her best to appear enlightened in the
eyes of these leaders of European opinion. Her Instruction (Nakdz)
to the Committee of Deputies convened in 1767 was based on the
ideas of Montesquieu and Beccaria. It was so openly liberal that
in France it was prohibited by the censorship, and a French
translation of it could appear only in Neuchatel. But before long,
under the influence of the Pugachév Rebellion, Catherine’s lib-
eralism was greatly damped. In the end of her reign, under the
influence of the French Revolution, she finally discarded all liberal
pretence and became an overt reactionary. As a writer she is not
devoid of merits, but her best is to be found in her French writings.
French critics praise her French, which, though less correct than
Frederick II’s, is personal and vigorous. In her letters to Grimm
she is on her best intellectual behavior and tries to show off her
native wit and cleverness. Her Russian writings, considering her
German origin, are quite respectable. But neither her satirical
papers, nor her comedies, nor her tales, nor her historical chronicles
(clumsily imitative of Shakspere) are in any way above medioc-
rity. On the strength of her remarkable memoirs and her corre-
1 Russian literary historians usually neglect all ecclesiastical literature after the age
of Peter. But the eighteenth century produced an abundant harvest of sermons of a
much more ambitious kind than was the rule in Old Russia. There was considerable
mutual influence between secular and ecclesiastical literature, all the more so as the
prelates of the age of Elizabeth and Catherine were more secular in outlook than
their successors in the nineteenth century. The most celebrated preachers of the
period were Gedeén Krindvsky, Bishop of Pskov (1726-63), whose best-known
sermon was preached against Voltaire on the occasion of the latter’s poem on the

Lisbon earthquake; and Platén Lévshin, Metropolitan of Moscow (1737-1812), the
most typical representative of the Broad-Church mentality of the Age of Reason.
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spondence with Grimm she has a higher place in French literature
than she can be given in Russian.

It was Catherine herself who started, in 1769, the publication
of satirical journals, after the model of the famous English papers.
For four or five years (1769-74) this kind of journalism flourished
in Russia, until it became too independent and was put an end
to by the same Catherine. Its most brilliant representative was
Nikolay Ivanovich Névikov (1744~-1818), one of the most remark-
able men of his generation. He edited the Drone (1769-70) and the
Painter (1772-73), both of which were, like most of the other
journals, the almost exclusive work of the editor. But instead of
making his papers, as his fellow journalists did, and as Catherine
wanted them to do, a collection of harmless jokes at the expense
of old-fashioned prejudice, he tried to make them the weapon of
serious social satire. He aimed his blows at the very core of con-
temporary society—the system of serfdom. In his polemies with
Catherine’s own magazine he dared to disagree with her opinion
that satire should smile at foibles rather than chastise vices. It
was precisely Novikov’s witty and earnest attacks on serfdom that
made Catherine put a stop to the whole lot of satirical journals.
Névikov transferred his activities to another sphere. He started a
publishing business, which he conducted in a highly public-spirited
way, aiming, not at gain, but at the extension of enlightenment.
From 1775 to 1789 his press turned out a greater number of books
than had been printed in Russia since the beginning of printing.
He may be said to have formed the Russian reading public. About
the same time Névikov became a Freemason—one of the most
prominent and respected men of that sect. In his publications he
gave occasional expression to his religious and moral views, and
this was his undoing. He became one of the first victims of the
reaction caused in Catherine by the French Revolution. In 1791
his printing press was closed. He himself was arrested and re-
mained in prison till the accession of Paul, who liberated him, not
so much from any liberal impulse, as from a desire to undo all his
mother had done. Névikov never returned to active life but spent
his remaining years on his country place, devoting himself to
mystical meditations. As a writer he is to be remembered for his
satirical papers of 1769—78 and for a few stories. The most interest-
ing of these is The Novgorodian Girls’ Wedding Eve—an improved
version of the old picaresque story of Frol Skobéyev.



Tue AGe or CLAssIcIsM 57

About 1790 there was a short-lived revival of satirical jour-
nalism, but, as had happened twenty years earlier, the journals
soon assumed an independent tone that caused the authorities to
put an end to them. The principal part in this revival was played
by the young Krylév, who was later to become the great fabulist.

Even at their boldest the satirical journals never touched on
strictly political matters. But Catherine’s own initiative in con-
vening an elected Committee of Deputies in the beginning of her
reign (1767), and the effect of the French Revolution in the end,
gave rise to some purely political literature. Of the writers con-
nected with the first of these impulses the most remarkable was
Prince Michael Scherbatov (1733-90). He was an aristocrat and a
conservative, one of the first enlightened Russians who began to
condemn Peter the Great for introducing the corrupt morality of
the West into the solid family life of Old Russia. His most in-
teresting pamphlet is On the Decline of Morals, a lurid account of
the misconduct of the eighteenth-century empresses and of their
favorites. Scherbatov also wrote a history of Russia, which is in-
ferior from a literary point of view to his other writings, a mere
ill-digested compilation of the Chronicles. A much more intelligent
historian was I. N. Béltin (1735-92), who has every right to be
regarded as the father of Russian history. His Notes (1788) on
Leclerc’s history of ancient and modern Russia are the first evi-
dence of a critical historical spirit in Russian scholarship.

The second great political stimulus of the reign—the French
Revolution—found its expression in a famous book of political
invective, 4 Voyage from Petersburg to Moscow, by Alexander
Nikolayevich Radischev (1749-1802). Radischev had been sent
as a young man to complete his education at Leipzig, where he
came under the influence of the more extreme French philosophers
—Helvetius, Raynal, and Rousseau. On his return he quietly
served in the Civil Service, and nothing predicted the development
his career was to take. In 1790 he started a private press and issued
from it his famous Voyage. The style of the book is one of intense
and unrelieved rhetoric, and its Russian is exceptionally heavy
and clumsy. It is a furious attack against existing social and
political conditions. The brunt of it was directed against serfdom,
but it also contained expressions of anti-monarchic feeling and
materialistic opinions. The book was immediately seized, its au-
thor arrested and exiled to East Siberia. He was released by Paul
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in 1797 and received back into the Civil Service with complete
rehabilitation by Alexander I in 1801. But during his exile he had
become a victim to nervous melancholy, and in 1802 he committed
suicide. He has come to be regarded by the radical intelligentsia
as its first spokesman and martyr. The sincerity of his book has
been questioned both by his early advocates and by his later
detractors. It would seem that he wrote it merely out of literary
ambition and that it is no more than a rhetorical exercise on a
subject suggested and familiarized by Raynal. However this may
be, the book is devoid of literary merit. But Radischev was also
a poet of no mean talent. He held paradoxical views, preferring
Trediakévsky to Lomondsov, and tried to introduce Greek meas-
ures into Russian prosody. A short love poem of his in the Sapphic
meter is among the most charming lyrics of the century, and his
elegy (in distichs) on The Etighteenth Century has both poetical
power and intellectual substance.

The eighteenth century has left us an interesting series of
memoirs. First in time and, probably, in human interest came the
memoirs of Princess Nathalie Dolgortiky, nee Countess Sheremétev
{1714-71). She was the fiancée of one of the oligarchs of the Dol-
gortiky family when the coup d’état of Anne (1730) restored au-
tocracy and sent the Dolgorikys into exile. In spite of this she
married the exile and followed him through all his ordeals. After
his execution she became a nun and in her old age wrote her life
for her children and grandchildren. Its principal attraction, apart
from the high moral character of the author, resides in the great
simplicity and unpretentious sincerity of the narrative and in its
beautiful, undefiled Russian, such as could be written only by a
gentlewoman who lived before the age of schoolmasters.

Of the later memoirists I have already spoken of Derzhavin.
The memoirs of Bélotov (1738-1833) and of Danilov (1722-c. 90)
are priceless historical documents and agreeable and interesting
reading.

Private letters, and even official correspondence of the eight-
eenth century, are often of considerable literary interest. Non-
literary men were as a rule more independent of grammar and
rhetoric than the men of letters and wrote a more vigorous and
personal Russian. Field Marshal Suvérov, one of the most cultured
men of his time, gave much attention to the form of his corre-
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spondence, and especially of his orders of the day. These latter are
highly original, deliberately aiming at unexpected and striking
effects. Their style is a succession of nervous staccato sentences,
which produce the effect of blows and flashes. Suvérov’s official
reports often assume a memorable and striking form.? His writings
are as different from the common run of classical prose as his tactics
were from those of Frederick or Marlborough. He was, in a sense,
the first Russian romanticist—and in his old age his bedside book
was Ossian, in the admirable Russian translation of Kostrév,
dedicated to the great soldier.

KARAMZIN

The last years of Catherine’s reign saw the beginning of the liter-
ary movement that is connected with the name of Karamzin. It
was not a violent revolution. The spirit of the eighteenth century
continued alive till much later, and the new movement was even
to a large extent a further assertion of that spirit. The reform of the
literary language, which was its most striking and immediately
apparent aspect, was a direct continuation of the Europeanizing
and secularizing reforms of Peter and Lomonésov. But, as Europe
itself had changed since the first half of the century, the new wave
of Europeanization brought with it new ideas and new tastes—the
new sensibility of Richardson and Rousseau and the first signs of
the beginning revolt against classicism.

The main question at issue, however, was that of language.
Karamzin’s object was to make literary Russian less like the old
ecclesiastical languages, Slavonic and Latin, and more like French,
the new language of polite society and secular knowledge. He ex-
changed Lomonésov’s heavy German-Latin syntax for a more
elegant French style. While cjecting hundreds of Slavonic words,
Karamzin introduced numerous Gallicisms—exact translations
from the French of words and expressions denoting ideas connected
with the new sensibility or the advance of knowledge. His reform
was successful and immediately accepted by the majority of
writers, but it was by no means an unmixed blessing to the lan-

2 One of his rhymed reports is quoted, somewhat inaccurately, by Byron in a note
to Don Juan.
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guage. It only substituted one foreign model for another. It even
increased the distance between the written and the spoken lan-
guage, for it did away (virtually) with Lomonésov’s distinction of
three styles by merging them all in the “middle” style and prac-
tically abandoning the “low.” It is doubtful whether the language
has profited as much as has been supposed by the exclusion of so
many Slavonic synonyms of Russian words: they added color and
variety. By reforming the language as he did, Karamzin contrib-
uted to widen the gap between the educated classes and the people,
and between new and old Russia. The reform was anti-democratic
(in this a true child of the eighteenth century) and anti-national
(in this still more so). But whatever we may say against it, it was
victorious and facilitated the coming of an age of classical poetry:
the ultimate justification of Karamzin’s language is that it became
the language of Phshkin.

Another aspect of the Karamzinian movement was the new
sensibility. It had been prepared by the slow infiltration of senti-
mental novels and the emotional pietism of the Freemasons, but
the cult of feeling, the obedient submission to emotional impulses,
the conception of virtue as the outcome of man’s natural goodness
—all these were first explicitly preached by Karamzin.

Nikoldy Mikhéylovich Karamzin was born in 1766, in Sim-
birsk (on the middle Volga), of a family of provincial gentry. He
received a good secondary education at the private school of a
German professor of the University of Moscow. After leaving
school he was in danger of becoming a dissipated, pleasure-seeking
young squire, when he met I. P. Turgénev, a prominent Free-
mason, who led him from the ways of vice and introduced him to
Noévikov. These Masonic influences had a principal part in framing
Karamzin’s mind. Their vaguely religious, sentimental, and cos-
mopolitan ideas paved the way to the understanding of Rousseau
and Herder. Karamzin began to write for Névikov’s publications.
His first work to appear in book form was a translation of Julius
Cesar (1787). He also translated Thomson’s Seasons. In 1789 he
went abroad, where he remained for about eighteen months, travel-
ing in Germany, Switzerland, France, and England. On his return
he started a monthly review, mostly written by himself called the
Moscow Journal (1791-2), which marks the real beginning of the
new movement. The most important of his contributions was
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Letters of a Russtan Traveler, which were received by the public
as something of a revelation: the revelation of a new, enlightened,
and cosmopolitan sensibility, and of a delightfully new style.
Karamzin became a leader, the most important literary figure of
his generation.

In the reign of Paul (1796-1801) the growing severity of the
censorship forced him to silence, but the liberal beginning of the
reign of Alexander I prompted him into renewed activity. In 1802
he started a new monthly, the Messenger of Europe, largely devoted
to politics. It judged contemporary events from the point of view
of a sentimentalized Plutarchian “Virtue,” condemned Napoleon,
and glorified Washington and Toussaint L’Ouverture. In 1803
Karamzin gave up the editorship of his magazine, abandoned all
literary work, and devoted himself to historical research.

The intrinsic value of Karamzin’s literary work does not
today strike us as great. He was not a creative mind. He was an
interpreter, a schoolmaster, an importer of foreign wealth. Besides
being the most cultured mind, he was the most elegant writer of
his age. Never had Russian prose sought so much to enchant and
fascinate, and the sweetness of his style was what struck his
readers most of all.

All Karamzin’s early work bears the stamp of the New Sensi-
bility. It is the work of a man who has first discovered in his feel-
ings an infinite source of interest and pleasure. He announces the
good news of Sensibility: that happiness consists in making the
best use of our spontaneous impulses, and that to be happy we
must have confidence in our feelings, for they are natural, and
Nature is good. But Karamzin’s Rousseauism is tempered by an
innate mediocrity (in the unabusive Aristotelian sense of the
term). An elegant moderation and a cultured urbanity are the
constant characteristics of his writings. And to remind us that we
are still up to the ears in the eighteenth century, his Sensibility is
never divorced from an intellect that judges at least as keenly as
it feels.

The subject of Karamzin’s first and best-known tale, Poor
Liza (1792), is the story of the seduced girl who is abandoned by
her lover and commits suicide—a favorite theme of the sentimental
age. The success of the story was immense. A pond in the environs
of Moscow where Karamzin located Liza’s suicide became a
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favorite shrine of sentimental Muscovites. Karamzin was the first
Russian author to give prose fiction a degree of attention and
artistic finish that raised it to the rank of literature. But apart
from this the merits of his tales and novels are small. His later
stories, 4 Knight of Our Times and The Sensitive Man and the
Cold Man, are superior to the rest, for they display a genuine
originality of psychological observation and sentimental analysis.

Karamzin’s poetry is imitative, but important, like the rest
of his work, as the indication of a new period. He was the first in
Russia for whom poetry was a means of expressing his “inner life.”
He also left a distinct trace on the technique of Russian verse,
both by refining the traditional French verse forms and by intro-
ducing new forms of Germanic origin. In all these respects, how-
ever, he was but the forerunner of Zhukévsky, the real father of
modern Russian poetry.

After his withdrawal from literature and journalism, Karam-
zin lived in the quietness of archives, working at The History of the
Russian State. His historical studies produced a profound change
in his ideas. Though he retained his cult of virtue and feeling, he
became imbued with patriotism and State worship. He came to
the conclusion, expressed in his memoir, On Ancient and Modern
Russia (1811), that to be efficient the State must be strong, monar-
chic, and autocratic. The memoir (published only long after
Karamzin’s death) was aimed against Speransky’s liberal Fran-
cophil policy and constitutional reforms, then under discussion.
It is remarkable for its outspoken criticism of the Russian mon-
archs of the eighteenth century, from Peter to Paul. From a
literary point of view, its vigorous clarity of argument, unblurred
by rhetoric and sentimentality, make it the writer’s masterpiece.
It produced a strong impression on Alexander and made its author
a political influence to be counted with. In 1816 Karamzin came to
Petersburg to supervise the printing of his History, the first eight
volumes of which appeared in 1818. Three more volumes appeared
later, while the twelfth (which brought the narrative down to
1612) remained incomplete and was published posthumously.
Karamzin’s residence at Petersburg brought him into closer con-
tact with Alexander, and a warm friendship developed between
them. The death of Alexander (November 1825) was a severe blow
to Karamzin. He did not survive his royal friend very long, but
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died in 1826. His reputation as the greatest writer of Russian
prose and a great historian became a principal tenet of the official
creed and of all the conservative part of the literary world. Thus
it was that, beginning as a reforming, almost revolutionary, force,
Karamzin passed into posterity as the symbol and perfect embodi-
ment of Imperial Russia’s official ideals.

The success of The History of the Russian State was immediate
and universal. Even the liberals, who disliked its fundamental
thesis of the all-efficiency of autocracy, were carried away by its
literary charm and the novelty of its facts. No one today would
revive the ecstasies of the reading public of 1818. Karamzin’s
historical outlook is narrow and crippled by the essentially
eighteenth-century character of his mind. He concentrated almost
exclusively on the political actions of Russian sovereigns and
practically overlooked the Russian people. His judgment of the
rulers is often sentimentally moralistic, and his basic idea of the
virtues of autocracy distorts his reading of individual facts.

But these defects have their redeeming points. By forcing on
the reader a consistent view of Russian history as a whole, Ka-
ramzin helped to understand its essential unity. By taking a
moralistic view of the behavior of sovereigns, he was able to con-
demn their selfish or tyrannical policies. By concentrating on the
actions of princes, he added dramatic value to his work: the parts
that struck the readers’ imagination most powerfully were precisely
those stories of individual monarchs, founded no doubt on solid
fact, but arranged and unified with the consummate skill of a
dramatist. The most famous of these stories is that of Boris
Godunév, which became the great tragic myth of Russian poetry
and produced Ptshkin’s tragedy and Musérgsky’s popular opera.

The style of the History is rhetorical and sustainedly eloquent.
It is a compromise with the literary conservatives, who forgave
Karamzin all his early sins for having written the History. But
in the main it is a development of the essentially French eight-
eenth-century style of the younger Karamzin. Abstract and senti-
mental, it avoids, or rather misses, all historical and local color.
The choice of words is calculated to universalize and humanize,
not to individualize, Old Russia, and the monotonously rounded
cadences convey an idea of the continuousness, but not of the
complexity, of history. Contemporaries liked his style. A few
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critics found fault with its stiltedness and sentimentality, but on
the whole the age was fascinated by it and recognized it as the
greatest achievement of Russian prose.

CONTEMPORARIES OF, KARAMZIN

Karamzin’s early work met with a strong conservative opposition,
led by Admiral Alexander Seménovich Shishkév (1753-1841), an
all-round conservative and patriot, author of the stirring 1812
manifesto on the invasion of Napoleon, and champion of the
Greek-Slavonic tradition in the literary language. In his campaign
against the Karamzinians, Shishkév counted among his adherents
such men as Derzhavin, Krylév, and, in the younger generation,
Griboyédov, Katénin, and Kiichelbecker, but the trend of the
times was against him, and he lost his battle. His linguistic writ-
ings, though often rather wildly dilettantish, are interesting for his
great insight into the shades of meaning of words, for his pious, if
uninformed, interest in Old Russian literature and folklore, and
for the excellent Russian in which they are written.

The poets that followed the colors of Shishkév were rather a
motley throng and cannot be all bracketed as one school. They are
distinguished from Karamzin’s followers in that they continued
the eighteenth-century tradition of high poetry, for which they
were ridiculed by the Xaramzinian wits. But at least two poets of
Shishkév’s party, Semén Bobrév (1767-1810) and Prince Sergius
(Shirinsky-) Shikhméatov (1783-1837), have greater merit than
any Karamzinian before Zhukévsky. Bobr6v’s poetry is remark-
able for its rich diction and splendid imagery, for the soaring
flights of his imagination and the sublimity of his design. Shikh-
méatov’s Peter the Great (1810), a “‘lyrical epic” in eight cantos, is
devoid of narrative (or metaphysical) interest, but its style is
remarkable. Such a saturated and ornate style is not to be found
in Russian poetry until we come to Vyacheslav Ivanov.

Karamzin’s following was more numerous that Shishkév’s,
and it occupies the highway of Russian literary tradition. But
before we come to Zhukévsky and Batyushkov it is not strikingly
rich in talent. The Karamzinian poets abandoned the great themes
and “high” style of the Russian eighteenth century and devoted
themselves to the cultivation of the poésie légére of the French
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eighteenth century. The most eminent of these poets, Ivan Ivano-
vich Dmitriev (1760-1837) strove to write verse in a style as
polished as that of Karamzin’s prose. His songs, short odes, elegies,
epigrams, fables, and verse tales are all eminently elegant, but long
before his death Dmitriev’s elegance had become antiquated, and
his poetry the quaint rococo toy of a hopelessly irrevertible past.
Other poets of the Karamzinian coterie were Vasily Lvévich
Pishkin (1767-1830), the uncle of a greater nephew, who wrote
polished sentimental trifles—and a lively, but very coarse bur-
lesque, A Dangerous Netghbor; and A. F. Merzlyakév (1778-1830),
an eclectic follower of senescent classicism, who was particularly
successful in his songs.

The vogue of songbooks is a prominent feature of the Ka-
ramzinian age, and several poets, including Dmitriev, Merzlyakév,
and Yury Alexandrovich Nelédinsky-Melétsky (1752-1828), ac-
quired a reputation with their songs, some of which have become
folk songs. But only Merzlyakév’s songs are genuinely akin to
those of the folk; Nelédinsky’s and Dmitriev’s are quite as con-
ventional as the older songs of Sumardékov, merely substituting a
new, sentimental convention for the classical convention of sensual
love, and an elegantly monotonous singsong for the rhythmical
variety of the older poet. _

A more modern and subjective poet was Gavrila Pctrov1ch
Kéamenev (1772-1803), the first to follow Karamzin in making his
poetry express individual emotional experience. He cultivated the
new “Germanic” and rhymeless forms of verse and was under the
strong influence of Ossian and Young. But the new subjective
poetry acquired only later a really sincere tone and efficient forms
of expression. The elegies of the short-lived Andréy Turgénev
(1781-1803) and the early work of Zhukévsky are the first swal-
lows of the Golden Age. But the distinctive quality of that age
begins first to be felt in the maturer work of Zhukévsky, from
about 1808 onwards.

There remains to be mentioned Prince Ivan Mikhaylovich
Dolgoriky (1764-1823), who belonged to neither Shishkév’s party
nor Karamzin’s. Studiously avoiding all sentiment and sentimen-
tality, Dolgoriiky tried to make common sense and the simple
pleasures of domestic life the subject of his poetry. Garrulous and
puerile at his worst, he is distinguished at his best by ease, raciness,
and a well-bred naiveté. His prose, especially that quaint alpha-
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betical dictionary of his friends, The Temple of My Heart, is a good
example of pure colloquial Russian, uncontaminated by foreign
influence or literary fashion.

In the drama of the period the French classical standards
were giving way to a taste for the sentimental drama, or comédie
larmoyante, which had begun to insinuate itself into Russia some
twenty years earlier. The new style did not produce any original
work of value, and the Russian stage had to rely chiefly on the
plays of the famous German melodramatist Kotzebue. The one
outstanding dramatic author of the period was Vladislav Alex-
4ndrovich Ozerov (1769-1816), whose tragedies were produced
between 1804 and 1809. Their success was tremendous, largely
owing to the remarkable acting of one of the greatest of Russian
tragediennes, Catherine Seménova. What the public liked in these
tragedies was the atmosphere of sensibility and the polished,
Karamzinian sweetness that Ozerov infused into the classical
forms. One of his first successes was Fingal, a sentimental tragedy
with choruses in an Ossianic setting. The climax was reached in
Dimitry of the Don, first acted within a few days of the battle of
Preussisch-Eylau (1807), when its patriotic tirades were received
with overwhelming enthusiasm. Ozerov’s last play, Polyzene, was
less successful, but intrinsically it is his best, and no doubt the best
Russian tragedy on the French classical model. The subject is
handled in a broad and manly manner that makes the play gen-
uinely evocative of the atmosphere of the Iliad.

ERYLOV

At the end of the eighteenth and in the first years of the nineteenth
centuries, fable writing became a veritable craze, and the fable
plays an important part in Russian literary development. It was
one of the principal schools for training writers in that realism
which is the main feature of later Russian literature. A robust,
open-eyed realism is already the outstanding feature of Khem-
nitser’s fables. It is mellowed down, conventionalized, and gentili-
fied in the drawing-room fables of Dmitriev. It regains all its vigor
in the crude, but racy, picaresque fables of Alexander Izmaylov
(1779-1831) and in the work of the greatest Russian fabulist—
Krylév.
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Ivan Andréyevich Krylév was born in 1769, the son of a poor
army officer who had risen from the ranks. He received a very
summary education and was a small boy when he entered the Civil
Service as a minor clerk. At the age of fourteen he found a post in
Petersburg and in the same year began his literary career with a
comic opera. Afterwards Krylév turned to satirical journalism
and edited the Spectator (1792) and the Si. Petersburg Mercury
(1793). Among much inferior sentimental matter these journals
contained several vigorous satirical essays in a manner very dif-
ferent from the skeptical common sense of the fables. The best of
these papers is A Panegyric of my Grandfather (1792)—a tremen-
dous caricature of a rude, selfish, savage, hunting country squire,
who, like Fonvizin’s Skotinin, has a greater family feeling for his
hounds and horses than for his serfs. The Mercury was short-lived,
being suppressed for the dangerously violent tone of Krylév’s
satire. For twelve years Krylév practically disappeared from
literature. Part of this period he lived as a secretary, a tutor, or
simply a parasite in the houses of great noblemen, but for long
periods he entirely escapes the eye of the biographer. At this new
school of life Kryl6v seems to have lost his early violence and ac-
quired the passive and complacently ironic shrewdness of the
fables. In 1805 Krylov returned to literature; he wrote his first
translation from La Fontaine and made a fresh attempt to conquer
the stage: during the first wars with Napoleon he wrote two
comedies satirizing the French fashions of the Russian ladies.
Their success was considerable, but Krylév did not try to improve
it, for he had found his right vein in the fable. In 1809 twenty-
three of his fables were published in book form and had a success
unprecedented in the annals of Russian literature. Henceforward
he wrote nothing but fables. In 1812 he received a peaceful and
commodious post (practically a sinecure) in the Public Library of
St. Petersburg, where he remained for over thirty years. He died
in 1844. He was noted for laziness, untidiness, good appetite, and
shrewd malicious common sense. His fat, bulky figure was a
familiar feature in the drawing-rooms of Petersburg, where he
used to sit for whole evenings without opening his mouth, his little
eyes half shut or gazing vacantly, with an air of boredom and in-
difference to all around him.

Kryl6v’s Fables, most of them written between 1810 and 1820,
are contained in nine books. Their enormous popularity was due
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to both their matter and their manner. Krylév’s outlook was
representative of what is perhaps the typical outlook of a Great
Russian of the lower or middle classes. It has a foundation of
sound common sense. The virtues he respects above all things
are efficiency and aptness. The vices he satirizes most readily are
self-satisfied inaptitude and arrogant stupidity. Like the typical
middle-class philosopher he is, Krylév has no faith in big words
and high ideals. Intellectual ambition finds no sympathy with
him. There is a vast amount of Philistine inertness and laziness in
his philosophy of life. It is eminently conservative, and some of
Kryl6v’s most poisonous shafts were aimed at the fashionable
progressive ideas of his time. But his common sense has no more
patience with the absurdities and ineptitudes of the upper classes
and of people in power. His satire is a smiling satire. His weapon
is ridicule, not indignation, but it is keen and pointed, and can
make his victim smart.

Krylév is a great master of words, and this makes his place
in the pantheon of Russian literature impregnable. He did not
achieve from the outset that mastery and originality now asso-
ciated with his name. The 1809 volume contains several fables
that are little more than good translations from La Fontaine. But
the greater part of the first book already displays his style at its
best. Krylév was no friend of the reforming Karamzinians. He was
a thorough classicist, a nationalist, and not averse to archaism.
The descriptive and lyrical passages of the Fables are quite
eighteenth-century in tone. Even the raciness of his colloquial
passages is different from the realism of such eighteenth-century
writers as V. Maykov or Khemnitser, not so much in kind as in
quality. But the quality is of the highest. Kryl6v most emphati-
cally “had language.” His words are alive. The line is tightly
filled with them. And they are real, living words, words from the
street and the tavern, used in the true spirit of the people’s, not
of the schoolmaster’s, Russian. Krylév is at his best in condensed
epigrammatic statement. The pointed conclusions and morals of
his Fables are the legitimate descendants of the popular proverb
(no language is richer than Russian in the wealth and beauty of its
proverbs), and hundreds of them have themselves become proverbs
without anyone’s now thinking of where they came from.

Some of Kryl6v’s best fables are pointed against inefficiency
and the pretensions of the unskilled man to do skilled work. Others
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are political pamphlets produced by current events, especially
during the war of 1812-14. Several are satires against vain and
importunate poetasters and criticasters. Others again are social
satires, like the famous one of The Geese who protested against
being sold at the market because they were descended from the
geese that had saved the Capitol from the Gauls. But it is im-
possible to give any enumeration or classification to Krylév’s
fables. Fortunately (although Krylév would seem on the face of
it to be an untranslatable author) they have been admirably
rendered into English by Sir Bernard Pares, who has succeeded
in finding wonderfully happy equivalents for Krylév’s raciest
idioms. The reader is advised to get a copy of Sir Bernard’s trans-
lations and taste for himself of Krylév’s immense variety.

THE NOVEL

Classical theory did not regard the novel on an equal footing with
the drama and other forms of poetry, and no novels were printed
in Russia till 1750. After that date translated fiction appeared in
increasing numbers, but the first original Russian novel was pub-
lished only in 1763. For many years original novels remained both
exceedingly rare and considerably below the general level of liter-
ature. The Russian reader’s demand for fiction was met by numer-
ous translations from French, German, and English. The first Rus-
sian novelist was Fédor Emin (c. 1785-70), who wrote didactic and
philosophical romances of adventure in a florid and prolix literary
prose. A more realistic style that had been popularized by transla-
tions of Marivaux and Fielding was taken up by Michael Chulkév
(c. 1743-92) in his novel The Fair Cook, or the Adventures of a
Debauched Woman (1770), a sort of Russian Moll Flanders. This
practically exhausts the list of literary novels before the time of
Karamzin.

The example and success of Karamzin as a novelist provoked
a somewhat increased output of prose fiction, but his direct imi-
tators are negligible. Robuster work was done by men unconnected
with the sentimentalist movement. Alexander Benitsky (1781-
1809) wrote philosophical oriental tales in the best tradition of
Voltaire. His style surpassed in elegance and lucidity everything
written in Russian prose before Pashkin. The novel of manners



70 A History of Russian Literature 1: To 1881

is represented by Eugene, or the Results of Bad Upbringing (1799—
1801), an early work of the fabulist Alexander Izméaylov, a cau-
tionary and moral story, where the author describes vice with such
realistic gusto that his critics were inclined to doubt the sincerity
of his moral purpose.

The most significant, and prolific, novelist was the Ukrainian
Vasily Trofimovich Narézhny (1780-1825), a robust and conscious
realist in the tradition of Smollett, Fielding, and Lesage. In his
stories of Ukrainian life he was the first to present to the Russian
reader a colorful, humorous, and realistic picture of Cossack and
post-Cossack Ukraine, so much more memorably revived a gen-
eration later by Go6gol. Narézhny’s principal work is 4 Russian
Gil Blas, a novel in six parts, three of which appeared in 1814,
while the remaining three were held up by the censorship. It is a
vast and unsweetened picture of Russian life in the provinces and
the capitals, turning round the adventures of a poor squire, little
more than a peasant, who by an irony of fate bears a prince’s title.
Narézhny had a grip on real life, which places him above all the
“prehistorical” Russian novelists. But he was too little of an
artist, and his books, owing to their heavy style and their diffuse-
ness, are difficult reading. He was in fact little read, and his in-
fluence on the development of the Russian novel is almost negli-
gible.
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The Golden Age of Poctry

THE Golden Age of Russian poetry is roughly contemporary
with the great age of romantic poetry in western Europe. But
its poetry is not romantic; it is far more formal, active, selective—
in short, classical—than any other nineteenth-century school of
poetry. It was, in a sense, behind the times, a posthumous child of
the eighteenth century. For general tone and atmosphere Piashkin
has been compared to Mozart. The western European poets near-
est in tone and feeling to those of our Golden Age are poets of the
later eighteenth century—Burns, Chénier, Parny. What is par-
ticularly important—the technical efficiency of the poets of the
Golden Age never lags behind their inspiration. Their poetry is
perfect, even when it is minor poetry; and when it is major poetry,
it is great without qualification. Its technical perfection marks off
the poetry of the twenties both from the primitive rudeness of the
age of Derzhavin and from the degenerate laxity of the later
nineteenth century.

Though creative and original where the other had been merely
receptive, the poetry of the Golden Age was a direct continuation
of the Karamzinian movement, its best fruit and chief justifica-
tion. Being a continuation of that movement, it was ‘“French”—
and French of the eighteenth century, for it remained hostile to
French romanticism. From 1820 onward the movement called
itself romantic and was in open revolt against the rules of French
classicism. It desired greater freedom and novelty of forms; it
liked originality and picturesqueness. It admired Shakspere for
the broadness of his design and for his profound understanding of
the human heart, and Byron for his mighty eloquence and effective
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narrative methods. In comparison with the age of classicism, there
was a revival of sentiment and feeling, but the sensibility of most
of the poets of the Golden Age was purely classical; only a minor-
ity were at all infected by the New Sensibility, and then only by
its earliest eighteenth-century forms. Nor was there any “return
to Nature.”” Even the nature symbolism of the Ossianic school is
absent from the poetry of Pushkin and his contemporaries. Ro-
mantic pantheism and romantic animism do not appear in Russian
literature before the thirties.

What still more emphasizes the eighteenth-century character
of the Golden Age is its distinct social coloring. It was a movement
inside the gentry, a movement of gentlemen. Hence, in its early
stages, the prevalence of light, society verse, of convivial and
Anacreontic subjects: the cult of friendship, of good company, and
wine. Socially the age of Pashkin marks the high-water mark of
the literary hegemony of the gentry. Higher literature is com-
pletely monopolized by men of that class. At the same time the
literary press is almost entirely in the hands of the non-noble
class—of pedants, hacks, and hucksters. The opposition between
the two classes is clearly marked. The gentry, to whatever literary
party they belonged, showed a contemptuous united front to the
plebeians. The plebeians had their revenge in the thirties.

The Golden Age may be said to begin at the moment when po-
etry emerges from the placid insipidities of the school of Dmitriev
and acquires an independent and original accent in the first mature
work of Zhukévsky, about 1808. A few years later, after the end
of the wars, the younger partisans of Karamzin, headed by
Zhuké6vsky, Batyushkov, and Vyéazemsky, founded the semi-
humorous literary society “Arzamés.” Its sittings were a parody
of the solemn meetings of Shishkév’s conservative literary society.
The Arzamasians cultivated poetical friendship, literary small
talk, and the lighter forms of verse.

After 1820 the movement becomes more serious. The influence
of Byron reigns for about five years after 1821. The tale in verse
becomes the principal form of expression. The catchword of ro-
manticism is defiantly accepted in the teeth of the conservatives.
The works of Pashkin follow in rapid succession, and meet with
loud success, which is rivaled by that of Zhukévsky, Baratynsky,
and Kozlév. Poetry almost monopolizes the book market. The
gentlemen’s party acquires control over all literary opinion. But
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their day was short and early clouded. The repression of the De-
cembrist Revolt by Nicholas I (1825-6) was an irremediable blow
to the intellectual elite of the gentry. At the same time the clear
eighteenth-century atmosphere of the Golden Age is poisoned:
young men of a somewhat younger generation introduce the first
germs of German idealism. Lower-class journalists, more intellec-
tually ambitious and progressive than hitherto, control the press
and rise in the public favor. French romanticism, with its un-
bridled license of bad taste, infects the air. After 1829 the novel,
stimulated by Scott, begins to sell better than poetry. Délvig, the
center of the friendly circle of poets, dies in 1831. Ptshkin marries
in the same year and becomes the leader of a conservative literary
aristocracy. The young are no longer young, the summer of the
Golden Age is over. After 1831 the front stage of literature is oc-
cupied, in Petersburg, by a host of vulgarizers and charlatans; in
Moscow, by the Adams of the new intelligentsia, who respect in
Piishkin a venerable relic of the past but discard his traditions,
despise his friends, and refuse to read his new works. In 1834 ap-
pears Belinsky’s first article—the manifesto of a new era in the
history of Russian civilization. When, in 1837, Pushkin died,
Russian literature was far advanced in its new ways. Those who
survived him, Zhukévsky, Baratynsky, Yazykov, Vyéazemsky,
were a small and isolated group in an alien, forgetful, and mainly
hostile world.

ZHUKOVSKY

Vasily Andréyevich Zhukévsky, the first pioneer and the ac-
cepted patriarch of the Golden Age, was born in 1783, in Ttla, the
natural son of a country gentleman of the name of Btinin and of a
Turkish captive girl. His education in Moscow was dominated by
pietist influences. After completing his education he lived on his
father’s estate, where he gave lessons to his cousins and brought
them up in the ways of sensibility. One of them, Marie Protasov
(later Méyer) became the object of a Platonic attachment that
survived her death (1823). In 1802 Zhukévsky sent to Karamzin’s
Messenger of Europe a translation of Gray’s Elegy. The publication
of that poem has more than once been declared to be the birthday
of Russian poetry. In 1808 appeared Zhukévsky’s first ballad, an
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adaptation of Biirger’s Lenore, which gave the signal for a general
ballad craze. In 1812, on the invasion of Napoleon, Zhukévsky
joined the militia. He did no actual fighting, but a poem he wrote
shortly after the battle of Borodind, while Napoleon was still in
Moscow (The Bard in the Camp of the Russian Warriors), made him
famous outside literary circles. In 1815-17 Zhukévsky was the
most eminent, though not the most active, member of the Arzamas.
About the same time he was invited to give Russian lessons to the
Princess of Prussia, then affianced to the future Emperor Nicholas
I. The young couple liked Zhukévsky, and when, in 1818, the
future Alexander II was born, the poet was appointed his tutor.
He remained in this situation till Alexander’s majority. Zhukév-
sky’s influence on his pupil has generally been regarded as highly
beneficient and humanizing. His situation at court and his position
as the eldest and, next to Pashkin, greatest poet of the time made
him a prominent figure in the literary world. From the first steps
of the younger poet he was intimately related with Pashkin and
was always helpful when Pdashkin got into trouble with the au-
thorities. From 1831, after Ptshkin’s marriage, the poets exercised
a sort of diarchy over what henceforward came to be known as the
“literary aristocracy.” Zhukdvsky also befriended Gégol, and in
1838 played a principal part in the emancipation from serfdom of
the Ukrainian poet Shevchénko. In 1841 he retired from court,
and in the same year he married a very young German girl and
henceforward lived permanently on the Rhine, working at vast
poetical enterprises and only occasionally visiting Russia. He died
in 1852, at Baden-Baden.

Up to about 1820 Zhukévsky was the leader of the advanced
literary movement, and the extent of his influence may be com-
pared with that of Spenser’s or Ronsard’s. He created a new
poetical language on the basis of the Karamzinian reform. Both
his metrical methods and his diction remained the standard for
all the nineteenth century. Besides these formal innovations
Zhukévsky reformed the very conception of poetry. In his hands
it became, for the first time in Russia, the direct expression of
feeling. There is no trace in his poetry of raw, unmastered, merely
recorded, emotion: the sentimental experience is always com-
pletely transformed. But it was a step in the direction of expres-
sive, emotional poetry. The next step was made by Lérmontov. It
was not made by Pushkin; the subjective element in Pushkin’s



Tre GoLpEN AGeE or PoErTRY 75

poetry is less prominent and more subordinate to the creative
design than in Zhukévsky’s.

It is one of the curios of literary history that this first, and
for some time to come most, personal and subjective Russian poet
was almost exclusively a translator. His original work is small in
extent, consisting of a few humorous epistles, occasional elegies,
and lyrics. But these last are alone sufficient to give Zhukévsky a
place in the first rank of poets. The athereal lightness, the melo-
diousness of his verse and the exquisite purity of his diction reach
in them their highest perfection. Romantic melancholy and the
resigned hope in a better beyond have never spoken in nobler or
more exquisite accents. But it is characteristic of Zhukévsky that
even these lyrics have sources in foreign poetry. Thus the wonder-
ful lyric on the death of Marie Méyer (19th March 1823) closely
resembles in meter and construction a poem of the German ro-
manticist Brentano. It is the actual words, cadences, and intona-
tion, the very texture of the verse, that make the poem what it is—
and those slight touches which are at the hand of only the great
poet. Zhukévsky’s poetry of 1808-21 charmed the public by its
atmosphere of romantic sensibility, daydreams, optimistic religi-
osity, and sweet resignation, with a touch of the mildly fantastic
paraphernalia of the balladry of terror. But what the initiated
most admired was the poet’s supreme mastery, his metrical in-
ventiveness, and, above all, the absolutely unheard-of purity,
sweetness, and melodiousness of his verse and diction, which were
such a contrast to the splendidly barbaric ruggedness of Derzhavin.

The poets Zhukévsky translated in this period were the ro-
mantie, pre-romantic, and even classical poets of Germany and
England. His special favorites in Germany were Uhland and
Schiller, whose Greek ballads (Die Siegesfest and others) are, owing
to Zhukévsky, quite as much classics in Russia as they are in
Germany (if not more so). The English poets translated by him
were Dryden (Alexander’s Feast), Thomson, Gray (the Elegy),
Southey, Scott, Moore, Campbell, and Byron (The Prisoner of
Chillon). After what I have said of Zhukévsky’s supreme and im-
peccable mastery in Russian verse it will scarcely be startling if T
add that certain of his translations from his English contempo-
raries (none of whom was really a great craftsman) are very often
superior to the original. Southey’s Queen Urraca, Campbell’s Lord
Ullin’s Daughter, Moore’s Death of the Pert, Scott’s Eve of St. John,
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and Byron’s Prisoner of Chillon have both relatively and abso-
lutely a higher place in Russian than they have in English poetry.

After 1830 Zhukdvsky gradually abandoned the too fluent
sweetness that had made him popular. Like Pushkin in the same
years he strove after greater objectivity, a more Doric outline and
more epic manner. Almost all his later work is either in hexameters
or blank verse. He uses both forms with the utmost freedom and
variety, placing his words in the most “unpoetical” order, using
the most destructive overflows, attaining a style that is ‘“‘beau
comme de la prose” and (in blank verse) reminiscent of the later
Shakspere. Among the principal works of this period are the
adaptations (from the German) of Rustam and Sohrab and Nala
and Damayaniti. In both he succeeded in eschewing all sentimen-
tality. In the former, the effect is one of grand, primeval, rude
majesty; in the latter, of genuinely Indian wealth and color. Still
more remarkable is his adaptation, in very free and enjambed
hexameters, of the German romanticist Fouqué’s prose romance
Undine. The atmosphere of the poem is one of optimistic religi-
osity and romantic fantasy, and akin to that of his early lyries and
elegies, but the story is told with majestic leisure and has a true
epic tone. The most extensive task of his old age was the transla-
tion of the Odyssey, completed in 1847. Though he knew no Greek,
and translated Homer from a word-for-word German translation,
it is a masterpiece of exactness and reliability. Zhukévsky’s Odys-
sey was intended to complete the Russian Homer, and is, as it
were, a sequel to Gnédich’s translation of the Iliad (1829).

Nikolay Ivanovich Gnédich (1784-1833) was a poet of con-
siderable merit who wrote a few exquisite lyrics and a much-
admired Russian idyl in the style of Theocritus. His Iliad is high-
sounding and magnificent, full of splendid Slavicisms, with a
Virgilian accompaniment of sonorous trumpets and with wonder-
fully invented composite epithets. It is the most splendid example
in Russian poetry of the grand classical style.

The Odyssey of Zhukévsky is very different. He deliberately
avoids Slavicism. He makes the Odyssey a homely, leisurely, Bib-
lical story of the daily life of patriarchal kings. But Zhukévsky
does not sentimentalize Homer, and, though perhaps it is in the
Telemachos and Nausicaa cantos that he is at his best, even in the
cruelest parts of the Mnesteroktonia he gives a faithful reflection
of the true Homer. The two Russian Homers are in a most happy
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way mutually complementary, and if Gnédich’s Iliad is our highest
achievement in the grand manner, Zhukévsky’s Odyssey is un-
surpassed as a heroic idyl.

OTHER POETS OF THE OLDER GENERATION

Zhukévsky was not alone, between 1810 and 1820, in his work of
perfecting and refining the instrument of Russian verse. Another
most important poet, for some time almost a rival to Zhukévsky’s
supremacy, was Constantine Nikolayevich Batyushkov. Born in
1787 in Vélogda, Batyushkov served in the army, was wounded in
1807 at Heilsberg, and took part in the campaigns of 1813 and
1814. After the end of the wars he was a prominent member of the
Arzaméas. His collected works appeared in 1817. Soon after that
date he became a victim to a morbid melancholy. A prolonged stay
in Italy failed to cure him, and in 1821 he became a permanent
mental invalid. He lived for thirty-four years more in his native
town, with only rare and transient luminous intervals. He died
in 1855.

Like Zhukévsky, Batyushkov was a modernist in verse and
language, a continuer of the work of Karamzin, and a resolute
enemy of Church Slavonic and archaistic rudeness. But unlike
Zhukévsky, who was more romantic than most of his contempo-
raries and saturated with German and English influences, Batyu-
shkov was thoroughly “‘eighteenth-century” and “Latin.” Though
he was no stranger to the New Sensibility, the groundwork of his
personality was pagan and sensual. His masters were Latin and
classical: the Latin and French elegiac poets Tibullus and Parny;
Tasso and Petrarch; and the Greek Anthology. Batyushkov’s
ambition was to rival in Russian the sweetness and melody of
Ttalian; this in the judgment of his contemporaries he almost
achieved. His Russian is miles apart from the barbaric virility of
Derzhavin. It is soft and sweet to the point of effeminacy. Batyu-
shkov’s output was not large. It consists of a few elegies and lyries,
where the language of sentimentalism is placed at the service of a
purely sensual passion; of some elegies of a more rhetorical char-
acter, such as the sometime famous Dying Tasso and the exquisite
elegy to T'he Shade of a Friend. In 1818 appeared the (free) trans-
lations of amorous epigrams from the Greek Anthology, which for



78 A History of Russian Literature 1: To 1881

beauty of rhythm and diction are his masterpieces. In the years
immediately preceding his madness (1819-21) Batyushkov wrote
some lyrical epigrams in a different manner from that of all his
earlier verse. For strange beauty and haunting emotional intensity
they are unique in Russian poetry. They are a rare instance of the
creative influence of mental illness on poetry.

Another pioneer of form was Pivel Alexandrovich Katénin
(1792-1853), who began as an early champion of romanticism and,
when romanticism became the slogan of the majority, turned
classicist and Shishkovian and wrote Andromache, the last “regu-
lar”” Russian tragedy. His principal contention was that poetry
should be national, and it was this which led him away from the
Karamzinians and Zhukovskyites. In his early ballads, written
under the impulse of Biirger, he tried to attain nationality by the
use of aggressive (and at that time objectionable) realism in
diction and detail. These ballads had an appreciable influence on
the Russian ballads of Ptshkin, who esteemed Katénin highly and
was almost alone in doing justice to his poetry. In his later work
Katénin became agressively archaic, finally breaking away from
the taste of the day. In all he did he was a genuine master of
technique, but he lacked the fire that alone infects and attracts.
After 1832 he abandoned literature and lived in the seclusion of
his estate, a profoundly embittered and dissatisfied man.

Younger than these poets, but belonging to the same early
stages of the movement, was Baron Antén Anténovich Délvig
(1798-1831), Pushkin’s schoolfellow at the Lyceum and his best
friend. Noted for his indolence (“poetical laziness”), kindhearted-
ness, and common sense, he exerted an enormous personal influence
on the lives of his poet contemporaries. From 1825 to his death he
edited the yearly miscellany of the poets’ party, Northern Flowers.
In 1830 he succeeded in obtaining permission to publish a Literary
Gazette. His early death in 1831 was a cruel blow to Pashkin and
to all the poets of their circle.

As a poet Délvig developed early, but he published little and
late, owing chiefly to his famous laziness. He never became popular,
though Puashkin and Baratynsky ranked him very high. Like the
poets of the eighteenth century he does not make his inner life the
material of his poetry, but takes his subjects from outside. His
Russian songs were in his time his most popular work, but his
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most exquisite poems are those in the classical measures. No one,
before or after, ever wrote such perfect epigrams (in the Greek
sense) as Délvig did. Still better are his idyls, highly valued by
Piashkin: The Bathing Women is unquestionably the highest
achievement in Russian poetry in the more purely sensuous vision
of classical antiquity. Impersonal, unemotional, formal, eminently
craftsmanlike, and quite singularly unmeretricious, Délvig’s po-
etry was made to be treated with contempt by the later nineteenth
century. Our time has made a great effort to revive him, and he has
been restored to his lawful place in history, possibly even more
than that. For, like Katénin, though a great master, Délvig lacks
that human significance which after all alone makes major poetry.

The younger Karamzinians and Arzamasians cultivated with
greatest zest what the French eighteenth century called “fugitive”
poetry. Even Zhukévsky’s high seriousness stooped to such light
verse, and Batyushkov made his literary reputation with the
epistle My Penates, which was considered the masterpiece of the
kind. Ptshkin’s work before his exile to the south of Russia con-
sists almost entirely of fugitive poems.

Two masters of fugitive poetry in the first decade of the
Golden Age were Davydov and Vyéazemsky. Though lesser poets
than Zhukévsky or Batyushkov, these two men are even more
characteristic of their generation and more typical of their school.
Both are high-spirited, healthy, virile, unromantic, and—ulti-
mately—shallowish. Both were great wits and fond of fun, in life
as well as in literature.

Denis Vasilievich Davydov ! (1784-1839) was one of the most
famous and popular soldiers of his day (he was also a past master
in making use of his military celebrity to advertise his literary
work, and vice versa). His early and most popular verses are in a
style of his own making, known as the “hussar style.” In them he
sings the praise of reckless valor, on the field of battle as well as
before the bottle. The diction in some is rather unconventional,
and occasionally his words have to be replaced by dots, but it is
always full of spirit and great rhythmical go. His later poems are
inspired by a late love for a very young girl. They are passionately
sentimental and as vivid and alive in diction and rhythmical

1 Though Davydov was probably a starting point for Denisov in War and Peace,
Tolstdy’s creation is, in its final form, entirely unlike the real Davydov.
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elasticity as his hussar verses. Pashkin had a high opinion of his
poetry and used to say that Davydov showed him the way to be
original.

Prince Peter Andréyevich Vyazemsky (1792-1878) was one
of the most active members of the Arzaméas and became an inti-
mate friend of Piashkin. Their correspondence is a treasure house
of wit, fine criticism, and good Russian. In the twenties Vyazemsky
was the most combative and brilliant champion of what then went
by the name of romanticism. In the thirties, like all the “literary
aristocracy,” he found himself out of date and out of tune with the
young generation. He had the great sadness of surviving all his
contemporaries. Though it was precisely in his last years that his
poetical talent bore its best fruit, he was forgotten and abandoned
by critics and public long before he died. He grew into an irritated
reactionary who heartily detested everyone born after 1810.
Though he was the journalistic leader of Russian romanticism,
there can be nothing less romantic than his early poetry: it con-
sists either of very elegant, polished, and cold exercises on the set
commonplaces of poetry, or of brilliant essays in word play, where
pun begets pun, and conceit begets conceit, heaping up mountains
of verbal wit. His later poetry is more sober and more significant.
It never became strictly personal, like Zhukévsky’s or Pashkin’s.
It remained universal and typical—essentially classical. But the
old and embittered man found new and beautiful intonations for
the great eternal commonplaces, and as he approached death, the
subject drew increasingly moving notes from him. Such poems as
the stanzas to the memory of Davydov and the one on a funeral in
Venice are among the purest gems of Russian poetry.

PUSHKIN

Alexander Sergéyevich Pashkin was born in Moscow, May 26,
1799. His father’s family was one of the oldest of the Russian
gentry. His mother, nee Gannibal, was the granddaughter of
“Peter the Great’s Nigger”’—more exactly Abyssinian—Engineer
General, Abraham Gannibal. The poet was always proud both of
his “six-hundred-year-old nobility’> and of his African blood. His
childhood and early boyhood were spent at home in a French
eighteenth-century atmosphere of frivolous and superficial culture.
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There was no mutual affection between son and parents. In 1811
Pushkin went to school at the Lyceum of Tsarskoye Selé (founded
that year). The Lyceum became more of a home to him than his
family, and his schoolfellows always commanded the warmest and
most permanent of hisaffections. While still at the Lyceum, Pashkin
began writing verses. In 1814 his first poems appeared in the
Messenger of Europe, and before he left the Lyceum he was a mem-
ber of the Arzamés, and was regarded as a rival, almost an equal,
by Zhukévsky and Batyushkov. In 1817, on completing his studies,
he became a clerk in the Foreign Office, but the appointment was
merely nominal and he did no office work. He lived in St. Peters-
burg, mixing with the most advanced, brilliant, and dissipated of
his contemporaries, and tasting unreservedly of the pleasures of
carnal love. All the time he was working at a “romantic epic’ in
six cantos, Rusldn and Lyudmila, which appeared in the spring of
1820, taking by storm the young generation and being violently
censured by the old. Zhukévsky, on reading the manuseript, gave
Pushkin his portrait with the inscription ‘“T'o a victorious pupil
from a defeated master.” But before its publication some of Push-
kin’s revolutionary epigrams had reached the knowledge of Alex-
ander I, and the poet was ordered to leave Petersburg. He was
transferred to a government office in Ekaterinoslav. Almost im-
mediately on arriving there he fell ill and was taken to the Cau-
casus by General Rayévsky, a famous soldier of 1812, with whose
sons he contracted a lasting friendship and for whose daughters
he held a fervent admiration. The two months spent in the com-
pany of the Rayévskys in the Caucasus and the Crimea were one
of the happiest periods in Puashkin’s life. It was from the Rayév-
skys also that he got his first knowledge of Byron. From the end of
1820 to 1823 Pushkin served in Kishinév, doing very little official
work, detesting the filthy barbarity of the Moldavians, leading the
same reckless life he had led in Petersburg, and having sufficient
freedom to pass much of his time at Kamenka, an estate in the
Province of Kiev that was one of the principal centers of the
Revolutionary movement. But he worked more seriously than in
Petersburg. He wrote The Captive of the Caucasus—which ap-
peared in 1822 and had an even greater success than Rusldn and
Lyudmila—The Fountain of Bakhchisardy, and numerous short
poems, and began Evgény Onégin. In 1828 he was transferred to
Odessa. He was delighted to breathe the freer and more European
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air of a big seaport, but his life became even more irregular and
passionate. His Odessa life is marked by his love (almost simul-
taneous) for two women—the Dalmatian Amaélia Riznich, and
the wife of the Viceroy, Countess Elizabeth Vorontsév. The
former seems to have been the strongest sensual passion in his life
and the object of several of his greatest love lyrics. His love for the
latter led him into social entanglements, where he appears to have
been most treacherously served by his Byronic friend, Alexander
Rayévsky—himself a lover of the Countess. In August 1824
Pushkin was suddenly expelled from the Civil Service and ordered
to live permanently on his mother’s estate of Mikhaylovskoye in
the Province of Pskov. The pretext for this disgrace was a private
letter intercepted by the police in which the poet expressed the
opinion that “‘pure atheism,” though by no means a comforting
philosophy, was ‘“‘the most probable.” On arriving at Mikha-
ylovskoye, Pashkin found his parents there, but a succession of
scenes between the poet and his father led to the latter’s leaving
his scapegrace and dangerous son to himself. Pshkin remained in
Mikhaylovskoye, alone except for the company of his old nurse,
and the neighborhood of Trigérskoye, a country place inhabited
by a charming family of ladies—Mme Osipova and her two daugh-
ters. There Ptishkin met Mme Kern, who became the subject of a
rather trivial love affair with him and of one of his most famous
and inspired lyrics. The years spent at Mikhaylovskoye were
particularly productive.

Pashkin’s forced seclusion at Mikhaylovskoye prevented him
from taking part in the December Revolt of 1825. His connections
with the rebels were obvious, but the new Emperor overlooked
them and, by a master stroke of clever policy, summoned the poet
to Moscow (September 1826), granted him a complete pardon, and
promised to be his special protector and patron. Though ap-
parently more free, Pishkin was subjected to an even more med-
dling supervision than under the preceding reign. What was worse,
his inner freedom was forfeited, for he was made to understand
that his amnesty was such a signal display of mercy that he could
never do too much to live up to it. After several abortive attempts
at settling down, in 1829 Ptshkin fell in love with Nathalie
Goncharéva, a young girl of sixteen, a dazzling beauty, but frivo-
lous and insignificant. He proposed but was rejected. Under the
influence of this check he suddenly went off to the Caucasus,
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where a war was going on with Turkey, but was severely rebuked
for doing so without permission. In the winter of 1829—30 he
made several attempts to go abroad, but was not permitted to do
so by his ““protectors.” In the spring of 1830 he again proposed to
Nathalie and was this time accepted. His own financial affairs
were far from brilliant—he got handsome sums for his books, but
this was a precarious and irregular income, all the more so because
Nicholas’s censorship often held them up. Boris Godundv had been
thus prohibited since 1826, but now as a special favor, in order
that he might meet the demand of his future family life, he was
allowed to print it. It appeared in January 1831, but was met with
faint praise and loud blame. The autumn before his marriage
Pishkin spent in the country, at Béldino, and these two months
were the most marvelously productive in his life. He was married
in February 1831. His marriage was, at first, externally happy.
But there was no real sympathy between the pair. Nathalie was
frivolous and cold, besides being trivial and almost vulgar and
quite free from all intellectual or poetical interests. Nathalie’s
beauty made her an immense success in Petersburg, in town and
at court. It was to be able to invite her to court balls that Nicholas
in 1834 made Pushkin a ‘“‘gentleman of the chamber,” an honor
deeply resented by the poet. No longer the leader of an advanced
school, Ptshkin was now the head of the “literary aristocracy.”
He was venerated by the younger generation rather as a relic of
the past than as a living force. All he wrote after 1830 met with
no success. He half abandoned poetry and devoted himself to a
history of Peter the Great, which was never to be written. In 1836
he was, after repeated refusals, allowed to start a literary quarterly,
Sovreménnik (The Contemporary), which, however, like all he had
done since 1831, met with no success. Meanwhile his thraldom to
the court increased—he became more and more dependent on the
royal favor, especially since he had contracted considerable debts
to the Treasury. He felt that he was suffocating in a society where
a mere poet, in spite of his “six-hundred-year-old nobility,” was
looked down upon by the great courtiers descended from the
favorites of eighteenth-century empresses, and was little more than
his wife’s husband. He tried to free himself from the noxious and
deteriorating atmosphere, but was given to understand that if he
left town it would be in disgrace. At last came the tragic end. His
jealousy was exasperated by the attention paid to Nathalie by
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Baron Georges D’Anthés, a French Royalist in the Russian service.
Pashkin called him out. D’Anthés at first succeeded in evading a
duel by marrying Nathalie’s sister, thus pretending to show that
Pashkin was mistaken in his suspicions. But a few days after the
marriage Pashkin learned that Nathalie and D’Anthés had again
secretly met. He called him out a second time, in terms that made
all escape impossible for D’Anthés. The duel was fought on Jan-
uary 27, 1837. Pushkin was mortally wounded, and died on the
29th. For fear of public demonstrations of sympathy his coffin was
hurried away in the night from Petersburg to the monastery near
Mikhaylovskoye, which he had chosen for his burial place.
Puishkin began writing early. There is a tradition, founded on
the recollection of his elder sister, that he wrote French verse
before he left home for the Lyceum. His earliest datable work in
Russian belongs to 1814. Only two or three immature and crude
poems may be assigned, on internal evidence, to an earlier date.
With the exception of these, Pashkin’s verse was from the very
beginning extraordinarily easy and fluent, almost on the highest
level of a time when ease and fluency were the main aim of poets.
If till about 1820 he remained inferior to Zhukévsky and Batyu-
shkov, it was not for lack of mastery, but rather for the lack of
original inspiration. Pashkin’s Lyceum verses are imitative and,
for a boy’s verse, strikingly unemotional and unsentimental. He
was a consummate technician before he really became a poet—an
order of development not usual with nineteenth-century poets.
Some of his Lyceum verses are exercises in the forms practiced by
Zhukévsky and Derzhavin, but by far the greater part belong to
the favorite Arzamasian kinds of fugitive poetry, friendly epistles,
and Anacreontic lyrics. His style grew up in the school of Zhukév-
sky and Batyushkov, but the direct influence on it of the French
classical poets is also considerable, and of these Voltaire was for a
long time Ptshkin’s favorite. Next came the influence of Parny,
whose remarkable and long-neglected elegies, inspired with un-
sentimental, classical, but genuinely passionate, love, were the
models for the first of Pashkin’s poems in which we can discern
the accent of serious passion. By 1818 Pushkin’s verse finally
acquires that accent which is his alone. The epistles and elegies
of these years are already latently great poetry. Through the im-
personal brilliance of their Arzamasian wit we distinctly discern a
heart and nerves of exceptionally rich vitality. There is a clear and
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cold atmosphere in these poems—and no feeling underlying them.
The same atmosphere pervades Rusldn and Lyudmila. This is a
semi-ironic and frivolous romance, where only a few names and
the barest skeletons of motifs are taken from the chapbooks of the
type of Bovd and Erusldn, but where all the treatment is essen-
tially eighteenth century. There is nothing in it that might have
shocked the taste of Voltaire. There is no seriousness in Rusldn
and Lyudmila except the seriousness of very conscientious crafts-
manship. It is pure play, like the classical ballet, which Puashkin
was so fond of at the time he was writing the poem. It is the work
of a confident and buoyant young man who is already a past
master in the craft of poetry but not yet quite a poet in the highest
sense.

By 1818-20 the essential groundwork of Pushkin’s poetic
style was established, and remained unchanged till the end. It is
“French” and classical. Its most characteristic feature—one that
is particularly disconcerting to the romantic-bred reader—is the
complete avoidance of all imagery and metaphor. Pashkin’s images
are all dependent on the happy use of the mot juste, and his poetic
effectiveness on the use of metonymy and similar purely verbal
figures of speech.

Taken as a whole, the early verse of Pishkin and that of his
later verse which is in the same style are perhaps the nearest ap-
proach outside French poetry to “that tone of mingled distinction,
gaiety, and grace which,” says Lytton Strachey, “is one of the
unique products of the mature poetical genius of France.”

The last French master of Pashkin was André Chénier, whose
remains were published in 1819. This was to be the last external
influence that affected the inner texture of Pashkin’s style. Later
influences affected only his choice of subject and his methods of
construction.

The principal of these influences was Byron’s, which domi-
nates Pashkin’s second period (1820-3). But the nature of this
influence must be clearly understood. Ptshkin had no essential
kinship with the English poet. His exact and logical style is poles
apart from Byron’s untidy rhetoric. Byron’s influcnce is limited
to the narrative poems of this period, and in these it was the choice
of subject and the disposition of the material that are due to
Byron—the actual style remained as classical as before. The
principal Byronic poems of Pishkin are The Captive of the Caucasus
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(written 1820-1, published 1822) and The Fountain of Bakhchi-
sardy (written 1822, published 1824). The success of both of these
poems was greater than that of any other work of Pashkin’s. It
was they that made Pashkin the most popular poet of the twenties.
They are very far from giving the full measure of his genius. As
in all that preceded them, the form is consistently greater than the
content. The form (verse and diction) is perfect. In certain re-
spects, even, it was never excelled by Pashkin himself, and cer-
tainly never approached by any other poet. The public reveled
in the sheer beauty of word and sound that the poet so trium-
phantly upheld at the same flawless level from beginning to end.
The effect is all the more marvelous as Pishkin’s verse does not
“sing.” Its beauty and harmony are purely verbal—based on com-
plete mutual adequacy of rhythm and syntax, and on an extraor-
dinarily subtle and complex system of what one might call allit-
eration if the word might be used to denote anything so variedly
and consistently unobtrusive. The perfection of this verbal har-
mony is reached in The Fountain of Bakhchisardy. Afterwards
Pashkin deliberately avoided the too fluent and caressing effects
of this manner.

As I have said, the Byronic element in the two Byronic poems
is limited to the subject and the narrative construction. The ori-
ental beauty, with her fierce or devoted love, the disillusioned hero,
with strong passions in the past, the oriental potentate, grim and
silent, the hot atmosphere of “the clime of the East”—these are
the elements taken by Pashkin from Byron. The fragmentary and
dramatic manner of presentation, with its beginning in medias
res, the abrupt transitions, and its lyrical epilogues, is the trace
of Byron’s narrative manner. But the Byronic spirit was only
superficially assimilated by Pashkin, and the two poems must be
regarded as further impersonal exercises on a borrowed theme. The
most original and the most beautiful parts in both poems are
the purely descriptive passages: in T'he Captive, the account of the
warlike habits of the Circassians, as exact and as reliable in point
of fact as those of the shrewdest eighteenth-century travelers; in
The Fountain, the more lyrical and atmospheric, but always
eminently precise and plastie, descriptions of the harem and
evocations of the Crimea. Of the shorter romantic and Byronic
poems belonging to this period, The Robber Brothers (1821), which
has less verbal beauty than the two longer poems, is interesting as
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having attained an exceptional popularity among the people: it
has even been incorporated in a folk play.

Pushkin’s lyric poetry of the period is conspicuously free from
every formal, and almost every emotional, trace of Byronism. It
is a continuation of the poems of 1816-19. But it gradually acquires
a more passionate and manly tone, becomes more personal and
more perfect in form. The direct influence of Chénier is apparent
in a series of descriptive and elegiac epigrams, full of beautiful
restraint and plastic expressiveness. The same influence in a more
transformed and digested form is present in the greatest lyrical
poem of the period (and one of the greatest he ever wrote), the
wonderful Napoleon of 1821.

The strictly French, eighteenth-century, and Voltairian ele-
ment persisted in Pashkin some time after his acquaintance with
Byron. It was only now that he wrote the most Voltairian of his
poems, the blasphemous and lascivious Gawvrilidda (1821), which
brought him much trouble in the next reign and was printed only
long after his death (London, 1861). Though quite in the style of
Voltaire’s and Parny’s anti-religious poems, it is different from
them in that it is not serious—not intended for anti-Christian
propaganda, but merely the froth of an irreverent, sensuous, and
unbridled youth.

Ptishkin’s middle period may be regarded as coextensive with
the writing of Evgény Onégin, his longest, most popular and in-
fluential, and in certain ways most characteristic work. It is a
“Novel in Verse,” in eight cantos, which are called chapters. It
was begun in the spring of 1823 and completed in the autumn of
1830, a few finishing touches being added in 1831. The initial im-
pulse came from Don Juan, but apart from the general idea of
writing a long narrative poem in stanzaed verse, with a subject
taken from contemporary life, and in a tone mingled of gravity and
gaiety, Evgény Onégin has little in common with Byron’s epic. It
does not have the qualities of Don Juan—its sea-like sweep or its
satiric power. The qualities it has are of a nature entirely unlike
Byron’s. It is less loose and, though when Pashkin began it he had
not any fixed idea how he was going to finish it, it is a story with a
beginning, a middle, and an end. Its unity is not an intended and
premeditated unity, but rather like the organic unity of an indi-
vidual life. It reflects the stages through which the poet passed
between his twenty-fourth and thirty-second years. The transition
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from the boisterously young high spirits of the first chapter to the
resigned and muffled tragedy of the eighth is gradual, like the
growth of a tree.

The first chapter, written in 1823, is the crowning glory of
Pashkin’s youth. It is the most brilliant of all his works. It sparkles
and bubbles like champagne—a comparison long hackneyed but
still inevitable. It is the description of the life of a young St.
Petersburg dandy (the English word is used), the life familiar to
Pashkin himself before his exile. It is the only one of the eight
chapters where the gay definitely predominates over the grave.
Thelater chapters are in the same style, but chastened and mellowed
down as years proceed. The mixture of humor (not satire) and
poetical sentiment and the infinite wealth and variety of the emo-
tional shadings and transitions recall Tristram Shandy (whose
author Pashkin esteemed highly), but with a freedom, a sponta-
neity, a vigorous go that was entirely beyond the reach of Sterne.

Evgény Onégin is the crowning glory of Pashkin’s first ma-
turity and the fullest expression of what may be called his “sub-
jective” manner, as opposed to the objective and impersonal man-
ner of his latter years. Of all his works it has the least apparent
restraint: the poet lets himself go in digressions, lyrical, humorous,
polemical. He makes no show of artistic economy. More than any-
where else he relies for his effects on atmosphere. But his sense of
measure and his unerring mastery are as present in Onégin as else-
where.

The actual manner of Onégin has been imitated by numerous
Russian poets, never with more than questionable success. It
demanded two qualities that are extremely rare in conjunction—
a boundless, spontaneous vitality and an unerring sense of artistic
measure. When I speak of the important influence of Onégin on
later literary developments, I do not allude to the direct and
metrical progeny of this “novel in verse.” It is the kind of realism
first introduced in it, the style of character drawing, the characters
themselves, and the construction of the story that are to be re-
garded as the fountainheads of the later Russian novel. The realism
of Onégin is that peculiarly Russian realism which is poetical with-
out idealizing and without surrendering anything of reality. It is
the same realism that will live again in Lérmontov’s novel, in
Turgénev, in Goncharév, in War and Peace, and in the best of
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Chékhov—though its legitimacy outside the perfect poetical form
given it by Pashkin is open to doubt. The character drawing of
Onégin is not analytical or psychological, but poetical, dependent
on the lyrical and emotional atmosphere accompanying the per-
sonages—not on the anatomy of their thoughts and sentiments.
This style of portraiture was inherited from Pashkin by Turgénev
and other Russian novelists, but not by Tolstéy or Dostoyévsky.
Of the characters themselves, Onégin and Tatidna are the ances-
tors of a whole race of characters in Russian fiction; Lérmontov’s,
Goncharév’s and Turgénev’s, especially, are entirely of this family.
Finally the construction of the story, so different from that of
Pushkin’s prose stories, became the standard for the Russian
novel. The simplicity of the plot, its logical development from the
essential features of the heroes, and the unhappy, suggestively
muffled ending, gave the pattern to the Russian novelists—espe-
cially, again, to Turgénev. Much in the methods of Onégin may
be termed romantic. But the spirit of the poem is not. As in all
the mature works of Ptishkin it is dominated by the stern moral
law of the Fates. Onégin’s irresponsible self-indulgence and fidelity
to self subtly, inevitably, untheatrically undo him, while the calm
self-command and resignation of Tatidna give her that unques-
tionable halo of moral greatness which is forever associated with
her name. The greatness of Pishkin in the creation of Tatiana
is that he avoided the almost unavoidable pit of making a prig
or a puritan out of the virtuous wife who coldly rejects the man
she loves. Tati4na is redeemed in her virtue by the sadness she will
never conquer, by her resigned and calm resolve never to enter her
only possible paradise, but to live with never a possibility of happi-
ness. The Tatidna-Onégin relation has often been revived in Rus-
sian fiction, and the juxtaposition of a small and weak man with
a strong woman became almost hackneyed in Turgénev and others.
But the classical attitude of Pashkin, of sympathy without pity
for the man and of respect without reward for the woman, has
never been revived.

During the time Pashkin was at work at Evgény Onégin he
wrote numerous other short and long poems, of varied initial
significance but invariable perfection. The nearest kin to Onégin
are the tales in verse of contemporary Russian life: Count Nilin
(1825), a crisp, clever anecdote in verse in a more purely realistic
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and ironic manner; and The Little House in Kolémna (1830), a poem
in octaves, a kind of Russian Beppo, his last essay in the “exten-
sive” style of Onégin.

The Byronic narrative-poem form was continued in The Gyp-
stes (1824, published 1827) and Poltdva (1828, published 1829).
These poems are immeasurably superior to the two earlier Byronic
tales. Of the influence of Byron nothing remains in them but the
merest idea of narrative in verse with a lyrical coloring and with
abrupt passages from episode to episode. The Gypsies is among
the greatest works of Pashkin. It is, with Onégin, the first in which
he reached the full measure of his genius, and the first, also, in
which begins the gradual evolution from the “extensive,” melliflu-
ous, and caressing style of his youth to the sterner beauty of his
later work. Its setting is conventional—the gypsies of Bessarabia
are not treated realistically, but merely as ideal representatives of
a natural state of human society. The subject is the tragic ina-
bility of sophisticated and civilized man to throw away his con-
vention-bred feelings and passions, especially the feeling of owner-
ship of his mate. The poem is, on the face of it, a strong affirmation
of freedom—of the freedom of the woman against the man—and a
denunciation of the unnatural wickedness of vengeance and of
punishment. Tt is obviously and patently a plea for anarchism, and
has been commented on in this sense by Dostoyévsky (in his fa-
mous Pushkin Address) and by Vyacheslav Ivanov. However
strangely out of tune this anarchism may be with all the later work
of Puashkin, it cannot be explained away and must be accepted as
an essential ingredient of his philosophy. But the essentially clas-
sical religion of the Tragic Fates, of Nemesis working as an in-
evitable law of nature, is nowhere more fully expressed than in
The Gypsies. It was Pashkin’s first attempt at tragedy, and one of
his greatest. Tt is too easy to philosophize about The Gypsies—the
most temptingly universal imaginative work in the Russian lan-
guage. It is less easy to do justice to its poetical beauty, and speak-
ing of it, one is too likely to forget the lesson of restraint that is
the best lesson to be learned from Ptshkin. The verse, less fluent
and voluptuous than in The Captive and in The Fountain, is tighter,
fuller, more saturated with complex expressiveness. Such passages
as the old gypsy’s tale of Ovid, the end of the poem (with the
speech of the old man on Aléko’s murder), and especially the
epilogue, are unsurpassable summits of poetry. One can only be
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deeply grateful to the Fates for allowing us to have such plenty.

Poltdva is a further step towards the objective and imper-
sonal manner. In it Pashkin deliberately and studiously avoids the
fluent loveliness of his southern poems. To us its stern and harsh
style sounds magnificently heroic, but its first readers were dis-
agreeably taken aback by this new departure and refused to admire
it. It is not a perfect whole—the romantic love story of the old
hetman Mazéppa for his godchild is imperfectly fused with the
national epic of the struggle of Peter with Charles of Sweden. The
epic itself, which forms the background of the first two cantos
and the prevailing subject of the third (with its famous descrip-
tion, so exact in its condensed ornateness, of the battle of Poltava),
is Pashkin’s first contribution to that impersonal, national, group
poetry which had inspired Lomonésov and Derzh4vin, and which
had been dead since the triumph of the Karamzinists. After
Pishkin it was once more to die. The great glory of Poltdva, apart
from this voicing of national and supra-individual sentiment, is
its diction, magnificent in its very baldness and terseness, so hap-
pily grand and powerful is the choice of words, never archaie, but
always charged with the richest and greatest associations.

A style similar to Polidva, terse and saturated, is used in
several unfinished narrative fragments of this and the following
period. The most important are Cleopatra, or the Egyptian Nights
(begun 1825, resumed 1835) and Gdlub (c. 1830). The latter is a
story of the Caucasus strikingly different in style from The Captive;
the former, one of Pashkin’s most memorable conceptions, a mag-
nificent poem of death and lust.

The period of Evgény Onégin is also the period of Pishkin’s
best and greatest lyrical output. With few exceptions (the most
notable being the great Napoleon ode) none of his lyric poems
written before 1824 are on the very highest level of his genius.
After that date he often continued to write in the lighter, occasional
style of his early years, and these poems acquire a mellower and
subtler grace, even if they lose the clear, youthful vigor of the
earlier ones. But his serious lyric poetry written between 1824 and
1830 is a body of lyric verse unapproached in Russian and unsur-
passed in any poetry. It is impossible without quotations from the
originals to prove the statement or to give an adequate idea of the
nature of this poetry. Much of it is subjective, occasional, and
emotional—the actual biographical occasion is frequently known.
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But the occasions are idealized, sublimated, and universalized, and
the poems preserve no ragged edges of extrapoetic sentiment or
undistilled emotion. Though subjective and demonstrably based
on individual experience, they are general in tone, as classical
poetry is. They seldom contain any striking psychological ob-
servation or any revelation of the all too personal. Their appeal,
like the appeal of Sappho, is to common human experience. Their
style, which is a further development of Zhukévsky’s, is also of
that classical quality which, says Montesquieu in speaking of
Raphael, “frappe moins d’abord pour frapper plus en suite.” The
beauty of the style, which, as always in Pashkin, is free from wit,
imagery, and metaphor, is a Greek beauty that depends as much
on what is left unsaid as on what is said. It depends on the choice
of words, on the adequacy of rhythm to intonation, and on the
complex texture of sound—the wonderful alliteratio Pushkiniana,
so elusive and so all-conditioning. It is impossible here to quote or
analyze any of these lyrics. I can only enumerate some of the most
beautiful: the lines on jealousy beginning: “The stormy day is
spent”; the Lyceum anniversary of 1825—the greatest hymn to
friendship in all poetry; the stanzas to Mme Kern (“I remember a
wonderful moment,” 1825) the elegy (sixteen lines) on the death
of Amaélia Riznich (1826); the Foreboding (1828); and the lyrics
addressed to a dead mistress, probably Amalia Riznich, written a
few months before his marriage (1830), especially, what is perhaps
the most intensely perfect of all, For the Shores of Thy Distant
Fatherland (Dlya beregéw otchizny ddlnoy). A group apart is formed
by the nature lyrics—the most classical of all—with their concep-
tion of inanimate and irresponsive nature. Among the best are
The Storm (1827), with its famous comparison between the beauty
of the storm and the beauty of “a girl on the rock,” to the latter’s
advantage; The Winter Morning (1829); and The Avalanche (1829).
On an even higher level of poetical significance are two poems that
are Pashkin’s grandest utterances in the grand style—the often
quoted and much too often commented-on Prophet (1826); and
the tense and terrible Upas-tree (Anchdr, 1828).

To the same period belong Piashkin’s best ballads, The Bride-~
groom (1825) and The Drouned Man (1828). The style of these
ballads is the realistic style introduced by Katénin but perfected
and refined with all the mastery of Puashkin.

After 1830 Pashkin’s lyrical poetry tends to become imper-
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sonally universal and severely bare of all ornament. Henceforward
its characteristics are restraint, reticence, and an ascetic avoidance
of all that the public associates with poetic beauty—mellifluous
ease, melodious tone, attractive sentiment. The most characteristic
poems of the thirties are impersonal elegiac meditations, proceed-
ing from a “‘thinking heart” brooding on the great commonplaces
of universal experience. The most majestic of these poems is The
Captain (1836), an elegy on the portrait of the wronged and mis-
understood hero of 1812—F'ield Marshal Barclay de Télly. But by
the side of this od? profanum vulgus sentiment Pushkin attempted
to voice “group feelings,” as in his famous retort to the French
friends of Poland, To the Detractors of Russta (1831). One of the
most perfect, unadorned, prosaic, and simplest poems is that noble
tribute to the man in the hero—The Feast of Peter the Great (1835).
But by the side of these high and supra-personal utterances, other
sounds came from him—the fruit of his prolonged torture at the
hand of Nicholas, Nathalie, and society. The noble restraint of
The Captain is a striking contrast to the grim and weird irony of
those lines on Madness (Ne day mne Bog soyti s wmd, 1833), which
are one of the most poignant “mad poems” ever written. The few
lyrics of this latter type were published only after the poet’s death.

Most of Phshkin’s narrative poems written after 1830 are
personative, or “‘stylized,” as we say in Russia. The poet is masked
in a borrowed form, or borrowed subject, or both, and his human
personality is carefully and effectively hidden. Such is Angelo
(1833), a paraphrase of Measure for Measure, where Piashkin tried
to preserve Shakspere’s “broad painting of character’ while strip-
ping it of the irrelevancies and excrescences of Elizabethan exu-
berance. Of all Pashkin’s poems, Angelo has had the least share of
praise, but it throws an important light on the workings of his
creative mind. More purely impersonal are the Songs of the Western
Slavs (1832), adaptations of Mérimée’s forgeries of Serbian folk-
lore in the style of the Russian folk epic; and, above all, the fairy
tales (Skdzki, 1831-2); the cynically witty Parson and His Man
Baldd, an admirable revival of the manner of the popular doggerel
verse of the eighteenth century; the maliciously ironical Golden
Coclerel; and the best of all, King Saltén. The longer one lives, the
more one is inclined to regard King Saltdn as the masterpiece of
Russian poetry..It is purest art, free from all the irrelevancies of
emotion and symbol, “a thing of beauty” and “a joy for ever.”



94 A History of Russian Literature 1: To 1881

It is also the most universal art, for it has the same appeal for a
child of six and for the most sophisticated poetry reader of sixty.
It requires no understanding; its reception is immediate, direct,
unquestionable. It is not frivolous, nor witty, nor humorous. But
it is light, exhilarating, bracing. It has high seriousness, for what
can be more highly serious than the creation of a world of perfect
beauty and freedom, open to all?

I fully realize that the claim for King Salidn to be accepted
as the masterpiece of Pashkin has little chance of getting a ma-
jority of votes. Such a majority is virtually pledged to the last
great narrative poem of Pashkin—The Bronze Horseman (written
1833, published posthumously 1841). This poem certainly has very
substantial claims to absolute pre-eminence. There is no concep-
tion of poetic greatness from the standpoint of which this pre-
eminence could be challenged, except that (hypothetic) standpoint
which would demand of all poetry that it be as free from human
irrelevancies as is King Saltdn. The classicist, the romanticist, the
realist, the symbolist, and the expressionist must all agree in their
appreciation of The Bronze Horseman. Its actual subject is the
Petersburg inundation of 1824 and the effect it had on Evgény, a
poor and insignificant clerk, by washing away into the sea his
sweetheart’s house with all its inhabitants. Its philosophical (or
whatever the word) subject is the irreconcilable conflict of the
rights of the community, as incarnate in the gentus loct of the city,
the bronze statue of Peter the Great on the Senate Square—and
of those of the individual, as represented by the wretched Evgény,
who is undone by the mere geographical factor of the site of Peters-
burg. The greatness of the poem lies particularly in the fact that
Pishkin makes no attempt to reconcile the two in any superior
harmony. And though the poem begins with a splendid hymn to
Peter and Petersburg, and the figure of the great Emperor domi-
nates it in semi-divine proportions, it is a strikingly different figure
from the human Peter of Poltdva and of The Feast of Peter the
Great—an inhuman and potent demon who knows no mercy. The
poet’s essential sympathy for the undone Evgény is by no means
impaired by the greatness of his enemy. And the issue of the moral
conflict remains in the balance—unsolved. In style The Bronze
Horseman is a step further in the direction of Poltdva. The concen-
trated fullness and tightness of the octosyllabics; the vocabulary,
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strictly realistic, but saturated with the utmost expressiveness; the
elemental majesty of the movement; the endless inward vistas
opened by each word and by the whole—give the poem a poetic
weight that fully justifies acceptance of it as the greatest example
in Russian of great poetry.

Pushkin’s first, and longest, play, Boris Godunév (1825, pub-
lished 1831), was written, like his first stories in prose, primarily
as a formal experiment. In writing it he was interested not so
much in the doings and destinies of his characters as in the des-
tinies of Russian tragedy and of Russian dramatic meter. Boris
Godundy is a first essay in Russian romantic—Shaksperian—
tragedy as opposed to the hitherto prevalent French forms. When,
in 1826, Phshkin brought it to Moscow, it was acclaimed as his
masterpiece by the young idealists whose idols were Shakspere (a
German Shakspere) and Goethe. It is hardly possible today to
share their view. Boris Godunév must rather be regarded as one
of the immature and preparatory works of Pashkin, less mature
and less perfect than much that had preceded it—than The Gyp-
sies, for instance, or the early chapters of Onégin. The subject of
the play is taken from Karamzin. It is one of those inset dramatic
stories which are the principal literary attraction of his History.
In his interpretation of the facts Pushkin closely followed Karam-
zin, and this was a severe handicap. Boris Godunév is a tragedy of
expiation, but nowhere else does Phishkin treat the theme with
less inevitable mastery. At times it is almost sentimental. The
meter, a particularly monotonous form of blank verse, is not quite
satisfactory. The diction is somewhat stilted and conventional.
And the construction of the play is in many ways narrative rather
than dramatic. For a dialogued chronicle, however, to be read, not
acted, it is masterly, and one of Pashkin’s first triumphs in econ-
omy. The characters, especially the False Demetrius, are admira-
bly drawn. The prose scenes, with their fine irony, are the best in
the play and have nothing to compare with them in all previous
Russian literature. In two or three places the tragedy attains real
dramatic beauty—as in the scene of Boris’s death and in the
grandly condensed final scene, with the massacre of the Godunévs
(behind the scenes—a French touch) and the proclamation of the
imposter as tsar. Boris Godunév remained a closet play. Piashkin’s
dream of seeing it revolutionize the Russian stage never came true.
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Its influence, both immediate and posthumous, was extensive but
not intrinsically significant—Russia never succeeded in producing
really original “Shaksperian” tragedy.

On a much higher level of perfection and originality stand
Pashkin’s later plays—the four so-called “Little Tragedies” and
Rusdlka. The former were written mainly in the wonderful Béldino
autumn of 1830. Two of them, Mozart and Saliert and The Feast
during the Plague, were published shortly afterwards; the third,
The Covetous Knight (the English title is Pashkin’s own), in 1836
(anonymously). The Stone Guest, finally revised only in that year,
remained unpublished till after the poet’s death (1840). Unlike
Boris Godundv, the Little Tragedies were not planned as experi-
ments in form. They were rather essays in understanding of char-
acter and of dramatic situation. One of the titles proposed and
rejected by Pashkin for the whole group was “Dramatical Investi-
gations.” The form of the diminutive tragedy was suggested by
the similar productions of Barry Cornwall (whom Pushkin, like
many of his contemporaries, even in England, valued higher than
we do). The Covetous Knight bears the subheading “Scenes from
the tragicomedy by Chenstone.” 2 The Feast during the Plague is a
fairly accurate translation of a scene of John Wilson’s City of the
Plague. Thus the Little Tragedies may be regarded as largely due
to English suggestion.

They are among the most original, characteristie, and perfect
work of the poet. In them Pushkin reached his greatest degree of
concentration. With the exception of The Stone Guest they can
hardly be called plays. They are rather isolated situations, dra-
matic “points,” but points charged with such significance that
they do not demand any further development. They are the appli-
cation to drama of the lyrical method of concentration. Their
length varies from one scene and a little over two hundred lines
(The Feast) to four acts and about five hundred lines (T'he Stone
Guest). The least complex is The Feast. Pashkin’s creative work
in it was reduced to choosing where to begin and where to end, to
translating Wilson’s indifferent English verse into his own supreme
Russian, and to adding two songs, both of which are among his

2 It is possible that Pushkin had the English poet William Shenstone (1714-63) in
mind when he made this acknowledgment. As far as is known, Shenstone wrote
nothing called The Covetous Knight. Plshkin was probably merely coining a name
to avoid any tie-up between his authorship of this work and his own father, a
notorious miser.—Ed.
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best; one of them, The Hymn tn Honor of the Plague, is the most
terrible and weird he ever wrote—one of his rare revelations of
the dark side of things. Mozart and Saliert is a study of the passion
of envy, and of the Divine Injustice that endows with genius whom
it will and rewards not the lifelong labor of the devotee. The
Covetous Knight is one of the greatest and grandest studies of the
miser—the second scene, in which the miserly baron soliloquizes in
his treasure vault, is the grandest dramatic monologue in Russian
and perhaps Pashkin’s most sustained piece of poetic magnificence.
As for The Stone Guest, it shares with The Bronze Horseman the
right to be regarded as Pashkin’s masterpiece. It is less ornate and
less apparently saturated than The Horseman. From beginning to
end it never once abandons the diction of prose, but it even out-
does The Horseman in the limitless psychological and poetic sug-
gestiveness of its severely unornamented verse. It is the story of
Don Juan’s last love affair—with the widow of the man he had
murdered—and of his tragic end. It is Péshkin’s highest achieve-
ment on the subject of Nemesis—his greatest subject. For the
flexibility of the blank verse (so different from that of Boris
Godunév), for the infinitely subtle marriage of colloquial with
metrical rhythm, for the boundless pregnancy of the dialogue, for
the subtly distilled atmosphere of the south—and of atonement—
it has no equal. In spite of its Spanish subject, it is also of all Piish-
kin’s works the most characteristically Russian—not in any meta-
physical meaning of that much abused word, but because it
achieves what can be achieved only in Russian, in being at once
classical, colloquial, and poetical, and because it embodies in their
perfection all the best aspirations of Russian poetry—its striving
towards selective, unornamental, realistic, and lyrical perfection.
It is also of Pushkin’s works the one that most defies translation—
for in it the poetical and emotional value of every word is put, to
the fullest use and fully exhausted, and the natural possibilities.of
Russian rhythm (af the same time colloquial and metrical) are made
to yield all they can. The mere skeleton of the play will give an
idea of Pashkin’s sober economy and restraint but not of the in-
finite wealth behind them.

The last of Pashkin’s dramatic essays, Rusdlka (The River
Nymph), remains a fragment. Were it not for that, it would be
third, with The Bronze Horseman and The Stone Guest, in claiming
the first place in Russian poetry. What has been said of the verse
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and diction of The Stone Guest has to be repeated of Rusdlka. The
difference is that the subject and atmosphere are Russian. It was
also to be a tragedy of expiation—the revenge of the seduced girl,
who throws herself into the river and becomes ‘“‘a powerful and
cold water-nymph,” on her faithless wooer, the prince.

Pushkin’s greatest contemporary successes (with the general
public) were The Captive of the Caucasus and The Fountain of
Bakhchisardy and (with the critical elite of his generation) Boris
Godunév—all of them works of immature youth. His later works,
beginning with Poltdva, met with increasingly cool receptions, and
on the eve of his death he was regarded by the young generation
as a venerable, but obsolete classic, who had outlived his time and
was ossified alive. His death was a signal for his recognition as a
national glory. But the men of the forties were far from giving him
his due—they regarded him as an admirable artist who had formed
the language and established the originality of Russian literature
but who was going to be, or actually had been, superseded by more
national and modern writers. For the Slavophils he was not Rus-
sian; for the radical Westernizers, not modern enough. Both pre-
ferred Gégol. Only a minority of men, like Turgénev on the one
hand and Grigériev and Dostoyévsky on the other, laid the foun-
dation of that uncompromising Piashkin cult which is now the
common inheritance of every educated Russian. But if Turgénev
was to a certain cxtent the genuine heir to the less vigorous and
vital, more “feminine,” sides of Phshkin, Grigériev and Dostoyév-
sky were men of an entirely alien spirit, and their cult of Pashkin
was precisely due to their awareness of the presence in him of
supreme values that were unaccessible to them. Their cult of
Piashkin was the religion of a paradise lost. The main mass of the
intelligentsia in the second half of the nineteenth century was
either indifferent or hostile to Pashkin. For many years the rule
of utilitarianism prevented them from seeing his greatness. But
among the elect the cult grew steadily. There can be no doubt
that Dostoyévsky’s Address in 1880, for all its fantastic un-Push-
kinity, was powerfully effective in promoting it. A further date
was the lapse of the copyright in the poet’s works in 1887, which
inaugurated an era of cheap and numerous editions. The con-
sciousness of Puashkin’s supremacy and centralness in Russian
literature and civilization grew apace, unostentatiously, but ir-
revocably. The twentieth century received it full-grown. By the
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time of the Revolution it was so ubiquitous and unconquerable
that even the Bolsheviks, who are in spirit as alien to Pashkin as
Dostoyévsky was, excluded his name almost alone from their
general oblivious condemnation of pre-Revolutionary Russia.

MINOR POETS

Poetry was more universally popular in the twenties than it has
ever been in Russia, either before or since. The principal form it
took was the Byronic tale in verse, whose vogue was started in
1822 by Pushkin’s The Captive and Zhukévsky’s translation of
The Prisoner of Chillon, and lasted till the end of the decade. Be-
fore the sudden outburst of novel writing in 1829, tales in verse
were even best sellers. The greatest successes were Pushkin’s two
“Southern poems” (The Captive and The Fountain). Almost, if not
quite, equal to Piashkin’s was the success of Kozlov.

Ivan Ivanovich Kozlév (1779-1840) was a man of an older
generation, but he began writing poetry only after 1820, when he
became blind. He stands out among the poets of the Golden Age
for the comparative inadequacy of his technique. His poetry ap-
pealed to the easily awakened emotions of the sentimental rather
than to the higher poetic receptivity. His popularity with contem-
poraries was based chiefly on The Monk (1825)—a verse tale in
which the darkness of a Byronic hero is sentimentalized and re-
deemed by ultimate repentance. The Monk produced as large a
family of imitations as either of Pashkin’s Byronic poems. Kozl6v’s
two other narrative poems, Princess Nathalte Dolgoriky (1828), a
sentimental variation on the theme of that noblewoman’s mis-
fortunes, and The Mad Girl (1830), met with a somewhat dimin-
ished success. Today the only poems of his still universally re-
membered are his translations of Moore’s Evening Bells and of
Charles Wolfe’s Burial of Sir John Moore at Corunna. The latter
in particular is both an exceptionally faithful translation and a
beautiful piece of Russian verse.

Another poet who won general recognition in the Byronic
narrative poem was Kondraty Fedorovich Ryléyev (1795-1826),
who was hanged after the suppression of the Decembrist Revolt,
of which he was one of the principal leaders. His life belongs to
political more than to literary history. Suffice it to say that he was
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one of the sincerest, noblest, and purest of the revolutionaries..
His literary career began in 1820. In 1823, together with his fellow
conspirator, the novelist and poet Alexander Besttizhev, he started
publishing a yearly “almanac,” the Polar Star, which was the first
publication to be entirely controlled by the “gentlemen.” His
patriotic and historical Meditations, suggested by the similar poems.
of the Polish poet Niemcéwicz, proceed from a Plutarchian con-
ception of Russian history as a collection of exemplars of civic
virtue. With few exceptions the poems are stilted and conventional.
Mouch superior is the narrative poem Voynarévsky (1825), about
Mazéppa’s nephew, a champion of Ukrainian liberty, pining away
in his Siberian exile. Though not a perfect work of art, and some--
what monotonous in its rhythmical movement, it is a noble and
manly poem, inspired by the love of freedom. It was highly valued
by Pushkin, who even imitated some passages of it in Poltdva. But
Ryléyev’s best poems are those inspired by his revolutionary
eagerness, written in the year of the Revolt: the narrative fragment
The Confession of Nalivdyko and, especially, The Citizen, written
a few days before the Revolt. This last poem is one of the finest
pieces of revolutionary eloquence in the language.

The other kind of verse that was most popular in the twenties
was the elegy and the short, semi-society lyric of sentiment. Its
greatest (and most popular) masters were Zhukévsky, Pashkin,
and Baratynsky. But other poets of far less genius wrote short
elegies and stanzaed poems of elegiac sentiment that are almost
as good as the average of the great masters. These minor poets.
need not detain us, and I will only just mention, as one of the most
pleasantly representative, Peter Alexandrovich Pletnév (1792-
1865)—Pushkin’s friend and literary agent, and, after the latter’s.
death, editor of his magazine Sovreménnik.

BARATYNSKY

Pashkin’s worthiest rival among his contemporaries, and the only
other poet of the twenties who may claim the adjective “great,”
was Evgény Abramovich Baratynsky (or Boratynsky). He was
born in 1800, and, at the age of twelve, was sent to the “Corps of
Pages,” an aristocratic military school. Being shortly thereafter
expelled for theft, he was reduced to becoming a private soldier,
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at first in a regiment of the footguards in Petersburg. It was then
he made his acquaintance with Délvig, who encouraged him,
rallied his falling spirits, and introduced him to the literary press.
In 1820 Baratynsky was transferred to Finland, where he remained
six years. The poetry written during this period established his
reputation. In 1825 he at last received a commission, and the next
year left the service and settled in Moscow. He married, and his
family life was happy, but a profound melancholy remained the
background of his mind and of his poetry. During this period he
published several books of verse that were highly valued by the
best critics of the “poets’ party,” including Pishkin and Kiréyev-
sky, but met with the comparatively cool reception of the public,
and violent ridicule on the part of the young ‘“‘plebeian” journal-
ists, like Nadézhdin. In 1848 Baratynsky left Moscow for a journey
to France and Italy. He died in Naples, of a sudden illness, on
June 29, 1844.

Baratynsky’s tales in verse would never have been written
without the example of Piashkin, but they are not so much imita-
tions of the greater poet as conscious efforts to write differently.
The first, Eda, is the simple story of the seduction of a Finnish
farmer’s daughter by a hussar officer billeted in her father’s
house—a subject old-fashioned already in the twenties, and remi-
niscent of the eighteenth century. It is treated with careful and
consistent avoidance of rhetoric in a realistic and homely style,
with a touch of sentimental pathos but not a trace of romanticism.
It is written, like all that Baratynsky wrote, in a wonderfully
precise style, next to which Piashkin’s seems hazy. The descriptive
passages are among the best—the stern nature of Finland was
particularly dear to Baratynsky. But what is especially pleasing is
the delicate psychological drawing of the heroine—as mere psy-
chology no doubt superior to everything in Russian literature
before it.

His second narrative poem, The Ball (1828), is more romantie.
It is the story of the suicide of a fatal and romantic society lioness,
abandoned by her lover for “an affected little minx, with dulcet
silliness in her eyes, all in fluffy curls, like a King Charlie, with a
sleepy smile on her lips”—the favorite romantic contrast of the
dark and the fair beauty. The setting is realistic, but the attempts
at humor are unhappy: Baratynsky conspicuously lacked that
natural ease without which humor is so hard to stand. The third
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tale in verse, and the longest, is The Concubine (1829-30; a later
version, The Gypsy Girl, appeared in 1842). It is in the same style
as The Ball and on a similar subject; only the dark lady is a gypsy,
and instead of committing suicide she inadvertently kills her
faithless lover, believing she is giving him a love drink.

In his earlier lyric verse, which belongs to the Arzamas school,
Baratynsky is the most brilliant and representative poet of the
twenties. The principal influences are the young Puashkin, the
French poets of the later eighteenth century (Parny, Millevoye),
and Batyushkov. What it has in common with the later period is
the exceedingly clear and dry atmosphere—dryer and clearer than
anything in the whole of Russian poetry—and the cold, metallic
brilliance and sonority of the verse. For anything like the effect in
English poetry one can go only to Pope. It consists of fugitive,
light pieces in the Anacreontic and Horatian manner, some of
which are decidedly the masterpieces of the kind; of love elegies,
where a delicate, but impersonalized, sentiment is clothed in bril-
liant wit; of epistles to friends, where his wit is made still better
use of; of meditative elegies in (roughly) the style of Gray. The
longest and perhaps the best of all these early poems is Feasts,
where an epicurean praise of the joys of the table is delicately
mingled with a wistful melancholy. This background of melancholy
gradually found more original forms of expression and was ulti-
mately transformed into the philosophical pessimism of the mature
Baratynsky.

In his mature work (which includes all his short poems written
after 1829) Baratynsky is a poet of thought, perhaps of all the
poets of the “stupid nineteenth century” the one who made the
best use of thought as a material for poetry. This made him alien
to his younger contemporaries and to all the later part of the
century, which identified poetry with sentiment. His poetry is, as
it were, a short cut from the wit of the eighteenth-century poets.
to the metaphysical ambitions of the twentieth (in terms of English
poetry, from Pope to T. S. Eliot). As in his earlier work he ex-
celled in the lighter forms of (serious) wit, his later work is satu-
rated with wit in the higher sense, which in his case would not be
exactly the sense given to the word either by Donne or by Pope,
but would be necessarily included in any definition of poetic wit
broad enough to include both Pope and Donne. Baratynsky’s
poetry is intellectual in content, but the intellectual content is
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really transformed into poetry. His style is classical. It always re-
mained fundamentally eighteenth-century, much more so than
Pashkin’s. But in his effort to give his thought the tersest and
most concentrated statement, he sometimes becomes obscure by
sheer dint of compression. He had not that divine, Mozartian
lightness which produces the (false) impression that Pushkin’s
work cost him no labor—Baratynsky’s obvious labor gives his
verse a certain air of brittleness which is at poles’ ends from Push-
kin’s elasticity. But this is for the real lover of poetry precisely
the special charm of Baratynsky, for one assists all the time at the
hardly won, but always complete, victory of the master over the
resistant material. Among other things, Baratynsky is one of
the few Russian poets who were, in verse, masters of the compli-
cated sentence, expanded by subordinate clauses and parentheses.

Baratynsky was a classicist in his manner, but his outlook
was, if not romantic, at least semi-romantic. A great intellectualist,
he was the victim of intellect, of analytic knowledge. He aspired
after a fuller union with nature, after a more primitive spontaneity
of mental life. He saw the steady, inexorable movement of mankind
away from nature. The aspiration after a more organic and natural
past is one of the main motives of Baratynsky’s poetry. He sym-
bolized it in the growing discord between nature’s child—the poet
—and the human herd, which were growing, with every generation,
more absorbed by industrial cares. Hence the growing isolation of
the poet in the modern world, where he is deprived of the popular
response that met his highest inspirations in “the market places of
the Greek towns.” The only response in the modern world that
greets the modern poet is that of his own rhymes (Rhyme, 1841).
He turns away from poetry and seeks for a response from nature
by planting trees (On the Plantation of a Forest, 1843). The future
of industrialized and mechanized mankind will be brilliant and
glorious in the nearest future, but universal happiness and peace
will be bought at the cost of the loss of all higher values of poetry
(The Last Poet). And inevitably, after an age of intellectual refine-
ment, humanity will lose its vital sap and die from sexual impo-
tence. Then earth will be restored to her primzval majesty (The
Last Death, 1827). This philosophy, allying itself to his profound
temperamental melancholy, produced poems of extraordinary
majesty, which can compare with nothing in the poetry of pes-
simism, except Leopardi. Such is the crushing majesty of that long
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ode to dejection, Autumn (1838). Here and in other poems (as in
the famous Death, 1833) Baratynsky is splendidly rhetorical in the
grandest manner of classicism, though with a pronouncedly per-
sonal accent. But always he is intellectual, and the imaginative wit
of these great odes never allows them to be trite or commonplace.
In other poems he displays an almost Spinozan power of reasoning,
as in On the Death of Goethe (1832), which is constructed like a
syllogism but is so rich in poetry that even the nineteenth century
could not miss it, and it went through all the anthologies.

YAZYROV

Nikolay Mikhaylovich Yazykov (1803-46) was the third major
poet of the twenties. Like Baratynsky he was sponsored in liter-
ature by Délvig. His first verses appeared in print in 1822. The
same year he went to the (then German) University of Dorpat,
where he made himself famous with his riotously anacreontic verse
in praise of the student’s merry life. For his summer vacations he
went to Trigérskoye, where he met Pishkin. After leaving Dorpat,
without a degree, he lived between Moscow and his Simbirsk es-
tate. He became intimate with the nationalist and Slavophil
circles of Moscow, and as he was of a distinctly unintellectual turn
of mind, their nationalism was reflected in him in the form of a
very crude jingoism. His poetry was highly esteemed by the
Slavophils and by the “poets’ party”—but the young idealists
dismissed it as contemptibly lacking in ideas. This embittered
Yazykov, and in his later years he wrote some rather tasteless at-
tacks on his enemies. His health, undermined by the Dorpat
excesses, began to fail very early, and from about 1835 he was a
permanent sufferer from gout and dyspepsia, and a restless wan-
derer from one health resort to another. The Genoese Riviera, Nice,
Gastein, and other German Kurorte are the frequent background
of his later verse.

Gogol, whose favorite poet Yazykov was, said of him, playing
on his name (yazgk—tongue, language): “Not in vain was he given
such a name; he is master of his language as an Arab is of his fiery
steed.” Pushkin protested that the Castalian fount of which
Yazykov drank ran not with water, but with champagne. The
almost physical intoxication produced by the verse of Yazykov is
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:an experience familiar to his readers. His poetry is cold and seeth-
ing like champagne or like a mineral spring. There is no human
significance in it. Its force lies not in what it means, but in what it
is. The tremendous—physical or nervous—momentum of his verse
is a thing that can hardly be paralleled elsewhere. It must not be
imagined, however, that he was a fountain of word torrents like
Hugo or Swinburne. In all this verbal rush there is a restraint and
a master’s grip that prove Yazykov the true contemporary of
Piishkin and Baratynsky. His early poetry is devoted to the praise
of wine and merrymaking, and was particularly appreciated by his
contemporaries. But the intoxication of his rhythms is perhaps
-even more potent where the subject is less obviously Bacchic. It
may easily be imagined what he could make of such a subject as
A Waterfall (1828), but his more peaceful nature poems (Trigér-
skoye, and the one on Lake Peipus) are as vivid and impulsive in
their cold crystalline splendor. Of course Yazykov had no sympa-
thy with nature. It was purely a dazzling vision on his retina
transformed into a dazzling rush of words. In his power of seeing
nature as an orgy of light and color he approaches Derzhavin, but
he had neither the barbaric ruggedness nor the spontaneous and
naive humanity of the older bard. His later poems are on the whole
superior to his earlier ones. His Slavophil and reactionary effusions
are rather second-rate, but some of the elegies, written in a state
of dejection during his sufferings, have genuine human feeling in
them without losing any of his verbal splendor. But his best and
greatest poems must be accepted as purely verbal magnificences.
Perhaps best of all are the lines To the Rhine (1840), where he
greets the German stream in the name of the Volga and all her
tributaries: the enumeration of these tributaries, an uninterrupted
catalogue of about fifty lines, is one of the greatest triumphs of
Russian verbal art, and an unsurpassed record of long breath—the
recitation of the poem is the most difficult, and, if successful, should
be the most glorious achievement of the poetry reciter.

METAPHYSICAL POETS
The poets of the twenties formed a real and, for all its diversity,

united movement. They are usually referred to as ‘“the Pashkin
Pleiad.” But there were also poets who stood outside the movement
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and consequently remained more or less unrecognized by their
contemporaries. Such were Fédor Glinka and Wilhelm Kiichel-
becker, of whom the former was almost a major, and the latter, if
an imperfect, a very individual poet.

Fedor Nikolayevich Glinka (1786-1880), a cousin of the com-
poser, was one of the very few Russian poets who devoted them-
selves almost exclusively to religious poetry. His originality and
independence from contemporary example is startlingly great. Like
the other poets of his time, Glinka was a careful and conscientious
craftsman. But his poetry is mystical, and, though his religion was
strictly Orthodox, his mysticism was in substance of a Protestant
type. His style, at once realistic and sublime, is distinctly akin to
that of the great Anglican mystics Herbert and Vaughan. His
metaphors are sometimes disconcertingly martial. There is a great
swing and go in his verse when he speaks of the last judgment or
when he paraphrases the prophets. He was never appreciated at
his right value and has not yet been entirely rediscovered, but such
a rediscovery is one of the maturest possibilities of Russian literary
judgment.

Another poet who was out of joint with the times was Pish-
kin’s schoolfellow Wilhelm Kiichelbecker (1797-1846). Though of
German blood, he was the most ardent of Russian patriots, and
though in reality the most advanced of the romanticists, he in-
sisted on calling himself an extreme literary conservative and a
supporter of Admiral Shishkév. He was an enthusiastic idealist,
joined in the December conspiracy, and spent the last twenty
years of his life in prison and in Siberia. He was a quixotic figure,
ridiculous in appearance and behavior, but all who knew him had a
warm affection for him, and Pashkin, who was one of his principal
teasers, dedicated to him one of the best and sincerest stanzas of
the Lyceum Anniversary of 1825.° In spite of his ridiculous ap-
pearance and comic enthusiasm Kiichelbecker was a man of no
small brains, and his short career as a literary critic (1824-5) gives
him, together with Kiréyevsky, the first place among the critics of
the Golden Age. It was courageous in 1825 to write long and en-
thusiastic articles on Shikhméatov, and it was proof of a singular
force of judgment to give equal praise to Shakspere and Racine

3 Kiichelbecker is the hero of Ytry Tyny4nov’s biographical novel Kyitkhyla (1925),
one of the best historical novels in the Russian language.
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while denying Byron a footing of equality with them. As a poet,
Kiichelbecker had a fine, pantheistic vision of the world but did
not succeed in giving it a definite expression—like so much of the
poetry of the later part of the century, his poetry is an inchoate
world awaiting a builder. Only occasionally did he hit on an ade-
quate form, and then he would produce a poem of real beauty.
Such is the noble elegy on the death of Pashkin (October 19), which
is curiously near in time, if not in tone, to Wordsworth’s Extempore
Effusion. 1t is a Lament of the Makaris, closing the Golden Age
of Russian poetry.

Kiichelbecker’s miscellany Mnemosyne (1824—5) was the first
publication to give place to the young Idealists, who were to
introduce into Russia the cult of Goethe and Schelling’s meta-
physics. These young men, for the most part of good family and
exceptionally good education, lived in Moscow and formed a sort
of friendly society, calling themselves the Wisdom-lovers (lyu-
bomiidry—Slavonic translation of philosophoi). They included
Prince Vladimir Odéyevsky, Pogédin, Shevyrév, Khomyakév,
Ivan Kiréyevsky, all of them names we shall meet with again in
the following chapter, but their leader was a man whose short-lived
career necessarily belongs to the twenties. This was Dmitry
Vladimirovich Venevitinov, a distant cousin of Ptéshkin. Born in
1805, he died in his twenty-second year, carrying away with him
one of the greatest hopes of Russian literature. His death was ac-
cidental—he caught a chill when driving home from a ball in the
winter. It is impossible to predict what might not have come of
him. He was a man of dazzling abundance of gifts—a strong brain,
a born metaphysician, a mature and lofty poet—at twenty-one.
His thirst for knowledge was truly Faustian, and his capacity of
acquiring it reminiscent of Pico. At the same time he was a virile,
attractive young man who loved all the pleasures of life. There
was also in him an essential sanity and balance of all the functions
of soul and body that remind one of Goethe. His literary remains
are not extensive. His few philosophical and critical articles intro-
duce us for the first time to a Russian mentality modified by the
grafting on it of German idealism. But in these propylea of a new
learning there is a sane coolness and broadness of grasp for which
we shall look in vain in his successors, the Idealists of the thirties.
His poetry is almost perfect. Its style is based on Puashkin’s and
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Zhukévsky’s, but with an individual mastery of his own. His
diction is very pure, and his rhythms pure and majestic. His most
characteristic poems are philosophical.

THE THEATER

The classical tragedy in Alexandrines died out after Ozerov, but
classical comedy survived, and even had a revival. However, with
the single exception of the great but isolated comedy of Griboyé-
dov, it produced nothing to compare with the better plays of the
eighteenth century. The playwrights worked for the theater and
for their own day—not for literature and time. Some of their plays
are amusing, especially those where the dramatists (all of them
conservatives and classicists) satirized the Karamzinians and the
romanticists (e.g. Shakhovskdy’s Lipetsk Spa and Griboyédov’s
Student), but all are insignificant, frankly and unambitiously so.
The futility and absence of serious literary interests in all this
world of comedy are admirably pictured in Aksdkov’s Literary and
Theatrical Reminiscences. The chief figures of this theater were the
versatile and prolific Prince Alexander Shakhovskdy (1777-1846);
Michael Nikolayevich Zagéskin (1789-1852), who afterwards
became more famous as a “Waverley” novelist; Nikolay Ivanovich
Khmelnitsky (1789-1846); and Alexander Ivéinovich Pisarev
(1803-1828), the greatest master of stagecraft among them, and a
particular friend of Aksakov’s. Khmelnitsky and Pisarev excelled
chiefly in the vaudeville, a dramatic form the craze for which in
Russia began about 1820 and reached its maximum about 1840.
Griboyédov in his early comedies was nothing but a furnisher of
stageable plays: they have curiously little in common with the one
great comedy that makes him a classic almost comparable with
Pashkin.

GRIBOYEDOV

Alexander Sergéyevich Griboyédov (1795-1829) was born in Mos-
cow. By the age of seventeen be had taken degrees at the Univer-
sity of Moscow in science and in law, and was preparing for a
doctorate when his studies were interrupted by Napoleon’s inva-
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sion. He enlisted in a cavalry regiment but saw no fighting. In 1816
he went to Petersburg, where he became a clerk in the Foreign
Office. Griboyédov plunged eagerly into the animated and excited
postwar life of the capital. The theater became (as it was to so
many of his contemporaries) the center of his interests. He wrote
and staged indifferent comedies and courted actresses. He mixed
in the revolutionary circles and was received a Freemason. In the
literary quarrels he sided with the Shishkovists. He easily acquired
the reputation of being one of the cleverest men and greatest wits
in Russia. All the time he did serious work at the Foreign Office; so
that when a particularly reliable official was wanted to go as
secretary to a mission in Persia, the post was offered to Griboyédov.

Griboyédov passed the years 1818-25 partly in Tiflis, partly
in Persia. He made friends with the famous “Proconsul” of the
Caucasus, General Ermélov, the most popular officeholder of the
day and one of the most remarkable, who liked in Griboyédov a
kindred spirit and made him his secretary. It was in 1822-8 that
Griboyédov wrote his great comedy Woe from Wit. Only the final
touches were added during his two years’ leave of absence in
Moscow and Petersburg (1823-5). Woe from Wit was not passed
by the censorship for the stage, and only portions of it were allowed
to appear in an almanac for 1825. But it was read out by the author
to ““all Moscow’ and to “‘all Petersburg” and circulated in innu-
merable copies, so it was as good as published in 1825.

In the end of that year Griboyédov had to return to Ermélov’s
headquarters in the Caucasus. But he did not remain there long.
Immediately after the Revolt of December 14th a courier was sent
to arrest him. It is reported that Ermélov (who was popular with
the Decembrists) warned Griboyédov of the impending arrest and
gave him time to destroy compromising papers. Griboyédov was
brought to Petersburg and placed under custody. He was highly
incensed by the arrest and wrote to Nicholas a vehement letter
couched in such language that the Emperor’s A.D.C. did not dare
present it to him. At the inquiry Griboyédov behaved with con-
sistent firmness. In spite of his close connections with many of the
rebels he succeeded in exculpating himself. He was set free, and,
as a compensation for the trouble he had undergone, he was given
promotion and a year’s salary. The affair, however, remains some-
what mysterious, for it is practically certain that Griboyédov was
not innocent in the matter.
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He now returned to the Caucasus, where in the meantime
hostilities had begun with Persia. Ermdélov, disliked and distrusted
by Nicholas, had had to resign, but the new Viceroy, the Emper-
or’s particular favorite and intimate friend, Paskévich, was Gribo-
yédov’s cousin by marriage, and the relations of the two were most
cordial. He joined Paskévich’s headquarters at the front and ac-
companied him throughout the war. He negotiated the Peace of
Turkmenchai (February 10, 1828) and took the treaty to Peters-
burg for ratification. His arrival at the capital was met with
salvos from the fortress; he was given high rewards and appointed
Russian Minister to Persia. On his way back, in Tiflis, he fell in
love with a sixteen-year-old Georgian girl, Princess Nina Chavcha-
vadze, and married her. At the height of happiness he set off with
his young bride to Tabriz, whence he was to supervise the fulfill-
ment of the treaty by the Persians.

This was no easy and no agreeable task. The treaty provided
for the payment of a large contribution and for the repatriation of
all Christian prisoners, principally Armenian women in Persian
harems. The former clause was impracticable, as Persia was in-
solvent; the latter was felt by the Persians as a profound insult to
the sanctity of the harem, a principal foundation of their religious
polity. In December 1828 Griboyédov went to Teheran to negotiate
more directly with the Shah, leaving his wife in Tabriz. He at
once realized (and wrote in his dispatches) that the Russian de-
mands were excessive, but he enforced them with conscientious
energy and without respect for oriental susceptibilities. Before long
a popular movement was fomented against him, and on January 30
a crowd attacked the legation and massacred all the inmates except
one. Griboyédov fell fighting. His stripped and mangled body, it
is reported, could be recognized only by his crooked finger, which
had been mutilated in a duel some years before. His widow, on
hearing of his death, gave premature birth to a child, who died a
few hours later. She lived another thirty years after her husband’s
death, rejecting all suitors and winning universal admiration by
her fidelity to his memory.

Griboyédov is a homo unius libri. This book is the great
comedy Woe from Wit (Gére ot umd). His other comedies, one of
which was written after Gére ot umd, are negligible and curiously
unlike it. The fragments left us of Georgian Night, a social tragedy
of Georgian history he was working at in his last years, are also
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very disappointing. Of his few lyrics, some are quite good, but
they are only intimations of unrealized possibilities. More im-
portant are his letters, which are among the best in the language.
It is they that reveal to us the man, but the great imaginative
writer is revealed only in Gére ot umd.

Gére ot umd belongs to the classical school of comedy—its
principal antecedents are in Moliére. Like Fonvizin before him
and like the founders of the Russian realistic tradition after him,
Griboyédov lays far greater stress on the characters and his dia-
logue than on his plot. The comedy is loosely constructed, but in
the dialogue and in the character drawing Griboyédov is supreme
and unique. The dialogue is in rhymed verse, in iambic lines of
variable length—a meter that was introduced into Russia by the
fabulists as the equivalent of La Fontaine’s vers libre and that had
reached a high degree of perfection in the hands of Krylév. Gribo-
yédov’s dialogue is a continuous tour de force. It always attempts
and achieves the impossible: the squeezing of everyday conversa-
tion into a rebellious metrical form. Griboyédov seemed to multiply
difficulties on purpose. He was, for instance, alone in his age to use
unexpected, sonorous, punning rhymes. There are just enough
toughness and angularity in his verse to constantly remind the
reader of the pains undergone and the difficulties triumphantly
overcome by the poet. Despite the fetters of the mectrical form,
Griboyédov’s dialogue has the natural rhythm of conversation and
is more easily colloquial than any prose. It is full of wit, variety,
and character, and is a veritable store book of the best spoken
Russian of a period when the speech of the upper classes had not
yet been disfigured and emasculated by schoolmastery and gram-
mar. Almost every other line of the comedy has become part of
the language, and proverbs from Griboyédov are as numerous as
proverbs from Krylév. For epigram, repartee, terse and concise
wit, Griboyédov has no rivals in Russian and is superior even to
Krylév.

In the art of character drawing Griboyédov is also unique. He
had a quality that he inherited from the classicists and that was
not possessed by any other Russian realist. He shares it with the
great masters of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—with
Moliére and Fielding—and of all nineteenth-century writers, I -
think, with Thackeray alone. It is a certain universality that makes
Tartuffe and Squire Western and Miss Crawley something more
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than mere individualities. They are persons, but they are also
types—archetypes or quintcssences of humanity, endowed with all
we have of life and individuality, but endowed also with a super-
individual existence, like that of the Platonic ideas, or of the
universalia of the schoolmen. This is a rare art—perhaps the rarest
of all; and of all Russian writers Griboyédov possessed it in the
highest degree. This is not to say that his characters are not alive;
they are, and very lively too, but they have a life more durable
and universal than our own. They are stamped in the really com-
mon clay of humanity. Famusov, the father, the head of an im-
portant department, the born conservative of all time, the cynical
and placid philosopher of good digestion, the pillar of stable so-
ciety; Molchalin, the secretary, the sneak who plays whist with
old ladies, pets their dogs, and acts the lover to his patron’s
daughter; Repetilov, the orator of the coffee room and of the club,
burning for freedom and stinking of liquor, the witless admirer of
wit, and the bosom friend of all his acquaintances—all, down to the
most episodic characters, have the same perfection of finish and
clearness of outline. The only exceptions are the two protagonists,
Sophia and Chéatsky. Unlike the rest they are not meant satirically,
and as characters they may be underdone. And yet the play owes
much of its unique charm to them. Sophia is not a type, but she is
a person. She is a rare phenomenon in classical comedy: a heroine
that is neither idealized nor caricatured. There is a strange, drily
romantic flavor in her, with her fixity of purpose, her ready wit,
and her deep, but reticent, passionateness. She is the principal
active force in the play, and the plot is advanced mainly by her
actions.

Chatsky has often been criticized as irrelevantly eloquent.
There is no sense of fitness in his harangues to FAmusov and his
set, and there may be mistakes of proportion in Griboyédov’s con-
ception of him. But in spite of this, Chatsky is the principal thing
in the play. He is its imaginative and emotional focus, its yeast
and its zest. Not only is all the best wit put into his mouth, but he
gives the tone to the whole performance. His generous, if vague,
revolt against the vegetably selfish world of FAmusovs and Mol-
chalins is its real spirit. His exhilarating, youthful idealism, his go,
- his élan, infect and brace you. He is of the family of Romeo; and
it is significant that, in spite of all his apparent lack of clear-cut
personality, his part is the traditional touchstone for a Russian
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actor. Great Chétskys are as rare and as highly valued in Russia
as are great Hamlets.

THE POETS’ PROSE

The high-water mark of French linguistic influence in Russia was
reached in the reign of Alexander I. All the members of the edu-
cated gentry who were brought up during that reign knew French
as well as, or better than, Russian. The same conditions obtained
for the middle and provincial gentry: Pashkin is careful to record
that Tatidna wrote her famous letter to Onégin in French, for, as
he says, “to this day our proud language has not been broken to
postal prose.” To break it was one of the principal tasks of the
poets and wits of the Arzamaés, and of the other men of the Poets’
and Gentlemen’s party. Letter writing between 1815 and 1830 was,
for the poets, an important branch of their literary activity,
and the Golden Age of poetry is also the Golden Age of letter
writing.

Pashkin is as much the greatest Russian letter writer as he
is the greatest poet. His “postal prose” is an ever fresh source of
delight to all who love good Russian. It is the language of everyday
conversation, only refined in the laboratory of a great artistic
mind. For flexibility, grace, and freshness Pushkin’s epistolary
Russian has no equals. Moreover, his letters are a mine of keen
wit, sound judgment, and good criticism. But Pashkin never speaks
in them of his feelings, neither to his nearest friends nor to his
wife. The only emotions he ever gives vent to are impatience and
indignation. This gives his letters a particularly healthy and
bracing atmosphere.

Griboyédov stands next to Pashkin as a letter writer. His
Russian is terse and more nervous than Pashkin’s. Tt is full of the
dry, pungent wit of Gére of umd, and of a canalized and disci-
plined passionateness. Griboyédov always knows his mind and
says what he thinks in a direct and straight manner. If Pashkin’s
letters have no equal for flexibility and freshness, Griboyédov is
first among Russian writers for pointed and vigorous statement.

Another remarkable body of epistolary Russian is contained
in the correspondence of Vyazemsky with Alexander Ivanovich
Turgénev (1785-1846)—a friend of all the Arzamasians and one
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of the most intelligent men of the period. The correspondence forms
a sort of running commentary on the Russian literature and life
of the time.

In their published prose the poets of the Golden Age continued
the work of Karamzin, who, though his reform had been accepted,
had not succeeded in creating a universally applicable style of
literary prose. The formation of such a style was one of the most
difficult tasks before the poets, and here again French was in the
way. Pashkin confessed that it was easier for him to express him-
self in French than in Russian where he had anything to say in
prose that was not merely descriptive of fact. The poets applied
themselves to their task with painstaking industry. But they
failed to establish a canon of Russian prose for the succeeding ages,
and all their work was undone by the journalists of the thirties,
who are the real founders of modern Russian prose.

The elder generation of poets followed closely Karamzin’s
example. Zhukévsky, both in his early stories and in his later
moral essays, wrote fluent, agreeable, but somewhat emasculated
and placid prose. Batyushkov in his essays tried to Italianize Rus-
sian prose as he had Russian verse. Davydov and Vyizemsky
introduced into literature the manner of their epistolary prose.
Davydov’s works include an Essay towards a Theory of Guerrilla
Welfare (1821), an autobiography prefixed to the 1832 edition of
his poems, and a series of recollections of military life. In his
autobiography he indulges in a veritable orgy of puns and jokes
not always in the best taste. His military writings are fresh,
vigorous, and racy, and his memoirs contain some of the best
military reading in the language. Vyézemsky is also sometimes
exaggeratedly witty, but vigor and raciness are as ubiquitous in
his prose as in Davydov’s. His best is contained in the admirable
anecdotes of his Old Notebook, an inexhaustible mine of sparkling
and often wonderful information on the great and small men of
the early nineteenth century.

The anecdote was a favorite form in the times of Ptshkin, and
the great poet himself was a devotee to the art. The anecdotes con-
tained in his (naturally posthumous) Table Talk (the title is in
English) are masterpieces of the kind, and in a Russian more
closely akin to that of his letters than that of his literary prose.

Of the other poets, Baratynsky wrote very little prose, but
this little contains a quite disproportionate amount of the best
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things ever said in Russian on the subject of poetry. Two of his
utterances should be especially remembered: his definition of
lyrical poetry as “‘the fullest awareness of a given moment,” and
his remark that good poetry is rare because two qualities, as a rule
mutually exclusive, are necessary to the making of a poet—*‘the
fire of creative imagination and the coldness of controlling reason.”

THE RISE OF THE NOVEL

The Russian novel continued vegetating rather halfheartedly until
in 1829 there was a sudden outburst of novel writing. In that year
the notorious Tadéusz Bulhiryn published his moralizing picaresque
novel Ivdn Vijzhigin, which had a record sale; and the same year
Michael Nikolayevich Zagéskin (1789-1852), who had already
won a reputation as a comedy writer, published the first Russian
novel in the style of Scott, Yiiry Milosldvsky, or the Russians in
1612. It s a story of the Time of Troubles, when the Poles occupied
Moscow, and of the victory of the national forces. In spite of its
conventionality, crude nationalism, cardboard psychology, and
lack of real historical color, it is a very good romance of its kind.
Tts immediate success was enormous, and it set the fashion for
“Waverley” novels, a great number of which were turned out in
Russia within the next ten or fifteen years. The best of the Russian
Scottists is Ivan Ivanovich Lazhéchnikov (1792-1869). His knowl-
edge of the past is greater than Zagdskin’s. His characters are
more complex and more alive, and his moral sense, as clear-cut as
Zagbskin’s, is less conventional and more generous.

Another kind of romanticism is discernible in the works of
Alexéy Perévsky (1787-1836), who wrote under the pseudonym
of Antén Pogorélsky, and was the only man of the Poets’ and
Gentlemen’s party who made a reputation solely by his fiction.
His principal work, The Convent Girl (1828), is a charmingly
humorous picture of the manners of the provincial Ukrainian
gentry. The novel is obviously influenced by Fielding, but there is
also an admixture of a mild and domestic romanticism. In his
shorter stories Pogorélsky is more romantic and fantastic. The
best of them, The Black Hen, is a really delightful story. It is
plainly as dependent on Hoffmann’s Nutcracker as The Convent Gurl
is on Tom Jones. Tolstéy mentions it as the book that produced
the strongest impression on him in his childhood.
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The most brilliant of these early novelists was Alexander
Alexandrovich Besttizhev (1797-1837), co-editor with Ryléyev of
the early miscellany the Polar Star. An officer in the dragoon
guards, he took part in the Decembrist Revolt and was exiled to
the farthest parts of Siberia. In 1829 he was transferred to the
Caucasus as a private soldier. There he was able to resume his
literary activity, and his best and best-known novels were pub-
lished in the early thirties over the signature of A. Marlinsky. As a
soldier he soon became noted for exceptional bravery. He was
recommended for promotion and for the St. George’s Cross, but
the same year he was charged with the murder of his mistress, and,
though the inquest failed to prove his guilt, the promotion and
the cross were withheld. This incident left a profound mark on his
mind. He ceased writing and lost all interest in life. In 1837 at the
storming of Adler (on the Black Sea coast) he was, literally, hewn
to pieces by the Circassians.

Besttizhev was a poet of no mean talent. But it was his novels
and stories that fascinated the public of the thirties. His manner,
though showy and superficial, is certainly brilliant. His sparkling
verbal imagination makes him show very brightly on the some-
what drab background of Zagéskin or Pogorélsky. His dialogue is
especially brilliant, a constant battledore and shuttlecock of pithy
epigram and witty repartee. His superficially passionate heroes,
with their Byronic pose, are rather cheap. But the stories are
thrilling, and the style keeps the reader in constant excitement.
His best novel is Ammalat Bek (1832), a story of the Caucasian
war. It contains the splendid Songs of Death of the mountaineers,
a thing unequaled of its kind in the language.

THE PROSE OF PUSHKIN

Pashkin was the first in Russia to write permanent fiction, the first
really original Russian novelist. But his place in the history of the
Russian novel is not comparable to his place in the history of
Russian literature as a whole, and his prose, however perfect some
of his stories and however unique his total achievement, is not of
the same order of greatness as his poetry. A principal difference
between his poetry and his prose is that he was primarily a poet,
and that in verse he spoke his natural language, of which he him-
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self was the supreme standard and judge, while prose was to him
a foreign tongue, acquired by more or less laborious learning. He
succeeded In mastering the idiom and the intonation of this for-
eign tongue, and his Parnassian accent can be discerned only by a
trained ear. But there is always in his prose a sense of constraint,
a lack of freedom, a harking back to some outer rule, which is
never the case with his poetry.

It was only after 1830 that Ptshkin turned most of his atten-
tion to prose. But from the very beginning he had fixed his mind
on what it was to be like. In 1822 he wrote in a notebook: “Voltaire
may be regarded as an excellent example of sensible style. . . .
Precision, tidiness, these are the prime merits of prose. It demands
matter and matter, brilliant expressions are of no use to it; poetry
is another business.” Pashkin’s literary prose is rational, analytical,
intentionally bald, pruned of all irrelevant ornament, and almost
affected in its simplicity. One is most tempted to compare it to
Ceesar’s prose, for, however comparable to Voltaire’s in elegance
and purity, it lacks the free, impulsive vivacity and unfettered
swiftness of the great Frenchman’s. On the whole the eighteenth-
century atmosphere common to the whole of Puashkin’s work is
nowhere more apparent than in his stories, even in those where,
like others of his generation, he was influenced by the example of
Scott and Hoffmann.

His first attempt at fiction was the unfinished historical novel
The Nigger of Peter the Great (1828). It was to be the story of his
grandsire Gannibal. It remained unfinished, and only two frag-
ments from it were published during his lifetime.

In the autumn of 1830, during his seclusion at Béldino, Ptsh-
kin wrote the five Tales of Bélkin, which were published the fol-
lowing year without his name. If not the best, they are in many
ways his most characteristic stories. Nowhere did he carry further
the principles of detachment, restraint, and self-limitation. The
tales are told by a simple, provincial squire: a device to justify the
storyteller’s impersonality. There is no human, no psychological
or descriptive, interest in the stories. They are pure, unadulterated
narrative, anecdotes raised to the rank of serious art by the
seriousness of the artistic process. As pure narrative they are un-
surpassed in Russian literature except by Pashkin’s own Queen of
Spades. They were met by contemporaries with amazed disap-
pointment, and only very gradually have they become acknowl-
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edged as masterpieces. The figure of the supposed author, Bélkin
himself, barely outlined in the preface of the T'ales, was more fully
developed in the posthumous History of the Manor of Goryiikhino,
one of Pashkin’s most remarkable prose works. It is also one of
the most complex—it is at once a parody of Polevdy’s sciolistic and
pretentious History of the Russtan People, a Swiftian satire of the
whole social order based on serfdom, and the portrait of one of
the most charming characters in the whole of Russian fiction, the
simple-minded, naively and shyly ambitious Ivan Petrévich
Bélkin.

After 1831 Piashkin wrote more prose than verse. Only three
stories (including The Captain’s Daughter and The Queen of Spades)
were completed and printed. But numerous fragments in various
states of completion were preserved and published posthumously.
They include several alternative beginnings for the story that was
to introduce the poem of Cleopatra (one of these contains the highly
interesting character sketch of Chéarsky, the poet who, from mo-
tives of social vanity and reserve, does not want to be considered
a poet) and Dubrévsky, an almost completed robber novel with a
social background. Had it been finished, it would have been the
best Russian novel of action. It is refreshingly (and very con-
sciously) melodramatie, with a virtuous gentleman Robin Hood
and an ideal heroine. Like Goryidkhino it is full of satire. The figures
of the two great noblemen, Troyektrov and Veréysky—one a rude,
old-world bully, the other a Frenchified and refined egoist—are
among the glories of the portrait gallery of Russian fiction.

The only full-sized novel Pashkin completed and published
during his lifetime is The Captain’s Daughter (1836), a story of the
Pugachév Rebellion (the great rising of the lower classes in East
Russia in 1773). It belongs to the school of Scott in its treatment of
the past, but it is curiously unlike any Waverley novel. It is about
a fifth of the size of an average Scott novel. The manner is terse,
precise, economical, though somewhat more spacious and leisurely
than in any other of Piashkin’s stories. There is in it, as in Dubrév-
sky, a zest of orthodox melodrama—in the figure of the rebel leader
himself and in the frankly conventional character of the villain
(the only villain in Pashkin), Shvabrin. It is full of delightful
humor, as in the scene of the hero’s duel with Shvabrin and the
refusal of the old garrison officer risen from the ranks to under-
stand the use of a duel. But the best thing in the novel is the
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characters: Captain Mirénov and his wife, charming figures of
idyllic comedy in time of peace, who, when the rebels come, sud-
denly reveal an unpretending, modest, as it were casual, courage
and die as heroes. Then there is Savélyich, the hero’s old manserv-
ant, sincerely servile and unbendingly despotic. Besides Ewvgény
Onégin, The Captain’s Daughter was the only work of Phshkin’s
that had a powerful influence on the next age—it contains all the
essence of what Russian realism was to become—though it is still
a story told in the orthodox manner, as a story should be. Its
understated, economical, discreetly humorous realism is a striking
contrast to another great historical novel that appeared within
two years of it—the rhetorical, swollen, magnificent Tards Biilba
of Gégol.

The Captain’s Daughier is Pishkin’s most influential, but it
is not his greatest or most characteristic, story—this distinction
belongs to The Queen of Spades (1834). The story cannot be sum-
marized. Like The Tales of Bélkin it is pure art and possesses no
human interest except as a whole. For imaginative power it stands
above everything else in Pushkin’s prose. It is as tense as a com-
pressed spring. There is a fierce romanticism in it—akin to that
which inspired The Hymn in Honor of the Plague and God Forbid
That I Should Go Mad. But the fantastically romantic subject has
been canalized into a perfect, classical form, so economic and terse
in its noble baldness that even Prosper Mérimée, that most fas-
tidiously economical of French writers, had not the courage to
translate it as it was, and introduced various embellishments and
amplifications into his French version.

Pishkin was a first-class critic, and his serious critiques and
reviews are admirable for the considered soundness of his judg-
ments and for the precise lucidity of his statement. His polemical
journalism (in the Literary Gazette) is also, in its kind, unsurpassed.
His neat, up-to-the-point, closely aimed irony possessed a sting
his enemies never forgot. His attacks against Bulh4ryn, the “rep-
tile” journalist in the pay of the secret police, are admirably and
calmly cruel. They contributed to the speedy suppression of the
Literary Gazette by exasperating its sneakingly influential rival.

After 1832 Pushkin’s principal occupation was, at least
officially, history. His plan of writing a history of Peter the Great
never matured, but in 1834 he published a History of the Pugachév
Rebellion. It is a masterpiece of narrative literature, comparable to
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Caesar’s Gallic War. Its defect is one of information: it was im-
possible for Pashkin to know much that was essential to his sub-
ject. He was too much of an eighteenth-century classicist to treat
history in terms of ““mass movement’’ and “class struggles,” but he
admirably exposed the social mainsprings of the great Rebellion.
In 1836 he published A Voyage to Arzrum, an account of his journey
to the Caucasus front in 1829, in which he reached the limits of
noble and bare terseness.

THE GROWTH OF JOURNALISM

Besides its other claims to literary distinction, the decade 1825-
34 is important as the period beginning the uninterrupted history
of Russian journalism. Despite severe pressure from the censor-
ship, the journalists of this decade and the two following made a
plucky stand for independence, if not in political, at least in gen-
eral cultural questions. And it was owing to their efforts that a
public opinion began to take shape.

The Poets’ and Gentlemen’s party were not very successful in
their journalistic ventures. Délvig’s Literary Gazetie (1830-1) and
Ivan Kiréyevsky’s European (1832) were suppressed by the cen-
sorship. When in 1836 Pushkin started the Contemporary, it was
out of date and could not command a paying audience. The jour-
nalists proper were despised and disliked by the “Gentlemen,” who
scarcely distinguished between the different varieties of those
plebeians. But the difference was very substantial between the
servile Petersburg press and the sometimes unkempt, but inde-
pendent and enthusiastic, Moscow magazines. In Petersburg a
monopoly of political information belonged to the daily Northern
Bee, founded in 1825 by Tadéusz Bulhiryn (in Russian spelling,
Bulgéarin, 1789-1859). Bulharyn, a Polish deserter from Napoleon’s
army, had ingratiated himself to the secret police by giving evi-
dence against Decembrist friends of his, and during the reign of
Nicholas I he acquired the reputation of a vile sycophant whom all
honest men abhorred. He was a clever, but essentially vulgar,
journalist. His paper had a far larger sale than any other. His in-
fluence was used to combat all that was young, talented, and inde-
pendent. Pashkin, Gégol, Belinsky, Lérmontov, and the natural
school of the forties were in turn the enemies against whom he used
all means, public and clandestine.
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Very different was the Muscovite journalist Nicholas Polevéy
(1796-1846). He was a self-made man, the son of a tradesman. He
could never “become a gentleman,” and the Gentlemen always
despised him. But his enthusiasm (often misguided) did much to
spread the new literature and to intensify Russian literary life.
His magazine, the Moscow Telegraph (1825-34), was an enthu-
siastic, if undiscriminating, pioneer of romanticism. In 1834 the
Telegraph was suppressed for printing an unfavorable review of a
patriotic play by Kikolnik. Polevéy was ruined. In his misfor-
tunes he did not show himself a hero—he entered on a compromise
with the Bulbharyn party, and thus ceased to count in literature.
But his memory after his death was deservedly reverenced by the
new intelligentsia as that of a pioneer and, in a sense, a martyr.

Another pioneer of the intelligentsia was Nicholas Nadézhdin
(1804-56). Also a plebeian by birth, he began his career by pub-
lishing a series of scurrilous, though at times witty, articles against
the Poets, where he confounded Pishkin and Baratynsky with
their second-rate imitators in a sweeping condemnation. He at-
tacked Russian romanticism from the point of view of Schelling’s
German romantic idealism, denying all ideological significance to
the Russian pseudo romanticism (as he rightly called it). In a
thesis on romantic poetry submitted to the University of Moscow
in 1830 he advocated a synthesis of classicism and romanticism.
In 1831 he started a monthly magazine, the Telescope, where he
continued his policy of belittling in the light of philosophical stand-
ards the achievement of Russian literature. In 1836 the magazine
was suppressed for publishing Chaadayev’s Philosophical Letter.
Nadézhdin himself was exiled to the north and not till some time
afterwards allowed to return to Moscow. After that he renounced
literature and devoted himself exclusively to his archzological and
geographical studies.

The successor of Polevéy and Nadézhdin was Belinsky, the
dictator of literary opinion from 1834 to 1848, and the father of
the Russian intelligentsia.



i CHAPTER 5%

The Age of Gdgol

THE DECLINE OF POETRY

POETRY early began to decline from the high standards set up
by the Golden Age. The harmony, distinction, restraint, and
unerring mastery of the great poets from Zhukévsky to Venev-
ftinov was soon lost. The art of verse degenerated either into an
empty and undistinguished tidiness, or into an equally hollow wit
unsupported by inspiration, or into a formless rush of untrans-
formed emotion. A veneer of polished versification, covering a void
of imagination and substituted for the delicate mastery of the
older generation, is the characteristic of all the younger poets who
claimed to belong to the older ‘“Poets’ party.” The Petersburg
journalists encouraged poetry of a more meretricious type. Its
laureate was Vladimir Grigérievich Benediktov (1807-73), a clerk
in the Ministry of Finance and for ten years the idol of all the
romantically inclined officials of every rank throughout Russia.
His method consisted in squeezing out of a striking metaphor or
simile all it could give. A typical poem of his, The Belle of Battles,
makes the most of the parallel between the unsheathed saber and
the naked woman. Later on, Benediktov gave up his conceits and
developed into a polished versifier of the ordinary type.

Another group of poets had in common with Benediktov a
love for external brilliancy in rhymes, images, and vocabulary, but
differed from him by their higher seriousness. The most notable
of them were Khomyakév (whose poetry I shall discuss later) and
Caroline Pavlova, nee Juenisch (1807-93), the most interesting of
the Russian “blues.” When a young girl, she had been loved by the
great Polish poet Mickiéwicz, for whom she retained a lifelong
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romantic attachment. Afterward she was unhappily married to
the novelist Nicholas Pavlov. Her literary salon was one of the
most frequented in Moscow; but her talent was never appreciated
by her friends, and she contrived to make herself a bore and a
common laughing-stock. Her poetry is deeply attractive, both for
the somewhat harsh, but unquestionable, excellence of her tech-
nique and for its profound and reticent pathos. The main subject
of her poetry is the courage of suppressed suffering. “Grin and
bear it”’ is the pith of her best poems.

The most progressive and modern poets of the thirties re-
jected the formal discipline of the school of Zhukévsky and Pashkin
and aimed at developing the emotional and expressionist character
of poetry. Lérmontov in his early work must be reckoned as one
of them. Of the minor poets who may be regarded as first proofs of
Lérmontov, the most notable were Prince Alexander Odéyevsky
(1802-39) and Alexander Ivanovich Polezhdyev (1805-38). Alex-
ander Oddyevsky, a first cousin of Griboyédov and of the novelist
Vladimir Odéyevsky, took part in the Decembrist Revolt, was
deported to Siberia and afterward sent as a private soldier to the
Caucasus. He is chiefly remembered today for the elegy written
on his death by Lérmontov, the most beautiful dirge in the Rus-
sian language. His own poems were first published long after his
death. Most of them are concerned with the sorrows of the exile,
but one of them, the well-known answer to Pushkin’s famous
Epistle into Stberta (1827), in which the great poet exhorted the
exiled rebels not to lose their spirits, is an animated assertion of
the undaunted spirit of revolt.

Polezhiyev was the natural son of a squire of the name of
Striysky—and thus a déclassé. As a student of Moscow University
he led a riotous life of drunkenness and debauchery, and described
it in the burlesque poem Sdshka (1825-6). The poem contained
some passages expressive of liberal sentiment, and these, much
rather than its obscenity, attracted the attention of the police. The
matter reached Nicholas I, who was then in Moscow fresh from
the trial and execution of the Decembrists. Polezhayev was sum-
moned into the Emperor’s presence. Nicholas, with his usual
consummate stagecraft, played the part of the kind chastising
father—Polezhdyev was to serve as a private soldier, but he was
allowed to write direct to the Emperor if he had any grievances.
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This Polezhiyev did very soon, for he had plenty of grievances,
but the letters had no effect. He attempted to desert, was arrested
for more than a year, narrowly escaped corporal punishment, and
was told off to the Caucasus. Gradually Polezhiyev sank into
degradation—drank heavily and in his relations with the kind of
people who tried to lighten up his hopeless lot behaved with shame-
less cynicism. At the front, however, he gave proof of courage and
was at last recommended for a commission, but the promotion
arrived only after his death. Polezhidyev was strongly influenced
by Hugo and Byron, and romantic grandiloquence and gaudiness
had a too great attraction for him. Looseness, turgidness, and
garrulity are his besetting sins. Only a dozen or so of his shorter
poems preserve his name in the treasury of Russian verse. There
are in them a passionate force, a rhythmic rush, and a romantic
fire that are his alone. He was particularly a master of rapid,
staccato meters. All his best poems are concerned either with the
lurid romance of oriental warfare or with the grim despair of his
ruined life. His most famous poem is the remarkably effective Song
of the Sailor Doomed to Wreck (or rather, “in the process of being
wrecked”), in vigorous, three-syllabled lines, and The Song of the
Captive Iroquois—bound to the stake and calmly awaiting the
protracted death his captors are preparing for him.

KoLTSOV

One of the most interesting developments of the thirties was the
culmination of the school of literary folk song in the work of Kol-
ts6v. The tradition of the artificial folk song goes back to the
eighteenth century. In the twenties it was brought to further per-
fection by the versatile Délvig, whose exquisitely artificial “Rus-
slan songs” (as the genre was called) were the most popular part
of his work. Less artificial and more spontaneous are the beautiful
songs of Nicholas Grigdrievich Tsyganov (1797-1831), a wandering
actor and the son of a serf. He had no contact with literary circles,
and, though the form of his “Russian songs” is dependent on the
literary, not on the oral tradition, their spirit is genuinely popular
and “folklore.” They are personative, most of them placed in the
mouth of a woman. Their symbolism, their imagery, their unsenti-
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mental sentiment, are all thoroughly popular and Russian. They
were published posthumously in 1834, only a year before the pub-
lication of the first book of Kolts6v.

Alexéy Vasilievich Koltsév was born in 1809 in Vorénezh
(South Central Russia). His father was a wholesale cattle dealer,
and Koltsév spent much of his boyhood and youth in the Don
steppes, accompanying his father’s herds to distant markets. His
education was desultory. His early verses attracted the attention
of Stankévich, the famous head of the idealist circle, who intro-
duced Koltsév to his Moscow friends. This resulted in a lasting
friendship between Kolts6v and Belinsky. In 1835 a first book of
songs by Koltsév was published, which was universally greeted
with great warmth. After that, Kolts6v continued living in Voré-
nezh, managing his father’s business and coming to Moscow and
Petersburg only in connection with his father’s lawsuits. Koltsév
was a man of tact and dignity, and his educated and noble friends
highly admired his character. These qualities are always present in
his attractive letters, which are also remarkable for the solid com-
mon sense displayed in them. He shared the generous aspirations
of his idealist friends, though he never quite lost the practical sense
and efficiency of the Russian tradesman. But he felt lonely and
miserable in Vorénezh. His relations with his father, a selfish,
despotic, and unimaginative bourgeois, went from bad to worse,
and gradually his family life became a hell to him. He was saved
from it by sudden death in 1842. He had almost ceased to write
after 1840.

Koltsév’s poetry falls into three distinet sections: his at-
tempts, chiefly belonging to the period before 1835, to write in the
accepted literary style of the Pashkin and pre-Pashkin school; his
“Russian Songs”’; and the philosophical meditations (démy) of his
last years. Of these three classes, only the second secures for
Koltsév a permanent place as a classic. Koltsév has been called a
Russian Burns. If the title implies anything like equality of genius
with the great Scotsman, it is simply nonsense. In size of talent
Koltsév comes nearer Hogg than Burns. But in kind there is no
doubt a certain kinship, not altogether superficial. Like Burns,
Kolts6v depended on a literary tradition of quasi folk song. Like
Burns, he was in direct touch with the realities of peasant life,
though, unlike Burns, he was not himself a peasant. Like Burns,



126 A Hustory of Russian Literature 1: To 1881

he had a certain freshness and freedom of outlook his more edu-
cated and blue-blooded contemporaries were incapable of. Like
Burns, lastly, he was a realist, and, like Burns, he had genuine
passion. But he is more feminine and sentimental than Burns.
Characteristically some of Koltsév’s best songs are placed in the
mouth of women. His purely lyrical songs are perhaps the best and
have become the most popular among the people; there is in them
a typically Russian longing for freedom, adventure, and elbow
room. Though they are usually in rhyme and thus more obviously
literary in form, they have much more genuine popular feeling in
them than the nature and peasant-life songs. As in real folk songs,
nature appears as a sympathetic source of symbols for the singer’s
feelings. In the more elaborate nature songs it becomes rather in-
volvedly personified and philosophized. But there is no more
beautiful evocation of the wide steppe than The Mower, who goes
out to sell his strength to the rich Cossacks of the Lower Don.
Prostér and privélye, two untranslatable Russian words meaning,
roughly, space and elbow room, but with an inexpressible poetical
overtone, are the keynotes of some of Kolts6v’s best songs. His
love songs, with all their range of slightly sentimentalized and
romancified, but genuine and strong, passion, are equally exquisite.
The beautiful song of the mal mariée, beginning “Ah, why did
they marry me against my will to an old, unloved husband?” is
one of the purest gems of Russian emotional lyric poetry. The
least genuinely popular part of Koltsév’s songs is those in which
he idealizes peasant life and agricultural labor—a theme entirely
alien to actual folk song. But this does not make them less good.
Some of them, such as A Peasants’ Carouse, are almost Homeric in
the simple, unsentimentalized stateliness with which he endows
simple life.

TYOTCHEV

The literary history of Tyttchev is rather curious. His first verse
was published only three years after Pashkin’s first appearance in
print; most of the poems on which his reputation rests appeared
in Pashkin’s quarterly in 1836-8, but his poetry had to wait for a
first critical appreciation till 1850, when he was “‘discovered” by
Nekrasov and it was suddenly realized that he was a very im-
portant poet. This recognition came on the eve of the general
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decline of all interest in poetry, and only the few preserved his
cult till the end of the century, when he was again taken up by
Vladimir Soloviév and by the symbolists. Today he is unques-
tionably recognized as one of the three greatest Russian poets, and
the majority, probably, of poetry readers place Tyutchev, not
Lérmontov, to the right of Pashkin. Qutside Russia, however,
though he is much more accessible to the modern romantic taste
than is Pashkin, few people have realized his importance. I know
from personal experience that when English poetry readers do
discover him they almost invariably prefer him to all other Rus-
sian poets. This is only natural, for of all Russian poets Tytatchev
abounds in those qualities which the English poetry reader has
learned to value in nineteenth-century poetry.

Fédor Ivanovich Tyttchev was born in 1803 of a family of
ancient nobility. He received a good education at home and at the
University of Moscow. His tutor was the poet Raich, who after-
wards remained his friend and tried to be his literary sponsor. In
1822 Tyttchev entered the diplomatic service and, except for
several short visits to Russia, remained abroad twenty-two years.
Most of the time he was in Munich, where he met Heine and
Schelling, both of whom corresponded with him. He married a
Bavarian noblewoman and came to regard Munich as his home. He
wrote much; the infrequency of his appearances in print has been
explained by his indifference to his poetic work, but the true reason
seems to have been his supersensitive shyness of criticism. But in
1836 he was persuaded to send some verses to Pashkin’s Sovremén-
nik. From 1836 to 1838 about forty lyries, all of which (quite
literally) are known by heart today by everyone who cares for
Russian poetry, appeared over the signature of “F. T.” They drew
no attention from the critics, and Tyttchev ceased to publish.
Meanwhile Tyttchev lost his first wife and married a second time,
again a Bavarian. He was transferred to Turin. He did not like
this change and was homesick for Munich. While chargé d’affaires
of the legation, he left Turin and the Sardinian States without
permission, and for this breach of discipline was expelled from the
diplomatic service. He settled in Munich, but in 1844 he came to
Russia and a little later received a post in the Censorship. His
political articles and memoranda written in the revolutionary year
1848 attracted official attention. He began to play a political role
as a convinced reactionary and an ardent Panslavist. He began
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also to cut a very prominent figure in the drawing-rooms, and ac-
quired the reputation of the greatest wit and most brilliant con-
versationalist in Russia. In 1854 his verse at last appeared in book
form, and he became famous as a poet. About the same time his
liaison with Mlle Denisieva began, his daughter’s governess. Their
love was profound and passionate on both sides, and an infinite
source of torture to both. The young woman’s reputation was
ruined and Tyttchev’s own gravely tainted, as well as his family
happiness. When, in 1864, Mlle Denisieva died, gloom and de-
spair took possession of Tyttchev. The wonderful tact and for-
bearance of his wife in the whole affair only increased his suffering
by a profound feeling of guilt. But his social and political activities
never slackened. His slight, shriveled figure continued appearing
in ballrooms, his witticisms continued to enchant society, and he
developed a more than usual pugnacity in politics—becoming one
of the pillars of an unbending nationalist policy. Most of his
political verse belongs to the last ten years of his life. He died in
1873, after a stroke that left him in a state of paralysis with only
his brain unimpaired.

From the linguistic point of view Tyttchev is a curious phe-
nomenon. In private and public life he spoke and wrote nothing
but French. All his letters, all his political writings, are in that
language, as well as all his reported witticisms. Neither his first
nor his second wife spoke Russian. He does not seem to have used
Russian except for poetical purposes. His few French poems, on
the other hand, though interesting, are for the most part trifles
and give no hint of the great poet he was in Russian.

Tyutchev’s style always remained more archaic than Psh-
kin’s or Zhukévsky’s, and, except his tutor, Raich, the only Rus-
sian poets who influenced him were the classics of the eighteenth
century, Derzhavin and Lomondsov, whose oratorical movement
is easily recognizable in many of his poems. His style attained its
maturity rather early, and the few poems printed in 1829 already
display all its essential features. From about that date Tyttchev’s
poetry is all of a piece (except for the political poems and the love
lyrics of his “last love”) and may be considered apart from all
chronological limits. The greatest number of his best pocms be-
longs to the decade 1830—40.

Tyftitchev’s poetry is metaphysical and based on a pantheistic
conception of the universe. As is the case with every metaphysical
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poet, Tyttchev’s philosophy cannot be stripped of its poetic form
without loss of meaning. But the main lines of it must be briefly
stated. Its chief difference from that of the great English poets is
that it is profoundly pessimistic and dualistic—Manichzan in fact.
There are two worlds—Chaos and Cosmos. Cosmos is the living
organism of nature, a throbbing and personal being, but it has a
secondary and lesser reality as compared to Chaos, the real reality,
in which Cosmos is but a slight and precarious spark of ordered
beauty. This opposition is one of Tytdtchev’s fundamental themes.
But Cosmos, the vegetable universe, though leading a precarious
existence in the womb of Chaos, is opposed as a higher and greater
being to the smallness and weakness of the individual conscious-
ness. This theme finds a rhetorical expression (strongly reminiscent
of Derzhavin’s famous paraphrase of Psalm Ixxxi) in the wonderful
poem beginning: “Nature is not what you imagine” (“Ne to chto
mnite vy priréda,” (1836), one of the most grandly eloquent and
closely reasoned sermons ever written in verse. It finds another
kind of expression in numerous ‘“‘nature fragments,” most of them
not over a dozen lines in length.

The two elements of Tyttchev’s style—the rhetorical-classical
and the visual-romantic—are mixed in his poems in varying pro-
portions. In certain cases the romantic style, saturated with bold,
visionary imagery, is given almost free play. Such for instance is
the marvelous Dream at Seo (1836), the most wildly beautiful
poem in the language, for richness and purity of romantic vision
comparable to Coleridge’s best. But even here the precision of the
weird and feverish images is reminiscent of Tyttchev’s classical
training.

In other poems the classical, oratorical, intellectual element
predominates as in the one already mentioned (Nature is not what
you tmagine) and perhaps the most famous of all, Silenttum! (1833),
which contains the famous line: “An uttered thought is a lie.” In
such poems the romantic vision is recognizable only in the wealth
and glow of certain expressions and in the cunning arrangement of
the sounds.

Tyttchev’s love poetry written at the time of his liaison with
Mlle Denisieva has all the unique beauty of his philosophical and
nature lyrics but is more passionate and poignant. It is the most
profound, subtle, and moving, tragic love poetry in the language.
Its main motive is a racking compassion for the woman who has
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been destroyed and ruined by her overwhelming love for him. The
later lyrics, written after her death, are simpler and more direct
than anything he ever wrote before. They are cries of anguish and
despair, as simple as poetry can be.

Tyttchev’s political and occasional poems do not display the
highest qualities of his genius, but some of them are splendid
pieces of poetical eloquence, and others exquisite examples of
poetical wit. Most of his later political poetry (after 1848) is
crudely nationalistic and reactionary in sentiment, and much of it
(especially after 1863, when he began to write more often than
before) is little more than rhymed journalism. But even in this
cruder order of ideas he produced such a masterpiece as the lines
On the Arrival of the Austrian Archduke for the Funeral of Nicholas
I, a splendid lyrical invective, one of the most powerful poems ever
inspired by indignation.

Tythtchev was famous for his wit, but he made his prose epi-
grams in French, and he was rarely capable of making his wit
collaborate with his art of Russian verse. But he has left several
masterpieces in a more serious style of wit, such as the following
poem on the Lutheran service (written in 1834):

I like the church-service of the Lutherans,
Their severe, solemn, and stmple rite.

Of these bare walls, of this empty nave,

I can understand the sublime teaching.
But don’t you see? Ready to leave,

Faith is for the last time with us;

She has not yet crossed the threshold,

But her house is already empty and bare.
She has not yet crossed the threshold;

The door has not yet closed behind her.
But the hour has come, has struck. . . . Pray to God:
It is the last ttme you will pray.

LERMONTOV
The fact that Tytitchev’s poetry passed so completely unnoticed

in 1836 was only one of the symptoms of a growing general feeling
that the day of poetry was done. It was to have only one more
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moment of instant and general success in the short, flashlike career
of Lérmontov. His early death was accepted as the final closure of
the age of verse, but the school of poetry had closed before that
date. There is an all-important difference between the conditions
in which Pashkin and his contemporaries worked and those in
which Tyttchev and Lérmontov were placed. The latter poets
lacked the invigorating environment of a literary movement and
the sympathetic proximity of fellow craftsmen working at the
same task. They were alone in a wasteland. The fact that Lérmon-
tov found an innumerable audience and Tyttchev practically none
should not obscure the essential similarity of their situation. Both
were cut off from all creative support from the “cultural ambient.”

Michael Ytrievich Lérmontov was born October 2, 1814, in
Moscow. His father, an army officer and small squire, was a
descendant of Captain George Learmont, a Scottish adventurer
who in the early seventeenth century entered the Russian service.
Learmont, it will be remembered, was the surname of Thomas the
Rhymer, and the Learmonts are traditionally descended from him.
Lérmontov, however, seems to have been ignorant of this poetic
ancestry. His mother was an Arséniev, and her mother, nee Stoly-
pin, was a wealthy landowner and an important figure in Moscow
society. There was a considerable social inequality between the
two parents of the poet. When he was three his mother died, and
this led to a breach between his father and Mme Arséniev, who
appropriated her little grandson and brought him up as a spoiled
child. At nine he was taken to the Caucasian waters—where the
mountains and the new environment left a lasting impression on
him. He was thirteen when he began reading and writing verse and
developed a cult of Byron. He also developed, in a society of
numerous, chiefly female, cousins and acquaintances, a morbid
self-consciousness and highly sensitive vanity. He began taking
himself Byronically and learned to magnify his feelings (such as
his adolescent loves) and his circumstances (such as his separation
from his father) on the grand romantic scale. In 1830 he entered the
University, but studied little and kept aloof from the Idealists who
were there at the same time as he. As a penalty for some riotous
conduct he was not allowed to take an intermediate examination,
and in 1832 he left the University of Moscow and went to Peters-
burg with the intention of matriculating at the University there.
But instead of the University he entered the School of Ensigns of
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the Guards and of Cavalry Cadets. Lérmontov did not like either
Petersburg or the school. But he soon adapted himself to his new
surroundings and became, on the face of it at least, a typical
cavalry cadet. His self-consciousness was suppressed and became
less apparent. His Byronic pose was transformed into that of a
smart and cynical bully. Romantic love, the dominant sentiment
of his Moscow days, was suppressed and driven in, and the surface
was occupied by easy and venal amours, and after school by callous
and calculated Don Juanry. The school brought Lérmontov in
touch with reality, and it was there that his poetry turned from
the magniloquent introspections of his earlier youth to frankly
coarse, unprintable cadet poems—which, however, are the first
germ of his later realism. In 1834 Lérmontov was given a commis-
sion in the Hussars of the Guard. He was introduced to the best
Petersburg society, but his Muscovite connections were not suf-
ficient to give him a prominent place in it. His vanity suffered from
constant pinpricks and was only partly soothed by his victories
over female hearts. But under this surface Lérmontov lived his
life of a poet and gradually attained his maturity. His poetic and
romantic nature burst out at the death of Pashkin. In a memorable
poem (which may sound today like rhetoric rather than poetry but
is in any case rhetoric of the finest quality) he voiced the feelings
of the better side of society—despair at the death of the nation’s
greatest glory, indignation at the alien murderer, who “could not
understand whose life he attempted,” and scorn and hatred for the
base and unworthy courtiers that had allowed the foreigner to kill
the poet. The poem hit its mark—and Nicholas reacted accord-
ingly. Lérmontov was arrested, tried by court-martial, expelled
from the Guards, and transferred to a regiment of the line stationed
in the Caucasus.

The first disgrace was not of long duration. Before he had
been a year in the Caucasus he was pardoned and restored to the
Guards. But the short time spent in the Caucasus revived his old
romantic attachment for that domestic orient of the Russians and
is abundantly reflected in his work. By the beginning of 1838 he
was back in Petersburg, this time a famous poet and a lion.

Though a tale in verse by Lérmontov, Hajji Abrék, had ap-
peared in a magazine in 1835, his literary career may be considered
to begin with the poem on the death of Ptishkin, which (though of
course it could not be printed) was widely circulated. In 1837 and
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1838 several poems of his appeared in various periodicals, each
time attracting considerable attention. In 1839 his friend Krayév-
sky founded a big magazine, Otéchestvennye zapiski (Notes of the
Fatherland), and only then Lérmontov’s work began to appear
regularly and frequently. In 1840 a selection of his poems and the
novel A Hero of Our Tvmes appeared in book form. But like Pish-
kin, only with more real grounds and more effectively, Lérmontov
disliked being regarded as a man of letters. He mixed little with
literary circles, and Krayévsky was the only man of letters he ever
became intimate with. On the other hand he took a keen interest
in political questions, and in 1836-7 belonged to a secret debating
society—the Sixteen.

Society life, in spite of all the satisfactions it provided for his
vanity, galled and goaded Lérmontov. He had several real and
sincere friends in society, but his general feeling towards it was an
indignant and bored contempt. His life at Petersburg came to an
abrupt end. On a most trivial pretext he fought a duel with M. de
Barante, the son of the French Ambassador. No blood was spilled,
but all the same the poet was arrested and once again transferred
to a line regiment in the Caucasus (1840). This time he took part
in several military expeditions against the Chechens and proved
himself a brilliantly brave officer. He was mentioned in dispatches
and twice recommended for rewards, but these were not approved
in Petersburg. In the summer of 1841 he went to Pyatigérsk, the
Caucasian watering-place, where he found many acquaintances
from Petersburg and Moscow, among them his old schoolfellow,
Major Martynov. Lérmontov and Martynov paid court to the
same lady, and Lérmontov poisoned Martynov’s life by teasing
his rival in the presence of the lady. Martynov bore it for some
time but at last called Lérmontov out. Lérmontov was always
glad of a duel. They met on July 15, 1841, in the plain near
Pyatigérsk. Martynov was the first to fire, and Lérmontov was
killed on the spot.

During his life Lérmontov published very little, and only such
of his later work as he considered to be mature. But almost im-
mediately after his death the publication was begun of his early
work, strikingly different in quality from what he himself had con-
sidered worth publishing. The proportion of this inferior work
grew with every new edition and ultimately resulted in swamping
the small quantity of his perfect poetry in an ocean of childish
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effusions. In dealing with Lérmontov it is necessary to distinguish
clearly between the immature and the mature, and not to be mis-
led by the (unfortunately, always) first volumes of his collected
works.

His early poetry is voluminous and formless. To the biog-
rapher who is capable of discounting the attitude of the young
poet it is valuable, but to the reader of poetry by far the greater
part of it is of no use. There occur in it from time to time flashes of
genius, bits of song displaying a hitherto unguessed-of power of
direct lyrical cry, and piercing passages of self-expression. There
is no mastery in this work, no “finer touch,” no command of
technique—but the raw material of lyric poetry in abundance.
Apart from all the rest of the verse of these years stands The Angel,
written in 1832, which remains one of Lérmontov’s highest flights,
perhaps the most wonderful romantic lyric in the Russian language.
It is perfect—though its perfection is not that of maturity. Never
has the unconquerable homesickness of the earth-bound soul for
its heavenly fatherland been expressed with purer musical truth
than in the sixteen lines of this poem by a boy of seventeen.

The following period (1832-6) was less productive than the
first. The lyrical output especially is insignificant. At school
Lérmontov wrote little more than the obscene cadet poems. They
are the antithesis of his early poetry, and it was in a synthesis of
the two elements, realistic and romantic, that Lérmontov’s true
personality was to find its expression. The cadet poems lead on to
Sdshka, where this synthesis is already half achieved. Sdshka is a
genuine and lawful son of Byron’s Don Juan—perhaps the only one
of all his progeny who really looks like his father, though he is
certainly both more romantic and less polite. Much of the poem is
unprintable and goes back, not to Byron, but to the domestic
tradition of coarse verse. All the same the general impression is
distinctly romantic. Sdshka remained unfinished and was published
only long after Lérmontov’s death. The same realistic vein, but
without either the romanticism or the obscenity of Sdshka, is ap-
parent in The Treasurer’s Wife (published 1838), a comic story of
provincial life, in the Onégin stanza, and directly derived from
Pashkin’s Count Nailin. Lérmontov’s first published poem, Hajjt
Abrék (1885), is a Caucasian tale of revenge, free from Byronic
darkness and prolixity, written in a rapid tempo, with a somewhat
crude but vigorous martial beat.
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‘With the single exception of The Angel, all that constitutes
the absolutely valuable part of Lérmontov’s poetry belongs to the
last four or five years of his life. In Lérmontov’s way of working
there was a peculiarity that, as far as I am aware, he shared with
nobody: numerous themes and passages of various lengths that
appear for the first time in his early verses are taken up again and
again, in various settings and with various compositional func-
tions, till at last they find an adequate place in some definitive
poem of 1838-40. This migration is characteristic of the general
abstract character of Lérmontov’s poetry. It is not occasional.
Reality is an accident. There are permarent visions, permanent
knots of emotion, by which he is obsessed; he cannot be at rest
until he has freed himself of them. Even in the most deeply felt of
his occasional poems, On the Death of Alexander Odéyevsky (1839),
the central passage is bodily transferred from Sdskka. And the
two largest poems of his mature period—The Demon and Misgri—
are only fulfillments of conceptions that originated as early as 1829
and 1830.

The Demon, at which he worked from 1829-33, was resumed
in 1837 during his stay in Georgia and completed in 1839. The
theme is the love of a demon for a mortal. In the early drafts the
setting is vague, but in the final form it is Georgia, and the famous
descriptive passages of the first part belong to the last period of
its creation. The poem could not appear in the reign of Nicholas,
as the censorship considered its subject anti-religious, but it was
circulated in innumerable copies. In the second half of the nine-
teenth century it was probably the most universally popular single
poem in Russia. It attracted the poetry reader by the same quality
that had attracted him in Pashkin’s southern poems—its exquisite
mellifluousness. Lérmontov’s mellifluousness is m