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PREFACE

This history presents in narrative form a survey of Russian litera-
ture from the beginnings to this decade, in sufficient but not
overwhelming detail. Those who wish to pursue particular points
in more depth will find guidance in the bibhography appended to
the volume, which is also in effect an outline of the historiography
of Russian literature for approximately the last century, though
with emphasis upon studies in western European languages, and
especially in English. In 1986, indeed, we marked the centenary of
the publication of the first truly influential work on Russian litera-
ture in a western language: Eugéne Marie Melchior de Vogiié’s Le
Roman russe, which initiated what has turned out to be a sturdy
tradition of criticism and scholarship in western languages. In
addition, we are approximately at a century’s remove from the
time when the great pioneer translators of Russian literature into
English — Isabel Hapgood in the United States, whose first trans-
lations appeared in 1886, and Constance Garnett in England, who
started publishing her translations in 1894 — began the careers
which would do so much to bring Russian writers to the attention
of the English-speaking world.

The beginning date of this study is a traditional and a political
one: 988, the year of the official christianization of Kievan Rus,
now a millennium in the past. The concluding date of 1980 has
been chosen more or less as a matter of convenience and contribu-
tors have not been forbidden to speak of works published since
then if it seemed appropriate. As general editor I have divided the
history into ten chapters and chosen what seemed to me appro-
priate division points. All such division points are necessarily
arbitrary to a degree, but [ have sought to select years which were

vii
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PREFACE

primarily of literary-historical significance. Of course one cannot
altogether ignore politics in literary history, and one division point
— the year of Stalin’s death, 1953 — has been chosen for reasons both
political and literary, in token of the unprecedented literary
importance which politics assumed during the Stalinist era.

Each of this book’s ten chapters has been written by a different
hand, that of a specialist in the period for which he or she is
responsible. Of the ten, one is a western European, two are former
Soviet scholars now in emigration in the west (the general editor is
responsible for the English translations of their chapters), three are
British, three are American, one a long-term resident of the
United States, and the general editor is American. The biblio-
graphy emphasizes scholarship in Russian and in western Euro-
pean languages. Thus the general editor has sought to bring an
international perspective to this volume.

Though each chapter in this book has been composed by a
different person, and thus invariably exhibits a different approach,
the general editor has made some adjustments to ensure coverage
of the material, and in addition has himself written brief intro-
ductions to each chapter outlining the nature of literary develop-
ment during the period described in that chapter.

The general editor has stipulated that contributors dealing with
Russian literature of the twentieth century should treat works
written or published outside the Soviet Union on an equal footing
with literature written or published within the Soviet Union since
1917. One of this volume’s objectives is to promote the healing of
the division between those two branches of Russian literature, a
healing which has begun in recent years of a breach which —at least
in western scholarship — never should have occurred in the first
place.

Finally, a word about the always vexing problem of transliter-
ation. Though the bibliography consistently employs the Library
of Congress system for Russian transliteration, the body uses a
slightly different system easier for those who know no Russian.
First names are anglicized when they correspond to widely recog-
nized forms in English, though when an individual of Russian
origin is well known in the west under a name in a particular form,
that form is used. In chapter one, dealing with the old Russian
period, however, most Christian names have been Hellenized

viil
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PREFACE

because of the close links prevailing at that time between Byzan-
tine Greek and Russian culture.

The editor would like to express his gratitude to all the contribu-~
tors to this volume for their cooperation in writing the chapters
requested of them and their willingness to adjust portions of
their contributions; to Terence Moore, literature editor of the
Cambridge University Press; and to the staffs of the Library of
Congress and the Gelman Library of George Washington Univer-
sity for their assistance in providing information needed for the
editing of the manuscript and the compilation of the bibhography.

1X
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED
EDITION

The revised edition of this history is in its essentials simply a
corrected version of the original edition. The chief difference
between it and the first edition is an essay on Russian literature in
the 1980s, added to the original ten chapters. I thank the author of
that essay, Efim Etkind, for writing it so expeditiously, the
authors of the original chapters who brought errors to my atten-
tion or made additions at my request, and the reviewers of the first
edition who had corrections or suggestions to offer.

I have also revised the bibliography to include scholarly
publications through 1990.
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I

THE LITERATURE OF
OLD RUSSIA, 988-1730

The story of Russian literature begins with a date of great significance
for Russian political and cultural history: the year 988, when the ruler
of Kievan Rus officially accepted Christianity as the new faith of the
principality. At that point there was no written literature in Rus, but
by his action Prince Vladimir laid the foundations of what we now call
medieval Russian literature, even though it would not come into real
being — so far as we know from what has reached us after the destruc-
tion wrought by the Mongol invasion — for some years thereafter. But
the eastern Slavs received an alphabet designed by SS. Constantine-
Cyril and Methodius, and also fell heir to the rich Byzantine cultural
heritage which had been and would be translated from the Greek.

When we speak of “literature” in the old Russian period, however,
we must understand it as something quite different from our notions of
“literature” in the twentieth century.

In the first place, most old Russian literature was not what we would
consider fictional, or at least it presented itself as dealing with fact and
reality. In the earliest period one of the leading literary genres was the
chronicle (exemplified by the Primary Chronicle) which built upon the
achievements of the Byzantine historians. This genre by its very nature
claimed to be factual even though it contained some clearly fictional (or
at least non-factual) elements. Another leading genrc was hagio-
graphy, which dealt with biographical accounts of the lives of Russia’s
holy men and women: if a saint’s life contained fantastic elements, they
were meant to be taken seriously, and not regarded as fiction. Even
works such as the epic Igor Tale purported to deal with historical
matters, though the author obviously took literary liberties with his
materials. To be sure, there were semi-fictional or fictional works in
old Russian literature from very early on (the Supplication of Daniel the
Exile, for example), and their importance increased as the old Russian
period approached its end. But this does not alter the fact that “litera-
ture” in old Russia dealt primarily with the real world as medieval men
saw it, and not with fictionalized accounts of it.

In the second place, old Russian literature was highly ideological.

I
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JOSTEIN BORTNES

From the beginning it was closely linked to the church, and indeed in
its first few centuries hardly existed outside it. Among the leading
literary genres of Kievan Rus were prayers and sermons, specifically
ecclesiastical in nature, as well as hagiography; and the oldest dated
manuscript in our possession is the Ostromir Gospel of the mid eleventh
century, a work designed as a lectionary. Since the church nurtured
literature so carefully during the old Russian period, it was difficult for
more secular works to be copied and to survive. This also meant that
originality was suspect. Indeed, originality was even dangerous, for it
could easily lead to heresy: the writer’s chief task was to quote skilfully
from those who had gone before him, or to express old and well-tested
truths in a novel way. He was ill-advised to offer his readers anything
startlingly original.

Since the church and the state were closely intertwined in medieval
Russia, and since most literature was linked to the church, literature
naturally supported the purposes of the state. Far from regarding
themselves as antagonists of the state or the ruler, writers for the most
part were at one with the objectives of their society and state. There
were exceptions to this, of course, as with Prince Kurbsky and his
polemic with Ivan the Terrible: but even here the fact that Ivan himself
was a leading writer of the sixteenth century points to the closest
possible connection between the state and literature. Indeed, in the
broad sweep of the history of Russian literature it is only during the
nineteenth century and down to the October revolution of 1917 that
writers viewed themselves as fundamentally opposed to the state, or as
social critics. Both before and after that interlude they have by and
large supported the objectives of their society and the state in which
they lived.

To this it may be added that in the medieval period there was little in
the way of literary culture. Many works of the earliest period are
anonymous — among them the greatest work of that time, the Igor Tale
- or merely attributed to certain individuals, with greater or lesser
certainty, on the basis of internal or external evidence. Most writers
evidently worked in near isolation, deriving intellectual sustenance
from the writings that had gone before them but not from any
“literary community” in the modern sense of the word. Indeed there
was scarcely anything resembling a professional writer in the medieval
period: there were people who wrote, and sometimes very well, but
they were really something else: priests or monks or government
officials or even tsars. Toward the end of the seventeenth century this
situation began to change, so that we may speak of two or three or four
identifiable writers who lived at the same time and place and knew one
another. Thus Feofan Prokopovich, one of the best writers of the early
eighteenth century though he was in fact a high ecclesiastical function-
ary, could regard the government official and diplomat Antiokh Kan-
temir as a literary disciple of his. At this time not only did there begin

2
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THE LITERATURE OF OLD RUSSIA, 988-1730

to appear something resembling a community of literary men, there
also emerged literary works in the modern sense (Kantemir's verse
satires, for example), and at times which are important for literary
history as distinct from political history. The year 1730 is more
important in Russian literary history than it is in Russian political
history, for it is a key year for the transition from the rich traditions of
an ecclesiastically oriented medieval literature to a secular modern
literature. Indeed, as a date in literary history proper it may be the most
important onc in the entire thousand-year sweep of Russian literature.

OLp RUSSIAN LITERATURE takes its origins from the work of
the two Thessalonian brothers Constantine-Cyril (826—69) and
Methodius (815-85), the Greek apostles to the Slavs. During their
mission to Great Moravia, where they arrived as envoys of the
East Roman Emperor in 863, they created a liturgical language
enabling them to preach the Christian gospel in the vernacular of
the Slavs. This language, today known as Old Church Slavonic,
was based on the dialect spoken by the Slav population of the
brothers’ native Thessaloniki, but it was strongly influenced by
Greek models in vocabulary, phraseology, syntax, and style. At
the end of the first millennium, linguistic differences among the
Slavs were still negligible, and Old Church Slavonic became the
common literary idiom of all the Orthodox Slavs. After the death
of Methodius, the Moravian church came under Frankish hege-
mony, and his disciples were exiled. The Cyrillo-Methodian tradi-
tion was preserved by Boris of Bulgaria and his son Simeon,
whose reign (893—927) is still remembered as the golden age of
Bulgarian literature. Ohrid and Preslav emerged as the new centers
of Old Church Slavonic where the work of the two preceptors of
the Slavs was preserved and a wide range of early patristic and
Byzantine writings were translated or adapted from the Greek.
From Bulgaria the corpus of Old Church Slavonic literature spread
to Kievan Rus, and when Prince Vladimir in 988 finally decided to
accept Byzantine Christianity, the Eastern Slavs soon developed a
literature of their own on the foundation of the Cyrillo-Methodian
and Bulgarian heritage.

The corpus of Greek texts translated into Old Church Slavonic
by the brothers and their disciples was not arbitrarily chosen, but a
hierarchically ordered group of writings, the most important

3
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JOSTEIN BORTNES

being the books required for liturgical purposes. These included
the Leitourgikon (Sluzhebnik) and the Horologion (Chasoslov), con-
taining the prayers and hymns for the fixed yearly cycle; the Triod
katanyktion (Triod postnaya), the Pentekostarion (Triod tsvetnaya), and
the Oktoechos (Oktoikh), with prayers and hymns for the moveable
cycle; the Lectionaries, drawn from the Gospels, from the Acts and
Epistles of the Apostles, and from the Old Testament; the Psalter
(Psaltyr); and the Synaxarion (Prolog), a collection of short exe-
getical sermons and saints’ Lives. The oldest dated manuscript to
have come down to us from old Russian literature, the Ostromir
Gospel (Ostromirovo evangelie), belongs to this set of liturgical texts.
It is a Gospel Lectionary copied from a Bulgarian translation for
the Novgorod alderman Ostromir in 1056—7.

Second in the hierarchy of translated literature came the
extended Lives of the saints and the writings of the Church
Fathers, in particular the works of John Chrysostom, Basil the
Great, his brother Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory Nazianzen, the
classics of Greek patristic literature. Their writings were either
translated separately, or gathered in miscellanies with excerpts
from various authors. From early Kievan literature two such
miscellanies (Izborniki) have been preserved, copied in 1073 and
1076 for Prince Svyatoslav of Kiev, the former from manuscripts
that had belonged to Tsar Simeon of Bulgaria. It also contains a
treatise on figures of speech by the Greek rhetorician George
Choeroboscus, and a list of twenty-five “‘secret” books on the
Church’s index, with a commentary that clearly shows that
Church Slavonic literature could attract the reader for many
reasons, even in Kievan times:

If you want great stories, you may read the Books of Kings. If you

crave exciting and edifying reading, you have the Prophets, the Book

of Job, or Jesus Sirach. But if, finally, your demand is for song books,
you may read the Psalter.

Next to the canon of liturgical, hagiographical, and patristic
texts, the Russians received from their western and southern
neighbors works belonging to such popular, “lowbrow” genres
of Byzantine literature as the apocrypha, stories about the lives of
the desert fathers, and chronicles. Among the Old Church Slav-
onic translations imported from Bulgaria by the beginning of the
twelfth century were the Chronicle of John Malalas, a Syrian

4

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE LITERATURE OF OLD RUSSIA, 988-1730

rhetorician of the sixth century, and the Chronicle of George the
Monk, called the Sinner (Hamartolos), written in the middle of the
ninth century. Both go from the creation of Adam down to their
authors’ own time. They relate the history of the Jewish people,
the Oriental empires, Rome, and the Hellenistic world, culminat-
ing in an account of the Byzantine Empire and its role in the
history of man’s salvation. These chronicles contained a wealth of
curious information culled from a variety of sources. Malalas is
particularly interesting in this respect: his rambling narrative is
interlarded with stories about pagan gods and ancient Greek
heroes, sensational miracles and cruel disasters, so that it becomes
a kind of Byzantine Trivialliteratur, in contrast to the Chronicle of
Hamartolos, in which the monastic ideology is more evident.
Byzantine chronicles had a decisive influence on the form and
ideological content of old Russian historical writing.

The body of translated literature accumulated in Kievan Rus
during the first century after Vladimir’s conversion corresponds
fairly accurately to the selection of books found in monastic
libraries throughout the Orthodox world. In this selection there
was no place for the classics of ancient Greek literature, still read
and studied by educated “humanists” in Byzantium, or for *“‘high-
brow” historians like Procopius, Psellus, and Anna Comnena.
Even such pseudo-historical works as the Tale of Troy (Skazanie o
Troe) and the Romance of Alexander (Khronograficheskaya Aleksan-
driya) which might be seen as belonging, however marginally, to
the classical tradition, were received in Rus in the context of the
chronicles, and interpreted in terms of their Christian world view.
Similarly, the sophisticated casuistry of Flavius Josephus’ History of
the Jewish War, translated by the beginning of the twelfth century,
found no response with old Russian readers, whose interest
focused on its account of events of biblical history, and on the
striking tmagery of its battle scenes, which provided original old
Russian literature with a whole arsenal of military terms and
martial metaphors.

The literary corpus received by the Eastern Slavs in Old Church
Slavonic translations included the medieval artes dictandi, both in
their metrical and in their non-metrical forms. Metrical discourse
was first transposed into Old Church Slavonic by Constantine-
Cyril, whose verse compositions in the new literary idiom closely

5

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



JOSTEIN BORTNES

follow the patterns of Greek verse. His “Prologue to the Gospels”
goes back to the Byzantine dodecasyllable, whereas the meter of
his “Eulogy to Gregory Nazianzen” may have been based on
Byzantine hexameters. The writing of verbal poetry seems,
however, to have been confined to the Cyrillo-Methodian tradi-
tion in Moravia and Bulgaria, while in Russia the musical variant
was taken up and developed into a national school of Church
Slavonic hymnody. This musical poetry has been sadly neglected
by historians of old Russian literature, and we are still waiting for
the manuscripts to be properly edited and examined.

Apart from the hymns of the liturgy, the forms of discourse
found in old Russian literature are all versions of the non-metrical
ars dicendi, ranging from the highly elaborate rhetoric inherited
from the Greek logos epideiktikos, regulated by rhythm as well as by
rhyme, to the simple, unadorned style, oscillating between artistic
prose and ordinary speech.

From Vladimir’s conversion until the Tatar invasions in the first
half of the thirteenth century, Kiev was the cultural and political
center of Rus, the capital, and seat of the metropolitan of the new
Russian church. Here, Prince Yaroslav Vladimirovich (ruled
1019-54) strove to emulate the splendor of Byzantine art in its
manifold manifestations: architecture, icon painting, music, and
literature. This imitation of Byzantine models was not mechanical
but active. The artists and writers of old Russia showed their
creative skills by taking the models apart into single motifs and
elements, selecting certain ones, and recombining them into new
configurations.

The literary masterpiece of this early Kievan court art is the
Sermon on the Law and Grace (Slovo o zakone i blagodati), a work
attributed to Metropolitan Hilarion, the first Russian to hold this
office, appointed by Prince Yaroslav in 1051.

The sermon is written in the form of logos epideiktikos and
addressed, as the author explicitly declares in the proem (pre-
amble), “Not to the ignorant, but to those who have feasted most
abundantly on the sweetness of books.” In accordance with
encomiastic rhetoric, its prose is regulated by isocola (couplings of
period-members of equal length) and by homoioteleuta (like
endings.) The compositional theme of the sermon is the triumph
of the grace of Christ over the Law of Moses. In the first part, this

6
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THE LITERATURE OF OLD RUSSIA, 988-1730

theme is developed in a series of allegorical antitheses, in which
events and characters from the Old Testament are seen as fore-
shadowings and images of the truth revealed in the Gospels,
beginning with the contrast between Hagar and Sarah, borrowed
from Saint Paul (Gal. 4:21ff.). The central part of the sermon
represents the triumph of divine Grace in a sequence of Christo-
logical antitheses, seventeen in all (five referring to the birth of
Christ, five to His public life, and seven to His Passion). The third
and last part, with its final eulogy to Prince Vladimir, celebrates
the entry of Rus into Christendom. What was prefigured in the
first, allegorical part of the sermon has been fulfilled in the third
through the Incarnation of Christ, the event around which the
whole sermon is centered. Allegory and fulfillment here corres-
pond to each other as figura veritatis and veritas in the conception of
history that underlies the rhetorical technique of the sermon. In
this conception, taken from the Church Fathers and from Byzan-
tine theology, the Old Testament was seen as a series of prefigur-
ations of Christ and the salvation of future nations, led into the
promised land of the Heavenly Kingdom, not by the Law of
Moses, but by the Grace of the Lord. History understood in this
way does not seek to discover the causal links between events and
characters, but rather to interpret them as images of a timeless,
archetypal pattern designed by God before the foundation of the
world. This conception of history also underlies the representation
of Vladimir as the imitator of Constantine the Great. What the
latter achieved among Greeks and Romans in subjecting his empire
to God, the former has achieved among the people of Rus, and
their heavenly glory is the same.

Whereas the encomiastic rhetoric of the Sermon on the Law and
Grace 1s 2 mode of expression typical of the logos epideiktikos, its
figural interpretation is not confined to the genre of the
encomium. Figural interpretation is more than a rhetorical tech-
nique. It is a way of thinking characteristic of early Kievan litera-
ture as a whole.

The ornate discourse of the encomium was not unanimously
accepted in old Russia. There were those who, like the anonymous
author of the twelfth-century Sermon to a Brother Stylite (Slovo k
bratu stolpniku), refused to write “‘in artfully interwoven words or
in a covert style,” preferring the unadorned mode of expression

7
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found in the homilies of Abbot Theodosius of the Kiev Caves
Monastery and those of Archbishop Luka Zhidyata of Novgorod,
written in the same period as the Sermon on the Law and Grace. The
only extant work of Clement Smolyatich, the second Russian to
become Metropolitan in Kiev (1147-55), the Epistle Written to
Thomas the Presbyter (Poslanie napisano Klimentom metropolitom
ruskym Fome prozviteru), is a defense of allegorical exegesis.

The finest examples of the rhetorical sermon in twelfth-century
Russian literature are the works of Cyril, Bishop of Turov (died
about 1182). Cyril wrote epistles, parables, prayers, hymns, and
sermons. A number of his sermons were included in the old
Russian anthologies of Greek homiletics, the Chrysostom (Zlatoust)
and the Panegyrikon (Torzhestvennik), a sure sign of their popu-
larity. Most widely admired were his eight Easter sermons. Their
compilatory character and lack of originality have been heavily
criticized by modern scholars, but Cyril’s use of the texts of others
does not preclude originality. Cyril would select a verse from the
Bible, a passage from John Chrysostom, another from Cyril of
Alexandria, a third from Simeon Metaphrastes, and bring them
together in a collage of quotations, allusions, and paraphrases.
Among Cyril’s favorite rhetorical devices are isocolic antitheses
and parallelisms, comparisons, and prosopopeia, i.e. fictitious
recreations of the speeches and gestures of his personages, as
when, for example, in the Sermon on the Deposition, the Mother of
God bursts into a long lament while gazing upon her crucified Son.
Like the Sermon on the Law and Grace, Cyril’s sermons are Christo-
centric and inspired by an awareness of Christ’s presence. But his
allegories are less dogmatic and more intuitive, his rhetoric often
verges on poetry.

The Sermon on the Law and Grace and Cyril’s Easter homilies
follow a common compositional scheme inherited from Greek
epideictic oratory. According to this scheme, a logos may be
divided into three main parts: a proem, a “narrative’’ or exposition
of the subject matter, and an epilogue in the form of a eulogy
ending in a prayer. In the epideictic oration, the narrative is
shortened and concentrated on the elements that enable the author
to extol the acts and personal traits of his heroes above their real
dimensions by means of rhetorical amplification. But in other
variants of the logos epideiktikos the narrative is also amplified in the

8
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THE LITERATURE OF OLD RUSSIA, 988—-1730

linear dimension, with the result that the eulogy is transformed
into an entire account of the life and deeds of the central hero.

Both types of amplification are found in hagiography, the most
popular of all the literary forms that prospered in Kievan Rus. The
models were derived from works translated from the Greek, and
by saints’ Lives and legends written by the disciples of Constantine
and Methodius, whose vitae are among the earliest examples of
original Church Slavonic hagiography.

The first notable hagiographer in old Russian literature is
Nestor, a monk from the Caves Monastery, the monastic center of
Kievan Rus. Nestor wrote the Reading on the Life and Slaying of the
Blessed Martyrs Boris and Gleb (Chtenie o zhitii i o pogublenii blazhen-
nuyu strastoterptsu Borisa i Gleba), and the Life of Our Holy Father
Theodosius, Abbot of the Caves Monastery (Zhitie prepodobnogo ottsa
nashego Feodosiya, igumena pecherskogo), the former belonging to the
abridged type, the latter to the type with expanded narrative. Both
works were probably written between 1079 and 1085. In the Life of
Saint Theodosius Nestor refers to himself as the author of the
Reading, which he had already completed before embarking upon
the larger vita.

Nestor’s Reading is one of three different, but textually inter-
related, versions of the same story: the killing of Vladimir’s
youngest sons by their brother Svyatopolk in the power struggle
that ensued upon Vladimir’s death in 1015. The throne was first
seized by Svyatopolk, but he was later ousted by another brother,
Prince Yaroslav Vladimirovich of Novgorod, and died in exile in
1019. The other versions of these events are the chronicle account
and the anonymous Narrative and Passion and Eulogy of the Blessed
Martyrs Boris and Gleb (Skazanie i strast i pokhvala svyatuyu muche-
niku Borisa i Gleba). The basic story is identical in the various
versions, but they differ in the rhetorical treatment of the material.
Common to them all is a combination of two distinct modes of
expression, one simple and artless, the other containing all the de-
vices of panegyrical oratory. The former mode is used in relating
the historical facts, the latter to amplify and interpret the historical
narrative. The contrast between the two modes is most pro-
nounced in the chronicle account and in the Narrative, whereas
Nestor’s style is more balanced. In the Narrative in particular, the
martyrs’ fictitious soliloquies are composed in the form of highly

9
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emotionalized laments, with strings of anaphoric isocola, scriptural
quotations, and figural juxtapositions. Nestor views the misdeed
within the context of universal history, in much the same way as
the conversion in the Sermon on the Law and Grace is seen. Vladimir
is the new Constantine, Boris and Gleb are compared to Joseph
and Benjamin, Svyatopolk to Cain.

In spite of such divergences, the religious interpretation of the
assassinations is fundamentally similar in all three versions. The
brothers’ acceptance of a violent death without resistance is
represented as an imitatio Christi (imitation of Christ), by which
they become partakers in the divine nature of Christ, exercising
their powers of intercession in the Kingdom of Heaven as the
celestial patrons of their brother Yaroslav and the Christian people
of Rus.

This celestial aspect of their sainthood is symbolized in the
mystical light that surrounds their earthly remains and their post-
humous miracles. The light symbolism, less evident in the Reading
and in the chronicle account, is a predominant feature of Nestor’s
miracle stories, in which their exhumed bodies ‘“‘shone white like
snow, and their faces were radiant like those of angels.”

The use of light symbolism in order to bring out the anagogical
dimension of the saints as images of the divine figure of Christ is
characteristic of Nestor’s hagiographical art, where this anagogical
aspect is complementary to the representation of the saints’ imi-
tation of Christ’s humbled, earthly figure.

This complementarity of the human and the divine in the saint’s
imitatio Christi also determines the structure of Nestor’s Life of
Saint Theodosius. Nestor never knew Theodosius personally: he
entered the Caves Monastery only after the saint’s death in 1074.
The events forming the story line of his vita represent a selection
from what others had told him about the life of his hero. A
characteristic feature of the Life of Saint Theodosius is the strong
emphasis on the abasement and sufferings of the saint in his
childhood. We are repeatedly told that his mother, who objects to
his becoming a monk, torments him, beats him to the ground,
puts him in chains, and throws him into a dark dungeon. Although
the account of the conduct of the saint’s mother may seem strik-
ingly realistic, this effect is only of secondary importance in the
vita, where the primary function of the saint’s humiliations is
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disclosed in his own interpretation of them in imitation of the
suffering of Christ:
Listen mother, [ pray you, listen! The Lord Jesus Christ has abased and
humbled himself and given us an example, so that we too should
humble ourselves for his sake. Also, he was scorned, spat upon and

beaten. And all this he suffered for our salvation. Must we not then
with even greater cause suffer in patience, so that we shall-gain Christ!

In inverse correlation to this imitation of Christ’s suffering, the
second part of Nestor’s narrative is amplified by a series of mysti-
cal light visions, transfiguring the life of the saint as abbot of the
Caves Monastery into an anagogical prefiguration of his celestial
glory, anticipated by his illumination in the light of Christ, the Sun
of Justice, in the vision that accompanies Nestor’s account of the
saint’s baptism. Figural interpretation thus provided Nestor with
the pattern underlying his rhetorical transformation of Theodosius
into an image of Christ in both his human and in his divine aspects.

In his Life of Saint Theodosius Nestor recalls that Theodosius in
his youth had wanted to join a group of pilgrims to the Holy Land,
“where Our Lord had walked in the flesh.” But God would not let
him leave his own country, according to Nestor, and the pilgrims
departed without him.

Russian pilgrimages to the holy places of Palestine began soon
after the conversion, but the earliest account of such a journey
extant in old Russian literature is the Life and Pilgrimage of Abbot
Daniel from the Land of Rus (Zhitie i khozhdenie Danila ruskyya zemli
igumena). We know little about the author, who was probably the
abbot of a monastery in the principality of Chernigov. He spent
sixteen months in the Holy Land in 1106-8, travelling with a large
retinue and employing professional guides everywhere. In Jeru-
salem he was received by Baldwin I, King of Jerusalem, under
whose protection he was able to go to places normally inaccessible
to visitors. During the Easter Service at the Holy Sepulchre, the
king placed Daniel next to himself.

The Pilgrimage is first and foremost a description of the holy
places associated with the life story of Jesus Christ. Daniel sees
these places both in their biblical context and in their natural
environment, endeavoring to convey to his Russian readers the
emotional effect they had on him. He walks along the banks of the
river Jordan “with love,” comparing it to the river Snov back in
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Rus, kisses the place of Christ’s Transfiguration “with love and
tears,”” and exclaims at the first sight of Jerusalem that “‘no one can
hold back his tears at the sight of this much longed-for land of
these holy places, where Christ Our Lord endured sufferings for
the sake of us sinners.” The pilgrimage culminates in the cele-
bration of the Easter Service, when Daniel kindles a light by the
sacred fire “‘on behalf of the whole Russian land.”

From the point of view of genre, Daniel’s Pilgrimage represents a
rather free version of the Greek proskynetarion, a form that emerged
in the tenth century in imitation of the Latin itinerarium. As with
the Latin variant, Daniel’s itinerary displays a personal tone, in
contrast to the proskynetaria, which provide impersonal descrip-
tions of various places of worship in and around Jerusalem, meant
as guides for pilgrims to the services arranged especially for them.

Whether Nestor the hagiographer also wrote the Primary Chron-
icle (Povest vremennykh let), we shall probably never know. Argu-
ments have been advanced both for and against this attribution,
based on a reference to “Nestor, the monk of Theodosius’ Caves
Monastery” in a sixteenth-century copy of the Primary Chronicle
and on references in the oldest, twelfth-century part of the Pater-
ikon of the Caves Monastery (Kievo-pechersky paterik) to Nestor “who
wrote the Chronicle.” Current scholarship commonly sees Nestor
as the author of the first comprehensive redaction of the Primary
Chronicle, compiled about 1113 on the basis of at least two earlier
texts. This redaction was revised about 1117 by Abbot Silvester of
the Kievan Monastery of Saint Michael, while another version was
prepared for Prince Mstislav Vladimirovich in the Caves Mon-
astery in 1118. Silvester’s redaction is believed to have been pre-
served in the Laurentian codex of 1377, and the redaction of 1118 in
the Hypatian codex, dating from the 1420s. These are the oldest
surviving manuscripts of the old Russian chronicles. The Lauren-
tian codex contains under 1096 the Instruction (Pouchenie) of Prince
Vladimir Monomakh on Christian virtues and Christian behavior,
addressed to his children. Modelled on Byzantine sources, the
work draws heavily on Scripture, and was obviously meant as a
practical manual for ruling princes in a newly converted Christian
society.

In its basic outline this reconstruction of the development of the
Primary Chronicle goes back to the investigations of Alexey Shakh-
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matov at the beginning of this century. With slight modifications,
his hypothetical reconstruction is generally accepted in current
scholarship.

From a literary point of view, the Primary Chronicle is an unusual
work, an accumulation of very heterogeneous texts strung
together according to a simple chronological principle. This form
was probably taken over from the Paschal calendars, tables
showing the dates of Easter for a number of years in succession
with columns for the recording of important events under each
year. This simple cumulative structure still shows through in
places where the text is reduced to the mere enumeration of years,
with no subsequent entry. However, all the events listed in this
way are unique: they stand out against the background of the
ordinary, that which is not worth recording. Expanded into narra-
tives, these records retain their anecdotal, legendary form.

This annalistic cumulation of extraordinary events is theoreti-
cally unlimited: it has no beginning, and could go on forever. Only
by inserting into his own annalistic recordings excerpts from
translated Byzantine chronicles can the author of the Primary
Chronicle provide his own work with a beginning, a middle, and an
end.

The Primary Chronicle opens with a story about the division of
the earth among the sons of Noah after the flood, when the
northern and western lands, among them the land of Rus, went to
Japheth, and of the building of the Tower of Babel, when God
scattered His people over the face of the earth and the linguistic and
ethnic unity of mankind gave way to a multiplicity of nations and
languages. This story, known in Kievan Rus from works such as
the Chronicle of George Hamartolos, is further combined with
passages from an unidentified story about the migrations and early
history of the Slavs, leading up to the legendary description of the
foundation of Kiev and the emergence of Rus. The technique used
by the author of the Primary Chronicle is identical with that
employed in the Sermon on the Law and Grace. By bringing his
domestic records together with passages quoted from other texts,
the author of the Primary Chronicle likewise integrates the history
of Rus into the context of world history, interpreted teleologically,
as an eschatological process, beginning with the fall of Adam and
the expulsion from Paradise, and moving towards the final Day of
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Judgement, when history will come to an end. Furthermore, this
linear conception of history is complemented by a spatial dimen-
sion, in which historical events and characters are transformed into
a network of prefigurations and fulfillments centered around the
Incarnation and expiatory Passion of Christ. In the Primary Chron-
icle this figural interpretation emerges in the ‘“‘philosopher’s
speech,” inserted into the chronicle under 986 in the form of a
didactic dialogue between an anonymous philosopher “sent by the
Greeks” and Prince Vladimir, on the eve of the baptism of Rus. Its
sources have not been identified, but there can be no doubt of its
Greek origin.

The philosopher’s speech interprets events in the Old Testament
as anticipations of the coming of Christ and the spreading of the
Gospel to the “new nations.”” Similarly, the imminent conversion
of Vladimir and his people is seen as a fulfilment of Old Testament
prophecies. In his allegorical exegesis of the story of Gideon
(Judges VI), the philosopher employs the very terms “prefigur-
ation” (preobrazhenie) and ‘“‘prefigured” (preobrazi) in order to
bring out its hidden meaning: dew (on the fleece) prefigures the
baptism of the new nations.

This figuration enables the chronicler to carry the method over
into his own description of the Russians. With the help of biblical
quotations he interprets the baptism of his own people as an
imitatio Christi:

Praised be our Lord Jesus Christ, who loved His new people, the

kingdom of Rus, and illuminated it with holy baptism . .. Saint Paul

says: “Brothers! All of us who have been baptized into Jesus Christ
were baptized into His death.” We were buried therefore with him by

baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the
glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.

The “philosopher’s speech” and the eulogy to Vladimir that
follows belong to a group of texts that together represent the
ecclesiastical strain in the early redactions of the Primary Chronicle.
This group includes episodes such as the baptism and death of
Olga, the martyrdom of the first Varangian Christians, the slaying
of Boris.and Gleb, and the eulogy to Prince Yaroslav under the
year 1037. To this group may be added the introduction on the
origins and history of the Eastern Slavs. Stylistically, these pas-
sages are characterized by a combination of crisp and simple
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narrative, verging on the vernacular, with rhetorical elements
typical of the Church Slavonic encomium.

A very different style prevails in the episodes dealing with the
coming of the Varangians and the history of the Varangian rulers
in pre-Christian Rus. Told in the form of short, pointed indepen-
dent anecdotes, often culminating in dramatic dialogues, these
episodes reflect an oral epic tradition, and have been associated
with the Varangian element in the retinue of the Kievan princes.
Some of them are clearly based on motifs also found in old Norse
literature. Well known examples are the combat tale of Mstislav
and Rededya under the year 1022, the description of Olga’s
(Scand. Helga) murder of her suitors to avenge her dead husband
Igor (Scand. Ingvarr) under 945 (which has its counterpart in the
story about Sigrid Storrada in the Olaf Tryggvasson Saga), or the
death of Oleg (Scand. Helgi), bitten by a snake which suddenly
emerges from the skull of his favorite horse. In this part of the
chronicle Prince Vladimir is no longer the Christian ruler but a
Varangian warrior who ravishes Rogned (Scand. Ragnheidr), the
daughter of the Varangian Prince Rogvolod (Scand. Ragnvaldr) of
Polotsk. The story of her unsuccessful revenge occurs in another
variant in the story of Gudrun, Ironbeard’s daughter, in the Olaf
Tryggvasson Saga.

Correspondences such as these have given rise to the theory that
the Varangians brought their own oral epic tradition with them
from Scandinavia to Rus. More plausible, however, is the expla-
nation put forward by Adolf Stender-Petersen, who suggests that
both the old Russian and the old Norse material reflect a Greek-
Byzantine tradition passed on to Varangian merchants and mer-
cenaries in Byzantium and carried back to Kiev and Scandinavia.
From this perspective, the tales about Gudrun, Rogned and Sigrid
appear as echoes of ancient Greek heroic tales.

One of the most enigmatic heroes of the Primary Chronicle is
Prince Vseslav of Polotsk, whose birth i1s recorded under 1044.
Conceived by magic, he was born with a caul which his mother
was told by magicians to bind upon the child that he might bear it
for the rest of his life. This he did, and so was “merciless in
bloodshed,” according to the chronicler. The figure of Vseslav is
surrounded by ominous signs: a large star appeared “as if it were
made of blood,” the sun was “like the moon,” and these signs
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“portended bloodshed.” By combining the account of Vseslav
given in the Primary Chronicle with the description of him in the
Igor Tale and with the figure of Volkh (i.e. wolf) Vseslavevich of
the byliny, it is possible to reconstruct an old Russian Vseslav epic
about the prince-werewolf, based on an ancient werewolf myth
also reflected in Serbo-Croatian epic poetry and deeply rooted in
the Indo-European tradition common to both Slavs and Scandi-
navians (Roman Jakobson and Marc Szeftel).

Vseslav of Polotsk is the hero of an extensive digression in the
Igor Tale (Slovo o polku Igoreve), in which the description alternates
between his diurnal life as prince and warrior, and his nocturnal
adventures as 2 werewolf:

Vseslav the prince sat in judgement over men,

as prince he ruled over cities;

but at night he coursed as a wolf;

running from Kiev to the ramparts of Tmutorokan,

as a wolf he crossed the path of Great Hors.

For him the bells rang early for matins in Polotsk at St.
Sophia, but he heard the ringing in Kiev.

The folkloric character of this passage is reinforced by the refer-
ence to the Great Hors, an Iranian borrowing designating the
radiant sun, another name for Dazhbog (“giver of wealth”), the
“sun god of the pagan Slavs. In the Igor Tale the old pagan deities
have lost their cultic value. Like the werewolf myth, they seem to
belong to an oral epic tradition exploited by the author of the Tale
for purely poetic purposes.

When the Igor Tale was published in 1800, nine years after it had
been acquired by Prince Alexey Musin-Pushkin, it was immedi-
ately regarded as an oral epic and even compared to the poems of
Ossian. The correspondences between the Tale and James Mac-
pherson’s forgeries were subsequently used as an argument against
the authenticity of the old Russian manuscript, which perished in
the Moscow fire of 1812, so that the text only survives in the first
edition and in a copy made for Catherine I in 1795—6.

The authenticity of the Tale has been challenged by a number
of scholars, but the philological evidence supporting its genuine-
ness is now overwhelming. It would not have been possible to re-
construct the old Russian and Turkic forms found in the Tale in
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Catherine II's Russia, or in the sixteenth century, a date
that has also been suggested for its composition. Furthermore, the
Igor Tale no longer appears as an isolated work in pre-Tatar Rus.
Parallels to its style and imagery have been found in Cyril of
Turov’s sermons and in the Sermon on the Resurrection of Lazarus
(Slovo o Lazarevom voskresenii), an anonymous homily dating from
the same period. Words and phrases once regarded as unique in the
Tale have been identified with expressions found in texts such as
the chronicles, Flavius Josephus’ History of the Jewish War, and the
old Russian Digenis Akritas romance.

The Igor Tale must have been composed in the years between
1185, when the events that form its subject matter took place, and
1 October 1187, the death date of Igor’s father-in-law, Prince
Yaroslav Osmomysl of Galich, referred to as still living in the
Tale.

The Igor Tale describes a campaign against the Polovtsians,
Turkic nomads who had appeared in the southeastern steppes in
the middle of the eleventh century. The campaign, led by Igor
Svyatoslavich, Prince of Novgorod-Seversk, was only an episode
in the wars against this people but is recorded both in the Lauren-
tian and in the Hypatian copies of the chronicle. On 23 April 1185,
Igor set off with his son Vladimir and his nephew Svyatoslav
Olgovich. In spite of a bad omen - a total eclipse of the sun - the
Russians decided to cross the Donets river and attack the Polov-
tsians. At first they were successful, and the enemy fled. But when
they decided to spend the night in the abandoned Polovtsian camp
instead of retreating with their spoils, they were taken by surprise,
and defeated. Igor was taken prisoner and spent about five weeks
in Polovtsian captivity, from which he escaped in June 1185.

The basic sequence of events is roughly the same in the Kievan
chronicle (the Hypatian codex) and in the Tale. The difference
between them lies in the rhetorical treatment of the material. On
the one hand, the anonymous author of the Tale has condensed his
subject matter so greatly as to make it well-nigh incomprehensible
to an audience unfamiliar with its historical context. On the other
hand, he has amplified his condensed narrative by a series of
digressions, creating a network of similarities and contrasts
between the princes of his own troubled present, fighting each
other in ruinous wars, and the heroes of a legendary, united past,
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between his own style and the devices of Boyan, the “vatic singer”
of old. Lyrical exclamations and emotional appeals, laments and
eulogies interrupt the story. The poetic imagery transforms men
and animals, plants and trees into a complex pattern of metaphoric
and metonymic equivalences. The author has translated his
troubled premonitions of the ruin of Rus into a poetic vision of
tragic portent.

The intricate imagery of the Igor Tale has been compared to
similar instances of enigmatic speech and ornament in other
twelfth-century European literature, to scaldic poetry, and to
Wolfram’s epic. The corresponding old Russian mode of expres-
sion is the parabolic-figurative style inherited from Byzantine
epideictic rhetoric. It is from the Byzanto-Slavonic logos epideikti-
kos that the Tale derives its encomiastic composition: first a proem
in which the author addresses his audience and introduces his
theme, followed by the central part of the narrative, with digress-
ions and interruptions characteristic of encomiastic glorification,
and concluded by an epilogue in the form of a final hymn of praise
celebrating the happy return of Igor, his son, and his brother.

The Supplication and Address of Daniel the Exile (Molenie i Slovo
Daniila Zatochnika) is known in two versions, the Supplication and
the Address, surviving in copies from the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, both going back to an original believed to date from the
last decades before the Tatar invasions. Neither the author of the
petition, Daniel, nor its addressee, a certain Prince Yaroslav, has
been identified, and it may well be that the work is pure fiction.
Daniel has for unknown reasons fallen into poverty and been
abandoned by his friends and family. He turns to the prince for
material support, hoping that his wit will be rewarded. He
begins his appeal to the prince with a sycophantic eulogy, which
gradually changes into facetious satire centcred around the two
traditional motifs of evil wives and self-indulgent monks. The text
is a patchwork of quotations from biblical and secular sources,
aphorisms, and quasi-popular proverbs, ranging from a descrip-
tion of the prince in words taken from the Song of Solomon -
“sweet is thy voice, thy lips drop as the honeycomb, ... thy
cheeks are like a bed of spices . .. thy countenance is as Lebanon,
excellent as the cedars . . . thy belly is like an heap of wheat...” -
to misogynous adages (““I should rather take a fiery bull into my
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house than an evil wife”’) and sarcastic ribaldry (‘I have never seen
a dead man riding on a swine, nor the devil on a woman’’). Though
he boasts of his own wisdom, Daniel does not flinch from self-
mockery: “I am not wise, but have only donned the robes of those
who are, and put on their boots.”” His pompous onset — “Let us
trumpet forth, o brethren, as on a trumpet of gold, on the wisdom
of our wit” — sounds like a parody of an epic invocation. The whole
petition is, in fact, a kind of parody, and it has been suggested that
it belongs to the jocular folklore of the skomorokhi, the wandering
minstrels of old Russia who were persecuted by the church and
could only survive on the fringes of old Russian culture. The
difficulty with this explanation is that the Supplication is not folklo-
ric, but a written composition. Its generic origin is more likely to
be found in Byzantine literature, in particular in satires such as the
demotic verse supplications of the twelfth-century writer Theo-
dore Prodromos, a nephew of the Metropolitan John of Kiev, and
his contemporary, Michael Glykas. Addressed to the Emperor and
other high-ranking persons, these poems combine coarse realism
and a macabre sense of humor with malicious satire, flattery and
shameless begging. Recurrent motifs in these supplications include
the plight of a husband married to a cantankerous wife, an innocent
suffering in jail, the scholar’s wretched existence as opposed to the
comfort enjoyed by ignorant artisans, and the contrast between
simple monks, living in utter misery, and the meanness of wealthy
abbots. Daniel’s Supplication appears to be a unique example of this
particular genre in Kievan Rus.

In 1223 a large army suddenly invaded the land of Rus from the
south and dealt a crushing defeat to a coalition of Russian and
Polovtsian armies on the Kalka River, before disappearing as
quickly as they had come, leaving the Russians totally bewildered.
This was their first reaction to the Mongols, or Tatars, as they
were always called in Russia. In 1237-41 they returned to central
Russia, ravaging towns and villages, massacring all who dared to
resist them, but leaving the country’s political institutions intact.
The city of Ryazan was devastated in 1237, Vladimir in 1238, and
in 1240 Kiev was sacked. The whole of northeast Russia and
Novgorod became tributary lands of the Golden Horde, a branch
of the Mongols’ vast Asian empire controlled by Khan Batu, a
grandson of Chingis Khan. The administrative center of the Horde
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was the city of Sarai on the lower Volga, where the Russian princes
now had to go for their investiture, in order to pledge allegiance to
the khan. Some of them even undertook the long journey to
Karakorum in central Mongolia, the capital of the empire.

The Tatars established a rule in Russia based on tribute, which
the local princes were obliged to pay under the threat of new
reprisals, with only the Russian Church granted exemption from
Tatar taxation: according to the Laurentian Chronicle, “abbots,
monks, priests, members of the clergy and those who vow loyalty
to the Holy Mother of God and the bishop” went free.
Throughout the years of Tatar rule the Russian metropolitanate
thus continued to exercise jurisdiction over the whole of Russia,
and the Church remained the center of Russian civilization, the
guardian of the religious and cultural values of the country. Metro-
politan Cyril, who had first supported Daniel of Galicia’s contacts
with the papacy and the Catholic kingdoms of central Europe,
eventually decided to transfer his allegiance to the khans at Sarai,
and in 1250 travelled to Vladimir, where he established close ties
with Alexander Nevsky, prince of Novgorod (r. 1240-52) and
grand prince of Vladimir (r. 1252-63). Alexander, who in 1240
had defeated the Swedes on the Neva river and in 1242 won the
battle against the Teutonic Knights on the ice of Lake Peipus, was
confirmed by Khan Batu as a grand prince. In his anti-western,
pro-Mongol policy, Alexander acted with the support of both the
Russian metropolitan and the Byzantine patriarch, who saw in the
Mongol ruler a safeguard against western expansionism while,
they believed, the religious tolerance of the Tatars would guaran-
tee the independence of the Orthodox Church. In 1299 the metro-
politanate was moved from the southwest to the city of Vladimir,
the capital of the northern grand princes.

The result of all this was that Russian civilization now survived
and continued to develop in the north and east, in Novgorod and
the principalities on the upper Volga, Moscow, Vladimir, Kos-
troma, Yaroslavl and Tver. Towards the end of the Tatar yoke,
Moscow emerged as the new political and cultural center of
Russia.

Hagiography remained a predominant genre in this period of
old Russian literature, and a number of Lives were written to
commemorate the monastery builders of the north, such as Saint
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Leonty Rostovsky, Saint Nikita of Pereyaslavl-Zalessky, Saint
Varlaam of Khutyn, and others. More interesting from the point
of view of literary history, however, is the development of
princely Lives and martyr passions in this period.

The cult of the ruler and the martyred prince was a characteristic
feature of Kievan Rus. In the eleventh century this cult had found
its literary expression in eulogies to Olga and Vladimir and their
descendants, and in passion stories about Boris and Gleb.

In subsequent centuries both forms found their way into the
chronicles. The appanage princes of Novgorod and Vladimir, for
example, were glorified according to the hagiographical schemes
developed in Kievan literature. One of the most moving princely
martyr passions is the story of Igor Olgovich, recorded in the
Kievan Chronicle under 1147. The central motif is the prince’s
imitatio Christi through suffering, and like Boris and Gleb, Igor
is killed by his brothers in the struggle for power.

With the Tatar invasions, the princely Lives and passions
acquired new significance. The martyrologion was chosen to repre-
sent the steadfastness of Russian princes tortured and killed by the
henchmen of the khans, whereas the Life was used to glorify
Alexander Nevsky, the secular hero embodying the policy of the
Orthodox Church.

The new historical context engenders a marked change in the
selection of motifs. The imitatio Christi motif disappears and the
motif of fratricide is often suppressed, as the rivalry of the Russian
princes for the khan’s favor is played down.

A typical princely passion from this period is the Story of the
Murder of Prince Michael of Chernigov and his Boyar Feodor in the
Horde (Skazanie ob ubienii v orde knyazya Mikhaila Chernigovskogo i
ego boyarina Feodora). The murder took place in 1246, when the
prince had gone to Sarai, probably in order to receive his decree
from the khan, even though the story gives as the reason for his
journey his desire to expose the khan’s deceit. As in the early
martyr passions, the khan — or tsar, as he is called here, and was
always officially called in Russia — represents the power of this
world, whereas the two Russians stand for a higher, divine auth-
ority. In accordance with church teachings, the two Christians are
prepared to accept the khan’s superiority in secular matters, but
they firmly refuse to take part in a pagan fire-ritual and to bow to
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the sun and the idols of the Tatars: “I bow to you, O tsar, for God
has given you the tsardom and the glory of this world.” Rather
than betray their Christian faith, they suffer torture and a terrible
death at the hands of the khan’s people. The story thus has an
ideological message, reflecting the Realpolitik of the Russian
Church under Tatar rule.

A similar combination of political realism and hagiographical
ideals appears in the Tale of the Life and Valor of the Faithful and
Grand Prince Alexander (Povest o zhitii i o khrabrosti blagovernogo i
velikogo knyazya Aleksandra), written shortly after his death in 1263
by an author who had known him personally. The Life makes no
attempt to describe Alexander Nevsky’s biography in detail, but
rather concentrates on the main events of his political career, his
victories over the Swedes, the Livonians, and the Teutonic
Knights. His humiliating relationship with the khan, on the other
hand, is glossed over. The style of the Life is a mixture of hagio-
graphical and martial rhetoric. Alexander is compared to Joseph
the Beautiful in appearance, to Samson in strength, to Solomon in
wisdom, and in military prowess to the Emperor Vespasian,
known from Flavius Josephus. Before the battle against the
Swedes, a vision foreshadows the invisible assistance of Boris and
Gleb heading a heavenly host of warriors. In the battle on Lake
Peipus against the Teutonic Knights, Alexander’s army is likened
to the warriors of King David, and in his prayers the prince
remembers the victories of Moses and Yaroslav. Heavenly hosts
appear in the sky, and with their help Alexander conquers the
German invaders.

These hagiographical elements create an otherworldly frame-
work for the battle scenes, described with the precision of the
military tales of the chronicles: “And when the sun rose, the
enemies met. And there was a cruel fight. And a cracking of
snapping spears. And a clanging of clashing swords. And it was as
if the frozen lake was moving. And the ice could not be seen,
covered as it was with blood.”

The combination of two different stylistic registers within it has
given rise to the theory that the Life was originally written in the
form of a secular biography. As long as this notion is not corrobo-
rated by textological studies, however, there is no reason to
assume that the hagiographical element is secondary. On the
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contrary, these elements give the Life of Alexander Nevsky its deep-
er significance, transforming its hero into a vehicle of God’s will.

The traumatic effect of the Mongol invasions is reflected in the
military tales, a group of texts composed in the second half of the
thirteenth century and the early fourteenth. None of them survives
as an individual work: they have been incorporated in larger
compilations like the chronicles. The Tale of the Battle on the River
Kalka (Povest o bitve na Kalke) interprets the first Tatar incursion as
God’s punishment for the sins of the Russian people, and sees in
their sudden departure a sign that the end of the world is near. The
style is simple and prosaic, as in so many of the military chronicle
tales.

In contrast to the unsophisticated narrative of the battle on the
Kalka, the Tale of Batu’s Sacking of Ryazan (Povest o razorenii
Ryazani Batyem) is a complex epic work of great poetic beauty.
Using a lyrical mode of expression, the author recalls how the
city was destroyed, and how its princes, the Ingvarevichi, were
savagely killed, “all together emptying the same chalice of
death.” Passages cast in the martial style alternate with hagiogra-
phical rhetoric. In their laments, the dramatis personae give voice to
their despair at the misfortune that has befallen the country. The
author bewails the martyrdom of the young and beautiful princes
Oleg and Feodor, of Eupraxia, who jumped from a tower to
escape the khan’s embraces, and Agrippina with all her daughters
and daughters-in-law, killed in the church where they had sought
refuge. In the central part, the boyar Evpaty Kolovrat, a true epic
hero, gathers around him a small host of men “whom God had
preserved” and sets out against the enemy. Echoing the folk epic,
the tale describes how Evpaty kills one of the Tatar chiefs in single
combat, and how the khan, when the Russians finally bring their
dead hero before him, sends for his “mirzas, and his princes, and
his snachuk-beys, and all were amazed at the courage, fortitude,
and bravery of the Ryazan warriors.” The tale ends with the
burial of the dead princes, whose earthly remains have been col-
lected and brought back to Ryazan by Prince Ingvar Ingorevich.
Order has been restored, and Ingvar’s lament for his dead
brothers concludes with an invocation of Boris and Gleb for help
against the enemy.

On 8 September 1380, a Russian army led by the Grand Prince
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Dmitry Ivanovich of Moscow (Donskoy) defeated Khan Mamai
and his army on the Kulikovo field on the upper Don, less than 200
miles south of Moscow. This was the first time the Russians had
bested the Mongols, and the victory was undoubtedly of great
psychological importance both to the Russians and to the
Mongols: though the Tatar yoke would last for another century
and more, it showed that the invaders were vulnerable. By 1393,
the account of the victory had been turned into an epic com-
position by Sofoniya of Ryazan, of whom nothing is known but
his name. His work is today called the Zadonshchina (The Battle
Beyond the Don), a title it received in the earliest of its six extant
copies, dating from the 1470s.

The Zadonshchina was composed in conscious imitation of the
Igor Tale: the epic movement from initial disaster to final success
for the Russians on the Don in 1380 mirrors the movement
from triumphant victory to total surrender on the Kayala in 1185.
According to Roman Jakobson’s ingenious conjecture, this mirror
symmetry is a deliberate device employed by the author in order to
bring together in a diptych his own original Lament and
Encomium and an old Lament “copied from books”, i.e. the Igor
Tale. Or, to quote from Sofoniya’s proem: “First I wrote down
the Lament of the Russian land and so forth, citing from books.
After that I composed the Lament and Praise to Grand Prince
Dmitry [. . .] let us adjoin Tale to Tale.”

Like the author of the Igor Tale, Sofoniya refers back to the
“vatic Boyan.” But the archaic imagery associated with this
legendary figure in the Tale is no longer understood by the author
of the Zadonshchina. He reduces the nature symbolism of the older
work to much simpler figures. The wolf-symbolism of the Tale,
for instance, reappears in the Zadonshchina as a negative parallel-
ism: “And the grey wolves [...] want to advance against the
Russian land. Those were not grey wolves, but the pagan
Tatars [...]”" Moreover, Sofoniya’s discourse is multistyled, with
elements borrowed from the chronicles and the military tales, such
as the contrast between pagans and Christians, the topos “God has
punished the Russian land for its sins,” the princes’ prayers before
the battle, etc. In spite of all these differences, however, the
esthetic significance of the Zadonshchina depends on its relationship
to the Igor Tale. The tragic vision of the ruin of Rus in the Tale is
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counterbalanced in Sofoniya’s work by a new vision of “the
glorious town of Moscow.”

The rise of Moscow as the new center of Russian culture is due
most of all to the influence of Metropolitan Cyprian. Little is
known about Cyprian’s early years. He probably spent some time
as a monk on Mount Athos, where he was trained in the hesychast
tradition of contemplative prayer. At the beginning of the 1370s,
he was taken into the service of the pro-hesychast Patriarch Philo-
theos, and soon became one of his trusted men. In 1375 he was
- appointed metropolitan of Kiev and Lithuania, and in 1390 finally
moved to Moscow, after a brief and unsuccessful stay there in
1381-2. An accomplished diplomat, theologian and man of letters,
Cyprian was a typical representative of “political hesychasm,”
advanced by a group of ecclesiastical princes who, in the second
half of the fourteenth century, worked together to restore and
preserve the unity of the Orthodox Church under the patriarchate
of Constantinople. To this group also belonged Patriarch
Euthymius of Trnovo and his pupil Gregory Tsamblak, both
friends and colleagues of Cyprian’s, and in Russia such distin-
guished church leaders as Sergius of Radonezh and his nephew
Theodore, Abbot of the Simonov Monastery and Grand Prince
Dmitry Donskoy’s confessor, later bishop of Rostov. Cyprian
contributed actively to the spread of hesychast theology in Russia.
He translated texts promoting hesychast doctrine from Greek into
Church Slavonic, among them the Ladder of John Climacus and
certain writings of Dionysius the Areopagite. Furthermore, he
revised the Russian ritual in order to bring it more in accordance
with Byzantine practice. In the years before his death in 1406, he
was involved in the compilation of the first comprehensive
Moscow chronicle, completed in 1408. His major works as a man
of letters are his two versions of the Life of Metropolitan Peter
(Zhitie metropolita Petra, ruled 1308-26), based on an earlier Life of
Peter commissioned by Ivan Kalita in 1327 to commemorate
Peter’s translation of the metropolitanate from Vladimir to
Moscow. Cyprian’s first and shorter version may have been
written in 1381-2, during his initial incumbency in Moscow,
whereas the longer version was written after 1385, probably after
Cyprian’s return to Moscow in 1390.

In Cyprian’s Life, Peter is depicted as the incarnation of
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fourteenth-century hesychasm in both its aspects, the mystical and

the political. During his years of monastic apprenticeship the saint

spent his days
in meditation, setting up a ladder of ascent in his heart [. . .] according
to the instruction and teaching of Saint John Climacus [...] soon he
had learnt the painting of Holy Icons [. . .] and through this all his spirit
and mind were carried away from earthly things, and in spirit he was
wholly deified [. . .] lifting his mind from these painted images to their
archetypes.

The saint’s mystical theosis and the Orthodox theology of the Holy
Icons are here described with a precision which itself testifies to
Cyprian’s hesychast background. By the same token, his account
of Peter’s career as a church leader is accompanied by a vision of
the saint as the servant of the Holy Mother of God and her Son and
Lord, the heavenly archetype of the hesychast bishop. This
relationship between Christ and his servant is extended to Cyprian
himself, who in his concluding eulogy to Peter projects the main
events of his own life onto the life story of his protagonist,
emphasizing the correspondences between them. The eulogy ends
with a depiction of “our glorious Orthodox princes” venerating
the saint’s relics. Receiving blessings with all the Orthodox, prais-
ing the Lifegiving Trinity, the secular princes are represented
humbly kneeling before Metropolitan Cyprian, the image of the
divine prototype of Christ.

Cyprian’s expanded Life of Peter is commonly regarded as the
first example in old Russian hagiography of a new hagiographical
style, captivating the audience more by rhetorical embellishment
than by reliable and sober narration. Cyprian’s style is thus inter-
mediate between the neo-Slavic rhetoric of fourteenth-century
Bulgarian and Serbian hagiography, and its Russian counterpart,
known as “word-weaving” (pletenie sloves), a Greek calque. In
early Muscovite literature, “word-weaving” is usually associated
with the hagiographical writings of Epiphanius the Wise and
Pachomius the Serb.

The Life of Saint Stephen, Bishop of Perm (Zhitie svyatogo Stefana,
episkopa Permskogo), written by the monk Epiphanius the Wise
soon after Stephen’s death in 1396, is known in an early sixteenth-
century copy, believed to be identical with Epiphanius’ original
composition.
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Saint Stephen brought the Gospel to the Finnish Zyrians (the
Permians of the Life) and translated the Christian Scriptures into
their language. The hagiographical significance of this is brought
out in a comparison with the missionary work of the Apostles and
with Constantine-Cyril. By these parallels, the conversion of the
Permians is integrated into the history of salvation, seen as a linear
progress beginning with the Fall and moving towards the Day of
Judgement, a temporal process that has its spatial correlative in the
expansion of the Russian Church to the land of Perm. A similar
chronotope determines the representation of Stephen’s ascent in
the hierarchy of the Church in the form of a movement in time and
geographical space. From his home town of Ustyug he moves to
Rostov, where he is shorn a monk, ordained as deacon, and
receives his priesthood, before proceeding to Moscow and to
Perm, returning back to Moscow to become bishop. This idea of
sanctification as an ascent in the ecclesiastical hierarchy is one of the
two ways to divine knowledge described by Dionysius the Areo-
pagite, the other being the way of spiritual ascent in contemplation
of the divine mysteries. In the writings of the Areopagite the two
ways are equal, one belonging to the personal sphere, the other to
the sphere of the Church as a social institution. What is remarkable
in the Life of Saint Stephen is the one-sided emphasis on social and
political themes. Ideologically, the Life of Saint Stephen is a docu-
ment of political hesychasm; its mystical, contemplative aspect has
been suppressed.

By his own admission Epiphanius wrote the Life of Saint Stephen
“to praise the preacher of faith, Perm’s teacher, and the Apostles’
successor.” Thus the Life was conceived as an encomium. In a-
series of rhetorical amplifications, culminating in three final
laments in commemoration of the saint, Epiphanius exploits the
whole register of Church Slavonic devices, following the exemp-
lars of Kievan oratory and of the neo-Slavonic logos epideiktikos of
Serbian hagiography developed in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries. This ornamental style of “word-weaving,” with its
paronomastic repetitions, synonyms, isocola and homoioteleuta, is
brought to a flamboyant apex in Epiphanius’ tirades.

Before his death about 1420, Epiphanius wrote the Life of Saint
Sergius of Radonezh (Zhitie svyatogo Sergiya Radonezhskogo,
1314-92), the founder of the Monastery of the Holy Trinity north
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of Moscow, and one of the leaders of monastic hesychasm in early
Muscovite Russia.

This Life was rewritten by Pachomius the Serb soon after his
arrival in Russia about 1440, and has only been preserved in this
revised version. Pachomius had received his education on Mount
Athos, and was fully familiar with the ornate style of Serbian
literature. For the next forty years Pachomius was active in both
Novgorod and Moscow, revising old saints’ Lives and writing
new ones. Besides this, Pachomius composed a number of canons
with which he laid the foundations of an original Muscovite
hymnography. In the Life of Saint Sergius, the devices of “word-
weaving” are used less conspicuously than in the Life of Saint
Stephen, and there is more emphasis on narrative. At the same
time, Pachomius introduces into his glorification of the saint a
number of light visions, a motif not found in Epiphanius’ eulogy
to Stephen of Perm. The light visions reflect the inner ascent and
mystical illumination of Sergius, creating a link between his figure
and the illuminated figure of Nestor’s Saint Theodosius. The
correspondences between the two saints are hardly accidental.
They are both depicted as imitatores Christi, though Theodosius’
imitatio takes the form of a mystical re-enactment of Christ’s
suffering and an anagogical prefiguration of His celestial glory,
whereas the prototype of Sergius’ imitatio Christi is the, Trans-
figured Christ on Mount Tabor, the central image of mystical
hesychasm.

With the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Moscow emerged as the
new center of the Orthodox Church and heir to the imperial legacy
of East Rome. In 1459 the Russian Church was declared auto-
cephalous, and the marriage in 1472 of Ivan III to Princess Zoe,
niece of the last Byzantine emperor, seemed to confirm Russia’s
new status. During the next century the Russian Church turned
inward and developed the ideology of Moscow as the third and last
Rome.

The idea that the grand princes of Moscow — the fsars, as they
were now called — were the legitimate heirs of the Roman em-
perors was developed in several pseudo-historical works dating
from the reigns of Ivan III (1462-1505) and Vasily III (1505-33).
One of the most popular was the Tale of Constantinople (Povest o
Tsargrade), included in the Russian Chronograph (Russky Khrono-
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graf) of 1512, and ascribed in one copy to a certain Nestor Iskan-
der. In the final part, the tale describes the sultan’s triumphant
entry into the fallen city, concluding with a prophecy of Byzan-
tium’s liberation by a *““fair people” (rusy rod), soon taken to mean
that the Russians (russky rod) had been chosen by Providence to free
Constantinople. A related idea is expressed in Spiridon Sava’s
Epistle on the Crown of Monomakh (Poslanie o Monomakhovom
ventse), which traces the genealogy of the reigning Russian grand
princes back to Caesar Augustus. In the Tale of the Princes of
Viadimir (Skazanie o knyazyakh Vladimirskikh), Spiridon’s gene-
alogy, originally designed to glorify the princes of Tver, has been
transferred to Grand Prince Yury Danilovich of Moscow and his
descendants, as part of the new ideology.

From the literature of this period a number of tales have reached
us, either in translations or in original Russian versions belonging
to the international repertoire of medieval story telling. Among
the translated works are the so-called Serbian Romance of Alexander
(Serbskaya Aleksandriya) and Guido de Colomna’s Latin Tales of
Troy (Troyanskie skazaniya), originally completed in 1287, and
translated from a printed late fourteenth-century German edition.
Closer to the folkloric tradition are Stefanit and Ikhnilat, based on a
tale from the Indian Panchatantra, and the Tale of Solomon and
Kitovras (Skazanie o Solomone i Kitovrase). The Dispute between Life
and Death (Prenie zhivota i smerti) was translated from Nicholas
Mercator’s German version, published in Liibeck in 1484, whereas
the Tale of Dracula (Povest o Drakule) appears to have been written
by a Russian familiar with the Dracula legend. These texts sig-
nalled a new trend in old Russian literature. A work apart is the
Journey beyond the Three Seas (Khozhdenie za tri morya) by the Tver
merchant Afanasy Nikitin. Hardly intended for publication, these
travel impressions of Islamic India recorded by an Orthodox
Russian in 1466~72 have more appeal to a modern reader than most
of the period’s official literature.

The end of the fifteenth century and the beginning of the
sixteenth was a period of great religious unrest in Russia, in
Novgorod and Moscow in particular. Critics of the official
church could be found among both the laity and the clergy. Their
most serious complaints had to do with the institutional hierarchy
of the church, which they attacked in its foundations through a
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scrutiny of canon law. One of their most prominent leaders, Ivan
Volk Kuritsyn, developed his ideas of “free will” and of the
“spiritual church” of the early Christians from reading the official
Nomocanon (Kormchaya kniga).

Ivan’s brother Fyodor wrote that *“the soul has a free will and is
defended by faith [. . .] wholly blessed in knowledge, whereby we
arrive at the fear of God, the beginning of virtue.” The reform
movement reached the court of Ivan III, who initially supported it
as part of his plans to confiscate the landed estates owned by the
Russian Church and her monasteries. But when the reformers
proved too dangerous, the Church launched a counterattack under
the leadership of Abbot Joseph of Volokolamsk (1439-1515), a
staunch defender of monastic property and head of the Possessors
(styazhateli) in their struggle with the non-Possessors (nestyaz-
hateli). The latter were headed by Nil Sorsky (1433-1508), a great
mystic who insisted on monastic poverty and withdrew to the
remote forests beyond the Volga in order to devote himself to
solitary contemplation. However, the two antagonists joined
forces in opposition to the reformers, and Joseph’s main anti-
heretical work, The Enlightener (Prosvetitel), was written with Nil’s
assistance.

The religious unrest in early Muscovite Russia ended with the
victory of the Josephites over the “heretics” as well as the non-
Possessors. Prince Vassian Patrikeev, a disciple of Nil Sorsky,
fought in vain against them, chastizing the property-owning mon-
asteries for desecrating the tradition of the saints and describing the
acquisition of property as the “new heresy.” In 1531 he was
arrested and imprisoned in Joseph’s monastery at Volokolamsk,
where he died about 1545. A similar fate befell his friend Maxim
the Greek. Known in the world as Michael Trivolis, Maxim had in
his youth been close to the Italian humanists, but under the influ-
ence of Savonarola’s antihumanist sermons he became a monk on
Mount Athos and later went to Russia. He died in 1556 after
spending thirty-one years in prison for his opposition to the
church and the secular establishment.

After 1547, when Ivan IV the Terrible proclaimed himself
“Tsar,” official Russian literature was characterized by an encyc-
lopedic activity which paralleled the political centralization and
unification of the country under its autocratic ruler. The chronicles
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were codified and brought up to date, the Church Council of 1551
affirmed the established ritual of the Russian Church and issued its
decrees in a Book of a Hundred Chapters (Stoglav). Under the leader-
ship of Metropolitan Macarius (in office 1542—63), the hagiogra-
phical and patristic legacy of old Russia, as well as more recent
polemical writings, were collected in a vast compilation entitled
the Great Reading Menaia (Velikie cheti minei). In Household Manage-
ment (Domostroy), the rules of family life and everyday behavior
were laid down once and for all. Among the original tales of this
period is the Tale of Peter and Fevroniya (Povest o Petre i Fevronii)
composed by the monk Ermolay-Erazm in mid-century. The
legend is based on international fairy-tale motifs, such as the
slaying of a dragon, and the “wise maiden.” These folklore motifs
are combined with hagiographical topoi and contemporary political
themes in a work expressing the social ethos of the author, a
reformer in the tradition of the trans-Volga elders.

The cult of the tsar was codified in the Book of Ranks of the Tsars’
Genealogy (Stepennaya kniga tsarskogo rodosloviya), perpetuating the
myethical link between Caesar Augustus and the Russian princes,
now said to have been “tsars” even in Kievan times, and glorifying
the house of Kalita, rulers by divine appointment and support.
According to Ivan Peresvetov, an adventurer from Lithuania who
became the mouthpiece of the new Russian service nobility, the
tsar, in order to exert his ‘“terrible power,” should combine
“Christian faith” with “Turkish order.”

The terrible tsar and his policies are glorified in the History of
Kazan (Kazanskaya istoriya), written in 1564—5, and in the Tale of
Stefan Batory’s Attack on Pskov (Povest o prikhozhdenii Stefana Bato-
riya na Pskov), written only after the death of the tsar.

~ There is little doubt that Ivan the Terrible was a cruel and
mentally deranged tyrant. But he was also the author of some of
the most original works of sixteenth-century Russian literature.
Educated in the stern spirit of Josephite monasticism, Ivan mas-
tered to perfection the rules of Muscovite rhetoric, at the same
time demonstrating his despotic omnipotence by bringing into his
rhetorical discourse elements of blasphemy and scorn associated
with the buffoonery of the skomorokhi and court jesters, whose
company he cherished, although their pranks had been banned by
the Hundred Chapters. Ivan’s hybrid style was a forceful instrument
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in his polemics against political opponents, but it proved a double-
edged sword once the enemy discovered its unholy combination of
apparent Christian piety and personal arrogance, of Scriptural
quotations and foul-mouthed ribaldry.

The weaknesses of Ivan’s style were probed mercilessly by his
principal adversary, Prince Andrey Kurbsky (1528-83). A
descendant of old princely families of Yaroslavl and Smolensk,
Kurbsky had distinguished himself in Ivan’s military campaigns as
well as in administration, when, in 1564, during a war with
Lithuania, he deserted to the enemy. From Lithuania he responded
to the tsar’s accusatory letters, and in 1573, during the Polish
interregnum, compiled the History of the Grand Prince of Muscovy
(Istoriya o Velikom knyaze moskovskom), produced for the explicit
purpose of preventing the election of Ivan IV to the Polish throne.

The correspondence between Ivan and Kurbsky has been pre-
served only in seventeenth-century copies, and its authenticity has
recently been questioned. The ideological positions of the two
correspondents, however, coincide with views put forward in
their other writings. Ivan defends his autocratic idea of tsardom,
whereas Kurbsky favors limited princely power and shared
governmental responsibility, a position he further developed in his
History. Kurbsky is the first Russian writer to regard European
civilization and secular knowledge as superior to the theological
learning of the Orthodox Church and the traditions of old Russia.
To Kurbsky Ivan represents cultural barbarism, whereas Ivan uses
the same word to characterize Kurbsky’s apostasy from Muscovite
Christianity. )

After the death in 1598 of Fyodor Ivanovich, the last tsar of the
old dynasty, and of his successor Boris Godunov in 1606, the
Muscovite state was thrown into a crisis that lasted until 1613,
when Mikhail Fyodorovich, the first Romanov tsar, ascended the
throne. The interregnum, known as the Time of Troubles, had
shaken the foundations of the state. The country had been ravaged
by civil unrest and by wars of succession in which Poles and
Swedes had intervened in support of their respective candidates.

The Time of Troubles was a turning point in old Russian
literature. During this period church and state lost control over the
written word, Polish verse composition was imitated in Moscow,
and oral poetry was transposed into writing. The couritry was
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swamped with the ‘“alluring leaflets” of the false pretenders’
Catholic supporters, and Church Slavonic rhetoric acquired a new
role in the verbal battle with the enemy. Political pamphleteering
was no longer the preserve of the tsar, as it had been under
Ivan IV. In the ideological struggle of the interregnum, the auth-
ority of the written word had ceased to be absolute. It now
depended on the individual author’s ideological stance.

The new situation is clearly reflected in the memoirs written
during or shortly after the Time of Troubles, such as Avraamy
Palitsyn’s Narrative (Skazanie, 1612-20), Ivan Timofeev’s Discour-
ses (Slovesa dney i tsarey i svyatiteley moskovskikh, 1616-24), Ivan
Khvorostinin’s Chronicle (Vremennik, 1616~19), and Semyon Sha-
khovskoy’s True Account in Memory of the Martyred and Faithful
Tsarevich Dimitry, and of His Slaying (Povest izvestnoskazuema na
pamyat velikomuchenika, blagovernogo tsarevicha Dimitriya i o ubienii
ego), probably composed in the 1620s.

In these works the old rhetoric is skilfully employed to express,
and at times to camouflage, the authors’ personal assessments of
the events and characters of the period. In trying to understand the
behavior of Ivan the Terrible and Boris Godunov, these authors
went beyond the traditional character-drawing of old Russian
literature, with its clear distinction between sinners and righteous
men, between good and evil, and developed a literary technique
for the representation of complex, or “strong’ characters (Dmitry
Likhachov). Whereas Kurbsky had explained the contradictory
nature of Ivan the Terrible’s personality diachronically, seeing the
death of the Tsarina Anastasia as the watershed between the wise
and brave ruler and the cruel tyrant who finally murdered his own
son, the chroniclers of the interregnum try to depict the rulers of
the period as products of an internalized struggle between good
and evil in a contrastive technique where good and bad qualities are
no longer mutually exclusive, but form a syndrome, modifying
each other and creating a dramatic inner conflict. Boris Godunov’s
character, which to his contemporaries seemed so enigmatic, is
explained as an interplay of many factors: human “nature,” “free
will,”” striving after fame, the influence of other men. The original
contribution of these authors to old Russian literature lies in their
invention of a rhetoric of complex characterization.

After the accession of Alexey Mikhailovich in 1645, Moscow
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became the center of a spiritual revival, led by Stephen Vonifatev,
the tsar’s teacher and father confessor. Inspired by the Hundred
Chapters of 1551, Stephen dreamed of a ““lay monasticism” of small
penitential communities headed by a priest or archpriest. Among
the members of Stephen’s “circle of zealots” were both Nikon, the
future patriarch, and Avvakum, who was to become his most
intransigent opponent when, upon his appointment in 1652,
Nikon decided to bring ‘“Russian Gallicanism” to an end and work
for a closer relationship with the Ukrainian Church. After the
union between Russia and the Ukraine in 1654 this became a
matter of urgent concern, and the zealots’ dream of reviving
Muscovite religiosity was a lost cause. The schism following
Nikon’s liturgical reforms of 1653 split the whole Russian Church
into two camps: the Old Believers, representing the ideals of the
Hundred Chapters, and the Graecophiles, who accepted the neces-
sity of putting an end to the cultural isolationism of Muscovite,_
society. At their initiative, Ukrainian bookmen educated at the
Kiev Academy were called to Moscow, bringing with them .a
culture strongly influenced by the educational system of the Polish
Jesuits, on which the Kievan Metropolitan Petro Mohyla had
modelled the curriculum of the Academy.

The decisive step toward a westernization of Russian literature
was taken with the invitation of Simeon Polotsky (1629-80) to
Moscow in 1663. Born in Polotsk in White Russia, Simeon was
educated at the Kiev Academy, and he probably also studied at the
Jesuit College at Wilno, where he learned Polish and Latin. In 1656
he became a monk and teacher at the Orthodox Brotherhood’s
School in his home town, where in the same year he twice attracted
attention with verses he wrote on the occasion of Tsar Alexey’s
visits to the city. On his arrival in Moscow he opened a school for
government officials where he taught grammar, Latin, poetics and
thetoric. In 1667 he was appointed tutor to Tsarevich Alexey, and
later to Fyodor, Sofia, and Peter 1. He was court preacher and one
of the organizers of the Council of 1666—7, which officially deposed
Nikon and condemned the Old Believers, whom he attacked in his
Scepter of Government (Zhezl pravleniya). His sermons were
published posthumously in two volumes: the Spiritual Midday Meal
(Obed dushevny, 1681) and the Spiritual Supper (Vecherya dushevnaya,
1683). He wrote the first plays for the new court theater, Comedy
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on the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Komediya pritchi o bludnom syne) and
the tragedy On Nebuchadnezzar the King (O Navkhodonosore tsare),
both cast in the style of Jesuit school drama, the tragedy based on an
old Byzanto-Russian liturgical play about the ““three youths in the
fiery furnace.” Simeon’s large collections of poems, The Garden of
Many Flowers (Vertograd mnogotsvetny), and the Rifmologion,
remained unpublished. The former contains satirical, panegyrical,
narrative and didactic verse, the latter panegyric odes and occa-
sional poems written to the tsar and his family. Simeon’s verse
translation of the Psalter (Psaltyr rifmotvornaya), printed in Moscow
in 1680, was set to music at the end of the century.

In his panegyrical verse Simeon created an “imperial style” for
the glorification of the new absolutist empire and its ruler. This
style combines old Russian rhetoric and Byzanto-Russian imperial
ideology with tropes and figures taken over from ancient and
contemporary western European literature in the form of Jesuit
school Baroque. With Simeon, a whole museum of ancient gods,
muses, heroes, authors and philosophers entered Russian litera-
ture. But they had been lifted from their historical context and
given a purely ornamental function in his tirades of syllabic lines.

Verbal poetry — verse composition regulated by meter — was
unknown in Kievan and Muscovite literature. Verse composition
was known in old Russia only in the musical poetry of the Church
Slavonic hymns and in the spoken verse of brief oral genres,
proverbs, riddles, incantations, etc. recited by the skomorokhi.
Examples of skazovy stikh are to be found in Daniel’s Supplication.
From the beginning of the sixteenth century, the musical poetry of
the liturgy was imitated outside its liturgical context in com-
positions known as “penitential verse’ (stikhi pokayannye).

Syllabic poetry came to Russia from the west, through the
Ukraine, Belorussia, and Poland. The first virshi (from Latin versus)
were written in Russia in the early seventeenth century. Following
Ukrainian and Belorussian patterns, they were either written in the
form of isosyllabic couplets, or as couplets of lines with a varying
number of syllables (relative isosyllabism). The latter variant -
found, for instance, in the writings of Prince Khvorostinin —
coincided with the old skazovy stikh, but they were soon differen-
tiated functionally: “relative isosyllabism™ was associated with
serious poetry, skazovy stikh with popular, “low” rhymes.
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According to Alexander Panchenko, the new art of verse
writing was further developed by a group of Moscow government
officials whose activity seems to have ended with the schism,
when they sided with the Old Believers. Nikon favored the new
art too, and at his patriarchal court hymns were written on the
Polish model. But it was Simeon Polotsky who finally transferred
the whole system of syllabic poetry to Russia. His work was
continued by his favorite pupil, Silvestr Medvedev (1641-92),
beheaded by Peter I for his support of the tsar’s sister, the Tsarina
Sofia, and Silvestr’s friend, Karion Istomin (mid-17th century-
after 1720), after 1698 head of the printing office.

From the end of the sixteenth century and throughout the
seventeenth, a number of medieval adventure novels were trans-
lated into Russian, not from the originals but from the chapbook
versions in which these works survived in German and Polish
literature. The Tale about Prince Bova (Povest o Bove Koroleviche),
which goes back to the Italian romance of Buovo d’Antona, Peter
of the Golden Keys and Queen Magilena (Povest o Petre zlatykh
klyuchey), derived from Pierre de Provence et la belle Maguelonne, the
Tale of Bruntsvik, a chapbook version of an old Czech poem, the
Tale of the Golden Haired Czech Prince Vasily (Povest o Vasilii
Zlatovlasnom, koroleviche Cheshskoy zemli), and others.

Equally popular were the Russian counterparts of the German
Schwinke and French fabliaux, sometimes translated from Polish
facetiae, sometimes developed into original Russian versions of
well-known international motifs. Among the most popular were
the Tale about Karp Sutulov (Povest o Karpe Sutulove), the Story of a
Life in Luxury and Fun (Skazanie o roskoshnom zhitii i veselii), the
Tale of Ersh Ershovich (Povest o Ershe Ersheviche), and Shemyaka’s
Trial (Shemyakin sud), which project traditional denunciations of
bureaucracy and corrupt judges onto the reality of seventeenth
century Russian life. The original Tale of Frol Skobeev has been
called both a Russian “picaresque novel” and the “masterpiece of
Muscovite fabliaux.” This rather cynical tale describes the devices
by which the roguish hero seduces a nobleman’s daughter, clan-
destinely marries her, is finally reconciled with her parents, and
ends ““in great fame, and rich.” Both its tone and plot suggest that
this story already belongs to the Petrine period.

Another group of seventeenth-century satires deals with the

36

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE LITERATURE OF OLD RUSSIA, 988-1730

clergy and monastic life. In stories like the Tale about Sava the Priest
(Povest o pope Save) and the Petition of the Monks from Kalyazin
(Kalyazinskaya chelobitnaya), the solemn world of monks and
priests is turned upside down and parodied. The particular variant
of spoken verse employed in these satires points to their oral
origin. The existence of similar forms in Byzantine literature is an
indication that this is an old oral tradition fixed in writing in the
seventeenth century, the century when Russian folklore took per-
manent form for the first time.

Somewhat different from the merry, recreational parody of
these tales are the satires in which laughter mingles with tears.
Among them are such texts as the Mass of the Tavern (Sluzhba
kabaku), and the Abecedary of the Naked and Poor Man (Azbuka o
golom i nebogatom cheloveke), the former a parody of the vespers,
concluding with the life story of a drunkard in the form of a
mock-vita, the latter of a devotional abecedary, a genre common in
Byzanto-Slavonic literature. In both works the comic inversion of
official genres is combined with social satire. Like the prodigal
son, so popular in Jesuit literature of the period, the heroes, or
anti-heroes, of these works are described as social outcasts who act
against the will of their parents and waste their patrimony in the
company of the dregs of society. They are set in the inns and
taverns of the slums. But there is a characteristic element of
redeeming irony in them too. The first-person narrator of the
Abecedary depicts his own abasement with an element of irony, as if
in his humiliation he has broken away from the values of this
world.

A central text in this group is the Tale of Woe—Misfortune (Povest o
Gore i Zlochastii). Composed in the unrhymed lines of the folk
epic, with four stressed syllables in each line, the work is clearly a
literary transcription of an oral composition close to the genre of
the “penitential songs,” with a strong admixture of elements from
popular apocrypha about the figure of Khmel, or Humulus, as the
embodiment of the demon of drunkenness. The Tale of Woe-
Misfortune 1s thus a hybrid work in which a nameless youth leaves
his parents, strays from the right path, loses his possessions, and is
pursued by Woe-Misfortune, his evil spirit and the incarnation of
death, until he is saved at the monastery gates, where he is spirit-
ually reborn and becomes a monk.
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Underlying the Tale of Woe—Misfortune is a vision of life as tragic
farce in which demons play tricks on men in a godforsaken world
ruled by the forces of evil, by Satan and the Anti-Christ, or their
henchmen. This same vision undergirds the autobiographical Life
(Zhitie) of Archpriest Avvakum, the last great hagiographical work
in old Russian literature.

The Hundred Chapters Council had envisioned a Russian
Church encompassing the whole of society, extending church
discipline to all spheres of human life. The center of this “lay
monasticism” was to have been the “household church” under the
supervision of a priest or archpriest. This idea found expression in
the regulation of everyday life prescribed in the Domostroy, and it
was revived by the circle of religious reformers around Tsar
Alexey Mikhailovich in the 1640s.

One of the few literary expressions of this ideal is the Life of the
Holy and Pious Mother Juliana Lazarevskaya (Povest o svyatoy i
pravednoy materi Yulianii Lazarevskoy), written about 1625 by her
son. The Life is composed on the traditional pattern, but now
projected onto a secular life story, with the result that some of the
well-known topoi have been distorted, or even turned upside
down. Juliana did not go to church regularly, as a traditional saint
would have done. She was more concerned with her duties
towards the hungry, the poor, and the sick, than with ritual
matters. Also, she obeyed her husband when he forbade her to
enter a convent, and spent the rest of her days as a lay ascetic in
constant “spiritual prayer.”

The schism of 1653 wrecked hopes for a revival of household
religiosity. The leaders of the reformist movement went over into
opposition to the tsar and the patriarch, continuing their work as
religious dissidents, persecuted by church and state, tortured, and
finally burnt at the stake.

The vitae et passiones of these martyrs are the most significant
seventeenth-century contribution to old Russian hagiography.
These works include the anonymous Life of Boyarina Morozova,
Princess Urusova, and Maria Danilova (Zhitie boyariny Morozovoy,
knyagini Urusovoy, i Mari Danilovoy), and the autobiographical
Lives of Archpriest Avvakum and his fellow sufferer, the monk
Epiphanius.

Archpriest Avvakum (1621-82) wrote his Life at Pustozersk on
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the White Sea, where he spent his last fifteen years as a prisoner.
The Life went through several revisions, with the hagiographical
element becoming more pronounced in each new version.

Written in the form of an intimate “talk” (beseda) addressed to
Epiphanius, the Life has a markedly dialogic structure. The author
conducts a dialogue with his own past, trying to discover meaning
in his suffering, be it in the patriarchal torture chambers or during
the years of his Siberian exile. The memories of his suffering
become meaningful only when he regards his own life as a re-
enactment of Christ’s Passion. Avvakum’s theological thought is
permeated by the symbolism of the Areopagite (Konrad Onasch):
in his Life, people and events, even the flora and fauna of eastern
Siberia, are “signs and miracles” of divine prototypes, revealing
themselves in the immediate reality of his suffering. The inter-
ference of this supernatural world of prototypes transforms his
humiliations into a series of symbols of the world to come, of his
triumph over the arch-enemy, that Anti-Christ incarnate, Patri-
arch Nikon.

Avvakum’s combination of ecclesiastical and colloquial lan~
guage transposed into writing the pathos of his oral rhetoric, and
has remained a source of inspiration to modern Russian literature
ever since the Life was first published in 1861.

Ukrainian influence in Moscow, which had steadily increased
during the reign of Alexey Mikhailovich, became all-pervasive
during the reign of his son, Peter the Great. The Ukrainian-
Orthodox imitation of Polish-Jesuit school Baroque, introduced
into Russian literature by Simeon Polotsky, continued to flourish
in the writing of his successors, the Metropolitan Dimitry of
Rostov (1651—1709), Stefan Yavorsky (1658—1722), locum tenens of
the patriarchal chair, and Feofan Prokopovich (1681-1736). All
three were educated at the Kiev Academy, after which Yavorsky
and Prokopovich temporarily converted to Catholicism and con-
tinued their studies abroad, the former at Polish and Lithuanian
universities, the latter in Rome, where he became acquainted with
Jesuit scholasticism. This he later rejected, together with the div-
inity of the Greeks, trying to revitalize Russian theology in con-
frontation with Protestantism, whose doctrines he also refused to
accept. As distinguished men of letters, these ecclesiastics caught
the attention of the tsar, whose reforms they regarded with various
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feelings, from Yavorsky’s open resistance and Dimitry Ros-
tovsky’s silent disapproval to the enthusiastic support of Proko-
povich, who saw Peter as the embodiment of his own ideal of
enlightened despotism.

All three men were professional writers, trained according to the
rules of Jesuit school rhetoric, which Yavorsky summarized in his
Rhetorical Handbook (Ruka retoricheskaya), while Prokopovich
wrote his own Latin courses in both poetics and rhetoric.

Dimitry Tuptalo, later canonized as Saint Dimitry Rostovsky, is
known mainly for his Reading Menaia (Minei-Cheti, 1689—1705).
Written under the influence of the Jesuit Peter Skarga’s Polish
Lives and the acta sanctorum of the Bollandists, the work replaced
Macarius’s old Menaia, and became the hagiographical thesaurus
for generations and generations of Russian readers and writers,
right up to our own century. The highly ornate discourse of his
ecclesiastical oratory shows how well Baroque rhetoric and
Byzanto-Slavonic “word-weaving” could function together. His
plays A Comedy for the Day of Christ’s Birth (Komediya na Rozhdenie
Khristovo), A Comedy for the Dormition of the Virgin (Komediya na
Uspenie Bogomateri), and others, are written in the tradition of
Jesuit school drama, while his poems, epigraphs and hymns reveal
a predilection for Baroque conceptism. In Rostov, Dimitry estab-
lished the first Russian theological seminary using Greek and
Latin.

To his contemporaries, Stefan Yavorsky was known first and
foremost as the author of the anti-Protestant treatises Vineyard of
Christ (Vinograd Khristov, 1698) and Rock of Faith (Kamen very,
1718). His sermons, written in the Baroque mannerist style, were
aimed at impressing the audience with exclamations such as “O
Noah, glorious admiral!”” “O celestial pharmacist, how miracu-
lous is Thine alchemy, how marvellous Thy pharmacy [...].”
Stefan’s arguments against the Protestants were borrowed from
Catholic works. Like Feofan Prokopovich, Stefan was tri-lingual,
and wrote his poems in Latin, Polish and Church Slavonic. His
most accomplished verse composition is a Latin valedictory elegy
to his library, written in the tradition of the humanists.

Of all the Ukrainians active in Moscow under Peter the Great,
Feofan Prokopovich was the most prominent. He it was who
carried out Peter’s church reforms, abolishing the old Byzanto-
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Russian idea of a diarchy between church and state and subjecting
the ecclesiastical hierarchy to the authority of the secular ruler as
“high priest’” and “supreme shepherd”. -

In his literary work Feofan glorified the tsar and the new absolu-
tism in panegyrical logoi, such as the Discourse on the Power and
Dignity of the Tsar (Slovo o vlasti i chesti tsarskoy, 1718), and the
Panegyrical Discourse on the Russian Fleet (Slovo pokhvalnoe o flote
rossiyskom, 1720). His tragicomedy Vladimir (1705), written in
syllabic verse, is regarded by some historians as an allegorical satire
on the opponents of Peter’s reforms though on the surface it deals
with Vladimir’s Christianization of Rus. His Epinikion (1709),
celebrating Peter’s victory over the Swedes at Poltava, was written
in Latin, Polish and Church Slavonic. The Slavonic version is
composed according to the traditional scheme of thirteen-syllable
lines, with the caesura after the seventh syllable, a fixed stress on
the sixth and twelfth, and regular rhyme. After Peter’s death
Feofan’s poetry became more experimental and varied, with imi-
tations of the Italian ottava rima (a/b a/b a/b ¢/c), epodic couplets in
which a long line is followed by a shorter one, more frequent use
of non-grammatical rthymes, and a poetic diction closer to every-
day speech. During these years he was surrounded by a “learned
retinue,” a circle of intimate friends, among whom were the
historian Vasily Tatishchev (1686-1750) and the young Prince
Antiokh Kantemir, whose first and most famous satire, ‘‘Against
the Enemies of Education” (“Na khulyashchikh uchenie”), was
directed against Feofan’s enemies. In this work, the reign of Peter
the Great is already viewed as a “‘golden age” of the past, nostalgic-
ally referred to by one of the harbingers of a new age in Russian
literature.

According to the Primary Chronicle, in 980, only eight years before
his official conversion to Christianity, Prince Vladimir set up a
group of pagan idols on a hill near his castle at Kiev. The gods
represented were Perun, Khors, Dazhbog, Stribog, Simarigl, and
Mokosh. Perun is further mentioned in the Graeco-Russian
treaties reproduced in the chronicle (907, 945, 971), where it is said
that the non-Christian Russians swore by Perun and by Veles, the
god of cattle.

Comparative studies have shown that the pagan deities of the
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eastern Slavs have their counterparts in the mythology of other
Slavs, and that ultimately they are derivations of an Indo-
European pantheon. A notable feature of Slav paganism is the
strong Iranian influence still to be found in terms like bog (*‘god”),
meaning “‘giver of wealth”; vera (“faith”), coinciding. with the
Iranian word denoting choice between good and evil; and svyat
(“holy”). The Russian word mir, meaning both “‘peace” and
“peaceful community,” is connected with the Iranian god Mithra.

With the acceptance of Christianity, the old pagan beliefs were
relegated to the periphery of old Russian culture, and the church
began an endless struggle to eradicate the remnants of paganism.
In spite of this, the old traditions survived in popular peasant cults,
in folklore and decorative folk art, right up to the twentieth
century.

In popular tradition, pagan and Christian elements often eoal-
esced in hybrid forms, known by the church as “ditheism”
(dvoeverie). Perun, for instance, the old thunder-god, whom the
Varangians of the princely retinue identified with the old Norse
Thor, found a Christian equivalent in Elijah, and Veles, the god of
wealth and cattle, was transformed into Saint Blasius. But in the
popular juxtaposition of Elijah and Blasius/Veles, modern scholars
have detected traces of an archaic antagonism between the Indo-
European thunder-god and a dragon-shaped cattle god, hiding
from his opponent in trees, cliffs, animals, human beings, etc.
Folkloric transformations of this deity are such epic heroes as the
Serbian Zmaj Ognjeni Vuk (Dragon Fiery Wolf), Volkh Vselave-
vich in the Russian folk epic, and the magician Prince Vseslav of
Polotsk in the Primary Chronicle and the Igor Tale.

In the old Slavonic version of the Romance of Alexander, Zeus is
identified with Perun. Hephaistos and Helios are translated as
Svarog and Dazhbog in the Chronicle of Malalas, and the two are
described in the Hypatian Chronicle under 1114 as father and son.
Khors is another name for the sun god, borrowed from the
Iranian. Stribog, who comes next to Dazhbog in Vladimir’s
ensemble of idols, has been translated as ‘“‘the apportioner of
wealth” (Roman Jakobson), and Dazhbog and Stribog form a
divine pair corresponding to the Greek Aisa and Poros, ‘“Portion”
and “Allotment,” Vedic Ams$a and Bhaga, all pointing to a
common Indo-European prototype. In the Igor Tale, the Russians
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are called, “Dazhbog’s grandsons,” and the winds are the “grand-
sons of Stribog,” blowing from the sea with arrows against Igor’s
valiant hosts. _

The genuine folkloric tradition of old Russia was transmitted by
the skomorokhi, the Russian minstrels. Persecuted by the church
and finally outlawed by Tsar Alexey Mikhailovich in the middle
of the seventeenth century, they receded into the remote regions of
northern Russia, where their art was taken over by peasant singers
and tellers of tales. It was in the seventeenth century as well that
the first Russian folk tales and ballads were recorded, the tales by
an Oxford doctor of medicine, Samuel Collins, the ballads by
another Oxford man, Richard James, at the beginning of the
century chaplain to the English diplomatic mission in Moscow. He
returned to England in 1620, bringing with him the first tran-
scriptions of Russian secular folk songs.

An important event in the study of Russian folklore was the
publication of Kirsha Danilov’s Drevnie rossiyskie stikhotvoreniya
(1804), a collection of epic songs, or byliny. The classical collection
of Russian folk tales is the one published by Alexander Afanasev in
1855—64, containing about 600 texts.

In the Middle Ages the byliny were sung to the accompaniment
of the gusli, a harp-like instrument. The line is the compositional
unit: each line has a fixed number of stressed syllables, usually
three, with the last stress falling on the antepenultimate syllable to
give the line a dactylic ending. There is no end rhyme, and the lines
are grouped into larger sections by means of repetitions and paral-
lelisms. A single bylina usually consists of between 200 and 300
lines.

The byliny are divided into a Kievan and a Novgorod cycle. The
central hero of the latter is the poor gusli player Sadko, who
becomes a rich merchant with the help of the tsar of the under-
water realm of Lake Ilmen. The Kievan cycle is centered around
the legendary figure of Prince Vladimir and the banquets he
arranges for his retinue; its heroes are the valiant knights Vladimir
sends out to fight foreign invaders and internal foes. The most
popular are Ilya Muromets, Dobrynya Nikitich, and Alyosha
Popovich. They are all bogatyri, a Persian word meaning “athlete.”
Ilya, a hero of superhuman strength granted him by Jesus and two
Apostles, first uses his power to clear the land on his parents’ farm,
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and later in Vladimir’s service. He destroys the Tatar Kalin Tsar
and his army before descending into a Kievan cave, where he is
turned into stone. Dobrynya and Alyosha Popovich are dragon
slayers. The historical prototype of the latter may have been
Alexander Popovich, mentioned in the chronicle under 1223 as one
of the warriors killed by the Tatars. In the bylina historical
elements are fused with mythological motifs. Thus Alyosha kills
the dragon Tugarin, a poetic transformation of the Polovtsian
chief Tugor Khan.

The heroes of the byliny moved easily into the fairy tales, a genre
closely related to the epic songs in subject matter, but following
different poetic patterns. Whereas the bylina glorifies the heroes of
a distant historical past, the fairy tales conjure up a social utopia, a
vision of the “other world.” The bylina heroes belong to a golden
age, while the folk-tale hero sets out in search of a “better place,”
“three years by a crooked way, or three hours by the straight —
only there is no thoroughfare.” When finally he finds it, the other
world is very much like the one he has left: “The bed is wide and
the pillows are of down.”

Much of the charm of the Russian folk tales is due to their verbal
artistry, in particular their use of dialogue and their incorporation
of other, smaller folkloric genres: proverbs, riddles, and incan-
tations. According to a traditional narrator, the talk of the tale is
the most difficult: “If a single word is wrong, nothing will work
out right.”
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THE EIGHTEENTH
CENTURY: NEOCLASSICISM
AND THE ENLIGHTENMENT,

I1730—Q0

Although those who came first chronologically in the history of
eighteenth-century Russian literature — Antiokh Kantemir and Vasily
Trediakovsky — initially wished to effect a radical break with their
medieval tradition, much as Peter the Great had done in the political
sphere, they could not manage it immediately. They initiated the
transition to a modern literature, but it would take some time to
accomplish, for the greatest literary figure of mid-century, Mikhail
Lomonosov, was not so anxious as they to jettison native ways, and
indeed eventually Trediakovsky too reverted to a greater sense of his
roots than he had displayed in his youth, when under strong western
European influence.

Although the church ceased to nurture literature directly in those
years, it still continued to do so indirectly — through its schools, for
example, which Lomonosov attended — and took an active hand in
developing culture generally. Although literature was evidently much
more secular in the eighteenth century than it had been earlier, there
was still a serious religious component to it, one which emerged, for
example, in Lomonosov’s “Morning meditation” and “Evening
Meditation,” in Trediakovsky’s Feoptiya, and in Derzhavin’s ode
“God,” promptly translated into many languages. Nor did it prove a
simple matter to implant an understanding of literature as fiction:
Kantemir had to explain carefully to the readers of his satires that his
characters were but literary creations. There was also a continuing
empbhasis on history in the eighteenth century, both in the strict sense
(even in the nineteenth century Karamzin’s History of the Russian State
would be seen as a great literary achievement), and in the literary sense:
the ode, the leading literary genre of mid-century, dealt primarily with
great historical events, though often contemporary ones, while the
tragedy, another principal literary genre, for the most part described
crucial moments of Russian history. On the other hand, the leading
forms in the years immediately after 1730 (the year in which Kante-
mir’s verse satires began to circulate widely) were poetic ones, which
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'had not been the case for most of the old Russian period. In the minds
of most readers, a work written in verse is clearly literary, whereas a
literary work in prose may be confused with a piece of documentary
writing. Thus the supremacy of poetry for several decades after 1730
may be regarded as an implicit affirmation that Russia indeed now had
a modern literature.

After largely rejecting the legacy of medieval Russia, the creators of
eighteenth-century Russian literature went back to classical models,
and shaped a literature based upon its precepts. However, this
approach represented no very radical departure from previously preva-
lent literary doctrine. Neoclassicism in literature dealt with that which
was common to all peoples in all places at all times. Thus there was a
serious internationalist component to neoclassicism, which went well
with the internationalist — or, more precisely, universalist — perspective
of the Christian culture which had preceded it: nationalism had not yet
become a major element of the Russian cultural outlook. In addition,
literature of the neoclassical period raised serious moral and social
issues, problems affecting the society as a whole or in which the state
was involved. The writer did not consider it appropriate to speak of
himself or his own personal experiences: his gaze was fixed upon
higher things. Several writers of the eighteenth century had quite
pungent personalities, but they did not express them directly through
their writing. To be sure, they were not so self-effacing as their
medieval predecessors, but they were very far from their nineteenth-
century successors, who tended to concentrate upon their own
emotions and opinions. Literature in the eighteenth century thus tried
to offer serious guidance to society as a whole on important questions.

There is yet another literary parallel with the medieval period to be
detected in the eighteenth century: the close connection between litera-
ture and the objectives of the state, as well as between writers and the
state. Most of the outstanding writers of the eighteenth century were
also important government officials: Kantemir was a leading diplomat;
Trediakovsky, though less successful in finding employment, still
derived much of his livelihood from the state, as did Lomonosov, who
in his numerous odes on official occasions such as coronations set out
his ideals for Russian society; Fonvizin was a government bureaucrat
close to the man responsible for Russian foreign policy in the 1770s;
Derzhavin gave unsolicited advice to Catherine; Radishchev was
employed in the St. Petersburg customs house; and Catherine herself
had literary ambitions. Such examples could be multiplied to show
that even during the eighteenth century there were almost no pro-
fessional literary men. Rather, most writers derived their primary
livelihood from the state (though not the church anymore), and tended
therefore to feel considerable responsibility for its policies.

In creating the foundations of a modern literature, Russian writers
after 1730 adapted the theories of western European neoclassicism to
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Russian conditions. Trediakovsky and Sumarokov worked out
detailed descriptions of an intricate system of literary genres which was
rather different from that which had gone before, and promulgated
rules which the serious writer was virtually obliged to follow. Tredia-
kovsky and Lomonosov elaborated a new system of versification
which replaced the classical scheme of syllables containing long or
short vowels with syllables containing stressed or unstressed vowels
(syllabo-tonic versification), rejecting the scheme of syllabic versifica-
tion — when only the number of syllables in a line was regulated -
which Kantemir had perfected in practice on the basis of Polish
models, and which he also defended in theory before his death.
Lomonosov adapted a variant of the classical system of three styles
(high, middle and low) to the Russian literary language, in so doing
providing it with a theoretical structure of great importance even if it
was frequently honored in the breach. And all the writers of the
decades following 1730 were much concerned with the problem of
developing a modern Russian literary language, laying the foundations
of a synthesis which would be brought to perfection by Pushkin and
those who came immediately after him in the early nineteenth century.
During the eighteenth century the number of writers increased, and
the rudiments of a literary society began to appear. In the first decades
after 1730 the number of writers was small, and there were many
antagonisms among the leading ones — Trediakovsky, Lomonosov and
Sumarokov — but still they knew one another, and even antagonistic
competition could be stimulating. In 1755 literary journals began to be
founded, and with them literary groupings of an informal sort, so that
writers could lend one another support and advice. Later on Derzhavin
in particular seems to have had a powerful sense of the importance of
literary society, and even at the beginning of his career gathered about
him writers like Khemnitser and Lvov. Thus literature gathered
momentum, and it is appropriate that the concluding date of this
chapter — 1790 — should be the date of the appearance of a political book
by a man who worked for the government, cast in an eclectic neo-
classical literary form but with infusions of the new sentimentalism
then coming to the fore, and yet one which clearly looked to the
future, when the writer would regard himself as antagonist to the state:
Radishchev’s Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow. The publication of
the Journey would also establish a sad precedent for modern Russian
literature: the persecution and jailing of a writer for an implicit and
explicit political critique expressed in literary form. But at least this
showed that Russian rulers regarded literature as a serious enterprise.

IN 1730, in both capitals, but especially in Moscow, where the
Court and the Guards regiments were sttuated at the time — that is,
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a large part of the nobility which had by that point become
Europeanized - the verse satires of Antiokh Kantemir which had
first appeared in 1729 continued to circulate in manuscript. In that
same year of 1730, in St. Petersburg there appeared an allegorical
novel in prose by Paul Tallemant entitled A Voyage to the Isle of
Love (Ezda vo ostrov Lyubvi) in a translation by Vasily Tredia-
kovsky, who had just returned from Paris. Thus two themes
entered Russian literature which had had no place in it before:
laughter and love. To be sure, Russian folklore had already devel-
oped the lyrical lovesong and various humorous genres, but all this
existed on a level of everyday life and ordinary holiday amusement
and did not reach the basic literary genres: the chronicles, the lives
of the saints, and also polemical essays, which developed especially
rapidly in the seventeenth century because of the schism within the
Russian Orthodox Church leading to the departure of significant
numbers of clergy and laypeople, the Old Believers.

The appearance in Russia of literature of the new, Europeanized
type became possible only after a whole series of political and
administrative reforms and cultural and educational legislation put
through in the first quarter of the eighteenth century by Emperor
Peter I. Peter’s reforms were primarily subordinated to the
requirements of politics. In order to create a state technologically
equal to the most powerful states of Europe, Peter needed industry
and trained specialists; and in order to create the latter he required
appropriate institutions of learning. All this came into being in the
course of unceasing wars which shaped the entire life of the state.
Consequently Peter had little interest in the development of the
humanities or the creation of a Europeanized artistic literature.

The culture which Peter as political leader required was a secula-
rized one liberated from the control of the Orthodox Church. By
subjecting the church to the state and depriving it of its role as the
nation’s ideological guide, Peter did a great deal to implant within
the social consciousness of the ruling stratum, the Russian aristoc-
racy, the ideas of European political thought in that variant which
viewed enlightened absolutism as the most effective instrument of
cultural and social progress.

When they made their debuts in literature — or more precisely, in
their consciously and carefully calculated initial literary enterprises
— neither Kantemir nor Trediakovsky drew upon any sort of
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Russian literary tradition. With Kantemir and Trediakovsky the
Russian literary consciousness acquired the conviction that the
new literature of the European type could derive no benefit at all
from the Russian literary experience of the eleventh to seventeenth
centuries.

As Alexander Sumarokov, one of the most prolific of modern
Russian authors, later phrased it in his “Eulogy to Emperor Peter
the Great” (“Slovo pokhvalnoe o gosudare imperatore Petre
Velikom,” 1759):

Until the time of Peter the Great Russia was not enlightened by any
clear conception of the nature of things, by any useful knowledge or by
any profound doctrine: our reason was submerged in the darkness of
ignorance, sparks of intellect would be extinguished, because they
lacked the strength to burst into flame [. . .] But when Peter became a
man the sun arose; and the darkness of ignorance was dissipated.

Antiokh Kantemir (1708-44) was the son of Prince Dmitry
Kantemir, a Moldavian ruler who went over to Peter’s side during
the Russo-Turkish war in 1711. Dmitry Kantemir was not only a
statesman, but a writer as well, the author of satirical works and
also of a History of the Ottoman Empire, later translated into major
European languages. Since Antiokh was clearly the outstanding
one among Dmitry’s four sons, his father saw to his education
with special care. Italian and Modern Greek were spoken at home,
and Antiokh was taught Russian and Church Slavic by the poet
and translator Ivan llinsky. In St. Petersburg Antiokh attended
lectures by Academician Christian-Friedrich Gross, who was con-
ducting a course on Cartesian Naturphilosophie. It was very likely
Gross who stimulated his interest in French culture, which at that
point still had not penetrated the Russian mind. Kantemir began
his investigations of the spirit and forms of French poetry with
translations of Nicolas Boileau’s satires in 1726 and 1727. Since
Kantemir wrote in syllabic verse (he was one of the last Russian
writers to do so), the translations came out with equivalent
numbers of lines.

Boileau’s satires attracted Kantemir primarily because they con-
tained elements not to be found in the Russian poetic tradition of
the Simeon Polotsky school, which he knew quite well: their
concern with literature itself, their support for a good and proper
national literature and their opposition to literature that was not
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good and proper. Boileau’s satires combined in literary form a
typology of contemporary society with literary polemics and
argumentation in favor of the literary principles which Boileau
defended.

Kantemir was equally influenced in his intellectual development
by Jean de la Bruyere’s satirical prose and Justus Van Effen’s
French journals published in Holland. From these Western authors
he could learn methods of transforming characterological satire
into an instrument of political combat.

Kantemir’s first original satiré appeared in manuscript in 1729,
at a time when the debates between the supporters and the oppo-
nents of the Petrine reforms were becoming more spirited. In 1730
he actively participated in attempts to gain influence with the new
Empress Anna: he it was who wrote the first proposal in Russian
history for a gentry constitution which would have established-a
parliament of the nobility and limited the monarch’s authority.
With the support of the gentry Anna rejected the attempts of the
high aristocracy to gain power with their own oligarchical pro-
posal, and would have no part of Kantemir’s either. She reverted
to the traditional system of unlimited autocratic authority. Kante-
mir was removed from the center of political life and dispatched as
ambassador to London in late 1731. By that time he had already
written five satires. :

The first task with which the founders of modern Russian
literature grappled was that.of selecting a literary orientation. In
view of his aspirations to make Russian poetry an active partici-
pant in the effort to educate the Russian intelligentsia in the spirit
of the ideas of Peter’s reign, Kantemir settled upon the verse satire
- partly in its classical examples by Juvenal and Horace, but
primarily on the model of the satires of Boileau, who had sub-
sequently renewed the genre — as the most suitable genre for his
purposes. Following Boileau’s example, in his satires Kantemir
combined the energy of current ideological debate with a precise
depiction of Russian ways and Russian mores. Contemporary
reality was poetically reflected within them; it became the object of
conscious literary depiction.

Kantemir as well as those, like Trediakovsky, who started out
with him, not to mention such writers as Lomonosov who came
along later, faced the necessity of defining themselves in literary
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terms, that is, of comprehending their place in the literary context,
both within Russian culture and on the stage of European culture.

When he addressed his readers in the satirical form, although his
satires were read with interest, Kantemir discovered that in them-
selves his verse texts were difficult to understand. Consequently he
felt compelled to equip them with prose commentaries, sometimes
quite substantial ones. Kantemir turned to his readers directly to
deal with that which was most complicated for them: his satires’
literary form and devices connected with that form. In order to
elucidate these devices, in many of his footnotes Kantemir would
engage in vigorous arguments with his own characters.

In Kantemir’s first satire (first version) the “envious man” ridi-
cules and condemns the sciences:

We lived, he says, without knowing Latin,

Before a great deal better than now, though ignorant;

In our ignorance we reaped much better harvests;

After we adopted a foreign tongue, our harvests have gone
down.

Kantemir adds the following note to these lines:

In our ignorance we reaped much better harvests. One hears such things
from many people quite frequently, that after we started to adopt
foreign languages and customs we began to suffer from famine, as
though that were the reason for it; but people do not want to see the
truth, which is that this is caused by the idleness of our agriculturalists
and the bad weather, signs of God’s displeasure with us for our severe
offenses against Him and our insults to our neighbors, the sorts of
things we have no need to borrow from other nations because we have
plenty of them at home.

This note informed the satire’s readers that the satirist did not
think the same way as his character, that he disagreed with his
character, and that his character’s opinions were precisely those
convictions and ideas which the satirist opposed.

In this way readers comprehended both the structure of the
verse satire, a new poetic genre for Russian literature, as well as the
basic principle of the new literature: it acted not through direct
didacticism but -rather by juxtaposing various conflicting
viewpoints, inviting the reader to select those which seemed to
him rational and correct.
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The novelty of Kantemir’s satirical approach within Russian
literature lay in the fact that for the most part he based it on the
self-exposure of his negative characters. In speeches of ignora-
muses, hypocrites and obscurantists which expose their moti-
vations the reader can discern as it were through the text the
images of positive heroes, honorable and virtuous people, enthu-
siastic supporters of science and enlightenment. In the name of a
common and universal human morality Kantemir derides every-
thing which cannot withstand the criticism of reason and feeling.

But if Kantemir’s negative personages incorporate living
elements of contemporary mores within themselves, to such an
extent that we can sometimes guess at their actual prototypes, then
his positive figures are created through contrast with his negative
ones and emerge as ideal schemes without any genuine living
content. This does not mean that in itself Kantemir’s ideal as a
satirist was concocted solely in his own imagination: that ideal was
founded on his profound conviction of the absolute superiority of
the new view of the world created during Peter’s reign over the
old, traditionally religious approach.

In London, where he spent six years, and then in Paris, where he
was sent as ambassador in 1738, Kantemir continued to work on
his satires, although the lack of any direct and living contact with a
literary milieu made things difficult for him. As far as possible he
compensated for that lack by making new acquaintances. In
London he did not associate with the English particularly, but
rather with Italian literary men and diplomats representing those
north Italian states in which reforms along Enlightenment lines
were being actively introduced in the 1730s (Parma, Lucca, and
others). :

In Paris Kantemir drew close to Montesquieu, whose Persian
Letters he translated (although the translation has not survived),
and to those around him; he became a familiar figure in Paris
literary salons. In these years as well Kantemir reworked his first
five satires, evidently planning to publish them in Russia. He also
wrote new satires, which set forth his Enlightenment viewpoint,
though they had no specific connection with the situation in
Russia.

Kantemir died before his satires ever saw print, and in this sense
the first modern Russian writer established a Russian tradition. His
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satires appeared initially in a French translation of 1749, next in a
German version of 1752, and only then, finally, were they printed
in Russia, in 1762.

Various literary impressions of the years 1727—30 found places in
Vasily Trediakovsky’s basic literary project implemented abroad:
his translation of Tallemant’s book. The dispute within French
literature over the advantages of poetry in prose or in verse was not
yet decided, and Trediakovsky, not adhering definitively to either
side in the dispute, chose to translate a work written in both verse
and prose, that is, he tested his readers’ reactions to both possible
resolutions of the debate.

In Paris Trediakovsky (1703—68) must have been even more
greatly influenced by the arguments over the novel than he was by
the disputes over verse and prose. In Russia there was no such
thing as the novel as cultural phenomenon, the novel as a com-
ponent part of the cultural surroundings of all levels of the popu-
lation. It would acquire such popularity only in the nineteenth
century.

French scholars call the years Trediakovsky spent in Paris the
“golden age” of the French novel. Between 1725 and 1730 fifty-
one new novels were published, and in the subsequent five-year
period 129 appeared. The novel became the most popular genre,
supplanting the tragedy and the comedy.

French novels of the late 1720s spoke of love as a law unto itself,
a thing above all else in human existence. Novels undermined the
official system of morality and were considered dangerous to
religion.

The version of Tallemant’s novel which Trediakovsky offered
to the Russian reading public contains essentially two conceptions
of love. Tallemant’s novel is an allegorical one, and its prose text
tells of romantic adventures and mishaps which conclude with a
taking leave of love and a turning to Glory at the advice of Reason.
Even the most adamant critics of the novel of the late 1720s could
accept such a love story as that. But the book by Trediakovsky-
Tallemant contains verse as well as prose. In his verse translations
Trediakovsky abandons any sort of trivial literalness: he alters the
structure of strophes, utilizes lines of varying lengths, and so forth.
But the most essential alterations he introduces have to do with the
treatment of love and romantic relationships. He systematically
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modifies Tallemant’s verse descriptions of love relationships. He
replaces abstract and periphrastic expressions in the original with
concrete images and erotic situations.

Trediakovsky made such serious modifications of Tallemant’s
verse because he was attracted by the French school of free-thinker
libertine poets, whose work at the time was not published but only
circulated in manuscript (it gradually began to appear in print only
after Louis XIV’s death). Precisely that sort of philosophy of love
and life made Trediakovsky the most popular poet and songwriter
in Russian society of the 1730s.

In 1732 Trediakovsky became official translator for the
Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg. This position offered him
new opportunities to influence literary life, but at the same time he
was required to work in conformity with the demands of the
Court, which regarded Academicians in the humanities as sup-
pliers of solemn odes and eulogies for appropriate occasions, as
planners of illuminations and firework displays, and as translators
of texts for theatrical presentations by touring foreign troupes.

Trediakovsky’s position as an Academy poet-bureaucrat was
made more difficult by the fact that the new Empress Anna, Peter
I’s niece, had formed her tastes and outlook in Mittau, capital of
the duchy of Courland, a vassal state of Russia’s, which had been
governed first by her husband and then by her. Anna’s German
sympathies and those of her favorite, Ernst Johann Biron, a stable-
man whom she had created a Duke, were reflected in the prefer-
ential treatment the Court accorded to Academy poets who wrote
in German. Gottlob Friedrich Wilhelm Junker (1703-46) received
special encouragement from the Court: invited to the St. Peters-
burg Academy in 1731, in 1734 he was made professor of poetry
over Trediakovsky’s head. Junker and Jakov von Stihlin
(1709-85), who replaced him in 1735, produced eulogistic odes
and verse inscriptions for firework displays published in the
German original and in Russian translation. That was the way
Trediakovsky’s “Solemn ode on the surrender of the city of
Danzig” (“‘Oda torzhestvennaya o sdache goroda Gdanska,”” 1734)
was printed: Junker did the German translation.

By 1734 Trediakovsky, in addition to Latin and French versi-
fication, had become fairly well acquainted with German verse
(since he translated the odes of the German court poets); with
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Italian poetry from the originals of comedies which he translated;
with the poem “Tears of the Prodigal Son,” written in trochaic
meter, by the Croatian poet Ivan Gundulié. And then he was
familiar with Russian folksongs as well. After comparing these
different versification systems Trediakovsky came to the conclu-
sion that Russian verse should be regulated in conformity with the
nature of the Russian language, and that a versification reform was
necessary.

On 14 May 1735 Trediakovsky gave an address at the “Russian
Convocation” of the Academy of Sciences in which he presented a
proposal for a species of “Petrine reform” of all contemporary
literature. Among the various projects he urged one had already
been carried out: a “science of versification.”

Trediakovsky wished to replicate in literature that rupture with
pre-Petrine Rus which the adherents of the Russian Enlightenment
saw Peter as having effected on the level of the state. It was then
that people became persuaded that the syllabic system as exempli-
fied in ‘“Polish verse” should be replaced by a system of versi-
fication which was more national and closer to the character of the
Russian language. To be sure, Russian syllabic verse — by virtue of
the very fact that it made use of another language than did Polish
syllabic verse — had become Russian and not Polish, and could not
really resemble its model. But the adherents of the Russian
Enlightenment believed that if their campaign for a new poetry
were to be successful they must declare syllabic verse “foreign,”
and not even poetry either, but rather prose. Trediakovsky elabor-
ated on both these points in his New and Brief Method for Composing
Russian Verse (Novy i kratky sposob k slozheniyu rossiyskikh stikhov,
1735).

Along with the *“Ode on the surrender of the city of Danzig,”
which had appeared a year earlier and to which was appended a
“Treatise on the Ode” (‘“Rassuzhdenie ob ode”), the New and Brief
Method offered a complete exposition of a system of poetic genres,
a new model done in verse. For the first time in the history of
Russian poetry a unified principle had been established for con-
structing a hierarchy of poetic genres corresponding to the
relationship of each to the general idea of the new poetry.
Moreover, the system of Russian poetic genres was laid out
synchronically, with appropriate French examples for comparison
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and contrast. As a man of the Enlightenment and a rationalist,
Trediakovsky held that the poetry of any nation should express the
great truths of the new science which were obligatory for all
enlightened countries, and that Russian poetry was fully capable of
carrying out this historical task once it had grasped the “rules” and
adopted a new versification system more appropriate to its nature
and consequently more “correct.”

Trediakovsky’s book did not contain merely a practical
“poetics’: it was essentially an exposition of a new esthetic system,
a programmatic statement for Russian classicism for half a century
to come. Later attempts to elaborate this program in more detail
added nothing substantial to Trediakovsky’s ideas. The notion of
the generality and universality of ideas which are identical for all
nations and peoples, the conviction that poetic perfection could be
achieved by imitating recognized models both ancient and
modern, and that imitation could be successful only if the rules of
each poetic genre were strictly observed: such were the basic ideas
of the new esthetics, at the basis of which lay the notion of human
nature as a good and rational product of rational upbringing
shaped by the combined powers of science and art.

Since Trediakovsky failed to find a wealthy patron among
influential men at court, by the end of the 1730s his position had
become not simply difficult, but unbearable. In early 1740 he was
beaten up at the instance of Minister Artemy Volynsky; he
received moral satisfaction and material compensation only after
Volynsky was executed later that year. During the 1740s Tredia-
kovsky abandoned poetry in the proper sense to busy himself with
stylistic problems and questions of Russian grammar. In the 1750s
he saw several quite extensive literary projects through to fruition.

In addition to a prose translation of 1751 of John Barclay’s
(1582~1621) Latin novel Argenis (1621) — an apologia for powerful
and enlightened monarchical authority —in the early 1750s Tredia-
kovsky also did a verse translation of the Psalms, and the poem
Feoptiya, a poetic version of Fénelon’s popular treatise Démon-
stration de l’existence de Dieu (1713). Neither of these poetic works
of Trediakovsky’s was published during his lifetime, nor for a very
long time after his death: Feoptiya first came out in 1963, and the
Psalms have even now been published only in very small part.

In 1730, like Kantemir, Trediakovsky declined to employ what
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he considered the obsolete Church Slavic language in which all
literary works in the Muscovite state had been written down to the
period of the Petrine reforms; but in the 1750s he began composing
verse in extraordinarily archaic, slavonicized, and deliberately syn-
tactically convoluted language. His final and perhaps most sig-
nificant poetic work — Telemakhida (1765), a verse translation of
Fénelon’s prose novel Les Aventures de Télémaque (1699) — became
for contemporaries a laughing stock and symbol of artistic incom-
petence. Later generations of literary men — Radishchev, Gnedich
and Pushkin among them - looked on Telemakhida differently:
they admired Trediakovsky’s innovation in employing a dactylo-
trochaic meter in his poem as a substitute and analogue for the
ancient Greek hexameter, considering this an important contri-
bution to the development of Russian verse.

Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-65) studied at the Slavic-Greek-
Latin Academy in Moscow a few years after Trediakovsky matri-
culated there, and later was sent to Germany to study mining
engineering. After spending five years in Germany, he returned in
1741 to Russia, where he quickly garnered renown as a poet.

The experience of the first decade of Russian poetry’s problem-
atic existence (if we calculate from 1729, the year Kantemir’s first
satires appeared) had not produced a satisfactory solution to the
problem of poetic style as a whole. Basing it solely upon the
bookish Church Slavic tradition meant Russian poets would be
mere epigones of the Simeon Polotsky school. But the exclusive
use of the colloquial language might have submerged the new
poetry and its ideas, quite novel for Russian culture, in a sea of
unregulated linguistic currents with its great variety of social and
regional dialects.

A national literature required a unified, common, normalized
literary language.

Lomonosov founded his program, not on the notion of a break
with the past, as Kantemir and Trediakovsky had advocated in the
1730s, but rather on the idea of incorporating within poetry every-
thing genuinely poetic and genuinely artistic which Russian litera-
ture from the eleventh to the seventeenth centuries had to offer.

“Russian verse should be written in conformity with the natural
character of our language,” wrote Lomonosov in his ‘“Letter on
the rules of Russian versification” (“Pismo-o pravilakh ros-
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’

siyskogo stikhotvorstva,” 1739). It followed from this funda-
mental principle that Russian versification should draw upon the
actual Russian accentual system, “‘as our natural pronunciation
shows us quite easily.”

As Boris Tomashevsky has brilliantly noted, the essence of
Trediakovsky’s reform lay in his making the actual alternation of
stressed and unstressed syllables, or the genuine rhythms of the
language which had been totally ignored by the syllabic poets, into
the metrics of the verse. But Trediakovsky was reluctant to extend
his understanding of the nature of verse to all its categories.
Lomonosov, having absorbed the experience of purely tonic
German verse, boldly declared all of Russian verse to be tonic.
Lomonosov then buttressed the theoretical correctness of his solu-
tion of the problem with his own poetic works, his odes of the
1740s, through which the Russian ode in fact defined its own
€ssence.

The ode did not develop so variously or become such an impor-~
tant poetic genre in any European literature of the ones with which
the creators of modern Russian literature competed and compared
themselves as it did in Russian literature. The ode was usually
written on the occasion of some official event (a birthday, an
anniversary of the coronation of a monarch) and was presented in
the name of the Academy of Sciences. This accounts for its com-
plimentary tone, its inevitable and obligatory praise of whoever
was in power at the moment. The presence of such obligatory,
ritual praise later caused some to accuse Lomonosov of flattery and
unjustified exaltation of the ignorant, trivial and indolent Eliza-
beth, during whose reign from 1741 to 1761 most of his poetic
works were produced.

Those who castigated Lomonosov for his “unjustified praises”
of the monarch - Radishchev, among others — did not realize that
Lomonosov’s eulogies as a rule display a rather conventional
character and relate not so much to the present as to the future.
Fundamentally, each of Lomonosov’s odes is not so much a eulogy
as a program elaborating those political and cultural initiatives
which he thinks the Russian government should undertake if it
genuinely has the nation’s good at heart. All the way down to
Alexander Pushkin’s “Liberty” (“Volnost,” 1817) and Kondraty
Ryleev’s “To Ermolov” (“K Ermolovu,” 1822) the Russian ode
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preserved that peculiar character with which Lomonosov had
endowed it: it always set forth a political program and was ori-
ented toward the future.

The thematic and linguistic structure of the Lomonosovian ode
provides a special and original form to embody its content.
Lomonosov does not limit himself to a simple, systematic expo-
sition of his ideas or of any specific political program. He wants the
reader to respond emotionally, and not just logically, to his feel-
ings and ideas. He seeks to stir up his reader’s emotions, not
merely to make an impact upon his intellect. It is precisely for that
reason that he develops the ode’s poetic idea through conflict,
through a clash of two polarities, two opposing concepts. Most
frequently this is a clash between tranquility and destruction, war
and peace, ending with the ultimate victory of the powers of
reason and good.

The author’s attitude toward the universe he depicts in the ode is
expressed not only, and not so much, through his own direct
evaluation as through his clearly expressed view of the conflicting
forces within the ode. The poet as ode writer appears before us as
the sole personage within the poetic drama whose task it is not
only to express his opinions of the conflicting forces, but also to
provide an.objective picture of the scale and intensity of the conflict
itself. :

The basic contradiction within Lomonosov’s view of things
stemmed from the fact that he saw the world as divided, which
meant that it could not be reduced to a single, all-embracing
principle. Thus, while he discovered harmony and beauty in
nature deriving from the movement of atoms, within society he
found only conflict and contradictory interests. This pessimistic
view of man in society emerged with particular force in Lomono-
sov’s poetry in the theme of enemies and the theme of a destructive
environment hostile to man.

The spiritual odes which make up the first subdivision of
Lomonosov’s Collection of Various Works (Sobranie raznykh sochine-
niy, 1751) are arranged in the following order. First come trans-
lations of the first, fourteenth, twenty-sixth, thirty-fourth, seven-
tieth, hundred forty-third, and hundred forty-fifth psalms, each of
which is a monologue with complaints and petitions addressed by
man to God. The complaints have to do with the imperfections of
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this world, the intrigues and slanders of one’s enemies, while the
petitions are for the punishment of those enemies, vengeance upon
them for all their crimes and evil deeds. Next comes the “Ode
selected from Job” (“‘Oda, vybrannaya iz Iova”), cast as a mono-
logue addressed by God to man. This subdivision is capped by the
“Morning” and “Evening meditations’ (*“‘Utrennee razmyshle-
nie,” “Vechernee razmyshlenie’), in which nature’s perfection and
complexity are praised in the name of man. That same idea —
though now advanced in God’s name — constitutes the basic
content of the “Ode selected from Job.”

There is an obvious demarcation line between the translations of
the Psalms and the three subsequent spiritual odes (the “Ode
selected from Job” and the two “Meditations’). The psalms depict
man in society; they contain a passionate and furious denunciation
of the imperfections of human life as life in society.

Although the themes running through the translations of the
Psalms have a certain autobiographical character, they nevertheless
remain a poetic treatment of the fate of man in general, of man in
his loneliness foundering in a hostile world of human passions, of
man with a burning desire to eradicate evil in the world. Lomono-
sov sees this evil as afflicting everything, even the throne, where
the ruler stands at the head of the social order. Over against society
he counterposes not only his ideal of man and citizen, but also the
world of nature, the limitless variety and magnificence of the
cosmos in which all is subject to unified and rational laws, in which
the harmony of the world order in general is not threatened by the
selfish or treacherous plots of man, of a cosmos through the study
and contemplation of which man recovers confidence in his own
powers and (as Lomonosov as deist was persuaded) belief in God
the Creator, in the original impulse given Creation by its Great
Master.

Although during the 1740s Lomonosov wrote only odes, both
eulogistic and spiritual, in the 1750s he took up other poetic
genres. At the command of the Court he wrote two verse trage-
dies: Tamira and Selim (1750) and Demofont (1752). Of these only
the former was ever staged, and it had no success with the public.

In 1752, on his own initiative, Lomonosov composed a didactic
poem entitled Letter on the Use of Glass (Pismo o polze stekla),
addressed to Ivan Shuvalov. In it he mounted a strong defense of
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contemporary scientific thought and, most especially, of the helio-
centric view of the solar system, in opposition to the Holy Synod,
which at the time sought to suppress any references to Copernicus
and his discoveries. A few years later Lomonosov entered into an
open conflict with the Synod in coming to the defense of his
student Nikolay Popovsky, who by that time had become a
professor at the newly founded Moscow University. A talented
poet, Popovsky had done a verse rendering from a French trans-
lation of Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man. The Synod refused to
permit the translation to be published, and so in 1756 Lomonosov
composed a satirical poem entitled “‘Hymn to the beard” (“Gimn
borode”) in which he attacked obscurantist church officials quite
mercilessly and without mincing words. The “Hymn to the
beard” circulated widely in manuscript, infuriating Lomonosov’s
enemies. The Synod submitted an official complaint against
Lomonosov to the Empress (although no name was attached to the
“Hymn”) and requested that he be given over for trial to an
ecclesiastical court. But Shuvalov was a favorite of the Empress,
and his protection rescued Lomonosov from any further persecu-
tion. The translation of Essay on Man was published as well,
although the most “harmful” lines within it were replaced by
others composed by a censor appointed by the Synod.

Lomonosov’s largest poetic project was the epic poem Peter the
Great (Petr veliky, 1760-1), which remained unfinished. Taking
Voltaire’s Henriade as his model, Lomonosov planned to depict
Peter Is entire life, including his struggle against the opponents of
his reforms and the difficult wars which he brought to successful
conclusions. Lomonosov managed to write only two cantos of the
poem, but even in that state it served for many years as a model for
Russian poets interested in the epic genre.

During his own lifetime Lomonosov was recognized as a classic,
as the creator of modern Russian literature. Even his literary
enemies ~ headed by Sumarokov during the 1750s — admitted that
the Russian ode was Lomonosov’s creation. And he remained the
most widely recognized authority in Russian literature down to
Pushkin’s day, although in the late eighteenth century Radishchev
condemned him for flattering the tsars and Karamzin criticized his
prose as outdated.

Even Pushkin could not avoid drawing upon the Lomonosovian
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legacy in his artistic quest. For example, in his poem Poltava he
consciously employed the stylistic devices of the Lomonosovian
eulogistic ode. And the Russian romantics of the 1820s and 1830s
were attracted both by his philosophical positions and by his life,
which they admired for its heroic quality. After Pushkin’s day
interest in Lomonosov’s poetry subsided, although, as Yury
Tynyanov has put it, “Lomonosov flared up here and there in the
poetic currents of the nineteenth century.” These “flare-ups”
occurred most often when Russia undertook a war and stood in
need of Lomonosov’s odic verses for the glorification of military
heroism. That was the case, for example, during the years of the
Crimean War (1853-6), when odes began to be written once more,
and also in 1904—5, during the Russo-Japanese War, when such
well-known poets as Valery Bryusov and Vyacheslav Ivanov pro-
duced odes.

The October revolution of 1917 and the period of totalitarian
stabilization initiated in the mid-1920s saw no diminution of inter-
est in the Lomonosovian ode in modern Russian poetry. On the
contrary, reality in its official forms and official interpretations
reproduced the basic historical situation of Lomonosov’s day: the
Poet in the presence of Authority, in the presence of the Leader and
Master.

Alexander Sumarokov (1717-77), unlike Trediakovsky and
Lomonosov, came from the hereditary gentry and studied from
1732 to 1740 at the Cadet School for the Nobility, an elite training
ground which prepared young aristocrats to enter government
service, and principally military service.

While still at the Cadet School Sumarokov began writing verses,
initially imitating Trediakovsky; later he became a disciple of
Lomonosov’s. Along with his literary ally, he went up against
Trediakovsky in a competition involving the translation of the
hundred-forty-third psalm (1743). Trediakovsky did his trans-
lation in trochaic meter, while Sumarokov and Lomonosov used
iambs for theirs. All three versions were published anonymously
in a single booklet, and readers were invited to decide which
version was best.

Sumarokov acquired notoriety within Russian society of the
1740s for his love songs, which his youthful admirers set to music
and sang in private gatherings. These lyrics not only brought
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Sumarokov an audience: through them he came to head an entire
group of poets who specialized in songs. Intended for a popular
audience, and not designed as great literature, Sumarokov’s songs
offered the public a novel conception of love as a genuine, pro-
found, and unconquerable passion, and not as some sort of
drawing-room flirtation, as it was presented in Trediakovsky’s
songs and in his translation of Journey to the Isle of Love. In
Sumarokov’s hands the song as it were goes beyond the limitations
of the genre to become an original sort of dramatic concentrate
which foreshadows his verse tragedies.

The first of these tragedies, Khorev, appeared in 1747, a crucial
year for Sumarokov. In that same year he published his “Epistle on
poetry” (“Epistola o stikhotvorstve™), the first Russian verse
treatise on poetics based on the model provided by Boileau for
modern European literature in his L’Art poétique. For all its resem-
blances to European treatises on poetics, the “Epistle on poetry”
took proper account of the Russian literary situation and of
Russian literature’s future requirements as Sumarokov understood
them. For example, aside from the verse tragedy, the “Epistle on
poetry” treats the song and its stylistics in some detail, and empha-
sizes the importance of the verse fable as well. With the appearance
of this treatise on poetics modern Russian literature declared,
essentially and formally, its adherence to the dominant literary
trend of the times, i.e. classicism, although this term came to be
used only later, during the romantic war against eighteenth
century literary traditions. Sumarokov took from classical literary
theory its insistence upon norms, its system of rules and taboos, a
particularly strict view of genres, and a painstaking distinction
among stylistic devices corresponding to the genre hierarchy,
from the highest (the epic poem) to the lowest (the fable).

At the same time Sumarokov advocated the principle of stylistic
simplicity for the majority of poetic genres as well as for literature
in general. On this basic point Sumarokov parted company with
Lomonosov both in theory and in practice. Their formerly
friendly relationship became quite hostile, and a vicious literary
polemic sprang up between them in which Sumarokov and the
young poets who followed him were on the attack.

In this literary controversy Sumarokov drew sustenance from
his increasing popularity, for which his verse tragedies were pri-
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marily responsible. Sumarokov wrote nine tragedies in all: Khorev
(1747), Hamlet (1748; he was acquainted with the Shakespearean
tragedy in Laplace’s French translation), Sinav and Truvor (1750),
Artistona (1750), Semira (1751), Yaropolk and Dimiza (1758), Vyshe-
slav (1768), Dmitry The Impostor (Dmitry Samozvanets, 1771), and
Mstislav (1774). The playwright sets six of his tragedies in Kievan
times, i.e. from the tenth to the twelfth centuries, while the action
of Dmitry the Impostor occurs in the early seventeenth century, and
thus is considerably closer in time. '

The structure of Sumarokov’s tragedies, their plots, the fact that
their heroes are chosen only from among rulers and great nobles,
the absence of realistic details of everyday life, and the obvious
distance of the events described from the time of writing — all these
things link them to the well-established general European tradition
of the classical tragedy from Racine to Voltaire and Gottsched.

Sumarokov’s tragedies had an immense esthetic and ethical
impact upon Russian society. What was new and astounding for
the viewers of these tragedies was his system of ethical precepts,
that world of moral principles in which his heroes lived, principles
for which they were willing to fight and to die. The system of
ethical precepts set out in Sumarokov’s tragedies was strictly
defined by the time of the action, by the epoch in which they took
place as Sumarokov understood it. In all Sumarokov’s tragedies on
old Russian topics the action takes place in the pre-Christian pagan
era. The characters in his tragedy speak only of the gods, of fate
and its influence on human destiny. However, the gods do not
interfere in human affairs in any specific way in Sumarokov’s
tragedies. When his heroes address the gods in monologues or
dialogues, they do so merely for emotional reasons: the gods take
no part at all in the “‘plot.”” Rather the principal determinant of the
heroes’ actions is ethics and morality, condensed in the concept of
honor.

The fundamental source of the conflict in Sumarokov’s tragedies
is the struggle between love and honor in the consciousness and
behavior of the heroes. The playwright depicts this struggle as the
chief motivation behind their behavior.

This notion of purely ethical motivations for the ideas and
actions of the Russians before the Mongol invasions to which
Sumarokov gave such artistic expression became established in
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Russian tragedy and survived there until the mid 1820s. In this
sense Sumarokov regarded the time of Kievan Rus as a special and
heroic era of the nation’s history. Sumarokov and his followers by
no means set out deliberately to modernize the past. On the
contrary, they knew very well that Kievan Rus was fundamentally
different from the Muscovite state of the early seventeenth century
and from the Russian Empire of the mid eighteenth century. But
their conception of the moral consciousness of the Russian nobility
in the pre-Mongol period made that epoch seem especially attrac-
tive to them in the esthetic sense; they found in it especially
appropriate material for their tragic art.

Although he confirms his hero’s unvarying obligation to heed
the requirements of honor rather than the summons of passion,
Sumarokov nevertheless views and depicts passion as a force just
as powerful as honor. In fact, if there were no passions there would
be no tragedy either. For that reason Sumarokov’s contemporaries
spoke of him as “tender,” that is, as a poet most interested in
depicting love and not honor. And it was precisely that “tender-
ness’’ — the depiction of love — which contemporaries valued most
of all in Sumarokov.

Sumarokov’s early tragedies made such an impression on
Russian society that Elizabeth’s government decided to create a
Russian theater in Russia: it was founded in 1756, and Sumarokov
became its first director. But his prose comedies had no great
influence. One finds in them neither complex personalities nor an
especially complete depiction of contemporary society. Sumaro-
kov wrote a series of pamphlet comedies in whose characters
contemporaries could easily recognize the author’s personal or
literary enemies.

Sumarokov’s admiring contemporaries bestowed the title of
“The Northern Racine” upon him for his tragedies. His fables
brought him no less notoriety, as well as the title of “The Russian
La Fontaine.” In the dispute over various types of fables which
engrossed European theoreticians of this genre in the middle of the
eighteenth century, Sumarokov consciously sided with La Fon-
taine, the advocate of situational and linguistic humor within the
genre, and not moralism.

Sumarokov went even further than La Fontaine by eliminating
in his fables the distinction between the poet and the reader. The

65

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ILYA SERMAN

fable-writer no longer looks down on ordinary mortals from the
Parnassian heights, but is rather alongside them, nearby; he does
not instruct and berate his readers, but rather shares with them his
thoughts, ideas, and life-experience. The narrator in his fables is in
the very thick of things, alongside his characters. This proximity to
the world of the fable is a special and important fundamental
innovation of Sumarokov’s, a manifestation of his artistic original-
ity in developing an approach to the fable which led to an entirely
independent variant of the fable as La Fontaine created it. At the
same time, as a fable-writer Sumarokov does not hesitate to evalu-
ate the actions of his fictional characters, even though he formulates
his evaluations through a comic exposure of his heroes in a manner
analogous to that employed by Kantemir in his verse satires.

In both Sumarokov’s fables and Kantemir’s satires there emerges
a clear opposition quite typical for the psychology of the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment, an opposition on the one Hand
between the author as the proponent of a scientifically rational
approach to the world, as a “philosopher” in the sense in which
that word was generally used during the Enlightenment, and on
the other hand an “irrational,”’ confused world of social and human
relationships lacking any sort of natural, rational, moral criterion
of human behavior.

The peculiarity of this sort of consciousness — which the litera-
ture of Russian classicism counterposed to that universal fair of
worldly vanity — lay in the fact that this consciousness was a poetic
one, one which produced its impact not merely by the power of
“rational thought,” as Sumarokov had said of Kantemir, but rather
through the energies of art, through laughter and the comic expo-
sure of literary characters in the satirical genres.

As Grigory Gukovsky, that remarkable investigator and special-
ist on Sumarokov’s art, has pointed out,

Sumarokov’s contemporaries, who used to extol his fables to the

heavens and who considered his tragedies among the finest achieve-

ments of European literature, have almost nothing to say about his per-

sonal, intimate and primarily love lyrics [...] and [...] about that
extensive segment of his poetry which he called “spiritual” verse.

It was precisely in his lyric verse that Sumarokov exploited the
possibilities of Russian syllabotonic verse which had escaped
Lomonosov’s and Trediakovsky’s notice. He wrote in every sort of
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meter, reproduced classical strophic forms, wrote free verse and
utilized dolniki (accentual verse), to which Russian poets reverted
only in the twentieth century. In the area of versification Sumaro-
kov was far ahead not only of his own time, but of the nineteenth
century as well.

At mid-century it became clear that the efforts of the few
enthusiasts who had labored in the 1730s and 1740s had made
Russian literature a notable feature of Russian cultural life. The
founding of the Russian theater in 1756 also had an impact on
literary development.

The fledgling theater faced an immediate problem requiring
immediate resolution: it had to stage plays without waiting for
new Russian playwrights to appear in Sumarokov’s wake. There
was only one solution: translate those items from the popular
European repertoire suitable for the Russian theater-goer of the
1750s and 1760s. We know exactly what sort of things St. Peters-
burg theater-goers wanted from contemporary memoirs. One
memoirist wrote in 1765: “One segment of the audience, a very
small one, likes plays dealing with characters, sentimental and
filled with noble thoughts, while the larger segment prefers merry
comedies.” This means that most theater-goers wished to be
entertained, they wanted to laugh and be amused, and not
especially to be instructed.

These demands upon the Russian theater determined its history
for half a century, if we confine ourselves solely to the eighteenth
century. The chief questions which the founders of Russian
comedy had to answer were first formulated in the mid 1760s in a
circle of theatrical people and playwrights gathered around Ivan
Elagin (1725—94), who took over the directorship of the St. Peters-
burg theater from Sumarokov. This group advanced the idea of
adapting foreign comedies to Russian tastes. The approach devel-
oped by the Elagin circle was the first step toward the creation of a
national comedy repertoire as opposed to a translated repertoire
designed solely for entertainment. These playwrights gathered
their theoretical ideas and their practical examples from the
achievements of west European literature, and especially the
French stage. In the early 1760s Denis Diderot’s views on theatrical
reform were very popular with Russian translator-playwrights,
who accepted his doctrine of the comedy as a “serious genre.”
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Vladimir Lukin’s (1737-94) programmatic work A Wastrel
Reformed by Love (Mot, lyubovyu ispravienny, 1765), written and
staged with Elagin’s enthusiastic approval, was a first attempt in
the genre of the serious comedy, then quite novel for Russian
literature. Lukin’s basic dramatic device was self-narration, a char-
acter’s account of himself, his self-analysis, his conclusions about
himself, which were supposed to serve both as an authorial evalu-
ation and also to let the viewer know quite definitely and entirely
unhesitatingly what attitude he should adopt toward a particular
character in the play, depending on whether the latter’s behavior
has been moral or immoral.

So far as dramatic characterization is concerned, in principle
there is no difference between positive and negative personages in
Lukin’s serious comedy; they are all equally dedicated to self-
analysis and to providing information on their actions, intentions
and feelings to the audience. Lukin’s efforts at creating a serious
comedy yielded no significant artistic results because in rejecting
Sumarokov’s proposals for the creation of social satire he also
ceased to employ humor as a special form for expressing the
author’s attitude toward his depiction, toward the object of his
satirical exposure.

Along with the theater, another new departure for Russian
literature was prose in its various forms, since for the preceding
quarter-century poetry had been dominant, and all the founders of
modern Russian literature had been poets first of all. Sumarokov
was not only the editor and almost the sole author of the first
Russian literary journal, The Industrious Bee ( Trudolyubivaya pchela,
1759), he also wrote for its pages satirical prose which built upon
the varied accomplishments of French and German satirical
journalism of the eighteenth century.

Following Sumarokov’s example, in 1760 a group of teachers at
the Cadet School began issuing a literary and didactic journal
entitled Spare Time Put to Use (Prazdnoe vremya v polzu upotreblen-
noe). This same group of writers also set about the systematic
translation of English and French novels. For example, Lukin and
Elagin translated Antoine Prévost’s Adventures of Marquis G., Or,
The Life of a Nobleman Who Abandoned the World (1756-61), and
Semyon Poroshin translated the same author's English Philosopher
(1761-7). The novels of Henry Fielding, René Lesage, Pierre
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Marivaux, and Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe were also trans-
lated. These translated novels provided the Russian public with
entertaining reading in addition to acquainting it with those works
which had already become part of the culture of every literate
person in western Europe.

The first Russian novelist, Fyodor Emin (1735—70), also began
publishing in the early 1760s. He was a man of astonishing back-
ground and of quite varied literary abilities. His most popular
works were the adventure novels Inconstant Fortune, or Miramond’s
Adventures (Nepostoyannaya fortuna ili pokhozhdeniya Miramonda)
and Themistocles’s Adventures (Priklyucheniya Femistokla), both
published in 1763. The action of the novels takes place in various
European countries as their heroes undergo most unexpected
experiences before their creator brings everything to a happy
ending. Emin’s later novel, Letters of Ernest and Doravra (Pisma
Ernesta i Doravry, 1766), was the first attempt at a Russian episto-
lary novel and an open imitation of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s La
Nouvelle Héloise (1761), which had caused a stir in Europe at that
time. Following Rousseau’s lead, Emin acquainted his readers
with the preromantic devices of psychologism which were new to
them.

Mikhail Chulkov (1734—92) was an actor and then a servant at
court before he finally became a literary man; but his financial
circumstances compelled him to seek government employment, in
which he rose to a sufficiently high bureaucratic rank to obtain
personal nobility.

In cooperation with Mikhail Popov, Chulkov in 1767 compiled
a Brief Mythological Dictionary (Kratky mifologichesky slovar), which
offered the Russian reader, in addition to information on the gods
of antiquity, a pagan Slavic pantheon of divinities drawn up on the
basis of rather unreliable sources and partially simply concocted by
the compilers. But Chulkov’s and Popov’s Slavic gods continued
to figure in Russian literature down to the middle of the nineteenth
century.

In 17704, again in cooperation with Popov, Chulkov published
the first printed collection of Russian songs, the Collection of
Various Songs (Sobranie raznykh pesen), containing some 800
literary and folk songs.

But Chulkov’s most important literary work was the unfinished
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novel The Comely Cook, or The Adventures of a Debauched Woman
(Prigozhaya povarikha ili Pokhozhdeniya razvratnoy zhenshchiny,
1770), a remarkable instance of a Russian rogue-novel. The book’s
heroine, Martona, fights a desperate battle against all obstacles in
an effort to achieve worldly success without taking account either
of the law or of religious morality (it should be added that the
entire world as Chulkov sees it has no use for morality either).
Stylistically Chulkov employs living colloquial Russian with a
generous smattering of proverbs and folk sayings. In this regard
Chulkov’s prose is immeasurably better than the prose of Emin,
whom Chulkov attacked unsparingly in his journals at the time.

The invigoration of literary life was not confined to St. Peters-
burg. In Moscow the first Russian university, founded in 1755,
became the center of the city’s literary life. In 1760 Mikhail Kher-
askov — one of the university’s curators and himself a poet of the
Sumarokovian school — followed the example of the Industrious Bee
and began publishing a literary journal entitled Useful Entertainment
(Poleznoe uveselenie, 1760-2). This was followed by Free Time
(Svobodnye chasy, 1763), Innocent Exercise (Nevinnoe uprazhnenie,
1763), and Good Intentions (Dobroe namerenie, 1764). For the most
part these journals published poetry, although they offered philo-
sophical and moralistic prose as well. These were the journals in
which those poets who considered themselves Sumarokov’s fol-
lowers made their debuts; in subsequent years those poets defined
the course of Russian literature. In addition to Kheraskov the
contributors included Ippolit Bogdanovich, Vasily Maykov and
others who have left less noticeable traces in the literature of that
time. '

The new literary vigor of the early 1760s was not only the result
of the fact that the new Empress Catherine Il considered herself
obliged in the eyes of her subjects and of all Europe to nurture
enlightenment and literature, but also of the fact that she wished to
function as an author herself. Catherine compiled a treatise, mostly
on the basis of the writings of Montesquieu and Beccaria, in which
she expounded the general principles of Enlightenment thought.
She published the treatise anonymously in major European lan-
guages under the title Instruction to the Commission for the Compi-
lation of a New Code of Laws (Nakaz dlya komissii po sochineniyu
novogo ulozheniya). This publication was supposed to demonstrate
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to the whole of Europe that in Russia, reputed to be a despotic
state, a body of legislation could be passed which would be
founded on the basic principles of western political thought. The
Commission for the Compilation of a New Code of Laws, created
in 1767, which had elected representatives from all segments of the
population except the enserfed peasantry, seemed to many at the
time to resemble a Parliament.

As a means of distracting public opinion, in early 1769 Catherine
began the publication of a satirical weekly entitled All Sorts and
Sundries (Vsyakaya vsyachina). In this connection she not only urged
Russian writers to follow her example, but for a certain period
freed editors from preliminary censorship. And several literary
figures did follow the example of All Sorts and Sundries, which was
under the direction of Catherine herself with her State Secretary
. G. Kositsky as its editor. Mikhail Chulkov began publishing a
weekly, This and That (I to i syo), a title which duplicated the title
of Catherine’s journal in a different form; Emin began publishing
the weekly Miscellany (Smes) and the monthly Hell’s Post (Adskaya
pochta); Nikolay Novikov brought out the weekly Drone (Truten).
The prose works appearing in the satirical journals of 1769 were
simultaneously a new literary phenomenon for Russian culture and
a new form for the expression of public opinion.

Nikolay Novikov (1744-1818) had the task of establishing
satirical journalism’s right to treat such social phenomena as had
formerly been within the sole jurisdiction of the bureaucracy in
Tsarist Russia, which could be considered only in secret and then
only with the knowledge and approval of the authorities. The
appearance of the Instruction, however, made it possible for
journalists to discuss questions of political life which had earlier
been forbidden.

The Deputies to the Commission of 1767, for all their sharp
differences on other matters, were agreed on the necessity of basing
social relations as they had developed by the 1760s on the firm
foundation of legality. The majority of the speeches by the deputies
display a consistent desire for its establishment. The situation of the
peasantry was not examined in and of itself, but rather as part and
parcel of the general problem of arbitrariness and illegality from
which all social classes, including the nobility, suffered to some

degree.
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The chief object of satirical treatment in Novikov’s Drone was
the Russian nobility, which refused to adopt the ideas of the
Enlightenment or yield even a fraction of its privileges. This
approach of Drone’s generated a critical response in the pages of
Catherine’s All Sorts and Sundries. Catherine was evidently quite
displeased at this dispute, for in any case the Drone was compelled
to cease its polemics with her journal, and in general Novikov
could renew his journalistic activity only in 1772, by which time
Catherine had already made her debut as a playwright with the
anonymously published comedy Oh Time! (O vremya!). The very
fact that the ruler should be participating directly in literary life
was an astounding novelty in Russia.

In dedicating his new satirical journal The Painter (Zhivopisets) to
the author of Oh Time!, Novikov asserted that his struggle against
the moral barbarism of the aristocracy coincided with the aims of
the Empress as comedy writer.

When public opinion shifted as a consequence of the Pugachov
rebellion of 1773—4, Novikov ceased to publish any further satiri-
cal journals, confining himself instead to collecting the best articles
from Drone and The Painter for reissue in 1775.

At this point Novikov’s purely literary activity ceased. In 1775
he became a Freemason and an adherent of Rosicrucianism. In
Moscow, with the assistance of his ideological allies, he organized
a publishing house called the “Typographical Company,” an
immense enterprise for the time. Translations for it were supplied
by the so-called “Friendly Society,” which he also organized. At
this stage Novikov published journals of masonic content such as
Morning Light (Utrenny svet) and Evening Light (Vechernyaya zarya).
He also leased the newspaper Moscow News (Moskovskie vedomosti)
from 1779 to 1789, transforming its Supplement (Pribavleniya) into
a serious political and general publication which paid considerable
attention to the American revolutionary war. Novikov’s activity
as a book publisher through the Typographical Company reached
a scale unheard of at that point in the history of Russian culture. He
published textbooks, books on agriculture, medicine, pedagogy,
philosophy and theology as well as books for children, including
the first Russian children’s magazine Reading for Children (Detskoe
chtenie), which became a literary training ground for Nikolay
Karamzin, that outstanding writer and reformer of Russian prose
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in the 1790s. As he expanded his publishing activity Novikov also
created a book trade within Russia on a European scale in every
province of the enormous country by making arrangements with
local merchants to sell his books on a commission basis.

The scale of the educational enterprise upon which Novikov and
his associates had embarked aroused Catherine’s displeasure from
the very first. In 1792, having come to suspect him and the other
Moscow Freemasons of political connections with the heir to the
throne, the future Emperor Paul I, Catherine destroyed everything
Novikov had created. He was himself arrested and sentenced to
fifteen years imprisonment in the Shlusselburg Fortress. When
Paul came to the throne in 1796 he freed Novikov, but by that time
he was both ill and completely ruined financially.

Denis Fonvizin (1745-91), who emerged from the Elagin-Lukin
circle, concentrated his energies on developing methods for the
comic depiction of contemporary mores, in which sense he
became a literary ally of Novikov and his Drone. His first success-
ful play was the comedy The Brigadier (Brigadir, 1769), in which
“right-thinking” characters ~ i.e. reasonable and virtuous person-
ages — are not the exception but rather the norm.

Fonvizin compensates for the small numbers of these adherents
of intellect and virtue in The Brigadier by giving them a powerful
ally — laughter. It is precisely laughter which overcomes and
conquers the forces of unreason presented in such variety within
the comedy. Sofya and Dobrolyubov, the virtuous heroes, adopt a
neutral attitude toward the other characters. They are concerned
primarily with their own affairs, and the most they permit them-
selves are cautious mockery and contempt. There is absolutely no
link between them and the other characters in the play, not even a
conflict.

In The Brigadier Fonvizin utilized a great deal from the theory
and practice of the serious comedy, but that did not cause him to
reject laughter or to cease searching for comic depictions of various
types of human behavior. The special circumstances under which
the characters in The Brigadier are placed — the intertwining of
family and romantic relationships — gave the author the oppor-
tunity to display various personages in one and the same comic
situation, to make them participants in a common dispute. For
example, the humor in one of these disputes (over the limitations
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of God’s omnipotence) derives from a collision between the
phraseology of high literary style and its interpretation in everyday
terms, from a reinterpretation of formulas translated from the
Biblical world of images and concepts into the world of con-
temporary Russian life, into an everyday context, into the sphere
of military and bureaucratic discourse and notions of life in which
the official “Table of Ranks’ is viewed as something unchangeably
established by divine sanction. In such fashion the author’s
relationship to his comedy is not “‘eliminated,” but does acquire a
considerable internal complexity. It is not only the comic char-
acters who fall within its field of gravity, but also in many
instances that “serious’ world which they parody.

In The Brigadier the social problem concerns solely the social
elite: there are no servants in the play, and all its heroes are
members of the nobility. This gives Fonvizin an opportunity to
analyze the moral condition of the governing class, whose internal
situation led him to conclude that social morality should be based
upon a system of values outside the individual. In The Brigadier the
conflict between intellect and stupidity is realized theatrically in the
form of a dispute among idiots. “Our” morals - that is, the morals
which existed at the time among the Russian nobility and the
necessity of providing some sort of national definition for them —
are displayed through the grotesque depiction of the Gallomania of
Ivanushka and the Councillor’s Wife. Gallomania and the Helve-
tian morality of the young taken to idiotic extremes are shown as
inevitable consequences of the absence of any moral standards at all
among the older generation.

Fonvizin’s skepticism and pessimism in The Brigadier are bal-
anced by his comic treatment of all the characters, for the author’s
laughter provides the viewer with the support he needs in the
conflict between intellect and stupidity transpiring on the stage.

Fonvizin’s philosophical development in the period between
The Brigadier and The Minor (Nedorosl, 1783) bears the imprint of
the intellectual battles and the diplomatic activity in which he was
engaged at the time along with Count Nikita Panin. The internal
struggles within the court gave him the opportunity to study at
first hand the structure and mainsprings of the absolutist system in
the variant which Catherine developed to preserve her own power
and to strengthen her social base.
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To absolutism and its practical morality of “luck’ and success
Fonvizin sought to counterpose the independent intellect of the
nobility and a morality of social service based upon a concept of
the social necessity of religion as a basis for such morality. Fonvi-
zin’s viewpoint on the role of religion as a force for socialization, in
which are to be found ““all the power and security of human law,”
was first set forth in his “Discourse on the recovery of the Crown
Prince Paul” (“‘Slovo na vyzdorovlenie velikogo knyazya Pavla
Petrovicha,” 1771).

Fonvizin conceives of education as the basic instrument for the
formation of the socially engaged personality grounded in relig-
ion, which he assembles as a system in the form of a particular
variant of deistic stoicism ultimately stemming from the masonic
idea of the soul as a concentration point of moral concepts and
habits of behavior which meet the criteria of social reasonable-
ness.

His return to a recognition of religion’s social utility and even its
necessity brought Fonvizin into conflict with the Encyclopedists
and caused him to seek support from such moderate representa-
tives of the French Enlightenment as Antoine-Léonard Thomas
and even from Fénelon’s humanitarian religious views, resurrected
during the French ideological battles of the 1770s.

On the basis of a visit to France soon after the failure of Anne
Robert Jacques Turgot’s reforms, Fonvizin decided that the
Encyclopedists were just as responsible as the reactionary clergy
for the profound social and moral crisis which afflicted the country
then.

A comparison of Fonvizin’s letters to Panin of 1777-8 with his
“Discourse on permanent laws of state” (‘‘Rassuzhdenie o
nepremennykh zakonakh’), written in 1783, makes it possible to
comprehend Fonvizin’s social and historical conception, construc-
ted on the basis of a comparative analysis of the contemporary
cultures of Russia and the west, in this case represented by France.
In the “Letters to Panin” and the “Discourse on permanent laws”
Fonvizin examined the social structure of France from the
viewpoint of the elite class: for him the determining element in
evaluating the state of the nation was the moral condition of the
nobility, which he regarded as the “nation’s representatives,” the
only ones who expressed its consciousness. If we used the
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terminology of Russian thinkers of the 1840s, we might say that in
the thinking portion of the nobility Fonvizin saw a “self-
consciousness’’ raised above “substance,” a group counterposed to
the benighted, uneducated masses, the body of the nation, which
was incapable of absorbing ideology and thought. Far from weak-
ening that belief, the Pugachov rebellion simply confirmed Fonvi-
zin’s conviction that “‘substance” was incapable of playing a
conscious historical role, of acting in a rational social sense.

As Fonvizin depicted her in his letters to Panin, France was in an
at least unhappy, if not actually catastrophic, situation as a con-
sequence of the moral paralysis of the French nobility, which had
lost any sense of its obligations to the nation and was selfishly
interested merely in exercising its own rights. Absolutism had
been transformed into despotism, and the nobility transformed
into the pillars of that despotism, into its obedient servants.

As a consequence, in The Minor, whose action occurs in a distant
province far from the capital, the ““court’” theme — references to the
highest authorities and their malignant influence on morality -
receives no less attention than the play’s basic action: the conflict
between the Prostakovs on the one hand and Starodum and his
associates on the other. The “court” with its named and unnamed
personages, Prostakova’s father and Starodum’s father, is repre-
sented offstage. The offstage characters create within The Minor
the historical and social perspective necessary for the development
of the comedy’s basic ideological conflict. What Nikolay Gogol
once called the Prostakov family’s “coarse bestiality” is contrasted
within the comedy with the high level of gentry self-consciousness
and morality displayed by Starodum and his friends. Starodum’s
behavior and that of his friends is always ideologically motivated;
all their actions, feelings and thoughts are permeated by their sense
of moral obligation. Their consciousness has an ethical quality,
and their code of ethics is quite conscious.

The opposing party in The Minor — Mrs. Prostakova, her family
and relatives ~ live and act independently of any ideology: in their
minds custom and habit substitute for it. Prostakova espouses no
theories, no ideological systems, no religion or morality. Her
behavior on stage is determined by her emotional assessment of
any given situation, not a rational one. Her behavior is not guided
by the logic of self-consciousness but by a logic of instinct.
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In The Minor the opposing sides in the conflict are both intel-
lectually and morally so unequal that there really can be no quarrel
between them. No more can there be a quarrel among Starodum’s
friends, for they are all united in their outlook, “sympathizers,”
and therefore their stage conversations are make-believe dialogues
in which they elaborate but a single thought which they all take for
granted.

The actual dispute which Starodum conducts on stage and over
the heads of his friends is a quarrel with the universe of false
conceptions. He defends social and ethical truths from the dis-
tortions to which they are subjected by contemporary aristocratic
society. Starodum steps forward as judge and prosecutor of this
universe of distorted conceptions, and his associates support him
in that struggle. As Fonvizin sees it, in the area of thought and
ideology Starodum can make contact only with his associates and
with the theater audience, at least if we assume that it shares the
viewpoint of the author of The Minor.

By their ironic rejoinders and questions Starodum and his
friends provoke Mrs. Prostakova, Mitrofan and Skotinin to make
comic statements which have consistently evoked laughter from
the Russian theatergoer to this day. As Fonvizin saw it, this was
the form the victory of Starodum and his friends should take, the
victory of the world of high ideas and moral truths over the world
of ignorance and dark instincts, the victory of culture over ignor-
ance, of reason over the unbridled forces of empirical existence, of
conscious service to the cause of the nation’s social progress over
the world of selfishness and animal instincts.

The comic elements in The Minor appear only in the words and
actions of Mrs. Prostakova and her relatives. The words and
behavior of Starodum and his friends are serious. The most they
permit themselves beyond the boundaries of absolute seriousness
is to ironize at Prostakova’s expense. The Minor displays with
special force one of the most acute internal contradictions to afflict
the Russian Enlightenment of the second half of the eighteenth
century: the contradiction between abstraction, the idealization of
certain concepts, and the real world of concrete phenomena,
between a static notion of a deductively defined system of the
rational and the obligatory, and a dynamic idea of empirical reality
which develops of its own accord. In The Minor laughter and
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comedy are always with Mrs. Prostakova and Mitrofan, and are
never to be found in Starodum. The wild, unchannelled displays of
blind vital energy in Prostakova turn out to be immeasurably more
significant than the elitist system of values to which Starodum
wants to subject history and life. The conflict between thought and
life in The Minor — the conflict between beautiful, rational thought
and monstrous, ridiculous life — is resolved ideologically by the
victory of thought; but theatrically, artistically, it is Mrs. Prosta-
kova, and not Starodum, who gains the victory. Life with its brute
force and particularity emerges the victor, and not thought with its
rationality and abstraction. It is the lines of Mrs. Prostakova and
Mitrofan, their sayings, that people now remember, and not
Starodum’s noble arguments. They remember Mrs. Prostakova’s
sayings because “nature’ speaks in them, not a role which the
author has assigned the character to play. When Mrs. Prostakova,
enraged at the news that her servant girl Palashka is ill, shrieks:
“She’s delirious, the beast! As if she were a noblewoman!”’ — her
words are humorous because they combine absurd stupidity (as if
only a nobleman, a member of the gentry, could be delirious) with
Prostakova’s own straightforward conviction that she is quite
correct. Prostakova is not playing on a stage: she lives in the world
of her own understanding, and never emerges from it. She is
always serious. That i1s precisely what makes her humorous.
Perhaps without realizing it himself, Fonvizin perceived in Prosta-
kova’s “‘undirected force” some sort of constant within the
national character.

Starodum’s beautiful and noble ideas are excessively burdened
by the utopian optimism of the period immediately preceding the
French revolution. The system of values they contain is exces-
sively elitist. The wild and directionless outbursts of blind vital
energy from Mrs. Prostakova have not become outmoded either
in their essence or in their form. Such is the irony of history, and
that Fonvizin could not have foreseen.

In the 1760s and 1770s certain writers who had been disciples
and followers of Sumarokov’s in their youth continued to develop
those same genres in which Sumarokov had gained general recog-
nition (the tragedy and the fable) as well as others to which he had
paid no attention — which latter included the epic poem. Vasily
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Maykov and Ippolit Bogdanovich boast the greatest achievements
in this genre.

Vasily Maykov’s (1728—78) poem Elisey, or Bacchus Enraged
(Elisey, ili razdrazhenny Vakkh) was, after Sumarokov’s fables, the
most important example of Russian satirical poetry, conjoining as
it did the force of satirical exposure with a vivid depiction of the
mores of the urban underclass in the Russian capital. In addition to
specifically poetic traditions (Sumarokov’s depiction of the “life of
the common people” in his fables and Kantemir’s descriptions of
popular entertainments), Maykov also made use of the accom-
plishments of Russian satirical journalism of 1769—70, which had
worked out methods of depicting social vices and disorders. As
Maykov first conceived of the poem — the adventures of the
cabdriver Elisey and his wife, who finally ends up in a prison for
streetwalkers — were to have reflected a development in Russian’
life which many journalists and economists of the mid 1760s had
written about and which was typical of the increasing complexity
of economic relations in a system based on serfdom, when
economic growth was limited by the amount of labor available and
the labor market had to be supplemented by peasants temporarily
permitted to work in the cities for wages. Maykov depicts this
movement from the country to the capitals as an unavoidable shift
from healthful, productive labor to a slough of drunkenness, vice
and crime. That is the chief journalistic line promoted in Elisey.

The work’s plot is constructed on another economic topic, one
no less important at the time: criticism of the system of farming
out the sale of alcoholic beverages which was introduced in Russia
in 1767 and which proved quite ruinous for the basic mass of the
population. The struggle against these tax-farmers is the plot
center of the poem’s “fabulous,” fantastic portion, which takes
place among the gods of Olympus. Bacchus dispatches the cab-
driver Elisey to wreak vengeance upon the tax-farmers for raising
the prices of vodka and beer.

In his poem Maykov defends the interests of the peasantry to the
extent that they coincide with the interests of the landowners who
manage their estates rationally, but no further. Consequently,
although he derives condescending enjoyment from the feats of the
valiant cabdriver in the taverns, winecellars, and other dens of
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iniquity in the big city, he remains of the opinion that only
agricultural labor under the reasonable supervision of the land-
owner can keep the peasant within the bounds of healthy morality
and social discipline.

Along with Maykov’s hero we are introduced to a St. Peters-
burg of a sort no one had ever written about in eighteenth-century
Russian poetry before him. This was not the St. Petersburg of
palaces, churches, and parks, but rather the city of lower-class
suburbs, of taverns and of lock-ups. The poem described what
later came to be called urban lowlife. The city’s entire geography
in the poem is defined by the location of one point or another in
relation to popular drinking establishments.

Aside from its purely journalistic aims, Maykov’s poem was
composed for a particular literary purpose. It was the first attempt
at an original “heroic-comic” poem of the sort Sumarokov had
described in such detail and with such taste in his “Epistle on
poetry.” In it the adventures of drunken hotheads or a fight
between the peasants of Zimogorets and those of Valday is
described in the high style of the epic poem, made even more
humorous by the fact that it is Elisey who is recounting all this.

Maykov preserves the distinctions between the high and low
style, and the poem’s humor derives partially from the collision
between the two, but it was not only that which made his poem so
popular in literature as late as the 1820s. Maykov’s humor often
derives from the narrator’s attitude toward his narration, and not
only from the contrast between elements from differing stylistic
spheres. Pushkin esteemed Vasily Maykov precisely for his uncon-
strained authorial attitude, for his natural and ironic approach to
his heroes and their adventures.

In the 1770s new literary trends, new esthetic notions, new
poetic worlds revealed to the European literary consciousness by
sentimentalism and preromanticism, evoked a double response
from the representatives of Russian classicism. Some of them
simply unequivocally rejected everything new: genres, themes,
and especially the new understanding of the principle of feeling
which sentimentalism advanced. Sumarokov adhered to this posi-
tion to the end of his life, as did Maykov; nor was Novikov as
author of satires inclined to make any concessions to the new
trends. But others thought it possible to absorb certain elements of
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“foreign” literary programs, to assimilate them, to subordinate
them to the esthetic system they had already worked out for
themselves. This position was adopted in the 1770s by Kheraskov,
Bogdanovich, Ivan Khemnitser, and - at the end of the decade —
Derzhavin. This ability to assimilate and digest new ideas demon-
strated the enormous vitality of Russian classicism, the extent of its
powers and resources still in reserve.

As preromantic tendencies penetrated the poetry of Russian
classicism, there appeared as early as the 1770s a more definite
interest than earlier in the national character, the national history,
and folklore. At this time there emerged the first poetic attempts at
reproducing historic events and folklore images.

As far as contemporaries were concerned, the most remarkable
poetic work of the 1770s was Mikhail Kheraskov’s poem Rossiada
(1779), which astounded them by the grandiosity of its conception
and the resolve with which it was pursued. Before it appeared
Russian poetry had not known an epic poem so monumental in its
national and historical scope.

Mikhail Kheraskov (1733-1807) took as his poem’s subject the
destruction of the Kazan Khanate by Ivan the Terrible in the
sixteenth century, an event which contemporaries rightly per-
ceived as the first step toward Russia’s transformation into a
powerful and independent state of the east European plain. The
struggle between Russia and Kazan in Kheraskov’s poem is the
struggle between east and west, between Christianity and Islam.
Moreover, in the poem Islam is presented not so much as a thing in
itself as it is as a collection of all possible pagan superstitions and
prejudices, as a creature of the forces of darkness and evil gen-
erally. These forces of evil assist the Kazanians in their struggle
against the Russian forces, summoning first unbearable heat
(seventh—-ninth cantos) and then sudden winter frosts in the middle
of summer (twelfth canto). Over against the enchantments, wizar-
dry and demonic forces aiding Kazan there are counterposed the
Orthodox Russian troops, Christian saints and martyrs who
conquer the evil powers of pagan Islam. Thus events in the poem
develop as it were within two spheres: the human and the super-
human. But the forces of good and evil intervene quite directly in
human affairs as well, assisting their favorites or suggesting that
they take particular actions. Kheraskov followed Tasso’s example
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in linking political decisions and military undertakings of the
warring camps with the actions of “unearthly” forces.

But what interested contemporaries most of all in Rossiada was
neither religion nor politics. Kheraskov was the first Russian poet
to offer extensive landscape descriptions in his work. Thus Kher-
askov paints nocturnal landscapes before presenting the moon,
quite an obligatory element in Young’s or Ossian’s night scenes.

However, in his concept of “feeling” Kheraskov adheres, gen-
erally speaking, to classical positions, continuing to regard indi-
vidual psychology as the sum of certain traits of character which
can be rationalistically defined and comprehended.

The influence of Kheraskov’s poetic portraits on poetry of the
late 1770s and early 1780s is particularly noticeable in Derzhavin’s
work.

Ippolit Bogdanovich (1743-1803) became one of the most
popular Russian poets in the final decades of the eighteenth century
thanks to his long poem Dushenka (1783, first published in 1778 as
Dushenka’s Adventures). Using as his plot the story of Cupid and
Psyche, one of the most poetic myths in classical Greek literature,
Bogdanovich sensed the popular, folktale basis of the stylized
ancient narration found in Apuleius and in La Fontaine’s rework-
ing of it, and therefore made an attempt, quite bold for his time,
to insert some motifs from Russian folktales into his poem. Bog-
danovich transferred the story of Dushenka, with its ancient
origin, onto Russian soil; it took firm root there. This is not
merely a matter of folktale motifs and personages: as Maykov had
done before him, Bogdanovich boldly introduced everyday life
into his poem. Thus, as Dushenka sets off on her journey to be
wed, her servants bear after her, in addition to her “crystal bed,”
all the objects which a noblewoman of that period would require:

Sixteen men, placing them on cushions,

Bore along the Empress’s embroidery and bobbins,
Which the Empress-mother had herself placed there,
Toilet articles for the journey, combs and pins,

And all sorts of other items of necessity.

All these scattered details of everyday Russian gentry surround-
ings link the poem with life to some degree. What happens within
it ceases to be a folktale; the abstract personages of idylls and
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eclogues give way to Dushenka’s captivatingly human image.
Bogdanovich succeeded in breathing life into the conventional
figure of La Fontaine’s Psyche by presenting her as a living,
modern girl from a gentry family of the middling sort. By her
naturalness of behavior and liveliness of character Dushenka sur-
passed everything created in Russian literature before Zhu-
kovsky’s “Svetlana’ and Pushkin’s Ruslan and Lyudmila.

In his poem Bogdanovich adopts a characteristically ironic atti-
tude toward his subject, toward the events he describes. He does
not cease to be ironic even when his heroine is in peril or finds
herself in difficult situations. The smile always on his lips as he
recounts Dushenka’s joys and sorrows, his jocular attitude, all
create in the reader’s mind a special “literary’’ image of the author,
who becomes a character within the work: indeed that image may
replace the real figure of the poet in the consciousness of later
generations of readers. In Dushenka the poet Bogdanovich pre-
sented himself as the bard of the beautiful and the harmonious, but
he did not endow the image of the poet (his own image) with any
particular specificity or a historical perspective. The author of
Dushenka lives solely in the world of beauty and poetry. Bogdano-
vich’s poem was one of the fullest embodiments of Russian
classicism’s aspirations at the “esthetic’ stage of its development.

The best-known playwrights of the Sumarokov school - Yakov
Knyazhnin (1742-—93) and Nikolay Nikolev (1758-1815) — made
certain essential changes in the artistic structure of the tragedy and
endowed it with a directly social resonance which had been
missing earlier.

If Knyazhnin in Viadimir and Yaropolk of 1772 had worked out
the problem of honor entirely in the spirit of early Sumarokovian
tragedy, then in Rosslav (1783) he broke with his mentor’s
approach and took as the basic source of dramatic conflict the idea
of the common good embodied within patriotic forms. That
conscious civic patriotism which the ““great soul” of the chief hero
of Knyazhnin’s tragedy exhibits is contrasted not only to various
sorts of egotism and selfishness as embodied in Khristiern and
Kedar, but even to such wholly positive heroes as Lyubomir, the
Russian ambassador to Sweden, and the Russian prince who is
prepared to sacrifice the territory he has taken from the Swedes in
order to save Rosslav. Rosslav’s firmness in all the trials to which
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fate subjects him may be explained by the special concept of honor
by which he is guided. His notion of honor is quite different from
that which inspired the heroes of Sumarokov’s tragedies: as
Rosslav sees it, patriotism consists of unconditional and absolute
dedication to the fatherland, that is Russia as the fatherland, and
not to a prince or to the authorities.

The philosophy of heroism which permeates Knyazhnin’s entire
tragedy is not founded on any well-defined historical conception,
as in Sumarokov, but rather on an emotional and psychological
image of the Russian citizen-patriot. As a consequence, the
Russian political system which Rosslav represents so brilliantly is
depicted rather fuzzily in the tragedy. It is indicated that Russia has
already cast off the Mongol yoke, but no more precise definitions
than that are given. The basic content of the dispute which con-
tinues for the entire course of the tragedy between Rosslav and all
the other characters, whether positive or negative, is an emotional
and psychological conception of the essence of the national char-
acter. Rosslav wishes to die for his fatherland and thus demon-
strate his right to be called a citizen of Russia. The other characters
in the play - for various reasons and from different points of view —
seek to deflect him from his intention. Consequently the dispute is
always over the same thing, although the negative heroes (the
tyrant Khristiern and the traitor Kedar) fail to comprehend Ros-
slav’s aspirations, while the positive heroes understand them but
think one need not always be so morally rigid.

The tragedy’s transformation from an internal to an external
dispute, the displacement of interest in the hero’s self-analysis by
the depiction of a struggle which occurs outside him, led to a
revision of the tragic style. Dialogue among characters was trans-
formed into a dialogue between the hero and the audience over the
heads of those to whom the hero seemed to be speaking directly.

Knyazhnin’s eighth and last tragedy, Vadim of Novgorod (Vadim
Novgorodsky, 1789), had a peculiar history. Knyazhnin took as his
subject a rather vague legendary account — but quite a popular one
in the eighteenth century — about a ninth-century conflict between
the Scandinavian Prince Rurik and the Novgorodians under the
leadership of Vadim, who fought in defense of his city’s ancient
liberties. In Knyazhnin’s tragedy Rurik overcomes Vadim because
the people are weary of the anarchy into which the aristocrats have
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plunged free Novgorod, and opt for peace and order under a tsar’s
firm authority. In view of the political tension which gripped
Russia after the outbreak of the French revolution, Knyazhnin
declined to have Vadim of Novgorod staged. It was first published
only in 1793, after his death. However, terrified by the Jacobin
dictatorship in France, Catherine regarded Knyazhnin’s play as
quite dangerous, and so the entire edition was destroyed (‘‘burned
at the executioner’s hand’). It was reprinted only in 1871.

Nikolev also sought methods of reviving tragedy, but they did
not coincide with the ones Knyazhnin adopted. Instead of Rosslav
the heroic patriot, Nikolev depicted contemporary man as the
victim of spiritual division. Nikolev is interested in the philosophi-
cal and political content of the conflicts of his day; he felt under no
obligation to seck any historical explanation for them, and was
satisfied with the same sort of communication with his audience
and the same sort of system of declarative aphorisms with which
we are familiar from Knyazhnin’s plays.

Gavriil Derzhavin (1743-1816), the major Russian poet of the
eighteenth century, began to follow the basic lines of poetic cur-
rents of his day only toward the end of the 1770s: it took him more
than fifteen years to discover his own personal poetic approach.
During the years when his younger contemporaries were
publishing book after book, occupying prominent places on the
Russian Parnassus, and being rewarded with detailed and approv-
ing estimates in Novikov’s Preliminary Historical Dictionary of
Russian Writers (Opyt istoricheskogo slovarya rossiyskikh pisateley,
1772), the first survey of Russian literature, Derzhavin had to be
content with a rather dubious description of him as the author of
satirical poems directed against the Guards regiments. Derzhavin
did not absorb the theory and practice of Russian poetry through
personal study with an older poet or recognized teacher; rather he
had to make his own way among the complexities of contempo-
rary literary currents, to test his powers in various genres and
approaches, imitating Lomonosov at some times, at others Suma-
rokov. He sought answers to the questions which concerned him
in the writings of Lomonosov and Trediakovsky which were
available to him as well as in the works of popular classical
theoreticians of the eighteenth century.

Derzhavin’s attitude toward the published works of contempo-
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rary Russian poetry was molded by his theoretically developed
view of poetry as a collection of exemplary works in all genres.
The beginning poet needed only to study these models diligently
and then imitate them.

The careful study of various exemplary works in the lesser
genres did not prevent Derzhavin at the same time from writing
odes and epistles in which he willy-nilly followed Lomonosov’s
lead, without concealing his dependence on the ‘“Russian Pindar.”
But despite all his stubborn attempts to grasp its secret, Derzhavin
never mastered the Lomonosovian ‘high style.” On occasion
Derzhavin seemed to feel that essentially there was no secret to it at
all, and that one could write an ode in the high style even without
using its Lomonosovian form.

At the end of the 1770s Derzhavin found himself as a poet, and
selected another path in poetry, not the one Lomonosov had
blazed. His new poet friends Nikolay Lvov, Vasily Kapnist, and
Ivan Khemnitser contributed considerably to Derzhavin’s poetic
self-definition. They kept up with all the latest happenings in
European literary and artistic life, and were brimful of the most
daring literary enterprises. After Sumarokov, Khemnitser
(1745~84) was the most prominent fable-writer in Russian litera~
ture of the 1770s: he published his first collection of fables in the
same year of 1779 which marked the beginning of Derzhavin’s
own independent literary career. Fables and Tales by N.N. (Basni i
skazki N.N.), as Khemnitser entitled his collection, was innovative
within the confines of the genre.

In their fables Sumarokov and his followers mocked particular
cases of the violation of rational and moral norms. The characters
in Sumarokov’s fables are sinful and stupid, although the laws
which govern the world are rational and correct. In Sumarokov’s
world humor stems from a collision of the ridiculous, irrational
and unnatural with the ideal of the rational and correct which exists
in the writer’s consciousness.

The world of Khemnitser’s fables is quite different, with differ-
ent interrelationships between ideas and things. Khemnitser does
not attack particular cases of stupidity and unreason, but rather the
general absurdity of things and the impropriety of life’s structure
overall. Khemnitser’s fables are not so humorous as Sumarokov’s,
since their satirical targets are mostly widespread human traits,
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shortcomings and habits common to all peoples and to all human-
ity. Consequently, Khemnitser’s plots are a great deal less russi-
fied, and their social aspects less specific. His characters are often
“rich men” and “poor men,” without any clearer definition of
their social origins. The satirical aim of Khemnitser’s fables is to
expose the absurdities of human society as a whole from the
viewpoint of the progressive philosophical thought of the age. He
seeks to point out to his readers their “delusions” and errors, to put
across the truth in place of false conceptions of life: this is the task
which Khemnitser as fable-writer sets himself, and to which he
subordinates both the thematics and the stylistics of his works.

Khemnitser has no interest either in individualizing the speech of
his characters or in endowing them with any sort of individual
characteristics. All his characters speak one and the same fully
literary language. The authorial text in Khemnitser’s fables stylis-
tically is quite similar to the speeches of his characters. It is just that
the author is better informed than his heroes, a good deal is
obvious to him about which his characters cannot even guess.
Khemnitser very scrupulously avoids humorous incongruities and
unnatural combinations of human and animal traits. The animals
in the world of his fables in all their actions do not go beyond
general human limitations, and indeed there is very little of the
animal in them.

In the late 1770s Derzhavin destroyed the solemn ode’s taboo on
the personal and the biographical. He appears in his odes addressed
to tsars not only as a poet, a singer of grandeur and beauty, but also
as a person, as a government bureaucrat, a family man, a victim of
the persecutions of high officials who dislike him, a fighter for
truth and justice both social and individual.

As Derzhavin sees it, poetry has a double countenance. The poet
“sings” “‘spiritual praises to the Creator” and “sings of”’ “good
[...] tsars,” i.e. acts just as Lomonosov and all the other ode-
writers who followed in his footsteps had acted: he praises Cath-
erine just as Lomonosov had praised Elizabeth.

After developing his own stylistic approach at the end of the
1770s, Derzhavin constructed his religious and philosophical odes
on quite different bases than had Lomonosov. He found no inspir-
ation in the vast horizons offered by natural science in the
eighteenth century which Lomonosov had helped to create. The
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basic question for which Derzhavin sought answers under the
guidance of his religious convictions was that of man’s fate in the
universe and the degree to which it was predetermined.

In his ode of 1779 “On the death of Prince Meshchersky” (“Na
smert knyazya Meshcherskogo”) — ordinarily considered by
Russian critics his finest poetic work — Derzhavin meditates on the
relationship between time and eternity, on the irreversibility of
time’s flow and the dependence of individual existence upon it.
Although Derzhavin was not a Mason, he included in this ode
several motifs from Night Thoughts by Young, an author much
esteemed by the'Russian Masons of the Novikov circle. By means
of this ode Derzhavin initiated a new theme in Russian poetry,
becoming the teacher and forebear of Zhukovsky and Tyutchev.

In his ode “God” (“Bog,” 1784) Derzhavin gave a poetic depic-
tion of the idea of the Great Chain of Being, one common to all of
religious and philosophical thought in the eighteenth century.
Derzhavin believes that man as an individual, that man in general
outside his historical and social context, is spiritually capable of
overcoming his physical insignificance and drawing near to the
Godhead, or even possibly coming to resemble the Divinity.

In these odes Derzhavin’s poetic intuition took him beyond the
limits of dogmatic Orthodox theology, but the criticisms of the
theologians had no effect upon their enthusiastic reception by
readers, either during the poet’s lifetime or afterwards.

The poet as Derzhavin conceives of him expresses the living
feeling of the nation — the “echo of the Russian people,” as Pushkin
would put it later — but he speaks not only in the name of the
people or the nation but in his own name as well. The world of the
exalted as it were diminished to create space in Derzhavin’s work
for the poet’s private life, for his personal and professional
relationships. '

Thus in Derzhavin’s poetry we find, on an equal footing with
the traditional ideal of moral stoicism and dedication to virtue, the
Horatian and epicurean ideal of the golden mean and of moder-
ation in one’s demands upon fate; in short, all the atmosphere of
personal life with its domestic joys and consolations.

Of course ‘“domestic,” “everyday’’ themes could not expel the
grand themes of citizenship, politics and the state from Derzha-
vin’s poetry: they developed in his writing in complicated ways,
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now prevailing, now retreating to peripheral verse of an incidental
character. The prevalence of personal motifs over general political
and moral ones, observable in Derzhavin’s poetry between the
1770s and the 1780s, beginning in the early 1780s and down to the
mid 1790s yields to a new predominance of the solemn ode and the
themes of historic events and political questions associated with it.
After the mid 1790s personal and domestic subjects again come to
the fore in Derzhavin’s poetry: they are reflected in a particular
collection, the Anacreontic Songs (Anakreonticheskie pesni) of 1804,
although Derzhavin still considers it his definite duty to react to the
course of contemporary political and military events.

Derzhavin received governmental recognition — i.e. Catherine’s
personal favor — upon the publication of his “Ode to Felitsa”
(““Oda Felitse,” 1782), which was dedicated to the Empress. In this
ode Derzhavin violated all the canons of the genre by having
Felitsa — or Catherine — behave like an ordinary mortal: she walks
“on foot,” eats, reads, writes, treats people nicely, and enjoys
jokes. The significance of the Empress’s simplicity and business-
like behavior is emphasized by the contrast between the modesty
of this great stateswoman who cares only for the “happiness of
humankind,” and the emptyheaded, egotistical behavior of her
high aristocrats, their feasts and entertainments and the luxury of
their dress, as well as by the contrast between the most ordinary
amusements of the common people (boxing matches) and
woodwind music, the most refined fancies of musical art in the
eighteenth century.

However, despite the variety of aristocratic tastes, all the
“murzas” (high officials) in “Felitsa” lack any serious civic inter-
ests and ideas: even those lines in which Derzhavin speaks of
Potyomkin’s political plans are ironic and present them more as
the amusements of an idle mind than the thought of a statesman.

Against the background of Felitsa’s modest way of life and
businesslike activity, the idealized image of the Empress which
Derzhavin creates is strengthened even further by an account of
her everyday cares, which encompass the entire gamut of states-
manship, all the nation’s needs. As Derzhavin depicts her, Felitsa
does not demand civic heroism of her subjects, or any stoic
negation of one’s personal interests. The Derzhavinian formula
“be a human being on the throne” in “Felitsa” turns out to mean
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that Catherine should condescend to human weaknesses and short-
comings and not be a rigorous moralist.

The boundary between a ‘“hero” in Lomonosov’s poetic
vocabulary, between a great man as bearer of the idea of
enlightened absolutism and an ordinary mortal or common man,
ceases to be eternal and unchangeable in Derzhavin. It vanishes
because Derzhavin demands of the tsar, the ruler and lord, that
before all else he recognize the legitimacy of not only the nation’s
interests as a whole, but of each individual in particular (what we
would now call human rights).

Since he shared what was then a widespread faith in the
Empress’s talents and abilities, Derzhavin tried to show that her
purely human traits provided the base for Catherine’s positive
qualities as a ruler. His Felitsa copes so successfully with her
governmental obligations because she is herself a human being and
comprehends every human necessity and weakness. It was pre-
cisely Derzhavin who created the poetic legend of Catherine, a
legend which sustained itself in the Russian cultural consciousness
for nearly a century.

In “Felitsa” and other odes linked to it (““The Murza’s vision”
[“Videnie murzy”], “To Reshemysl” [*“Reshemyslu’’]) Derzhavin
discovered a new vantage point from which to view the high
aristocrats around the Empress. Its novelty consisted of a combin-
ation of abstracting people and events (the fairytale world of the
east) and concretizing the immediacy of hints and details of the
everyday world. Contemporaries had no difficulty in recognizing
which individuals the poet was writing about. Derzhavin’s odes on
the high nobility incorporated a system of hints and allegories
brilliantly developed by Russian journalism of 1769-72, and
especially in Novikov’s journals.

In Derzhavin’s long odes such as “The Image of Felitsa™ (““Izo-
brazhenie Felitsy,” s80 lines), “The Waterfall” (“Vodopad,” 444
lines), “On the Capture of Izmail” (“Na vzyatie Izmaila,” 380
lines), or “On Perfidy” (‘“Na kovarstvo,” 320 lines), one can
clearly perceive Derzhavin’s break with the Lomonosovian idea of
the high style: Derzhavin defined his stylistic principle as one of
“‘equal choice of words.” In ““Felitsa” and the cycle of odes connec-
ted with it Derzhavin allocated a definite but rather strictly defined
place to the low or colloquial style. The poet who is supposed to be
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the narrator in “Felitsa” is a “murza” who uses words and expres-
sions which until then could have been encountered only in
humorous poetry or in such genres as the fable and the heroic-
comic poem. : ‘

And yet the system of “three styles’ (high, medium, and low)
which Lomonosov had created and which had become the basic
stylistic rule of Russian classicism is still intact in Derzhavin, even
within the bounds of a single genre. The hierarchical ranking of
poetic subjects — from high to low, from God to worm — remains
unquestioned even in Derzhavin. Only the poet’s approach to
reality has changed. The further Derzhavin’s art develops, the
more esthetic considerations determine both his choice of subjects
and his stylistic treatment of them. With Derzhavin’s poetry
Russian classicism enters the highest phase of its development — the
point at which esthetic principles become decisive, whereas earlier
everything had been subordinate to politics and ethics.

In his odes of the 1780s and 1790s Derzhavin evaluated people
and events from a viewpoint which seemed to him to express the
general opinion of the nation: among the leaders of Russian society
he sought those dedicated to duty and enthusiasts for the
“common good.” After the mid 1790s Derzhavin withdrew more
and more into the poetry of personal life. He became increasingly
terrified at the gap between his ethical ideals and contemporary
political battles.
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THE TRANSITION TO THE
MODERN AGE:
SENTIMENTALISM
AND PREROMANTICISM,
1790—1820

From 1790 to 1820 the Russian Empire underwent tumultuous years
beginning with the immediate aftermath of the French revolution,
continuing through the rise of Napolecon and the Napoleonic wars
which saw the French invasion of Russia in 1812 and the allied occu-
pation of Paris, and ending with the intellectual ferment of the move-
ment which would culminate in the abortive Decembrist uprising of
1825. No great fraction of the nation’s cnergies at this time could be
directed toward literature.

In literary terms this period begins with a work which faithfully
reflects the political tensions of the time of the French revolution —
Radishchev’s Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow ~ and ends with a
narrative poem, Pushkin’s Ruslan and Lyudmila, which expresses well
the romantic sensibility then on the verge of a short-lived cultural
triumph. In the intervening thirty years, a culturally chaotic period, a
major alteration occurred in literature’s approach to the world. As
Arthur Lovejoy has so aptly put it, during the years of neoclassicism
and the Enlightenment intellectuals looked to a single standard, “con-
ceived as universal, uncomplicated, immutable, uniform for every
rational being.” But then a “momentous” shift in outlook occurred,
and was completed by the time of the romantic period, “when it came
to be believed not only that in many, or in all, phases of human life
there are diverse excellences, but that diversity itself is of the essence of
excellence.” In short, the change in emphasis was from a unitary
human standard to a belief in diversity for its own sake.

Where the classical mind had excluded individual experience and
personal emotion from literature, writers of the sentimental era made a
fetish of individual sensibility; where the classical eye had seen only
events important to society as a whole, the sentimental author tended
to concentrate on personal idiosyncrasies and even individual aber-
rations. The individual rather than society came to be at the center of
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literary perception: if in the classical period in the standard conflict
between love and duty the latter must prevail, in the sentimentalist
epoch love must win through if the entire conflict were not reduced to
meaninglessness or shown to have been illusory in the first place.
Thus, though Derzhavin was firmly grounded in the neoclassical
tradition, his poetry of the turn of the nineteenth century required
extensive notes for its comprehension, for he wrote of very personal
experiences of which others could not be expected to know except by
being told.

Amid such change there were also constants. One of them was the
primacy of poetry: the reigning poetic genres altered, as the ode faded
from view to be replaced by such shorter and less specific genres as the
elegy, but poetry maintained its positions fairly well against the com-
petition of prose, and would continue to do so until the end of the
romantic period. A second constant was the linkage between writers
and the state. Karamzin, for example, after a brilliant early career as
poet and prosewriter, was appointed official historiographer, a posi-
tion which enabled him to produce his classic History of the Russian
State and also provided him access to the sovereign as an advisor. In
the early part of the century Derzhavin was appointed Minister of
Justice for a time; later on, during the Napoleonic invasion, Alexander
Shishkov turned from his literary and linguistic activities to compose
patriotic manifestoes to rally the Russian people against the invader.
Zhukovsky was close to the royal family as tutor and advisor. Even
Radishchev, jailed as a radical at the beginning of this period, was
released after Paul I came to the throne and later for a while held a
position of some governmental responsibility. Along with this,
however, there appeared signs of political disaffection among writers,
a disaffection which would bear fruit in the succeeding romantic
period.

A phenomenon peculiarly characteristic of this period was the exist-
ence of extensive formal and informal literary circles, which sprang
from Russian writers’ sense that they were engaged in a common
cultural enterprise. The most prominent such circle was the “Colloquy
of Lovers of the Russian Word,” which met at Derzhavin’s home
under Shishkov’s leadership for some years. It was countered by the
“Arzamas” literary society, which, though very informal, included
many writers whose names are now writ large in the history of Russian
literature. Authors were well acquainted personally with one another;
they engaged in polemics which helped them to sharpen their own
“intellectual positions; they could be reasonably certain that whatever
they wrote would have a resonance in cultured Russian society, even
though that society was not very extensive. These personal contacts
were important in preparing the ground for the flowering of nine-
teenth-century Russian literature which would begin with the work of
Alexander Pushkin.
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IN THE MIDDLE of the eighteenth century, approximately, new
literary trends began to contest the place of classicism. This literary
movement which had once been so powerful and influential began
to abandon its former positions not only within writers’ artistic
consciousness, but also in the minds of readers.

It was natural that literary trends should arise in opposition to
classicism, trends which viewed life in a different way in a country
in which drama had never surrendered to the classical system and
in which the traditions of the novel, a genre which classical theore-
ticians rejected, had long been well developed: in England, in the
land of Shakespeare and Marlowe, of Ben Jonson and Smollett.

English literature nurtured a concept of personality quite alien to
the one predominant under classicism. Classicism viewed man not
so much as a personality, but as the bearer of a particular idea or
feeling; it regarded the individual as a molecule within a particular
hierarchically constructed social system (a hero in a tragedy, a
gentle shepherd in an idyll, a military commander or ruler in the
ode, and so forth).

The pioneer in the new depiction of man was Samuel Richard-
son, whose famous epistolary novels Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded
(1740) and Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady (1747-8) offered
detailed depictions of the inner worlds of their heroes, ordinary
people concerned with romantic experiences.

Laurence Sterne published two interconnected novels — The Life
and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1760~-7) and A Senti-
mental Journey Through France and Italy (1768) — in which he under-
took a painstaking investigation of the slightest spiritual experi-
ences, feelings and sensations of his characters. He brought his
analysis to perfection. Sterne’s second book indeed bestowed its
name upon an entire literary movement: sentimentalism. Needless
to say, in actuality the formation of sentimentalism was quite
complex, and involved many works of world literature, including
such masterpieces as Rousseau’s Nouvelle Héloise (1761) and
Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (1774).

In the literature of sentimentalism man is viewed and depicted as
an individual, as an independent personality of value in and of itself
(and not acting under the influence of duty or its surroundings),
defining its own fate and behavior (thus Sterne’s heroes pay little
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attention to the rules of society but live according to their whims,
their moods, attending to their various hobbies). Such an indi-
vidual often turns out to be lonely and feeble in the threatening
world around him: the reverse side of the coin of constant attention
to man’s inner life is man’s fear of the world about him. A sense of
horror at the thought of inevitable destruction, a feeling that the
world was doomed, and fear of death were embodied very ade-
quately in Edward Young’s The Complaint, or Night Thoughts on
Life, Death, and Immortality (1742—5). Gloomy depictions of the
harsh northern landscape with its mists, rain and storms as well as
melancholy descriptions of bloody battles, death and despair are to
be found in the well-known Poems of Ossian (1762) by James
Macpherson.

The Poems of Ossian reflected a heightened interest in all national
cultures (and not just in ancient Greek and Roman culture, as
under classicism) which was characteristic of romanticism’s early
stages. For the romantics the culture of each nation within the
context of other world cultures was just as particular and indi-
vidual as was each human personality. As a consequence the
romantics were consistently interested in the folklore and the
history of their own people and also in the art of all other peoples
and tribes, including primitive and undeveloped ones.

If sentimentalism treated the peaceful and slightly idyllic exist-
ence of the individual, preromanticism is generally seen as dealing
with the exploration of man’s tragic sense of the world. Thus
preromanticism finds its expression in the description of death,
natural catastrophes and other such things. Naturally enough,
these two currents often intertwine in the work of a single author
and coalesce with each other.

These developments in European literary life which we have just
described so briefly and schematically began to have an impact on
Russian cultural life toward the end of the eighteenth century.
Richardson’s novels were translated into Russian in 1790, and
Sterne was translated at the same time. Young’s Complaint was
widely read as early as the 1780s, at which time there also appeared
the first complete translation of that book done by Alexey
Kutuzov, Radishchev’s friend and a well-known Freemason. The
Russian reader had become familiar with Ossian’s works by the
very end of the 1780s and the early 1790s, and in 1792 there
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appeared a complete two-volume prose translation of Ossian from
the French. The translator was the talented poet Ermil Kostrov,
who followed the latest literary trends very closely. The publi-
cation of his translation was a literary event at the time, and all later
interpreters of Ossian drew upon it, including the young
Alexander Pushkin.

We should also note that many Russian readers (writers and
poets among them) became acquainted with contemporary pre-
romantic literature in the original language — although not many
people knew English in Russia at that point — and in French
translation. Thus it is not surprising that preromantic and senti-
mentalist trends had acquired considerable resonance in Russian
literature by the end of the 1780s and the 1790s. An outstanding
figure in the development of Russian sentimentalism and pre-
romanticism as well as the history of Russian literature as a whole
was N. M. Karamzin.

Nikolay Karamzin (1766-1826) was born on his father’s estate in
the Simbirsk province on the middle Volga. He received a modest
education at home before entering Professor Johann Schaden’s
boarding school in Moscow in 1778-81, where courses were given
on the university level. During the last year of his studies Karam-
zin attended lectures at the university. Upon completing his
boarding school course he was a well educated young man, with a
knowledge of French and German.

Being in no position to continue his education, Karamzin was
compelled to enter military service with a Guards regiment,
although his military service was not very lengthy and was inter-
rupted by frequent leaves. In 1783, upon his father’s death, Karam-
zin left military service and returned to Simbirsk, where he began
to write in the free time remaining to him after an active social life
of balls and cardplaying. The eighteen-year-old Karamzin was
strongly influenced at the time by a meeting with Ivan P. Tur-
genev, a prominent Freemason and director of Moscow Univer-
sity, who encouraged the talented young man to dedicate himself
to serious intellectual work and received him at the “Golden
Crown” masonic lodge.

In 1785 Karamzin moved to Moscow and joined the Friendly
Literary Society, headed by the famous Freemason and promoter
of Enlightenment ideals Nikolay Novikov. At this point Karamzin
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began a serious literary career, translating Gessner, Haller, Shake-
speare, and Lessing, editing the journal Reading for Children along
with his friend Alexander Petrov, corresponding with Lavater,
and in 1789 setting out on an extensive trip abroad. His journey
was apparently undertaken with the approval of his masonic
friends, for they drew up a plan for it and may well have supplied
him with a certain amount of money, even though Karamzin’s
masonic interests were never very profound and he parted
company with them after his return.

Karamazin traveled through Germany, Switzerland, France and
England for fourteen months. Upon his return to Russia he
published an account of his journey under the title Letters of a
Russian Traveler (Pisma russkogo puteshestvennika, 1792), a book
which immediately made his reputation. The epistolary form pro-
vided a framework for his spiritual effusions and a detailed analysis
of his inner world, even though that form was fictional, for he
wrote no letters to his friends and probably compiled the book
upon his return to Moscow on the basis of brief travel notes no
longer extant. The writer was clearly under Sterne’s influence, for
he never missed an opportunity to emphasize his links to his great
predecessor: for example, in the first letter he bewails his separation
from his beloved friends in the best sentimentalist style, and in the
130th he hastens to visit those places where Yorick had stayed.

However, as a matter of fact Karamzin does not imitate Sterne
so much as derive his orientation from another type of travel
literature, that which communicated new information to the
reader and stimulated him to political and historical ruminations,
like Charles Dupaty’s Lettres sur I’Italie en 1785, Voltaire’s Lettres
philosophiques, or Jean Jacques Barthélemy’s Voyage du jeune Ana-
charsis en Gréce. The young traveler — he is not yet twenty-four —
visits famous scholars and thinkers, including Johann Kasper
Lavater and Christophe Martin Wieland, wanders about Paris
during the days of the French revolution (it is even possible that he
knew Robespierre at the time), praises the British political system,
and provides sharp, interesting, vivid and entertaining descrip-
tions of everything he sees. In the Letters one can already detect that
moderately liberal to conservative political position of Karamzin’s
which with some further development formed the basis for the
philosophical and historical conception underlying his History of
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the Russian State (Istoriya gosudarstva rossiyskogo). Karamzin always
opposed despotism and tyranny of whatever origin, whether they
stemmed from a monarch or from the rebellious people. An
established legal system, he felt, was always preferable to anarchy
or sudden political shifts.

Letters of a Russian Traveler appeared in the Moscow Journal
(Moskovsky zhurnal), which Karamzin began to publish immedi-
ately upon his return from abroad and which came out in 1791-2.
It was quite a successful publication, with 300 subscribers, more
than any other such publication enjoyed in the eighteenth century.
The fact that it was reprinted in 1801-2 is another indication of its
popularity.

On the pages of Moscow Journal also appeared some of the short
stories which brought Karamzin fame as a Russian writer. The
most important among them was “Poor Liza” (“Bednaya Liza,”
1792). Liza, a peasant girl, lost her father when she was very
young. She falls in love with Erast, a handsome young aristocrat,
who loves her tenderly in return. However, once Liza has given
herself to her beloved the passion for a young peasant cools down
within the inconstant young man. When she discovers her beloved
has been unfaithful to her, Liza drowns herself in a pond near the
Simonov Monastery. Afterwards Erast repents bitterly of his
behavior and can find no solace for the rest of his life.

Karamzin offers a skillful depiction of the genesis and develop-
ment of feeling within the lovers’ souls, of the young girl’s suffer-
ings and her mother’s blindness. Readers were captivated by the
expressively romantic depictions of nature and by the endearing
tenderness of the heroes’ emotions transmitted through a senti-
mental vocabulary which up until that point had been little used
either in life or in literature.

As Karamzin sees it, love places people on an equal footing: he
wrote the famous formula “even peasant women are capable of
loving” in the course of describing the grief of Liza’s mother at her
husband’s death. The author sympathizes immensely with Liza,
who falls in love to such a degree as to surrender her honor, but he
understands Erast as well, seeing him as a good person but also
inconstant and not very serious. The tale ends with a reconciling
resolution: in Heaven Liza and Erast are no doubt joined once

again.
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At this time Karamzin is much concerned with the depiction of
romantic experience and the inner life of women. Indeed he directs
his writing toward his female readers. It is precisely women who,
in his view, having finally begun to read and speak Russian rather
than French, should help writers to create a Russian literary lan-
guage, a subject on which Karamzin expounded in his article
“Why is there so little writing talent in Russia?” (“Otchego v
Rossii malo avtorskikh talantov?”).

The short story “Julia’ (1796), a high society variant of “Poor
Liza,” was no less successful with readers. The beautiful Julia (her
name was intended to remind readers of Rousseau’s Nouvelle
Héloise) falls in love with the intelligent, honest and good young
Aris, but then the brilliant Prince N. appears and steals her affec-
tions. Unlike her predecessor, the peasant girl Liza, as well as the
heroine of Rousseau’s novel, Julia does not yield to the blandish-
ments of her brilliant suitor and preserves her chastity. The Prince,
lacking Erast’s goodness, sincerity, and weakness, abandons the
intransigent beauty, who returns to Aris and marries him. A short
time later, however, she again becomes infatuated with Prince N.
On discovering this Aris departs, leaving Julia to retire to the
country to bring up her son and lead a lonely, virtuous life. A few
years later Aris returns to her, and they find happiness together.

In both tales the reader was attracted by the depiction of the
heroes’ inner life and by the presentation of ordinary people who
aroused sympathy by their very ordinariness and their excusable
weaknesses, a characteristic of the sentimentalist movement as a
whole. Karamzin demonstrates once again that he recognizes no
social inequalities: all people are equal, and equally interesting.

Along with sentimental short stories Karamzin also produced
typically preromantic tales, in the tradition of the “Gothic novel”
of Ann Radcliffe, Matthew Lewis, Charles Maturin and others.
The best of them is the famous “Island of Bornholm” (*“Ostrov
Borngolm,” 1793), in which we find all the attributes of pre-
romanticism: a gloomy island lost in the North Sea; an ancient
castle; a beautiful young woman confined in a dungeon for an
unknown crime (probably incest); and a plot line which suddenly
breaks off, although it is not difficult for the reader to imagine how
the story might end. All this makes the “Island of Bornholm” a
masterpiece of Russian preromantic literature.
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Karamzin also experimented with historical tales. “‘Natalya the
Boyar’s Daughter” (“Natalya, boyarskaya doch,” 1792) trans-
ports the reader to the times of Tsar Alexey Mikhailovich.
Natalya, daughter of an aristocratic boyar named Matvey, falls in
love with a young stranger who turns out to be the son of a boyar
currently in disfavor. The two escape to a forest retreat until they
finally return to her father’s roof after a victorious battle against the
Lithuanians in which Natalya, disguised as a man, and her husband
have both participated. Except for the names, there is nothing
historical in the tale. A Russian boyar of the seventeenth century
kisses a girl’s hand, falls seriously ill and nearly perishes of love,
sketches landscapes while his young wife does embroidery: in
short acts exactly like a sentimental hero of the late eighteenth
century. Still, this story bears witness to that interest in Russian
history which a few years later would lead Karamzin to become a
professional historian.

In 1792 Novikov was arrested and the Freemasons suppressed.
By that time Karamzin had not only parted company with the
Masons, but had also quarrelled with Novikov, whom he never
liked. But that did not prevent him, with that profound decency
which always characterized him, from publicly defending the
victims of such persecution. In the Moscow Journal he published an
ode entitled “To forgiveness” (“K milosti”), in which it is not
difficult to detect a defense of the Freemasons then the object of
governmental repression: Karamzin maintains that governmental
stability is assured by the preservation of the rights of the people as
a whole and of each individual in particular. The concepts of the
Rousseauian “social contract” emerged here with unexpected
force and emphasis.

No doubt Karamzin realized that the general intellectual situ-
ation in Russia in the 1790s was not conducive to the development
of journalism and literature, so he gradually reoriented his
publishing activities. Despite its popularity, the Moscow Journal
ceased to appear in 1792. In 17945 Karamzin brought out two
issues of a literary almanac, Aglaya, whose pages were filled
primarily with his own works.

Here Karamzin published a sketch in the form of letters
(“Melodor to Filalet” and “Filalet to Melodor™) describing the
tragic bankruptcy of the ideology of the Enlightenment: the flower
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of Enlightenment ideas has been destroyed in the “blood and
flame” of the French revolution. To the melancholy present
Karamzin counterposes merely an idyllic dream of the past, as he
does in the sketch ““Athenian life” (““Afinskaya zhizn”’) describing
a typical day in ancient Athens in the manner of the young Ana-
harsis in Barthélemy’s novel. The author describes Plato instruct-
ing his disciples, attends a performance of Sophocles’s Oedipus,
and goes to an evening feast, or symposium. It should be noted,
though, that even this ancient Greek idyll is done in melancholy
tints. ‘

Emperor Paul I was assassinated on 1 March 1801. After his
death and the beginning of liberalization under Alexander I,
Karamzin intensified his literary activity. He started publishing
the Herald of Europe (Vestnik Evropy), which soon became the
finest periodical of its day. Here he printed the historical short
story “Martha the Mayoress” (“Marfa Posadnitsa,” 1803), an
incomparably better work than its predecessor ‘“Natalya the
Boyar’s Daughter.”

“Martha the Mayoress” deals with the conquest of the Republic
of Novgorod by Grand Duke Ivan Il In this tale Karamzin’s view
of history emerges in full panoply. He obviously sympathizes
with the Novgorodians in their struggle for liberty, and he
sketches the portrait of the heroic republican leader Martha with
understanding and affection. Martha organizes the defense of her
native state, summons her compatriots to the love of liberty,
appoints the young Miroslav commander-in-chief, giving him her
daughter Xenia to wife, and herself meets death on the scaffold
courageously after the Novgorodians have been defeated and sub-
jected to the power of the autocrat of all the Russias.

At the same time, however, Karamzin regards Ivan III’s victory
as historically justified and necessary for Russia’s growth. Every
nation has its own historical destiny. A republican system or a
constitutional monarchy is appropriate for very small states like
Switzerland or relatively small countries like England, but in
France, say, the overthrow of the legal monarch led to senseless
bloodshed. For Russia the monarchy is the most suitable form of
state organization. Ivan makes an appearance at the place of execu-
tion where Martha gave her life and promises the Novgorodians
order, justice and security. At first the people remain silent, but
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after an interval they cry: “Glory to the Russian tsar!” as they bid
farewell to their liberties and accept a new form of governance.

Before much longer Karamzin abandoned literature altogether.
By order of Alexander I, on 31 October 1803 he was appointed
court historian‘at a modest salary of 2,000 rubles per year. Residing
in Moscow, working in the archives, studying the chronicles, he
became entirely absorbed in writing his history of Russia. Still, his
scholarly commitments did not keep him from following current
events attentively, and paying special attention to the rather rapid
transformations which the young tsar had already effected or was
preparing to effect: Alexander wished to alter the bureaucratic
system, introduce constitutional limitations on the monarchy, and
abolish serfdom. In view of the tragic course of the French revo-
lution, Karamzin considered such radical transformations at the
least premature and inappropriate to the established state structure.
In 1811 Karamzin addressed to the tsar a ““Memoir on Ancient and
Modern Russia” (*“Zapiska o drevney 1 novoy Rossii”’), one of the
most remarkable political documents of the nineteenth century.
The “Memoir” dealt with basic problems of Russian history and
current affairs with such honesty that it was published only once in
pre-revolutionary Russia (in 1914) and has never appeared in the
Soviet Union.

Karamzin’s fundamental assumptions in the ‘“Memoir” are con-
sistently monarchist: he considers an enlightened monarchy the
best form of government for Russia. Karamzin traces the genesis
and development of the monarchy over the course of time, as the
Russian state was gradually created. The people had peaceably
given up their liberties and adored their rulers. In Karamzin’s view
any popular uprisings against the monarchy (the assassination of
the False Dmitry, the Time of Troubles) were much more damag-
ing to the state than the sins and deficiencies of rulers. But this does
not justify rulers in anything they may wish to do, for they must
meet, or seek to meet, the ideal of the enlightened monarch. With
the scope and skill of a brilliant journalist Karamzin describes the
cruelty and arbitrariness of Peter I as well as his hatred for his own
people and his native culture, the sensuality and vice of Catherine
II, and the extravagant behavior of Paul I. Then, taking up con-
temporary issues, Karamzin condemns the reforms which the
present monarch has instituted or is considering introducing. He
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opposes rapid and showy transformations. The sudden abolition
of serfdom would be a greater evil than was its introduction in the
first place, and limitations upon the monarchy would lead to a new
Time of Troubles: ““Any innovation in the structure of the state is
an evil [...] time alone provides the necessary stability to the
laws.” _

Alexander I did not care for such fundamental criticism; it
offended him. However, he managed to suppress his resentment,
and personal relations between the historian and the tsar continued
to be friendly until the latter’s death. Along with many other
factors, Karamzin’s arguments played a role in the tsar’s decision
to abandon his reforms, and that in turn had a tragic impact on
the entire subsequent course of Russian history even down to our
day.

In the meantime Karamzin continued with his major work, the
History of the Russian State. When the first eight volumes appeared
in 1818 in an unprecedented printing of 3,000 copies, they sold out
in twenty-five days. Karamzin kept working on the History to the
end of his life. When he died in 1826, the last words he had written
for volume thirteen were: “Oreshek would not surrender. ..”

Karamzin rendered his judgements on moral grounds, attempt-
ing to comprehend the inner motivations behind the behavior and
actions of tsars. Thus he condemned the cruelty of Ivan the
Terrible in words worthy of Tacitus. At the same time Karamzin
adhered consistently to his conception of the state and the
monarchy, and he relied honestly on his sources: half of each
volume consists of references to the sources and extensive quo-
tations therefrom. The History is written in beautiful and
expressive Russian. Karamzin succeeded in overcoming the exces-
sive emotionalism and sentimentality of his early works.

The History, then, was a worthy culmination to the career of
Nikolay Karamzin, reformer of the literary language, poet, prose-
writer, journalist and historian, a man whose fiction is read to this
day and whose historical contributions still retain their value.

Karamzin gave rise to an entire pleiad of sentimentalist writers
who imitated his themes, his plots and his language, overburdened
with epithets, periphrases, detailed “‘sentimental” descriptions,
and so forth. There was born a new genre of the sentimental tale,
desctibing unhappy lovers, tragic deaths, the joys of country life,
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and so forth. Their titles speak for themselves: ‘“Unhappy
Maslov” (“Neschastny Maslov,” 1793), by Alexander Klushin;
“The Dark Grove, or A Monument to Tenderness” (*“Temnaya
roshcha, ili Pamyatnik nezhnosti,”” 1819), by Peter Shalikov; “A
Russian Werther” (“Rossiysky Verter,” 1801), by Mikhail
Sushkov; “The Tale of Poor Marya” (“Istoriya bednoy Mari,”
1805), by N. Milonov; “Poor Masha” (“Bednaya Masha,” 1801),
by Alexander Izmaylov; and the anonymous “Unhappy Liza”
(“Neschastnaya Liza,” 1810).

Also, Karamzin’s Letters of a Russian Traveler engendered an
entire literature of sentimental travelogues, whose authors gen-
erally did not even go beyond Russia’s borders and who busied
themselves not so much with recalling places they had visited as
with exaggeratedly detailed descriptions of their own experiences
and impressions. Such works include “My Journey, or the Adven-
tures of a Single Day” (“Moe’ puteshestvie, ili Priklyuchenie
odnogo dnya,” 1803), by Nikolay Brusilov; “A Journey to Little
Russia” (‘‘Puteshestvie v Malorossiyu,” 1804) and ‘‘Another
Journey to Little Russia” (“Drugoe puteshestvie v Malorossiyu,”
1817) by Peter Shalikov; “Journey to the South of Russia”
(“Puteshestvie v poludennuyu Rossiyu,” 1800-2) by Vladimir
[zmaylov; and others. _

The work of Alexander Radishchev (1749-1802), who wrote
independently of Karamzin and a little earlier than he, belongs to
another category of sentimentalism. Radishchev knew European
literature at least as well as Karamzin, perhaps even better. Born in
1749, he studied initially at the St. Petersburg School for Pages,
then at the University of Leipzig in 1766—71, where Catherine sent
him along with twelve other students to obtain a legal education.
Upon his return he worked in the Senate, then was a military
procurator, and finally found employment at the St. Petersburg
custom house, whose director he became in 1790.

Radishchev began his literary career with stylized “letters’ and
“diaries.” It is likely that his “Diary of a week” (“‘Dnevnik odnoy
nedeli”), a sentimental account of a separation from friends done in
a Sternian mode, dates from the 1770s. The language of this brief
work is a strange amalgam of sentimental, archaic Church Slavic
with civic-journalistic vocabulary. This stylistic approach (with a
considerable buttressing of archaisms) remained characteristic of
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Radishchev’s writing, setting him clearly apart from the Karamzi-
nian school.

In 1782 Radishchev wrote a “Letter to a friend resident in
Tobolsk” (“Pismo drugu, zhitelstvuyushchemu v Tobolske’’) des--
cribing the unveiling of the famous “Bronze Horseman,” the
monument to Peter I, and thoughts on the power of the monarch,
who never abandons his authority voluntarily.

Afterwards Radishchev composed the “Life of Fyodor Vasile-
vich Ushakov” (“Zhitie Fedora Vasilevicha Ushakova,” published
in 1789). With typical stylistic insensitivity, Radishchev inappro-
priately selected the word zhitie, ordinarily employed only for
saints’ lives, for a biography of his friend and fellow student at
Leipzig University. Ushakov was no doubt a capable and talented
young man, but he was no saint, since he died while still a student
as a consequence of excessive sexual indulgence.

The “Life” is filled with journalistic essays drawing upon the
relationships between the students and their instructor, about the
nature of state power, the links between the tsar and his subjects,
etc. As Radishchev sees it, the absence of specific legislation to
define (as in Rousseau’s “‘social contract”) the rights and duties of
social groupings leads to rebellion and destruction, and ordinarily
rulers who have exceeded their powers are to blame for this.

In the course of the 1780s Radishchev worked over his principal
book, A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow (Puteshestvie iz Peter-
burga v Moskvu). The title, the basic plot line, and even the style
(description of the experiences and feelings of the author-narrator)
were suggested to Radishchev by Sterne’s Sentimental Journey.
However, in the realm of ideas and content Radishchev most
emphatically parted company with his predecessor.

Radishchev wrote his book slowly and with great difficulty: he
was not only devoid of any great artistic gift, but also had a feeble
grasp of the rules of composition. He was obviously incapable of
writing an extensive work, and so his book divides into various
fragments, episodes, inserted verses, sketches, and meditations.
The Journey consists of chapters bearing the names of towns and
posting stations located between St. Petersburg and Moscow:
Sofia, Lyubani, Torzhok, Tver, and others. These place names
mark the author-traveler’s progress between one capital and the
other, but have no connection with the content of the sketches,
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each of which stands by itself, is dedicated to a particular social
problem and, as a rule, consists of facts and authorial commentary
combined with a detailed analysis of the traveler’s feelings and
experiences. The major topics to which Radishchev dedicates his
descriptions and essays are state power, the situation of the serfs,
governmental reform, and literary problems.

Radishchev is extremely critical of state authority. In the chapter
“Spasskaya Polest” he depicts a ruler blinded by his own magni-
ficence and the flattery of those around him. The ruler issues orders
which are not carried out; his top officials deceive him while his
unhappy subjects live in poverty and are unjustly persecuted.
However, the author, raised as he is in the spirit of Enlightenment
philosophy and enlightened absolutism, immediately offers a cure.
The Holy Wanderer Pryamovzora (i.e. Truth) removes the cata-
racts from the tsar’s eyes, and deceit is vanquished. Thus, from the
author’s point of view, if the tsar will seek truth, then proper order
can be established within the state.

In this depiction of the tsar it is not difficult to detect traits of
Catherine II, and in her courtiers certain outstanding high officials,
including the famous Count Grigory Potyomkin. The depiction of
the tsar was as far as Radishchev could go in exposing iniquity, but
he also depicts local officials who abuse their authority: for
example the governor who spends official funds on the purchase
and delivery of oysters in “Spasskaya Polest,” the officer who does
not care about saving those who are perishing in “Chudovo,”
corrupt judges in “Spasskaya Polest,” and others.

It should be added that in eighteenth-century Russia such criti-
cism was not at all unusual. Novikov had engaged in open polem-
ics with Catherine in his Drone in 1769, and in 1783 Denis Fonvizin
had exasperated the Empress with sharply probing questions on
the pages of her very own journal Collocutor of Lovers of the Russian
Word (Sobesednik lyubiteley rossiyskogo slova).

Radishchev paid particular attention to describing the difficult
situation of the serfs. A peasant might have to labor six days a
week on the land of a cruel landowner. In order to keep himself
and his family alive he would work for himself at night and on
Sundays (‘“Sofia”). A cruel and libertine serfowner deprives his
peasants of all their property, demands the right of first night for
himself, and is ultimately assassinated by his péasants (“Zay-
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tsevo”). An intelligent young peasant who has received a good
education but has subsequently been humiliated by his young
masters is overjoyed at being dispatched as an army recruit (“Gor-
odnya”). A poor peasant woman lives in a hut with no chimney,
eats bread made of chaff, and has never tasted sugar in her life
(“Peshki’”). But let us again note that there was nothing unusual in
this condemnation of the cruelty and monstrosity of the system of
serfdom in eighteenth-century literature. Fonvizin had written
about all this in The Minor, Novikov in his satirical journals,
Krylov in his Spirit Post (Pochta dukhov).

However, unlike his immediate predecessors and contempo-
raries, Radishchev pays a great deal of attention to the likely
consequences of cruel exploitation. He speaks directly to cruel
serfowners, threatening them with the wrath of the peasantry
(“Lyubani,” “Peshki”’) and predicting a rebellion during which the
slaves will smash their masters’ heads with their chains (“Gorod-
nya”). And from Radishchev’s point of view they would be
justified in so doing, since cruel slavery violates the law, the
peasant is not entitled to legal protection (*‘he is dead to the law”),
and therefore has the right to violate a law which protects only the
masters. On this basis Radishchev welcomed the American revo-
lution which liberated the country from its subjection to the
British crown, and was prepared to justify Cromwell, who, by
executing Charles I, affirmed the right of vengeance for a people
deprived of liberty (the ode “Liberty” included in the chapter
“Tver”). From all this it does not follow, though, that Radishchev
considered a popular revolution the best possible resolution of
political problems. It could occur only as a result of illegitimate
and excessively cruel exploitation.

Thus Radishchev makes various proposals for the improvement
of the existing system. First of all, a ruler must know the truth
(““Spasskaya Polest”), for then his governance will be useful and
will make his subjects happy; in “Vydropusk™ he proposes
abolishing the system of Court ranks on the grounds that courtiers
are parasites, and it is wrong to equate their servile accom-
plishments with genuine service to the fatherland. Unnecessary
luxury merely offends the ordinary people in our enlightened and
rational age.

In this age of reason, when the fatherland is flourishing (a
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compliment to Catherine on Radishchev’s part), it is shameful to
keep one’s countrymen in the chains of bondage (‘“Khotilov”).
Serfdom is harmful to the state from all points of view: it is
dangerous (i.e. it may lead to political rebellion), it sets a bad moral
example, and it hinders economic progress, since only free men
work diligently. All these shortcomings afflict Russia, and a serf
uprising may destroy her, as nearly happened during the Pugachov
rebellion of 1773—4. So Radishchev urgently summons his com-
patriots to liberate “our brothers from the bonds of slavery,” to
undertake a selflessly humanitarian act: embrace the former serfs
and “love one another sincerely.” At the conclusion of the chapter
Radishchev elaborates a gradual plan for the complete abolition of
serfdom.

Literary questions, dealt with in “Tver,” are kept somewhat
separate from the social and political problems predominant in the
Journey. In “Tver” Radishchev argues primarily that various
different meters besides the customary iambs (spondees, dactyls,
hexameters) should be used in poetic texts, and that poetic rhyme
is not at all necessary: its constant usage is merely the result of
blind imitation of French models.

The most interesting aspect of Radishchev’s literary theories had
to do with the notion of “difficult” verse, that is, poetic lines full of
consonants, difficult to pronounce, rough and cacophonic. As
Radishchev saw it, poetry ought to be “stiff and difficult to
pronounce” if its poetic aims so required, as, for example, in his
ode “Liberty,” which depicts the difficult transition from slavery
to freedom; or if the complex thought contained in the verse
demands careful, slow reading and complicated, slow deciphering
(‘“The eighteenth century” [“Osmnadtsatoe stoletie”], “Ode to
my friend” [“Oda drugu moemu’’]). In such cases harmony must
be subordinated to the expressiveness of the verse.

Later on, in the last portion of his life, Radishchev developed his
ideas on the hexameter as a complex and expressive meter in a
treatise on Vasily Trediakovsky entitled “Monument to the
dactylo-trochaic ~ champion”  (“Pamyatnik  daktilo-khorei-
cheskomu vityazyu,” 1801). Nikolay Gnedich’s translation of the
Iliad done in the 1810s and 1820s, still the best rendering in
Russian, was produced under the influence of Trediakovsky’s
experiments and Radishchev’s theories.
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Radishchev’s ideas had a certain influence later on in the cam-
paign of the so-called “archaists” against the Karamzinists: Radi-
shchev’s language, replete with archaisms, provided an excellent
model for the struggle against the high-society frivolity of the
Karamzin school’s language. Literary men of the 1800s and 1810s
were much more interested in Radishchev’s literary views than
they were in his political ideas, so that, paradoxically, his followers
turned out to be political conservatives, the early Slavophiles and
members of the “Colloquy of Lovers of the Russian Word.”

When Catherine II came to power she issued several liberal
ukases, one of which permitted citizens to establish “free printing
presses’ for the publication of anything their owners wished under
only nominal censorship. In 1789 Radishchev established just such
a printing press in his home, and there, in 1790, he printed his
Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow in 650 copies, an ordinary
press-run for that time.

As we have seen, the book did not contain any especially
subversive ideas, except for some clumsy remarks about the cruel-
ties of peasant rebellions and the execution of the English king —
and even these could easily have been regarded as mere lack of
political tact. But this journalistic treatise on social and political
questions came out at precisely the wrong time. Catherine was
getting along in years, and as a result was becoming ever less
tolerant and ever more persuaded of her own infallibility. Since she
had usurped the throne in 1762, she feared her own son Paul, the
legitimate heir to the throne. But the Empress was frightened most
of all by events in France, where the revolution had broken out, a
Constituent Assembly had been formed, and Louis X VI had abdi-
cated his throne. All this caused the Empress to keep very close
track of public opinion in Russia.

Upon a careful reading of Radishchev’s book Catherine found it
exceedingly dangerous, discovering in it “‘dissemination of the
French infection,” a call to rebellion and threats to rulers: she
termed the author a “rebel worse than Pugachov.” At Catherine’s
order Radishchev was arrested, tried, and condemned to death.
But the Empress, as was her custom, lightened the sentence con-
siderably and ordered the writer to be sent to Siberia for ten years.

Thanks to the assistance of his superior and consistent protector
Alexander Vorontsov, Radishchev arrived safely at the distant
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Siberian town of Ilimsk, where he purchased a home and lived
with his family until the Empress died in 1796. The new Emperor
Paul I, who had released Novikov from jail, permitted Radishchev
to return from Siberia as well and settle on his ancestral estate at
Nemtsovo near Moscow. Here Radishchev devoted the years of
Paul’s reign to literary endeavor. He wrote the beginning of a
comic poem in the folk tradition entitled “Bova,” several other
poems, the beginning of a narrative poem entitled ‘“Songs per-
formed at competitions in honor of the ancient Slavic divinities”
(“Pesni, petye na sostyazaniyakh v chest drevnim slavyanskim
bozhestvam™), the treatise on Trediakovsky mentioned above,
and so forth.

When Alexander 1 came to the throne in 1801, Radishchev was
not only permitted to return to St. Petersburg, he was even invited
to participate in the work of a Commission on the Laws. But
imprisonment and exile had deepened the melancholy pessimism
so characteristic of Radishchev in any case. As Alexander Pushkin
tells it, the chairman of the Commission made some half-jocular
reference to Radishchev’s past political sins. The sensitive Radish-
chev was frightened by this, returned home, and took his own life.
The date was 12 September 1802.

In addition to prose, Russian sentimentalist writers also pro-
duced poetic works. Karamzin and Radishchev, Shalikov and
Izmaylov and many others wrote poetry. Karamzin was a super-
lative poet: his poetry is filled with profound meditations and often
attains formal perfection. It also analyzes subtle facets of human
emotions, which is quite characteristic of sentimentalism. Other
sentimentalist poets of the time include Mikhail Muravyov (1757~
1807), Vasily Kapnist (1738-1823), Nikolay Lvov (1751-1803),
and Yury Neledinsky-Meletsky (1752~1818).

One of the most outstanding Russian sentimentalist poets was
Ivan Dmitriev (1760-1837). A high government official (Minister
of Justice), Dmitriev was a close friend of Karamzin’s and a
convinced adherent of Karamzin’s poetic practice: thus he called
his collection of verse of 1795 My Trifles Too (I moi bezdelki) in a
demonstrative echo of Karamzin’s My Trifles (Moi bezdelki, 1794).

In his writing Dmitriev broke with the traditions of classicism.
In his famous satirical poem ‘“What others say” (‘‘Chuzhoy tolk,”
1794), he mounted a witty attack on the solemn ode, the most
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important classical genre. He also reformed the classical fable.
Instead of an undeviatingly didactic narration in a coarsely
popular tone, Dmitriev created an elegant miniature done in the
style of La Fontaine and written in light, refined language (later
on Krylov would return to the traditions of the classical fable).

Dmitriev’s sentimentalism emerges most clearly in his songs,
many of which have become popular songs since. Dmitriev’s
songs are ordinarily melancholy romantic effusions in which he
speaks of the happiness of life with his beloved, of the sorrows of
parting, and so forth: “Without my loving friend I wander o’er
the meadows...” (“Bez druga i bez miloy brozhu ya po
lugam...”), “The consolations of love are measured in
minutes. ..” (“Lyubovny uteshenya minutami letyat...”),
“Friends, time 1is so short...” (“Drugi, vremya sko-
rotechno. ..”), etc. Dmitriev’s best-known song was “The grey
dove moans” (“‘Stonet sizy golubochek,” 1792).

Russian writers in the eighteenth century were not very numer-
ous; as a rule they felt isolated, as though they were eccentrics
involved in strange occupations quite incomprehensible to those
around them. They tried to assure their few readers, the public
generally, and themselves that literary work was a pleasant, enter-
taining, interesting and useful enterprise: so many journals were
given names in that spirit, such as Pleasant and Useful Pastime, or
Pleasant, Interesting and Entertaining Reading.

By the end of the eighteenth century that situation had
changed. Writers by then regarded themselves as representatives
of public opinion which, in the course of its development, became
subdivided into different currents. That led to ideological conflict,
and to the necessity of bringing ideological allies together in small
circles on the basis of linkages of family and friendship, and later
on in official and semi-official literary societies (for example, in
St. Petersburg in the late 1770s there was a circle which included
four poets — Derzhavin, Lvov, Kapnist, and Khemnitser; the first
three of them were married to three sisters, all great beauties of
the day). '

In the early nineteenth century the director of the Public
Library and the President of the Academy of Arts, Alexey Olenin,
organized a brilliant literary salon at his home which was attended
by Derzhavin, Batyushkov, Zhukovsky, Vyazemsky, and many
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others. The most faithful members of the circle, and those closest
to Olenin, included Gnedich, Krylov and Batyushkov.

The introduction of Masonic ideas in Russia and the founding of
numerous Masonic lodges provided ready-made organizational
structures for more formal literary associations. So when such
talented young people as Andrey Turgenev, Andrey Kaysarov,
Alexey Merzlyakov, Alexander Voeykov, and Zhukovsky
decided to meet for discussion of literary and social questions, they
organized a “Friendly Literary Society” with a President, records
of meetings, an archive, and so forth. Despite that the Society,
which came into being in January 1801, had disintegrated by
November.

The “Free Society of Lovers of Literature, Science and Art”
existed for a considerably longer period, from 1801 to 1825 with
some interruptions. It brought together primarily lesser known
writers not of gentry origin: Ivan Born, Ivan Pnin, Vasily Popu-~
gaev, Alexander Vostokov, Nikolay Radishchev (Alexander Rad-
ishchev’s son), and others. This society, which took up a middle
position in the disputes between the Karamzinists and their oppo-
nents, the archaists, had no serious role in the history of Russian
literature. Still, one should mention two members of the society,
poets who played a certain part in the development of Russian
preromanticism: Semyon Bobrov (1763-1810), author of over-
weighty and tense philosophical odes and gloomily romantic
nature descriptions; and Gavrill Kamenev (1771-1803), author of
what might be considered the first Russian romantic ballad,
“Gromval” (1802).

One of the Society’s most important and influential members
was Alexander Vostokov, not only a gifted poet but also an
outstanding scholarly philologist, author of the classic Essay in
Russian Versification (Opyt o russkom stikhoslozhenii, 1812). He did
a great deal for the development of Russian versification,
expanding its metrical potential by the use of classical meters and
folk rhythms.

The major literary grouping of the early nineteenth century was
the “Colloquy of Lovers of the Russian Word” (Beseda lyubiteley
russkogo slova, 1811-16), which had begun to meet unofficially as
early as 1807. In March of 1811 the “Colloquy” inaugurated its
regular monthly meetings in a beautiful and luxuriously appointed

112

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



TRANSITION TO THE MODERN AGE: 1790—1820

hall in Derzhavin’s large home on the banks of the Fontanka in St.
Petersburg. As many as 500 people — in a word, nearly all of
educated St. Petersburg — might attend the meetings. The Society
published its own journal, Readings at the Colloguy of Lovers of the
Russian Word (Chteniya v Besede lyubiteley russkogo slova), which
printed for the most part materials presented at the meetings.
Nineteen issues of the publication appeared.

The Colloquy was controlled by conservatively inclined literary
men opposed to Alexander Is liberal reforms. In literary matters
the members of the Colloquy were against the Karamzinists. They
looked to the Church Slavic language, folklore and national cul-
tural traditions in an effort to create a cultural and historical utopia
rooted in the past.

Interest in national history and culture and in popular folklore is
quite typical of romanticism, which began to appear at the turn of
the century and sooner or later permeated all the Western litera-
tures: Herder, Brentano and the Brothers Grimm in Germany,
Ossian and Walter Scott in England, James Fenimore Cooper in
the United States, and so forth. In this sense the activities of the
Colloquy may be linked to the early history of Russian romanti-
cism.

The Colloquy of Lovers of the Russian Word was organized by
Admiral Alexander Shishkov (1754-1841). He began his literary
career as a poet: in his poem “Old and new” (*“Staroe i novoe
vremya,” 1784) he contrasted an idealized pre-Petrine past with
the present state of affairs in Russia. His book of 1803 Essay on the
Old and New Styles of the Russian Language (Rassuzhdenie o starom i
novom sloge rossiyskogo yazyka) sparked a great controversy, since
in it Shishkov criticized the mannered style of sentimentalist
Karamzinian prose. Shishkov argued that literature should take its
direction from Church Slavic, which he termed the “root and
foundation of the Russian language.” Displaying the concern with
medieval national history so characteristic of the romantics, he also
composed an enormous commentary on the Igor Tale and pro-
duced a translation of the text which was rife with archaisms and
Church Slavic elements.

In an “Address upon the inauguration of the Colloquy” (‘“Rech
pri otkrytii ‘Besedy’,”” 1811) Shishkov emphasized the importance
of ancient church books and folklore for the development of the

113

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MARK ALTSHULLER

national culture, contrasting these helpful sources with malignant
western influences. Shishkov developed these ideas in two more
specialized works of the same year. One was a brochure entitled
“On the eloquence of the Scriptures” (“‘O krasnorechii Svyash-
chennogo pisaniya”’), in which he sought to demonstrate his favor-
ite argument: that Church Slavic and Russian are one and the same
language, and that familiarity with church books was a pre-
requisite for literary creativity in Russian. In his second book,
Conversations on Literature (Razgovory o slovesnosti), Shishkov for
the first time painstakingly worked out a poetics of Russian
folklore.

In short order Shishkov received the opportunity to address his
linguistic and literary ideas to as large an audience as any writer
could ever hope for. In 1812 he was appointed State Secretary to
Alexander I, and given the task of drafting all the official manifes-
toes, orders and rescripts issued during the war of 1812-13. Shish-
kov used these documents to elaborate his ideological and political
program: he rejected the ideas of the Enlightenment and the
French revolution, affirmed the principles of monarchism and
Russian Orthodoxy (which he considered an integral part of
Russian nationality from time immemorial), praised Russia’s his-
toric past, and so forth. In his manifestoes Shishkov employed
solemn, lofty, and ponderously archaic language of the sort to
which the Russians had long been accustomed from the liturgy and
the Holy Scriptures. These manifestoes were very popular among
the common people: as they listened to them people “wept and
gnashed their teeth.” After the war they were published in a
separate book, and contemporaries - including Shishkov’s literary
opponents — recognized their indisputable positive qualities.

After the war, having aroused the Emperor’s displeasure by his
conservatism and his consistent defense of serfdom, Shishkov
withdrew from government service and at his own request was
appointed president of the Russian Academy. Later on, from 1826
to 1828, after Alexander’s death, he served as Minister of Edu-
cation. He died at an advanced age.

Another founder of the Colloquy was Gavriil Derzhavin; Derzha-
vin retired in 1803 and dedicated himself wholly to literature. In
Derzhavin’s work of the final period (1803-16) one can easily detect
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Shishkov’s influence: Derzhavin wrote more frequently on Bib-
lical subjects, and in a complicated and archaic style. Shishkov and
Derzhavin were quite close politically, for Derzhavin was also a
consistent monarchist and foe of all liberal reforms. It is not
surprising that the Colloquy should have ceased to exist after
Derzhavin’s death.

The Colloquy opposed sentimental poetry with its interest in
the trivialities of the inner lives of private individuals, holding that
literature was a serious social matter. Consequently its adherents
gave their primary attention to lofty and serious genres which had
pretensions to influencing public opinion. The Colloquy was par-
ticularly interested in the heroic poem, a genre which, though well
developed in the classical period, had become totally obsolete and
considerably transformed in the romantic period, when the best
example of the heroic poem was thought to be, not Virgil’s Aeneid,
composed according to all the rules, but Homer’s Iliad, viewed as a
spontaneous expression of Greek national culture and character.
Homer newly interpreted in this sense could serve as a model for
the creation of Russian national heroic works as well.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century there was no Iliad in
Russian. The best translation extant, by Ermil Kostrov — done in
six-foot iambic lines with paired rhymes, called Alexandrines —
broke off at the ninth canto and was never completed. In 1807 the
young poet Nikolay Gnedich (1784-1833) set out to translate the
Iliad. At first he used Alexandrines to complete Kostrov’s trans-
lation but later on, taking Trediakovsky’s efforts and Radishchev’s
theories into account, he shifted to Russian hexameter (dactylo-
trochaic meter), which from that time to the present has been the
Russian poetic equivalent of the ancient hexameter and the instru-
ment for the embodiment of ancient culture in the Russian tongue.
Gnedich worked at his translation for more than twenty years,
completing it only in 1829. His version is still one of the finest
renderings of Homer not only in Russian, but in any modern
European language.

The members of the Colloquy (Gnedich did not formally
belong, but he worked closely with it) were interested in Gne-
dich’s efforts at creating a “Russian Homer,” and sympathized
with them. The young poet’s translations were discussed enthu-
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siastically at its meetings; there were polemics over Homeric
metrics, and the Readings brought out a portion of the hexametric
translation of the Iliad in its first publication.

However, even the most superlative translation of Homer could
not take the place of a heroic epic created on a national foundation
as the romantics understood it. Sergey Shirinsky-Shikhmatov
(1783~-1837), one of Shishkov’s most dedicated disciples, accepted
that task. He sought to extend the lofty, solemn style of the
Lomonosovian ode to all literary genres, making consistent use of
archaisms and Church Slavicisms, expelling foreign words from
the literary language, and making syntactic constructions ever
more complex.

In 1807, in compliance with his principles, Shirinsky-Shikhma-
tov wrote a narrative poem entitled Pozharsky, Minin, Germogen, or
Russia Saved (Pozharsky, Minin, Germogen, ili spasennaya Rossiya)
which depicts the Time of Troubles and the heroic efforts of
Russia’s best people to save their country from ruin. The author,
however, has little interest in narrating the events of that time, as
the classical narrative poem usually did. Instead Shirinsky-
Shikhmatov’s extensive work is an agitated monologue describing
the author’s own feelings and emotional experiences in connection
with these great and dramatic events. The genre distinctions so
obligatory under the classical system vanish here: the ode coalesces
with the narrative poem to form a lyrical monologue more typical
of the romantic narrative poem than anything else.

These same traits characterize Shikhmatov’s second poem as
well, his Lyric Oratorio Peter the Great (Liricheskoe pesnopenie Petr
Veliky, 1810): here again it is the lyric rather than the epic element
which predominates in the ecstatic enthusiasm for Peter’s accom-
plishments. Both poems are composed in expressive and energetic
verse completely free of verbal rhymes.

However, Shikhmatov’s attempts at creating a new type of
narrative poem on the basis of archaic language and a reformed
classical esthetic system were doomed to failure, for the future
belonged to the romantic poem of the Byronic type which Pushkin
would create. Contemporaries wrote numerous epigrams criti-
cizing his poems, and he himself was dubbed “verbless Shikh-
matov.”

Within the Colloquy another classical genre was also developed
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and modernized: the fable. We have already mentioned Ivan
Dmitriev’s reform of the fable along La Fontainean lines. The
Colloquy sought to return the fable to its ancient sources, Aesop
and Phaedrus, and to their successor Lessing.

Thus Dmitry Khvostov (1757-1835) rejected the La Fontainean
approach of vividly literary narration in favor of emphasizing the
fable’s allegorical qualities and traditionally primitive moralizing.
For the sake of this allegorical quality he eliminated the most
important element of classical poetics, verisimilitude, as under-
stood within a strictly defined genre system. Khvostov created a
strange world containing doves with teeth and donkeys with claws
and heels, where carp shriek from pain and ravens have mouths
and lips. Contemporaries did not understand what Khvostov was
trying to do and mocked his efforts, so that he has gone down in
the history of Russian literature as a comic and pitiful grapho-
maniac.

The Russian fable reached its zenith at the hands of Ivan Krylov
(1768-1844), whose literary achievements exceed the bounds of
the Colloquy and also the chronological limits of the nineteenth
century, and deserve especially careful consideration.

The son of an impoverished army officer, after his father’s death
Krylov, at the age of ten, began working in an office in a provincial
city. Though he lacked formal education, he taught himself lan-
guages (in his old age he even learned ancient Greek so that he
could read Homer in the original); in general he was an educated
man, well acquainted with Russian and European literatures.

In 1782 Krylov made his way to St. Petersburg, where he wrote
several dramatic pieces even as he continued his bureaucratic
employment: these included the comic opera The Fortune Teller
(Kofeynitsa) and the tragedies Cleopatra and Philomela. Distin-
guished as a young man by his boldness and independent judg-
ment, Krylov used his comedies to mount sharp attacks upon
contemporary mores, and that without stopping short at direct
hints at particular individuals: for example in his comedy The
Pranksters (Prokazniki) he made fun of the playwright Yakov
Knyazhnin and his entire family. His comedies A Frenzied Family
(Beshenaya semya) and A Writer in the Anteroom (Sochinitel v prikho-
zhey) contained sharp critiques of the morality of contemporary
literary life. A quarrel with a theater director, who had at first
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assisted the young writer, made it impossible for his plays to be
staged.

Krylov then turned to journalism, continuing on the one hand
the Novikovian tradition of satirical journalism while on the other
drawing upon the achievements of English satirical journalism
(Addison and Steele) and French satirical epistolary novels (Mon-
tesquieu). In 1789 he published a monthly entitled Spirit Post in
which spirits — undines, gnomes, sylphs, etc. — correspond with
Malikulmulk the wizard, discuss philosophical problems, describe
various everyday scenes, and laugh at people’s weaknesses and
failings (it has only recently been discovered that twenty-three out
of forty-eight letters in the Spirit Post were translated from two
novels by the Marquis Jean-Baptiste d’Argens, Lettres cabalistiques
and Lettres juives). Thereafter Krylov and his friends in 1792
published the journal Spectator (Zritel), whose title was no doubt
borrowed from Addison and Steele’s English publication of the
same name. In 1793 he published the journal St. Petersburg Mercury
(Sankt-Petersburgsky Merkury).

All during these years Krylov worked within the traditions of
late classicism and of eighteenth-century French philosophical
prose connected with them. The tale “Kaib” (1792), describing the
journey of a young eastern monarch traveling incognito, recalls
Voltaire’s so-called “eastern tales” — “The Princess of Babylon,”
“The White Bull” — and makes fun of pastoral idylls written in a
sentimentalist spirit. In “Nights” (“Nochi,” 1792), a narrative
describing several of the hero’s nocturnal adventures in a certain
city, one can detect the influence of eighteenth-century French
prose (Jean-Baptiste Louvet de Couvray, Antoine Prévost, Louis
Sébastien Mercier).

As we have already seen, advancing age and the French revo-
lution impelled Catherine II to intensify governmental supervision
of literature and to persecute Radishchev and Novikov. Krylov
suffered certain difficulties as well. In 1792 his printing house was
searched, and he himself was placed under police surveillance.

In 1794 Krylov left St. Petersburg to wander about the country
until 1804. During that time he wrote nothing at all except for a
burlesque comedy entitled The Nibbler (Podshchipa), in which he
attacked Paul I and German influence at court. Here one can
discern that shift toward Russophile ideas which later brought him
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to membership in the Colloquy. The comedy was of course not
published, and circulated only in manuscript.

After Alexander I's accession to the throne, Krylov returned to
literature, coming back to St. Petersburg in 1806. His comedies of
1807 The Fashion Shop (Modnaya lavka) and A Lesson for Daughters
(Urok dochkam) (the latter falls somewhere between an imitation
and an adaptation of Moli¢re’s Les précieuses ridicules) won Krylov
great notoriety, and had long runs in St. Petersburg and Moscow.
His comedies attacked Gallomania and cosmopolitanism while
praising Russian mores and the foundations of the national life.

In 1806 Krylov began writing fables. In his first published fables
he entered upon a literary competition with Dmitriev by selecting
some of the same subjects that the latter had borrowed from La
Fontaine: the proud oak uprooted by a storm and the reed which
bends but survives; the old man who plants a tree and outlives
some young people who laugh at his supposedly pointless efforts.
Dmitriev’s elegant and nationally neutral narration becomes a
living picture under Krylov’s pen, a picture of Russian life not
merely with its local color but even with its social system and its
national consciousness. Krylov’s fables deal with broad philo-
sophical and ideological problems as well as the most immediate
details of social and political life.

In the early part of the century Krylov was consistently
reinforced in his conservative, monarchist, anti-western and anti-
Enlightenment views. From his viewpoint, the French revolution
had demonstrated the destructive nature of Enlightenment ideas.
The poet does not reject the Enlightenment altogether, as Rous-
seau did, but demonstrates that a dedication to the ideas of the
Enlightenment leads to the moral corruption of particular indi-
viduals and of entire states, just as an evil smell of wine remains
forever in a barrel which has been filled even once with 1t (“The
barrel” [“Bochka”]). The fable “The writer and the bandit”
(““Sochinitel i razboynik”) describes a France which has perished
thanks to the spread of Enlightenment doctrine and Voltairianism
along with the ideas of the Encyclopedists.

Krylov also opposed Alexander I's liberal reforms. In his fable
“The lion’s education” (*“Vospitanie lva”) he mocked the Emper-
or’s French tutors who had trained the King of Beasts to “‘build
nests,” i.e. had alienated him from the needs and interests of his
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country by filling his head with worthless liberal ideas. Krylov
also opposed the tsar’s constitutional projects. In the fable “Horse
and Rider” (“Kon i vsadnik™) both characters perish because the
Rider (the tsar) releases the reins and permits the Horse (the
people) to gallop oft wherever he wishes without caring where he
is going. In “Leaves and Roots” (“‘Listy 1 korni”’) the Leaves fail to
understand the Roots because they do not recognize their depend-
ence upon the soil, the national sources of their being.

It is understandable that a man of such anti-western, anti-liberal
and Russophile views as Krylov should have become a pillar of the
Colloquy and a regular participant in all its activities. He also
joined the Olenin circle, which resembled the Colloquy in its
political, cultural and ideological viewpoints. With Olenin’s assist-
ance Krylov obtained a post at the Public Library, where he
remained, with regular promotions, until he retired with the rank
of general.

Krylov’s fables are distinguished by their supreme artistic per-
fection. They contain astoundingly precise descriptions of the
ordinary peasant’s way of life along with witty characterizations of
various human — but simultaneously Russian — types: the lazy
miller, cardplayers, the hard worker, the braggart, the wastrel,
and so on. Krylov’s fables became incredibly popular within all
classes of society, and especially among the common people.
During the author’s lifetime they appeared in eighteen editions; the
pages of his books were read to shreds.

In bringing the Russian fable to such perfection, Krylov
exhausted all the genre’s comparatively modest resources. There-
after the fable ceased to claim a serious place in the history of
Russian literature.

Since they were drawn to social activism and sought to establish
and expand their influence on public opinion by propagandizing
their ideas extensively, the Colloquy naturally took a great interest
in the theater. They promoted Krylov and his patriotic comedies A
Lesson for Daughters and The Fashion Shop. Another member of the
Colloquy was the playwright Alexander Shakhovskoy (1777-
1846), who as early as 1805 wrote a very successful play, A New
Sterne (Novy Stern), in which he made viciously wicked fun of
Karamzin and his followers.

Still, the archaist circle was not the source of genuine innovation
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in the Russian theater. Vladislav Ozerov (1769-1816), the creator
of the sentimental tragedy, did transform the Russian stage, and
for a very short time became its leading figure. He first acquired
fame through his Oedipus in Athens (Edip v Afinakh, 1804), a play
on a subject drawn from antiquity. In it Ozerov exalted the liberal
and constitutional policies of the young Alexander I, through the
image of the Athenian king Theseus. In the sympathetic depiction
of Oedipus, who unintentionally kills his father, one might detect
a certain moral justification of the tsar, who had been indirectly
responsible for the murder of his father Paul I. The play’s most
important theme, however, is Antigone’s love for her blinded
father, and not any political allusions. This love makes up the
play’s central content, transforming it into a sentimental tragedy
emphasizing the depiction of the most refined elements of the
heroes’ emotions. The play was magnificently produced with
Olenin as designer; the classical local color was retained, and the
details of everyday life in antiquity were preserved to the greatest
possible extent.

Ozerov’s next play, Fingal (1805), based on Ossianic motifs, was
no less successful. This time Scottish local color was depicted on
the stage: the sets were steeped in the northern romanticism associ-
ated with the Scottish bard’s songs; the play’s monologues con-
sisted of elegiac meditations on love and death while reproducing
images of the gloomy natural settings of the north. The tragedy
lacked action and genuine dramatic tension, but it did have a great
many beautiful lines.

These same shortcomings were observable in Ozerov’s next
tragedy, Dmitry Donskoy (1806). Here the playwright once again
resorted to a political topic and direct political allusions; in the
viewers’ minds Alexander I's struggle against Napolean was the
subtext of Dmitry Donskoy’s contest with the Mongols. As in
Oedipus, so 1n this tragedy the author supported the tsar’s liberal
projects for the limitation of the monarchy. At the same time
Ozerov introduced a love theme: Dmitry Donskoy is in love with
Princess Xenia, and the playwright complicates the struggle
against the common enemy with a rivalry between princes. The
public was ecstatic about the play, but it was Ozerov’s last success.

Ozerov’s final play, and very possibly his best, was Polyxena
(1808), which describes the ritual sacrifice of Hecuba’s daughter
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Polyxena at the grave of Achilles, who has been killed under the
walls of Troy. Polyxena indeed desires her own death, for she
hopes to be reunited with her beloved beyond the grave. Her
passionate monologues contain some of Ozerov’s finest poetry,
but the public was completely indifferent to them. In the course of
a few years the sentimental tragedy had reached its apogee and
then embarked on its downward course.

Ozerov’s own fate was tragic. He was dismissed from his
employment without the pension he should have received and fell
into obvious disfavor. No matter what the reason for this may
have been, the playwright suddenly found himself living in a
distant village under very difficult financial circumstances. The
failure of Polyxena completely shook his mental stability: Ozerov
went insane, burned all his papers, and died after six years of
mental illness.

The archaists, Karamzin’s enemies, bore a considerable respon-
sibility for Ozerov’s sudden failure as a playwright. Derzhavin,
Shishkov and other future members of the Colloquy had done
detailed and sharp critiques even of Oedipus, attacking the play’s
sentimental vocabulary and its liberal author’s political views.

. Shishkov and his allies found Dmitry Donskoy especially
unacceptable. The Shishkov circle produced a nasty parody of it
entitled Mityukha Valdaysky (1810), and Derzhavin sneered at the
tragedy’s hero for being in love like some adolescent and at the
Princess, who on the eve of the bloody battle goes visiting the tents
of various princes to tell them all about her unhappy love. Shish-
kov was also indignant over these same historical inaccuracies in
the play.

Taking Ozerov’s plays as a point of departure, Derzhavin tried
to create his own historical plays, writing several on Russian
topics: Pozharsky (1806), Vasily the Blind (Temny, 1808), Eupraxia
(1809). These plays were clumsy and overwrought, replete with
excessively direct hints at contemporary reality, and so never saw
the stage. But there was a certain logic to them, an undoubted
expressiveness of their heavy, archaic language, and they exerted
some influence on the development of the Russian theater. Thus
Shakhovskoy clearly took Derzhavin as his guide in writing his
tragedy Deborah (1809), done on a biblical topic but with con-
temporary allusions, as for instance to Napoleon’s attempt at
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marrying the Grand Duchess, the tsar’s sister. The play was staged
quite successfully.

One must note, however, that the Russian tragedy on lofty
political themes turned out on the whole to have no future. As we
have seen, the Ozerovian tradition soon came to an end, and
without any consequences to speak of; the Derzhavinian tradition
had some influence on the playwriting of the Decembrists (Fyodor
Glinka, Paul Katenin, Wilhelm Kiichelbecker), but their plays
were almost never staged. With considerable mediation the overall
tradition did re-emerge in Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. To some
degree that play may be regarded as the apex of the tradition of
political tragedy in Russian literature.

By the early nineteenth century sentimentalism was on a down-
ward trajectory. Its founder, Karamzin, abandoned literature. His
overenthusiastic imitators, with the assistance of sharp and in
many ways justified criticism from the Shishkovites, were grad-
ually nudged to the periphery of literary life. A new generation of
gifted, energetic and well educated writers arose to take their
places. Since they were closely linked to Karamzin both personally
and professionally, they blazed new trails in the history of Russian
literature by developing their mentor’s literary and linguistic ideas.
These trails led to romanticism, which reached its apogee in the
poems of Pushkin and Lermontov and Gogol’s colorful, grotesque
prose. But the poets of the first part of the century, treading their
own paths, created works of very great esthetic value, so that it
would be fair to term them early Russian romantics.

First place among them belongs to Vasily Zhukovsky (1783-
1852), whose romantic life constitutes an astonishing parallel to his
poetic work. Zhukovsky is Russian literature’s Petrarch, a man
who remained hopelessly and forever in love with his Laura.

Zhukovsky was the illegitimate son of a wealthy landowner
named Bunin and a young Turkish woman, apparently from a
pasha’s harem, given to Bunin by a friend of his. He obtained his
name from his godfather, a poor neighbor of Bunin’s called
Andrey Zhukhovsky. Zhukovsky’s literary interests and talents
developed quite early. As a youth he was already an educated man
and a fine teacher, a tutor to his nieces Masha and Alexandra,
daughters of his step-sister Catherine Protasova. Soon Masha, ten
years his junior, and Zhukovsky fell in love. Masha, who had

123

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MARK ALTSHULLER

grown up under Zhukovsky’s care and guidance, was a gentle,
tender girl with a poetic nature. Zhukovsky rightly saw in her the
happiness of his entire life, but her mother set herself resolutely
against a marriage on grounds of their blood relationship
(although the church permitted marriages of this type). Protasova
was a firm-willed woman of rare stubbornness, and all attempts to
change her mind failed. Zhukovsky’s religious and moral prin-
ciples, as well as Masha’s, would not permit them to go against her
mother’s will. In 1817, at her mother’s insistence and with Zhu-
kovsky’s assent, Masha married a professor. In 1823 she died in the
Estonian city of Tartu, then Dorpat. Zhukovsky cherished her
memory as long as he lived.

In the meantime Zhukovsky’s literary and poetic fame was
spreading. During the campaign of 1812 he composed a patriotic
poem, ‘A bard in the camp of Russian warriors” (“‘Pevets vo stane
russkikh voinov”), which every literate Russian soon knew by
heart. In 1817 Zhukovsky was appointed Russian language tutor
to the fiancée of the future tsar Nicholas I (she was German, as
were most of the wives of Russian tsars). In 1823 he was appointed
instructor to the heir to the throne, the future Alexander II. It was
that pupil of Zhukovsky’s who in 1861 abolished serfdom in
Russia and introduced many other liberal reforms. A year after his
retirement in 1840, Zhukovsky married the daughter of a German
artist friend of his and settled in Germany for the remainder of his
life. It was there he died in 1852, in Baden-Baden.

Zhukovsky made his literary debut with a translation of
Thomas Gray’s famous poem “Elegy written in a country church-
yard” (1751), published in 1802 in Karamzin’s Herald of Europe.
This poem brought Zhukovsky some little renown, and also in
large measure determined the course of his subsequent literary
development: Zhukovsky’s poetry is almost invariably linked to
western originals. The poet himself used to say: “Everything I
have done is foreign or d propos of something foreign, and yet it is
all still mine.” Thus Zhukovsky’s lyric poetry, despite its foreign
sources, is vividly autobiographical in nature. It is usually melan-
choly and elegiac.

At Zhukovsky’s hands the individual word in Russian poetry
for the first time becomes multivalent, and its shades of meaning
often turn out to be more essential than its basic sense. The author
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seeks to describe not so much his physical environment as the
world of his feelings and experiences, his subjective sensations.
Consequently the basic components of Zhukovsky’s lyrics are
meditations on the passing of youth, regrets over an unhappy love
or the death of a beloved (Zhukovsky was especially fond of this
topic), or melancholy appreciations of natural beauty: he usually
describes the evening, mists, the moon, and so forth.

By his pioneering experiments in the field of multivalency of the
Russian poetic word, Zhukovsky paved the way for Russian
symbolists such as Alexander Blok and Valery Bryusov, whose
poetry dissolved the reality of everyday existence and summoned
readers to the ideal worlds of Plato or of Vladimir Solovyov.

Ballads — that is, narrative verse commonly of fantastic content
and sunk in a gloomy fairytale atmosphere — occupied an impor-
tant place in Zhukovsky’s art. Almost all Zhukovsky’s ballads —
and he wrote thirty-nine of them — are either translations or else,
though more rarely, comprised of motifs taken from German and
English ballads. Among the writers upon whom Zhukovsky drew
were Schiller, Goethe, Gottfried Burger, Walter Scott, and Robert
Southey.

Zhukovsky became famous with his first translation of a
German ballad, a rendering of Biirger’s “Lenore’ which he titled
“Lyudmila.” This ballad describes a dead man who rises from the
grave to claim his bride and carries her off to the cemetery, straight
into the tomb. The Russian author significantly softened the sharp
expressiveness of the original and a certain coarseness found in it:
Lyudmila’s melancholy plaints are not at all like Lenore’s curses
and blasphemies. Later on Zhukovsky used motifs from this same
ballad of Biirger’s to assemble an entirely russified ballad entitled
“Svetlana” (1812), which includes poetic descriptions of fortune-
telling on the eve of Epiphany and other Russian customs. This
ballad was one of his best literary creations.

In other ballads Zhukovsky depicts the ancient world as the
preromantics understood it (‘““Cassandra,” “Triumph of the con-
querors” [“Torzhestvo pobediteley”], “The Eleusinian festival”
[“Elevzinsky prazdnik™], all taken from Friedrich Schiller) or the
romantic Middle Ages (Walter Scott’s “The Eve of St. John”
[“Zamok Smalgolm, ili Ivanov vecher”], ““A ballad showing how
an old woman rode double on a black horse and who rode before
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her” [“Ballada, v kotoroy opisyvaetsya, kak odna starushka ekhala
na chernom kone vdvoem i kto sidel vperedi”’] based on Southey’s
poem).

Russian culture is deeply indebted to Zhukovsky as a translator.
He translated Byron and Schiller, acquainted Russian readers with
the Sanskrit epic by rendering the story of *“Nala and Damayanti”
from the Mahabharata, and put the charming prose tale “Undine”
by Friedrich de la Motte-Fouqué into elegant Russian hexameters.
Zhukovsky also produced the finest extant Russian translation of
Homer’s Odyssey.

The other major poet of the early nineteenth century was Zhu-
kovsky’s contemporary Konstantin Batyushkov (1787-1855).
Though his health was always frail, he was a fearless soldier who
participated in three military campaigns. Though a pessimist by
nature, he wrote energetic satirical epistles in which he defamed
the Karamzinists’ literary enemies. Victim of a cruel heredity, in
1822 Batyushkov went insane and thereafter spent half his life in
a condition of mental incompetence. He died of cholera in the
provincial city of Vologda.

The contradictions within Batyushkov’s personality were
reflected in his art. On the one hand there is the painful premo-
nition of death with which the poet must deal against the back-
ground of a gloomy northern landscape. The ghost of a dead friend
appears to him in the Ossianic setting of the North Sea (““Ghost of
a friend” [“Ten druga”], 1814), or he meditates on bards and
skalds long dead, on Ossian’s heroes, in “On the ruins of a castle in
Sweden” (‘“Na razvalinakh zamka v Shvetsii,”” 1813). Batyushkov
also speaks of the horrors of war in his epistle “To Dashkov”
(“Dashkovu,” 1813), saying: “I have seen a sea of evil.”

At the same time, the poet describes the joys of a calm and
peacefully sybaritic existence in an isolated cottage with a beloved
woman, a glass of wine, and a stack of books by his favorite poets.
That is the message of the famous “My Penates” (“Moi penaty,”
1812), which had a great impact on Zhukovsky, Pushkin,
Vyazemsky, and Denis Davydov.

Anacreontic motifs are also quite important in Batyushkov’s
work. He makes no attempt at re-creating antiquity as it really
was, as his friend Gnedich had sought to do in his translations of
Homer. Batyushkov finds his antiquity not so much in original

126

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



TRANSITION TO THE MODERN AGE: 1790—-1820

Greek texts as in the verse of Evariste Parny, Jean-Baptiste Gresset,
Giovanni Casti, French translations of the Greek Anthology, and so
forth. The antiquity which Batyushkov depicts most convention-
ally in his love lyrics is a fragile, elegant world of conventional
eroticism whose vivid colors temporarily banish tragic thoughts
of the inevitable end; it is useless to hope that one’s experiences of
love will continue after death in Elysium (“Elysium,” 1810). In one
of his last and finest poems Batyushkov laments the beauty of the
ancient world now vanished forever as he views the porphyry
columns of an ancient city inundated by the sea, a city destined
never to appear to men’s eyes again (‘“You awake, oh Baia, from
the tomb...” [“Ty probuzhdaeshsya, o Bayya, iz grobnitsy...”],
1819).

Batyushkov’s poetry had a great and fruitful influence upon the
subsequent development of the anthological trend in Russian
poetry in the verse of Pushkin, Fet, Apollon Maykov, Nikolay
Shcherbina, Leo Mey, and many others.

Batyushkov’s poetic language is remarkably melodic, flowing
and euphonic; it is unique in Russian poetry. Possibly this is due
to the influence of Italian poetry, of which Batyushkov was a
connoisseur.

Zhukovsky, we recall, extended the semantic boundaries of the
poetic word by endowing it with numerous supplementary shades
of meaning. Batyushkov, to the contrary, made the word astound-
ingly precise by bestowing upon it within the poetic context the
only possible objectified clear and definite meaning. Possibly it is
for that reason that Batyushkov is so drawn to painterly color
epithets: purple grape, yellow hops, lilac hands, leaden waves, and
so forth. If Zhukovsky is a predecessor of Russian symbolism, then
Batyushkov might be considered a forerunner of the acmeists, who
rejected symbolism’s polysemantics and strove for the precision of
the poetic word with a single meaning. It is indicative that Bat-
yushkov was one of Osip Mandelshtam’s favorite poets: Man-
delshtam spoke of the “‘grapeflesh’ of Batyushkov’s verses.

Prince Peter Vyazemsky (1792-1878), Zhukovsky’s and Bat-
yushkov’s younger contemporary, belonged to the Karamzin
entourage: he was the younger brother of Karamzin’s second wife,
and Karamzin treated him as though he were his own son.
Vyazemsky reciprocated with respect and intense love.
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Vyazemsky had no great poetic gift, although his best poetry
displays the casual quality of good conversation and offers vivid
portrayals of Russian life. Such, for example, is the poem “First
snow” (“Pervy sneg,” 1819), which Pushkin liked immensely and
which later engendered numerous echoes in Pushkin’s own work.

Vyazemsky made up for his lack of poetic expressiveness with
his wit and aggressive temperament. He wrote political poetry in
which he fought for the liberation of the serfs and attacked serf-
owners, bureaucrats and others: see his “Indignation” (“Negodo-
vanie,” 1820), “‘St. Petersburg” (1824), and “The Russian God”
(“Russky Bog,” 1828). Vyazemsky acquired special renown as a
polemicist during the literary conflict which burst out between the
Karamzinists and the archaists around 1815. He wrote malicious
epigrams against the Shishkovites — including an entire “poetic
bouquet” of them against Shakhovskoy — as well as parodies of
Count Khvostov’s fables and dashing epistles to his friends.

His gift for polemics made Vyazemsky a leading literary critic of
the 1820s. Although his critical pieces were not distinguished by
either precision or intellectual profundity, he played a major role in
formulating the theoretical foundations of Russian romanticism
through his articles on Pushkin’s poems The Prisoner of the Caucasus
(1822), The Fountain of Bakhchisarai (1824), and The Gypsies (1827).

One should also mention Vyazemsky’s contributions to the field
of literary history: he was the author of a fine monograph on
Fonvizin (1848) as well as articles on Ozerov (1817), Dmitriev
(1821), Sumarokov (1830) and others.

Denis Davydov (1784-1839) occupies a special niche in the
glittering pleiad of early romantics: he was a spectacular soldier, a
bully of a hussar, a participant in guerrilla warfare and a hero of
1812. That was the way he depicted himself in his verse and in his
autobiography (‘“Some events from the life of Denis Vasilevich
Davydov”); he designed his own life to fit his poetry.

The hero in Davydov’s verse occupies the military world of the
bivouac. He uses his Hussar sword for a mirror, instead of sofas a
bag of oats, instead of marble vases — glasses full of punch. He is
always first to the table, first to raise his glass, with his pipe ever
gripped between his teeth, but he is also first in bloody battle as
well.

Davydov remains a Hussar in his love poetry. He is consumed
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by the impatience of passion, insists on immediate answers to his
demands from his beloved, does not fear ambiguity and some-
times even a certain frivolity, and cures his disappointments in
love by drink. Of course the correspondence between the writer
and his poetic image could not have been complete. This was all a
literary mask which the poet sought to wear in real life. But he
provided an example — unique even for romantic poetry — of the
combination of reality and literature.

The appearance on the scene around 1815 of some gifted follow-
ers of Karamzin’s caused literary debates to become much sharper.
They began when Shakhovskoy derided Karamzin and his follow-
ers in the narrative poem Stolen Overcoats (Raskhishchennye shuby,
1811—5). And in 1815 he staged one of his best comedies, Lipetsk
Spa (Lipetskie vody). This play contains an episodic character, the
poet Fialkin, who was a maliciously witty caricature of Zhu-
kovsky. Fialkin composes lengthy ballads on topics from medieval
and ancient cultures in which contemporary theatergoers easily
caught hints at Zhukovsky’s ballads “Lyudmila” and ““Achilles.”
That caused a scandal.

Zhukovsky’s friends Dmitry Dashkov, Dmitry Bludov and
Vyazemsky came to the defense of the offended poet with polemi-
cal letters, sketches, epigrams, and even cantatas. Bludov wrote a
satire entitled ““A Vision at the inn at Arzamas, published by the
society of scholars” (“Videnie v arzamasskom traktire, izdannoe
obshchestvom uchenykh lyudey”), which depicted a group of
modest provincial writers who overhear some delirious ravings
from Shakhovskoy, who is asleep on the other side of a partition.
This satire led to the founding of a friendly literary society of
“Unfamous Arzamas Writers,” which has gone down in literary
history under the name of Arzamas. The Arzamas members con-
sisted of gifted literary men, Karamzin’s supporters and people
close to his circle: Zhukovsky, Batyushkov, Davydov, Alexander
Voeykov, Dashkov, Filipp Vigel, Alexander Turgenev, Vasily
Pushkin, Alexander Pushkin, and others. The Arzamassians
emphasized their group’s informal character, which they con-
trasted with that of the primly official Colloquy. They held their
meetings in various places: one even occurred in a carriage on the
way from St. Petersburg to Tsarskoe Selo. The society’s per-
manent secretary, Zhukovsky, kept humorously solemn minutes
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of these meetings in hexameter. The members of Arzamas adopted
nicknames taken from Zhukovsky’s ballads. Zhukovsky himself
was called Svetlana, Batyushkov - Achilles, Vyazemsky -
Asmodeus, and so on. The main content of the Arzamas group’s
humorous works consisted of attacks on the Colloquy. The Arza-
massians delivered funeral eulogies of their opponents, the “living
dead,” and made fun of the solemn rituals they observed at their
sessions. To be sure, the Arzamassians also read and discussed
their own serious works, but that did not constitute the group’s
center of gravity: they concentrated on pranks and literary pole-
mics. _

One of the best polemicists in the circle was Vasily Pushkin
(1770-1830), Alexander Pushkin’s uncle. He had begun mounting
attacks on the archaists and Slavophiles from the Colloquy’s very
beginnings in 181011 (and on his deathbed he inveighed against
the critical articles of the most junior archaist, Paul Katenin). In his
epistle “To Zhukovsky” (“K Zhukovskomu,” 1810) Pushkin
attacked the “illiterate Slavs” who were trampling underfoot that
true enlightenment which was oriented toward Europe. In his
epistle “To Dashkov” (“K D. V. Dashkovu’) he defended himself
vigorously against Shishkov’s attacks and scolded bad writers. But
the poem “A dangerous neighbor” (“Opasny sosed,” 1811) was
Vasily Pushkin’s genuine polemical masterpiece. The work is set
in a brothel whose inhabitants are ecstatic over the Slavophiles’
writings, and especially those of Pushkin’s old enemy Sha-
khovskoy. After he joined Arzamas, where he was received with a
great many humorous and complicated ceremonies, Pushkin
wrote an epistle to Vyazemsky, an epistle to the Arzamassians and
several epigrams, but he could never again attain the level of his
polemic verse of 1810-11.

The Arzamas group included writers who were too individual-
istic and too talented for it ever to become such a serious and
established union of literary allies as was the Colloquy. In 1816-17
Arzamas attracted several men who would become Decembrists in
the future: Nikolay Turgenev, Mikhail Orlov and Nikita Mura-
vyov. They sought to deflect the group’s activity into more
serious, primarily political, channels; and they insisted that
Arzamas publish a literary and political journal, for which they had
already begun to prepare and collect material. These reform efforts
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led to bitter arguments within the group and to its rapid dis-
integration by the fall of 1817. The last meeting of Arzamas
occurred in April 1818. It did not outlive the Colloquy by much,
since its main reason for existence had after all been its polemics
with the Colloquy. Thus Arzamas was not so influential in the
history of Russian literature as is sometimes thought. The indi-
viduals who made it up were much more significant — both in their
gifts and in their role in the history of Russian culture — than was an
ephemeral and humorous group brought into existence for a short
time.

Much as Karamzin was succeeded by a younger generation of
early romantics, so the Slavophiles and members of the Colloquy
gave way to a younger generation of archaists: Paul Katenin,
Wilhelm Kiichelbecker, Fyodor Glinka, Alexander Griboedov and
a few others. In a paradox of literary history, while the older
archaists were conservatives who found themselves in opposition
to the government, the majority of the young archaists, though
they shared the Shishkovites’ Slavophile and anti-western aspir-
ations, were more or less closely connected to the anti-government
Decembrist movement, a revolutionary liberal effort.

The most important figure among the young archaists was
undoubtedly Alexander Griboedov (1795-1829). Ties of friend-
ship linked him to Kiichelbecker and Katenin, as well as to Sha-
khovskoy from the older generation of the archaists.

Griboedov’s life was brief and intense. A person of outstanding
ability, he entered Moscow University at the age of eleven; by
sixteen he had successfully completed the literary, law, and natural
science and mathematical faculties, learned French, German,
English and Italian, and was preparing to take his doctorate.

The Napoleonic invasion of 1812 interrupted these peaceful
scholarly endeavors, and Griboedov never returned to them.
From 1812 to 1816 he was in the military service, although he
never had occasion to participate directly in battle. From 1817 on
Griboedov worked for the Foreign Ministry. '

But then a duel terminated his pleasant St. Petersburg life, with
his initial literary successes, drinking bouts with his young friends,
and romantic adventures. Anxious to leave St. Petersburg, Gri-
boedov accepted appointment as first secretary of the Russian
embassy in Persia, and thus commenced his diplomatic career in
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1818. The young diplomat quickly learned Arabic and Persian and
acquired remarkable erudition in the area of Middle Eastern
cultures.

After the uprising of 14 December 1825 Griboedov came under
official suspicion, since he was linked both in personal and literary
ways with several of the Decembrists, and his comedy Woe from
Wit promoted many clearly liberal ideas. Griboedov was arrested,
but since his connections with the secret revolutionary societies
could not be demonstrated he was released after a few months with
a promotion and a monetary reward.

In 1828, under Griboedov’s guidance, Russia signed the peace of
Turkmanchay with Persia, a quite favorable treaty for Russia.
Griboedov received a medal, a monetary award, and the high rank
of State Councillor; in addition he was soon appointed the Resi-
dent Minister (Ambassador) to Persia. On the way to his assign-
ment he delayed for some time in the Georgian capital of Tiflis
(now Thbilisi) to marry the daughter of an old friend of his, the
famous Georgian poet and social activist Alexander Chavcha-
vadze. The beautiful young Nina — she had not yet turned sixteen —
had been in love for some time with Griboedov, who had tutored
her in music and kept close track of her education and upbringing.
Griboedov did not take his wife with him to Teheran, for he
realized how dangerous his mission was. Being well informed on
eastern questions, he knew how much the Persians hated the
Russians, since they were burdened with large financial obligations
to pay the restitution which the victors had imposed on the
defeated country. In accordance with the provisions of the Treaty
of Turkmanchay, the Russian ambassador demanded the return of
Russian prisoners (including women in harems) as well as military
deserters and runaway serfs, many of whom had long since settled
down in Persia, converted to Islam, served in the army (often in
high ranks), and had not the slightest desire to return to Russia. On
30 January 1829 an enraged mob, urged on by fanatic mullahs and
with the tacit encouragement of the government, invaded the
Russian embassy and slaughtered all the Russian representatives
(only one survived by chance). Griboedov perished in that bloody
episode as he bravely and calmly fought to the end. ““His death was
instantaneous and magnificent,”’ Alexander Pushkin wrote of him.

Since he was constantly absorbed by his official duties, Griboe-
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dov managed to write very little in the course of his life. His
literary work consisted primarily of dramatic works, a few articles
and some poems. From the start of his literary career Griboedov
always adhered to the Karamzinists’ opponents: in his comedy The
Student (Student, 1817), co-authored with Katenin, he mocked and
parodied the poetry of Karamzin, Zhukovsky, Batyushkov, and
the two Pushkins.

Griboedov’s protector and mentor was Alexander Sha-
khovskoy, member of the Colloquy, consistent anti-Karamzinist
and critic of sentimentalism. We have already mentioned his
comedies The New Sterne (1805) and Lipetsk Spa (1815). Sha-
khovskoy was the creator of the so-called noble, high-society
comedy, distinguished by its lively, free language and its light,
entertaining plots. The action in such plays usually takes place in
the high society salons of Moscow or St. Petersburg, and their
heroes, worldly and well educated people, are often notable for
their lofty spiritual aspirations.

Another popular author of high society comedies at the time
was Nikolay Khmelnitsky (1789-1845), whose plays The Indecisive
Man (Nereshitelny), The Chatterbox (Govorun), Castles in the Air
(Vozdushnye zamki) and others were invariably successful. The
comedy Your Own Family, or The Married Fiancée (Svoya semya, ili
zamuzhnyaya nevesta, 1817) was written collectively by Sha-
khovskoy, Khmelnitsky and Griboedov.

From the soil of the high-society comedy of the early nineteenth
century sprang a masterpiece of the Russian theater, Woe from Wit
(Gore ot uma, 1822—4). In the Russian mind Griboedov remains the
author of this one work: everything else he wrote is of interest only
because it came from the pen of the creator of Woe from Wit.

The plot of the comedy is briefly as follows. After an absence of
three years the young Alexander Chatsky returns to the home of a
wealthy Moscow aristocrat, Paul Famusov, where he had spent his
childhood and early adolescence, and where he had fallen in love
with Famusov’s daughter Sofya. The intelligent and exceedingly
well educated Chatsky still loves Sofya ardently, just as before, but
she has changed: she now loves her father’s secretary, the cowardly
scoundrel Molchalin, and has come to hate the man she once
loved. When Chatsky tries to discover what has happened to her
and with whom she is in love, Sofya declares he has gone mad.
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Chatsky suffers and tortures himself as his conflict with those
around him gradually intensifies. In the last act, in despair upon
learning of Sofya’s love for the nonentity Molchalin, Chatsky
leaves Moscow forever.

A very important trait of Griboedov’s comedy is the combin-~
ation of romantic and social drama within it. Chatsky suffers from
unrequited love, and in his impatience and irritation comes into
more and more severe conflict with the nonentities who surround
him. The women around him think only of clothes, the men of
their careers, everyone seeks his own pleasure and no one has any
spiritual interests.

In his passionate monologues Chatsky defends science, art and
creative work against the attacks of careerists and rogues. He
criticizes the system of serfdom, or more precisely, the abuses and
cruelties of that system: the selling of serfs separately from their
families, serf theaters and so forth. The struggle against Gallo-
mania also occupies an important place in Chatsky’s monologues:
in this area Griboedov shares the views of the Shishkovites and the
young archaists entirely. His Chatsky defends the purity of the
Russian language against pollution by French borrowings, he
sorely regrets the abandonment of the comfortable traditional
Russian dress which has been replaced in high society by ridiculous
frock coats and bizarre women’s fashions. Only the common
people have preserved the dress, morals and customs of their
ancestors, and Chatsky’s speeches contain comments on the tragic
gulf between the simple people and educated aristocrats whom
those simple people, “intelligent and energetic,” look upon as’
another nation quite foreign to themselves.

All these ruminations of Chatsky’s correspond in considerable
degree to the views and ideas of the Decembrists, who were
naturally quite enthusiastic about the comedy and spoke of it
frequently while they were under police investigation and in their
subsequent memoirs. Still, although he mostly shared the social
and political ideas of the Decembrists, Griboedov was also a
sceptic who looked with a jaundiced eye upon conspiracies, plots,
revolutions and the other romantic schemes of his Decembrist
friends. Thus in the fourth act of his play he introduces the episodic
character of Repetilov, a chatterbox, drunkard and fool who
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claims to belong to a ‘““most secret union’ of “decisive men.”
This was an obvious caricature on secrecy and conspiracies.

Griboedov’s comedy is linked structurally to the traditions of
classicism. The classical unities of time, place, and action are
strictly observed (one day, the Famusov home, Chatsky’s un-
requited love). The comedy’s precise and aphoristic language
remains to this day the finest anthological example of living collo-
quial Russian. This prevalence of the well-formed aphorism also
connects Griboedov’s comedy with the finest models of the
classical comedy, and primarily with Moliére, whose Misanthrope
undoubtedly influenced Griboedov’s conception of Chatsky.

At the same time certain romantic traits are detectible within the
main hero’s character, in his lyrical monologues, in his solitude, in
that juxtaposition of the hero with the banal and worthless world
surrounding him that we find in Schiller’s plays, for example. The
play’s central conflict also remains unresolved, in the romantic
tradition: the hero departs, but without our knowing why, where
he is going, or what he will do in the future. For many decades
down to the present day writers such as Dostoevsky, Saltykov and
Goncharov, as well as theatrical directors like Konstantin Stani-
slavsky and Georgy Tovstonogov have sought to interpret, eluci-
date and elaborate Griboedov’s thoughts about Chatsky as a hero
of his time and about the channels of Russia’s historical devel-
opment.
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THE NINETEENTH CENTURY:
ROMANTICISM, 1820-40

The decades between 1820 and 1840 witnessed simultaneously the
zenith of Russian romanticism and the first stages of Russian litera-
ture’s greatest period, which extended from approximately 1820 to the
time of the First World War. In terms of genres, Russian romanticism
began with a strong emphasis on poetry (it is appropriate that Ruslan
and Lyudmila of 1820 should be a narrative poem), but in the course of
its development shifted toward prosec. Thus Pushkin, though he never
abandoned poctry by any means, turned definitely toward prose in
1830 with the composition of his Tales of Belkin, a cycle of works
which laid the foundations of the Russian short story yet to come;
Gogol began his litcrary career with a poctic failure but soon found his
place as a writer of elaborate prose; and Lermontov, in numerous ways
the most characteristic figure of the romantic period, remained not
only a fine poet — many think him second only to Pushkin among
ninetcenth-century poets — but became an excellent prose-writer as
well, and it is proper that his novel, or cycle of short stories, A Hero of
Our Time (1840), should mark the end of Russian romanticism, and
rather decisively at that. The transition from Ruslan and Lyudmila to A
Hero of Our Time marks not only a shift from an early romanticism
based upon national folklore to a romanticism oriented toward the
extraordinary individual, the “superfluous man,” in a social context,
but also a shift from poctry to prose. And yet both works are plainly
romantic in their thrust. .

By around 1820, and certainly by 1825, neoclassicism had receded
into the past: though Pushkin’s literary approach retained many
classical elements, fcw were to be found in Gogol or in Lermontov.
The new literature emphasized the individual spirit, generally the
extraordinary man who stood in some way above society, who had
somcthing peculiarly his own to 