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The works of Pushkin, Gogol, Tol¬ 

stoi, Turgenev, and Dostoevsky were part 

of literary traditions which stretched 

back at least 150 years, but for most 

people in the English-speaking world 

Russian literature before Pushkin' does 

not exist. Professor Brown’s loving and 

detailed account of 18th-century litera¬ 

ture should help put an end to such mis¬ 

conceptions and to place Russian art in 

the context of the general development 

of culture in Europe in the 18th century. 

The 18th century, the age of Peter 

the Great and Catherine the Great, was a 

century of “firsts” in Russia: the first 

novel; the first modern (syllabo-tonic) 

poetry; the first grammar; the first 

rhetoric; the first history; the first perma¬ 

nent theaters; the first neo-classical 

comedies and tragedies; the first formal 

satires, odes, fables and romances; the 

first professional writers; the first works 

translated into other languages, including 

English; the first works of lasting impor¬ 

tance. 

Extensive Westernization of Russia 

took place in this century; from Prince 

Kantemir (Ambassador to France) to 

Karamzin, many of the writers travelled 

or studied in Western Europe, and they 
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FOREWORD 

A new book on any subject needs to be justified. Does it add enough 

new information or enjoyment, or both, to the world to compensate for the 

trees that had to be sacrificed to make its paper? Probably a book on such a 

relatively obscure subject as the present one needs more justification than 

most, for it is certainly caviar to the general. The head of the English Depart¬ 

ment of a very reputable New England college said to me in surprise when I 

told him that I was writing on eighteenth-century Russian literature: “Why, 

is there any?” His attitude is not unusual. Every literate person knows the 

great prose of Russia’s nineteenth century, and a good many know something 

of the Golden Age, even of the Silver Age poetry—“But didn’t everything 

really start with Pushkin?” So as far as new information is concerned, the 

present book will certainly be providing an American reader with a good deal 

of it. Enjoyment is another matter, but I hope that whatever the interpreter’s 

faults, the literature itself, even at second hand and in such straightforward 

translations as I have provided may afford enjoyment—at least to a reader 

sensitive to literature. 

Over many years of teaching comparative literature courses to under¬ 

graduates I have become ever more firmly convinced that all European litera¬ 

tures are one, and that no national literature should be studied in isolation; 

and that, viewing the same truth from the other side, anyone who has a taste 

for, let us say, the poetry of Shelley and Keats, will enjoy Holderlin and Leo¬ 

pardi and Oehlenschlager and Baratynsky. Language is the only barrier—but 

too much can be made of this barrier. It is a translucent screen, not an 

opaque wall. Someone who can go inside it can interpret what he finds—and 

second-best though such an approach may be, it is better than the alternative, 

which is to let an immense body of humanly created beauty go unappreciated. 

Ideally one might hope that such a study as mine would fire some of its 

readers to learn Russian, approach the literature as I have and either see what 

I have seen or confute me as a humbug. If it has such an effect in even one 

case, I shall be overjoyed; but what I more modestly hope for is that it may 

acquaint the open-minded literate reader with a fascinating new area of en¬ 

joyment, “seen through a glass darkly,” but still rewarding. 

It is for the lover of literature in general that this book is chiefly in¬ 

tended, and it is for him that I have provided copious bits of translation by 

way of illustration. But I have in mind also the needs of the student of Rus¬ 

sian who knows the language and the more familiar literature of the nine¬ 

teenth and twentieth centuries, but is baffled by the seemingly remote and 

alien style of the eighteenth. It is for him that I have expatiated on linguistic 

matters, on prosody, on technical poetic devices and the like, which the more 

general reader may find unintelligible or uninteresting. I have thought it bet¬ 

ter to be over-inclusive rather than to scant either class of reader of what is 



needed. It is easy enough, after all, to skip what seems superfluous or irrelevant. 

This is a work of interpretation, not of academic scholarship. The reader 

will find in it an extensive bibliography of books and periodical articles in 

English on all aspects of eighteenth-century Russian literature. This is for the 

student or non-Russian-reading scholar, and I trust they will find it useful 

for investigation of special topics. There are not, however, many references to 

it in the notes to my text, for a very good reason: there are very few items in 

this list that I have used for this study. I have preferred to emphasize the orig¬ 

inal works themselves, in the context of world literature of this period. 

In this connection let me ma~ke one more disclaimer. I am not and have 

never been a devotee of any particular school of literary criticism, whether 

biographical, sociological, political, psychological, mythological, or what 

have you. I have always regarded it as the interpreter’s prime duty to treat 

his text with respect and say what he sees in it clearly and precisely, and not 

make it a pretext for displays of his own cleverness or fashionable critical 

jargon. In saying this I shall no doubt have alienated a whole group of the 

reading public who guages the quality of a critical work by its unintelligibil¬ 

ity. I hope, in compensation, to win the approval of those who share my be¬ 

lief that standard literate English is adequate to express whatever a critic 

needs to express. 

Russian eighteenth-century literature is very spottily represented in 

English translation, and a good deal of what exists is outmoded, inexact or 

downright wrong. Rather than undertake the labor of sorting out the good 

from the unusable, I have preferred to make almost all the translations in 

this book myself; whatever their faults, they have at least the virtue of uni¬ 

formity. 

I have had the encouragement of many friends and well-wishers while 

I worked, which I acknowledge with deep gratitude. Numerous former 

students will be relieved to see something tangible born at last from my labors 

—and I hope it may not prove to be Elorace’s “ridiculous mouse.” For the as¬ 

sistance of Clyde Haselden, Robert Gennett, Daniel Evans and others of the 

David Bishop Skillman library of Lafayette College I am most grateful. Stim¬ 

ulating conversations with my friends Dr. Jean-Pierre Cap and Dr. Bronius 

Vaskelis of the Lafayette College Department of Languages have made an 

intangible but real contribution to this book, which I am happy to record. 

And without the devoted assistance of my sister, Mrs. George Winston, the 

whole project would have been impossible. 

The kind permission of Harvard University Press to quote from Mr. 

Roderick Page Thaler’s edition of the Leo Wiener translation of Radishchev’s 

Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow is herewith gratefully acknowledged. 

Grafton, Vermont 

August 1979 
William Edward Brown 
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PARTI 

LITERATURE DURING THE REIGNS OF PETER I 
AND HIS IMMEDIATE SUCCESSORS 



Peter the Great, circa 1720, by Ivan Nikitin 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND GENERALITIES 

Russian literature of the eighteenth century represents in so many 

ways a sharp break with the traditions and practices of the past that the im¬ 

pression has not unnaturally been given that here is a literature of entirely 

foreign derivation, artificially imposed on an unwilling Russian people, like 

the fashions of beardless chins and powdered wigs, by an all-powerful auto¬ 

crat. Medieval Russian literature is, with very few exceptions, created by 

churchmen and for churchmen; the literature of the eighteenth century is 

entirely secular, created just as exclusively by and for a non-clerical popula¬ 

tion. The dominant genres of medieval literature—chronicle, saint’s life, 

homily, compilation of edifying stories—are pushed into the background in 

the eighteenth century and almost, if not quite, disappear. And most striking 

of all: the literature of medieval Russia is exclusively in prose, verse being a 

form unheard-of ; the eighteenth century is an age predominantly of verse— 

and of drama, again a genre which had no literary existence in the Middle 

Ages, although non-literary oral forms of mimetic representation undoubted¬ 

ly existed. 

The impression of what a geologist would call a “non-conformity” 

between the eighteenth and earlier centuries is, however, a false one. A close 

look at the immediately preceding period reveals in all cases a continuity be¬ 

tween the eighteenth century and the past. To be sure, a foreign—i.e., western 

—model is always to be found, but there is also a native foundation on which 

to build. Thus, for example, in the sudden emergence and dominance of 

verse: medieval Russia was not ignorant of verse—only this was of an oral, 

unwritten, kind. When the foreign model was introduced—the Polish mode of 

syllable-counting—it dominated for a time in spite of its patently unsuitable 

character, but was ultimately discarded in favor of a new system—the syllabo- 

tonic—based on a compromise between the foreign principle of verse based 

on the syllable count and the native one, based on accent count. Similarly 

with other types of literature. The medieval chronicle lingers on during the 

eighteenth century (e.g., Tatishchev and Shcherbatov), but merges insensibly 

with western models of genuine history until by the first decade of the nine¬ 

teenth century Karamzin’s great History of the Russian State appears. The 

various sorts of plot-oriented narrative prose which appear in the seventeenth 
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century—the exemplary tale, the historical romance, the chivalric adventure 

story, the picaresca, etc.—merge again with western models to create the com¬ 

plex phenomenon of the modern novel; thus there is a continuity between 

such an “exemplary tale” as “Savva Grudtsyn” and Karamzin’s “Poor Liza,” 

between the quasi-picaresque “Frol Skobeev” and Chulkov’s “The Comely 

Cook,” between the “Tale of the Founding of the Page’s Monastery of Tver” 

and such a historical romance as Kheraskov’s “Numa Pompilius,” or between 

the extravagances of “Bova Korolevich” and “Uruslan Lazarevich” and 

Emin’s “Adventures of Miramond.” Everywhere we see the seventeenth cen¬ 

tury-chaotic and literarily immature as it is in Russia—as the era of transi¬ 

tion. Even in the only literary genre which demonstrably has no native Rus¬ 

sian roots, the tragedy, the seventeenth century provides models for the 

eighteenth-from Simeon Polotsky’s “Parable of the Prodigal Son” to Feofan 

Prokopovich’s “Tragicomedy of St. Vladimir.” 

The eighteenth century in Russian literature is thus by no means separ¬ 

ated from the native traditions of form by a sharp discontinuity. There is, 

however, a fundamental separation of a much more significant sort. The ec¬ 

clesiastical, ‘ other-worldly” orientation of the Middle Ages, while it does not 

of course suddenly disappear without trace in and after the era of Peter the 

Great, does become an anachronism and is replaced for the most part by a 

“this-worldly” outlook which may run the gamut from the grossest kind of 

vulgar hedonism to the lofty civic morality represented by Nikolai Novikov in 

his earlier works, and by Alexander Radishchev at the end of the century. 

Here too, the western influence-the theories of Hobbes and Locke, Diderot 

and Rousseau—plays a large part in the emancipation; but without native 

roots this influence could scarcely have so easily overthrown the world-view 

of many centuries. In one important respect here too, however, we see a con¬ 

tinuity : the concept of literature as existing primarily for instructional pur¬ 

poses, the suspicion of any kind of writing aimed primarily at affording en- 

tertainment-these feelings permeate eighteenth-century literature just 

as fully as they did the writing of the Middle Ages, only now the instructional 

goal is “enlightenment,” not Christian morality as such. One of the most 

popular verse genres of the century is the “fable”; and the fable is always 

provided with a “moral”; its existence is conditioned by its didactic purpose. 

The teaching, however, is not specifically Christian, but is an endeavor to in¬ 

culcate moral conduct unsupported by other-worldly sanctions. Even more 

strikingly: the comedy, a genre which one might suppose to be entertainment 

literature pure and simple, is given literary justification only by the obligation 

of showing vices” in a bad light, and “virtue” triumphant in the last act. 

The satire, another favored eighteenth-century genre, must also, at least os¬ 

tensibly, have the betterment of public morals as its object. Catherine the 

Great s favorite Horatian motto defines the object of satire as “ridendo 

castigat mores. ” The chief reproaches levelled at eighteenth-century satirists 

were that they sometimes tended to such indignant vituperation that the 
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ridendo was forgotten, and their purpose of “correcting morals” vitiated by 

the indignation which their attacks aroused. 

The literature of the Russian Middle Ages was one marked by great 

homogeneity. Its creators were churchmen, largely because the clergy was the 

only literate class of the population. Its audience, in so far as the literature 

was to be read by individuals, was of necessity also one of churchmen; but 

of course such literature, through being read aloud, was accessible to secular 

audiences also. In any case, medieval literature was not socially differentiated. 

Boyar and commoner were both illiterate, and both at least nominally Chris¬ 

tian. Literature does not usually show evidences of being directed at any par¬ 

ticular social class, but at “Orthodox Christians” in general. The seventeenth 

century sees for the first time a social differentiation emerging in literature. 

Certain genres, such as the chivalric tale of adventure or the satirical parody 

(e.g., “Ersh Ershovich”) are obviously created by and for a lower class, just 

emerging into literacy, while such genres as the congratulatory poem or the 

verse tragedy just as obviously belong to the upper class, or more specifically, 

to the court of the monarch. In the eighteenth century this stratification be¬ 

comes ever more prominent. Most of the major poets of the first half of the 

century, even when they are not themselves noblemen (e.g., Lomonosov) 

create for nobility and the court. At the same time, plebeian writers such as 

Chulkov or Emin direct their productions toward their own class; and it is 

only seldom that the two audiences overlap (perhaps with Fonvizin?). In a 

rather general way, verse in the eighteenth century tends to fall into the 

upper-class purview, while prose is the medium of the lower classes. Tragedy, 

an exotic form as has been mentioned, is exclusively an upper-class commodi¬ 

ty, but comedy, at least of the genuinely funny varieties, belongs just as much 

to the plebs. As the “lower classes,” that is, chiefly the urban bourgeoisie, 

become more literate and better educated, and as there grows up a large and 

influential class of non-noble chinovniki, or government officials, the literary 

differentiation becomes less noticeable, and begins to disappear by the nine¬ 

teenth century. 

When the eighteenth century comes to mind, the word “classicism” is 

likely to accompany it. Just what is the meaning of this association, and what 

precisely is classicism? A generation or more ago the term would have borne 

the derogatory prefix “pseudo,” or at least the neutral “neo.” Some kind of 

explanation seems in order, for the terms “classicism” and “classical” will be 

encountered frequently in this study. 

In the first place, the entity we are dealing with is one of what D. S. 

Likhachev terms “period styles,” that is, pervasive artistic uniformities affect¬ 

ing many different areas of creativity -in this case, not only literature, but 

architecture, painting, sculpture, music, even, as Likhachev remarks, “the art 

of gardens.” Such a uniformity must obviously be based upon a universally 

accepted philosophical and aesthetic premise of some sort. Such a premise is 

to be found here in what is known as the doctrine of imitation and the 
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canonization of a set of models to be imitated. Eighteenth-century theorists, 

far from respecting originality as a virtue in the creative arts, derogated it: 

true art consists in the faithful following of the best models in each kind. 

Such models are the “classics,” and hence the terms “classical” applied to the 

age. The theory of course implies a curious historical pessimism: the best in 

every kind has already been created, and can only be approached, perhaps 

equalled, but never superseded, by subsequent efforts. The models-the 

“classics”-are not, however, exclusively the great works of Greece and 

Rome. This is a misconception which the “pseudo-” prefix enshrines, and 

which would imply that eighteenth-century imitation is a “false” copy of 

something real, presumably the Greek and Latin originals, which must be the 

sole “classics.” The eighteenth century does accept most of the Greek and 

Roman monuments as classics, that is, as models to be copied, but not these 

exclusively. Other great literary ages have also created such classics, as, for 

example, the Renaissance and the France of Louis XIV. Greek and Latin 

models for drama, for example, have been equalled by the great tragic and 

comic poets of France-Corneille, Racine, Molidre and Voltaire-and these in 

turn have assumed the role of classics. In Russia the classically oriented gene¬ 

ration that followed Sumarokov regarded him as a classic, just as he regarded 
Racine and Molfere. 

The theory of imitation was closely associated with the theory of 

kinds. Greek and Roman literature was believed to be compartmentalized 

into a certain number of pigeon-holes bearing such labels as: epic, tragedy, 

epigram, pastoral, and the like. In each of these compartments would be 

found a few “classical” models: e.g.,Homer, Virgil and Voltaire in that of the 

epic. Any aspirant in one of these fields must imitate the models of that 

kind, to imitate a pastoral while writing an epic would of course be absurd, 

for the compartments allowed no interpenetration. That Tasso, for example, 

did exactly this in his Jerusalem Delivered, accounts incidentally for his neg¬ 

lect as a model: it is not until the romantic period that his and Ariosto’s great 

epics attain full recognition. 

There is no point at this time in attempting an exhaustive definition of 

classicism, which can better be appreciated in the concrete examples which 

we shall encounter in the course of this study. What has been said will suffice 

to clarify what is meant by “the classics” and hence by “classicism”-an 

ideology based on veneration of supreme models-as a term applied to the 

age. But the question then arises: to what extent is this term really applicable 
to the eighteenth century? 

It is customary in Russian literary studies to label Alexander Sumaro¬ 

kov the classicist par excellence.” One critic, somewhat cynically, has 

opined that he is indeed the only one! Certainly not all his contemporaries 

can be so labelled without qualification. Lomonosov, with whom Sumaro¬ 

kov was most violently at odds on literary-and not only on literary-matters, 

has evident traits of the “Baroque” style, which in the West had become 
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obsolete as a period style by the end of the preceding century. The Baroque 

in Russia belongs to the seventeenth century—e.g., Andrei Belobotsky or Sil¬ 

vester Medvedev—but dominates at least the first third of the eighteenth cen¬ 

tury as well—witness Kantemir and Trediakovsky, as well as Lomonosov. Full 

classicism certainly begins with Sumarokov. But again: when we say that 

Lomonosov, Kantemir and Trediakovsky belong to the Baroque, the state¬ 

ment is too crude and unqualified. There are “classical” traits in all of them. 

“Period styles” do not change with, such abruptness that a line can be drawn 

between two contemporaries, leaving one on one side, a “classical,” and one 

on the other, a “Baroque” writer. And the same phenomenon can be seen at 

the other end of the century as well. By the time we reach Dmitriev and Ka¬ 

ramzin, we are aware of a strongly anti-classical tendency: the rigidly com¬ 

partmentalized genres begin to break down and interpenetrate; the “classical" 

models begin to give way to new models, from the Celtic and Northern lands* 

(“Ossian” and the Norse Edda, etc.); and most fundamentally, originality be¬ 

gins to take precedence over faithful imitation. The movement which these 

tendencies represent is usually called “sentimentalism,” from another typical 

anti-classical reaction, the dethronement of the “reason” as the central 

human quality in favor of the emotions or “sentiments.” In Germany this 

movement is quite commonly called Irrationalismus, but the connotations of 

“irrationalism” in English are too negative to permit its use in this context. 

Whatever it is called, this anti-classical tendency is recognizably a prelude to 

the next great “period style,” romanticism, which in Russian begins early in 

the nineteenth century with poets such as Zhukovsky and Batiushkov. In¬ 

deed, “sentimentalism” and “pre-romanticism” are almost interchangeable 

as labels. But does “sentimentalism” appear at any time before it comes 

belligerently into the open with Dmitriev and Karamzin? Yes, it certainly 

does, with the “Lvov Circle,” especially Kapnist, and most prominently, with 

the century’s greatest poet, Derzhavin. And again as with Lomonosov: here is 

a poet who marks a transition, whose work shows traits of two different “per¬ 

iod styles.” Derzhavin in most respects is anti-classical—but by no means in 

all, as we shall see. There are aspects of his style which link him with the clas¬ 

sicism of the past. Derzhavin’s poetical career begins in the 1770s, and from 

there to the end of the century “sentimentalism,” in varying degrees with 

various writers, shares the literary scene with waning “classicism.” 

It appears, then, that for Russia at least, “classicism” by no means 

dominates the entire eighteenth century. Beginning with, let us say, about 

1747 (Sumarokov’s first tragedy) and extending through the early 1770s, 

it begins to give ground to pre-romantic trends, quite seriously about 1780. 

It can thus be considered the dominant style in Russia for a period of only 

about thirty years—a generation—from c. 1750 to c. 1780. Even so, it is well 

to remember that even in the full flood of romanticism, in the heyday of 

Zhukovsky, Batiushkov, Delvig and the young Pushkin, such important poets 

as Krylov, Katenin, Griboedov and Kuchelbecker still represent many of the 
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ideals of classicism. It cannot be emphasized too strongly that all boundary 

lines, all labels in literary history, are arbitrary. 

These are some of the general features of the era which this study is 

intended to illuminate. Inadequate as they are, it may be hoped that they will 

serve to mark out some of the more prominent features of the terra incognita 

about to be entered. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE IN THE REIGN OF PETER THE GREAT 

A. The Political Background of the Eighteenth Century 

If the first two decades of the seventeenth century were a “time of 

troubles” for Russia, with famine, civil war, social upheaval and foreign in¬ 

vasion, the first quarter of the eighteenth century was almost equally trou¬ 

bled, but with a greater promise for the future. The long-lasting “Great Nor¬ 

thern War” (1700-1721) followed a shorter war with Turkey (1694-1700) 

and was followed by a shorter war with Persia (1722-23); and during all of 

Peter’s personal reign (1694-1725) the entire social, economic, administra¬ 

tive, religious and cultural life of the country were being drastically and pain¬ 

fully overhauled. There were desperate revolts provoked by Peter’s ruthless¬ 

ness, such as that of the Streltsy (1698) and of many peasants during the war 

with Sweden. The introduction (1718) of the “soul tax” (podushnaia podat’) 

eliminated the last distinction between a “free” serf and a slave. 

It is not therefore surprising that the age of Peter the Great has been 

called by Russian scholars “the most unliterary period in Russian history.” 

Peter neither knew nor cared anything about such a civilized refinement as 

literature; his interests were intensely practical. If there was a vast increase 

during his reign of the amount of printed material available in the empire, 

this was largely made up of hurried translations from West-European lan¬ 

guages of works on mathematics, navigation, fortification, medicine, and the 

like. And in so far as there was literary composition during the reign, it was 

backward-looking and old-fashioned, and in no way in keeping with the 

“westernizing” character of other aspects of Peter’s reign. 

The reign of the “great transformer,” as Russian historians are fond 

of calling Peter I, was unquestionably in most respects successful in its pur¬ 

pose and beneficial to the country as a whole, however painful at the time. 

Perhaps its least successful aspect was the bungled problem of succession. 

Strong rulers in general are notorious for failure in this matter, and Peter’s 

arrangements were little short of disastrous. 

By his reluctant marriage, arranged by his mother, with the pious 

Princess Eudoxia, Peter had a son, who was named Alexei after his grand¬ 

father. Peter spent as little time as possible with his wife, and around her, 

aild as he grew older, around his son Alexei the malcontents gathered. Even- 
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tually it became quite clear to the Tsar that when he died, his son would 

attempt to undo everything that he had accomplished and return the coun¬ 

try to its “old Muscovite” tradition. The estrangement between father and 

son came to a head when the young Tsarevich, after having agreed under 

pressure to abide by his father’s reforms, attempted to escape from the 

country in 1716. He was induced to return, made to renounce his rights to 

the throne, and jailed while inquiries were made into an alleged plot to over¬ 

throw Peter. Alexei was condemned to death, but cheated the executioner by 

dying in prison, presumably as a result of torture administered during the 

investigation. In the meantime, Peter had divorced Alexei’s mother and 

married his long-time mistress, a Lithuanian commoner named Catherine. 

His several sons by Catherine all died in infancy, and the only male heir left 

was Alexei’s child, Peter’s grandson, also named Peter. Such a succession 

would obviously mean a regency, and this might prove as dangerous to 

the reforms as Alexei’s reign would have been. Peter accordingly promul¬ 

gated a decree (1722) which gave the ruling monarch the right to designate 

his successor without regard to the tradition of male primogeniture. No such 

designation was made, however, until on his death-bed the Emperor desig¬ 

nated his wife Catherine, who had already received the imperial crown. 

Russia accordingly received her first Empress, Catherine I (1725-27). 

Between the death of Peter the Great (1725) and the accession of 

Catherine the Great (1762) the Russian throne was occupied by a succes¬ 

sion of incompetents—children and frivolous, pleasure-loving women—such as 

few countries have suffered from. At the death of Catherine I, the boy 

Peter II, then seventeen, received the crown. He died of smallpox in 1730, 

thus bringing to a close the male line from Peter I. A clique of noblemen, 

bent on emulating the oligarchic government of neighboring Poland, turned 

to the second Romanov line, that of Peter’s brother, Tsar Ivan (V), who had 

not been too incompetent to found a family. His daughter Anna Ivanovna, 

Duchess of Courland, was offered the crown with the stipulation that she 

would let herself be ruled in effect by the noble clique who had called her. 

Backed by some of the lesser service nobility, including Feofan Prokopovich, 

Anna tore up the “conditions,” and ruled as an autocrat from 1730 to 1740. 

At her death her German niece, Anna Leopoldovna, became regent for her 

eight-month-old son, on whom the meaningless title “Ivan VI” was bestowed. 

Anna’s ten-year reign had been chiefly distinguished by the influx of Baltic 

and other Germans into influential positions-Biron, who became Anna’s 

lover, General Miinnich, foreign minister Ostermann, etc. Reaction against the 

Germans and the “Bironovshchina” led to a palace revolution which set aside 

the regent and her infant son in favor of Peter the Great’s daughter Elizabeth 

(1741-1762). Elizabeth was good-hearted and well-meaning, but incapable of 

seriousness and an outrageous spendthrift. Her reign was punctuated by 

several European wars, most serious being the one with Frederick the Great 

of Prussia, known as the “Seven Years’ War” (1756-63). Elizabeth’s designated 
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successor, who was a man of some thirty years at her death, was her nephew, 

the German Duke of Holstein-Gottorp, who took the title of Peter III. He had 

been married in 1745 to the German Princess of Anhalt-Zerbst, who received 

the name Catherine upon joining the Orthodox church. Peter III was of 

limited intelligence and unlimited passions, one of which was adulation of the 

King of Prussia. At the moment when Elizabeth died the Russian armies had 

reduced Frederick II to such despair that he was contemplating suicide; Peter 

abruptly reversed his aunt’s foreign policy, made hasty peace and even alli¬ 

ance with Prussia, and thus saved his idol from ruin. After a few months of 

erratic and inept rule, Peter was removed from the throne, and shortly from 

life, by a coup d’etat in favor of his wife Catherine (II), managed by her 

lover Alexei Orlov and his brothers. Thus in 1762 the throne of the Roman¬ 

ovs passed without much bloodshed into the hands of a German woman with¬ 

out a drop of Russian blood. Officially Catherine’s position was considered to 

be that of regent for her (and presumably also Peter’s) son Pavel (Paul), born 

in 1754. Actually she ruled as autocrat, and never relinquished any part of 

her power to the son she detested. 

During this thirty-seven year period, despite the vagaries of its mon- 

archs, Russia became a formidable European power. The army and navy that 

Peter the Great had created dealt successfully with Poland, Sweden and 

Prussia, and the economic power which he had founded by the opening of his 

“window on Europe” was rapidly making the motherland a rival of the more 

advanced western nations. But Russia was still basically an agricultural state, 

and the agricultural class, the khrestiane, were, since Peter’s time, an enserfed 

population, bound to the soil and subject to the oppression and misrule of 

the landlords. The only significant public act of Peter Ill’s short reign was his 

proclamation of the “liberation of the nobility,” an act which his usurping 

wife did not abrogate, as she did so many others. Peter I had insisted on, and 

enforced, the regulation that the pomeshcbiki (landowners), or holders of 

what were originally state lands, owed the government their lifelong service 

in return, either in one of the armed forces or in the civil service. His grand¬ 

son’s “liberation” meant that in effect the government relinquished all rights 

to the land held by the pomeshcbiki, and at the same time permitted them to 

retain the forced service of the peasants attached to it. Since the peasant ser¬ 

vice had originally been justified by the leisure which it afforded the gentry 

to devote to service for the state, this was manifestly inequitable—but the 

peasants were unable to meet the situation with anything more effective than 

sporadic and bloody revolts, the killing of occasional exceptionally tyrannical 

landlords, and the burning of manor houses. 

One of the noteworthy effects which the enserfment of the Russian 
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peasant brought with it was a widening and soon unbridgeable gulf between 

the privileged and the servile classes. This gulf had of course been perceptible 

already in the reign of Peter’s father, Alexei Mikhailovich; but it reached 

alarming proportions only with the soul tax. What happened in effect was 

the creation of two Russias: a privileged upper class, made up of landed 

gentry and career bureaucrats, educated in western fashion, often in western 

schools, and sometimes incapable even of speaking Russian correctly; and a 

vast, mostly illiterate, peasant population, brought up in the traditions of 

the Russian Middle Ages, passively hostile to all innovation, but deeply and 

emotionally attached to “Mother Russia.” In the course of time it became al¬ 

most literally impossible for the two classes to speak one another’s language— 

and the feeling of uselessness and alienation on the part of the aristocracy was 

matched by the feeling of resentment and suspicion on the part of the pea¬ 

santry. Out of this divided nation—made up, it should be emphasized, of an 

ethnically homogeneous stock—were to come most of the ideological cur¬ 

rents of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We shall see many traces of 

“Slavophiles” and “Westernizers” long before the words are invented. And 

the problem of serfdom, of glaring social injustice and national dichotomy, 

was to become the all-engrossing problem of the nineteenth and early twen¬ 

tieth centuries, the focus of all revolutionary activity, and for better or worse, 

in some circles the very touchstone of artistic and literary values. And this 

aspect of the matter too has its beginnings irf the eighteenth century. 

B. The Russian Language in the Petrine Period} 

The literary language of medieval Russia was a varying composite of 

the actual spoken Russian of the period and the static, frozen, ecclesiastical 

language which is usually termed “Church Slavonic.” Since with very few 

exceptions all medieval writers were churchmen, the use of the Slavonic came 

naturally. The proportions of the two dialects in the written language varied 

of course in accordance with the genre of the work (history, for example, 

would contain less, the saint’s life more Slavonic), the background of the 

writer, the date of the work, and other factors. By the seventeenth century 

the first important break in this tradition may be seen: a new literate class 

comes into existence, unconnected with the church, and by and for this class 

are created such works as “The Tale of Frol Skobeev,” the “Tales” of Bova 

Korolevich and of Uruslan Lazarevich, etc., in the language of which may be 

seen other components than the usual two-e.g., in “Frol” the language of the 

government chanceries, and in “Bova” and “Uruslan” the language of the 
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illiterate popular story-teller. The same kind of linguistic mixture is observ¬ 

able even in such a remarkable masterpiece as Awakum’s “Autobiography,” 

in which the conventional Church Slavonic and the vulgate of the common 

peasant with whom Awakum usually chose to identify himself stand side 

by side. But it must be emphasized that the mixture of linguistic levels which 

the seventeenth-century exhibits is almost entirely still a mixture of Church 

Slavonic or of different variations of Russian. Foreign admixture is still 

uncommon (some Polish may occasionally be found with writers originating 

in Belorussia or the Ukraine). 

The situation changes with the advent of Peter the Great. Peter’s own 

sharp break with Muscovite tradition, by leaving the country on the so-called 

Great Embassy, and spending about two years in Germany, the Netherlands 

and England, initiated the influx of vast numbers of western technological 

innovations and the corresponding vocabulary, for which of course neither 

spoken Russian nor Church Slavonic had words. In the mere matter of navi¬ 

gation, for instance, an art unknown to ancient Muscovy, an entire vocabu¬ 

lary of terms meaning such things as “top-sail,” “bowsprit,” “tack,” “shoal 

water,” “midshipman,” “cabin boy,” etc. had to be imported into the land- 

lubberly Russian tongue. The source for most of these terms was Dutch, Ger¬ 

man, or English, since Peter’s own nautical education had been largely ac¬ 

quired where these languages were native. Peter’s new administrative arrange¬ 

ments similarly required a new vocabulary, and it is worth noting the names 

of some of the new “colleges” which he set up: Berg i Manufaktur-kollegia 

(mining and manufacture), Iustitskollegia (department of justice), Ratusba 

(German Rathaus, the state accounting office), Kommertskollegia (depart¬ 

ment of commerce), Admiralteiskaia Kollegia (the Admiralty), etc. The new 

executive body created to take the Tsar’s place during his absences from the 

capital was the Senat, and its chief officer was the Ober-Prokurator, and so 

forth. Almost every reform was necessarily accompanied by new vocabulary. 

Many of these strange, outlandish words never took root in the Russian 

language, and eventually dropped out of use; but many have become part and 

parcel of present-day Russian, and could hardly be dispensed with. Some¬ 

times, when the foreign word did not represent a new object or concept, 

but merely doubled an existing native term, the native term eventually ousted 

its competitor, as for example the imported faddish words viktoria, batalia, 

or the like. The new western social life which Peter made obligatory for the 

upper classes of the capital also brought its own vocabulary, in this case quite 

naturally mostly from the French. The man and woman of fashion would 

attend an assambleia (assemblee) or make a vizit (visite). Their conduct 

would be dictated by polites (politesse), and they would be punktualny in 

observance of it. From time to time voices would later be raised against this 

“corruption” of the native language—Admiral Shishkov’s in the early nine¬ 

teenth century is perhaps the most strident—but for the most part the in¬ 

novations were accepted and naturalized. There remained nevertheless a 
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period during which the new element remained unassimilated, a foreign body 

in the language, and the written work of the time has a motley quality that 

nullifies all stylistic distinction. 

C. Russian Prose Writing of the Petrine Period 

Of literary prose there is not a great deal during the reign of Peter I, 

and what there is affords relatively little interest. Perhaps the most signifi¬ 

cant from all points of view is that of Feofan Prokopovich.^ When Peter, 

victorious at Poltava over Charles XII and the Swedes, visited Kiev in 1709, 

Prokopovich, then professor of eloquence, greeted him with a pompous tri¬ 

umphal ode, the Epinikion. The personal contact thus happily made brought 

the author immediate and spectacular preferment. Brought to the capital and 

consecrated as Bishop of Pskov, Feofan exercised his episcopal duties by 

proxy and remained to be one of Peter’s most valuable assistants and propa¬ 

gandists.His “Sermons” very often appear to a modern observer as very able 

promotional documents. A good example is the Slovo, or “Speech” “In 

Eulogy of the Russian Fleet and the Victory Won by Russian Galleys over 

the Swedish Ships on July 27 [1720].”^ The “victory” thus celebrated was 

that of Gronhamn in the Aland Islands, which had as its decisive result Swe¬ 

den’s decision to open negotiations that were to lead to the final Peace of 

Nystedt in 1721. 

The “Speech” was pronounced in Trinity Cathedral in September 1720, 

in the presence of Peter himself and his chief officials. It is composed in the 

usual florid ecclesiastical style, in the conventional Church Slavonic, but with 

an admixture of western vocabulary typical of the age—e.g., viktoria, ammu- 

nitsiia, peregrinatsiia, aktsiia, etc. It begins with an exposition of the provi¬ 

dential nature of Peter’s first interest in seafaring. It was obviously by the di¬ 

rect inspiration of the Almighty, concerned for the welfare of his Orthodox 

people, that the young Prince discovered an “old, decrepit, despised little 

boat, which first turned his thoughts to the sea. Prokopovich declares that 

some people are concerned to discover on Mount Ararat the remains of 

Noah’s Ark-but they might discover the remains of this little boat and en¬ 

shrine them as a national treasure. He then launches into an invective against 

the folly of those ancients who decried the art of navigation as a transgression 

of God’s boundaries. On the contrary, God intentionally did not give all 

necessary things to all men, so that they might visit one another to obtain 

what each lacked—and the sea was given as the most convenient path for such 

communication. Finally he attributes again to God’s providence the wisdom 

of Peter that created the Russian fleet, without which it would have been im¬ 

possible not only to maintain possession of the coast which was wrested from 

the Swedes, but even to defend the inland towns, which would have been at 

the mercy of a naval power. “The approach of an enemy by land can be heard 
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from afar, and is slow; there is time to prepare and forestall it. Not so an ap¬ 

proach by sea: the tidings of voices do not fly before it, sounds are not 

heard, smoke and dust are not visible; the hour when you see it, the same 

hour expect its attack... Against an enemy striking so unexpectedly and 

quickly how could adequate defense be prepared? Only confusion [kon- 

fusiia], only terror, trembling and riot. And what if someone did give 

information of its coming, how might one know to what shore it will sail? 

What town it will attack?” The “Speech” ends with a prayer for continued 

divine favor and protection to Russia and her “most pious sovereign, our 

Tsar, Thy faithful minister Peter the First and his most pious Tsaritsa, our 

sovereign lady Ekaterina Alexeevna.” 

Through the “Speeches” Feofan preaches the “gospel according to 

Peter,” eulogizing the sovereign’s innovations as necessary, useful and contri¬ 

butory to Russia’s world position. Thus the “new army,” as compared with 

its predecessor (“Speech on the Peace of Nystad”) : “How efficient the 

old army of Streltsy was, is known by now to everyone. And it was a good 

thing that it was disbanded and cashiered, for it would have been a gangrene, 

hurting its own and not another’s body.” Thus the most suspect of Peter’s in¬ 

novations, foreign travel [peregrinatsiia]: “Above all, foreign travel marvelous¬ 

ly illumines the reason for government, and is, I say boldly, the best and 

liveliest school of honorable politics. For it offers, not on paper but in very 

fact, not to the ear but to the very sight, the customs and behavior of peop¬ 

les. If we hear the same things from tales or read them in books of history, 

there is much that the thought refuses to credit; for not a little is falsely 

related. But much also even of what is credible and genuine (I know not why) 

we do not recognize so clearly as when we have seen the very places where 

something happened... How much more clearly will all this be realized when, 

as travellers, we look on not merely the bare places of ancient actions, but see 

clearly the veritable deeds and actions of peoples, their purposes, counsels, 

judgments, manners, and modes of government.... In a word, foreign travel 

makes a man far wiser in a few years than the span of many years of age.” 

Occasionally the solemnity of Feofan’s oratorical style, accentuated 

by numerous citations of Scripture or from the church fathers, is broken by 

an unexpected glimpse of real life, a satirical picture such as one might find in 

the Caracteres of La Bruyere. In the “Speech of Praise on St. Catherine’s 

Day,with the theme of “Love stronger than death,” he contrasts genuine 

with hypocritical love, and deplores the difficulty of distinguishing one from 

the other: 

However, there are even certain indications of this: even as in an affected love for 

God the proper character is a bootless vanity, so also in love for one’s neighbor, unstable 

and false, there are the characters of a certain vain adulation. He [i.e., the hypocrite] 

praises whatsoever he sees in the one he feigns to love, even if it is undeserving even of 

mention, let alone praise. He praises both what is natural and what is accidental: ‘what 
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an elegant carriage!’ ‘What a delightful gown!’ He will find, I suppose, means for praising 

even his master’s cough; and he praises with just the same intention as that fox of 

Aesop’s had, when seeing a crow with a piece of meat in its mouth, he praised it for the 

beauty of its countenance, and asked for it to utter its sweetest of voices—that is, so that 

it might drop that morsel of food. He even pretends similarity of character and similarity 

of feeling on his own part: if he hears of some mischance to his lord, he contrives a mis¬ 

fortune of his own, and enters with a tale of this; if he hears of an illness, straightaway he 

is beforehand with a tale of his own aches and pains. 

It is probably not accidental that just this same sort of lively thumb-nail 

sketch is characteristic, as we shall see, of the Satires of Antiokh Kantemir, 

a younger friend and admirer of Feofan Prokopovich. 

Peter’s age, as has been said, preferred practical writing to belles-lettres. 

Of all the recognized prose genres of bookish literature the most practical is 

certainly history-and the writing of history had been the chief glory of 

Byzantine prose literature, and was inherited by the converted Russians. As 

we have seen earlier, historical, or at least memoiristic, works had been com¬ 

posed under the stimulus of the Time of Troubles by such writers as Avraamii 

Palitsyn and Prince Katyrev-Rostovsky. These were, however, still in the 

medieval annalistic tradition and based most commonly on the authors’ own 

experiences or on immediate eye-witness accounts. Very different is Russia’s 

first “modern” history, the Russian History (Istoriia Rossiiskaia) of Vasily 

Nikitich Tatishchev (1686-1750).^ Its author was a nobleman of ancient 

family, himself a product of Peter the Great’s artillery and engineering 

school, and a cultured and enlightened gentleman. He served in central ad¬ 

ministration in the College of Mines, and later in eastern Russia in the direc¬ 

tion of mining enterprises in Perm and Orenburg, and rose eventually to be 

Governor of Astrakhan. In his leisure he composed works on the utility of 

the sciences in education, on mercantilistic economics, and his major work, 

the Russian History. For the latter he followed an essentially scientific 

method, consulting, comparing and collating the ancient annalistic accounts 

and trying to arrive at a probable sequence of events by critical methods. Al¬ 

though knowledge of sources has been greatly augmented since the eighteenth 

century, Tatishchev s work still has great historical value, because the author 

was able to utilize some documents which have since disappeared. His style is 

not particularly distinguished; although not an ecclesiastic, he employs a con¬ 

ventional Slavonic vocabulary, partly no doubt under the influence of the 
ancient sources which he quotes. 

Practical in its entirety and without pretensions to literary quality at 

all is the work of Ivan Tikhonovich Pososhkov (1652-1726),7 a commoner 

who distinguished himself as an inventor, industrialist and entrepreneur. He 

was an ardent follower of Peter I, wrote several works on technical matters, 

the art of war, and the like, and in his masterpiece “On Poverty and Wealth” 

(1725) propagandized the leading eighteenth-century economic theory of 
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merchantilism. His Russian, naturally for an ex-peasant, is simple and direct, 

with no literary graces and relatively little Slavonic admixture. Pososhkov’s 

radical views and admiration for Peter, as well as probably his invidious 

financial success, brought about his downfall and death within a few months 

of Peter’s; he was jailed as a “dangerous person,” probably tortured, and died 

in prison. 

Of the scanty literary production of Peter’s reign the most interesting 

and attractive is the anonymous popular adventure tale, usually designated in 

this age as a “history” [gistoriia]The genre is a continuation of the popu¬ 

lar povest’ (tale) of the preceding generation, translated or original, but 

bears numerous marks of its later date; a new kind of hero emerges in these 

“histories,” and a new kind of attitude toward life. 

The best known of these productions, and universally regarded as typi¬ 

fying the age of Peter, is entitled “History of the Russian Sailor Vasily Korio- 

tsky and the Beautiful Queen Iraklia of the Land of Florence” [Gistoriia 

o rossiiskom matrose Vasilii Koriotskom i o prekrasnoi korolevne Iraklii 

Florenskoi zemli] ? Although probably the composition of a single author, 

this history falls into two quite distinct parts: the first, which narrates the de¬ 

cision of the young and impecunious nobleman Vasily Koriotsky to “enroll 

as a sailor” in St. Petersburg, his success in “learning the ropes,” and his jour¬ 

ney to Holland “to learn the arithmetical science and various languages”; and 

the second, which begins with the hero’s shipwreck on his return voyage and 

ends with his marriage to the “beautiful Queen Iraklia” and accession as 

“King of Florence.” 

The first part is sober, factual, and reflects faithfully the actual condi¬ 

tions of Peter’s age. Young Vasily obtains the permission of his beloved father 

to enroll as a sailor, with the intention of using his pay to help out his father’s 

desperate financial situation. After mastering the art of navigation, which it 

must be remembered was an art unknown to the Russians before Peter, and 

which undoubtedly had much glamour for the more imaginative and energetic 

youth of the time, Vasily is sent abroad and takes up residence with a Dutch 

merchant who comes to regard him as a son. Despite this, Vasily feels drawn 

to return to Russia and visit his old father, to whom, incidentally, he has sent 

by “bill of exchange” some of his earnings—again, a feature of Peter’s time, 

unknown before. On the return voyage Vasily’s ship is wrecked, and he alone 

escapes to a desert island. It is at this point that the realistic success story is 

suddenly transposed to fairy land. Since the only water route from Russia to 

Holland lies through the North and Baltic Seas, one wonders where might lie 

the “desert island” to which Vasily makes his way, and which he finds inha¬ 

bited only by a band of pirates. These extremely gullible buccaneers, who re¬ 

mind one of the highwaymen of Two Gentlemen of Verona, almost immedi¬ 

ately choose Vasily as their “ataman.” His protests are met with the alterna¬ 

tive: either become their leader or die. Vasily prefers to live, but takes no 
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actual part in piratic activities. During the absence of the band on one foray, 

Vasily investigates a “store-room” which he has been warned under no cir¬ 

cumstances to open, and discovers the ravishingly beautiful Queen Iraklia, 

who is being held for ransom by the pirates. The two young people of course 

immediately fall in love, Vasily eludes the pirates and escapes with Iraklia, 

and reaches the mainland, which he discovers to be the land of “Tsesariia.” 

Again one wonders at the geography, for “Tsesariia” (“the land of Caesar”) 

is evidently a shadowy reminiscence of Austria. Vasily and Iraklia, who have 

been living in Platonic chastity, are introduced to the Emperor (“Tsesar”), 

who is so taken by the intelligence and courage of the Russian sailor that he 

makes him his “sworn brother.” From Tsesariia Vasily and Iraklia set out for 

her home in Florence, accompanying the “Admiral of Florence,” whom 

Iraklia’s father the king has sent out in search of his kidnapped daughter. 

Since the princess’s hand and the succession to the kingdom have been pro¬ 

mised to the man who rescues her, the Admiral has Vasily thrown into the sea 

and forces the princess under threat of death to swear that she will declare 

the Admiral to be her rescuer. This nefarious plot is of course unsuccessful: 

the sailors, whom Vasily has befriended, provide the castaway with a boat; he 

reaches Florence and makes himself known to Iraklia by means of singing an 

“aria” just in time to prevent her from becoming the unwilling bride of the 

perfidious Admiral. The lovers are united, the villain is punished, and Vasily 

Koriotsky “the Russian sailor” becomes successor to the King of Florence. 

Scholars have conjectured that the second part of Vasily’s “History” is 

a free reworking of a western tale, popular in Russia in translation, about 

the Spanish Nobleman Doltorn.” G. N. Moiseeva, in her edition of Russian 

Tales of the First Third of the Eighteenth Century (Moscow, 1965) calls this 

hypothesis into question and inclines to see elements of the popular fairytale 

(skazka) in the story. There are without question a considerable number of 

folklore themes and situations in it, but translated foreign models almost cer¬ 

tainly have something to do with the development. Regardless, however, of 

the precise nature of the sources, the difference between the two parts of the 

“History” is blatant. One of the most curious anomalies concerns the geogra¬ 

phy of the story. In the first part the young man, who lives in what is quaint¬ 

ly called “The Russian Europes” [v rossiiskikh Evropiakh] -a mark of Peter’s 

Europeanizing age, incidentally—voyages by sea to Holland in a perfectly 

normal fashion. In the second, as we have seen, he is wrecked on a piratic is¬ 

land, the location of which must be sought in either the North Sea or the Bal¬ 

tic, and from there arrives by sea on the coast of what must be Austria! From 

Tsesariia, again, to “Florentsiia,” which can scarcely be anywhere but 

Florence, the access is by sea-the Adriatic and Tyrrhenian? And since when 

has Florence been a sea port? One can only conclude that neither the author 

nor his expected readers knew or cared very much about the real map of 
Europe. 

Another inconsistency in the work is the hero’s character. To be sure 
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throughout Vasily Koriotsky is the energetic, bold, attractive young man who 

might well have been the ideal of Peter the Great’s age. He excels in learning 

the art of navigation; he is a business success in Holland; he is clever and cou¬ 

rageous and his personal charm wins even the “Tsesar” as a sworn friend. But 

in the first part Vasily is also a most devoted son; his voyage back to Russia is 

motivated by desire to revisit his father. After the shipwreck, however, this 

father is never heard of again, and Vasily apparently assumes his position as 

King of Florence without a further thought for the old man. 

In contrast to the Valiant Russian Cavalier Alexander,” whose “histo¬ 

ry we shall consider shortly, Vasily’s sentimental involvement is simple and 

uncomplicated. Neither he nor Iraklia ever waver in their devotion to each 

other; and in spite of the obvious temptations which fate throws in their way, 

Iraklia remains “in all maidenly purity” until their marriage. The psychology 

of the hero and heroine concerns the author of the tale but little; his principal 

interests are patriotic—to show how a simple Russian sailor could become an 

emperor’s sworn friend and a king’s son-in-law; and social-the poor and 

humbly born is the equal of the most noble, if he possesses intelligence, ener¬ 

gy and courage. Here again is an echo of Peter’s time, when the self-conceited 

nobleman’s sons were often passed over in favor of such a person as Menshi¬ 

kov, who was reputed to have hawked pies on the streets of Moscow! 

The only other “history” of consequence from the age of Peter I has 

the full title “History of the Valiant Russian Cavalier Alexander and His Mis¬ 

tresses Tira and Eleonora.”1® The tale is undoubtedly, as critics have pointed 

out, an example of plot complication and variety of interest not to be 

matched elsewhere in the age; it is also an example of the most inept cobbling 

together of wildly disparate source material to be found in Russian literature. 

The unknown author has combined into one narrative three or more stories 

from popular western literature, creating a three-bodied monstrosity that 

strikes the bewildered reader much as the legendary chimaera might strike a 

naturalist—a most implausible combination, it may be recalled, of she-goat, 

lion, and snake! G. A. Gukovsky, in his History of Russian Eighteenth-Cen¬ 

tury Literature singles out the relatively sober first part of the story for treat¬ 

ment, consigning the rest to oblivion. His remarks are certainly pertinent: 

only the first part has any literary merit, and this part at the same time bears 

evident marks of the age of Peter the Great, closely paralleling those in the 

History of Vasily Koriotsky.” The second and third parts are very crudely 

stitched onto the first, with no continuity other than that provided by the 

hero s name. Any attempt, such as G. N. Moiseeva makes in her edition, to 

discover unity in this fantastic hodgepodge is time wasted. 

A very brief summary of this history will make clear its character. Like 

the History of Vasily Koriotsky,” this begins in a sober and factual way. The 

young nobleman Alexander convinces his family that it is his duty to go 

abroad and “study the sciences”; his position as a nobleman depends on this. 

He goes, accordingly, to Paris, and from there, rather unexpectedly, to Lille, 
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where he takes up residence in a house not far from that of a ’’pastor.’ He 

sees there, and falls in love with, the pastor’s beautiful daughter Eleonora. 

This entire episode is developed with considerable psychological skill, as the 

feelings of the shy, inexperienced lovers are described. The hero is prone to 

write sentimental love letters, which the author quotes in full, almost as 

though part of his purpose were to provide models for gallant declarations of 

love; Alexander also at times lapses into verse to give vent to his emotions, 

or plays the flute. Incidentally, the frequent intrusion of letters into the nar¬ 

rative constitutes one of the few links between the first and second parts. 

Vladimir, who first appears in Part II, is a more constant letter writer even 

than his friend Alexander. After winning Eleonora’s love and swearing 

undying fidelity to her, the Russian cavalier forgets his purpose in visiting 

“foreign regions,” and neglects his “study of the sciences” for three years. 

Perhaps, as Moiseeva suggests, the author’s original conception may have been 

to make the tragic outcome of the first part a retribution for this civic defec¬ 

tion. In any case, the couple’s period of happiness is interrupted by another 

woman, a general’s daughter named Hedwig Dorothea, who falls in love with 

the handsome Alexander, and contrives to seduce him and make him forget 

his first love. Eleonora finds out about his infidelity and dies of a broken 

heart. 

The second part of the “History” introduces a new character, another 

Russian nobleman named Vladimir, who becomes Alexander’s “sworn bro¬ 

ther.” Vladimir on two occasions—at their first encounter, and toward the 

end of the tale, when he is reunited with Alexander—tells stories of his amor¬ 

ous adventures, which form interpolations in the main narrative. Since Vladi¬ 

mir’s adventures are usually comic and often ribald, these intruded episodes 

are apparently intended to furnish contrast with the tragic and heroic for¬ 

tunes of Alexander. The first part of Alexander’s “History,” as we have seen, 

is realistic and factual. It takes place in a recognizable city (Lille) in a France 

not too remote from reality, and the triangular love plot is perfectly credible. 

The second part, as with the story of Vasily Koriotsky, belongs to the realm 

of late medieval chivalric adventure. Alexander falls in love with, and wins, 

the beautiful Tira, daughter of a French “Hofmarschal of the Court.” Eloping 

with Tira, and accompanied by his friend Vladimir, Alexander encounters 

(about ten miles from Paris!) a band of highwaymen in a most impenetrable 

forest. The brigands are of course routed, but during the melee the three 

friends are separated. Tira wanders off and presently finds herself in Spain (!), 

where she becomes, temporarily, a shepherdess; Alexander, now a knight er¬ 

rant, roams the western half of Europe in search of her (he even visits Egypt, 

to see the pyramids!), while Vladimir undergoes numerous misadventures 

during his endless quest for feminine conquests. Alexander encounters a 

“Knight of Malta” named Tigranor, who becomes his “sworn brother.” Each 

friend swears to avenge the death of the other if this should be necessary, and 

when they become separated each thinks the other has been killed, and there 
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begins a tiresomely repetitious series of episodes in which the two knights, 

masked as “The Cavalier of Vengeance” and “The Cavalier of Victory,” chase 

up and down over Europe, frequently encountering each other without recog¬ 

nition, and doing each other as much harm as possible short of actual death. 

At long last the three are once more momentarily reunited, only to be ship¬ 

wrecked and separated again. Tira is carried off to China, where Alexander 

and Tigranor rescue her rather tamely; the party return to France, and Tigra- 

nor departs, presumably for Malta, while the lovers abruptly decide to head 

for Russia. At this point Vladimir turns up again, and the third part begins, 

which is chiefly an account of some bawdy adventures of Vladimir, told in 

the first person, and a report in quasi-dramatic form, of a conversation on the 

subject of women which Vladimir has overheard. The conversation is carried 

on by three gentlemen, “The Prussian Baron Stark, the Danish Baron Forjar 

and the Saxon nobleman Silberstein.” This unedifying discussion of the fair 

sex is so completely irrelevant to either part of the story of Alexander that it 

is likely to be a bungling later intrusion. When it is finished, the three princi¬ 

pals of the main narrative resume their journey to Russia; but on the way 

Alexander and Vladimir attempt to bathe in the sea (their course this time is 

overland, along the coast), but a huge—and entirely unmotivated—wave 

carries them off, and Alexander is drowned. Vladimir reaches shore, Tira 

laments her lover in two pages of bad verse, and then falls on her sword (she 

has been masquerading as another knight errant under the ironic name 

“The Cavalier of Hope”), and Vladimir buries the bodies. As he continues 

his way alone, he abruptly meets Hedwig Dorothea, who has not been heard 

from since Part I; when she learns the fate of her beloved Alexander, she la¬ 

ments appropriately, and then throws herself down from the mountain top 

where the lovers have been buried, and “breaks her head.” Vladimir adds her 

to his graveyard, and then makes his way to Russia, breaks the sad news to 

Alexander s parents, and is forthwith adopted by them in place of their dead 
son. 

This absurd conglomeration of literary types and styles Would not merit 

any consideration were it not for the pathetic attempt which the author is 

evidently making to produce a narrative that would combine exciting and 

exotic adventure (it must be remembered that the very concept of “chivalry” 

or knight errantry was as bewilderingly unfamiliar to a Russian reader of this 

age, as was the gallant western treatment of love) with psychological analysis 

and fashionable effusions in epistolary or poetical form, the whole spiced 

with a bit of bawdry. That the attempt is an artistic failure of catastrophic 

proportions is scarcely surprising; but that an author of the age of Peter the 

Great was aware of the problems and in order to meet them was willing to fly 

in the face of so many “old Muscovite” prejudices is most surprising. From 

such a medley as the “History of Alexander” such a genuine, if minor, 

work of art as Chulkov’s “The Comely Cook” may have been pointed the 
way. 
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D. Russian Verse of the Petrine Period 

The reign of Peter I (1682-1725) is the most momentous reign in the 

entire course of Russian history. Its significance, however, is economic, 

social, political—but in no sense literary. In fact, it is no exaggeration for 

Professor Likhachev to call it “the most unliterary period in Russian history.” 

The great Tsar-reformer was preoccupied with the material advancement of 

his backward country, and with a rather superficial “Westernization,” symbol¬ 

ized by such things as the clipping of long Muscovite beards and the substitu¬ 

tion of short Western-style coats for the ankle-length kaftans of Turkish 

origin. He had no interest in literature as such, and his only attention to liter¬ 

ary matters consisted of favor extended to the drama, as a form of Western 

social background. We shall have a brief look at the results of this interest 

in another section of this study. 

The chief, and indeed almost the only, verse writer of Peter’s reign is 

the Archbishop of Novgorod, Vice-President of the Holy Synod, Feofan 

Prokopovich, whose contributions to the beginnings of Russian drama and to 

oratorical prose have already been discussed.^ Prokopovich was a convinced 

and enthusiastic supporter of Peter’s reforms; during the turbulent period be¬ 

tween the Emperor’s death and the accession of his niece Anna Ivanovna 

(1730) he was the object of determined attack by the conservative church 

element who were bent on reversing Peter’s reforms. He managed to weather 

the storm, and when at the death of Peter II a move was made by a group of 

ambitious noblemen, the verkhovniki, or “top men,” to put the monarchy 

under the dominance of a small oligarchy, in the Polish tradition, by extor¬ 

ting from the Empress Anna a number of “conditions” that would have ser¬ 

iously limited her autocratic power, Prokopovich and his friends the historian 

Tatishchev and the young satirist Kantemir thwarted the move and supported 

the Empress, who tore up the “conditions” she had signed. Prokopovich was 

the leader until his death in 1736 of a coterie of young intellectuals, most 

important of whom was Kantemir, which bore the unofficial title of the 

“learned band” (uchennaia druzhina). They were the “Westernizers” of their 

day. 

His strenuous activities as ecclesiastical administrator and political 

leader of the reform group gave Prokopovich little time for purely literary 

activity. His sermons, which have already been discussed, were as much pro¬ 

paganda as literature, and aside from them his work consists of a couple 

dozen poems of various sorts, all written in syllabic form. The most preten¬ 

tious of these is the Epinikionor “Victory Song,” written in 1709 to cele¬ 

brate Peter’s great triumph at Poltava. It is a predecessor, under an older 

name, of the pompous triumphal odes of Trediakovsky, Lomonosov, and leg¬ 

ions of later imitators. “Now, if ever, it befits us to wish for many mouths, 

since neither the golden rhyme-creating organ now suffices for our joy, nor 

does the utterance of eloquent mouths succeed in its task.” So he starts off; 
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presently God himself intervenes, “from Heaven’s height viewing His People, 

and not suffering that false heresy should fall upon the necks of His chosen 

ones.” With a typical Baroque indifference to the mixture of classical and 

Christian, the poet then remarks: “Thus when God on high had settled the 

fates of both sides, forthwith cruel Mars began to spur on this side and that.” 

The poem, after a properly mythologized description of the Battle of Poltava, 

ends with a prayer that the victorious Russian troops may behold the walls 
of the New Jerusalem. 

It may be remembered that when Prokopovich composed his “Tragi¬ 

comedy of St. Vladimir,” he dedicated it to Ivan Mazeppa, Hetman of the 

Ukraine and patron of the Mogila Academy where the drama was presented. 

Mazeppa, however, made the fatal mistake of siding with the Swedish king 

during the Poltava campaign, and was forced after Peter’s victory to seek re¬ 

fuge with Charles XII in Turkey. Before his death in 1709 (he poisoned hirrt- 

self), Mazeppa had with some success attempted to bring the Zaporozh Cos¬ 

sacks to rebel against Peter. On this occasion Feofan, himself a Ukrainian, 

wrote a short three-stanza poem in eight-syllable lines called “The Repentant 

Zaporozh Cossack.”^ The final strophe of this lyric runs thus: 

I have angered the autocrat [samoderavtsa] 

With heart unreasoning, 

Yet in this I have a firm assurance 

That God and the Tsar are merciful. 

The Sovereign will lay aside his wrath, 

And God will not desert me. 

The most successful of Feofan’s small lyric output is a piece written 

during the troubled five-year period between the death of Peter I and the ac¬ 

cession of Anna Ivanovna, when the reforms of the first great “Westernizer” 

seemed likely to be reversed by ecclesiastical conservatism, and the poet himself 

faced possible disgrace or worse. The poem is called “The Shepherd Mourns 

in the Long-lasting Bad Weather” (Plachet pastushek v dolgom nenast’i).^ 

The symbolism, obvious enough in view of Feofan’s own position as “shep¬ 

herd” of the Novgorod flock, marks the formal introduction into Russian 

literature of the familiar Western pastoral tradition: 

When may I expect cheerful weather 

and beautiful days? 

When will the abundant grace appear 

of bright skies? 

From no side is light visible- 

all is foul weather, 

And there is no hope. O, wretched 

is my fate! 
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Though it will show some small comfort 

and allure, 

And as it were offer [my] flock alleviation, 

it will deceive. 

I shiver beneath the oak; and the sheep waste away 

in extreme hunger 

And already with the damp cold 

are disappearing. 

The fifth day has passed, and of the rainy waters 

there is no surcease. 

And also of tearful complaints and sorrow 

there is no end. 

Hasten, O God, to deliver us 

from woe; 

Our forefathers taught us 

to cry to Thee! 

The “fifth day,” of course, stands for the fifth year since Peter’s death and 

marks 1730 as the poem’s date. It was presently to be answered, in a more 

optimistic vein, by the Archbishop’s young friend and admirer, Antiokh 

Kantemir. It should be noted that although in “The Shepherd’s Complaint” 

Feofan continues to employ the harsh and awkward syllabic system of versi¬ 

fication, he attempts to lighten it and give it variety by alternating 10-syllable 

and 4-syllable lines (as in other purely syllabic Russian poetry, the sequence 

of accented and unaccented syllable is random). Kantemir’s reply uses the 

same form. 

E. Eighteenth-Century Russian Drama before Sumarokov^ 

Written drama, like written verse, was unknown to the Russian Middle 

Ages. Its beginnings belong to the reign of Alexei Mikhailovich, and are en¬ 

tirely Western, although unwritten popular farces probably contributed some¬ 

thing to the emergent genre of comedy. Two Western traditions converged to 

create seventeenth-century Russian drama: the ecclesiastical and didactic 

“school drama,” fostered by the Jesuits and reaching Russia by way of the 

more or less Westernized and Polonized Ukraine; and the secular German 

tradition, with an ultimate, though remote, derivation from the Renaissance 

drama of England. The first, Jesuit, tradition, may be seen in such a piece as 

Simeon Polotsky’s “Parable of the Prodigal Son”; the second in the plays 

written and produced for Tsar Alexei by the German pastor Johann Gottfried 

Gregory, such as “Judith.” The “school plays” were generally composed in 

syllabic verse, the secular plays in prose. Both varieties employed almost 

exclusively Biblical subjects. 
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Johann Gregory died in 1674 and his royal patron in 1676; for a few 

years the public theater, like other innovations of Tsar Alexei, went into ob¬ 

livion. The first few years of Tsar Peter’s reign were too much occupied with 

a war against the Turks, the famous pilgrimage to the West, and the creation 

of Russia s first navy to allow much time for such a minor concern as the 

theater. As a Western, and presumably civilizing, institution, however, the 

theater could not fail sometime to attract Peter’s attention. This it did in 

1701, at the very beginning of what was to be a very long-lasting war with 

Sweden. In a fashion altogether typical of Peter, the new theater was created 

by decree: the bewildered clerks of the Foreign Office were directed to im¬ 

provise an acting company from their number, and build on Red Square a 

permanent theater. A German named Johann Kunst was put in charge of the 

project, and the first performance was given in December 1702. Kunst died 

about a year later, and the management of the theater devolved on another 

German, Otto Fiirst, who carried on the venture until 1706, when the Mos¬ 

cow public theater was closed as summarily as it had been created. 

Various reasons have been alleged for the abandonment of the project: 

the Tsars preoccupation after 1703 with the creation of his new capital on 

the Neva; the vicissitudes of the Swedish war; the expense of the theater, 

which for want of patronage never paid for itself, etc. Probably a more 

cogent reason was the dissatisfaction of both Tsar and public with the ex¬ 

tremely mediocre repertory which Kunst and Fiirst were able to offer. 

By good fortune there has been preserved in the archives of the For¬ 

eign Office a list, dating from 1709, of the theater’s repertory, which records 

fifteen plays. Of these six are extant, in part or entire; the subjects of the 

rest can be gathered from the titles. In contrast to the plays presented in 

Alexei’s theater, which were almost exclusively on Biblical subjects, those 

in Peter’s are exclusively secular-many of them on historical themes, such as 

the conquests of Alexander the Great and of Julius Caesar. Among the extant 

dramas-anonymous, like all of them-is one entitled “Scipio Africanus.” 

This, despite its title, does not deal with the career of the conqueror of Car¬ 

thage, but is actually a reworking of the tragedy Sophonisbe (1680) of the 

German Baroque dramatist Daniel Casper von Lohenstein. The subject, 

drawn from the history of Livy, was a favorite of European dramatists: the 

first Renaissance tragedy is Trissino’s Sofonisba. Scipio Africanus enters the 

Russian version only at the end, to convince Massinissa, who has helped his 

beloved wife Sophonisba to commit suicide in order not to become an object 

of shame and derision in a Roman triumph, not to follow her example, but 

live in resigned obedience to the call of civic duty as King of Numidia. 

Kniazhnin was later to use this subject in his tragedy Sophonisba. 

Two of the plays listed in the 1709 repertory are re workings of Moliere 

originals: “The Birth of Hercules, in Which Jupiter is the Leading Charac¬ 

ter” is none other than Amphitryon; and “A Doctor Perforce” is of course 

Le Medecin malgre lui. The play entitled “Comedy about Don Juan and Don 
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Petro,” however, does not stem from Moliere’s Don Juan, but from an 

Italian version of the tale by one Giliberti. An Italian opera by a certain 

Cicognini is reputed to be the source of the bloody melodrama of adultery 

and marital vengeance: “The Honorable Betrayer, or Friderico von Poplei 

and Aloizia His Wife.” 

One of the characteristics of the German theatrical tradition, as was 

seen already in such an example as Gregory’s “Judith,” is the unclassical 

mingling of comic elements with serious or tragic. Such a mingling classical 

theory sanctions only in the hybrid genre, the “tragicomedy,” of which Feo- 

fan Prokopovich’s “St. Vladimir” is the earliest Russian example. Among the 

repertory of Peter’s theater is a piece entitled “Prince Pickelharing, or Jode- 

let. Himself His Own Jailer.” This enigmatic title conceals an original by Tho¬ 

mas Corneille, Le Geolier de soi-meme, which in turn goes back to a Calderon 

comedia. The plot turns on the accidental discovery of a prince’s arms and 

clothing by a buffoon (Pickelharing is the traditional German clown, closely 

related to Hanswurst), who puts it on and is thereupon taken for the authen¬ 

tic prince. The humor of the piece consists of the piquant contrast between 

the presumed high station of the “prince” and his extremely low discourse. 

The plays of this earliest eighteenth-century Russian theater are all 

translations of West European originals. They were contrived by clerks of the 

Foreign Office, whose only qualification for the task was probably their 

knowledge of foreign languages. Even this, judging by the results, must not 

have been particularly remarkable, for the texts are filled with ludicrous 

literal translations of French or German idioms and the like. Typical is the 

translation of Moliere’s Les Precieuses ridicules as Dragyia smeiania, quite 

literally “the precious ridicules!” Apparently the Tsar, who had created the 

theater by fiat, was rather impatient of the results, which were a motley 

mixture of extravagant and unnatural rhetoric, precieux gallantry and coarse 

and vulgar farce. Peter, according to a contemporary, offered a prize to the 

actors if they would “give a pathetic piece without that love which they drag 

in everywhere-which bores the Tsar-and an amusing farce without buffon- 

ery. This was asking too much, quite evidently: the alternative was to close 

the theater. 

Toward the end of his life Peter tried again, this time in his new capital. 

A travelling German troupe visited St. Petersburg in 1723-24, and the Tsar 

“directed the actors to play such a piece as would be in only three acts and 

without a love intrigue; not very sad and not very serious, and withal not 

[merely] funny.” Peter died before any results could have been expected of 

such a revolutionary directive.^ 

Besides the public variety of theater which Tsar Peter attempted to fos¬ 

ter, the so-called “school drama” and a private theater continued to exist, and 

indeed may be found even into the age of Sumarokov. The school-drama tra¬ 

dition had been transferred from the Mogila Academy of Kiev (where Feo- 

fan’s “St. Vladimir” was played) to the Slavonic-Greek-Latin Academy of 
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Moscow, which in 1701 performed a piece in the tradition of Simeon Polot- 

sky on the New Testament parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man. The Acade¬ 

my’s next attempt was a most ambitious one: “The Fearful Representation of 

Our Lord’s Second Coming on Earth,”-in other words, “The Last Judg¬ 

ment. Room was found in this apocalyptic pageant for some panegyrics of 

the Russian Tsar. Subsequently the Academy’s offerings became largely pro¬ 

paganda pieces, lauding Peter’s victories and utilizing for the purpose the en¬ 

tire Graeco-Roman pantheon of divinities, augmented by a large selection of 

personifications, such as Glory, Valor, Emulation, etc. 

Another Muscovite school, of a rather unlikely sort, also became a 

center for amateur drama. This was one of Peter’s foundations, the “School 

of Surgery.” The Netherlander Dr. Bidloo, whom Peter had called to head 

this institution, happened to have an avid interest in the theater, which he 

apparently communicated to his students. In any case, the School of Surgery 

came to rival the Greek-Latin-Slavonic Academy in its sumptuous mythologi¬ 

cal and allegorical representations. 

A curious reversion to the past in these years seems the dramatic activi¬ 

ty of Peter’s favorite sister, Natalia Alexeevna, who in 1707 took what was 

left of the Moscow public theater (closed the year before), in the way of pro¬ 

perties and costumes, to the old Preobrazhenskoe location of her father’s 

theater, and watched over the production of a series of mostly Biblical and 

ecclesiastical dramas, some of which she composed herself. Natalia and her 

troupe moved to St. Petersburg in 1707. Among the subjects represented in 

this private theater are recorded “comedies” on the Virgin, on the prophet 

Daniel, on the birth of Christ, the calling of St. Andrew, the martyrdom of 

St. Eudocia, etc. The story of Varlaam and Iosaphat, from Dmitri Rostov¬ 

sky’s Reading Meneae, is also mentioned. Another royal lady, Praskovia 

Fedorovna, widow of Peter’s half-brother Tsar Ivan V, also opened a private 

theater in another Moscow suburb, Izmailovo. 

Such private and academic acting groups were occasionally called upon 

for large public performances in celebration of the holidays of Christmas and 

Easter, or of great military victories and the like. For such occasions very ela¬ 

borate spectacles were mounted, the subjects for which were mostly fur¬ 

nished by the extremely popular romances of the Petrine period. We know 

of pieces of this kind, such as the “Curious History of the Valiant Prince 

Eudo and the Beautiful Princess Bertha,” “History of the Valiant and Glor¬ 

ious Knight Peter of the Golden Keys and the Beautiful Queen Magelona of 

Naples,” “Comedy of the Beautiful Melusina,” etc. Of particular interest 

among these works is the “Comedy about the Italian Marquis,” which is a ver¬ 

sion of the famous story of “the patient Griselda,” from Boccaccio’s De¬ 

cameron (Day X, novel 10), well known to English readers from Chaucer’s 

“Clerk’s Tale.” Some of these pieces assumed gigantic proportions; “The 

Comedial Action [komedial’nyi akt] about Kaleandra, Princess of Greece, 

and the Valiant Neonild, Prince of Trebizond,” performed in 1731, consists 
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of some 8000 lines, occupying 400 pages of text! The performance took 

several days, and involved a vast number of actors, who represented not only 

the ordinary human persons of the story, but pagan gods (one scene took 

place on Olympus) and numerous personifications of moral abstractions. The 

drama itself is composed in verse, but every act has both a prologue and an 

epilogue, which are in prose. A foreign observer records one performance 

done in Dr. Bidloo’s “hospital”: “The subject of the piece was the history of 

Alexander the Great and Darius; it consisted of eighteen acts, of which nine 

were given at one time, the rest on another day. Interludes were inserted 

between as entr'actes.”^ 

The subjects of most of these plays are love and adventure in remote 

and romantic places; they all come from the West, and have nothing whatever 

Russian about them. They do, however, like the tales from which so many of 

them come, afford an opportunity for glorifying the achievements and ideals 

of Peter’s reforms. 

The drama which was composed and played during the first third of the 

eighteenth century in Moscow, St. Petersburg and a few provincial towns of¬ 

fers little literary interest. It is entirely derivative, and its sources are not the 

great dramas of the Western tradition, such as the Renaissance produced in 

Spain and England and the seventeenth century in France. Rather, its deriva¬ 

tion is from the static and allegorical tradition of the school drama, ponder¬ 

ously didactic, spectacle rather than action; and from the motley and form¬ 

less German drama. Linguistically it represents all the worst features of the 

Russian of Peter’s age: a jumble of Church Slavonic, of the officialese of the 

government bureaucracy, of the ordinary spoken language, and of numerous 

barbarisms imported from French and German. From such a medley a sense 

of style cannot be expected. Moreover, the deadly influence of school rhe¬ 

toric is everywhere apparent: dialogue takes the form of alternating declama¬ 

tions, devised in accordance with what propriety demands in a given situa¬ 

tion, but without regard for the character of the persons uttering the tirades. 

And finally, where the drama is composed in verse, the medium is that lum¬ 

bering, pedestrian, prosy monstrosity, the syllabic verse, totally incapable by 

its very nature of anything approaching lightness or natural expression. All 

that can be said for this drama is that it did serve to keep alive the theatrical 

tradition until the reform of versification and acquaintance at last with the 

best Western models, a real drama in Russian finally became possible. 
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PART II 

RUSSIAN LITERATURE BETWEEN 
PETER I AND CATHERINE II (1725-1762) 



Prince Antiokh Kantemir, Russian Imperial Ambassador to France. 

An engraving in the 1762 edition of his satires. 
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CHAPTER III 

ANTIOKH KANTEMIR AND THE SATIRE1 

In 1709 the great Russian victory at Poltava ended forever Swedish 

hopes of driving Russia from the Baltic. Charles XII with some remnants 

of his army fled into Turkish territory and was given asylum. Peter, vic¬ 

torious over Sweden, turned now against his old enemy Turkey, and crossed 

the Pruth River into Moldavia, one of the principalities dependent on the 

Ottoman Empire. The Moldavians and Wallachians, who were Orthodox 

Christians, enjoyed a certain measure of self-government under the Empire, 

but chafed, of course, under the arbitrary and tyrannical rule of the foreign 

Muslims. The Hospodar of Moldavia at this time (1710) was Dimitry Kan¬ 

temir, a very learned prince whose youth had been spent as a hostage in 

Constantinople. Here he had received a brilliant education, acquired an 

interest in philosophy, mathematics, architecture and music, learned nu¬ 

merous languages, and a great deal about the early history of the Turks. 

Newly seated as hospodar in 1710 after the death of his father Constantine, 

Dimitry Kantemir saw the campaign of the powerful Russian Tsar as a pro¬ 

mise of liberation for Moldavia and supported Peter. His calculations were 

mistaken, however; the Pruth campaign failed, Peter was defeated and forced 

in the final settlement to return to Turkey even the Azov region which an 

earlier war had won him. He was able, however, to obtain in the negotiations 

the Sultan’s acquiescence in the free migration to Russia of the Moldavian 

and Wallachian noblemen who had supported the Russian cayse. It was thus 

that Dimitry Kantemir and his family—a wife, four sons and two daughters— 

in 1711 left Moldavia forever and took up residence in Russia, where Peter 

granted them estates and soon employed the former hospodar in diplomatic 

and administrative duties. 

The youngest son of Dimitry Kantemir, by his Greek wife Kassandra 

Kantakuzena, was a boy of three at the time of the family migration. This 

son, Antiokh Dimitrievich Kantemir (1708-1744) is usually, and properly, 

regarded as the founder of modern Russian literature, although, as we shall 

see, his literary position is ambivalent, and in some respects he belongs as 

much to the past as to the modern period. 

The elder Kantemir, as has been noted, was brilliantly educated, and 

a very respectable scholar. His History of the Ottoman Empire, written in 
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Latin, is still an indispensable source for any investigator of early Ottoman 

history. The family employed Italian in conversation, and the boy learned 

Greek from his mother and Russian from his new countrymen. Like most 

noblemen’s sons of Peter’s age, he also learned French. Antiokh apparently 

studied for a time at the Slavonic-Greek-Latin Academy in Moscow, although 

without taking a degree. In 1718 it is recorded that he delivered in Greek 

an oration in praise of his father’s patron saint, Demetrios of Thessalonica. 

In 1722 the elder Kantemir, accompanied by his youngest son, fol¬ 

lowed Peter the Great on his campaign against Persia. On the return trip, 

Dimitry Kantemir died (1723), leaving his children to be taken care of by 

the Emperor. But Peter I himself soon died (1725), the family estates went 

to the older sons, and young Antiokh was left to complete his education and 

make his way as best he might. He entered military service and simultaneous¬ 

ly began to write and publish. His earliest literary efforts are translations: 

one of the Greek chronicle of Constantine Manasses (1725), one of a “Letter 

of a Sicilian to One of His Friends,” with criticisms of Paris and the French; 

and a paraphrase of some of the Psalms. He also busied himself with a trans¬ 

lation of Boileau’s Satires. In these earliest of Kantemir’s works may be ob¬ 

served a very swift evolution of the literary language: the first (the Manasses 

Synopsis) is couched in the conventional “Russo-Slavonic,” with the obso¬ 

lete syntax and vocabulary inherited from centuries of ecclesiastical use. 

But almost at once elements of ordinary spoken Russian, even of the vulgate 

(prostorechie) begin to appear, creating a rather curious mixture of linguistic 

levels. Later, as we shall see, Kantemir leans more and more toward the 

common, idiomatic language of everyday conversation and avoids the pom¬ 

pous and obsolete church language. This is of course the easier for him in 

that Kantemir is himself in no way whatsoever connected with the church: 

he is one of the earliest purely secular writers in Russian history. 

The true beginnings of Kantemir’s literary career can be dated to 1729, 

when he wrote his “First Satire: To My Mind.” Because of its highly critical 

nature, this work could not, of course, be printed; indeed it was only in 

1762 that Kantemir’s satires were published in Russia in their original form- 

eighteen years after the poet’s death. The satires, however, circulated widely 

in manuscript anonymously, in a manner that has been almost normal for 

“dangerous” Russian literature down to the present time. One of the copies 

of the piece came to the attention of the powerful Archbishop of Novgorod, 

Feofan Prokopovich, leader of what was unofficially known as “the learned 

band.” In 1729 Prokopovich was waging a desperate battle against some of 

the more reactionary church leaders, such as Georgy Dashkov, in defense 

of Peter’s reforms, and indeed in defense of his own life and liberty. The 

unexpected appearance of a vigorous blast against ignorance and obscuran¬ 

tism must have encouraged Prokopovich mightily. He at once wrote a poem, 

“To the Composer of the Satire”:^ 
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I do not know what you are, horned [i.e., powerful] prophet, 

[but] I know how much fame you deserve. 

But wherefore conceal your name? 

To be sure, the ways of powerful fools are frightening to you. 

Spit on their threats! You are thriced blessed. 

It is a blessing that God has given you a mind so sound. 

What though the whole world be angry at you, 

Even without fortune you are fortunate enough. 

Great Apollo embraces you. 

Everyone loves you, who is a spectator of his mysteries. 

The choirs of Parnassus sing of you. 

To all men of honor your virtue is sweet 

And will be sweet even to future ages. 

Even now I am your genuine admirer, 

But let this be the summit of your fame— 

That evil men hate you. 

But do you, as you have begun, continue your glorious course, 

On which literary giants have run, 

And with bold pen smite evident vice 

Against those who do not like the ‘learned band.’ 

And break every vicious habit, 

Wishing a good change among men, 

Whereby will result more than one fruit of learning, 

And the malice of fools will bite its tongue. 

(April, 1730) 

Evidently the identity of the “composer of satires” soon became known, 

and young Kantemir became one of “the learned band.” 

Tsar Peter II died unexpectedly in January 1730, and hectic intrigues 

began over the question of a successor. Since the male Romanov line had 

become extinct, the only heir had to be found on the female side, among 

the daughters of either Peter I or of his elder half-brother Ivan V. It was, 

as has been noted, the daughter of the latter, Anna, Duchess of Courland 

(her husband, the Duke was dead) who was picked. A group of ranking 

noblemen, whom contemporaries knew as the verkhovniki, or “top men,” 

plotted to secure the real power for themselves and keep it in the hands of 

the chief magnates, as the example of neighboring Poland showed could 

be done. Anna, in Mitau, faced the alternative of agreeing to a limitation 

of autocratic power, or to being passed over in favor of one of Peter’s 

daughters: she signed the “conditions.” But to the rank and file nobility of 

Russia such an oligarchy as the “top men” envisaged was far worse than 

autocracy, and counter-measures were taken to defeat the move. Chief actor 
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in this drama was Prokopovich, who contrived to get a secret letter to the 

Duchess assuring her of support against the “conditions”; and when Anna 

arrived in the capital, two proposals were read in the assembly of the gentry 

in Anna’s presence, the first by the historian Tatishchev and the second by 

young Antiokh Kantemir, demanding the restoration of full autocratic 

power to the monarch. With this evidence of support, Anna tore up the 

“conditions” which she had previously signed, and the oligarchic plot 

collapsed. 

Prokopovich’s position was of course secure after this, and he died 

peacefully in 1736. It might be expected that Kantemir would at once attain 

a brilliant position at court; but Anna Ivanovna, a surly and stupid woman 

who found the cultured and intellectual Kantemir most uncongenial, was 

dominated by a horde of Baltic Germans who moved triumphantly in from 

Courland and occupied all the chief military and administrative posts—her 

lover Biron, General Munnich, Chancellor Ostermann, et al. The reward, 

accordingly, which Kantemir obtained for his part in Anna’s accession was 

the post of Russian ambassador to England—a post of great responsibility, 

since England was at this time openly hostile to Russia, and engaged in 

undercover negotiations with Poland, Turkey and Sweden. Kantemir, how¬ 

ever, was extraordinarily successful as diplomat; and in spite of the niggardly 

financial backing of the jealous Ostermann, managed to secure for Russia 

grudging English recognition of her new international position. During his 

residence in London Kantemir learned English and familiarized himself with 

English philosophy—Newton, Locke and Hobbes: and English literature— 

Milton, Pope, Swift, Addison and Steele. He found time also to do some 

writing-a translation (unpublished) of the “Odes of Anacreon,” and a trans¬ 

lation from the Latin of Justin’s historical epitome. Kantemir remained at 

this post for six years (1732-1738). In the latter year he was transferred to 

a still more important diplomatic post, that of ambassador to France, where 

he continued to the end of his life, another six years (1738-1744), with the 

same outstanding success against the anti-Russian intrigue and lack of recog¬ 

nition or support from his home government. During this period Empress 

Anna died (1740) and after the brief regency of her niece, Peter’s daughter 

Elizabeth ascended the throne (1741). These governmental changes did not 

affect Kantemir’s position. In Paris he quickly became acquainted with the 

leading writers and philosophers, as he had in London with the English. 

He was on friendly terms with Montesquieu, became acquainted with Vol¬ 

taire, and admired Nivelle de la Chaussee, therchief representative of the 

comedie larmoyante which classicists such as Voltaire and in Russia Sumaro- 

kov regarded with abhorrence. One of his Parisian friends was the philo¬ 

sopher Maupertuis, which perhaps accounts for Kantemir’s reserved attitude 

toward Voltaire, one of Maupertuis’ most acrimonious enemies. Kantemir 

during his Parisian residence also became very close to the Italian colony 

there, especially Luigi Riccoboni, whose dramatic theories parallel those of 
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Diderot and de La Chaussee, and envisage the stage as a vehicle for moral 
uplift. 

In 1740 Kantemir, still a comparatively young man, began to suffer 

from some stomach malady, which worsened alarmingly. Convinced of an 

early death, he made a last attempt in 1743 to get his satires, of which 

there were by this time eight, published by the St. Petersburg Academy of 

Sciences. The attempt failed, and this discouragement, added to his physical 

condition, hastened his end. He died in April 1744, in the anomalous posi¬ 

tion of the most important Russian poet of his age, whose most important 

work was known only in manuscript copies and in prose translations into 

Russian from a French version published in Paris! 

The Satires are not Kantemir’s only poetical heritage. He translated, 

as has been noted, some of the so-called “Odes of Anacreon,” four of 

Horace s “Epistles,” four of Boileau’s “Satires,” and a few other small items; 

he wrote original “Epistles” on the Horatian model, seven “Fables” after 

Aesop, and a series of epigrams. There is an “Ode” to the Empress Anna on 

the occasion of her birthday (1731), and a number of other “occasional” 

poems, including one, mentioned earlier, in reply to Prokopovich’s “Shep¬ 

herd s Complaint.” Like many other Baroque poets, Kantemir composed 

verse paraphrases of some Psalms (36 and 72), and a dozen or so epigrams. 

There are two poems in his “Complete Works” written in French: “Madri¬ 

gal a la Duchesse d’Aiguillon” and “Vers sur la critique.”3 The latter-a 

four-line epigram—goes as follows: 

Cet art de depriser, toujours si condamnable, 

Par ses propres succes est bien souvent trahi; 

Critique on est bientot hai, 

Moqueur on devient meprisable. 

In the mouth of such an inveterate “critic” of manners as Kantemir, such an 

utterance gives a strange impression. 

Kantemir was, as has been said, a fervent admirer of Peter the Great, 

and was a youth of seventeen at the date of the Emperor’s death. Five years 

later, in 1730, he composed the first book of what was to have been an 

epic poem. It is entitled: “Petriada, or a Poetical Description of the Death 

of Peter the Great, Emperor of all the Russias.”4 The conception of this 

work is highly original: the Almighty, annoyed by Russia’s failure to appre¬ 

ciate its Tsar-Emperor, determines to deprive the ungrateful country of his 

presence, and commissions the Archangel Michael to empower the disease 

‘Stranguria’ to take Peter’s life-but only after the lapse of a year. The ma¬ 

lady is introduced by the words: “Stranguria is the name the Romans once 

gave her; ‘Blockage of Urine’ the Russians have subsequently begun to call 

her.” This singular dea ex machina was obviously intended to effect the 

denouement, but for the main portion of the epic Peter would have been 
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alive, though ailing, and there would have been ample opportunity for flash¬ 

backs to earlier episodes in his career. It is rather a pity that the poet gave up 

his project after one canto, although the loss to poetry is not likely to be 

very serious. 

Kantemir’s major literary contribution is the Satires. These were never 

published in his lifetime, although a prose French translation of one version 

was published abroad. There are two groups of these poems: the first, which 

number five, were composed in the years 1729-1731. Satires VI, VII and VIII 

were written during the poet’s Paris residence. One isolated piece, which 

was not circulated in manuscript as were the first five, nor prepared, with 

the revised first group and the whole of the second group, for publication 

by the author (1739-42) is usually given the arbitrary number IX, although 

from the date “1738” which Kantemir’s autograph manuscript gives for it, 

it belongs to his London period and should accordingly follow V chrono¬ 

logically. 

When Kantemir had visions of getting his Satires at last published in 

their original language by the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences, he pre¬ 

pared a fair copy, which exists, and provides evidence of a very major revi¬ 

sion of the first five poems. In part this revision is motivated by the modi¬ 

fications in the syllabic system of versification which Kantemir advocates 

in his theoretical treatise: “Epistle of Khariton Makentin to a Friend on the 

Composition of Russian Verses,” to which we shall return. In much larger 

part, however, the revision is evidently intended to bring the older five 

satires into stylistic conformity with the later three. Since the principles of 

French classicism dominate the later group, it is not surprising that the 

revision has the effect often of toning down the sharpness of the language 

and substituting a universalizing and generalizing approach for the con¬ 

cretely national one of the first version. Liveliness and vigor are thus often 

sacrificed in the revision; yet in their new form the Satires often reveal greater 

maturity and a more consistent philosophical position in the author than the 

youthful first version. 

The theme of the First Satire5 is defined by the words: “On Those 

Who Censure Learning.” The further indication of address: “To My Mind” 

echoes Boileau’s “A son esprit” (Satire IX); there is, however, no similarity of 

either theme or treatment between Kantemir’s and Boileau’s poems. “Those 

Who Censure Learning” are very plainly the opponents of Peter the Great’s 

westernizing efforts; the portraits which he gives are vividly and recognizably 

Russian—a trait that marks them as unclassical, since genuinely classical 

theory repudiates national and temporal color in favor of a universalized 

abstractness. 

Kantemir begins with an admonition “to his mind” to keep still, pass 

life quietly without literary effort. Thus the poet’s days will be undisturbed; 

the public is hostile to learning and to any “empty” occupation that does 

not bring in profit. The first “character study” is so vividly personal that it 
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could be, and was, recognized by contemporaries as that of Georgy Dashkov, 

Metropolitan of Rostov, one of the most reactionary churchmen of his time: 

In prose translation: 

If you want to be a bishop, deck yourself in a cassock, and over this let a striped 

chasuble cover your body with pride; hang around your neck a chain of gold, cover 

your head with a cowl, your belly with a beard, bid the crozier be carried magnificently 

before you; puffed up in a carriage, while your heart is trembling with wrath, you must 

bless everyone to the right and the left. Beneath an appearance of humility envy is very 

deep, and a cruel lust for power blooms in your heart. By these signs everyone recog¬ 

nizes you as a clerical commander, and piously calls you “father.” “What’s in learning? 

What profit will come to the Church from it?” 

After the ignorant churchman comes the fop who regrets the waste of 

paper used in printing books-it might be better used for curl-papers! Then 

the money-lender, whose sole preoccupation is getting “five altyns on the 

ruble” (about fifteen percent); then the envious man, bent on discrediting 

in others the learning that he does not himself possess. The envious man’s 

monologue decries grammar as a waste of time because “nature teaches 

how to speak, without any rules.” Metaphysical speculation is useless: “What 

need is there to know what God is like? It’s enough to acknowledge Him.” 

Medicine is all poppycock—“no one has ever seen inside a living body.” 

Astronomy and geometry fare no better. 

Next comes the bleary-eyed drunkard, intent on “leading life in merri- 

ment”—it’s short enough as it is. The satirist then laments: “Pride, sloth, 

wealth have overcome wisdom; ignorance has taken the place of knowledge.” 

“If one knows how to shuffle cards, knows the taste of various wines, can 

play three tunes on the pipes, has wit enough to gamble away in a single 

night what his father has taken pains to collect through a whole lifetime— 

he is quite skilled enough, he deserves to rank first after Apollo and Plato.” 

The poet finally consoles his mind with the admonition: “If all-kindly 

wisdom has granted you to know something, gladden yourself in secret, 

arguing to yourself the value of learning.” 

In many ways the second version of the First Satire improves on the 

original; notable is the picture of the hypocritical obscurantist: 

“Schisms and heresies are the children of learning. The more understanding one has been 

given, the more nonsense he talks. He comes to godlessness, who wastes away over a 

book,” grumbles Criton with rosary in hand, and sighs, and begs the Holy Spirit with 

bitter tears to behold how injurious the seed of learning is among us. “Our children, who 

formerly used to walk in quietness and submission on the path of their forefathers, 

nimbly to the divine service, and listened in fear to what they did not themselves under¬ 

stand, have now, to the detriment of the Church, begun to read the Bible! They inter¬ 

pret, want to know the reason, the cause for everything, giving but little credit to the 

consecrated hierarchy [of the clergyl. They have lost good manners; they have forgotten 

how to drink kvas, and you couldn’t drive them with a stick to eat salt meat. They no 

longer lay out candles, they don’t know what fast-days are. They consider secular power 
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in ecclesiastical hands superfluous, whispering that for those who have already left 

the secular life, estates and patrimonies are altogether unsuited.” 

Toward the end of the second version Kantemir adds an unflattering por¬ 

trait of the ignorant judge, which is wanting in the earlier edition: 

Do you want to become a judge? Put on a wig with ties, abuse the man who comes 

empty-handed with a petition; let your hard heart despise the tears of the poor; and 

sleep on the bench while the clerk is reading the testimony. If anyone reminds you 

of the civil law-code, or of the law of nature, or of the rights of peoples, spit in his 

mug; tell him he is talking utter humbug, in laying upon judges this intolerable burden. 

It is for scriveners to climb up mountains of paper—it is enough for the judge to know 

how to fix a sentence. 

The Second Satire^ is also highly relevant to contemporary condi¬ 

tions. As everyone knows, Peter the Great despised “ancient family” unless 

it was accompanied by personal merit; his chief assistants were many of 

them parvenus who reached the highest rank and influence solely through 

their own abilities, while the possessors of ancient names saw themselves 

passed over. Kantemir casts his second satire in the form of a dialogue- 

in the original version between “Aretophilus” (“Lover of Virtue”) and an 

unnamed “Courtier”; in the 1738 revision between “Filaret” (“Lover of 

Virtue”) and “Eugene” (“nobly born”). The “nobly born courtier” has only 

one fairly long speech in which to present his case for conventional “nobi¬ 

lity”; the rest of the satire belongs to the “Lover of Virtue.” 

The original version of Satire II shows evidence of hasty and careless 

composition, but has in places a great deal more crude vigor than the revi¬ 

sion. The latter has eliminated inconsistencies, elaborated some points, 

toned down others, and created a more artistic whole. 

In both versions the “Lover of Virtue” (Kantemir’s mouthpiece) 

accosts an acquaintance (the “Courtier” or “Eugene”) with a query as to 

the reason for his downcast appearance. There seems no obvious reason 

for this—his mother and relatives are well and keep him plentifully sup¬ 

plied with money (in the first version Aretophilus says: “Your father, I 

know, is alive and your mother in good health”; and a few lines later the 

Courtier refers to his father as deceased—“that he was overcome by death”— 

after all his successes-“is no small marvel to me”!). Then the “Lover of 

virtue” guesses by himself the reason for “Eugene’s” despondency: three 

men whom he names have recently received advancement in rank, while 

Eugene has been passed by. 

This introduces the expostulation of the “Nobly Born” one: “A fellow 

from whose hands the calluses have not yet been all wiped away, who used to 

trade in bast shoes, who used to sell to the ragtag-and-bobtail, who wore 

down his shoulders miserably with a pot full of pies—who used to be a porter 

in Moscow, who used to pour tallow-candles-that fellow is honored, famous, 
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wealthy, that fellow is resplendent in rank, while in me nobility groans and 

sighs. My ancestors for seven hundred and four years have borne an honored 

name [this would date the Courtier s earliest "noble” ancestor to the reign 

of Yaroslav the Wise, 1019-1054; the revision takes it back to the time of 

Olga, 945-962] . The reference to the "pie-seller” of course concerns Prince 

Menshikov, one of Peter’s ablest assistants, whose enemies said he had sold 

pies in Moscow as a boy. In the first version of the satire the Courtier then 

goes on to enumerate at length the achievements of his ancestors: “My 

great-grandfather’s great-great-grandfather was his own master; my great¬ 

grandfather s grandfather trampled down armies and won praise; his father 

governed a whole fleet on the sea.” Kantemir has evidently forgotten that 

a nobleman six generations before 1729-30 could hardly have commanded 

a fleet, when Peter the Great had built the first one only some forty years 

before! The second version, of course, drops this absurdity. The Courtier 

then (Version I) enumerates the extraordinary merits of his father, and 

naively in doing so underlines his own worthlessness: "A hundred gold 

medals and chains were left by him, which I had recast into drinking cups 

so that they might not be wasted. In civil government, so help me, he was not 

the last—Richelieu and Mazarin were poor in deeds beside him. In learning 

he was very deep; he used to sit over books at night—from this he was stoop¬ 

shouldered and weak in the eyes. His library was most wonderful, and al¬ 

though not very large, was reputed to be perfect; various books had been 

collected on the best subjects. (I remember there was a good book among 

them on piquet). I would have liked to adorn my walls with them, but I 

was afraid of mice: [books] are fragile things, so I traded them for a pair of 

excellent horses, and had six dress coats for myself made from them. In a 

word, it would be hard to calculate which to praise the more in him—the 

sword or the pen! In both he was perfect; he adorned both, a man who 

deserved to live forever and be exempt from the grave.” This paragon dis¬ 

appears from version II, to be replaced by a (probably more realistic) big¬ 

wig to whom everyone kowtows because he is a roy^l favorite. Eugene 

ends his speech with the words.- “Judge then for yourself how lightly I 

must take it, having such glorious ancestors, to remain forgotten, to see 

myself the last, wherever I raise my eyes.” 

Aretophilus-Filaret (Kantemir) then launches into the principal matter 

of the satire, a vehement indictment of the parasitism and worthlessness of 

his interlocutor, and a defense of the Petrine system of advancement for 

merit regardless of birth. “Noble birth is bare, when devoid of good ac¬ 

tions—a name vainly dreamed up for the indolent, who, adorning them¬ 

selves with the actions of others, vaunt an honor which they did not earn 

themselves” (Version I). “A charter riddled by mold and worms is witness 

that we are the children of noblemen—but virtue alone declares us to be 

noble” (Version II). “Have you, despising rest, taken on yourself the toils 

of war? Have you chased before you the frightened enemy?.... Or, supposing 
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that your youth hasn’t permitted this, can there be shown any will and 

capacity for this in the future?.... Yourself unenvying, kindly, upright, not 

quick to anger, free of malice, do you believe that every human being is like 

yourself? Then you can truly say you are noble. You can count yourself 

Hector’s or Achilles’ kinsman; Julius [Caesar] and Alexander and all men of 

glory can be your ancestors, if they’re to your liking.” (Version II). “There is 

a difference between being the descendant of noble ancestors and being 

noble. The same blood flows in freemen and in slaves, they have the same 

flesh, the same bonetf” (Version II). “But you, my friend, just consider 

whether there is the least thing in you to contribute to the beauty of your 

family name.... How to draw up an army, how to dig trenches, is as out¬ 

landish a thing to you as Chinese dances to us; when I mention sieges, en¬ 

trenchment, attack, you think I’m talking Arabic!.... How could a fleet be 

entrusted to you? You haven’t steered even a rowboat. You have avoided 

catching fish, because they live in the water. A ship seems to you a coffin, 

the tackle a winding-sheet, the sea a hell, the sail a shroud, a storm, life’s 

recall; the compass, the rudder on ships are as familiar to you as marble 

buildings to the Siberian Votyaks.... Not only are you bare of knowledge, 

but you have as little liking for it, to put it bluntly, as the devil has for 

incense” (Version I). 

Then the actual occupations and interests of the unworthy scion of 

energetic ancestors are mercilessly passed in review. 

The cock would crow, the dawn come up, the sun’s rays illumine the mountain-sum¬ 

mits—then your ancestors would be leading their armies into the field, while, you, 

under a brocade coverlet, sunk, body and soul, in soft down, would be snoring thunder¬ 

ously until two parts of the day had fled. Yawning, you would open your eyes, sleep 

again to your heart’s content, stretching out for another hour or two, luxuriating, as you 

waited for the drink which India sends or is imported from China [i.e., morning tea]. 

Then you make one jump from bed to mirror, and there, in concentration and pro¬ 

found labor, with a wrap thrown over your back that is fit for a woman’s shoulders, 

you put yourself in order, hair by hair. A part will stand up majestically over the lustrous 

brow, a part, curled in ringlets, will play freely along the ruddy cheeks, and a part 

will go into a bag at the back of your head. The tribe of your ilk will admire this arrange¬ 

ment; you yourself, a new Narcissus, are greedily devouring yourself with your eyes. 

Your foot is duly squeezed into a tight shoe; sweat pours from the servant, and red 

blotches stand out on two of your corns. The floor is beaten, and a great deal of chalk 

rubbed under the shoe. Thereupon you don an entire village [i.e., your outer costume 

has been bought by selling a peasant village]. It did not cost as much to lay the decent 

foundations of the Roman people as for you to pick color and brocade and have a coat 

tailored to fit according to the rules of stylish foppery. 

Peter the Great had opened the gates to European travel, for himself 

and others, in order to advance learning in his backward land. And what has 

“Eugene” learned from his visit to Europe? “From a long-extended journey 

to foreign parts, from expenditures and labors heavy and extensive, you have 

derived a marvelous profit. At the sacrifice of your revenue, you have learned 
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that coat-tails should be firm, not flowing [Kantemir’s note: “When this 

satire was written, it was the fashion for coat-tails to stick out firmly, and not 

hang around the legs, for which purpose they used to be stuffed with cotton¬ 

wool. ], a half-arshin long [i.e., fourteen inches] and lined with cotton; 

that when the coat is folded, they should not be covered by the waist [Kan¬ 

temir s note: That is, the waist should be shorter than the distance between 

the gores and the hem of the coat”], what the sleeve should belike, where to 

put in the gores, where the pocket should be, and how much to add in going 

around the chest; in summer or fall, in winter or spring, what sort of brocade 

should be lined with what; which, silver or gold, is more appropriate to stitch 

on [the coat] . Even Rex [a famous fashionable tailor] would have trouble in 

knowing more than you.” 

Is this effete nobleman fit to be a judge? “To judge the children of 

Adam over the red cloth, or correct them, only that man is fit who has a 

clean conscience, a heart inclined to pity, and whom neither persuasive 

money, nor fear, nor hope are strong enough to overcome. Before such a 

man the wise man and the fool, the rich man and the beggar with his scrip, 

the old woman’s ugly mug and the bloom of a lovely face, the plowman 

and the grandee, are all equal in court, and one justice is supreme.... Are you 

able to promise any such thing to the people? The tears of the poor are 

poured out before you, while you mock maliciously at their poverty; stony¬ 

hearted, you beat a slave so as to draw blood because he waved his left 

hand instead of his right (blood-thirstiness is for beasts only; your servant’s 

flesh is just the same as yours)” (Version II). 

But, the nobleman may object, if I am not fit to be a general, a naval 

commander or a judge, am I any less deserving of ornamental court rank 

than say, Clitus? Clitus, though he seems to have no other merits, is at least 

an energetic and indefatigable courtier, and knows how to ingratiate himself. 

“Clitus is circumspect—he measures his words precisely, flatters everyone, 

trusts almost no one, does not blush to strike up a friendship with the slaves 

of new men; his real intentions are assiduously concealed in his actions. He 

does not regret his labors, as he goes stubbornly toward his goal. Fortune 

serves Clitus: he needs no other qualities, who has fortune as a friend. But 

Clitus, even without this, has something which that man must possess who 

has determined to pass his life in the Tsar’s household.... a short tongue, 

a face fitted to express gladness and sorrow—most favorable to his own 

profit as it adapts itself to the faces of others.” “In short, even vain concerns 

require a great deal of bother—and I do not see a single laudable quality in 

you.” (Version II) 

The peroration of the “Virtue-Lover’s” speech comes when he returns 

to the parvenus—Damon, Tryphon, Tullius—who have just received rewards 

and advancement. Maybe their ancestors have not been “their own masters” 

for as long as yours; they are, by their own good qualities, founding their 

families, as one of your ancestors once did yours. “Your family has been 
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known for seven hundred and four years—and yet, you know, even that 

wasn’t the beginning of the world!.... Adam begot no princes, but one of 

his sons delved his garden, the other pastured his flock in the fields. All the 

people Noah saved with him in the ark were simple cultivators of the soil 

like himself—only they were dear to God. From these we all have our begin¬ 

ning—so what have we to be proud of?” (Version I). The diatribe ends, in 

Version I, with a classical analogy: “It is more glorious to adorn poverty of 

birth by good character than to cover up a bad way of life with a title. 

Baldness did not take away from the glory of Julius [Caesar] : he covered 

it up with his laurels—and good character.” 

Kantemir’s Third Satire,^ in both versions, is addressed to Feofan 

Prokopovich, “Archbishop of Novgorod and Velikie Luki,” with the rhetori¬ 

cal query: why do men, although all made of the same matter and endowed 

with the same soul, have such different passions? Thereupon follows a gal¬ 

lery of “character sketches,” depicting these passions—greed, prodigality, 

loquacity, envy, gluttony, etc. The classical model is Horace’s First Satire 

of Book I, addressed to Maecenas with the question: why is no one ever 

quite happy with his own lot, but envies that of another? But Kantemir’s 

treatment and style owe little to Horace; rather, the vivid sketches seem to 

have their models in the Characters of Theophrastus, as translated by La 

Bruyere. Although presumably universal types, Kantemir’s characters in 

detail are thoroughly Russian. Their names (which the poet in a note, rather 

gratuitously, assures us are fictitious!) are all drawn, as elsewhere in the 

Satires, from the classical world—Chrysippus, Criton, Menander, etc. The 

two versions do not show a great deal of difference, except in language; the 

first redaction is markedly more Slavonic than the second. Kantemir has 

evidently by 1738 come to the conclusion that the “high style” is inap¬ 

propriate to the satire. 

The gallery of character types starts, as does the Horatian model, 

with the miser, who is called Titius in the first, Chrysippus in the second 

version. “The dawn has not yet come, night with her darkness still covers 

the heavens; all are resting everywhere, all creation is boldly sleeping. But 

Titius is tossing on his bed; hastily he wipes the sleep from his eyes, lest 

the day find him in bed. He goes out—the cocks have not yet crowed. You 

would suppose that he hasn’t any food for the morning, he hurries so, fast- 

ing, in order not to lose time. But not so! His coffers are already groaning 

beneath their weight, in his purses coins already corroded are wasting away 

with rust,” etc. The difference in treatment between the two versions here 

is instructive. Titius (Version I) has a very concrete bit of business in hand 

when he gets up before dawn and hurries away without breakfast: “Today 

he has heard that a caravan has arrived from China, and in it has brought 

precious porcelain in quantity, and they are selling it for a small price; if 

one were to take it to Vienna, he would get a great profit.” Chrysippus too 

(Version II) is concerned with “a caravan from China,” but there are no 
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details about the precise “deal” that he hopes to carry off. This is of course 

in keeping with the classical demand for abstractness. Similar is the differ¬ 

ence in the descriptions of the two men: Titius, “decrepit for he has al¬ 

ready lived, a useless burden on the earth, for eighty-four and a half years, 

trembles all over, etc. Chrysippus is described in a single vigorous line as: 

“gray-haired, toothless, and already entirely decrepit.” His precise age is 

not mentioned. His character, however, is identical with that of Titius: 

“Though there is mud up to one’s ears, though the sky is bright with fire 

and is raining rivers, Chrysippus runs three times a day from one end of 

Moscow to the other.” “Every evening Chrysippus is without candles, he is 

stiff all winter through saving firewood; he is often able to get along without 

a servant at home; he wears a shirt for two weeks, and the sheets are quite 

rotten on his bed. He has one coat, and on it the nap, already worn away, 

has left the thread bare, and even that is by now worn through; and if food 

is served to him on two plates, he cries: ‘To what a point has prodigality 

come among men!’ ” Titius is imagined to justify his conduct with the 

remark of Horace’s miser: “It’s pleasant to take from a big pile.” The satirist 

warns him, however, again with Horatian precedent, that the “big pile” 

which he will leave at his death will be rapidly dissipated by his heir, “either 

drunk up in the tavern, or gambled away at cards, or worn out in rich cloth¬ 

ing, or driven away in carriages [adorned] with gold.” 

Naturally the next example is the spendthrift. The first version leaves 

him nameless: he is “Titius’s neighbor.” In the second version, where he is 

described in very nearly the same terms, he is called Clearchus. “He has a 

huge house in town, and a house outside of Moscow likewise, both adorned 

by a hand that is elegance itself; he has an extensive table, all the service on 

it like a king’s, surrounded by a host of servants decked in gold; singers have 

free access to him, and vile pimps and whores, and the artful enterprises 

of all the passions, which he showers [with gold] in full handfuls... One would 

suppose him to be richer than Croesus, though his revenues are no more 

extensive than mine and will hardly last him for four days. All the rest is 

procured by debt.” 

“Damon is not a miser and not prodigal; he is moderate in luxury, [but] 

it is impossible to tell [him] anything. He is not to be trusted with a secret” 

(Version I). His name is changed in Version II, but not much else: “When 

Menander has gathered a plentiful supply of news, the new wine just poured 

into the cask seethes, hisses, bursts the hoops, blowing out the staves and 

blows its bung, fiercely flowing out of the mouth. If he meets you, he’ll 

straightway whisper in your ears about two hundred tales-and he’s heard 

these tales from reliable sources, and is communicating them to you out of 

his love for you, but begging you to keep them to yourself... When he has 

done telling, he flees from you as a cautious judge flees a petitioner whose 

pocket is empty; he still has many other people in town to bore.” 

The original version introduces next an unnamed “hunter after news.” 
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His “passion” is evidently so similar to Menander’s that Kantemir suppressed 

him in the revision, but he has some vivid lines: “He gets up at the crack of 

dawn, lowers his ears everywhere to listen to what people are saying in their 

houses and on the streets.... ‘Haven’t you heard,’ says he, ‘what they write 

from Paris? The army will be going to Italy; there will be war, I see. The 

Spaniard has come over, and their alliance is strong; at present everyone in 

Italy, I believe, is favorable. In the Senate a decree has been issued to all 

govenors to submit a list of tax arrears for past years. Yesterday there was 

a shift of ranks in the Guards. The price has already risen for both firewood 

and hay. The Synod is going to be enlarged according to Peter’s code, the 

better to spread the glory of the Church. The general from Persia will be 

here shortly; he is already aboard, I believe, and has already put to sea.’ ” 

Here again one can see Kantemir’s endeavor to eliminate concrete detail 

in the interests of classical abstractness. 

The “hypocrite” (Fabius in Version I, Varlam in Version II) and the 

“talkative man” (Grunnius in Version I, Longinus in Version II) have ex¬ 

changed places. Perhaps because the Latin name carries an irrelevant associa¬ 

tion with a pig, Longinus replaces it in Version II. Fortunately here the pic¬ 

turesque and realistic details of his loquacity have not been eliminated: 

Beware, beware of having Longinus as your neighbor at dinner if you haven’t break¬ 

fasted. He will direct to you a lengthy embassy from his wife and children, then ex¬ 

press his dissatisfaction that you haven’t been to see him in a long time, though you 

know that his daughter is sick with teething: the fourth tooth has already made its 

appearance on the right side. She cries all night and all day; yesterday the fever abated. 

His other daughter he is marrying off; the bridegroom is of a well-known family, rich, 

and only a year older than the bride. He will describe his daughter’s dowry in detail, 

read you the whole settlement contract straight through, and interpret each individual 

article in it. His younger son, who has only lately learned his alphabet, is now reading 

syllables excellently. In his village he has begun to dig a new pond-and thereupon he 

either pulls out of his pocket a sketch of it all prepared, and sets it under your nose 

to look at, or arranges the knives and forks to represent it. He will reckon up how 

much land is in [the village], how much quit-rent it brings in, the date at which each of 

his vegetables gets ripe, and all the owners of the village exactly, one after another, 

from the very Flood, and how it has passed down intact from hand to hand to him, 

together with the judges’ decrees that brought an end to debt and his quarrel with his 
uncle. 

The first version adds a little to the picture by noting that “he has one 

ewe that produces two lambs a year; and his cabbage-heads weigh half a 

pood (i.e., 18 pounds): he loves to tell the truth with a little addition.” The 

first version continues with a section that is omitted in the revision: 

But if you aren’t acquainted with him, he’ll begin to ask questions (for it’s impossible 

for him to keep quiet): What’s your name and your father’s name? Of what family? 

Who are you—Russian or foreign? Did you come here on your own, or were you invited? 

What’s your rank? Are you married? Do you have any children? How much income 
do you have a year? How old are you? 
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After this flood of questions he begins to elaborate on his own affairs; 

Version I has him detailing his military career: “On what year and day he 

was taken into the service, at how many sieges, in how many wars he has 

been boldly present, where his body has been pierced by bullets; he will 

recite a whole calendar of the names of his commanders, he will recall who 

was appointed in their regiment for latrine duty; he won’t forget to recount 

how much deprivation he suffered in the wars, in actions... and finally how 

he obtained his latest rank.” The second version merely says: “God is being 

merciful to you, if he doesn’t tack the siege of Azov directly on to this; he 

rarely skips that, and a whole day is needed to listen to all that tale.” 

The sketch of the hypocrite (Fabius in Version I, Varlam in Version 

II: there is perhaps significance in the fact that this is the only genuinely 

Russian name in the whole group—is his vice perhaps a uniquely Russian 

one?) comes next; it is decidedly the most savage part of the whole satire: 

Varlam is humble, silent; when he enters a room, he will bow low to all, approach 

everyone; then having retired into a corner, he will lower his eyes to the ground; you 

can hardly hear what he says, hardly hear his steps when he walks. The rosary is con¬ 

stantly in his hands, and in that mouth at every word the terrible name of Christ is 

ready. He is inclined to read prayers and set up candles without measure. Touchingly, 

ten times an hour, he praises the faith of those who have exalted the Church’s glory, 

and founded a magnificent temple of God: their souls will assuredly enjoy eternal 

bliss. Whither his talk tends, you can guess: he inclines to talk about the Church’s 

revenues. One who has given that with which it grows fat, he praises: no other act is 

so pleasing to God; with this alone we are able to find an easy road to Heaven. When he 

is a guest, at table meat is repugnant to him, and he won’t drink wine; and this is no 

wonder—at home he has eaten a whole capon, and on top of the fat and grease has 

with difficulty drunk down a bottle of Hungarian wine. Pitiable to him are people who 

have perished in their lusts: but his eye blazes greedily from under his brows at round 

breasts, and I would never let my wife make his acquaintance. He is constantly advising 

to refrain from anger and forget grievances—but he is trying to wipe his enemy in the 

dust in secret, and will give him no rest until his death. And deceiving himself, the poor 

wretch thinks: it is as easy to deceive God’s all-seeing eye as men’s. 

The fame-seeker is dealt with shortly. “If he (Cato) publishes a book, 

it’s not to be a profit to the people, but in order that the name of his family 

may be known, it gleams in big letters on the title-page.” (Version I). 

Narcissus isn’t pleased with anything, everything is offensive to him. If someone is 

courageous, that’s nothing; if he is peaceable, that’s not surprising; if someone has over¬ 

come powerful and important enemies—that’s nothing great, he says, the deeds are 

not significant; if one has rectified the law, or if one promises justice, if one is virtuous, 

or has a sound judgment, if one is learned, if one has done the people a service, if one 

has given [the people] dominion over fire or tame water—it’s all something to spit on! 

Before him even the whole human race is nothing. He is the only one out of all the 

ages whom it is right for everyone to honor. According to his words, other people are 

cattle.... Entirely full of himself, he thinks [only] of himself; he imagines that God 

doesn’t count all the rest in creation, and that everything that has intelligence, possesses 
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eyes and ears in order to admire him, and to listen to what he does and says, and that 

they wouldn’t have any other function—they would be superfluous parts of the body. 

Though there are everywhere in the world plenty of people of stupidity, the world is 

crammed most of all with Narcissuses. (Version I). 

It may be noted that for once Kantemir has chosen a “speaking name” for 

his character; but Narcissus becomes Glycon in Version II. 

Clitus the drunkard (his name is the same in both versions) is treated 

with amused contempt: 

Clitus is pitiable and ridiculous; in a word, he loves to tipple.... Wherever there is a 

banquet, wherever there is jollification—it is empty without him. He doesn’t drink 

weak wine—he guzzles stout beer. His eyes are red, he is all swollen, in the rags of his 

coat one can read that it belongs to one of the sottish clan. When he reaches for any¬ 

thing, his hands tremble; and so do his legs, as a one-wheeled sulky trembles under a 

pot-bellied clerk. He is free of intoxication—until he wakes from sleep; he rarely lies 

down at night until he is drunk. All day long he philosophizes, demonstrating plainly 

that there is a vacuum in creation—whoever disputes it is talking twaddle [he is, of 

course, engaged in trying to “fill” this vacuum!] . 

Kantemir then adverts (via Juvenal) to the quaint gods of the ancient Egyp¬ 

tians—dog, cat, the sun, garlic—and presumes that Clitus would be a worship¬ 

per of wine. “He sees little of the sun, he knows a dead dog, a cat likewise, 

while garlic lingers vilely in his stomach. But how blissfully he lives, who gets 

drunk with wine; without passions, merry, he alone despises all misfortunes, 

all sorrows, and is quite content with himself!” (Version I). 

After the drunkard comes the man of pride. “When he (Celadon in 

Version I) enters a house where there are a multitude of people, he shoulders 

everyone aside as a ship in full sail cuts the water.... If he is being seated 

anywhere at table, he will seize the first chair, he will drink the first glass.... 

He fancies that that substance which has given him flesh was not the same, 

but something that shone before all others; it was porcelain clay from which 

he was made, barnyard mud that made lis.” Celadon’s name is Hyrcanus in 

Version II. 

The revision of the satire contains several “types” who are not to be 

found in the original version. One of these is Sozimus the malicious back¬ 

biter, whose conversation runs in this fashion: “ ‘Soft Silvanus is successful 

with his golden bait with his neighbor’s chaste wife. I came away hungry 

from Procopius’ dinner. Nastia is red or white by her own efforts: her beauty 

lies in a cabinet under lock and key. Judge Clementius doesn’t know how to 

behave himself, and dares not read anything without the clerk’s spec¬ 

tacles...’ ” The poet declares: “I count that day unfortunate for me when I 

chance to meet with him, because I know that as soon as I’m out of his 

sight, just as malicious talk will be forthcoming about me.” 

Trophimus is the utterly shameless flatterer, from whom even Juvenal’s 

“hungry Greekling” might learn something: “ ‘If Titus’s wife had been known 
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to Paris,’ he avers, ‘Menelaus’s wife [i.e., Helen of Troy] would still be spin¬ 

ning her wool at home.’ he exalts to the clouds all Titus’s doings; Titus even 

knows how to blow his crooked nose intelligently. And not Titus alone is 

outstanding for him, but he flatters everyone equally. Everything for him is 

wonderful and glorious, and he fancies that by this means he is making him¬ 

self liked by everyone. In your piss-pot, in your night-stool he recognizes 

the odor of musk, and he will shamelessly asseverate this.” 

Finally comes Naevius, the man who is so morbidly suspicious that he 

will send one serf to make sure that a carrier doesn’t abscond with his parcel, 

and then a second serf to watch the first; and the envious Zoilus. 

At this point in the First Version the satirist admits that however 

vexatious his characters may be to others, they themselves enjoy the way 

they are; and it would be possible to look only on the better side, and merely 

call Titius rich instead of a miser, Clitus (the drunkard) “free of worries,” 

etc. 

Suddenly the poet pulls himself up with the words—“Whoa, my Muse! 

Why don’t you know measure in your discourses? Have you forgotten to 

whom you are talking, whom you are pestering? And do you suppose that 

Feofan sits idle and hasn’t got any other business than to read satire?” 

Reluctantly he runs over a few other “passions” which he hasn’t had time to 

denounce, and winds up with the admission that everyone has his own foible: 

“As many heads, so many different notions and desires. Mine is, to write 

verses against unseemly actions and words; anyone who will correct mine 

(I too am not spotless)—he will be to me an honored friend.” 

Of Kantemir’s Satires the first three are certainly the best, and the 

last two of the older group and all three (or four) of the newer may be 

treated more summarily. The Fourth^ is an expostulation of the poet to his 

Muse: by inspiring him to write satire, she is getting him into trouble with 

people. Even though he is careful to use fictitious names, people recognize 

themselves in his portraits and take offense. Wouldn’t it be better to try 

some other type of writing? How about eulogy? Tullius, for instance, is a 

sly man—you could praise him for intelligence. Or Silvander—he’s a man of 

very few words, “and even if you know that he’s silent out of stupidity, you 

can, if you choose, give powerful evidence that he is no simpleton, but bridles 

a sharp tongue intentionally.” Or, if eulogy doesn’t suit you, try the pastoral: 

“Sing of how shepherd Tirsis is inacceptable to Lucinda;how he weeps, as 

he leads his sheep to the streams of water; his wounds from love are deep; 

how, as he wanders in his grief from end to end in the woods, he often 

makes echo sing, as he exalts Lucinda.” Or there is the elegy: “What is more 

to the purpose for us mortals than sorrow? We can grieve in good earnest, 

as we hour by hour draw nearer to death.” At this point the quasi-dialogue 

with the Muse breaks off, and the poet, in his own person, refuses one after 

another the genres he has just been suggesting to the goddess: “I am unable 

in any way to eulogize what is deserving of censure”; “It’s awkward, it seems 
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to me, to drive a flock in the house, and to blow the sounding horn in the 

midst of Moscow; while sitting in a warm house, to curse the evil winds, and 

within walls to make echo sing the songs of the field.” And what of elegy? 

“Wouldn’t I be ridiculous if, without knowing love, I were to try to show 

myself sighing for Iris, who is imaginary—I never saw her in my life! Now to 

burn for her, now to drown myself in the water, and to keep saying at all 

times that here I am, dying—though I sleep, eat heartily, and drink off a 

bucket a day!” So there is nothing for it but to keep on writing satire—espe¬ 

cially when I see such tempting examples of vice and folly before me. 

The several genres and their conventional characteristics which Kan¬ 

temir reviews—eulogy, pastoral and elegy—are of course among the most 

popular of the eighteenth century. It is interesting, however, to note that 

pastoral and elegy have not yet, in 1731, been naturalized in Russia. The 

content of these genres, as he pictures it, will be repeated ad nauseam by 

later eighteenth-century Russian poets; but as Kantemir presents it, he must 

be thinking of French or Italian models. 

Satire V9 underwent the most drastic revision of all. It began as a kind 

of paraphrase of Boileau s Satire VIII, “On Man,” and had as its principal 

theme the inconsistencies of human desires: the merchant would be a judge, 

the peasant a soldier, etc., very much along the lines of the first satire of 

Horace’s first book of Sermones. The original version took the form of a 

catalogue of types, rather like those in the Third Satire, but much more 

general, and without even fictitious names. Man alone suffers from such 

follies—the other animals are free from them. But, one may object, man’s 

superiority to the animals is surely evidenced by his invention of laws. Not 

so, says the satirist, quite the contrary: animals do not need the constraint 

of law, but man does. What about human altruism? You might find ten 

examples in seven and more centuries. Then follows an enumeration of 

human folly-first of the youth, then of the mature man, and finally of the 

aged. “Man alone, endowed with the light of reason, goes all his life in dark¬ 

ness; assiduous out of season, he toils for what he doesn’t need, and is idle 

in what is necessary.” The first version cites Adam and Eve and the eating 

of the apple as typical of all the conduct of their descendants. 

As rewritten this satire becomes inordinately long-748 lines as against 

464 of the first version. In form it is now a dialogue. A human poet (perhaps 

Kantemir himself under the name of Perierg, i.e., “the inquisitive”) sees a 

satyr, ridiculously attired in wig, knee-breeches, etc., busily disrobing. He 

accosts the creature, who at first rebuffs him-he has had enough of human 

beings!—but after a little relents and tells his story. It must be interjected 

here that for the eighteenth century the Greek “satyr,” imagined as a par¬ 

tially human figure with goats’ horns and feet, was made the eponym of 

the Latin “satira,” through a fancied connection of the name. Kantemir’s 

“satyr” is therefore “satire” embodied. The device of employing a non¬ 

human , critic of man’s follies was probably suggested to Kantemir by 

Boileau’s Satire VIII, where an ass is imagined in the same role. It seems that 
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Pan, the “king” of the satyrs, loves to be amused, and so sends out some of 

his subjects every three years to live among men, and from the follies that he 

observes, gather material to amuse the king. But this satyr has had enough 

before the end of his term—he is going back to Pan at once, even if it means 

punishment. Even as it is, he is sure he has material sufficient, from his brief 

stay, to keep Pan in laughter. 

This framework holds the revised version together. The satyr relates 

how he reluctantly put on human clothes, emerged from his woods and 

entered “your city” (no further designation), where he found all the streets 

full of drunkards, either lying inert on the ground, or walking about in a 

daze. A portly gentleman tells him the reason—it is customary to celebrate 

church festivals in this fashion, and this happens to be a day sacred to St. 

Nicholas. The gentleman takes the satyr into his service, which consists 

chiefly in bringing water from the river with which he dilutes wine and then 

sells it to the people. When the satyr makes some rather sharp comments 

on this practice, the wine merchant dismisses him as an ignoramus. The 

merchant’s next-door neighbor is the trusted steward of a prominent noble¬ 

man; he takes on the satyr as a helper in his business, which seems to be 

chiefly the pilfering of his master’s property, from which he has grown 

very rich. He is caught, however, disgraced, and with his family ends up 

begging his bread. The satyr then passes into the service of the “prominent 

nobleman,” whose name is Chiron. Though Chiron is so stupid that he can 

scarcely speak an intelligible sentence, he imagines, because of his constant 

flatterers, that he is enormously clever, and so undertakes to increase his 

revenues by dipping into the royal treasury. He is of course detected, and 

follows his dishonest steward into penury. The satyr then takes service 

with Menander, one of Chiron’s fair-weather friends, who has deserted 

him in adversity. When the satyr protests this kind of conduct, Menander 

contemptuously replies: “Chiron’s bright days have already fled—there’s 

nothing more to be expected from him. When we’ve sucked out all the 

juice, we’re in the habit of throwing away a lemon.” Chiron’s twenty-year- 

old heir, Xenon, takes Chiron’s place as Menander’s friend, and the satyr 

is presented to him as his jester. Impatiently interrupted here by Perierg, 

the narrator passes over Xenon’s fate and goes on to tell of his service with 

Milon, an apparently honest citizen of moderate means, “quiet and pious.” 

Milon, however, proves to be “quiet and pious” only when among outsiders— 

he, his wife, and his three children fight all the time at home, and their 

brawls usually end up involving their unhappy servant. The climax comes 

when a most unseemly family altercation takes place in the midst of a mass 

which a priest is conducting in the house. The priest is mauled for attempting 

to quiet things, and the satyr thrown downstairs for his protests. A section 

of generalized moralizing then follows, in which the narrator departs from 

chronology and cites a series of typical “fools” without autobiographical 

reference. Most of these are drawn from Version I and ultimately from 
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Boileau. In a final paragraph the satyr observes to “the inquisitive one”: 

“The sun has already begun to hide himself behind the mountain. I am un¬ 

dressed, [so] farewell. It’s time for me to part from you. Conceal my dis¬ 

course [and keep it] to yourself, if you think there is any profit in it. Don’t 

try to use it to straighten people out: you and I have too little strength 

for that—we might more easily straighten out hunchbacks.” 

Satire IX^, so-called, is actually, as we have noted, next in date after 

VI; it was written in London in 1738, but for some reason not revised for 

publication with the older group when Kantemir was preparing his satires 

for a printing that never materialized. It is addressed: “To the Sun. On the 

Make-up of This World.” According to the author’s note, the sun is invoked 

as the source of all light, i.e., enlightenment. An ignorant ex-peasant is 

supposed to be grumbling over modern “scientific” views on nature, eccle¬ 

siastical traditions, etc. “He babbles theological discourses to you: how 

many candles should be set up before the icons. how it’s a wonder to 

him that God tolerates the shaving of beards; and why do they issue the 

Bible in print, which is mighty sinful for Christians to know?” Another 

argues that it is contrary to church teaching to decry drunkenness. Super¬ 

stitious beliefs about God are too numerous to list. And outward piety 

often conceals the worst of morals: “Just look: a merchant adorned to his 

waist with a beard.... upright, pious in everything: when he approaches the 

icons, he makes the whole floor shake with his genuflections! You would 

suppose that he was a person of dignity and altogether righteous. But just 

look tomorrow, where is he? Ensconced in jail. You ask: ‘What is a holy, 

elderly man sitting there for?’ He was smuggling in goods without paying 

a duty.” A printed advertisement announces.- “Tomorrow lofty instruction 

will begin: teachers from beyond the sea are being collected. Let everyone 

as speedily as possible take thought for himself, who has a desire to be 

taught.” “A poor man, who desires with all his heart to be instructed, hurries 

there with all his might and speed. He arrives-he’ll see a great deal of polite¬ 

ness [komplimenty], but of lofty learning not a shadow.” As for us, we 

swear to God we will not offend the poor, but all in righteousness take 

thought for our souls, and not consider persons or silver. But when they 

bring presents, where gold glitters, all that notion flees a hundred versts 

away from us. Where is fear of God or man? Farewell our souls, when the 

silver bell begins to tinkle in our ears.” But instead of being offended by such 

conduct as this, our village philosopher” inveighs against the immorality 

of smoking tobacco! “Truly, O Sun, I shall never cease marveling that you 

have been granted the will to keep on patiently shining on us poor wretches, 

who live so contrary to God.” 

Kantemir began writing satires apparently with the youthfully naive 

belief that they might actually serve to correct the vices and follies of man¬ 

kind. He was deeply imbued with the enlightenment philosophy, which was 

essentially optimistic. Man, after all, was a rational creature, and only needed 
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to have the folly of his ways clearly pointed out to him to change them. 

Kantemir had also counted on the rulers who succeeded his idol Peter to 

continue along the lines of the great reformer. When they did not do so, 

when his own signal services to Anna Ivanovna were dismissed almost un¬ 

rewarded, when he saw that far from becoming an instrument for the im¬ 

provement of morals, his satires could not even be printed—the poet became 

despondent and pessimistic. When after the lapse of several years (1731- 

1738) he began again to compose satires, these took a quite different form 

from the earlier group. The subjects of the final three (VI, VII and VIII) 

are all general, abstract, and their intention is plainly no longer to promote 

the enlightenment of mankind, but rather to create for the poet himself 

a quiet oasis in the midst of universal evil and folly. Significantly the first 

satire of the second group, VI11, is entitled: “On Genuine Happiness.” It 

begins with an echo of Horace s “Beatus ille qui—,” but follows up with 

an elaboration of other Horatian maxims for contentment: 

In this life that man alone is happy, who, content with a little, knows how to pass 

his life in quietness, free from vain fancies such as torment others, and treads the hope¬ 

ful path of virtue to its inevitable conclusion. His house is small, built on land of his 

own, which produces what is necessary for a moderate desire; food not scanty and not 

excessive, and moderate entertainment-where, with another chosen friend I may in 

my own fashion in idle hours chase away the time of boredom, where I, remote from 

tumult, may pass all the rest of my time among the dead Greeks and Latins, pursuing 

actions and causes of all things, learning to know by the examples of others what is 

useful, what injurious in manners, what is disgusting, what attractive in them—this 
constitutes the summit of my desires. 

The life of the ambitious man is laborious and at the best he attains his end 

when he is already old and feeble and no longer able to enjoy himself. Better 

to live unnoticed, in Epicurean retirement, and not to be prey to “the tooth 

of envy.” “To be good is already no small reward in itself.” 

The Seventh Satire12 begins rather bitterly with the poet’s acknow¬ 

ledgement that his verse has little effect toward “correcting morals.” “If I, 

seeing a person who never lets the breviary out of his hands, and goes to 

church five times a day, fasts, sets up candles, and doesn’t sleep with his 

wife, though he takes from a poor man the one shirt that he possesses and 

makes him go naked—if I should say, seeing him, ‘My friend, your mind is 

astray; by this path you won’t get into heaven, and if you have a care to 

save your soul, give back that which you wrongly possess.’ Flaring up, he 

will reward my zeal with this answer: ‘In vain, you whipper-snapper, are you 

butting in with your advice.’ ” 

If you ponder the reason why men should be so prone to follow wrong 

courses of action, the common man will say that it is because of “original 

sin —men were born evil. And it is true that a piece of ground, neglected, 

will grow up to weeds. But there is one time of life when we have but little 
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inclination to wrong—that is youth. And it is a bad education in youth that 

leads to vice in maturity. 

To leave our children a rich heritage is our anxiety, and we sweat over this; but it rarely 

enters the mind of two or three [fathers] how their childhood is to be passed. And a 

man who spends more than one thousand on trifles, begrudges even the slightest expense 

on the upbringing of his children. But when his son comes to maturity and plays the 

rogue, the father is grieved and ashamed. In vain does he attempt to shake the blame 

from his own shoulders: he has heaped up riches for his son—but scorned to implant 

morality in his heart. His son will be rich, but will live his life without glory, little 

liked and despised by the world—if he does not, a complete rascal, run straight into the 

noose. 

The chief business of education consists in this, that the child’s heart, expelling 

passions, should be confirmed in good morals, so that thereby your son may be useful 

to his fatherland, well liked among people, and always wanted—and to this end all the 

arts and sciences must lend a hand. 

The maxims which Kantemir gives for a good education are sensible and 

enlightened, and the satire, which is one of the mildest and most moderate 

of the nine, is also one of the most mature. Ironically, it is also the one in 

which the poet seems most painfully aware of his own youth (his imaginary 

opponents call him molokosos—“milk-sucker,” i.e., “whipper-snapper”), 

and of the inadequacy of his own qualifications for preaching on education— 

since he is himself unmarried and childless. 

The final one of the nine satires is number VIII^, subtitled “On 

Shameless Impudence.” It is the shortest (13 5 lines) and least consequential 

of the entire group; the poet begins with an ironical congratulation to the 

man who can compose verses rapidly and without much consideration; as for 

himself, he is always painfully aware of offending people, and of his own 

inadequacies. From here the satire goes on to contrast this modesty and 

discretion with the “shameless impudence” which is rife in the world, and 

is so tiresome and irritating. 

As Belinsky remarks in his article on Kantemir,^ everyone agrees 

that modern Russian literature was created by Lomonosov, yet all histories 

of it begin with Kantemir. One reason why the latter, despite the genuine 

importance of his Satires, cannot be given credit for setting the new direction 

in Russian literature is the poet’s mistaken attitude toward his own medium. 

In the matter of versification Kantemir belongs to the seventeenth, not the 

eighteenth century. He clings to the end to the awkward syllabic system 

of versification, so ill-suited to the Russian language, and this at a time when 

both Trediakovsky and Lomonosov had pointed the way toward a new and 

better system. He has been excused for this on the ground that all the latter 

part of his life was passed away from his native land, and among foreigners 

(the French), whose own system of versification was the basis for the syllabic 

method in Russian. This is undoubtedly a valid conclusion; but certainly 

more pertinent is Kantemir’s own complete lack of a poetical Sense. His verse 
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is at its best forceful, pungent, even epigrammatic.; he learned in the course 

of composing his Satires to avoid the crabbed and antiquated Church Sla¬ 

vonic, with its inevitable ecclesiastical associations, and to write in plain, 

idiomatic Russian; but he had not the slightest glimmer of poetical feeling, 

and of beauty in his verse there is not a trace. The old-fashioned syllabic 

system satisfied him because he neither sought nor would have recognized 

euphony in a line of verse; as long as it said, clearly and unambiguously, 

what he meant, he was content. This attitude is of course in keeping with the 

eighteenth-century view of poetry as a kind of geometry, in which clarity 

is the highest virtue; but even the eighteenth-"entury poets are seldom as 
tone-deaf as Kantemir. 

He encountered Trediakovsky’s pioneer treatise, “A New and Short 

Method for Composing Russian Verse,” which was published in 1735. Asked 

by his friend Nikita Yurievich Trubetskoy to comment on it, Kantemir wrote 

his Epistle of Khariton Makentin [an anagram of Antiokh Kantemir] to a 

Friend on the Composition of Verses in Russian,”15 which was published 

after the poets death, in 1744, along with his translation of the Epistles 

of Horace. The “Epistle of Khariton Makentin” starts out with a wholly 

inadequate and unrealistic division of verse into three kinds: Greek and 

Latin quantitative verse (which Kantemir thinks could perfectly well be 

used in Russian also!); the verse which the Italians call “free,” that is, un¬ 

rhymed; and rhymed verse. He ignores entirely the essential division which 

Trediakovsky makes, between verse based on number of syllables and verse 

based on accent. In the course of the treatise, however, he makes the con¬ 

cession that the best verse will be the thirteen-syllable line (the so-called 

heroic” line) in which there will be an obligatory accent not only, as always, 

on the syllable next to the last, but also on the fifth or seventh, just before 

the caesura. There is thus some intrusion of a syllabo-tonic system in the 

“Epistle,” and the line which he uses as his example (the first of his own 

Satire VI) is actually, though accidentally, tonic: tot lish ’ v zhizni sei blazhen/ 

/ kto malym dovolen. But in defining the “rules for the thirteen-syllable 

verse he states unequivocally: “The syllables of the first hemistich up to 

and including the fourth can be either long or short, as the case may be; but 

it is absolutely essential that either the seventh or the fifth be long. And in 

the latter case [i.e., if the fifth is “long,” i.e., accented] that the sixth and 

seventh be short.” In other words, the actual word accent is completely 

disregarded in the first four syllables of the first hemistich; and the second 

hemistich must be terminated with a two-syllable, i.e., feminine, rhyme. 

As we shall see, Trediakovsky was also timidly conservative in the latter 

regard, and long maintained that a line of verse must have a trochaic rhythm 

and feminine rhyme. In conformity with the principles which his “Epistle” 

enunciates, Kantemir rewrote his earlier five Satires, which thus may be 

regarded as the last examples of the literary use of syllabic versification 
in Russian. 
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CHAPTER IV 

VASILY TREDIAKOVSKY AND THE REFORM OF RUSSIAN 
VERSIFICATION 

Vasily Kirillovich Trediakovsky (1703-1769)1 was one of the most 

productive scholars of his century, an original poet and a theorist on lan¬ 

guage and versification who has left an indelible mark on the history of 

his country’s literature. His contributions to Russian literary history are 

numerous and impressive: he was the first important writer to introduce 

the theme of love into Russian literature, a theme which ecclesiastical puri- 

tanism had before him kept at a distance; in his old age his verse translation 

of Fenelon’s Les Aventures de Telemaque introduced the accentual dactylic 

hexameter into Russian verse; and his “New and Short Method of Com¬ 

posing Russian Verse” (1735) paved the way for the complete reform of 

Russian versification. In spite of these great services to his native language, 

Trediakovsky died an embittered and almost forgotten man, and only in 

quite recent times have scholars begun to do him justice. 

The reasons for the indifference and contempt to which contempo¬ 

raries subjected him are various, and largely unconnected with literary judg¬ 

ments. Trediakovsky was doubtless a quarrelsome, vindictive person, ex¬ 

tremely vain and touchy about his own merits; he offended Elizabeth and 

Catherine the Great by his devotion to their predecessor Anna Ivanovna 

and by his critical attitude toward autocratic monarchy; he quarreled with 

the German professors of the Academy, who had tried—in his case unsuc¬ 

cessfully—to keep all Russian scholars out of that citadel of learning; he won 

the hatred of the conservative clergy by reputed atheism and by the “cor¬ 

ruption of the youth” which his translation of the Voyage a Visle d’amour 

of Paul Tallemant was supposed to have occasioned; and he made himself 

foolish and earned contempt by a bold and fruitless attempt to falsify the 

evidence that Lomonosov and not he was the real reformer of the Russian 

verse system. Most of these counts against Trediakovsky reflect on his char¬ 

acter, rather than his literary achievements, and are irrelevant to a literary 

evaluation. 

The man had a turbulent and most uncommon youth. The son of 

an Orthodox priest, born in Astrakhan, he was educated first in a Catholic 

school run by Capuchin monks and conducted entirely in Latin. At the age 
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of twenty he ran away to Moscow, where he studied in the Greek-Latin- 

Slavonic Academy. In 1725 he fled from Russia, under circumstances not yet 

clear, to The Hague, and thence in 1727 to Paris, where he studied for three 

years at the Sorbonne. When he returned in 1730 to his native land, Tredia- 

kovsky was a master of four languages besides his own-Greek, Latin, French 

and Italian—was a competent mathematician and well versed in the natural 

science of his day, as well as in philosophy and theology. His knowledge of 

French was fluent and idiomatic, and he even composed some quite passable 

verses in that language. Almost at once after his return, Trediakovsky pub¬ 

lished (1730) his translation of a frivolous allegorical work, Voyage a lisle 

d amour, of the Abbe Paul Tallemant (1663). This was a typical product of 

French preciosite, partly in prose and partly in verse, recounting the adven¬ 

tures of Tirsis, his beloved Aminta and her rival Iris. The map of “The Isle 

of Love, like the Carte du Tendre,” is marked by towns called “Bon 

Accueil and Esperance, and peopled by such personifications as “Mo- 

destie, Coquetterie,” and the like. Honor, Shame and Pride attempt to 

divert Tirsis from his pursuit of Aminta, and at the end of the work Tirsis 

falls in love with Glory and abandons the Isle. 

Trediakovsky s translation, Ezda v ostrov liubvi, ^ attracted immediate 

and generally favorable attention. It was significant for two reasons. In 

the first place, it was the first attempt to naturalize in conservative Muscovy 

the western attitude toward love. The Voyage to the Isle of Love is certainly 

not a licentious work by modern standards, but it does treat love as an ex¬ 

citing and absorbing pastime, rather than as a diabolical trap (as Muscovite 

tradition regarded it). In the sense that Trediakovsky’s work made love seem 

like an innocent, natural and attractive diversion, it might have contributed 

to corrupting the morals of young Muscovites of both sexes. However, it 

had another and in the long run perhaps more significant effect. In his fore¬ 

word to the translation, Trediakovsky explained his choice of language: 

he had eschewed the Church Slavonic, he said, for several reasons. First, it 

was an ecclesiastical language, and his work was decidedly secular; second, 

because Slavonic had become, to his generation, a “dark” and often un¬ 

intelligible language, and the “Voyage,” being about the universal passion 

of love, required an easy understanding; and lastly, because “the Slavonic 

language sounded too harsh to his ear.” He endeavored therefore, as he said, 

to compose his translation “in the simplest Russian speech, that which we 

use in our daily intercourse.” It must be admitted that in this last endeavor 

Trediakovsky was not altogether successful. His language is a rather crude 

mixture of the Russian vulgate, foreign borrowings, occasional Slavonicisms, 

and even neologisms of his own. But at least he was aware of the linguistic 

problem—the necessity of freeing Russian from the hampering ecclesiastical 

tradition of Slavonic—and of the writer’s prime necessity of being intelligible. 

One wishes that he might have retained this youthful attitude toward lan¬ 

guage in his later days, but unhappily he fell back in most of his subsequent 
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verse into the most extreme forms of traditionalism, and composed verse 

which a combination of Slavonic vocabulary and a perverse and unnatural 

word positioning makes almost unintelligible. 

In June 1735, during the course of the so-called “War of Polish Suc¬ 

cession,” the forces of Empress Anna Ivanovna won a signal victory over 

the French at Dantzig (Polish Gdansk).' The French fleet was routed from 

Baltic waters, and the 2000-man French landing force captured, after which 

the well-fortified port city surrendered to the Russian commander. Stani¬ 

slaus Leszczynski, the Polish pretender supported by France, was obliged to 

flee from the city disguised as a peasant. This brilliant victory inspired Tred- 

iakovsky to the composition of a panegyric pompously entitled: “Triumphal 

Ode on the Capture of the City of Gdansk, Composed to the Great Glory 

of the Name'of the Most Illustrious, Imperial Great Sovereign Anna Ivanovna, 

Empress and Autocrat of All Russia, by Vasily Trediakovsky, Secretary of the 

Imperial Academy of Sciences of St. Petersburg.”^ The poem consists of 

nineteen 10-line stanzas, each line of nine syllables, and rhymed ababccdeed, 

all the rhymes being feminine. The composition is syllabic, that is, the lines 

are measured by number of syllables, with no regard for the placing of the 

word accent; and the lines are without caesura. The effect of this kind of 

versification may be judged from the first strophe, with the natural accent 

marked: 

Koe Tpe3Boe mh6 imaHCTBO 

Cjiobo aaef k cjubhoh npHtme? 

MwcToe IlapHaca ySpaHCTBO 

My3bi! He Bac jih BHacy HbiHe? 

H 3boh BauiHX CTpyH cjiaaKornacHbix, 

H cHJiy jihkob cjibiuiy Kpacmix; 

Bee HHHHT BO MHe peHb H36paHHy. 

HapoAbi! p^aoctho BHeMJiHTe; 

EypjiHBbie Beipw! MOjWHTe: 

XpaSpy npocjiaBHTb xomy AHHy. 

(“What sober intoxication gives me words for the glorious occasion? Chaste 

ornament of Parnassus, O Muses! Is it not you whom I behold? And the 

sound of your sweet-voiced strings, and the power of beautiful choirs that I 

hear? Everything creates in me elegant speech. O peoples! Hearken with 

gladness! Tempestuous winds, be silent! I desire to glorify the valiant 

Anna!”) 

The genre which Trediakovsky’s “Ode” thus formally introduces into 

Russian literature is one which of course had long been cultivated, under 

other names. The “Greetings” (privetstva), “Congratulations” (pozdrav- 

leniia) and similar occasional verses of Simeon Polotsky, Silvester Medvedev, 

Karion Istomin and their compeers are in fact very similar in content, if not 
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in form; and the Epinikion of Feofan Prokopovich on the victory of Poltava 

is an “ode” in all but name. The name, however, is important here; although 

Prokopovich composed Latin “odes,” he did not use the term, or the precise 

construction, in Russian. Trediakovsky’s poem was, as he himself declares, 

directly modelled on the famous French composition of Boileau, “Ode sur la 

prise de Namur (1694). The “triumphal ode” was not a genre much culti¬ 

vated in the West, but Malherbe had introduced it, and Boileau’s example had 

popularized it; the traditions governing it prescribe a strophic division, with a 

regular rhyme scheme, alternating masculine and feminine rhymes; short lines, 

usually octosyllabic; a lofty, poetic language, remote from ordinary speech; 

an inspired, prophetic manner, etc. All this is a heritage from the two ancient 

poets whose odes served as models, Pindar and Horace; and in his “Ode” 

Trediakovsky attempts to naturalize these characteristics of the genre in 

Russian. Metrically his “Ode” is a compromise between the western traditions 

and the exigencies of the syllabic system of versification; his language is 

strongly Slavonic and his syntax, as usual, Latinate. 

The original composition of 1734 was still in “syllabic” verse, of which 

more presently; after his great discovery of the syllabo-tonic system, the 

poet rewrote his “Ode,” following the new principles, and published the 

second version in the edition of his “Works” in 1752.4 A comparison of the 

re-written first strophe with the original is revealing: 

What strange intoxication 

Emboldens my voice to song! 

You, the adornment of Parnassus, 

O Muses—is it you my mind be¬ 

holds? 

Your sweet-voiced strings, 

Measures, lovely choirs I hear; 

A flame arises in my thoughts. 

Oh, peoples, all hearken; 

Tempestuous winds, do not clamor; 

My verse will celebrate Anna. 

Several features of the revision should be noted and borne in mind in con¬ 

nection with Trediakovsky’s reform, to be presently discussed: first, the 

nine-syllable line has been shortened; second, the rhymes are alternately 

feminine and masculine, and the lines accordingly have either eight syllables 

(feminine) or seven (masculine); third, the lines are measured by feet, which 

are prevailingly trochaic, four to a line, i.e., trochaic tetrameter; and fourth, 

a certain “license” is allowed, whereby a foot of two unaccented syllables 

(a “Pyrrhichius” [pirrixii] in Trediakovsky’s classical terminology) is sub¬ 

stituted for a trochee (e.g., in the first line, which is scanned: koe strannoe 

pianstvo). 

Koe CTpaHHoe imancTBO 

K neintio mom rnac Soapur! 

Bbi napHaccKoe ySp^HCTBO 

My3bi! yM He Bac jih 3pHT? 

CrpyHbi BauiH cnaaKorjiacHbi, 

Mepy, jihkh cjiblmy KpacHbi; 

FIjiaMeHb B MbICJIHX BOCCTaeT. 

O! Hapoflbi, Bee BHeMjmfe; 

EypHbi Beipbi! He uiyMHTe: 
./ / f 

AHHy CTHX moh BOcnoeT. 
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The original form of Trediakovsky’s “Ode” was published in the year of 

the victory, 1734. Later in the same year he wrote his “New and Short 

Method of Composing Russian Verse,with its complete repudiation of the 

syllabic principle; and in 1739 Lomonosov, having appropriated Trediakov¬ 

sky’s “Method,” composed and published his “Ode on the Capture of Kho- 

tin,” which has been generally regarded, both in his own and in a later age, 

as a far more successful poem and representative of the genre than that of 

his rival, in either of the latter’s versions. But it should not be forgotten that 

Trediakovsky was unquestionably the one responsible for introducing the 

form, which was to become almost the dominant verse genre throughout the 

first half of the eighteenth century. 

The literary stir occasioned by Trediakovsky’s Voyage to the Isle of 

Love brought him at once to government attention; in 1732 he was made an 

official translator for the Academy of Sciences, and in 1733 secretary of that 

learned body. The Academy of Sciences, which Peter the Great had planned, 

but which was opened only after his death, by his wife in 1725, was staffed 

entirely by Germans. During the pronounced “German tyranny” of the 

reign of Anna Ivanovna, this was not surprising, especially in view of the 

scarcity of fully trained Russian scholars. When in 1745 Trediakovsky and 

Lomonosov were made Professors of the Academy (Trediakovsky “Professor 

of Eloquence”), they were the first Russians actually to be admitted to 

equality with the German academicians. 

The final stage in Trediakovsky’s early, and short-lived, success came 

as a result of his most important and prestigious contribution to Russian 

literature. In 1734 he wrote, and published in the following year, his epoch- 

making treatise “A New and Short Method for Composing Russian Verse, 

Together with a Definition of the Names Appertaining Thereto.”^ For a full 

understanding of the importance and bearing of this treatise, it will be neces¬ 

sary to review briefly the state of Russian versification in 1734. 

The verse system^ which had prevailed in Muscovy for nearly a cen¬ 

tury and a half was, as has been noted before, a foreign importation, com¬ 

pletely without native roots. It was, moreover, a system grotesquely unsuited 

to the nature of the Russian language. “Syllabic verse” had been introduced 

into Russian from Ukrainian and Belorussian centers, to which Polish influ¬ 

ence had brought it. For Ukrainian and Belorussian it was just as unsuited 

as for Great Russian; but for Polish, with its fixed word accent (always on the 

penult), the system was natural and inevitable. Polish had taken it over, 

with some modifications, from French, a language in which a very peculiar 

evolution had brought to the virtual elimination of word accent. 

The Romance languages, with the exception of French, and all the 

Teutonic languages, including English, as well as the ancient tongues of 

Greece and Rome, measure lines of verse by units called feet. Such feet in 

the ancient languages may be of two syllables, of three, of four, and even of 

five; but the two-and three-syllable feet predominate. Latin and Greek are 
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quantitative languages, and feet are defined by alternations of “long” and 

short syllables. Neither Romance, Teutonic, nor Slavic languages, how¬ 

ever, possess quantity as a significant linguistic feature, and metrical “feet” 

are therefore defined not by alternations of “long” and “short” syllables, 

but by accentual alternation. An accented syllable takes the place in such a 

“tonic” system of a “long” syllable, and an unaccented of a “short” syllable. 

By the seventeenth century all west European languages had evolved a system 

of versification based on such alternation of “tonic” feet, except the French. 

The Teutonic languages, from their earliest beginnings, had been freer in this 

regard than the Romance. A completely “tonic” system takes account simply 

of the number of accents in a line, regardless of the number of syllables; but 

the Romance languages have generally observed a system of feet, and thus 

of a regularity of syllables, as well as accents. The French language, alone of 

west European tongues, having established its word accent uniformly on the 

final syllable and thus practically eliminated it, could not make use of the 

tonic principle in verse construction. French was therefore obliged to resort 

to a much less satisfactory, because less definite, means of defining a line of 

verse-the counting of syllables. Since such syllable-counting is difficult for 

the ear to apprehend without aid, the device of end-rhyme was adopted as 

an obligatory feature of French verse. The final rhyming word informs the 

ear that a certain number of syllables has been ticked off, and the line is 

ended. Another peculiar feature of the French language comes into play 

here—the “mute e.” French has eliminated from ordinary pronunciation all 

original post-tonic syllables, but retains in writing the post-tonic “e,” which 

is unpronounced, or “mute,” except in solemn declamation. It is given syl¬ 

labic value, however, in versification when it comes before a consonant 

or at the end of a line. Under the latter condition the end-rhyme is “femi¬ 

nine,” that is, two-syllabled; and from at least the sixteenth century French 

poets have generally observed the rule that “feminine” and “masculine” 

(one-syllabled) rhymes should alternate. 

Of course lines of French verse can have any desired number of syl¬ 

lables, and one thinks of such a nineteenth-century tour de force as Victor 

Hugo’s Les Djinns, with lines running from two to thirteen syllables. By 

Malherbe’s time, however, at the end of the sixteenth century, the “Alexan¬ 

drine,” of alternately 12 and 13 syllables, had come to be the standard line 

for verse drama, for narrative verse, and for much lyric verse. It was this 

line which the Poles chiefly utilized, and which from them passed into 

Russian use. Since Polish word accent is uniformly on the next to the last 

syllable of every word (except, of course, monosyllables!), it follows that 

“masculine” rhyme is impossible. The longer, 13-syllable, form of the “Alex¬ 

andrine” accordingly became the standard Polish line, and it was this which 

Simeon Polotsky and the other “syllabic” poets imported into Russian. 

The Russian language, however, although belonging to the same linguis¬ 

tic family as Polish, is radically different in the matter of accent. Russian 
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retains the original Slavic “free accent,”—that is, the accent of a word may 

fall on any syllable at all, from the last to sometimes as many as seven or 

eight from the end; and there is, moreover, no such “secondary accent” as 

Teutonic languages have. When a language of such a sort is forced into the 

straight-jacket of a “syllabic” line, in which only two syllables at most out 

of the thirteen (the seventh and twelfth) have a fixed accent, the result is 

invincibly prosy. What results inevitably is a series of lumbering, heavy 

lines, distinguished from prose only by the monotonous feminine rhyme 

and the presence of a definite number of syllables. Syllabic verse is incapable 

of the grace of genuine poetry, and is at the same time not even good prose. 

The amazing thing about the situation is that such an ill-adapted medium 

survived for nearly a century and a half before anyone realized and pointed 

out its shortcomings. 

Vasily Trediakovsky had some natural advantages for making the 

epoch-making discovery: he was well acquainted with Latin and Greek, and 

hence with the system of verse “feet”; he also knew Italian, which utilizes 

a syllabo-tonic system of versification. He did not know German, but he 

knew Germans, and very probably had come across some of the hybrid 

lyrics which various Teutons—Danes, Swedes and Germans—who were at 

home in Russian had written in their adopted language, but using the accen¬ 

tual principles of their native tongues. Some of these experiments have sur¬ 

vived to our day, particularly those of the Swede Sparvenfeldt and the 

Germans Gluck and Paus. They are the earliest syllabo-tonic verses in Russian, 

but by themselves could of course have never effected the necessary reform. 

Trediakovsky’s intimate association with the French and with French verse 

might be thought to have stood in the way of his taking a step that went 

directly counter to French tradition; but here, it would seem, another in¬ 

fluence was at work which proved decisive. Trediakovsky’s earliest Russian 

verse, published at the same time as his Voyage to the Isle of Love, consists 

of “songs.” These are written, to be sure, according to the syllabic system, 

but in shorter lines than the standard “heroic” verse, and with a freer rhyme 

scheme; and in many cases the lines can be read accentually. The pieces are 

genuine songs, and were enthusiastically adopted as such and passed into a 

repertory that may well be termed “popular”; they often turn up in the 

hand-written song-books of the eighteenth century. As songs, they tend 

to maintain accent in rhythmic alternation, perhaps even unconsciously. 

Thus, for example, the four-stanza “Love Song,” of which the first strophe 

reads: ^ 

O beloved one of beauties, 

Mighty beyond all [others] ! 

Already inclining, 

Already victorious, 

Deign to perform 
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MHJiocTb, MH jnoSHTb: A kindness, and love me: 

JIio6;ih>, aparaH, I love, O precious one, 

Th' caM Becb Taa. Thee, myself all wasting away. 

In composing these songs Trediakovsky was undoubtedly influenced by the 

songs of the common people, both lyric and narrative (the byliny)-, and in 

these native Russian productions he recognized the accentual system of 

versification, and correctly inferred that the original Slavic method of com¬ 

position was accentual, and had nothing to do with syllable-counting. 

Stender-Petersen8 has suggested still another possible influence that 

may have pointed to Trediakovsky the advantages of the accentual system 

over the syllabic. Associated as he was with the Academy, he must have 

known many of the German professors there; and one of the routine duties 

of the Academicians was to turn out Russian verses in honor of royalty on 

certain state occasions. The normal method employed by the German pro¬ 

fessors for this purpose was to compose a poem in German and then trans¬ 

late it into Russian; and in this procedure the flexible and harmonious Ger¬ 

man accentual meter must have made a striking contrast with the stiff and 

prosy syllabic verse of the final product. 

In any case, whatever stimulus or stimuli may have worked on him, 

Trediakovsky must have full credit for first formulating the principles of 

what he calls the “tonic” (i.e., accentual) method for composing Russian 

verse. In his brief introductory statement to the “New and Short Method” 

he mentions first the absurd and unworkable method of imposing classical 

quantity on the non-quantitative Slavonic languages, proposed by Maximov’s 

grammar; and then, coming to the syllabic system, writes: “Others in com¬ 

posing our [i.e., Russian] verses have proceeded up to now more correctly, 

in setting a certain definite number of syllables in a verse, cutting it into 

two parts, and introducing a mutual concord of syllables together at the line 

ends. But even such verses seem so unsatisfactory that they may more ap¬ 

propriately be designated as prose that proceeds by a definite number [of 

syllables] , but is absolutely devoid of feet and cadence, which make verse 

sing and distinguish it from prose, that is, non-verse.” Trediakovsky insists, 

correctly, that syllabic verse is a foreign importation, and a method of 

versification entirely unsuited to the Russian language, the ancient and 

popular verse of which is accentual and without rhyme. 

Unfortunately, however, the “New and Short Method” has a very 

limited scope. The only “feet” which Trediakovsky can see at this stage as 

suitable for Russian are those of two syllables—he uses the classical names, 

substituting an accented syllable for a “long”—spondee (two “longs”), tro¬ 

chee (long and short), iamb (short and long) and pyrrhichius (two shorts). 

Of these he insists that the trochee must be basic, as being more truly suited 

to the normal rhythm of Russian. He also eliminates from his “Method” 

any lines shorter than that of eleven syllables: all such short lines must still 
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be composed by syllable-counting. The 13-syllable line (“heroic” verse) and 

the 11-syllable line must have caesuras, after the seventh and fifth syllable 

respectively; and these lines must have rhyme. By a most extraordinary 

aberration Trediakovsky at this point feels that what the French call “mar¬ 

riage des vers,” that is, the uniform alternation in a long poem between 

feminine (2-syllable) and masculine (1-syllable) rhyme is an impossible 

monstrosity in Russian. Pushing the sexual metaphor to a grotesque extreme, 

he writes: “Such a combination of verses would be with us just as loathsome 

and disgusting as it would be if one should see the most attractive, tender, 

European beauty, aglow in the full flower of her youth, coupled with a de¬ 

crepit ninety-year-old blackamoor! Masculine rhyme he considers fit only 

for satire or humorous verse. But the obligatory feminine rhyme of Russian 

syllabic verse is of course actually a mere carry-over from Polish usage, where 

the penultimate word accent makes it unavoidable, and has nothing to do 

with Russian conditions whatever. It is this combination of limitations and 

baseless prejudices that vitiated to a significant degree Trediakovsky’s great 

reform, and made it possible for Lomonosov, who saw and realized his rival’s 

inconsistencies, to claim credit for the reform as a whole. Several extremely 

vulnerable spots in Trediakovsky’s “Method” may be summarized: he limited 

the system of accentual feet to long 11- and 13-syllable lines capable of 

supporting a caesura; he had an ineradicable dislike for iambic rhythm and 

for masculine rhyme; and he kept to the end an unreasoning fondness for 

what he calls the “heroic” verse, that is, the 13-syllable line of the old syl¬ 

labic system, brought into conformity with his “tonic” principles, and de¬ 

fined by Trediakovsky as a “trochaic hexameter.” Actually, some of the 

latest stages of syllabic verse, such as the second version of Kantemir’s Satires, 

tend toward accentual alternation; and it is worth noting that the line which 

Trediakovsky uses and repeats several times as an example of his “tonic tro¬ 

chaic hexameter” (the only verse form to which his treatise devotes much 

attention) is the first line of Kantemir’s First Satire: um tol’ slabyi plod 

trudov kratkiia nauki, a line that the poet himself composed by syllabic 

principles. Still another of Trediakovsky’s prejudices, rather hard to under¬ 

stand in view of his avowed interest in the verse of the common people, is 

that against metrical feet of three syllables—dactyls, anapests and amphi- 

brachs—which are so commonly used in popular Russian verse. 

We may anticipate here and remark that before the end of his life Tred¬ 

iakovsky had seen the inadequacy of his early “Short Method,” and was 

writing iambics, alternating masculine and feminine rhymes, and even 

writing Russian dactylo-trochaic hexameters. It did nothing for his repu¬ 

tation, however, when in reissuing his early metrical treatise among the 

volumes of his complete “Works” (1752) he rewrote it in such a way as to 

make it appear that he had all along advocated the complete substitution 

of his syllabo-tonic system for the syllabic-which was actually the position 

of Lomonosov. Trediakovsky’s attempted falsification of well-known facts 
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led only to contempt and derision. None the less, his is unquestionably the 

priority in discovering the new system, even if he was too timid and con¬ 

servative to carry it to its logical conclusion. 

As a kind of appendix to his “New and Short Method” Trediakovsky 

gave the literate public some examples of western verse forms in Russian 

syllabo-tonic verse-a sonnet, rondeau, two elegies, an epistle, an “Ode in 

Praise of the Rose, etc. None of these pieces can be given very high rank 

as poetry, but some are “firsts” for Russian literature, as for example, the 

sonnet, written in the poet’s “trochaic hexameter,” in imitation of a French 

original in Alexandrines. The rhyme-scheme of the octet, exceptional for a 

sonnet, is abababab. 

After an acrimonious controversy with Lomonosov over the respec¬ 

tive merits of the trochaic and iambic meters, Trediakovsky composed and 

published in 1755 what has to be ranked as one of the most successful of 

all his critical endeavors, a treatise entitled: “On Russian Versification, 

Ancient, Middle, and Modern.”10 His account of the genesis of the Russian 

syllabic verse (his ‘ middle” system) is remarkably clear, perceptive and even 

by modern standards essentially correct. In discussing the “new” (i.e., the 

syllabo-tonic) system he presupposes, without specifically mentioning them, 

Lomonosov’s contributions to his own discoveries. He holds fast, however, 

to his essentially erroneous notion that the trochee is the foot best suited to 

Russian: “I was led to the trochee by the character of our language, because 

our periods more frequently and harmoniously end in a trochee; and our 

rhyme also, both in the middle [i.e., syllabic] verse system, and that which 

is at present called ‘feminine,’ is precisely this same trochee. Furthermore 

I had then in my hands a certain printed example [of verse] of the Illyrian 

[i.e., Yugoslav] peoples, composed in trochaic tetrameters [this was a drama¬ 

tic poem on the Prodigal Son, composed by Ivan Gundulic (1589-1638)] ... 

So this threefold ground led me from the very beginning, that is, in 1735, 

to prefer the trochaic foot to all others. Many have been the attacks against 

me for this; I have endured them all patiently, and, enduring them, how¬ 

ever much I pointed out the truth, that neither is the trochee tender nor 

the iamb noble by themselves, but that both the one foot and the other are 

noble and tender according to the words [of the poem], my demonstrations 

have been but little regarded...”11 The last remarks refer to the polemics 

with Lomonosov, whose absurd contention it was that the iambic meter was 

inherently “noble,” the trochaic inherently “tender.” At the conclusion 

of his short history of Russian versification Trediakovsky again gives ex¬ 

amples, this time not of poetical forms but of various syllabo-tonic meters, 

including the iambic, and even dactylic and anapestic three-syllable feet. 

Two stanza forms are also included, the Sapphic and the Alcaic (“Hora- 

tian”). The Sapphic, of course, had been quite commonly used by the syllabic 

poets, e.g., Simeon Polotsky, in its Polish form. Trediakovsky’s Sapphic 

stanza, although still rhymed, is otherwise closer to the original; its metrical 
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arrangement allows for the two unaccented syllables in the third foot (part 

of the Greek “cyclic dactyl”) and in the adonic (‘xx ‘x) of the last line, 

which give the verse its peculiar lilting quality. 

Trediakovsky’s literary activity after the years of his first successes 

(1730-1735) is mostly connected with translation. Aside from hack work 

of a purely utilitarian nature (e.g., Saint-Re'my’s “Artillery Handbook”), his 

translations are chiefly of history. In 1738 he began to translate the monu¬ 

mental works of Charles Rollin on ancient history, and with unremitting and 

at times discouraging labor (on one occasion several volumes of translation 

in manuscript were destroyed when his house burned, and had to be redone), 

by the year before his death he had completed the 30 volumes: 10 volumes 

of Rollin’s Histoire ancienne; 16 volumes of Rollin’s Histoire romaine; and 

four volumes of the Histoire des empereurs romains of Rollin’s pupil Crevier. 

The Rollin work, highly regarded throughout Europe in its time, is extremely 

third-rate history, being nothing more than a smooth, entirely uncritical, 

retelling of the facts as narrated by the ancient sources, with all difficulties 

harmonized and smoothed over. As Gukovsky points out, however,H the 

scholarly moralist’s glorification of the republican virtues of Sparta and 

Rome, and Cre'vier’s generally black picture of the Roman emperors were 

very influential in France toward the “Roman masquerade” which marks 

the revolution of 1789, and through Trediakovsky’s translation had their 

effect also on Russian intellectual opposition to monarchy, e.g., of the 

Decembrists. 

Two of Trediakovsky’s other translations require mention: John Bar¬ 

clay’s Argenis (1751) and Fenelon’s Les Aventures de Telemaque (1766). 

Both works are “translations” of such a highly original sort that the trans¬ 

lator must be regarded as in fact a co-author. Barclay’s Argenis (1621) is a 

Latin novel which is reputed to satirize the contemporary situation in France 

under the cloak of various fictional kings, queens and princes, whose adven¬ 

tures compose the novel s plot. Barclay, like his grandfather Alexander, was 

a convinced advocate of absolute monarchy, and the principal theme of his 

work is demonstration of all the ills that befall a kingdom through feudal 

anarchy and the benefits which a benevolent monarchy brings. Trediakovsky 

of course found this point of view congenial; but another aspect of the work 

doubtless intrigued him equally: in the person of the sage counsellor Nico- 

pompus (Nikopomp), the author was able to give some “instruction to 

kings. Since the final great work of Trediakovsky was a very free translation 

of Fe'nelon’s Les Aventures de Telemaque (the Tilimakhida), the entire sub¬ 

stance of which is the education of young Telemachus for kingship, it is evi¬ 

dent that this aspect of the poet’s mission was of great concern to him. 

Trediakovsky’s original contribution and addition to Barclay’s novel 

is in the form of inserted verses, mostly translations from Latin and Greek 

classical authors, with which he illustrates the extremely ample “Explanations 

of Mythological Passages in the Argenis,” attached to each of the five parts 
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of the novel. His translation is also accompanied by an extensive “Avant- 

propos” (Preduvedomleniie) in which he discusses among other things his 

priority in introducing the tonic system of versification, and his ideas on 

rhyme, of which he writes: “It [i.e., rhyme] is a toy invented during Gothic 

times [i.e., in the Middle Ages] ,” and claims that “Our original poetry was 

without rhyme and was accentual [tonicheskaia] ,”12 

In 1766, three years before his death, Trediakovsky finished his most 

ambitious translation, the Tilimakhida. It came at a time in Russia’s history 

which was extremely inopportune, and the neglect and derision with which 

it was met embittered the poet’s last years. It consists of some 16,000 verses 

into which Fe'nelon’s original prose romance has been recast. These verses 

are most interesting. Stender-Petersen’s characterization of the Tilimakhida 

as composed in “ungewohnlich schlechte russische Hexameter”^ is entirely 

unjust. The hexameters are not uncommonly bad’’ on the whole (there are, 

of course, some individual verses to which the description applies); and they 

are, in any case, the first Russian hexameters, with the exception of a few 

translations in the notes of the Argenida. This fact is in itself remarkable, 

since as we have seen Trediakovsky in his first discussions of the “tonic” 

system of versification dismissed the notion of feet of three syllables as 

unsuited to Russian. The influence of the popular Messias of the German 

poet Klopstock (1748-51), which introduced the dactylo-trochaic hexameter 

into German, is certainly in part responsible for Trediakovsky’s change of 

mind. More important, however, was the contact which his work necessitated 

with the Greek Odyssey. After all, the Adventures of Telemachus is, in a 

formal way, conceived as a sequel to Homer’s epic of the adventures of 

Telemachus’s father Ulysses. And Trediakovsky was a good Greek scholar 

and trained in the classics. Many of the accentual hexameters of his transla¬ 

tion are as good as those of Gnedich’s Iliad (1829) or Zhukovsky’s Odyssey 

(1849); and he has a perfectly correct understanding of the requirements 

of the verse: the accentual dactyls must be from time to time relieved by 

the insertion of an accentual trochee (substituting for the quantitative spon¬ 

dee of the Greek) to prevent monotony; and the verse must, of course, be 

unrhymed. 

The bad reputation of Trediakovsky’s Tilimakhida is due in large part 

to the attitude of Catherine II toward it. According to a nineteenth-century 

anecdotist: “Under the Empress Catherine II a jocular penalty for a slight 

offense was established in the Hermitage: to drink a glass of cold water and 

read a page from the Tilimakhida; and for a more serious one, to learn by 

heart six lines from it.” Catherine is also reputed to have recommended 

Trediakovsky’s verses as a prime remedy for insomnia. But as A.S. Orlov^a 

has well pointed out, it was not so much Trediakovsky’s verses which the 

Empress disliked, as his ideas. In his choice of Fenelon’s romance for trans¬ 

lation he was exhibiting a disquieting predilection for instructing royalty— 

and Catherine could brook no such inrolence. Moreover, one of the episodes 
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in the romance (that of King Pygmalion and Queen Astarveia) has a dan¬ 

gerous similarity to the lurid story of Catherine’s own suppression of her 

husband Peter III and usurpation of the throne. Her answer to these indis¬ 

cretions was to subject the poet to ridicule—perhaps the most painful kind 

of punishment. 

Among Trediakovsky’s original works, again neglected in his lifetime 

but of considerable interest to later times, is the tragedy Deidamia.^ This 

was written at the express orders, as the poet announced to the Academy of 

Sciences, of the Empress Elizabeth, that “Professors Trediakovsky and Lomo¬ 

nosov should each write a tragedy.” Lomonosov’s answer to this challenge 

was Tamira and Selim, on a national Russian theme—the rout of Mamai. 

For his subject Trediakovsky chose a Greek legend, that of the youth of 

Achilles, who was concealed by his goddess mother Thetis among the daugh¬ 

ters of the King of Scyrus in order to save him from having to go to war 

against Troy, where the goddess knew he must lose his life. The result of 

her maneuver was of course foreseeable: “Pyrrha,” the transvested Achilles, 

fell in love with Deidamia, one of the king’s daughters, and got her with 

child, and was discovered anyhow and taken to Troy through the wiles of 

Odysseus. In order to force this story into tragic form Trediakovsky had to 

invent a rival for Deidamia, Nauplia, and complicate the plot to a degree 

which was thought to make the tragedy unsuitable for staging. Deidamia 

is composed, again in defiance of Trediakovsky’s early theories of versifica¬ 

tion, in a six-beat iambic verse with alternate masculine and feminine 

rhymes—the so-called “Russian Alexandrine.” Portions are in other meters, 

as for example Deidamia’s monologue over what she believes to be Achilles’s 

faithlessness, which consists of twelve six-line stanzas in “Alexandrines” 

with the rhyme scheme aaBccB (the lower case letter representing a feminine, 

the upper case a masculine rhyme), and the constandy repeated refrain at 

the end of each strophe: kogda liubeznyi moi vozmog tak izmenit’— “Since 

my darling could so betray (me)!” 

Trediakovsky’s only other dramatic essay was never published in his 

lifetime (first in 193 5, from a manuscript of 1752). It is entitled: “The 

Eunuch: A Comedy in five acts, from the Latin of Terence, purged by the 

verses of Vasily Trediakovsky of its foulest indecencies.”16 The meter of the 

translation is a six-beat trochaic line, with alternate masculine and feminine 

rhymes by single lines rather than by couplets, as in the tragedy. In the fore¬ 

word to his translation Trediakovsky states that in conformity with ancient 

usage he wishes to present with his tragedy a “sister” comedy, and finding 

the task too difficult for his own powers, he has chosen “the best of Ter¬ 

ence’s six comedies” for translation. It happens that this “best” comedy is 

the only one of the Latin poet’s works which is quite decidedly licentious 

in plot and even occasionally in expression; it requires accordingly a con- 

sierable “purgation” to eliminate its “foul indecencies” and make it suitable 

for the chaste ears of the court of Elizaveta Petrovna! 
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One of the most original of Trediakovsky’s works, and certainly one 

of his most ambitious undertakings in verse is the six-book philosophical 

treatise called Tbeoptia (Feoptiia), the composition of which occupied the 

poet from 1750 to 1754. It was never published in his lifetime because of 

a combination of petty jealousies in the Academy of Sciences and of reli¬ 

gious obscurantism in the Holy Synod. The manuscript was discovered by 

I.Z. Serman and published for the first time in the “Poet’s Library” edition 

of Trediakovsky’s Selected Works in 1963.^ Its obvious inspiration is Alex¬ 

ander Pope’s Essay on Man, known to Russia at this time through the rather 

free translation by Nikolai Nikitich Popovsky (1730-1760).18 In substance 

the work is, as its title indicates, a “view of God” as revealed, not in scrip¬ 

tural, but in natural “miracles.” It takes the form, as some of Pope’s philo¬ 

sophical works also do, of “Epistles,” six in number, addressed to a fictional 

“Eusebius” (i.e., “Reverent One”). The first epistle demonstrates the exist¬ 

ence of God by ontological principles, by the familiar “argument from 

design” (i.e., such a complex and harmonious universe could not have arisen 

by accident) and by “universal consent” of all races of mankind. The second, 

designed, as the poet says, to be more intelligible to those who find meta¬ 

physics rather hard to comprehend, deals with the four elements—earth, 

air, fire and water—as evidences of a providential design for the good of 

man. This line of reasoning is continued in Epistle III, which is devoted to 

the cattle, beasts, reptiles, fish, birds and insects” as creations of Providence. 

Epistle IV “demonstrates the wisdom and goodness of God in the construc¬ 

tion of the human body.” The fifth epistle attempts to deal with the relations 

of the human (and animal) soul with the body. “In the preceding five epistles 

the existence of God has been demonstrated, and in this sixth and last ex¬ 

planation is made of the qualities of God, which it is better for the Supreme 

Being to have than not to have.” 

The Tbeoptia is thus a kind of compendium of the scientific knowledge 

of the mid-eighteenth century, all directed toward a deistic explanation of 

the universe. Some of the views expressed were sufficiently radical to ex¬ 

plain the refusal of the reactionary Synod to permit the work’s publication. 

For example, the poet, in dealing with the heavenly bodies (Epistle III) 

hedges skillfully, but unsuccessfully, on the Copernican hypothesis: 

We behold the sun; it (how many million miles distant?) 

Is larger than the Earth, and by a community of laws 

Either moves or stands still at such a distance 

That it is in itself only a small circle, (lines 171-174) 

Trediakovsky is, no more than Pope, a great original philosopher. His trea¬ 

tise, however, is competently developed and his attempt to fit science into 

the framework of a poem (for which Lucretius furnished him a model) is 

extjremely interesting. There are moments when his subject kindles his imagi- 
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nation almost to the point of genuine poetry, but they are rare, and usually 

vitiated by a perverse syntax and vocabulary, of which we shall have more 

to say presently. As a fair example of the more intelligible portions of his 

treatise, the following passage (II, 145-154) may be cited: 

The Earth’s inequalities are considered to be not of service, 

But are for her adornment, and necessary for our use. 

Where the crests of mountains go, there are just as many valleys, 

And in them most excellent herbage as food for cattle. 

Beyond them round about, the fields and furrows of the cornland 

are yellow, 

The ears of the rich harvests wave and are ripe. 

On the one side their region is flowery and grassy 

And fertile with trees, and healthful and pure of air; 

On the other, the mountains raise their summits to the clouds, 

Astonish us with their height, as they gladden our eyes. 

Trediakovsky’s finalistic interpretation of nature may be well observed in 

another passage from Epistle II (285-302): 

O Providence! Where intolerable cold rages, 

In those countries are seen more thick forests. 

Not only is the forest serviceable to us in this one way from the 

first, 
In that we may obtain in it wood for fuel, 

But the material of the forests, though hard and perishable, 

We make of it every sort of thing for our needs: 

We make ourselves a house as habitation out of wood, 

And we build likewise boats and ships. 

And the orchard beautiful to see, burdened with fruit, 

Is by this same [i.e., the fruit] bent down sufficiently low 

So that, as though intentionally, it may offer its fruit as a gift, 

While this is fresh and ripe and tasty, and not old. 

Meanwhile these fruits as they fall to the earth’s surface 

And rot on the bosom of mother earth, 

From their seed revivify their race once more 

And multiply it for the succeeding year. 

Everything which earth receives, she thus preserves in herself, 

And while changing this, does not change herself! 

Reading these quite transparent and intelligible passages of the Theop- 

tia, one gets a one-sided impression, however; the whole poem is not such 

easy going. The murkiest parts are the First and the Fifth Epistle, which by 

their subjects metaphysics and a sort of bastard psychology respectively— 
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are impenetrable enough; but to this have to be added the special difficulties 

contributed by Trediakovsky’s peculiar style. 

We shall reserve until a little later a general consideration of this style; 

but it may be observed here that the Theoptia offers an excellent illustration 

of a generalization of Professor G.A. Gukovsky19 to the effect that when 

using iambics, and particularly Alexandrines, Trediakovsky tends to follow 

a more or less natural word order, in the manner of Lomonosov, who intro¬ 

duced these meters, while in writing trochaics, and particularly the “heroic 

verse” (his “trochaic tetrameter” , the old 13-syllable line revamped) he 

follows the Latinate word order which he apparently learned in his earliest 

years and obstinately continued all his life to regard as elegant and beautiful. 

To convey any idea in another language of what this kind of word-juggling 

means is very difficult, but perhaps a small example can illustrate it. The 

Theoptia, which Gukovsky of course did not know, since it was discovered 

only after his death, is, as it happens, written in precisely the two kinds of 

meter which he mentions—the iambic Alexandrine and the trochaic “heroic” 

verse. Trediakovsky is “most himself,” that is, most difficult and unintelli¬ 

gible, in Epistles I and VI, which are in his “trochaic hexameter,” while 

Epistles II and III, in iambic Alexandrines, offer far less difficulty. The 

subject matter of IV, also in trochaics, helps lighten the stylistic gloom, 

while the subject matter of V, in Alexandrines, succeeds in counteracting 

the iambic ease. As an example of Trediakovsky’s “trochaic style” the fol¬ 

lowing may serve: 

„ 1 4 2 3 5.6 7 
IIoceMy Bor ecjiH o npaBflOH TaK onpeaejiHJi, 
„ 8 10 11 9 12 14 15 13 
“TOO B CaMbIX OH JIIOflHX HeHaBHCTHbIX rpeX Ka3HHJl, 

16 17 20 19 18 22 21 23 
y* flaBHo 5 norHOJiH mm caMbiM tohho aenoM, 
KaK ayxuoK) b BeK bckob, TaK h HaiiiHM tcjiom, 
Ho hto mm He thShcm, to xoaaTafi hckhm ecTb, 
Kofi ynpauiHBaeT 6oacHen npaBflbi MecTb. 
Kan 5k TBapb Ty ynpocHTb mouter pa3flpaMceHHy? 
Ce xoflararo aonr 6bm> tohho oSovKeHHy. 

Wherefore if God determined thus in justice 

That He should punish in men themselves [their] hateful sin, 

We would in very deed have long since perished, 

As much in soul forever more, as in our bodies. 

But that we do not perish [is because] there is a certain Intercessor 

Who begs off the vengeance of God’s justice. 

What creature, however, can beg off aggrieved [justice] ? 

The Intercessor must thus be of a divine nature. 

(VI, 600-607) 

As indicated by the numbers over the Russian words, the natural word order 
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of the first three lines of this passage would be: Posemu esli b Bog pravdoi 

tak opredelil, chtob on v samykh liudakh kaznil nenavistnyi grekh, uzh 

davno my pogibli tochno samym delom... The exigencies of verse writing 

inevitably require a certain rearranging of a prose word order in any lan¬ 

guage—but Trediakovsky’s juggling is not necessitated by the verse, it is 

systematic and deliberate. 

Professor Gukovsky^ discusses Trediakovsky’s poetic style with 

great discernment and sympathy. “Early on, apparently, Trediakovsky 

had come to consider Latin syntax the ideal norm for any kind of syn¬ 

tactically ordered speech.” This conviction accounts for the qualities of 

his style; his obscurity and difficulty are deliberate, and not the result of 

poetical incapacity, and in his literary controversies with Lomonosov and 

Sumarokov he is the defender of a dense, complex, Latinate style as against 

the relative simplicity of the styles of his rivals. 

In English, French, and most other Romance languages we are accus¬ 

tomed to what we consider a “normal word order,” which can be loosely 

defined as: subject with modifiers—verb with modifiers—object with modi¬ 

fiers. The position of the modifiers is of course not the same in all these 

languages, but they are normally either closely before or closely after the 

word modified; and the order of subject-predicate-object is fundamental. 

With Latin, however, and to a much lesser extent Greek, such an order is 

almost exceptional; and the Old Slavonic language shares the characteristics 

of the classical tongues. This is because of the highly developed system of 

substantive inflection in all these languages. If, for example, there is a dis¬ 

tinctive ending for, let us say, a masculine dative singular adjective, there 

is no cogent reason why this adjective should be directly before or directly 

after the noun it modifies—the mind will unmistakably connect it with a 

masculine dative singular noun. If nominative and accusative cases are very 

clearly distinguished—and they are in most instances in these highly in¬ 

flected languages—there is no necessity for placing the subject before and 

the object after the verb—the contrary order is just as intelligible, and may 

be recommended for purposes of emphasis. Latin poets made exceptionally 

large use of this freedom of word position, and hyperbaton (literally “a 

stepping across”), whereby adjective modifier and modified noun are often 

widely separated, or subject and verb, is one of the commonest rhetorical 

devices in Latin verse. Horace is particularly fond of hyperbaton, and the 

device contributes a great deal to the famous epigrammatic succinctness 

of that poet; note for example the first strophe of Ode 1,9: 

Vides (1) ut (2) alta (4) stet (7) nive (5) candidum (6) 

Soracte (3), nec (8) iam (9) sustineant (13) onus (12) 

Silvae (10) laborantes (11), geluque (16) 

Flumina (14) constiterint (15) acuto (17), 
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You see how Mount Soracte, white with deep snow, stands 

out, and no longer do the toiling forests bear up their burden, 

and [how] the streams are standing still in the sharp cold. 

where the natural Latin word order is indicated by the number sequence. 

It was this inheritance from his Latin-trained youth that Trediakovsky 

tried to impose on Russian. The effort was not entirely unwarranted, for 

Russian is as highly inflected, on the substantive side, as Latin; but even for 

Russian readers (and who can say that the same was not true for Latin 

readers as well!) constant hyperbaton, inversion, and other “licenses” of 

the sort (e.g., the postponement of a relative pronoun to nearly the end of 

its clause) has an irritating effect; the reader has to keep such constant 

watch for tricks of verbal order, that he may have to repeat a reading several 

times before the sense of what he has read becomes clear. He may even, 

as Gukovsky suggests, have to have the passage rewritten in “normal order” 

before it become intelligible. “Just because of constant inversions the verses 

of Trediakovsky often require translation into the ordinary construction; 

without translation they are unintelligible. Thus, for example, the beginning 

of such an important program piece as the ‘Epistle to Apollo’ is not at once 

intelligible: 

AeBHTH riapHaccKHx cecTp Kyrao rejimcoHa 

O HawajTbHHK AnojuiHH h IlepMeccKa 3BOHa! 

IlOCblJiaiO TH CHH), pOCCKa n033HB, 

KjiaHHHCfl flO 3eMJIH, AOJDKHO 4TO, CaMblfl. 

(“O Apollo, commander of the nine Parnassian sisters, also of 

Helicon and the sound [i.e., music] of Permessus! I, Russian 

poetry, am sending to you this [epistle] , bowing down (in doing 

so), as is my duty, to the very ground.”) 

An added difficulty, of course, must also be taken fnto account: much 

of Trediakovsky’s poetic vocabulary, especially in the solemn odes, is Sla¬ 

vonic and not Russian, sometimes even “hyper-Slavonic”—that is, forms 

invented by the poet himself by analogy, but never existing elsewhere in 

Slavonic usage. Gukovsky notes, for example,22 that in the poem “Spring 

Warmth” Trediakovsky uses so many Slavonicisms that even the nightingale 

(Russian solovei) becomes a non-existent Slavonic slavii! But it is charac¬ 

teristic also of Trediakovsky’s lexical usage that side by side with the ex¬ 

tremes of Slavonicism are words and idioms from the most ordinary Russian 

vulgate. This painful juxtaposition of different linguistic levels is what, in 

Gukovsky’s opinion, did the greatest damage to his reputation as a poet 

among his contemporaries. 

His insensitivity to lexical mixture and his perverse fondness for 
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rhetorical tricks such as inversion and hyperbaton are certainly serious 

flaws in Trediakovsky’s poetical style. Nonetheless, it must be remembered 

that he is a transitional figure, and inevitably bears the marks of the age 

that precedes him; and that his latest verse, e.g., the hexameters of the 

Tilimakhida, are very often quite happily free of these mannerisms, as though 

something of Homeric simplicity and naturalness inhered in the Homeric 

meter. Note, for example, Athena’s final address to Telemachus:^ 

B tom HaKOueu, ITajuiaaa caMa H3peKJia, npoBeiuaa: 

”Cmh OflHcceeB! nocjiymaii mchh, h cne yac BnocJieflHH. 

H HHKoro He yHHJia H3 CMeprabix c pa/teHneM SojibuiHM, 

Kojib Te6n. H Te6« Bena CKB03b SeflCTBa pyKoro, 

Ilo HeH3BeCTHbIM CTpaH3M, BO 6paHeX npCKpOBOJlHTHblX 

H B 3J!OKJIH)HeHHHX BCHKHX, KOTOpbl MOTyT HeJlOJKHO 

Cepaue Bee HcnbiTaTb h to HCKycHTb b HenoBe^e. 

Whereat, finally, Pallas herself spoke in prophecy: 

“Son of Odysseus! Hearken to me, and this now for the last time. 

I have instructed no one of mortals with greater care 

Than you. I have guided you by hand through troubles, 

By unknown lands, in bloody battles, 

And in all manner of misfortunes, which can try 

Every true heart, and tempt it in a man.” 

(XXIV, 677-678) 

Trediakovsky belongs to the Russian Baroque, and some of his charac¬ 

teristics are those of this fashion, e.g., his Latinate syntax, his inflated and 

ornate style, the preciosity of his early Voyage to the Isle of Love, and 

so forth. His steps along the new path he discovered were cautious and 

hesitant, and bolder spirits, such as Lomonosov, quickly passed him and 

made him seem antiquated and silly. But it is well to remember some of 

the pioneering services of Trediakovsky: besides the really epoch-making 

discovery of the syllabo-tonic system of versification, there is the first con¬ 

scious and systematic repudiation of Slavonic in favor of spoken Russian as 

a medium for light secular verse; the first introduction into Russian of love 

as a literary theme; his are the first written lyrics that can be classified as 

“song” in Russian; his translations of Tallemant and Barclay introduce a 

western type of “novel” into serious Russian literature; his Deidamia is 

one of the first “regular” tragedies, his translation of Terence one of the 

first regular comedies in the language; his “fables,” along with those of 

Kantemir, are the first of their kind; his Theoptia is one of Russia’s first 

philosophical poems; his hexameters, in some illustrative verses in the Ar- 

genida notes, and in the Tilimakhida, are the first in the language, etc. These 

are not inconsiderable achievements. It was a personal misfortune for Vasily 
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Trediakovsky that his lifetime coincided with that of one of the most tower¬ 

ing universal geniuses that Russia ever produced; but it should now be pos¬ 

sible for scholars of a later generation to see more clearly than those of his 

own, and to discern beside the great Lomonosov the more modestly pro¬ 

portioned figure of a predecessor to whom even the giant owed much. 

73 



CHAPTER V 

MIKHAIL LOMONOSOV AND THE SOLEMN ODE1 

Modern Russian literature, as Belinsky correctly observed, has its 

beginning with Lomonosov—a figure so prestigious that he dominates the 

entire first half of the eighteenth century. His contribution to Russian life 

is enormous, and it has been a temptation, not always avoided by Russian 

writers, to dwell at length on many phases of it which belong to the his¬ 

tories of chemistry, technology, education et al., rather than to the history 

of literature. Yet even in the latter field he must be reckoned with in many 

areas—oratorical prose, drama, lyric poetry, satire, linguistics, and the theory 

of versification, to mention the most significant. To American readers Lomo¬ 

nosov has often been presented as “the Russian Ben Franklin,” but this does 

him an injustice. In many aspects the two men’s careers do offer parallels, 

especially in their enlightenment ideals and their devotion to science. But 

the author of “Franklin’s Autobiography” and Poor Richard’s Almanac 

can hardly be mentioned in the same breath with the inspired poet of the 

great “triumphal odes,” who was at the same time the emancipator of Rus¬ 

sian verse from the shackles of a foreign system of versification, and the 

molder of poetic style for the better part of a century. 

Communist critics make much of the peasant origin of Lomonosov, 

and of his early bringing up in the far north of Russia (his father was a 

White Sea fisherman) where the “Tatar Yoke” had never reached and serfdom 

was unknown, where a great deal of the old Russian folk literature and 

custom survived. Mikhail was born in 1711 in a village in the Kholmogory 

district; he learned as a boy to idolize Peter the Great, who was a very popu¬ 

lar figure in the far north, and in his voyages with his father came in contact 

with West Europeans to an extent unparalleled except perhaps by Peter’s 

own contacts with the foreigners of the Nemetskaya Sloboda. Until the 

founding of St. Petersburg, of course, the Archangel area was the only gate¬ 

way of Russia to the West. From his early background, then, Lomonosov 

derived a sturdy peasant independence—not to say truculence; a fervent 

nationalism which did not exclude deep respect for western culture; and a 

hero-worship of Peter I. These inheritances he never lost. 

Because of disagreements with his father and an unsympathetic step¬ 

mother, the young man left his home at the age of nineteen and made his 
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way, partly on foot, to Moscow. He had received some education in Khol- 

mogory: his textbooks were the Church Slavonic grammar of Melety Smo- 

tritsky, the “Arithmetic” of Magnitsky (printed at Peter’s orders) and Simeon 

Polotsky s translation of the Psalter. Arrived in Moscow, Lomonosov was 

obliged to falsify his class status in order to be accepted as a student ip the 

Slavonic-Greek-Latin Academy, to which only noblemen’s sons were ad¬ 

mitted. He also had to endure, as he tells in an autobiographical letter, the 

jeers of the small boys who were his class-mates at “the blockhead, all of 

twenty years old, who has come to learn Latin!” He made his mark, however, 

finished three years work in one, learned Greek as well as Latin, and was 

sent a few years later by the school authorities to St. Petersburg, to the re¬ 

cently opened University. From there the government sent him in 1736, one 

of a very small number of picked students, to Germany for further study- 

in Lomonosov’s case, of mining! One might suppose that a youth whose 

interests had seemed to be preeminently literary and historical (he had 

made a study of the old Russian chronicles) would find mining engineering 

little to his taste. But Lomonosov had an intensely active mind, a deep 

interest in science as well as what we call “the humanities,” and an omni¬ 

vorous craving for knowledge of every kind. While dutifully studying mining, 

as he was commissioned to do, in several German universities, he likewise 

absorbed chemistry, such as the science then was, philosophy and philology. 

He returned to Russia in 1741 and was given a post as “adjunct” in the Aca¬ 

demy of Sciences. This institution had been founded by Peter the Great 

as part of a program for bringing learning to Russia; but since there were 

no Russian savants with whom to staff it, Peter’s successors had imported 

Germans, who occupied all the professorships. Probably as part of the general 

reaction against things German which accompanied the governmental coup 

of 1741 and brought Elizaveta Petrovna to the throne, two Russians were in 

1745 installed as “Academicians,” Trediakovsky and Lomonosov. These two 

were not on good terms with each other, and Lomonosov at least was on 

the worst of terms with many members of the German staff of the Academy, 

who regarded their positions as sinecures and were jealously determined not 

to yield any part of their lucrative monopoly to “Russian barbarians.” Lomo¬ 

nosov enjoyed, however, the patronage of the powerful Russian Maecenas, 

Ivan I. Shuvalov, Elizabeth’s favorite, and in his endless battles with the 

Germans, frequently came out ahead. In 1755 one of his favorite aspirations 

was achieved with the help of Shuvalov, the founding of the University of 

Moscow, which now under Soviet rule bears his name. Circumstances for 

Lomonosov changed with the death of Empress Elizabeth in 1761; the last 

few years of his life were embittered by financial difficulties (the failure of 

his glass factory), the coldness of Empress Catherine II and the evident col¬ 

lapse of many grandiose enterprises which he had been passionately advo¬ 

cating for years. He died, still relatively young, in 1765. 
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Before considering Lomonosov’s creative literary work we must take 

account of his theories of versification and style, which have marked almost 

all subsequent Russian verse. 

When the young man traveled to Germany in 1736, he carried with 

him a copy (bought, as his note in the book indicates, on November 24 

of that year) of Trediakovsky’s epoch-making treatise, “A New and Short 

Method for Composing Russian Verses,” published in 1735. Lomonosov’s 

copy of this work is filled with hand-written annotations, in Latin, German, 

and Russian, indicating the areas of his disagreement with Trediakovsky. 

In 1738 Lomonosov was called upon by the St. Petersburg University au¬ 

thorities to give an account of the progress of his studies abroad, which he 

did in great detail, partly in German and partly in Latin, and appended to 

his report his verse translation, side by side with the original for purposes 

of comparison, of the “Ode a l’abbe de Langeron” of Francois Salignac de 

la Mothe Fenelon, the famous author of Les Aventures de Telemaque. Fene- 

lon s ode is written in lines of seven and eight syllables, with masculine and 

feminine rhymes. Lomonosov’s translation follows closely the pattern of the 

original, with lines likewise of seven and eight syllables. His verse, however, 

is tonic, not syllabic, and the rhythm is trochaic*; strophe one of original 

and translation will serve for comparison: 

Montagnes de qui I’audace 

Va porter jusques aux cieux 

Un front d’dternelle glace 

Soutien du sejour des dieux; 

Dessus vos tetes chenues 

Je cueille au-dessus des nues 

Toutes les fleurs du printemps. 

A mes pieds, contre la terre, 

J’entends grander le tonnerre 

Et tomber mille torrens. ^ 

Topbl, TOJIb 4TO flep3HOBeHHO 

B3HOCHTe BepXH K 3Be3flaM, 

JIbAOM noKpbiTbi SecnpeMeHHO, 

HepyuiHM cTOJin He6ecaM: 

BauiHMH non ceaimaMH 

PBy uBeTbi Haa oSaanaMH, 

HeM necTpHT Bac B3op BecHbi; 

TyMH iioao mhoh rpeMHiijH 

CjIblUiy, H AOSKaH UiyMHIUH, 

Kan pyHbeB naaynHx TbMbi. 

In this early essay may be seen Lomonosov’s first, still somewhat tentative, 

approach to verse reform. He has fully accepted Trediakovsky’s funda¬ 

mental principle, that accentual (tonic) versification, and not syllabic, is 

natural and proper for the Russian language. He has also, in this experi- 

ment, accepted Trediakovsky’s pronouncements in favor of trochaic as 

* French prosody, of course, is not based on metrical feet, and hence does not 

recognize “iambic” or “trochaic” rhythm as such. None the less, a foreigner hearing 

French verse declaimed will very often feel that the movement is iambic or trochaic, 

depending on the number of syllables in the line, as the German classicist Gottsched 

notes: “Z.E. die erste Zeile aus des Boileau Ode auf die Eroberung Namurs: ‘Quelle 

docte et sainte ivresse!’ wird von alien Franzosen als eine trochaische von vier Fussen 

ausgesprochen.” [Versuch einer Kritischen Dichtkunst, 1742], Fdnelon’s ode uses the 
same scheme as Boileau’s. 
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against iambic meter: but it should be noted that the French line which he is 

translating is one which any non-Frenchman will feel as trochaic. It is also 

noteworthy that in spite of Trediakovsky’s violent aversion for the combina¬ 

tion of masculine and feminine rhymes (his absurd figure of the sweet white 

maiden coupled with a decrepit blackamoor will be remembered!), Lomo¬ 

nosov has followed his French original in this regard exactly. 

Evidently the insufficiencies of Trediakovsky’s reform continued to 

trouble Lomonosov. In 1739 the Russian armies captured the Turkish for¬ 

tress of Khotin, causing a considerable European sensation, and Lomonosov, 

in a burst of patriotism, wrote his “Ode on the Victory over the Turks and 

Tatars and the Capture of Khotin, 1739.”^ When he sent this original ode 

to the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences, he dispatched with it a “Letter on 

the Rules for Russian Verse Composition.”4 In this letter Lomonosov for the 

first time goes to the logical limit of the theory of “syllabo-tonic” versifica¬ 

tion. The chief points of disagreement with Trediakovsky are these: (1) he 

feels that the iambic meter has an inherent nobility that makes it more suit¬ 

able for the solemn ode than the more lyrical trochaic; (2) he rejects the idea 

that an iambic or trochaic verse can exceptionally allow the substitution of 

the opposite foot, or of a “pyrrhic” (two unaccented syllables): this would, 

in his opinion, lead to anarchy and reduce a line to prose. Later, however, 

Lomonosov came to realize that such a limitation must inevitably exclude 

from binary verse all words of more than three syllables, and hence revised 

his theory to permit the pyrrhic to substitute frequently for either iamb or 

trochee. (3) He rejects totally the idea that ternary or trisyllabic feet (dactyls 

and anapests: he says nothing about amphibrachs) are unsuitable to Russian; 

(4) he rejects as absurd the idea, which he says is based on Polish practice, 

that only feminine rhyme is permissible; this is, as he puts it, as much as 

to say that a man with two healthy legs must get around by hopping on 

one foot! He even admits the dactylic (three-syllable) rhyme. (5) He insists 

that the accentual principle of versification must be applied not only, as 

Trediakovsky had done, to the long 13- and 11-syllable lines, but to short 

lines as well. 

The “Letter on the Rules for Russian Verse Composition” was directed 

to the “Russian Assembly,” a subdivision of the Academy of Sciences con¬ 

cerned specifically with matters pertaining to the Russian language. Tred¬ 

iakovsky was a member of this group (his “New and Short Method” had also 

been directed to it), and he felt personally attacked by Lomonosov’s letter, 

to which he made an apparently rather intemperate rejoinder, which has not 

survived. Relations between the two men were never thereafter very cordial. 

It was probably due to Trediakovsky’s opposition that Lomonosov’s ode 

and the accompanying letter were not published; they were, however, widely 

circulated in manuscript, and the prosodic reforms they embodied were al¬ 

most immediately accepted everywhere. By 1752, when Trediakovsky’s Col¬ 

lected Works were published, he wrote a second treatise on versification, in 
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which he revised some of his earlier positions; and in his essay “On the 

Ancient, Middle and New Russian Versification” (1755)^ he accepted almost 

all of Lomonosov’s revisions of his syllabo-tonic theory, even trying to con¬ 

vey the impression that they had been his ideas all along! 

Lomonosov’s importance, then, in the area of Russian versification is 

very great indeed, for until the most recent times all verse-writing in the 

language has followed his principles. Not as long lasting, but very significant 

for at least a century was his contribution to Russian stylistics. Here the 

crucial work is an essay which he prefixed as preface to the first volume 

of his Collected Works (1757), and rather strangely entitled: “Foreword 

on the Utility of Ecclesiastical Books in the Russian Language.”6 

Basic to this essay are two considerations: first, the peculiar dual 

nature of the Russian literary language; and second, the eighteenth-century 

theory of synonyms. From the moment of Russia’s Christianization the East 

Slavic dialect spoken by the people of the Kievan principality began to be 

penetrated by the basically South Slavic literary language in which transla¬ 

tions of the Bible, liturgical works and Greek patristic writings had been 

made. Since during the Middle Ages very nearly all literary composition in 

Russia was done by churchmen, it was quite natural for the ecclesiastical 

language to be employed-a Russian heavily intermingled with “Church 

Slavonic” vocabulary, morphology, and even syntax. This was the easier 

in that in the earlier centuries the two dialects had not grown as far apart 

as they eventually did. By the seventeenth century, however, certain writers 

made their appearance who were not churchmen, and who accordingly used 

a language much closer to the normal spoken Russian. The reign of Peter the 

Great had the effect linguistically, as we have seen, of flooding the language 

with a multitude of western borrowings, as well as of accentuating the secular 

type of composition. By 1757, when Lomonosov’s essay was published, the 

literary language had begun to crystallize, but the relationship between the 

Slavonic and the Russian elements in the vocabulary had never been clarified 
and formalized. 

The second aspect of the matter relates to the eighteenth-century 
attitude toward synonyms. 

A basic concern of European Enlightenment thinking in the middle of the eighteenth 

century on questions of poetical word usage (poetical style) was directed toward strip¬ 

ping the word of elements of the irrational, of the logically inaccessible, of the unin¬ 

telligible from the point of view of common sense and good taste, of what is not re¬ 
ducible to rationalistic logic, and in the final analysis, to grammar. 

Behind the style of Sumarokov and Kheraskov (up to and including the Rossiad) 

stands the idea of unshakeable and objectively existing categories, genuinely, logically 

conceived by poetic speech. The word in the style of the Rossiad is flat, terminological, 

univocal, exact. It signifies in the measure of its own exactly defined logical meaning. 

The very principle of the loftiness of Slavonic usage does not appear as a mark of an 

emotional aureole around a given word (as it does in part with Lomonosov), but as a 
result of the detailed classification of exact phenomena. 
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From the conception of the word thus defined it follows as a matter 

of course that there should be no such thing as a genuine synonym. “In the 

last analysis the existence of synonyms, linguistic (Slavonicism-Russism) or 

stylistic, was excluded; no wonder that Fonvizin, both in The Minor and in 

his special work ‘Attempt at a Russian Thesaurus’ concerned himself with 

such interest in sharpening the differentiation of meaning of synonyms.... 

The whole world was divided into a multiplicity of concepts, and each of 

these required a conventional sign-a word. The atomism of the world con¬ 

cept was reflected in an atomism of style.”® 

Many of the critics of Lomonosov’s verse, both in his own times and in 

the early decades of the nineteenth century, aim their attacks at his “inexac¬ 

titude in the use of words. The sum of the matter is, however, that the pre¬ 

valent classicist concept of the word as a colorless and quasi-algebraic sign 

for a precise and narrow concept was not acceptable to Lomonosov, because 

he approached the question from another point of view. What this point of 

view is he quite clearly explained in the “Foreword on the Utility of Eccle¬ 

siastical Books.” It is the theory of the “three styles.” 

The theory itself is not a discovery of Lomonosov’s. Rhetorical trea¬ 

tises had long recognized a threefold division of style-high, middle and 

low9—whereby a kind of hierarchy of genres was established. What Lomo¬ 

nosov did with this theory was to apply it consistently to the discrimination 

of synonyms in the two component dialects that made up the literary Russian 

of the eighteenth century. There are in existence lists of synonyms in Lomo¬ 

nosov’s handwriting, evidently graded in accordance with this theory. Thus, 

for example, words all meaning “way, path, road”: stezia, put’, doroga, sled, 

prokhod, khod. Of these the first, stezia, is the Church Slavonic word, not 

found in Russian; the next four are all ordinary Russian, but also found in 

Church Slavonic, while the last two belong to the vulgate, or language of the 

common people. As he formulates the hierarchies in his “Foreword,” there 

are five, one of which he rejects for modem literary use. They are: (1) “Un¬ 

used and extremely obsolete words” of the Church Slavonic dialect, which 

are to be entirely excluded; (2) words which are Church Slavonic, never used 

in common speech, but still intelligible to educated Russians; (3) words com¬ 

mon to both dialects; (4) words in good usage in Russian, but not found in 

Church Slavonic; and (5) “mean words, which it is not appropriate to use in 

any style, save in vulgar comedies.” Of the first four categories he gives ex¬ 

amples, but not of “mean words.” On the basis of this division the lexical 

characteristics of the “three styles” are defined: the “high style,” in which 

should be composed “heroic poems, odes, and prose orations on important 

matters,” should use words of the second and third classes as arranged 

above—that is, they should practically exclude “words which do not exist 

in the remains of the Slavonic language.” “The middle style should con¬ 

sist of words used for the most part in the Russian language, to which may be 

added certain Slavonic words used in the high style, but with great care so 
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that the style may not appear inflated.” “In this style should be written all 

theatrical productions.... friendly epistles in verse, satires, eclogues and 

elegies should hold chiefly to this style. In prose it is proper to compose in it 

descriptions of memorable events [i.e., histories] and noble instructions.” 

The third style will use words of the third class, that is, those common to 

both dialects, and also of the fourth, that is, words found only in Russian. 

It will be used in comedies, humorous epigrams, songs, and in prose letters 

to friends and descriptions of ordinary doings.” As already noted, the vulgate, 

of “low and colloquial words” can be used in these at discretion. 

Since the ecclesiastical books” of earlier ages in Russian were com¬ 

posed with large use of the Church Slavonic, and familiarity with these books 

is the only means by which the Russian can obtain familiarity with that 

“dead” language, which is never used in speech, it follows that reading the 

ecclesiastical books has the greatest utility. Not only does the Russian learn 

by this to place the numerous synonyms of his language in their proper cate¬ 

gories, but he will also be able to avoid the barbarisms which Peter’s reform 

had brought into Russian: “By such an assiduous and careful use of the 

basic Slavonic language, akin to our own, together with the Russian, are 

avoided wild and strange absurdities of expression which intrude upon us 

from foreign languages... These improprieties, through neglect to read ec¬ 

clesiastical books, are even now stealing unawares upon us, spoiling the 

proper beauty of our language, subverting it by continual change, and pushing 
it to a decline.” 

Abstract and mechanical as this theory may at first sight appear, the 

essence of it is profoundly poetical, since it takes cognizance, as the ortho¬ 

dox rationalistic theories of the Enlightenment utterly fail to do, of the 

connotations, the colors of words, the emotional charge that a certain word 

may have through the associations in which it has usually been encountered. 

There is nothing in the English language strictly comparable, but we can 

perhaps appreciate a little of the effect of this discreet and sparing use of 

Slavonic vocabulary if we think of the King James Bible and the Book of 

Common Prayer, and the emotional coloration which from association with 

such a content inheres in certain seldom used English words and phrases. For 

example, when we read in “Travels in Arabia Deserta” the sentence: “These 

townsmen’s heartless levity and shrewish looseness of tongue is noted by the 

comely Beduw,” the adjective “comely,” which would never be used in 

ordinary speech and very seldom even in written English, is rendered even 

more remote and impressive by its very unusual figurative meaning, which 

however carries with it memories of its context in the Psalter: “Rejoice 

in the Lord, O ye righteous; praise is comely for the upright” (Psalm XXXIII 

i). Whether this precise passage was in Doughty’s mind is of course im¬ 

material; the coloration of the word is the effect of its very removal from 

the erosion of common speech and its distinctly solemn and religious associa¬ 

tions. If we can imagine, not a few isolated and still English words of this 

80 



sort, but a whole related dialect, in part very close to our normal language 

and yet still distinct, we gain some idea of the effect of the Slavonic element 

in Lomonosov’s “high style.” 

The doctrine of the “three styles,” as it was concisely presented in Lo¬ 

monosov’s “Foreword,” became canonical in Russian poetry for the rest of 

the eighteenth century until Derzhavin, and echoes of it may still be heard 

in the nineteenth, as when Pushkin’s Ruslan and Liudmila was criticized for 

failing to conform to it. 

It may be noted, incidentally, that there were certain perils in the 

doctrine, resulting from insufficient familiarity with “the ecclesiastical 

books,” or sometimes, with the “vulgar tongue.” Thus Trediakovsky, in a 

devastating criticism of Sumarokov’s first tragedy, Khorev, points to a line 

in the speech of Astrada in Act III, sc. ii: protiv’sia tol’ko v tom poborno 

estestvu, and exclaims: “What? Miss Astrada is bidding (Osnelda) ‘oppose 

nature without opposition’! But what does this mean? Can anyone oppose 

nature and at the same time be unopposed to it?.... It would seem that the 

author took the word poborno for protivno.” Actually, Trediakovsky is the 

one in error here, for poborno means, and has always meant, “strenuously,” 

not, as he appears to imagine, “without opposition.” A more ludicrous 

example of the use of a word with an unfortunate connotation is cited by 

Serman in his book on Lomonosov’s poetical style. 10 In Sumarokov’s first 

tragedy Prince Kii, faced with apparent evidence of treason on the part of 

his younger brother, is so overcome with emotion that his legs give way, and 

he has to call to his attendants for a seat. His words are: “Let someone 

bring me a sedalishcbe. ” Sumarokov probably was unconsciously recalling 

some such Biblical passage as the first verse of Psalm I: “Bazhen muzh,izhe 

ne ide na sovet nechestivykh, i na puti greshnykh ne sta, i nasedalishchi 

gupitelei ne sede” (“Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the 

ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the 

scornful”). Trediakovsky’s ironical comment is quoted by Serman: “The 

author knows that the word is Slavonic, and used in the Psalms for ‘chair’; 

he doesn’t know that the Russo-Slavonic language, in which the author writes 

all his [work], has coupled with this word at the present time a filthy idea, 

to wit, what we call in the written language afedron [a Greek word for 

“privy”!].” There are no extant records of titters from the audience at the 

first performance of Khorev, but there must have been some! The passage 

was of course revised when Sumarokov published his plays. 

Although in many respects far in advance of his times, Lomonosov 

shared the deistic beliefs of many of the great thinkers of the Enlightenment. 

Marxist scholars have sometimes attempted to show that the belief in a 

Creator-God, which marks many of his odes, both religious and secular, is 

merely a sop to the authorities, that Lomonosov was really an atheist, but 

dared not express such a dangerous point of view. This interpretation is 

completely false, as may be inferred with certainty from the private notes 
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which the poet made for his own eyes alone, and in which he expresses ideas 

identical with those in his public work. Like Voltaire, he believed in a Crea¬ 

tor, because it was to him inconceivable that the orderly universe could have 

resulted from mere chance: “God is a necessary hypothesis.” But also like 

Voltaire, Lomonosov was certain that this Creator, once having set the great 

clock-work in motion, had retired from activity and let His creation run of 

itself. There was no room in Lomonosov’s thinking for arbitrary divine inter¬ 

ference with the workings of Nature, that is, of His creation-for what the 

Church recognized as miracles. He recognized the study and understanding 

of Nature through science as the truest, perhaps the only, means of knowing 

God. “The Creator has given to the human race two books. In the one He has 

exhibited His greatness, in the other His will. The first book is this visible 

world which He has created; the second is Holy Scripture.”11 Lomonosov’s 

attitude toward this second book is somewhat ambivalent; he evidently 

believes that it does indeed contain a revelation of God’s will, but rejects it 

totally when it contains matter that contradicts the findings of science. 

“The mathematician is unsoundly minded, if he desires to measure God’s 

will with a compass. Just so also is the theologian, if he thinks that astronomy 

and chemistry can be taught from the Psalter.”11 The Bible is apparently 

conceived of as the record of human beings inspired in certain areas—chiefly 

ethical—by God, but subject in other areas, such as explanations of the physi¬ 

cal universe, to extremely human fallibility. On the other hand, the scientist, 

who studies the real nature of the physical universe from a purely secular 

point of view is in his own way a theologian. “The interpreters and explainers 

of the Holy Scriptures are the great teachers of the Church”; “but in that 

book of the construction of this visible world, the physicists, mathematicians, 

astronomers and other explainers of God’s actions upon nature are just such 

as the prophets, apostles and church teachers in that other book.”11 

Needless to say, this point of view brought Lomonosov into constant 

conflict with the authorities of the Orthodox Church. Particularly repellent 

to the Holy Synod was the Copernican discovery that the earth revolves 

around the sun instead of the reverse; and the supposition that in the vastness 

of the universe there may be other inhabited worlds. It may be remembered 

that Kantemir was refused permission to print his translation of Fontenelle’s 

dialogue Sur la pluralite des mondes. In 1756 the Synod submitted a peti¬ 

tion to Empress Elizabeth to decree “that no one should in any way ven¬ 

ture to write and print anything either about a plurality of worlds or about 

anything else contrary to the holy faith and not 'in accord with pure morals, 

under pain of the crudest punishment for infraction.”12 Lomonosov, how¬ 

ever, defied the authorities, did write both about a plurality of worlds, and 

a great deal else that contradicted what the Synod regarded as articles of 

the holy faith,” and through the powerful protection of Ivan Shuvalov 

escaped unscathed. One of the episodes in his struggle we shall return to in 

connection with his satirical “Hymn to the Beard.” 
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Just as Marxists critics have tried to make Lomonosov an atheist, so 

have they tried to make him a “democrat” in his political outlook, equally 

erroneously. Basic in Lomonosov’s political thinking is the concept of the 

people (narod), but as elsewhere in the Russian eighteenth-century this 

concept is distinctly not that of the nineteenth-century “populists” or 

twentieth-century Marxists. Narod is the Russian equivalent of the peuple 

of the French Enlightenment, as also of the republique; it is an abstraction 

more or less coinciding with the English “commonweal.” Least of all does 

it mean, as it often does in the nineteenth century, “the mass of the country’s 

population, i.e., the serfs. As Lomonosov uses the word, its nearest English 

equivalent would probably be “nation.” He is a “nationalist,” but certainly 

not a “populist,” even though his own origin was from the peasantry. His 

political ideal is the great reformer whom he remembered from childhood- 

and Peter the Great was hardly a democrat! The “enlightened monarch,” 

an eighteenth century ideal not often encountered in actuality, seemed to 

Lomonosov to be embodied in Peter: a monarch who ruled with an iron 

hand, brooking no opposition to the reforms which he demanded for the 

good of the country; and yet wholly unselfish, never arbitrarily tyrannical, 

and totally self-sacrificing. Time and again, as we shall see, Lomonosov in his 

Odes calls on the worthless successors of Peter to follow his illustrious ex¬ 

ample, lay aside selfish considerations of personal enjoyment, and labor for 

the good of the nation. That such a program could be accomplished without 

autocracy never occurred to him. 

Lomonosov’s voice, as a poet of the “triumphal odes,” is that of the 

Russian nation, as he conceives it. Believing fervently that he does indeed 

speak for the nation as a whole, and not just for the individual Mikhail 

Lomonosov, he dares to preach to tsars and tsaritsas, calling on them to 

carry out projects and take actions which Peter had initiated, or presumably 

would have initiated if his life had not been cut short. In some of his patrio¬ 

tism there is even an element of the chauvinistic; he glorifies the great heroes 

of the Russian nation, who are the equals of those of ancient Rome and 

Greece; he attributes to the Russian language all the excellencies of all the 

modern languages of Europe, as well as of Greek and Latin; he demands the 

education of the Russian commoner so as to end the hated dominance of 

arrogant foreigners in institutions of learning. He rejoices in the military 

victories of Russian armies over the Turks-e.g., the capture of Khotin- 

and over the Germans in the Seven Years War, e.g., at “Memel, Frankfurt and 

Kustrin, Schweidnitz, Konigsberg and Berlin,”13 but he is never a jingoist. 

War is to him a necessary evil, which should be waged not for aggrandize¬ 

ment, but to free the nation from obstacles that hamper its natural develop¬ 

ment. Such a war was the “Great Northern,” by which Peter broke the 

Swedish grip on the Baltic that would have sentenced Russia to stagnation 

and isolation from the European centers of culture and enlightenment. But 

not every war was of such a kind, and Lomonosov did not hesitate to glorify 
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to Empress Elizabeth the blessings of peace at the very moment when her 

advisors were pressing her into war, contrary to the country’s real interests, 

as Lomonosov saw it. 

From Lomonosov’s leading ideas, which are pretty much those of his 

age, with certain individual emphases, we may pass to a consideration of 

his literary work, beginning with his prose. Most of this is of a sober, techni¬ 

cal sort, on scientific or philosophical matters, and of no literary concern. 

He did, however, venture into the realm of historical writing, which following 

antique tradition, was regarded as part of literature (the Muse Clio presided 

over it!), and wrote a few solemn orations, of which the best example is the 

“Panegyric on Peter the Great,” pronounced in 1755. As the “Foreword 

on the Utility of Ecclesiastical Books” makes explicit, “prose orations on 

important matters” should be composed in the “high style,” and as his 

“Rhetoric” makes abundantly clear, with the use of all the classical Greek 

and Roman stylistic ornaments associated with the orations of Demosthenes 

and Cicero, and the sermons of St. John Chrysostom and St. Gregory Nazian- 

zen. It would require a very lengthy and technical discussion to demonstrate 

all the characteristics of Lomonosov’s eloquence; but a few extracts will 

suffice to show some of the classical features of word order and style, and the 

Slavonic admixture in the vocabulary: 

In thee, O dearest fatherland, in thee we see examples enough of this. God, enraged by 

the internecine enmities of our ancestors, by injustices, rapines and fratricides, enslaved 

thee once to a foreign tongue; and upon thy body, stricken with deep wounds, He laid 
heavy chains.^ 

The second sentence of this passage reads in the literal Latinate word order: 

“By the internecine of ancestors—our enmities, by injustices, by rapines 

and fratricides enraged God enslaved thee once to a foreign tongue.” The 

typical devices of locking possessive modifying phrases into a group between 

adjective and noun, and of preceding a passive participle by a whole series of 

instrumentals mark this sentence. The only distinct Slavonicisms are the use 

of the word iazyk, “tongue” in the sense of “Gentiles, pagan peoples,” and 

the adjective tiazhkii, “heavy” and the similar chuzhii, “foreign” for the 

common Russian doublets tiazhelyi and chuzhdyi. 

A good example of the complicated “periodic sentence,” imitating 

Ciceronian usage, is afforded by the following, translated in the literal word 
order: 

Of this for the protection of the fatherland, for the security of subjects and for the un¬ 

encumbered carrying out within the realm of important undertakings, of this necessary 

institution of a regular army, such a great-had the great monarch-solicitude, such a 

strenuous zeal, such a careful—of all means, of all ways—searching out—to all this when 

to marvel enough we are not able, shall we be able to represent it in words? 15 
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The periodic structure of the sentence is obvious; note should be taken also 

of the common classical figure of successive cola introduced by the same 

words, e.g., o sem.... o sem; kol’.... kol’; of the repetition in close sequence 

of the same word in different forms: velikoie... velikii (“great... great”); and 

the careful juxtaposition of two tenses of the same verb: mozhem... voz- 

mozhem (“are able.... shall be able”). 

A final example will make a little clearer the difference of vocabulary 

between the solemn oration and ordinary speech: 

Contrary to the general expectation (pacbe ... cbaianiia. Slavonic), against the un¬ 

belief (neveroiatiia: Slavonic) of those who had abandoned hope, and above the hinder¬ 

ing attempts and wounding murmurs of envy itself, suddenly thundered Peter’s new 

regiments, and in loyal Russians (rossiianakh: Slavonic) awakened hope, in enemies 

fear, in both amazement. The impossible had been made possible by extraordinary 

solicitude (racheniie: Slavonic) and above (pacbe: Slavonic) all by an unheard-of ex¬ 
ample.16 

Of course the mere labeling of distinctly Slavonic words does not tell the 

whole story, for the high style” just as frequently employs words which, 

although common to both languages,” as Lomonosov defines them, are in 

ordinary literate speech or writing of the “middle style” passed over in favor 

of common synonyms. 

Although he did not attempt with the ambition of his contemporary 

and rival Sumarokov to present Russian models in virtually all recognized 

genres, Lomonosov did try his hand at several. Most of these fall within 

the bounds of what he defined as the “high style”: “solemn odes,” composed 

for various royal anniversaries and other important occasions; five so-called 

“spiritual odes”; paraphrases of the Psalms; the first two cantos of an epic 

poem, “Peter the Great”; and two tragedies, “Tamira and Selim” and “Demo- 

phon.” In the high style are also composed the so-called “inscriptions” 

(nadpisi), a genre which coincides with the Greek “epideictic epigram”: 

short, lapidary poems such as might have been (but of course seldom really 

were) “inscribed” on monuments or engravings. To the “middle style” belong 

a number of miscellaneous poems, including the famous “Conversation with 

Anacreon,” and a very popular “Anacreontic” imitation (“Nochnoiu temno- 

toiu...”), and the “idyll” Polidor. The “Hymn to the Beard” and the various 

epigrams which served him as bludgeons in his war with the Synod are ex¬ 

amples of the “low style.” One quite remarkable didactic poem, “Epistle 

on the Usefulness of Glass,” seems to fall in the no-man’s land between 

“middle” and “low.” 

The themes which Lomonosov treats in his major work (excluding 

the polemics of the epigrams and the “Hymn to the Beard”) are those dic¬ 

tated by his world-view: the glorification of Russia; the glorification of the 

“hero,” the ideal monarch, often embodied in the figure of Peter I; the 

meaning of peace and war for the country’s well-being; the glorification of 
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science and learning; and the celebration of the glory of the Creator-God 

as revealed in nature. 

In one of his first poems, “Conversation with Anacreon,”17 two of 

these themes are prominent. The piece is ingeniously constructed: the poet 

translated four of the Greek “Anacreontics,” which his age accepted as 

genuine work of the sixth century poet; and after each he offers his own 

criticism or rectification. Thus, beginning with the famous one (I) in which 

the Greek poet complains that no matter what his efforts, he is unable to 

make his lyre sing of anything but love, Lomonosov turns the figure around, 

and claims that though he tries to celebrate love, “My strings sound willy- 

nilly the tumult of heroes.” “Though I am not devoid of tenderness of heart 

in love, I am more entranced by the everlasting glory of heroes.” The last of 

the four Anacreontics (XXVIII) presents the poet commissioning a painter 

to create a likeness of his love, whose beauties he eloquently describes. Lo¬ 

monosov’s reply calls upon the painter to put on canvas the image of a ma¬ 

jestic woman, his beloved—“mother Russia.” “Clothe her, clothe her in 

purple, give her a scepter, set a crown upon her; she needs but give laws to 

the world, and decree an end to strife. O how like is the image, beautiful, 

lovable, noble. Speak out, great Mother, and bid wars cease.” 

In many of the odes the conventional, obligatory eulogy of the mo¬ 

narch who happens to be temporarily occupying the Russian throne passes 

rapidly into the celebration of the greatness of the country; thus the poem 

may begin with the announcement that the day which is dawning ushers in 

the anniversary of Empress Elizabeth’s accession to her father’s throne, and 

all over the broad empire loyal Russians are celebrating the happy occasion. 

Then follows a vast, panoramic picture of the Russian land. 

The first of Lomonosov’s “replies” to Anacreon introduces the theme 

of the hero. In that poem there is no further elaboration, but elsewhere the 

theme is greatly expanded and often becomes very concrete. Thus, in the 

“Ode on the Capture of Khotin,” Lomonosov’s first original ode, two appari¬ 

tions appear in the clouds to encourage the Russians and affright the Turks. 

“With sword bathed in blood, driving the foe, the Hero appears. Is it not he 

who by the streams of the Don scattered the walls injurious to the men of 

Rus? (stanzas 9 and 10). The allusion is of course to the capture of the 

Turkish town of Azov by Peter the Great. Side by side with Peter is another 

great shade: “Who is it that with him gazes so terribly (grozno) toward 

the south, clothed round about with dreadful (strashnym) thunder? Is it not 

the pacifier of the lands of Kazan?” (stanza 11). If the deliberate use of the 

adverb grozno, “terribly,” has not already made clear the identity of this 

second wraith, the reference to Kazan points unmistakably to Ivan IV “the 

Terrible” (Groznyi), who destroyed the Muslim khanates of Kazan and 
Astrakhan. 

Peter is of course Lomonosov s hero par excellence, and there is scarce¬ 

ly an ode in which he does not appear. The monarch (Peter III, Elizabeth) 
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or probable heir (Pavel Petrovich) who is actually descended from the great 

transformer, as the Russians like to call him, usually gives a pretext for 

Lomonosov to expand on the glories of his reign, the great benefits which it 

brought to Russia, and to call upon his successor to follow in his footsteps 

and finish the great work which their ancestor began. It is particularly easy 

to pass from the celebration of Peter’s own daughter to that of her glorious 

father, and the formula which the poet uses in his prose “Panegyric of Peter 

the Great,” “In praising Peter, we are praising Elizabeth,” if not usually 

so explicitly stated, serves him many times. Of course it was far easier to 

find material for glorification in Peter’s action-filled reign than in the lax 

and shabby tenure of his daughter. In one ode (“On the Anniversary of the 

Accession of Elizabeth, 1761”) a whole gallery of Russian heroes is passed 

in review: Sviatoslav, Vladimir “the Saint,” Vladimir Monomakh, Dmitry 

Donskoy, Alexei Mikhailovich—and then: “What a son he begot!”—Peter 

the Great again. 

Naturally, since so much of his verse is “public,”—the eulogies of 

reigning monarchs, the glorification of Peter (the epic “Peter the Great”) 

or of Russia’s liberation from the Tatar yoke (the tragedy “Tamira and 

Selim, with its background of Kulikovo Pole and the defeat of Mamay)— 

the theme of “war and peace” takes a large place in it. Lomonosov’s attitude 

is ambivalent. Certain wars he regards as fully justified, e.g., Peter’s long 

struggle with Sweden or Dmitry Donskoy’s courageous defiance of the Tatars, 

and these he celebrates wholeheartedly. When he is obliged, however, to make 

some mention of Elizabeth’s wars with Sweden and with Frederick II of 

Prussia (the “Seven Years War”), it is the perfidious breaking of treaties and 

attack on allies that he invokes as justification, rather lamely, for involve¬ 

ment in the horrors of war. In general, far from glorifying war and military 

heroism, Lomonosov programmatically eulogizes peace, sometimes (e.g., the 

Ode of 1747) at the very moment when the monarch is on the point of 

being drawn into war. During the height of the Seven Years War (1759)18 he 

contrasts the situations “there” (Prussia) and “here” (Russia): 

O how contradictory the reveries that embrace my mind at once! Here I see marvelous 

blessings! There-flame, cries, and wailing and tumult! Here the noonday and summer of 

mercy, society warmed by generosity; there, Hell has thrown open the gulf of death! 
(st. 3). 

This remarkable ode ends with the strophe (24) addressed to “God, O God 

of peace”: 

Are we born less mortal, that we must double our mortality? Have we become too 

little wearied by the weight of life’s burdens? Look upon the wails of the orphaned, 

look upon the tears of the aged, look upon the blood of thy slaves. To thee, love and 

joy of the world, Elizabeth calls this day! Wipe out strife from the ends of the world! 
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On the occasion of the marriage of Peter Fedorovich (later Peter III) and 

Ekaterina Alexeevna (later Catherine II), the poet calls for an end to war: 

In the east, the west and the south, in all the wide circle of the world Russian regi¬ 

ments are feared; lay aside swords and helmets, and today take into your valiant hands 

green boughs and flowers. Allied kingdoms, maintain peace without your boundaries; 

and you, tempestuous winds, do not now venture to set the deep in motion.(st. 3)^ 

The Ode of 1747 on the anniversary of Elizabeth’s coronation begins: 

O delight of kings and earthly kingdoms, beloved peace, the blessedness of villages, 

bulwark of cities, how beautiful and helpful thou art! Around thee flowers show their 

hues, and the corn-ears are yellow in the fields; ships filled with treasures venture after 

thee upon the sea; with generous hand thou showerest thy riches over the earth 

(st. I).20 

Scientist and poet cannot be readily dissociated in Lomonosov: they 

interpenetrate. The theme of “science” (nauka) is one of the commonest 

in his poetry. Significantly, the “sciences” sometimes carry the epithet that 

emphasizes Lomonosov’s concept of them as keys to an understanding of 

the Creator: “Then the divine sciences, over mountains, rivers and seas 

stretched out their hands to Russia, saying to this monarch [Peter I] : ‘We 

are ready with utmost solicitude to give amid the Russian folk new fruits 

of purest intellect.’ ” (“Anniversary Ode of 1747,” st. 9)21 Toward the 

end of the same ode the poet foresees “that the Russian land can bring to 

birth its own Platos and Newtons, swift of reason ” (st. 23). Usually in their 

appearance in the odes, the sciences are abstract and general, in keeping 

with the classical striving for universality. Once, however, Lomonosov even 

calls them individually by name and function (“Ode of 1750,” st. 19-22):^ 

Colossi carved from the mountains, O Mechanics, raise up in honor of monarchs by 

whose hands Russians have been exalted with glory beneath the sun; fill the waters 

with ships, unite the seas with rivers and drain swamps with ditches, lighten military 

burdens, the cities founded by Peter complete beneath his daughter’s scepter. 

Penetrate, O Chemistry, into the recesses of the earth with keenness of vision and 

discover the precious treasure which Russia contains within it; hasten to increase the 

g ory o the Fatherland and to strengthen the realm more greatly, in the wake of wise 

nature, clothing thyself in seemly flowers, and what is beautiful only in summer do 
thou with master craft make eternal. 

Urania [i.e Astronomy], exalt into the circles of the heavens amid the sun’s rays the 

merits of Elizabeth, so that there to her eternal glory may shine a new planet. Having 

gathered the vastness of the Russian world into tiny outlines, display the cities saved 

by her [i.e., Elizabeth] and the villages blessed by her, O Geography. 

Science of the light phenomena of 

heavens, and announce beforehand 
air [i.e., Meteorology], forecast the changes of the 

by trustworthy signs the stormy tumult of atmos- 
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pheric quarrels: so that the cultivator may choose the time when to entrust the seed to 

the earth and when to give the furrows rest; and so that, not fearing the weather, far- 

off people may come with their riches to Elizabeth’s shores. 

The sciences are “divine” because they are the key to the great “book 

of Nature” which reveals the greatness of Nature’s Creator. The glorification 

of God in this way, through man’s increasing insight into His handiwork, 

is a final leading theme. This is most eloquently seen in the “spiritual odes,” 

which are paraphrases of several Psalms, and in one exceptionally magnifi¬ 

cent case, of portions of the Book of Job. Significantly, the main theme 

of the Book of Job—the incommensurability of man’s concepts of justice 

and God’s inscrutable ways-is completely ignored; the portions of the book 

which Lomonosov chooses to paraphrase are the great poetical passages 

in which Jehovah demands of Job: “Where wert thou when I—?” etc.—in 

other words, the sections of the book which exalt the Creator through 

exaltation of the beauty and might of His creation. 

Who restrained the sea with shores and set bounds to the abyss, and bade it strive no 

further with its furious waves? The void that was hidden in darkness, was it not I, who 

with mighty hand disclosed it and dispelled the mist and separated Ocean from dry 

land? 

Hast thou been able even once to bid the morning be earlier; hast thou been able on a 

day of wearying thirst to give the grain fields to drink of a refreshing rain, to direct a 

favoring wind to the mariner, to shake the heaviness of earth and hurl the godless down 

with it? 

Hast thou passed through the deep of the sea with the precipices of divers paths? And 

counted the herds of multiform monsters, that walk upon the bottom? Have the gates 

of death, covered with darkness everlasting, been thrown open before thee with terror? 

Hast thou pushed back the mouth of Hell? 

Canst thou hide the sun, pressing together with tempest the murky cloud, and make 

thick the transparent air, and engender the lightning in the rain, and suddenly with 

swift-flowing flash, and with a crash that shakes the hearts of the mountains, rock the 

ends of the universe, and proclaim thy wrath to mortals? (st. 4-7)22 

Of course the classical example of Lomonosov’s attitude toward God is that 

most anthologized of all his poetry, “Evening Meditation on the Greatness 

of God on the Occasion of a Great Display of Northern Lights,”^ which 

ends with the significant strophe, addressed to the astronomers: “Full of 

doubts is your answer about what is around [even] near-by places. Then say, 

how vast is the world? And what is beyond the smallest stars? Is the end of 

creation unknown to you? Then say, how great is the Creator?” 

Most of the examples we have cited of Lomonosov’s themes have been 

drawn from his odes—and this is not surprising, since of all his poetry they 

are recognized as the best and most significant in the history of Russian verse. 
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It is time now to consider briefly the nature of the genre and the background 

of Lomonosov’s use of it. 

The Greek word ode signifies no more than “song,” and was not among 

the Greeks the designation of a specific genre, but simply served to differen¬ 

tiate poetry that was “sung” from poetry that was “recited” (epic) or 

chanted to flute accompaniment (elegy). Poetry that was sung was of two 

types—the solo song, exemplified by the verses of the Aeolian poets Alcaeus 

and Sappho, or by the Ionian Anacreon; and the choral song, exemplified 

chiefly by the Boeotian Pindar. The Pindaric song was composed usually 

in “triads” of strophe, antistrophe and epode, in very complicated and diffi¬ 

cult meters, the nature of which was totally obscure to later ages. The solo 

songs were composed either in stanzas (of Sappho and Alcaeus), usually of 

four lines each, or in continuous metrical units of a monotonous sing-song 

rhythm, occasionally broken by a shorter line (Anacreon). 

The Roman Horace (Rome’s only genuine lyric poet) evidently con¬ 

sidered Pindar too difficult to naturalize in the stiff Latin language, and for 

some reason ignored Anacreon. His models were the Aeolic poets exclusive¬ 

ly. From Horace the Latin poets of the Renaissance drew their inspiration. 

In the sixteenth century French poets (Du Bellay, Ronsard and others) tried 

to naturalize classical forms in their native language. Ronsard tried his hand 

on “Pindaric odes,” with quite unfortunate results. He and others did much 

better with imitations of Horace, using four-line stanzas; and in his later 

life Ronsard became acquainted with what were then supposed to be the 

Odes of Anacreon, and which are now known to be very late imitations 

of the verse of the sixth-century poet. A considerable vogue for these Epi¬ 

curean celebrations of wine, women and song” was initiated. 

The odes of the Pleiade poets seemed to the next generation wordy, 

irregular, lacking in clarity and indeed almost barbaric. The pedantic law¬ 

giver of French verse, Malherbe, set out to give his language true “odes” of 

proper classical form, as he believed. He took as his models not only Horace, 

but the Greeks. Most of Pindar’s poetry which survived the dark ages fell into 

the four great collections of “Epinician Odes,” i.e., poems written to the 

order of individual or city to celebrate the victory of an athlete in one of 

Greece’s panegyric games. Malherbe took the theme of celebration and trans¬ 

posed it from athlete to monarch or general. He also rejected the complex 

Pindaric metrical form, the symmetry and regularity of which totally escaped 

him and his age, and prescribed a stanza form, which was then repeated with¬ 

out change throughout a poem. The stanza was a sort of compromise between 

the quatrains of Horace and the lengthy strophes of Pindar. The exact stanza 

form might be allowed some latitude: odes, however, should use a combina¬ 

tion of masculine and feminine rhymes, and lines of generally either 7/8 or 

8/9 syllables (the longer line reflecting the feminine ending). The stanza 

which Malherbe uses, for example, in his Ode a la Reine mere du rot sur sa 

bienvenue en France,2* has ten lines, of 8/9 syllables and the rhyme scheme 
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aBaBccDeeD, the upper-case letters representing masculine, the lower-case 

feminine rhymes. This rhyme scheme is employed also by Boileau, in his only 

“triumphal ode,” Ode sur la prise de Namur; in this, however, the lines are 

one syllabe shorter, 7/8.^5 This was the ode which, as we have seen, Tredia- 

kovsky imitated twice, first in syllabic verse, and then in his reformed syllabo- 

tonic prosody. The first version (1734) of his “Triumphal Ode on the Capture 

of the City of Dantzig” maintains lines of 9 syllables each, and an all-feminine 

rhyme scheme, ababccdeed. The revision (1752) of the ode keeps the original 

French length of line, 7/8, and alternation of rhymes, aBaBccDeeD. Of 

course, when the syllabic versification was superseded by the syllabo-tonic, 

a definite rhythm, only hinted at in French, was created. Since French verse 

dispenses with the foot as a unit, neither trochaic nor iambic movement 

is recognized. The hint, however, is there, and Russian poets took it. An 

instructive example is afforded by a comparison of the translations made by 

Lomonosov and Sumarokov of the well-known ode of J.-B. Rousseau A la 

Fortune. 

J.-B. Rousseau, strophe 1 

Fortune, dont la main couronne 

Les forfaits les plus inouis, 

Du faux eclat qui t ’environne 

Serons-nous toujours eblouis? 

Jusques a quand, trompeuse idole, 

D’un culte honteux et frivole 

Honorerons-nous tes autels? 

Verra-t-on toujours tes caprices 

Consacres par les sacrifices 

Et par I’hommage des mortels? 

JIOMOHOCOe, cr. 1 

HoKOJie, CnacTbe, tm BemjaiviH 

3jiofleeB Qyaeuib yicpauiaTb? 

Hoicojie jiowhmmh JiynaMH 

HaM pa3yM xoiemb ocjieiuwTb? 

HoKOJie, HCTyKaH npeJiecTHoii, 

Mbi daHeM acepTBOH HaM SeciecTHOH 

Tboh TiqeTHOH noHmarb ojiTapb? 

HoKOjie 6yaeM cTpomrb xpaMbi, 

Tboh iTHTb 3aMbicjn>i ynpHMbi, 

npejibiueHHaH cjiOBecHa TBapb? 

CyMapoKoe, cr. 1 

Tbi, OopTyHa, ynpauiaeuib 

3jlOAeHHHH JHOfleH 

H MeHTaHHe Memaeuib 

PaCCMOTpeTH HCH3HH CeH. 

Honro Jib HaM nOBHHOBaTbCH 

H flOKOJie nOKJIOHHTbCH 

HaM oSMany TBoeMy? 

Bee to6om no6ea<aeHHbi: 

Bee jih CMepTHbie poa<aeHHbi 

CynpoTHBHTbCH yMy? 

It will be seen that both poets keep the ten-line stanza and the rhyme scheme 

of the original. Sumarokov, however, uses lines of 7/8 syllables, Lomonosov 
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of 8/9 syllables, like the original. Sumarokov’s lines are trochaic, Lomono¬ 

sov’s iambic. Which gives a closer approximation to the original French? 

Unquestionably Lomonosov’s, because the French lines convey an iambic 

rhythm to anyone with an ear attuned to syllabo-tonic verse. In just the 

same way, as we have seen, the shorter line of Boileau’s ode (“Quelle docte 

et sainte ivresse”) inevitably sounds trochaic, and was reproduced in trochaic 

meter by Lomonosov, as was the Fenelon ode in identical form. 

The genre of the ode came to Russia from France, and it was the prac¬ 

tice of the French classical poets Malherbe, Boileau, J.-B. Rousseau, Pompig- 

nan et al. which determined that of Lomonosov, Sumarokov and their fol¬ 

lowers. Some of the remarks of Boileau in his short Discours sur I’ode came 

to be accepted as normative. Thus Boileau, who claims to be imitating Pindar, 

writes: 

J’ai cru que je ne pouvais mieux justifier ce grand po'ete qu’en tdchant de faire une 

ode en frangais a sa maniere, c’est-a-dire pleine de mouvements et de transports, oil 

l’esprit parut plutot entraine du demon de la poesie, que guidt?par la raison... J’ai pris 

pour sujet la prise de Namur, comme la plus grande action de guerre qui se soit fait 

de nos jours, et comme la matiere la plus propre a echauffer l’imagination d’un po'ete. 

J y a* jete, autant qu j ai pu, la magnificence des mots; et, a l ’exemple des anciens po'etes 

dithyrambiques, j’y ai employe les figures les plus audacieuses. ^ 

Thus the solemn or triumphal ode in Russian, as in French, should be marked 

by what came to be known as “poetic disorder,” which was supposed to 

show uncontrollable transports of inspiration; by “magnificence of words,” 

which after Lomonosov meant the “high style,” with plenty of Slavonicisms; 

and by bold and striking figures of speech. The subject should be some 

important occasion, such as a military victory, the negotiation of a peace, 

or the like; but very soon most odes came to be written on such occasions 

as royal birthdays, anniversaries, and the like. One French restriction in the 

practice of ode-writing the Russian poets never accepted—the prohibition 

against enjambement, or run-on lines, where the syntactic unit spills over 
from one line to the next. 

Most histories of Russian literature, parroting each other tiresomely, 

assert that Lomonosov’s model for the ode was not French, but German, and 

cite not only a specific poet, Johann Christian Gunther (1695-1723), but a 

specific poem (Gunther’s only ode in the classical form: Auf den zwischen 

Ihro Romischen Kaiserlichen Majestat und der Pforte 1718 geschlossenen 

Fneden) This 500-line piece follows most of the classical prescriptions 

for the ode: the occasion is the conclusion of what we know as the Peace 

of Passarowitz, after the great victories of Prince Eugene of Savoy over the 

Turks; the ode is filled with patriotic fervor, engendered by admiration of 

Prince Eugene and the courageous Austrian soldier; the form is the standard 

10-line stanza, with iambic lines of 8/9 syllables and the rhyme scheme 

AbAbCCdEEd. Gunther’s poetry, which was first collected and published in 
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1735, was certainly known to Lomonosov. The great bulk of it consists of 

tender love poems addressed to his sweetheart Leonore, and of boisterous 

student drinking-songs. In the last years of his short life Gunther wrote some 

very moving religious poetry. He is probably the best and most original 

German poet of his age, and his verses were great favorites among the uni¬ 

versity students at the very time when Lomonosov was studying at Marburg 

and Freiburg. It would be strange indeed if the “Ode on the Peace of 1718” 

was not known to the Russian poet. But did it influence him as much as the 

critics claim? I think this is very doubtful. From the aspect of form (the ten- 

line stanza, iambic rhythm, rhyme-scheme, etc.) it could have, for Lomono¬ 

sov’s first triumphal ode, “On the Capture of Khotin,” employs exactly the 

same form—but so do any number of French odes which he must also have 

known: it must be remembered that it was a French ode (J.-B. Rousseau’s 

a la Fortune) that he translated as his first experiment in syllabo-tonic 

iambics. From the point of view of style, however, Lomonosov’s and Gun¬ 

ther’s verse have almost nothing in common, while the Russian poet’s style 

is quite comparable to that of Malherbe, Boileau et al. 

One of the leading principles of Lomonosov’s odic style is that of 

abstraction. When landscape is introduced into the odes, it takes such an 

idealized form as the following(“Ode of 1745,” st. 6)29:“Crystal mountains 

are round about, cool streams glide by the flower-strewn meadow. Fruit, 

mottled with red, and branches watered with honey(!) exhibit spring at once 

with summer. Rapture captivates all feelings.” Description of actual features 

of the northern landscape is totally absent from the odes. And as for the 

“persons” who move through them, they are either mythological figures— 

nymphs, goddesses, or the like—monarchs, e.g., Elizabeth, idealized so as to 

have no individual features whatever; or the shades of dead “heroes,” e.g., 

Peter the Great, likewise unrecognizably transformed. Every effort is ex¬ 

pended to universalize the scenes which the odes present. When battle is 

depicted, the scene may be described in terms of mythological allegory. For 

example: 

Is it not brass glowing red in the maw of Etna, and boiling, seething with brimstone? 

Is it not Hell breaking its heavy bonds and striving to open its jaws? It is the race of the 

cast-off bond-maid [i.e., Hagar, legendary ancestress of the Muslims] ; having filled 

trenches with fire in the hills, they are hurling metal and flame down the slope to where 

our people, picked for the task, amid the foe, amid the swamps, are venturing across 

the swift stream to the fire. (“Ode on the Capture of Khotin,” st. 5)^® 

Later the Russian forces are described, advancing “over hills where the 

blazing void belches smoke, ashes, flame and death”; “to them waters, 

woods, hills, precipices, the desert steppes are a level path. Where only the 

winds are able to blow, there the eagle regiments make their way.” 

This is as specific in description as Lomonosov ever becomes in the 

odes. One senses that Khotin must have been on a hill, and that the Turks 
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employed fire in some fashion to keep back the attackers, but that is about 

all. Contrast with this procedure a few strophes from Gunther’s ode: “The 

battlefield is still wet and warm and stinks of Turks, shame and corpses; 

who can help seeing the Sava [river] choked with carrion, dragging along 

lazily and with difficulty?” (st. 2). Lomonosov (“Khotin Ode,” st. 13) speaks 

of the fugitive Turks, affrighted by a falling leaf as by “the fierce whistle 

of balls [iadr] swiftly flying through the air.” But mention of cannon and 

mortars he does not make; and such “low” ideas as are conveyed by the 

German stinkt and Asern, however inseparable from a real battlefield, are 

excluded from the lofty ode. Gunther addresses the approaching Turkish 

army (st. 8): “You are coming with horse, camel and wagons.- so you are 

kindly bringing us the equipment with you, the more conveniently to carry 

off the spoils!” The crier appears in a German town to announce the peace 

treaty (st. 18): “The herald of peace blows his horn and rides in, and is ques¬ 

tioned by great and small. The old man drops his stick and his feebleness; 

youth plays, childhood sings, and what is still drinking at the breast declares 

itself with a charming prattle.” Then come some genre scenes which would 

be inconceivable with Lomonosov: 

Here comes a young cavalier, and finds in the next garden, which has a view of all the 

streets, his lovely child [i.e., bride] painfully waiting. Then there begins a scene of 

tenderness [Zartlichkeiten], the kissing gives the mouth no rest; the trembling “wel¬ 

come” breaks off; then, with all the caresses possible, it is as though a second wedding 

were at hand. 

There a full table pricks up its ears and listens to how neighbor Hans tells his 

tale. Hans eats and cuts double portions, and now and then wets his whistle. “Then,” 

says he, “friends, just look here.- suppose this were the Danube (here he makes a mark 

with beer); there we were moving, there stood the army, there things went sharper 

than one would think. God punish [me] ! You believe me without any oaths.” 

There a widow’s bold son must provide his mother with new comfort; and if 

the father were not already sleeping, he would certainly now die of joy. The good 

woman is joyful, and runs and at once changes her will, and curses the false death 

certificate, and thinks.- “Now I have a staff, and know who will one day weep at my 

grave with pure and loyal heart.” (st. 19-21) 

Gunther’s poem, to be sure, employs many of the same devices that Lomo¬ 

nosov uses. There are rhetorical questions, the addresses to the personnel 

of the ode-Prince Eugene, the Turks, etc.-there are the mythological alle- 

gories-Muses, nymphs, et al„ there are the polite and conventional com¬ 

pliments to the reigning monarch (Charles VI). But these things are the stock 

in trade of all eighteenth-century ode-writers, and Lomonosov could have 

found them anywhere. What he could not have found anywhere else is 

Gunther’s bold realism-and it is precisely this which Lomonosov does not 

appropriate. It was this quality which occasioned Gunther’s catastrophic 

failure. His great ode was considered coarse and vulgar, and the ode on the 

same subject by the poetaster Johann Valentin Pietsch received applause and 
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the author state remuneration. It may be noted, incidentally, that Pietsch 

was declared by that German arbiter Gottsched to be “the greatest poet of 

his age.” Gottsched also thought very highly of Lomonosov’s poetry, which 

he read in translation. 

A good deal has been said already in the preceding discussion about 

the qualities of Lomonosov’s style in the odes. These qualities are best de¬ 

scribed as “Baroque,” for Lomonosov occupies a rather ambivalent position 

in Russian poetry. His world outlook is, as we have seen, that of the En¬ 

lightenment; but his literary practice is that of the late Baroque period. It 

is precisely the deviation of his verse from the norms accepted by classicism 

that brought on such an embittered literary feud between him and Sumaro- 

kov. The classicist Sumarokov found fault with Lomonosov’s verse as in¬ 

flated, exaggerated, and lacking in precision and clarity—all Baroque char¬ 

acteristics. 

As was noted above, one of the qualities which, following Boileau, was 

expected of the triumphal ode was the supposedly Pindaric “poetic dis¬ 

order.” The force of inspiration (allegorized as “the Muse”) is conceived 

to possess the poet so devastatingly that logic, clarity, sometimes even gram¬ 

mar, are sacrificed. This is Lomonosov’s vostorg—“transport” or “rapture.” 

It usually carries the poet to a great height above the earth, from which he 

sees an enormous panorama: 

A sudden transport has taken my mind captive, and is leading me to the summit of a 

lofty mountain, where the wind has forgotten to sough in the forests; in the deep vale 

there is peace... Do 1 not behold Pindus beneath my feet? I hear the music of the pure 

sisters (i.e., the Muses)! I burn with the fire of Permessus, I haste to their choir. Healing 

water they give me: “Drink, and forget all toils; bathe with Castalian dew thine eyes, 

over plain and mountains spread thy gaze, and fix thy spirit on those lands where day 

is rising after dark night” (“Ode on the Capture of Khotin,” st. 1-2) 

What rapture is this I feel? Whither am I now rapt? The food of heaven I taste, borne 

aloft to Olympus’s summit! (“Ode of 1750,” st. 1). 

To the beautiful summit of Parnassus’ mountains strives the eye of the mind, to where 

pure waters flow and refresh the Muses’ assembly. (“Ode of 1746,” st. 1)^ 

When he is writing an anniversary ode, he usually begins it with the 

description of dawn, that is to usher in the happy day. Sometimes dawn is 

the classical goddess, with her classical function: “The Dawn with red hand 

is bringing up out of the peaceful morning waters, with the sun behind her, 

a new year of thy realm” (Ode of 1748, st. l).^2 In connection with this 

allegory or one like it, incidentally, Prince Peter Vyazemsky once grumbled 

that the Dawn “with red hand from the peaceful morning waters” made 

him think of a Moscow washerwoman in December! The “red hand” of 

dawn (Lomonosov’s equivalent of Homer’s rhododaktylos Eos!) appears a 

number of times, e.g., in the “Ode of 1746,” st. 2, where she is a door-opener 
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“And lo, now with red hand the dawn has thrown open the gates upon the 

world,” etc. Such mythological allegories of natural events are exactly in 

keeping with Boileau’s prescriptions for the ode: 

L’ode, avec plus d’eclat, et non moins d’energie, 

Elevant jusqu’au del son vol ambitieux, 

Entretient dans ses vers commerce avec les dieux. 3 3 

But it is not only the pagan gods with whom Lomonosov’s odes hold 

converse; it happens from time to time that the poet overhears the Christian 

God addressing admonitory words to the saints in heaven! Thus, in his 

1759 ode on Empress Elizabeth’s name-day, celebrating “her glorious victory 

over the Prussian King,” Lomonosov writes (st. 4): “Ether, earth and Hell 

await with terror the Creator! I see the Lord’s Son taking the heavenly 

judgment. Almighty in His dominion, He proclaims on high to Moses: ‘In 

wrath I shall harden Egypt’s heart, puffed up; Israel I shall arm invincibly 

with illustrious strength.’ ”34 Here, of course, the allegory, and even the 

words, are Biblical. “Egypt” stands for Frederick’s Prussia, while Elizabeth’s 

Russians, it hardly needs to be said, are the “chosen people.” 

Again, in his last ode (1761) to Empress Elizabeth, the poet has another 
vision of Paradise: 

Be bold, my spirit, gaze, comprehend! Through the smoke the heavenly ray shines 

bright! There God stretches forth His right hand, and entrusts to Peter [III] on earth 

the solidity of measureless strength: “Overthrow cunning with valor, pacify wars with 

wars clothe the realm with new weapons, bring new life to the northern lands ”(st 
18)35 

Lomonosov’s most impressive encounter with the Almighty comes, 

not surprisingly, at the happy moment when in 1742 the daughter of his 

idol Peter the Great ascends her father’s throne. Here, in typical Baroque 

fashion, classical and Biblical phraseology intermingle: 

A holy horror grips my mind! Almighty Olympus has thrown open its door. All creation 

attends with great terror, beholding the daughter of great monarchs, chosen by all 

loyal hearts, crowned by the hand of the Most High, standing before His face; having 

abundantly glorified her in His world, He looks upon her, confirms His covenant and 
comforts her: 

“Blessed be thou eternally,” proclaims to her the Ancient of Days, “And all 

thy people with thee, whom I have entrusted to thy dominion. Thy lovable goodness 

calls forth my generosity to thee. To the Russians I have been the Creator in wrath 

but now I am once more their Father: the power of thy most gentle soul has turned 

my wrath to gentleness” (st. 5-6r° 

Of the bold figures” which Boileau recommends for the ode, surely 

the boldest is that of exalting earthly doings with quotations from the Al- 
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mighty! Audacious as this may seem to a later age, it was a practice already, 

since the Renaissance, commonly employed by epic writers, whom tradition 

required to make use of the miraculous. We have seen Kantemir’s use of the 

same device in his unfinished Petriad. 

The eighteenth century was prone to regard poetry as constituting 

a branch of rhetoric, and the oratorical element generally predominates— 

e.g., the verse of Voltaire or of Alexander Pope. We have seen in Lomono¬ 

sov the prevalence of rhetorical questions, e.g., “Is it not Pindus I see be¬ 

neath my feet?,” and of impassioned exclamations, e.g., “Russia, how for¬ 

tunate art thou beneath Anna’s mighty protection!” (“Ode on the Capture 

of Khotin,” st. 25). It would be tiresome to attempt a listing of all the 

rhetorical figures which Lomonosov employs in the Odes; anyone interested 

may consult his own Rhetoric, where he very frequently uses quotations 

from his odes as examples.One such figure, however, is so pervasive and 

so typical that it may perhaps be safely said that it must have come naturally 

to Lomonosov, and did not need to be learned. This is the figure of hyper¬ 

bole. Examples are legion; a few will suffice. Peter the Great’s first war 

fleet is launched, and—(“Ode of 1742,” st. 23): “The proud deep retires, 

groaning under the ships’ weight.” Later in the same ode (st. 30): “On the 

Baltic’s sounding shores there is more joy than water!” Later still (st. 42) 

the exaltation of Elizabeth to the rank of a goddess, which she thereafter 

predictably holds, is announced in these words: “If ancient ages had known 

thy generosity, coupled with beauty, they would have honored thy lovely 

image with sacrifices in temples.” 

The spectacle of the tender conjugal love of Peter Fedorovich and his 

bride Catherine (Lomonosov must have had tongue in cheek!) inspires even 

the trees to the same passion: “The trees wave their leaves, embrace one 

another with their branches; in inanimate things I behold the passion of 

love!” (Ode of 1745, st. 7).38 

Commonest of all the figures of rhetoric in the Odes are similes and 

metaphors. An interesting combination of the two appears in the “Ode of 

1742,” st. 22-23; first the wind is metaphorically a mighty giant, and then 

the boisterous impetuosity of the Russian fleet is likened to his: 

The stormy giant races on his way with great joy across the hills, steps on the stern 

summits, scorning the deep bottom of the valleys, and twists the air in a whirlwind 

behind him; beneath his mighty heel the flinty hillocks crash, and the trees lie pros¬ 

trate in his wake, which have been standing for a multitude of lifetimes, and scorned 

the fury of the storms. Thus the Russian fleet ventures upon the deep, thus plows 

the surface of the waves.3 ^ 

In the “Ode of 1748” the loyalty of Elizabeth’s subjects is pictured in a vivid 

simile: 

Into meadows strewn with flowers, the quetn of the laborious bees, buzzing with flash- 
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ing wings, flies amid the cool hamlets; abandoning the roses and the juice-filled vines, 

the swarm gathers from everywhere with diligence, surrounds its queen and the forma¬ 

tion, fixed by zeal, flies closely in her train. Fired by such heat, the Russian folk has 

gathered here [etc.] (st. 7-8).^® 

Often it is the world of antique mythology rather than that of nature that 

furnishes the object of comparison. For example: 

Because, belching smoke and ashes, Enceladus darkened the universe, he now sobs and 

roars under Etna, and crams Hades with his body; transfixed by Zeus’s blow, he shakes 

his yoke in despair, unable to raise the weight, covered up by the great mountain, boot- 

lessly stirs beneath it, and vainly tries to stand. Thus barbarism lies, laid low by thy 

thunderbolt. (“Ode of 1750,” st. 16-17).41 

The extravagant and atmospheric use of metaphor, characteristic of 

Lomonosov’s verse and a feature of the Baroque style, was one of the princi¬ 

pal targets for the criticism of the classicists. Mention has already been made 

of Prince Vyazemsky’s reflections on the Dawn’s “red hand.” A similar 

phrase, used several times by Lomonosov (e.g., “Ode of 1742,” st. 17; “Ode 

of 1750, st. 11) is that of “stormy feet” (or “legs”—nogi means both) of 

horses; in the earliest use the phrase refers to the scene of the battle of 

Poltava (“Ode of 1742,” st. 17):42 

The horses with stormy feet whirl up the thick dust to heaven; there death, raging, runs 

amid the Gothic [i.e., Swedish] troops, from rank to rank, and opens his greedy jaws, 

and stretches out his cold hands, wresting away their haughty spirit.^2 

In this context, accompanied by the grim personification of Death, the meta¬ 

phor seems entirely natural to us. Not so to the classicist. Lomonosov, as 

Gukovsky notes, 3 chooses his words “on the principle of their emotional 

aureole, sometimes more significant than their objective sense, because in 

that dazzling world of the ideals of monarchical greatness into which Lo¬ 

monosov transports the reader, he is able to rise above the, for him, flat 

logic of the ordinary.... Sumarokov will later carp at such expressions of 

Lomonosov; for the classicist’s rationalistically logical concept of language 

the legs of a horse can be slender, well-shaped, can be swift, but not by any 

means ‘stormy.’ But Lomonosov means not to define the horses’ legs logical¬ 

ly, but to express that storm of the elements, that grandiose shock which in 

the inflamed imagination and in the excitement of civic enthusiasm makes 

all parts of the picture which he is sketching particularly significant-and the 

verse itself becomes stormy.” We find Sumarokov’s criticisms later having a 

chastening effect on Lomonosov’s exuberance; in several instances he revises 
poems which seem too extravagantly worded. 

It may be useful, as a final conspectus of Lomonosov’s odic style, as 

this appeared to a critical contemporary, to cite two parodies by SumJro- 

ov-the so-called “Nonsense Odes.” In these quite clever travesties most of 
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Lomonosov’s favorite stylistic devices may be seen in caricature: 

First Nonsense Ode 

Above the stars, the moon and sun I now soar in transport [vostorg]; from the regions 

on high I gaze upon the midnight [i.e., northern] ocean. Waves are there battling with 

waves, there whirlwinds are fighting it out with whirlwinds, and whipping the sea in 

foam to the clouds; the eternal ice is straining to the storm-clouds, and tearing their 

hugeness in its measureless fury. 

The ship is raised to the heavens by tumultuous mountains; there thunders smite upon 

thunders, and do not kiss peace [or “quiet”: tishiny] ; the mouths of the lightnings 

bursting there do not get drunk on dew, and inflame the whole azure; Boreas with 

frozen hands hauls whales out of the deep and maliciously dashes them on the dry land. 

Rise up, O lyre, raise yourself up, thunder to all the ends of the earth, and with magni¬ 

loquent song increase my glory! Aeolus, set the winds at liberty, and put my thoughts 

upon their tempest-bearing wings! I shall dash through all space, I shall penetrate air, 

sky, sea, and I shall disquiet the whole ether. 

I am not sleeping, but in a cheerful drowse, and awake I am seeing a terrible dream. 

Neptune is emerging from the gulfs, waves are flowing from his hair, and while touching 

the skies with his head, he tramples the abyss of the pyramids; wherever he treads, there 

is a hole. Under his heavy heel the ravening [svirepy] waves divide, and the sea-monsters 

scuttle to the bottom. 

“If I am deserving of this, tell me, O Saturn’s son! Why have you left your halls and 

the depths of the roaring waters?” The sea’s governor opened his mouth—the storm 

became a hundred times worse, and the ocean began to tremble; woods and mountains 

began to crash, and the shores of the sea began to quake, and Zeus himself had a scare. 

“To delight myself with your lyre I have come up out of the depths of the abyss; set up 

the walls of Thebes [like Amphion!] on the frosty northern shores; your songs are 

magniloquent like the songs of Amphion; do not tarry, build a new city and sumptu- 

oulsy adorn a temple to the Muses with mosaic, glass beads, and gold.” He spoke, and 

disappeared in the abyss of waters. 

The sea-god’s final line would be unintelligible without the note that Lomo¬ 

nosov’s non-poetical interests included a passion for mosaics and an (un¬ 

successful) factory for making colored glass! 

The second “Nonsense Ode” is shorter, and if anything, a little wilder: 

Thunder, lightning and eternal glaciers, seas and lakes are noisy, Vesuvius hurls from his 

midst burning hell into the subsolar region. From the eternal east smoke ascends, brings 

up terrible clouds, and covers the horizon with darkness. Ephesus is burning, Damascus 

is ablaze, Cerberus is baying with his three throats, and setting the Mediterranean afire. 

Persepolis falls headlong, just like Phaethon; Neptune leaves his realm, and overturns his 

throne in the deep; the giants raise their arms, destroy the gods’ dwelling-place, strike 

with mountains on the firmament of heaven; Boreas, annoyed, roars and groans, Japan 

sinks in the abyss, and Hercules fights it out with the Hydra. 
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With one ponderous foot the violent Titan treads on Pico [a mountain in the Azores] , 

and, slipping with the other, in the terrible icy ocean. With his feet he is hardly in the 

world, and he conceals his head in the ether, touching the heavens with it. I have my 

whole mouth open, Muses, and I am chanting so ingeniously [khitro] that I myself don’t 

understand my song. 

In one respect, if not in many, Sumarokov’s malicious parodies do his 

greater rival a cruel injustice. Whenever (almost) in the triumphal odes the 

poet uses the first person, he does so as the solemn, composite voice of the 

Russian people; almost never does he betray any hint of the individual 

Mikhail Lomonosov (once in the 1761 ode he refers to his “declining age”). 

Certainly in the odes he never claims immortality for his verses, although in 

a free translation of Horace (Odes III, 30) he declares: “I have reared myself 

a monument of immortality, higher than the Pyramids and stronger than 

brass” [Horace: Exegi monumentum aere perennius, Regalique situ pyra- 

midum altius] .45 This poem, in fact, may serve as an example of the means 

which eighteenth-century poets often took to reveal their personal feelings— 

translation. When Lomonosov picks Horace’s famous vaunt for translation 

(as Derzhavin was later to do, and Pushkin after him), he is unquestionably 

applying the verses to himself; yet if taken to task, he could always justify 

his apparent flaunting of self as a faithful rendering of the original. 

The commonest instrument for this kind of oblique personal com¬ 

ment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the Psalms of David. 

As Boileau’s Discours sur l’ode makes clear, these ancient Hebrew poems 

were regarded in the age of classicism as “odes” on a par with those of the 

Greeks and Romans, with the added authority of divine inspiration.4"^ Few 

poets of the age could have read them in the Hebrew; but from the received 

translations (the Vulgate, the King James, or in Russia the Church Slavonic 

text) they could work out “paraphrases” (Rus. prelozheniia) in verse. Mal¬ 

herbe gave a model for such paraphrases, e.g., one on Psalm 145, with its 

stern warning that kings are only men, and mortal like all others.4"7 This 

Psalm was also a favorite of the Russian poets, paraphrased by both Lomo¬ 

nosov and Sumarokov. It can be readily seen how such a sacred text might 

provide cover for a poet who would not venture on his own to call the atten¬ 

tion of the mighty to the uncomfortable fact of man’s general mortality. 

Lomonosov made poetical versions of eight of the Psalms (1, 14, 26, 34, 

70, 103, 143, 145). Many other contemporary and later poets followed his 

example; perhaps the most striking of all prelozheniia is Derzhavin’s of 

Psalm 81, “To Sovereigns and Judges” (Vlastiteliam i sudiiam) ,48 

The poet of the original Psalms speaks to God forthrightly in his own 

person, pleading for help against his enemies, against the “wicked,” or pour¬ 

ing out his thanks for aid received. He also, in a less personal tone, glorifies 

the great works of the Lord and the impossibility of their comprehension 

by frail mankind. Themes such as these lent themselves very readily to 

Lomonosov’s use; and complaint and invective that convention forbade a 
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poet’s uttering in his own person could be safely indulged in behind the mask 

of the royal Psalmist. Thus, in paraphrasing Psalm 26 (27 in the English 

version) Lomonosov can assert his assurance of aid from above: “The Lord 

is my savior and light: of whom shall I be afraid? The Lord himself preserves 

my life: whom shall I fear?” and in strophes 10-13 pray for continued pro¬ 
tection: 

My father abandoned me, and my mother while [I was] still in babyhood; but 

the Creator took me up and gave me to live in well-being. Set me, O Lord, upon the 

path with Thy holy law, that [my] enemy may not shake [me], who am strong therein. 

Do not deliver me in this life to the souls of godless men; with Thy right hand 

protect [me] from false slanders. 

The King James version of the original, not substantially different here from 

Lomonosov’s Old Slavonic text, reads as follows: 

When my father and my mother forsake me, then the Lord will take me up. 

Teach me thy way, O Lord, and lead me in a plain path because of mine enemies. 

Deliver me not over unto the will of mine enemies: for false witnesses are risen 

up against me, and such as breathe out cruelty. (10-12) 

One of the most magnificent pieces of poetry in the Bible is Psalm 103 

(104), with its panoramic view of creation: 

Bless the Lord, O my soul. O Lord my God, thou art very great, thou art clothed with 

honor and majesty; 

Who coverest thyself with light as with a garment; who stretchest out the heavens like 

a curtain; 

Who layeth the beams of his chambers in the waters; who maketh the clouds his chariot; 

who walketh upon the wings of the wind; 

Who maketh his angels spirits; his ministers a flaming fire; 

Who laid the foundations of the earth, that it should not be removed for ever; 

He sendeth the springs into the valley, which run among the hills. 

They give drink to every beast of the field; the wild asses quench their thirst. 

By them shall the fowls of the heaven have their habitation, which sing among the 

branches.” (Verses 1-5; 10-12) 

A literal translation of the above passage of the Psalm in Lomonosov’s para¬ 

phrase goes as follows: 

Let my spirit and tongue praise the kingdom of the Almighty Creator, His greatness 

and glory. O my God, how great thou art! Clothed with wondrous beauty, with the 

dawn of light divine, thou hast spread out the stars without number, like a tent before 

thee. 

[The word which the King James translation rendered as “curtain” is in Old Slavonic 

kozbu, “a skin,” which Lomonosov construed as meaning “tent”] 
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Having covered the high places with waters, thou risest on the light clouds, thou makest 

a tumult with the wings of whirlwinds, when thou fliest upon them. 

[Again there is a textual difference from the English; verse 3 reads in Old 

Slavonic: “Having covered with waters thy high places,” etc.] 

And the emissaries of thy will, like aerial emanations, obedient to the Almighty’s beck, 

run, burn, knowing no darkness. 

[Here there is no essential difference in the texts; but Lomonosov has “trans¬ 

lated” the Biblical phraseology into “scientific” terms.] 

Thou hast founded the earth firmly, and for secure strengthening, laid down rivets, 

and given immovability forever. 

From the mountains thou pourest the springs into the valleys, and givest refreshment 

therewith from the heat; they gurgle for sweet sleep as they flow among the mountains. 

And they give drink to all beasts that nourish themselves among the fields; the wild 

asses, when they languish in thirst, await comfort from thy hand. The birds, flocking 

together into the shade there raise their song and whistling; they dwell in rocky dens, 

and therewith pass the hot day.-*® 

[Where the King James translators have the birds, true to English custom, 

“sing among the branches,” the Old Slavonic version, which Lomonosov 

tries to explain rationalistically, reads: “from the midst of the rocks they 

shall give [their] voice,” following the Greek Septuagint.^l] 

Lomonosov’s paraphrase breaks off with verse 16 of the Psalm, less 

than half of the original. 

Quite similar in theme to Psalm 103, but original creations of Lomo¬ 

nosov, are the two “Meditations”: “Morning Meditation on the Greatness 

of God”; and “Evening Meditation on the Greatness of God, on the Oc¬ 

casion of a Great Display of Northern Lights.” The Aurora Borealis, literal¬ 

ly “northern dawn,” induces the poet to exclaim: “But where, O Nature, 

is thy law? From regions of the north the dawn arises! Is not the sun setting 

up his throne there? Are not the icy seas shooting out fire? Lo, a cold flame 

has covered us! Lo, in the night day has trodden upon the earth!” (3-4)52 

These contradictions bring him to consider various proposed scientific ex¬ 

planations, e.g., Is it, like lightening without thunderclouds, straining 

from earth to the zenith?” (6), or “There thick darkness is contending with 

water; or the sun’s rays are shining, refracted to us through the thick at¬ 

mosphere; or the summits of cloudy mountains are afire; or the west wind 

has ceased to blow on the sea, and the smooth waves are reflecting in the 

ether.” (7) All this, however, is so unsatisfactory that he rejects it, and ends 

with his challenge to the scientists: “Is the end of creation unknown to you? 

Then say, how great is the Creator?” 

The paraphrases of the Psalms, the paraphrase of portions of Job, and 

102 



the two original meditations are classified as “religious” (or “spiritual”) odes. 

It is a recognized eighteenth-century genre, but subject to less prescription 

than the secular ode. French examples usually make use of the long and 

dignified Alexandrine line, interspersed with regularly placed shorter lines. 

In this regard the Russian, like the English poets, proved independent. In an 

effort to match their paraphrases to the Biblical verses, they preferred qua¬ 

trains of short lines; Lomonosov uses for Psalm 26 a quatrain of alternate 

four-beat iambic lines with masculine rhyme and three-beat iambic lines 

with feminine rhyme. For Psalm 103 the quatrain consists of four four-beat 

iambic lines with the rhyme scheme Abb A. The “Ode Selected from Job, 

Chapters 38, 39, 40 and 41,” which is far more independent of the original 

than the Psalm paraphrases, employs a strophe of eight four-beat iambic 

lines, rhyming aBaBccDD. The “Morning Meditation” uses a six-line stanza, 

of four-beat iambic lines, rhyming aBaBCC. Exceptionally for Lomonosov’s 

verse the “Evening Meditation” uses masculine rhymes throughout, in a six- 

line stanza: ABABCC, an arrangement which conveys a particularly strong 
and energetic effect. 

Another metrical feature of the “Evening Meditation” deserves brief 

comment. The poem, according to Lomonosov’s own words in the Rhe¬ 

toric, where he quotes it, was composed in 1743.^ At this early date the 

poet was still attempting to write “pure” iambics, that is, lines unmarred by 

what he regarded as the “license” of an occasional “pyrrhic” foot of two 

unaccented syllables. In this connection, of course, it must be borne in 

mind that Russian does not, like English, recognize a “secondary accent” 

in polysyllabic words. Naturally, a verse of pure iambic structure must ac¬ 

cordingly exclude all words of more than three syllables. How closely Lomo¬ 

nosov followed his own rule at this date may be seen from the first strophe 

of the “Evening Meditation”: 

„ ' ' » ' 
JiHue CBoe CKpbiBaeT 
„ ' * / / 

Hojifl uoKpwjia MpawHa HOHb; 

B3oimia Ha ropbi nepHa TeHb; 

_ * f * * 

JlyHH OT Hac CKJIOHHJIHCb npoib; 

OrKpHJiacb 6e3flHa 3Be3fl nojiHa; 

3Be3flaM HHCJia Her, 6e3flHe ah a. 

Day conceals his face; 

dark night has hidden the fields; 

a black shadow has ascended the 

hills; 

the sun’s rays are diverted from us. 

the abyss full of stars is revealed; 

the stars without number, the abyss 

without bottom. 

According to the records of the Academy of Sciences, under date of 

September 29, 1750, Count Razumovsky announced to the Academicians 

that by an express command of Empress Elizabeth herself, “Professors Lo¬ 

monosov and Trediakovsky were to write each a tragedy.” On Lomonosov’s 

manuscript of Tamira i Selim is the annotation: “Begun on September 29, 

1750, after dinner.He wasted no time in obeying orders! The manuscript 
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was delivered to the printers on November 1 of the same year, and the 

tragedy was performed in the Court Theater by cadets on January 9, 1751. 

Trediakovsky’s tragedy, Deidameia, lagged far behind. The author announced 

in November that the first act was finished, and the whole would be ready 

in the following year.55 When the tragedy was finally completed it had 

reached the monumental proportions of 2718 lines; Lomonosov’s Tamira i 

Selim has 1564. Deidameia was never produced, and not even printed in its 

author’s lifetime. After a moderate success with his first attempt, Lomono¬ 

sov, this time without imperial prodding, wrote a second tragedy, Demi- 

phon. Perhaps the subject, drawn from Greek legendary history with con¬ 

siderable dependence upon Racine’s Andromaque, alienated readers; the 

play was not produced, and the triumph of Sumarokov’s third tragedy, 

Semira, in 1751 signalized Lomonosov’s discomfiture. He never returned 

to the writing of drama, but from that period a kind of delimitation of 

“spheres of influence” was tacitly arranged between him and Sumarokov: 

the latter should preside over tragedy, while the former made the ode his 

province. Neither trespassed on the other’s realm. 

Tamira and Selim5^ is a good example of the classical tragedy, the rules 

of which it follows quite meticulously. It is, of course, in five acts, is com¬ 

posed in Russian Alexandrine verse, observes the three unities without undue 

strain, and is couched in a lofty style marked by numerous Slavonicisms. 

The treatment of the verse form is slightly irregular: whereas the Alexan¬ 

drines of Trediakovsky and Sumarokov follow the French rhyme scheme of 

alternating couplets, masculine and feminine, Lomonosov uses alternating 

lines, masculine and feminine. 

The subject is an imaginary one, linked, according to classical precept, 

to a historical action for verisimilitude. Tamira, daughter of the Tsar of the 

Crimea, Mumet, is sought in marriage by two suitors: Selim, prince of 

Baghdad, and the Tatar khan Mamay. Mumet has reason to suppose Mamay’s 

power the greater, and promises his daughter to him; her love, however, is 

already given to the handsome Selim, and she resists and even tries to escape 

to her lover. In the meanwhile Mamay has appeared on the scene, unac¬ 

companied by his army; he has actually just been disastrously defeated by 

the Muscovite army under Dmitry Donskoy at Kulikovo Pole, but craftily 

conceals this knowledge in order to win Tamira and therewith her father’s 

support. The denouement is effected by the timely return of Tamira’s brother 

Narsim, who has been serving as a reluctant auxiliary under Mamay, and 

has barely escaped a perfidious ambush laid by the latter. The despairing 

Tamira is prevented at the last moment from stabbing herself, when she hears 

false news that Selim is dead; the lovers are united, and Narsim gives a vivid 

account of the crucial defeat of Mamay by the Russians. Mamay himself, 

his treachery discovered, has been dispatched off-stage. 

External circumstances evidently play a greater part in this drama 

than psychological conflicts, and in this regard the influence of Corneille 
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would seem to be more powerful than that of Racine. Tamira, at the moment 

(end of Act III) when she is contemplating flight to Selim’s ships, utters a 

soliloquy in which she teeters, in the approved classical fashion, between 

filial loyalty and love for Selim; but the outcome is such a foregone con¬ 

clusion that her vacillation has only a ritual appearance. Tfie real compli¬ 

cation of the plot—the necessary obstacle to the consummation of true 

love-is Mamay’s defeat and his treacherous concealment of it, which he 

communicates to the audience in a soliloquy at the beginning of Act III. 

From then on there is the assurance that his perfidy will be discovered in 

time, and thwarted, as the convention of bonnes moeurs demands. Evil must 

be punished, on the stage, and virtue rewarded. 

In addition to the principals, Mumet, Tamira, Narsim, Selim and 

Mamay, there are three subordinate figures, whose functions are largely con¬ 

ventional. Cleona is Tamira’s nurse, who lends a sympathetic ear to her 

mistress in Act I as the latter discloses her love for Selim. Zaisan is Mumet’s 

vizier, who listens to the Khan’s confidences; and this function he shares 

with Nadir, Mumet’s brother. There is some originality in the rivalry of 

these two confidants: Zaisan is the advocate of Mamay’s cause, Nadir, very 

cautiously, of Selim’s. There is even a faint touch of humor when Zaisan 

complacently remarks to Nadir: “I think I have the better in our argument” 

when Mumet decides in Mamay s favor; and then, after the unmasking of 

Mamay’s treachery, Nadir rejoins: “In our argument I think the upper hand 

is mine.” This undercurrent of irony, bordering on humor (of course actual 

comedy is excluded from a classical tragedy) reaches its climax when, moved 

by his niece’s pleas, old Nadir prepares to rush out and revenge the supposed 

death of Selim (Act V, scene iii). 

One of the characteristic features of Russian classical tragedy is the 

use of what were called “allusions,” that is, situations and remarks from 

the stage that could be interpreted to refer to the current political scene. 

Thus Sumarokov’s Hamlet contained in its basic situation (Claudius’s usurp¬ 

ation of the Danish throne) what was, probably mistakenly, believed to be 

an “allusion” to Catherine’s murder of her husband and usurpation of the 

Russian throne. Lomonosov steers clear of such “allusions,” but the tragedies 

are liberally sprinkled with what are called in Roman parlance sententiae— 

aphorisms designed to pound home to an obtuse audience the moral impli¬ 

cations of a situation. Nadir, as an old man whose role is almost wholly 

passive, is the largest contributor of such maxims. Thus, in the midst of his 

first debate with Zaisan (Act II, scene v) he remarks: “A dominion of vio¬ 

lence cannot long stand. He who persecutes one, threatens everyone.” (lines 

608-09). At the end of the scene he moralizes: “The magnanimous lion at 

once allays his heat, as soon as he sees his foe prostrate; but the rapacious 

wolf tears his opponent as long as the last blood seethes in him” (lines 624- 

627). The longest and most tedious of Nadir’s moral discourses. takes the 

form of a soliloquy (Act IV, scene ii, lines 1004-1039) on “insatiable greed 
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for property and power,” presumably inspired by his brother’s heartless 

sacrifice of his daughter’s happiness for the advantages of Tatar favor; the 

pertinence of this sermon, however, is extremely questionable. One of the 

most remarkable of Nadir’s aphorisms is uttered later in the same act (scene 

iii) when Cleona announces the rumor in town that Mamay has been de¬ 

feated: “The voice of the whole people is always the voice of God; by their 

mouth, the Most High speaks” (Vox populi, vox Dei!). 

The tragedy is skillfully constructed and well written. Even when 

read, it conveys a sense of excitement, which is climaxed by Narsim’s lengthy 

“messenger’s speech” recounting the great battle of the Snipes’ Field. But 

it cannot be said that Lomonosov has succeeded in creating any very credible 

or living characters in it. Mamay is a bloodthirsty and tyrannical villain, dis¬ 

tinguished from others of his kind only by a greater degree of craft; Mumet 

is the usual heartless father, and the lovers are entirely conventional types. 

The only glimmers of original characterization are, oddly enough, in the 

minor figures—Cleona, with her surprising loyalty to Tamira in the face of 

Mamay’s tempting promises; Nadir and Zaisan, and even Narsim, in his 

short part (he appears first in Act V). But this criticism does not apply to 

Lomonosov’s play alone: his successful rival Sumarokov peoples his trage¬ 

dies with exactly the same stereotypes. The very dramatic theory of clas¬ 

sicism, with its insistence on universality and elimination of everything 

individual and distinctive results almost inevitably in such lay-figures. 

Tragedy, epic, and ode—such are the genres requiring the “high style.” 

Lomonosov, except in prose, rarely descended from these heights. Two of 

his most interesting works, however, belong to the middle, and even the 

low, style. To the low style must also be consigned his polemical epigrams, 

which are distinguished by their crude violence and pointlessness. Far better, 

both as verse and as polemic, is the “Hymn to the Beard.” This Lomonosov 

composed probably in 1756 or 1757, during his struggle with the church 

authorities. The poem was circulated in manuscript, a copy of which fell 

into the hands of the Holy Synod. The poet was summoned for interroga¬ 

tion, and boldly and defiantly acknowledged his authorship. Evidently he 

was confident of the protection of Shuvalov and through him, of the Em¬ 

press. The Holy Synod was constrained to vent its fury on him not, as it 

had wished, by excommunication and imprisonment, but more tamely by 

stupid and harmless pasquinades. 

The Hymn to the Beard begins: “Not to lecherous Venus, not to 

the monstrous Chimaera do I offer sacrifice in hymns: I sing a song of eulo¬ 

gy to the hair that is respected by all, that spreads out over the breast, that in 

the evening of our years gives weight to our counsel.”57 Then follows a four- 

line refrain, which is repeated after each of the ten strophes: “O beard most 

precious! It’s pity that you haven’t been christened, and that the shameful 

part of the body is in this respect preferred before you.” (Since baptism 
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was performed in infancy, the beard was of course unbaptized!) The eulogy 

continues with references to the “nether beard” “through which we make 

our way into the world”; then passes to the fiscal possibilities of the beard, 

which Peter the Great subjected to a tax; thence to the superstition of the 

Old Ritualists, who clung to their beards, “fearing not the threat of death.” 

In stanza 5 he adverts to the custom of swearing by one’s beard, which 

secures the eyesight of “fools, tongue-waggers and rascals,”—were it not 

for the beard’s protection, everyone would spit in their eyes! Then comes the 

forbidden subject-“plurality of worlds!” “If it is true that the planets are 

worlds like ours, in them of course, the wise men, and most of all the priests 

there will asseverate by their beards that we here do not exist at all. If any¬ 

one shall say we really are here—they’ll burn him there on a pyre” (st. 6). 

The seventh strophe returns to this no less imperfect planet, where the 

weakling in body and mind will have respect and high office by virtue of 

his beard-an obvious hit at the bearded clergy. “O golden adornment, 

O precious adornment, mother of respectability and wits, mother of revenues 

and ranks, root of impossible actions, O curtain of false opinions! With what 

can I do you honor, with what repay your services?” (st. 8). The final two 

strophes show the poet planning to adorn his beard with all kinds of ribbons, 

etc., in fashionable style; but alas, because of the number of these decorations 

the beard didn’t grow.” “I’ll imitate the peasants and manure you like a 

field. Good-bye, now, beard, and grow in rich dampness” (st. 10). 

While hardly subtle, the satire is vigorous. The wording, appropriately 

to the genre, is colloquial, even provincial. 

The “Epistle on the Usefulness of Glass,”58 addressed in 1752 to 

Lomonosov’s patron Shuvalov, occupies stylistically a middle position. It is 

written in a simple, but not vulgar, Russian, with very few Slavonicisms, 

and with almost scientific precision and clarity. For all its genuinely serious 

purpose, the Epistle assumes a rather bantering tone, as it enumerates the 

“usefulness of glass” to the ladies—mirrors for the city belle and glass beads 

for her country cousin! But the mention of glass beads leads directly into an 

excursus on the European treatment of the savages of America, who were 

simpleminded enough to exchange their silver for such baubles, and were 

cruelly and heartlessly exploited. 

The Epistle has the form normally taken by a classical didactic poem- 

heroic, that is, Alexandrine, verse, rhyming in couplets, alternately mascu¬ 

line and feminine. In its small way it copies the method of Lucretius in the 

De Rerum Natura: “Glass” is first given a mythological geneology. It is the 

child of Nature by Fire, and was born on Mount Etna—a reference to volcanic 

natural glass, or obsidian. Later, in connection with the prosaic use of the 

burning glass for lighting the tobacco in one’s pipe, comes Lomonosov’s 

interpretation of the myth of Prometheus—he stole fire from heaven—by 

the use of the burning glass! 

Most of the poem is devoted to just what its title suggests—the uses 
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of glass: for vials to contain medicines, for the glaze on porcelain, for faience 

and mosaic, for window-panes in houses and conservatories, for ladies’ 

mirrors and peasant girls’ beads; for spectacles to help the feeble sight of 

old age—“A great grief to the heart to be deprived of reading books; more 

vexatious than eternal darkness, heavier than chains!” For telescopes and 

microscopes, and—in the climactic final position—for lightning rods! 

But the prosaic and utilitarian discourse on glass is certainly only 

a screen for the real purpose—battle with what Voltaire called “L’Infame”— 

ecclesiastical bigotry. This first becomes evident when the mention of the 

telescope brings up the Copernican theory and ancient persecution of helio¬ 

centrism. Following out the interpretation of Prometheus as a primitive 

scientist , the poet exclaims: 

Did not the horde of furious fools, enraged at him, subject his noble inventions to un¬ 

true gossip? Was he not then observing the stars through the telescope, which the toil 

of fortunate Europe has now resurrected? Did he not know by Glass [i.e., the burning 

glass] to bring down fire from heaven, and did he not bring ruin on himself from the bar¬ 

barians, who gave him over to execution, charging him with sorcery? How many such 

examples we have, that envy, hiding beneath the cover of holiness, and crude bigotry 

[revnost’] with it, laying plots against truth, from very antiquity have been waging 

incessant war, whereby much knowledge has perished irretrievably! How exactly we 

would have known the heavenly regions, the movement of the planets, the course of the 

moon, if Aristarchus [the Greek proponent of heliocentrism] had not been called 

in judgment by envious Cleanthes a ‘furious Giant,’ for venturing to shake the whole 

earth from its firm foundation, to draw it around its center, around the sun; for ven¬ 

turing to teach that all the household gods undergo the labor of eternal traveling; Nep¬ 

tune spins around, and Diana, and Pluto, and they suffer the same punishment as bold 

Ixion; and the immovable goddess of the earth, Vesta, can find no place for rest. Under 

the false appearance of respect for these gods the world of the stars was closed through a 

multitude of ages. Fearing the fall of that untrue belief, the hypocrites [litsemery] 

waged constant war with science: so that it might not, by disclosing the greatness of 

the heavens and the admirable variety of unknown wonders, show to all that the un¬ 

approachable might of a single Creator had created all this world, that Mars, Neptune, 

Zeus, all the host of gods, are not worth the fat sacrifices, not even the wood under 

the sacrifices! That it is the priests who eat the lambs and bulls, to no advantage. This 

one thing, this seemed dangerous to them. That was the reason they all considered 
the earth the center. 

All his life the astronomer was engaged in fruitless labor, entangled in cycles, 

until Copernicus arose, scorner of envy and adversary of barbarism. In the midst of 

all the planets he placed the sun, he disclosed the earth’s dual motion: with one it 

completes its daily path about the center, with the other it makes a year by its course 

around the sun. By the real System he smashed the ‘cycles’ and proved the truth by 
exactitude of phenomena. ” 

Taking a cue perhaps from Bayle, who under cover of denouncing ancient 

oracles as frauds, attacked contemporary belief in miracles, Lomonosov 

has made use of the intolerance of the Stoic Cleanthes, who according to 

Plutarch charged Aristarchus with blasphemy for daring “to put the hearth 

of the universe [i.e., the earth] in motion.” Blandly assuming the entire truth 
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of the Copernican theory as not even subject to question-“What Copernicus 

taught there is no doubt of”—he hints that it is only the selfish interests of 

priests that attempt to suppress the truth, and that a more exalted concept 

of God s power and glory is fostered by true science than by religious super¬ 
stition. 

He goes on to subject the “western” St. Augustine to criticism for 

measuring the universe without mathematics”—i.e., for accepting the literal 

truth of the primitive Biblical picture of the world, which excluded America 

and denied the possibility of the Antipodes! The falsity of Augustine’s 

beliefs Columbus and Magellan have demonstrated. Turning to contemporary 

bigots directly, Lomonosov exclaims warningly: “Take this example, you 

Cleantheses, comprehending clearly how much Augustine was in error in this 

opinion; he utilized God’s word to no purpose” (lines 308-309). It is worth 

noting that from the numerous church fathers whose erroneous notions of 

the earth’s sphericity could have been cited, Lomonosov chooses Augustine, 

and pointedly calls him “western” [vechernii]; to have charged an Orthodox 

saint, such as St. John Chrysostom or St. Gregory Nazianzen, with preach¬ 

ing falsehood would have been considerably more dangerous. After an en¬ 

thusiastic eulogy of the services of the astronomers in broadening the picture 

of the universe, the poet, with certainly a touch of irony, queries: “In our 

blessed and enlightened age, what may not man attain in following them?” 

(lines 331-332) 

There follows a brief discourse on the microscope (since the church had 

never thought to deny the existence of “animalculae,” he had no need here 

for polemics!), and then on the barometer. Admitting that he is still far from 

the end of Glass’s praiseworthiness, for which he would need a whole year, 

Lomonosov then turns to his particular interest, electricity, and the identi¬ 

fication of lightning as a celestial manifestation of it. Here again he waxes 

eloquent as he inveighs against the ignorance of those who consider it blas¬ 

phemous to “look upon the scourge with which the Father threatens us in 

His wrath.” As a final example of the “Usefulness of Glass” he cites the 

lightning-rod, not yet quite perfected: “Europe has now bent all its thought 

upon this, and already constructed reliable machines.” At this point he bids 

his subject adieu: “Following her [i.e., Europe’s] example, I now descend 

from the Parnassian mountains, and apply all my labor to Glass for the 

while.” The poem ends with some fulsome eulogy of Elizabeth and her 

Maecenas, I.I. Shuvalov, to whom it is addressed. 

Lomonosov’s career was so varied that it is hard to assess it wholly 

from a literary point of view. In certain areas, however, it was absolutely 

decisive, and without it Russian literature would not have been the same. 

Most significant, surely is his contribution to the theory of versification, 

though it is certain that if he had not turned Russian practice toward the 

syllabo-tonic system, someone else would have. Important also is his codi- 
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fication of stylistic norms, which remained unchallenged at least until Der¬ 

zhavin and Karamzin. In his creative work he can be discounted as a drama¬ 

tist and as an epic poet; neither his tragedies nor his aborted epic contain 

anything genuinely original, and Sumarokov in the one area and Kheraskov 

in the other are more significant.^ In the minor fields of the satire and 

the didactic Lomonosov is indeed highly original and creative, but remained 

without a following. It is the ode primarily that brought him contemporary 

fame, and the ode remains his most serious literary accomplishment. His 

odes casts those of the classicist Sumarokov completely in the shade, and 

the grandiose oratorical style which he created for them served as model 

for the genre until the revolutionary odes of Derzhavin. The court poet 

Vasily Petrov delighted in being called the “new Lomonosov,” and even 

such an avowed follower of Sumarokov as Vasily Maikov, in his odes at¬ 

tempted the thunderous majesty of Lomonosov with almost ludicrous ser¬ 

vility. If these formal, dithyrambic effusions leave our age rather cold, as 

they did Pushkin, this means little more than that fashions in poetry, as in 

everything else, change, and that our age has a different criterion of poetic 

beauty than had the eighteenth century. 
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CHAPTER VI 

ALEXANDER SUMAROKOV AND RUSSIAN CLASSICISM1 

French classicism is usually conceded to have begun toward the middle 

of the seventeenth century. The dramatist Corneille is a transitional figure— 

a few of his tragedies exhibit the characteristic features of the new style 

(Le Cid, Horace et al.), but for the most part he belongs to the Baroque. 

Racine and Moliere, La Fontaine and Boileau are the purest representatives 

of classicism. By the end of the seventeenth century a new phase begins, 

which we generally characterize as “the Enlightenment,” with Voltaire its 

great legislator and exemplar; but by the date of his death (1778) the epoch- 

making writings of Rousseau and Diderot have already initiated in France 

the pre-Romantic movement which is often designated as “sentimentalism.” 

Thus the course of French classicism” can be fixed to the approximate 

dates of 1636-1778, or roughly 150 years. From France the mode won 

acceptance in Spain, England, Italy and Germany. Johann Christoph Gott- 

sched (1700-1 766) in Germany, a narrow, opinionated and rather pedestrian 

poet, was the principal spokesman (Versuch einer kritischen Dichtkunst: 

1732) for classicism. 

In Russia, as in Germany, the literary ideals of the Baroque dominate 

the first third of the eighteenth century. Antiokh Kantemir, Vasily Tredia- 

kovsky and above all Mikhail Lomonosov, dissimilar as they may be in views 

and in style, all represent the same general literary trend and react with 

little sympathy or understanding to the ideals that are embodied in the work 

of their younger competitor, Alexander Petrovich Sumarokov (1717-1777). 

The legislator of French classicism, Nicholas Boileau-Despre'aux, set 

forth the principles of the system in a fashion that remained authoritative 

throughout the century and a half of its dominance and was widely copied 

elsewhere (e.g., by Gottsched and Sumarokov). The classical literary mode 

has been characterized (by G.A. Gukovsky2) as: “anti-individualist, abstract, 

and rationalistic.” A fundamental principle is the unquestioned axiom that 

“nature” (i.e., human nature) is identical in all places and all times, and 

consequently will express itself in identical ways, regardless of the accidents 

of geographical milieu or temporal distance. It follows from this axiom that 

the poet’s endeavor must be to abstract this “nature” from all such accidental 

circumstances as nationality or historical conditions impose, and to view it 
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as it were sub specie aeternitatis. Another fundamental axiom is the opti¬ 

mistic notion that human nature is basically rational. The reason will always 

dominate unless “the passions,” which constitute a baser stratum of the 

personality, are allowed free rein. Virtuous conduct, accordingly, is rational, 

while vicious conduct—that dominated by the unruly passions—is irrational. 

Any human activity, including literary creation, must also, to be excellent, 

submit to the rule of reason. The critic’s primary duty is to deduce and set 

forth in entirely perspicuous language the applications of the rule of reason 

to the concepts of his art. 

Marxist critics make a convincing case for the thought connection 

between the political ideas of the “age of absolutism” and the respect for 

authority which is one of the earmarks of classicism. The great writers of 

antiquity have once and for all established certain rationally derived forms 

or kinds” and the conditions for their use, and it remains for the modern 

writer to imitate these. Such “imitation” does not, however, mean ser¬ 

vility: latitude is permitted in details, as long as the basic principles are not 

jeopardized. One of these basic principles is that of “purity of genre”; each 

literary kind has a compartment of its own, and trespass of one upon the 

territory of another is impermissible. For each genre there is established a 

social and linguistic evaluation which parallels the actual hierarchy of social 

castes. Thus, the highest position in the hierarchy belongs to the epic poem, 

tragedy, and ode; the social analogue of this group would be nobility and 

royalty, and a corresponding loftiness of language is demanded. A second 

group consists of comedy, elegy, eclogue, oratory, history, etc., and a lan¬ 

guage appropriate to the middle class or bourgeoisie suits this; the lowest 

social grouping—the “common people”—and their vulgar tongue belong to 

the “low” genres of fable, farce and satire. 

The first major writers of the Russian eighteenth century-Kantemir, 

Trediakovsky and Lomonosov—occupy a transitional position in literary 

history. In some important respects they belong to the Enlightenment and 

Classicism. Thus all three share a seriousness of purpose that is directed 

toward the improvement and “enlightenment” of their fellow-citizens, and 

view literature as primarily an instrument toward this end; they accept with¬ 

out question the classical theory of sharply differentiated genres; Lomonosov 

preaches the classical doctrine of the “three styles,” etc. They are at the same 

time, however, also marked by certain tendencies that are usually associated 

in the West with the “Baroque” style-note in particular Lomonosov’s hyper¬ 

bolic, exaggerated and metaphorical language in his odes and unfinished 

epic, and the pre-classical or anti-classical tendencies of all three to an affec¬ 

tive use of language antithetical to the abstract and algebraic ideal of clas¬ 

sicism. It is not until the advent of Sumarokov that Russian literature can 

properly be said to enter the classical period. It would, however, be an un¬ 

warranted exaggeration to regard Sumarokov, as some scholars have done, 

as the perfect and indeed almost the solitary model of Russian classicism. In 
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him too there are lingering traces of the more exuberant Baroque and even 

premonitions of sentimentalism. But since Sumarokov attempted in his own 

work to be Russia’s Racine, Moliere, La Fontaine and Boileau, all in one, 

and the models of tragedy, comedy, fable and satire that he created in this 

attempt remained authoritative throughout the rest of the century, it is in¬ 

evitable that he should be given the principal place in any discussion of 

Russian classicism. This is the more so, in view of his Boileau-inspired codi¬ 

fication of the classical “rules.” 

Sumarokov was a member of the Russian landed gentry, educated, 

like many of his class, for service to the state in either the army or the civil 

service. It must be borne in mind that until 1762 such service was still a legal 

obligation of his class, although under Peter the Great’s lax and incompetent 

successors it was becoming more and more easy to evade it. Sumarokov 

throughout his life retained a very high conception of civic duty and idealized 

the position which he believed the Russian gentry (dvorianstvo) had been 

divinely appointed to hold as advisers and coadjutors of monarchs. Sumaro- 

kov’s lofty concept of the functions of his class and his stubborn and often 

tactless insistence upon these are the sources of his embroilment and dis¬ 

grace with the autocratic Catherine the Great. Sumarokov was perhaps 

unduly confident in the high quality of his own genius-, he certainly quite 

naively over-estimated Catherine’s sham liberalism. His life was a long series 

of disappointments and disillusions, and he ended it embittered and poverty- 

stricken. He was, nevertheless, the most influential representative of classi¬ 

cism in Russia during his age, and the revered master of such other classi¬ 

cists as Yakov Borisovich Kniazhnin (1742-1791), Mikhail Matveevich Kheras- 

kov (1733-1807) and Vasily Maikov (1728-1778). 

Sumarokov’s philosophical and political views are in general those of a 

typical “enlightened” gentleman of the eighteenth century. He is a material¬ 

ist, a follower of the epistemological theories of John Locke. All matter, in 

his view, consists of associations of particles: “The foundations of matter 

are hidden from us, but they must be infinitely numerous.His theory 

seems closer to Anaxagoras’s pammixia than to Democritus’s atomism: “I 

also hold this, that all particles are intermingled and that they cannot by 

any means be completely separated, and that accordingly in every smallest 

particle there is something of all the kinds, and that they form by differences 

of quantity the substances of different kinds” (ibid.-). He regards the world of 

living things as forming a hierarchy—the “great chain of being”: “The grow¬ 

ing kind” (i.e., the vegetable world), “the crawling kind” (reptiles and in¬ 

sects), the “swimming kind” (fish), “the winged kind” (birds) and “quadru¬ 

peds.” “If man is not a quadruped, then to what class should he be at¬ 

tached?” Sumarokov is a little wary, however, of carrying this logic to its 

conclusion, and says, after citing one analogy: “I do not say this of man, 

because Holy Scripture contradicts it.” However, he finds that man’s natural 

condition should be that of a quadruped, the arms being only “forelegs” with 
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a different function. 

It has often been erroneously stated that classicism, both in France 

and elsewhere, is as it were a literary corollary of Cartesianism. On the 

contrary, the philosophical system which most truly parallels and supports 

classicism is that evolved by the English philosophers Hobbes and Locke. 

Against the notion of “innate ideas” which is the center of Descartes’ epis¬ 

temology, Sumarokov writes in the same “Letter to a Friend”: “Almost 

all of Cartesian philosophy is an unadorned romance.” The foundations 

of all knowledge are sense perceptions, not “innate ideas.” “All that we 

do not understand is explained to the reason by the senses. “The reason 

is nothing more than merely the activities of the mind put into motion by 

the senses.” “If reason were innate, of what use would the sciences be? The 

blind man would have no need of eyes, nor the deaf man of ears. Reason 

would have done everything, and the senses would have been unnecessary. 

Reason does nothing: it only preserves that with which the senses have 

enriched it. In short: there is no innate concept.” (ibid.) Conscience also is 

not innate. “If conscience were innate, all men would live honorably, all 

would obey a single law. But what is honorable among one people should 

be honorable also among another; there would be neither wars nor quarrels, 

because there would be no divergent opinions on justice” (ibid.). 

In his social philosophy Sumarokov held the typically eighteenth- 

century view that the aristocracy should be an honored and responsible 

partner with the monarch in the form of government: only thus is its exist¬ 

ence justified. The hierarchy of which the serf class forms the lowest stra¬ 

tum is natural and defensible so that the nobleman may have the opulence 

and leisure to perform his function. This view, incidentally, is that of Peter 

the Great, embodied in his legislation. The serf, however, is not a slave, not 

a piece of property to be disposed of at will. In his notes on the Nakaz 

( Legislative Instruction”) of Catherine II Sumarokov writes: “People must 

not be sold like cattle.” “Between serf and slave there is a difference: the 

former is attached to the soil, the latter to the owner.”5 His ideas on this 

matter are most fully set forth in his article “On Household Management”: 

The good of the state, or rather, of society, is the increase of abundance 

for all, not for one. Why then call these greedy landowners ‘good managers’ 

[ekonomy], who either for their own aggrandizement or for the accumula¬ 

tion of gold and silver in their coffers flay the very skin from their peasants, 

and whose manufactures and other fancies burden the peasants and take all 

their time from them for [the landowners’] profit, rendering [the peasants] 

innocent convicts at forced labor, feeding and giving them drink like so 

many draft horses, in contravention of moral and political right, offending 

God and man solely for the sake of their own imagined abundance.... 

The landowner who enriches himself through the excessive labors of 

his subjects vainly bears the honored name of ‘household manager’ [domos- 

troitel ’—the Russian equivalent of the Greek oikonomos] and should be 
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called ‘household destroyer [domorazoritel’]. Such a monster of nature, 

an ignoramus both in natural history and in all the sciences, an illiterate 

creature, without regard for either God or man, repenting by habit and by 

the same habit returning to his evil-doing, compelling his peasants to fast, 

destroying the happiness of the people entrusted to him-is a hundred times 

more injurious to society than a bandit. And shall I be gladdened, I who have 

a good heart and a clean conscience, when such a monster shows me his gar¬ 

dens, his orangeries, his horses, cattle, fowl, handicrafts, and the like? But 

with such ‘household managers’ I shall have no converse, and food watered 

with tears I shall not eat. He will leave much to his children; but his peasants 

too have children. At such a feast the food is human flesh, the drink their 

tears and their blood. Let him eat this himself with his children!”6 Sumaro- 

kov, as Marxists are always quick to point out, was not (alas!) a revolu¬ 

tionary; but such views as this indignant passage expresses are exactly those 

of Radishchev, who was perhaps a revolutionary, and were certainly not 

welcome in the age of Catherine II. It is worth noting also, in this connection, 

that the entire sentiment is one typical of the “sentimentalist” period that 

dominates the end of the century. 

Sumarokov s social and political views and his lofty conception of the 

poet’s function as a teacher and corrector of society permeate his works 

in the lofty style —odes and tragedies. The ideal human being can attain 

personal happiness only by the victory of his “reason” over his “passions.” 

These passions are the source also of every social ill, and the poet, as moral 

preceptor, must make every effort to combat them. Chief among those that 

introduce injustice and chaos into the social order are the inordinate cravings 

for wealth and arbitrary power. Sumarokov is in perfect accord with the great 

western representatives of classicism in seeing the poet’s function as pri¬ 

marily didactic: he must, in the most telling and appropriate fashion, in¬ 

culcate the principles of private and public morality for the “common good.” 

Turning next to Sumarokov s vast literary heritage and its importance 

in the history of Russian classicism and of Russian letters in general, let us 

first consider a genre which perhaps best of all typifies Russian classicism- 

the ode. The earliest of Sumarokov s published works belong to this genre: 

an ode addressed to Anna Ivanovna (1740) and another to her successor 

Elizaveta Petrovna (1743).^ 

The genre “ode” was, as we have noted, one of the classical forms for 

which a “lofty style” was prescribed. In his first efforts Sumarokov obedient¬ 

ly followed the system recommended by Trediakovsky, whose “Ode on the 

Capture of Dantzig” is the pioneer in this genre. In the same year (1740), 

however, as Sumarokov’s first ode appeared, the first of Lomonosov’s also 

were published. Lomonosov, a far greater poet and more able theorist of 

verse than Trediakovsky, made a great impression on Sumarokov, and until 

the end of the 1740s, when their poetical ways parted, the latter attempted 
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to emulate the Lomonosov style. In 1744 the two poets together entered 

the lists against Trediakovsky on a purely technical controversy—whether 

iambic or trochaic verse is more suited to the Russian language, and has a 

greater emotional content. All three poets composed, as examples, versions 

of the 143rd Psalm. A few years later, in 1747, Sumarokov, in imitation of 

Boileau, issued two “Epistles”: “On the Russian Tongue” and “On Verse- 

Writing.”8 In these he still advocates a Slavonic vocabulary, drawn from 

the Bible and other ecclesiastical writings, and the elaborate, solemn and 

sonorous style of Lomonosov. Unlike Lomonosov, however, he includes 

such “light” genres as the song, the eclogue and the comic poem along 

with the solemn ode and the tragedy as subjects for the poet of the “high 

style.” 

Sumarokov’s two epistles (1747) and his first two tragedies (Khorev, 

1747 and Hamlet, 1748) brought him into a position of literary prominence 

as leading ideologue of the gentry class and coryphaeus of a school of young 

admirers and imitators. This success no doubt had something to do also with 

his breach with Lomonosov which occurred soon after, and the literary oc¬ 

casion for which was Sumarokov’s definitive rejection of the pompous 

and semi-Slavonic “high style” of his rival in favor of a simple diction, much 

closer to ordinary speech. 

Lomonosov’s “solemn odes” are mostly addressed to Empress Eliza¬ 

beth, daughter of his idol, Peter the Great. The occasions which evoke them 

are imperial birthdays, anniversaries of accession, and the like. Speaking 

almost as though he were the incarnate voice of Russia, and sometimes even 

putting solemn warnings into the mouth of God Almighty, the poet lays 

down the lines of political, social and economic policies which he conceives 

Peter to have initiated, and which it is his daughter’s duty to continue. His 

language is exalted, and sometimes lacks the cool logical quality which came 

to be the classical ideal. A famous example is the phrase, in one of his battle 

odes, “horses, with stormy legs”; Sumarokov grumbled that horses can have 

thin legs, or thick legs, or swift legs—but not “stormy.” Sumarokov’s mature 

style is quiet, persuasive and graceful, where Lomonosov’s is passionate and 

grandiose. But Sumarokov too uses his verse as a medium for “giving lessons 

to monarchs.” Thus, in his “Ode to the Sovereign Empress Catherine II on 

the Day of Her Birth, April 21, 1768” he writes: 

Thus reasons the throne [i.e., the Empress] about glory: “Unto me has an extensive 

country been entrusted by heaven for the rectification of the law. And in the days 

of my reign I seek no other enjoyment than the happiness of my people. Everything 

possible I correct in them; with my diadem I inculcate in them what is good and honor¬ 

able for them. 

Ocean’s waves are raised higher than mountains by the wind; thoughts, full of the 

common good are the stay of our loftiness. The scepter is no great matter, if the mon¬ 

arch makes its glitter alone his good. The royal name is frightening; if it does not com- 
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fort, vain is the applause of the people. 

My delight is in toil; this applause I desire to receive, that all in Russia are my children 

and that to all in Russia I am a mother. O my beloved children! This flatters me to 

possess: that you all love me. In that which is good for you, in this I take pride; and I 

love you also equally, fulfilling a mother’s duty.”9 

Doubtless Catherine did herself foster the mother image, and pride herself 

on her unremitting labors; but it may reasonably be doubted if even she 

would have declared: “I seek no other enjoyment but the happiness of my 

people!” Sumarokov, in typical classicist fashion, is picturing the ideal of 

the “enlightened despot” as the reality. 

On June 29, 1771 Sumarokov presented Catherine’s son, then seven¬ 

teen and expected at that date to assume the imperial title, with a solemn 

“Ode to the Sovereign Prince Paul Petrovich on His Name Day.” Along 

with some rather tactless intimations that his expected reign will correct some 

of his mother’s mistakes, Prince Paul, hailed as a “Russian Achilles” and a 

Socrates on the throne, is admonished with the reminder that: 

Not by this does the monarch distinguish his rank, that he is permitted to slay and 

imprison, that all stand before him in fear and trembling, that he has power over man 

as over dust, and that he is able to take life. 

When the monarch exercises violence, he is an enemy of the people, not a Tsar. The 

tiger and the lion too take life, and the lowliest of creatures. The serpent does not 

lessen contempt, when, crawling, he stings someone-rather the said serpent increases 

it. Thus this great soul [i.e., Paul’s] reckons about the wearers of crowns, whom he 

considers as a gift of God. 

And that those raised to thrones are not [thus raised] for themselves alone. Although 

born for themselves, they are also for their subjects. A disordered Tsar is an abominable 

idol, and an untrained pilot on the sea; his epitaph is: “He was poison.” His reign comes 

to an end, his glory too comes to an end. Flattery disappears, his soul is in Hell. 

Tsars never wear the splendor of their crowns into the grave. The splendor of the Tsar’s 

person is the name “Father of his subjects.” Eternally noisy streams will pass away, 

deeds will remain forever, and raise honor to the sun. The swift-flowing years will pass 

away, but the souls in us, to be sure, are eternal, as God’s righteous judgment is eternal. 

Do not alter this reflection, and thus you will be our shield and our protection...^® 

But Sumarokov is not always so overtly didactic in his odes. Perhaps 

a more typical vein is that of humble adulation, such as may be seen in his 

first ode to Catherine the Great: “Ode to the Sovereign Empress Catherine 

the Second on Her Name Day, November 24, 1762,” of which the first 

strophe reads: “Upon all the vast dominions unto the sons of Catherine, 

gaze from [thy] burning chariot, gaze from the heavens, O sun, on us; be 

witness of our gladness, and of what virtue now adorns the Russian throne; 
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behold the likeness of a lily of Paradise, the beauty of empires, the beauty of 

crowns, the sage Catherine.”** It may be noted incidentally that the rhyme 

which Sumarokov in this ode hit upon for the name Catherine (here 

Ekaterinu), that is, “Paradisal lily” (raisku krinu), he complacently repeats 

several times in later poems, and his imitators after him, until it becomes 

an object of mockery to a younger generation. In the light of what later 

ages have come to know about Catherine the Great, the notion of her as a 

“lily of Paradise,” or as incarnate virtue on the throne, seems a little gro¬ 

tesque—but again, it is the ideal, not the reality, that is celebrated. 

In 1747, the year that saw the appearance of Sumarokov’s first tragedy, 

the poet issued his two related “Epistles,” in which are gathered most of the 

regulations which classicism imposed upon the poetic art. These “Epistles” 

were read in the Academy of Sciences in 1747, and issued by the Academy 

Press in the following year. Since any consideration of Sumarokov’s drama, 

or indeed of his poetical work in general, must rely to a considerable extent 

on the theory presented in these, it will be well to review their content here. 

In 1771 an abbreviated and somewhat modified conflation of the two poems 

was issued under the title: “Admonition for those desiring to be writers. 

The genre “Epistle” originated with Horace, as a poetical vehicle closely 

related to the “satire,” in which the poet presents his opinions in a relatively 

free and unconstrained fashion in the form of a personal letter. The most 

famous of Horace’s “Epistles” is that addressed to two Roman gentlemen, 

father and son, “the Pisos,” who were attempting in the first century B.C. 

the hopeless task of reviving classical (Greek) drama. This accounts for the 

large part in the epistle devoted to a discussion of the drama; but other 

genres also come in for remark. Since it seemed to the Renaissance that 

Horace’s poem constituted a sort of epitome of ancient practice in the area, 

it was given the title Ars Poetica. Boileau’s Art poetique was modeled upon 

Horace’s Epistle, and Sumarokov’s largely upon Boileau’s, although, as we 

shall see, with considerable independence of treatment. 

The first of the Russian poet’s original epistles,*^ which deals with 

the Russian language, has of course no parallel in the French. In it Sumarokov 

begins with the consideration of the advantages which the possession of 

language gives to man over the other animals—but at once comes the limiting 

remark: “but of no use are such languages as the Mordvins and Votyaks 

speak”; rather the classical tongues of Greece and Rome, the present lan¬ 

guage of Rome and Italy, and the French language, as it was brought to 

perfection by the seventeenth century—these are the languages of literature. 

Such can also be the Russian language, which ignorant writers abuse by intro¬ 

ducing words and turns of phrase from France and Germany, thus obscuring 

its native beauties, or which they sometimes even declare to be incapable of 

expressing lofty thoughts. It is, of course, an essential theory of classicism 

that the writer must imitate the best models, and the worst thing that can be 

said of Russian is that there are too few such models. However, the aspiring 
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poet is advised to clarify his thoughts most fully and to set them forth in 

the most appropriate language. He must not be led astray by the misdirected 

admiration of readers who “marvel at him, and think there must be a mystery 

there, and who, hiding their reason and reading in darkness, take the writer’s 

incomprehensible style as beauty.” Simple types of writing should use simple 

words, but “discourses which are presented to society, whether they are 

offered by pen or tongue, ought to be far more splendidly composed, and 

rhetorical beauties included in them, which are unusual in simple discourses, 

but appropriate and necessary for the dignity of speeches, for the explication 

of reason and the passions, so as to enter into hearts and attract people.” 

Translation is a laudable undertaking, but it must be done with good sense: 

a literal translation may turn out meaningless gibberish. “Though you have 

before you a lexicon weighing three poods [about a hundred pounds!], 

don’t imagine that it will give you great help, if you set down the words 

and phrases without the proper order, and your translation becomes a sort 

of riddle, which no one is going to unriddle for all time.” Despite the ad¬ 

miration of illiterate officials for such old-fashioned tales as “Bova” and 

Peter of the Golden Keys,” the would-be writer must avoid their style. 

He must imitate the “laborious bee,” which “gathers for itself something 

from everywhere, whatever is needed for its sweet honey.” Though the 

ignoramus may complain: “If there are no Russian books, whose footsteps 

are we to follow?” Sumarokov declares decisively: “We do have, moreover, 

plenty of spiritual books; who is then to blame for your not having reached 

the Psalter, but, running over it like a boat on a heavy sea, you dash from 

one end of it a hundred times irrationally.” Some of the expressions in these 

“spiritual books,” i.e., ecclesiastical works written in what we call Old Sla¬ 

vonic, are obsolete, and it is useless to try to reintroduce them into the 

current language. But the language in which these books are written, Sumaro¬ 

kov declares, is still Russian (modern philology, of course—and Lomonosov— 

know that he is wrong). “It is one and the same; if it were different, as you 

suppose, just because you don’t understand it, then what would be left of 

the Russian language? These views of Sumarokov’s first epistle closely 

parallel those of Lomonosov, as he presented them later in his treatise “On 

the Utility of Ecclesiastical Books in the Russian Tongue.” Sumarokov’s 

breach with Lomonosov and his increasing fondness for classical clarity and 

simplicity brought him subsequently to modify his attitude toward the 

Old Church Slavonic. 

Like Boileau’s original, which he follows closely enough in some places 

to seem to be merely adapting it, Sumarokov’s second epistle14 is an attempt 

to codify the rules governing classical verse-writing. This second epistle is 

considerably longer than the first, and deals in part with the major genres 

accepted by classicism. The poet begins by warning against attempting to 

“climb Parnassus without being summoned by Apollo,” that is, against trying 

to write poetry without inspiration. Such poetasters were Pradon and 
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Chapelain in the great age of Corneille, Racine, Boileau, Moliere and La 

Fontaine. Such in Russian literature were the satirist Kantemir and Feofan 

Prokopovich! Writing verse is not as easy as some think. The great models to 

follow are the Greek and Roman classics—and he enumerates twenty-two of 

them, including Menander, who was known in his time only for a selection of 

aphorisms, and Cornelius Gallus, who was then as now nothing but a name. 

A select few moderns follow: Malherbe, J.-B. Rousseau, Quinault, Milton, 

Shakespeare (“even though he is unenlightened!”), Tasso, Ariosto, Camoes, 

Pope. “Let us follow such great writers.” If you have talent (“a gift of na¬ 

ture”), endeavor to increase it by art. “Do not irritate the Muses with your 

bad success—Thalia (i.e., Comedy) with tears and Melpomene (i.e., Tragedy) 

with laughter.” (Sumarokov, it may be noted here, was stoutly opposed to 

that late eighteenth century “sentimentalist” innovation, the comedie lar- 

moyante and its companion, Diderot’s drame or domestic tragedy; he even 

wrote to Voltaire for a pronouncement on the question of the authenticity 

of these new, mixed, genres, and received a rather non-commital reply which 

he cherished). He then begins his consideration of genres with the pastoral, 

which must be simple and natural in style as befits the shepherds and 

shepherdesses who people it. The pastoral swain must use neither the coarse 

language of the peasant nor the over-refined diction of the courtier. An ideal 

springtime landscape must be the background for the pastoral. Sumarokov 

next treats the ode in a scant fourteen lines; it must utilize mythological 

and heroic subjects. “The creator of such verses casts his glance everywhere; 

he soars to the heavens, he descends into hell, and swiftly darting into all 

regions of the universe, he has gates and paths opened to him everywhere.” 

The epic, a similarly lofty genre, follows. In this the classical divinities must 

figure as allegorical representatives of intangible ideas or natural events. “Mi¬ 

nerva is wisdom, Diana purity, Cupid is love and Venus beauty in it.” A 

thunder-storm is Zeus enraged, a storm at sea is angry Neptune, etc. 

Next comes a fairly lengthy discussion of drama in general. “The poet 

finds a way to move the mind of his audience through action.” “If you want 

tears, then move me to pity; for laughter, present before me some worldly 

rascality.” The three unities then follow: “Do not present two actions, to 

the confusion of my thoughts; the spectator directs his mind to one alone” 

(unity of action). “Don’t attempt to deceive eyes and ears, and put the events 

of three years into three hours,” but try to make the action on the stage 

come as close as possible to the actual time that passes in the theater, “so 

that your action may not seem a play, but the very event itself then taking 

place” (unity of time). “Don’t make difficulties for me with your place, so 

that your scene, which as I see, is in Rome, may not fly off to Moscow and 

from Moscow to Peking” (unity of place). He then separates tragedy from 

comedy (the unities, of course, belong to both genres), and after the general 

declaration, “tragedy presents us with mourning and sorrow,” he proceeds to 

cite as illustrations six plays of Racine (Phedre, Andromaque, Iphigenie, 
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Britannicus, Mithridate and Athalie) and two of Voltaire fMerope and A hire). 

It is significant that none of Corneille’s dramas is cited, nor Racine’s Bajazet— 

probably because they all in some fashion depart from the classical rules. 

In comedy the models cited are Moliere (Le Misanthrope and Tartuffe) and 

Destouches (Le Philosophe marie and Le Glorieux). The function of comedy 

is “by mockery to correct manners; to amuse and be helpful are its direct 

law.” He then goes on to cite various type characters appropriate to comedy. 

Satire, related to comedy, follows: “In satires we must censure vices, 

turn pompous witlessness to ridicule, mock at passions and follies.” Examples 

follow. Five lines then dispose of the epigram: “They live, rich in their 

beauty, when they are composed sharp and rather malicious.” We are then in¬ 

troduced to the fable, with La Fontaine, of course, as the model. A con¬ 

siderable space (twenty-six lines) is next devoted to the burlesque poem or 

parody epic, a genre which Boileau condemns. There are two kinds, that in 

which noble heroes and their actions are mocked by being described in low 

terms (Dido is a common wench, Aeneas a stevedore, etc.), and that in which 

low characters are dignified by pompous epic treatment (“A peasant woman 

spanks a baby-it is Juno in wrath”; “a puddle of rain-water is the ocean”). 

Four lines next take care of the epistle and eighty more of the imported and 

unnaturalized lyric varieties of the sonnet, rondeau and ballade. Sumarokov, 

determined to try every literary form, composed several undistinguished 

sonnets, a rondeau and a couple of ballades; in the last named he aban¬ 

doned, however, the classical French eight-line stanza form, the obligatory 

refrain line, and the envoi! In other words, his “ballades” have only the name 

in common with the French original.^ 

He goes on next to the genre of the song, which Boileau ignores, and 

devotes to it a fairly lengthy treatment. Since Sumarokov’s own songs are 

among his best and most original work, this proportion is not unnatural. 

He recommends for the song simplicity above all-“The style of the song 

should be pleasant, simple and clear; no floweriness is in order-it is beautiful 

in itself.” He gives two interesting variants of a lover’s farewell, one “florid”- 

Farewell now, my Venus; though all the goddesses were gathered together, 

there is none more beautiful than you!’’-and one natural and simple. He 

comments: No one speaks ornately in sorrow; when the lover is parting 

from his beloved, then Venus does not enter his thoughts.” After emphati¬ 

cally rejecting certain stylistic niceties as inappropriate to lyric “thought,” 

the poet suddenly checks himself. “But what am I saying, ‘to thought’? 

Why, in such a fine little song, there is no thought at all!” 

After the “song,” the poet is admonished in four lines: “If you are 

soft of heart and born full of pity, and if moreover you are overcome by 

love, then write elegies, then sing of the bonds of love with the pitiful voice 

of the mourning [CountessJ de La Suze.” After this brief and rather con¬ 

temptuous dismissal of the elegy, follows the concluding portion of the 

epistle, devoted to a cursory list of models for various genres—Boileau, 
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Moliere, Pindar, Lomonosov (for the ode), Homer, etc. The work concludes: 

though the Romans Virgil, Ovid and Horace worked in different genres, all 

three distinguished themselves. “Everything is praiseworthy-drama, ec¬ 

logue or ode. Compose whatever your nature disposes you to. Only, writer, 

give your mind enlightenment. Our beautiful language is capable of every¬ 

thing.” 

Of all the genres it recognized the tragedy is that which classicism 

most favored and with which it succeeded best. Antiquity had handed down 

to the contemporary world the great dramas of Aeschylus, Sophocles and 

Euripides, and of their Roman imitator Seneca. Aristotle, greatest of ancient 

critics, and Horace in his Ars Poetica, had prescribed regulations for the 

drama, especially the tragedy; and the tragedy of the age of Louis XIV, 

in the unsurpassed masterpieces of Jean Racine, had triumphantly established 

the ability of modern “imitators” of antiquity to approach, if not to outdo, 

the ancient masters. It is not therefore surprising that it was in the realm of 

the tragedy that the zealous apostles of classicism chose first and chiefly to 

operate. Gottsched in the year before the appearance of his theoretical 

treatise (the Kritische Dichtkunst) had presented his “regular” tragedy 

Der sterbende Cato (1731); Sumarokov’s Khorev (1747) and Hamlet (1748) 

accompanied or followed closely upon his “Epistles.” 

Rationalism had, according to the classicist theory, dictated certain 

“rules” for tragedy, aimed partly at achieving “verisimilitude”—the rules of 

“unity of time” and “unity of place”—and partly at concentration and single¬ 

ness of effect—“unity of action,” “purity of genre” and propriety of lan¬ 

guage. The attention of the audience must be fixed exclusively upon one 

line of story, while the tragic tone must not be broken by the intrusion of 

effects proper to comedy, nor by the employ of words inappropriate to the 

“high style.” 

With the advent of Voltaire, whom French critics venerated as a worthy 

third in the classical trinity of tragic poets after Corneille and Racine, two 

new elements make their appearance in the classical drama. Voltaire’s years of 

exile in England had made him acquainted with the drama of Shakespeare, 

and despite his contempt for what he regarded as the “Gothic barbarism” 

of the English genius, Voltaire did not scruple to borrow a good deal of the 

element of spectacle which earlier French tragedy had entirely neglected. 

Voltaire’s tragedies can scarcely be said to present much “local color,” yet 

their exotic scenes—the Near East during the Crusades, the Peru of the 

Conquistadores, China under the Mongols, etc.-mitigate a little the habitual 

abstractness of French drama. More importantly, the psychological drama 

of Racine gives place in the tragedies of Voltaire to a “drama of ideas,” and 

to a sharply polemical tone and a prevailing preoccupation with public and 

political issues (e.g., Mahomet, Brutus, La Mort de Ce'sar, etc.). Tragedy, at 

first only unobtrusively didactic in the general sense of exemplifying the 

nobility of the life of reason and the lamentable effects of the passions, 
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becomes with Voltaire a vehicle for propaganda against the tyranny of ir¬ 

responsible power and ecclesiastical superstition. It is not surprising, in view 

of the overpowering authority of the “sage of Ferney” that it was his kind 

of tragedy rather than the subtler and less superficially brilliant drama of 

Racine, that Russian classicists first sought to imitate. 

The theater as an institution in Russia was almost contemporary with 

Sumarokov. Peter the Great had made some small attempt at introducing 

this, among his other western innovations, but the effort was abandoned 

after his death. Various German, French and Italian companies, playing all 

sorts of dramatic material, from opera to puppet farces, enjoyed some suc¬ 

cess in the capitals; but the only native dramatic efforts were those presented 

m the aristocratic schools by the pupils. It was in this way that Sumarokov’s 

first tragedy, Khorev, was first staged by the pupils of the Shliaketskii Kadet- 

skii Korpus ( Gentlemen s Cadet Corps”), of which the author was a former 

cadet. In this production the female parts were of course taken by boys. 

A later production in improved form was given at court, and the poet’s name 
became famous. 

At almost the same time in the provincial town of Iaroslavl a very 

talented young man of the merchant class, Fedor Grigorievich Volkov, in¬ 

stituted an amateur theater, in which most of the actors and actresses were 

members of his own family or friends. The fame of this enterprise spread so 

rapidly that in 1751 Elizaveta Petrovna ordered the troop to the capital. 

A few years later, in 1756, a permanent theater was established in St. Peters¬ 

burg, with Sumarokov as director and Volkov as first actor. Volkov died in 

1763, and in his place succeeded Ivan Afanasievich Dmitrievsky, who be¬ 

came a most famous actor and a very cultured and enlightened gentleman, 

friend of many poets and writers. Sumarokov soon became embroiled in 

some painful altercations with officious and stupid civil authorities, and in 

a pique retired in 1761 from the theater. A few years later, however, in 

1769, he settled in Moscow and became interested in the theater there; it 

was for this that he wrote his last tragedies, Dmitry the Pretender (1771) 

and Mstislav (1774). 

Sumarokov’s nine tragedies are the best Russian examples of the classi¬ 

cal tragic genre. Although it is Racine to whom he likes most to compare 

himself, it seems to be rather Corneille and Voltaire whom he used as models. 

In any case the Cornelian system of founding the principal conflict on the 

clash between love and honor, with the outcome more commonly in the 

triumph of the latter-that is, of “reason” over the “passions”-and the 

consequent inevitable utilization of Corneille’s boasted addition of “ad¬ 

miration” to the Aristotelian “pity and fear” as springs of tragic emotion, 

is the pattern which Sumarokov most often uses. Of his nine tragedies only 

two (Khorev, 1747 and Sinav and Truvor, 1750) end with the deaths of 

their heroes. By this means the triumph of reason and the resulting happy 

outcome presumably serve as moral lessons to the audience. 
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The subjects of classical tragedies are most often taken from classical 

antiquity, either Greek legend or Roman history. Most of Corneille’s dramas 

derive from the latter source, of Racine’s from the former. Voltaire, of 

course, ranged widely over the whole course of history known to him to 

cull subjects—medieval, Islamic, Chinese, American Indian, etc. Very rarely, 

however, does French classical tragedy utilize French national subjects 

(Voltaire’s Adelaide Du Guesclin is an exception). In this respect Sumarokov 

is out of line with his models, for with the two exceptions of Hamlet (laid 

in Denmark) and Aristona (laid in Persia) all his tragedies have ostensibly 

Russian subjects, remotely derived from the chronicles. The matter of sub¬ 

ject, however, is of least consequence for classical tragedy, for in keeping 

with the assumption that human reason and passion are universal and un¬ 

changing with the changes of time and place, the classical dramatist schema¬ 

tizes his action in the highest degree. Neither scene nor costume nor lan¬ 

guage bear the slightest trace of “local color,” nor are the character traits 

or details of action in any way historical. The poet, as Corneille says, can 

best make his drama vraisemblable by employing an occurrence that is at¬ 

tested by history—but he is at liberty to alter this occurrence beyond all 

recognizability, as Corneille himself does for instance with his Heraclius. 

The only element of national color in Sumarokov’s tragedies is to be found 

in the names of the characters, of which some are actually attested by the 

chronicles (e.g., Kii in Khorev, Sinav and Truvor in their play, Mstislav in 

his) and some are invented by the poet so as to have what he imagines to 

be a Slavic sound, e.g., Stalverkh and Velkar in Khorev, Vitozar and Iz- 

brana in Semira, etc. On one occasion only Sumarokov boldly chose an event 

in actual Russian history as the subject for a tragedy which was removed 

from his time by no more than a century and a half. This is the tragedy 

Dmitry the Pretender. The manner of his treatment is noteworthy. The 

career of the First False Dmitry” was indeed a colorful and tragic one, 

full of dramatic incidents, which the great Pushkin utilized to the fullest in 

constructing his Boris Godunov. Sumarokov, however, chooses to involve 

his two historical characters, Dmitry and Vasily Shuisky, in a completely 

fabricated and conventional love intrigue, ignoring every aspect of the his¬ 

torical realities. Shuisky is made the father of a non-existent daughter Xenia 

(named, presumably, from the actual daughter of Boris Godunov whom the 

Pretender took as a mistress after the overthrow of her father). Xenia is 

the faithful fiancee of Prince George (also non-existent), whom the Pretender 

condemns to death in order to possess himself of Xenia. The crime is pre¬ 

vented by the double-dealing of Dmitry’s confidant Parmen (non-existent), 

who under cover of faithful cooperation with his master actually plots a 

popular uprising which overthrows the tyrant. Nothing in the drama but the 

names of Shuisky and Dmitry belongs to history. 

Sumarokov s classical tragedies follow all the rules and conventions 

of their French models, chief of which is the rule of the “three unities”- 
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of time: what is represented on the stage is a critical point in the plot, such as 

can be plausibly concentrated into a period of about twelve hours, or at 

the most, twenty-four; of place: only one, vaguely defined, place is used 

for all scenes of the drama—usually some part of the royal palace; and of 

action: the single main story line must not be confused with subordinate 

plots or irrelevant episodes. What takes place on the stage is conversation 

or declamation, never action. If any action is involved in the plot—e.g., a 

battle, duel, suicide, or the like—it will be reported in greater or less detail: 

thus the battlf between the forces of Khorev and of Zavlokh in Khorev 

is reported by Velkar in a “messenger’s speech” a page and a half long, 

and the death of Osnelda in the same play by an unnamed messenger in 

about fifteen lines. Hamlet in the last act of his play describes at length 

to Ophelia the popular uprising that destroys the usurper Claudius. The 

principal characters in the plays engage in discussions, disputes and the 

like, and not infrequently soliloquize rather briefly. Their motives and 

traits of character are revealed either in these discussions with each other, 

or more frequently in conversations with their “confidants,” secondary 

persons whose sole function in most cases is to listen to the inmost thoughts 

and intentions of the principals and make brief comment on them. Occa¬ 

sionally one of Sumarokov’s “confidants,” e.g., Parmen in Dmitry the Pre¬ 

tender or Stalverkh in Khorev, have a major part in the plot development— 

a situation not common in French tragedy. 

The pattern of a Sumarokov tragedy is almost invariable: the first act 

of the five is largely devoted to exposition and the setting forth of the con¬ 

flict; the second sharpens the conflict; the third represents the culmination 

of the dramatic content of the play; the fourth prepares the denouement, 

which is always short, and occurs in the fifth act. Thus in Khorev16 the 

audience learns in the first act of the love between Khorev, younger brother 

of the elderly Prince Kii, and Osnelda, daughter of Zavlokh, one-time Prince 

of Kiev, and of the conflict in each of the principals between love and loyalty 

(of Osnelda toward her ousted father, of Khorev toward his brother). The 

final act brings the denouement: Khorev, falsely suspected of treason to his 

brother through the officious machinations of Stalverkh, returns triumphant 

from an encounter with the army of Zavlokh, who has come to recover his 

daughter from her captivity; at the moment of triumph he discovers that 

Osnelda has been administered poison by Kii, and commits suicide. In Ham¬ 

letthe first act reveals the Danish Prince’s suspicions of his usurping 

uncle Claudius, strengthened by a dream he has had of his dead father (Suma¬ 

rokov’s Hamlet has no ghost!), and the plot proceeds with his confrontation 

with Gertrude and her confession. The conflict develops around the plot of 

the scheming Polonius, who has abetted Claudius in murdering the previous 

king, to poison Gertrude so as to allow the King to marry his daughter 

Ophelia, Hamlet’s fiancee. In the final act Ophelia, resolutely refusing her 

father’s order to marry Claudius, is condemned by him in a fury to death, 
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but rescued at the last moment by Hamlet’s opportune arrival at the head of 

a popular mutiny to overthrow Claudius. Ophelia’s ardent plea to her lover 

to spare her wicked father’s life succeeds, but Polonius eliminates possible 

embarrassment by defiantly taking his own life. ® 

As in the Greek tragedies upon which the classical tragedy is ultimately 

based, characters are fixed and invariable. The limitation upon time in the 

classical tragedy of course precludes the possibility of character develop¬ 

ment. In any case, classical psychology conceives of “character” (literally, 

the “stamp” or “die” of a coin) as something existing from birth and in¬ 

capable of change. Thus Voltaire lays down the law in his “General Rules 

of the Theater”: “The persons who take part in the action must always 

preserve their qualities... Art consists in showing every trait and all the quali¬ 

ties of a person in the action as these make him speak, and not by having the 

person in the action speak of himself.” Sumarokov often violates the second 

part of this prescription: his characters are quite prone to define their own 

qualities. Thus Dmitry the Pretender * ^ in his very first words to his confi¬ 

dant Parmen announces: “An evil fury gnaws my afflicted heart within me; 

my wicked soul is unable to be at rest.” A little later he replies to Parmen’s 

accusations that he is a tyrant with the words: “I acknowledge that I am a 

pitiless spectator of evil, and the doer in this world of all shameless deeds.” 

Dmitry is perfectly consistent in the character which he thus establishes 

for himself from the outset; after several self-revealing soliloquies in which 

he admits his iniquity but excuses it as an unchangeable part of him, he is 

faced at the end with overthrow and death, and reacts thus: 

Away to Hell, my soul, and be forever damned! 

(He strikes himself in the breast with the dagger and falls ex¬ 

piring into the arms of the guards) 

Ah, if only the whole universe might perish with me! 

One feature of French classical drama, drawn rather from Seneca than 

from the Greek tragic poets, is the prevalence of sententiae, or succinct 

aphoristic expressions, “winged words” (what the French call vers a retenir). 

These abound in Sumarokov. Thus in Mstislav (Act III, sc. vi) we read: 

“Monsters sometimes rise to splendid thrones/ The honored man is honored 

even without a crown.” Oskold in Semira declaims: “Nothing affrights him 

who fears not death.” Later in the same play he declares: “When heroes 

lose dominion through force of arms,/ Through force of arms they also 

recover dominion.” The hero of Vysheslav (Act V, scene ii) announces: 

“In reigning, I desire to be more than man.” In Dmitry the Pretender there is 

a regular set political debate between the tyrant Dmitry and Prince George.20 

The latter voices the opinion: “Unhappy that land, where there is a multitude 

of magnates;/ truth there is silent, and the lie holds sway.” In this debate 

Dmitry represents the ultimate claim of autocracy, that the monarch pos- 
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sesses his subjects, soul and body. To this George opposes his view that: 

But God gave freedom to even the least of His creatures; 

Then can sovereigns lawfully take this away? 

They have authority to change the laws, 

But is even their power able to excuse injustice? 

Such utterances from the stage are taken by Soviet critics to be evidences of 

oppositional tendencies on Sumarokov’s part; that Elizabeth or Catherine 

let them pass indicates only that to have suppressed them would have called 

public attention to the tyranny of their regimes. This view is probably cor¬ 

rect, although Sumarokov can certainly not be considered in any proper sense 
as a frondeur. 

Sumarokov s success with the comedy even in his own time was only 

mediocre. Curiously enough, this ardent classicist and avowed admirer of 

Moli&re and Destouches is entirely unclassical in his comedies. In his “Second 

Epistle” (1747), when he comes to set forth the rules for writing comedy, 
he declares: 

For people with knowledge you must not write igrishcha [i.e., popular farces] :to amuse 

without reason is the talent of a common soul. Do not present that which may please 

me for a moment, but let the action be retained by me for a long time. The function of 

comedy is by mockery to correct morals; to amuse and profit are its fundamental 
law.zl 

Then he runs through a list of vicious types whom the comic poet should 

present on the stage for mockery: “the soulless pettifogger,” the judge ig¬ 

norant of the law, the dandy who thinks only of his coiffure and dreams 

of female conquests, the pedant, the proud man “puffed up like (Aesop’s) 

frog,” and the gambler, ready to hazard his all on a single card. These are, 

of course, all familiar types, mocked by satire as well as comedy. 

But when we come to look at Sumarokov’s practice, what do we find? 

In the first place, not one of his twelve comedies is in verse, as classical 

practice demanded; and most of them are in only one act. To be sure, a 

good many of the types presented on the stage are such as he enumerates 

in his epistle—e.g., the French-speaking fop Diulizh of his Quarrel Between 

Husband and Wifethe rapacious Chuzhekhvat (his name implies that he 

grabs what doesn t belong to him”) in The Guardian, the usurer Kashchei 

in The Usurer, the “Narcissus” of the play by that name, etc. But his entire 

procedure in the construction of his pieces is unclassical in the extreme— 

indeed, from the structural point of view they are all mere strings of amusing 

scenes, virtually plotless, and seemingly devised only with the object of 

demonstrating character. The presentation of such a character as for example 

Chuzhekhvat is doubtless intended “by mockery to correct morals,” but it 
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is needlessly detailed for the purposes of the flimsy plot. 

Furthermore, whatever he may say about the vulgarity of amusement 

“without reason,” that is, of amusement for its own sake, unjustified by a 

high moral purpose, this is exactly what his comedies are. They resemble 

nothing so much as the kind of “popular farces” which he decries, and their 

real intent is entertainment pure and simple, except in so far as the por¬ 

trayals of certain characters (e.g., Tressotinus or Kashchei) give the poet 

the relished opportunity of hitting at personal enemies. This unclassical 

attitude toward the comedy was observed even by Sumarokov’s contempo¬ 

raries, and made an object of criticism. The comic writer Lukin, whose 

notions of “corrective” art differed radically from Sumarokov’s (he favored 

the “tearful comedy,” which Sumarokov abhorred), wrote in a polemical 

foreword to his play Constancy Rewarded. (1765):^ 

There are many such comedies as produce nothing but laughter, and not even a little 

of profit, although the precise intent of comic writers from the beginning of the genre 

was founded upon this, and although this it is which all persons who are endowed with 

reason follow even now. But when the audience want only to laugh, our igrisbcha can 

divert them equally well, and with this additional gain, moreover, that the audience 

will see in them Russian characters and hear words which may be completely unknown 

to them [i.e., the common, peasant, vernacular], but useful for all that to convey to 

them the strength, spaciousness, and sometimes even the beauty, of our native language. 

Here Lukin is hitting at another very vulnerable mark in Sumarokov’s 

comedies-their superficially un-Russian character. Elsewhere Lukin inveighs 

against the absurd conventional names, straight from Moliere or the Italian 

commedia dell’ arte, which Sumarokov uses-Oronte, Valere, Clitandre, 

Sostrata, Harlequin, Pasquin, and the like—and makes a particular point of 

the incongruity of having a “notary” come in “to draw up a marriage con¬ 

tract —neither officer nor document being Russian, but imported straight 

from France. But Lukin’s criticism is shallow and external: the names, 

especially of the upper-class characters, and some of the types, e.g., the pert 

maid and the clever valet, may be foreign importations, going back ultimately 

to Greek and Latin originals, but the characters themselves, certainly at least 

those of the more ‘ negative” sort, are genuinely Russian, and speak a quite 

natural, idiomatic, Russian language. A good example is the stupid country 

bumpkin who is one of Delamida’s suitors in the early version of Aw Empty 

Quarrel (Quarrel Between Husband and Wife). What though this oaf bears 

a name never borne (one hopes!) by any man in real life, French, Danish or 

Russian— “Fatiui” (probably intended to remind one of the French fat)-, yet 

he is a genuine Russian product, a country squire who almost dies of thirst 

at an expensive dinner in town where only wine is served, when he wants beer 

orkvas, and who diverts himself in his leisure moments by playing svaika 

with his serfs (more or less the equivalent of pitching horseshoes). He is so 

obtuse that he doesn’t even get the point when Salmina, Oronte’s wife, replies 
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to his naive remark: “Fools don’t always have fools for children; if, according 

to what you say, Mr. Oronte is stupid, then is Miss Delamida also stupid?” 

with the sharp query: “And who ever told you that she’s his daughter?”22 

The rascal Chuzhekhvat could doubtless be French or German or 

Italian-grabbers of other’s property are certainly not a Russian monopoly!- 

but the language he speaks and the choice proverbs he is constantly quoting 

are unquestionably those of his native land and people. Note his first speech 

in the play (The Guardian, scene 4),24 when his servant Paskvin claims that 

fellow-servants have stolen the gold cross that he wore around his neck: 

That they steal isn’t the point; let 'em steal, as long as they don’t touch what’s the 

master’s or belongs to their own kind. In that way the household will gradually be 

added to. But to steal from one of their own, that’s nothing but shifting from one 

pocket to another, and causing a hullabaloo and disturbing my rest. Let 'em steal; 

who’s without sin, and who isn’t a woman’s grandson? But if out of weakness one 

should take on the sly from his comrades, then he ought to cover up his tracks so that 

no one would suppose one of his own people had taken anything. I teach them this, 
but you can teach a fool for a lifetime, and not be finished. 

In response to a pointed remark of Nisa’s, about “empty-headed people,” 

Chuzhekhvat expatiates (scene 6): 

But with me, not only is my head not empty, but neither is my purse, even if it isn’t 

fancy on the outside and is made of only hempen cloth. Outside it isn’t prettified 

in the French fashion, but it’s fine inside, as the proverb says: “A house isn’t beautiful 

for corners, it’s beautiful for pies.” And this pie isn’t stuffed with buckwheat, but with 
gold and silver. Copper coins aren’t to my mind. 

Chuzhekhvat reveals his character most fully in what must have seemed a 

remarkably bold, almost blasphemous, scene (scene 11). He soliloquizes: 

The knout I m not afraid of, but I am afraid of eternal torment, and it looks as if I 

can’t avoid it. Great God! It would be fine, living in this world, if you didn’t exist. 

We’d never give anyone account of anything in the matter of secret doings; but as it is, 

it’s impossible to hide from you in any way. Why such strictness in the law-“Don’t take 

what belongs to another.” Why, even if I do appropriate what is another’s, I won’t be 

taking what is another’s out of your world. So isn’t it all the same, whether it’s in this 

man’s or another man’s coffers? “The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof.” 

(be gets down on his knees). Great God! Enter not into judgment with thy servant. 

I repent before you with all my heart and with the sincerity of my soul. Forgive me 

my sins, but don’t ask me to give back what I’ve appropriated illegally-for that’s beyond 

human nature! I know, O Lord, that I be a rascal and a self-seeker, and have not the 

least love for you or my neighbor. However, fixing my hope on your love of mankind, 

I cry unto thee: “Remember me, O Lord, in Thy kingdom.” Save me, God, whether 

I will or no! For if thou savest me for my deeds, there’s no grace nor gift in that, but 

duty rather. For if thou savest a righteous man, that’s nothing great, and if thou hast 

mercy on a pure soul, that’s nothing wonderful—they’re deserving of your mercy; 

show the wonder of your mercy on me, a rascal! 
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It is impossible to convey fully in a translation the effect of the mixture in 

this speech of common, though not illiterate, Russian (Chuzhekhvat is, after 

all, a nobleman!) and sanctimonious Church Slavonic, of ill-digested quota¬ 

tions from Scripture, and a rascal’s vernacular. 

Sumarokov’s negative characters all seem to be drawn from nature, 

and Russian nature. Indeed they probably are: the title character of the play 

Tressotinus (a name Latinized from the French tres sot, “very stupid”) is 

supposed to have been modeled on Trediakovsky, while the usurer Kashchei 

(The Usurer) is the poet’s own despised brother-in-law A.I. Buturlin, por¬ 

trayed deliberately with enough realism to render the victim recognizable 

both to himself and others! 

Of the twelve comedies, the masterpiece (if one can use so grandiose 

a word for so slight a work) is the three-act Imaginary Cuckold of 1772.2^ 

It should be noted incidentally that, beyond the similarity of the titles, this 

piece has nothing in common with Moliere’s Sganarelle, ou le cocu imagi- 

naire. The plot contrivance which holds the play together is as follows: 

an elderly couple, Vikul and Khavronia, provincial landowners, stupid, ig¬ 

norant and quite uncivilized, have living with them a beautiful young ward 

name Floriza, who of course has no dowry. Count Cassandre, while hunting, 

happens into the establishment and falls in love with Floriza. Old Vikul, 

unable to comprehend the situation, supposes that it is his Khavronia whom 

the Count is courting, and that his beloved wife is cuckolding him! Every¬ 

thing is of course explained at length, Vikul’s suspicions are dispelled, and the 

young pair are married. It is the portrait of the old couple which may be con¬ 

sidered the first entirely realistic picture of Russian life in comedy, with 

touches that lead directly to The Brigadier. For all the absurdity of the plot, 

old Vikul and Khavronia are quite touching in their devotion to one another, 

and their language is vigorously, racily colloquial—as comedy seldom permits 

except with low-class servants. When Vikul divulges his suspicions to his wife, 

a delicious dialogue ensues (Act I, scene 13): 

Khav. Fie, sir! Have you no fear of God? What ideas have got into your head in your 

old age! If you tell this to people, they’ll laugh out loud! Maybe you didn’t 
think of that. 

Vik. How can I help being afraid of what goes on with other people? 

Khav. I’m no longer a young woman, so what have you got to be afraid of? 

Vik. There’s a proverb, that the thunder doesn’t always thunder from a cloud in the 
sky, but sometimes from a pile of dung. 

Khav. A pimple on your tongue! What sort of pile of dung am I? 

Floriza overhears this altercation, and breaks in with the question: “What’s 

this all about, ma’am?” and Vikul, who doesn’t want his suspicions broadcast, 
answers hastily: 

Vik. Wife, keep this to yourself. 

Khav. Why to myself? Is this a shame and a disgrace? 

130 



Vik. Don’t babble, my treasure, my little diamond. 

Khav. But this isn’t good, my little cherry. 

Vik. Stop it, wife. 

Khav. Kiss me, my big, strong bogatyr. 

Vik. Let’s kiss, my little star under the sun. 

Khav. So be cheerier, and as shining as the new moon, and don’t be jealous. 

Vik. Wife, who’s talking about jealousy? 

Khav. How that [word] just burst out! But enough—a horse has four legs, and even he 

stumbles; I’m an illiterate woman—how can I help making slips? 

Vik. But it wasn’t in the word you made the slip, but in deed. 

Khav. I’m country-born, and I don’t know what’s word, what’s deed. 

To imagine that Sumarokov, whatever he may have held ideally about 

the social mission of comedy for improving morals, intended these poor old 

lovers to be a horrendous example for the audience, is an absurdity beyond 

belief. Perhaps, pressed hard, he might have said: “The Imaginary Cuckold 

was designed to show the folly of jealousy.” Well and good; there is just 

enough of the didactic in the play to give this interpretation some color. 

But Vikul and Khavronia are pictured in too much detail, they are too indi¬ 

vidual, too lovingly ridiculous, to be meant as moral lessons. One is inevitably 

reminded, certainly not, as some Soviet critics have obtusely said, of the 

Prostakovs, but of Gogol’s wonderful “Old World Landowners” (1835). 

The comedy itself is, like all Sumarokov’s comedies, a mere rudimentary 

sketch; but the characters are credible human beings, ignorant, naive, narrow¬ 

minded, but attractive for all that, and far more alive than any of the puppets 

who inhabit the poet’s tragedies. 

Sumarokov endeavored assiduously to prove the truth of the con¬ 

cluding lines of his “Second Epistle”: “Our beautiful language is capable of 

everything,” by composing in most of the genres which the epistle discusses, 

and several more. Many of these efforts are mere curiosities and can be passed 

over quickly. Thus, for example, a single page is extant (probably the only 

part ever written) of what was evidently intended to be an epic poem, the 

Demetriad, on the exploits of Dmitry Donskoy.26 It begins, in classical 

fashion: Poiu oruzhie i khrabrogo geroia, “I sing of arms and the valiant 

hero,” etc. Besides the quite numerous epigrams which he composed ac¬ 

cording to the rules laid down in his epistle, the poet left also a few “epi¬ 

taphs” and some nadpisi, or “inscriptions”—both in classical Greek usage 

varieties of the epigram. In the epistolary genre we have, besides the three 

works previously discussed, a few others, including one addressed to Prince 

Paul Petrovich on his birthday in 1761. His experimental “sonnets, rondeau 

and ballades” mentioned in the Epistle, have been discussed; in addition to 

these exotic lyric varieties, Sumarokov also essayed some madrigals in the 

Italian style, and some “stanzas,” one of which is addressed to the city of 

Simbirsk against the rebel Pugachev. In his odes Sumarokov employed not 

only the French form standardized by Malherbe (believed to be “Pindaric”), 
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but attempted to use both the Alcaic and Sapphic strophes (accentual, of 

course) of Horace, and the monotonous trochaic tetrameter and iambic 

trimeter which were supposed to represent the “Anacreontic ode”22 A 

curiosity is a pair of “Heroides”—“Osnelda to Zavlokh” and “Zavlokh to 

Osnelda”—supplementing the tragedy Khorev,2^ The genre was created by 

Ovid, and consisted of letters written by classical heroines to various men— 

husbands, lovers, fathers, brothers, etc. In a few cases Ovid’s Heroides are 

paired with replies from the man. Sumarokov’s examples may be considered 

as the letters, which are only reported on in the tragedy itself, addressed by 

the heroine to her father and reporting her passion for Khorev, her family’s 

hereditary enemy, and the father’s stern reply, denouncing this love and cal¬ 

ling on his daughter to give it up. 

A few other genres not treated in the epistle are represented in Sumaro¬ 

kov’s poetical work: a few parody pieces—the “nonsense odes” quoted above, 

sonnets, dithyrambs, etc.; some choruses, most noteworthy those written for 

an allegorized court pageant called “The Topsy-Turvy World”;29 and two 

“Tales” (skazki), modeled on the Contes of La Fontaine which the epistle 

mentions briefly in connection with the Fables. 

Sumarokov’s Epistle begins its treatment of genres with the pastoral, 

recommending for it simplicity of style, a bright, attractive natural back¬ 

ground, and the like. Four eclogues are printed in his Selected Works 

three of which are revisions of earlier versions. Their model is obviously 

Virgil, and the situations, “characterizations,” etc., are quite conventional. 

Notable, however, and rather out of line with the usually rather proper 

morality of the pastoral genre, is the free-and-easy sexual conduct of Sumaro¬ 

kov’s shepherds and shepherdesses. In Doriza the love-lorn Damon takes 

refuge from a frightful nocturnal thunder-storm in the cottage of his coy 

lady-love Doriza, who wakes from a pleasant dream that Damon is kissing her, 

to find that he is indeed! The eclogue ends with the lines: “The moon parted 

from the amorous night, and she [i.e., Doriza] parted from her amorous 

shepherd.” In Klarisa the shepherdess thus named relates to her inexperienced 

girl friend Miliza the passionate encounter she has had with the enamored 

Palemon. Her girl-friend’s love fires Miliza, and within five days she imi¬ 

tates Klarisa. In Kalista the shepherd Atis laments his unhappy love for 

Kalista, and is overheard by the shepherdess Alfiza, who generously offers 

herself as a substitute. Atis, however, remains faithful, Kalista learns of this 

and is touched, and “having found him loyal, gave herself to him.” In Melita 

the love-sick Agenor sees his mistress Melita bathing in the nude, and is so 

fired by this that he persuades her to undress before him in private, in her 

own cottage at night! “The shepherdess is angered, but she fulfills the re¬ 

quest, and with Agenor she then experiences that which she had riot promised 

him.” Apparently in the never-never land of pastoral Arcadia, in the legen¬ 

dary “Golden Age,” conduct was permitted which in the age of Elizabeth 

and Catherine II would have received at least public reprobation! 
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Classified separately from the Eclogues are four Idylls}2 which appear 

to form a separate pastoral sub-genre. In form these differ from the Eclogues, 

which utilize the conventional Alexandrine line; three of the Idylls are in the 

vers libre which Sumarokov uses elsewhere only for his Pritchi, or “Fables.” 

The fourth employs a six-line stanza in trochaic tetrameter. The content of 

these Idylls is in all cases a lover’s lament, presented directly, without any 

introductory stage-setting. Phyllis figures in two of them, Klarisa in one; 

the obdurate beauty who torments the first lover is unnamed. 

Sumarokov’s Elegies^^ differ from the classical genre of Tibullus, 

Propertius and Ovid, which is primarily a vehicle for recording the ups and 

downs of a turbulent love affair. Several are laments for the deaths of persons 

either dear to the poet (the first is for that of his sister, E.P. Buturlina, 1759) 

or to his friends (e.g., to Dmitrievsky on the death of his fellow-actor F.G. 

Volkov, 1763; to Ushakov, governor of St. Petersburg, on the death of Count 

Alexei Razumovsky; and to Dmitrievsky again on the passing of Tatiana 

Troepolskaya, leading lady of the Imperial Court Theater). Several elegies, 

however, are quite originally composed as personal complaints of the poet 

over the vexations and injustices which he has experienced. Thus in 1768, 

exasperated by a succession of theatrical tribulations and by the Empress’s 

coldness, the poet writes:^ 

Suffer, sorrowful spirit! Be lacerated, my breast! More miserable than all men in the 

world am I! I did not flatter myself with seeking a splendid fortune, and from my birth 

I have not bothered myself with this; with peace of mind alone I soothed myself. Not 

gold, not silver, but the Muses alone I sought. Without guidance I made my way to the 

Muses, and broke my path through the deep forest to Parnassus. I overcame the toil, 

I caught a glimpse of Helicon; like Paradise it presented itself to my eyes. Eden I named 

the bright garden-but now I name you, Parnassus, a gloomy Hell. You are the torment 

of the Furies to me, not the pastime of the Muses. O misfortune-bringing, hostile mount, 

support of my cruel lot, source and cause of all my wretchedness, lamentable sight to 

my eyes and to my heart, which has brought with it countless bitternesses! Unhappy 

was that day, most unhappy the minute, when by the sternness and wrath of a cruel 

fate, flattering myself with [thoughts of] comfort and glory, I first set foot upon you. 

The winged steed was at that time a little stubborn to me, but later Pegasus was har¬ 

nessed and subdued. Erato [Muse of lyric verse] first fired my blood, and I sang of 

tender love and the contagion of [bright] eyes. Charming glances multiplied this flame 

for me, my eyes raced to those eyes, and verses raced to me. Then I began to sing of 

streams, banks, herds and shepherds, and clean meadows. To Melpomene [Tragedy] 

I finally turned, and receiving the dagger from her, I made my way to the theater, and, 

to my misfortune, falling in love with that best of the Muses, I plunged the dagger, 

alas! into myself, I made an end of living with my former entertainments, contenting 

myself with future fame alone—which I shall never hear. Having lived a lifetime in the 

world, I am ever mourning, since I have lost beautiful Melpomene and have begun to 

seek changes of verse: de La Fontaine and Aesop became the goal of my mind. Fare¬ 

well, Racine, Sophocles, and Euripides; let your Monime sob pitifully, Racine [heroine 

of Mithridate] —her tender love touches me no more. Let Orestes’ sister [Electra] 

curse the barbarian—there is not the least movement, Sophocles, in me. Let Alcestis part 

weeping from her husband—do not seek, Euripides, for a place in my heart. Aristophanes 
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and Plautus, Terence, and Moliere, favorites of Thalia [Comedy] and models for the 

comic poet, hardly caught a glimpse of me in the flowers of Parnassus. I shall not write 

dramas, I shall not weave fables, and everything which is on Parnassus is hateful to me. 

I shall not write! But—O unhappy lot! Is my will in this undertaking? Against my desire 

the Muses will allure me, and will pronounce for me another decision. I desire to leave 

the Muses and I am saying farewell to the Muses—and in saying farewell to the Muses 

I am even returning to the Muses. Thus the lover irritated by his beloved, who for many 

days has been her victim, who is minded to leave her forever, at that very moment in¬ 

clines toward her with all his heart! Most harmful to me, O Muses! is your sway! O 

profitless and fateful passion, which taught me to write verses! You have deprived 

me forever of peace of mind; but though my verses bring me contempt, and though 

the Muses suck my blood like Furies, let [my] proud, thunderous odes be praised, 

and let Europe and posterity wreathe me with eulogy. 

Stripping this piece of its conventional allegory, we find that Sumarokov 

prides himself on having, unguided, created a literature for Russia (“I broke 

my path through the deep forest to Parnassus”). His first literary essays were 

songs; he then turned to the pastoral, and finally to “the best of the Muses,” 

Melpomene, i.e., tragedy. Hostile events, which he does not specify (they 

were actually cabals of envious rivals, Catherine’s indifference or actual 

hostility, etc.) have forced him to say farewell to tragedy. As we know, he 

did in fact compose nothing in this genre from 1756 to 1770. During this 

time he occupied himself largely with pritchi (literally, “parables,” i.e., 

fables). He considers his comedy rather a slight performance—the great comic 

masters barely caught sight of him on Parnassus! But despite his resolution to 

write no more, he is fatally attracted to poetry, and counts on the applause 

at least of posterity. How far all this is from the accepted content of the 

classical elegy hardly needs to be pointed out. 

Sumarokov does not mention among his labors on Mount Parnassus 

the writing of satire-perhaps because the satiric genre belonged to the “low 

style” and can claim no Muse as patron! Most of his satires, however, were 

composed at a period later than the elegy. The subjects in this case are more 

conventional and follow quite closely the models furnished by Horace and 

Boileau. The first, entitled Krivoi tolk,35 or “Crooked Talk,” begins in a 

typically Horatian fashion with the statement: “We never see our own weak¬ 

nesses, and everything appears good to us which we see in ourselves.” From 

here he goes on to illustrate his theme with numerous examples—the dandy, 

the miser, the glutton, the swindler, etc. At the end of the piece pride in 

noble birth is ridiculed—a vice to which he later devotes an entire satire. 

“The Poet and His Friend,”36 composed between 1770 and 1774 and in¬ 

tended as the program piece of the set, proceeds from the dialogue between 

Horace and his friend Trebatius on the dangers of writing satire (Sermones 

II, 1). The Friend, conjecturing from the Poet’s inspired expression that he 

is writing tragedy, is told that he is mistaken. “Then an eclogue?” “Shep¬ 

herds, meadows, flowers, zephyrs are as distant from me; I mean to write 

satires.” The friend remarks: “By writing satires you may be vexatious, 
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and by this vexation do yourself an injury.” The poet is defiant: “Ignorance 

and rascality I do not fear, as long as I keep the esteem of honorable people.” 

Idleness, objects the Friend, “will double its poison against you.” People 

do not like to have their faults brought to light. “Tell the composer of the 

most clumsy ode to throw it, without printing it, into the stove-and he will 

be readier to set fire to you.” And all sorts of illogical excuses can be found 

for wrong conduct, for Among us even the name of logic is known to but 

few; so hard it is to show what is dishonorable and what is honorable.” 

Still harder is it, rejoins the Poet, “seeing vice, to endure, and with a clear 

view of everything, to keep quiet and seethe. Until I fade away, through 

feebleness or death, I shall not cease to write against vice.” Such is the Poet’s 

spirited last word. The whole satire, of course, is pretty much a paraphrase 

of Juvenal’s First, with a good deal of Kantemir’s Fourth. 

The third satire, On Nobility,” contains some of Sumarokov’s most 

caustic remarks on the absurd pride of birth exhibited by the “noblemen” 

of his time, as well as on the callous inhumanity of their conduct toward 

their unfortunate serfs. Of what worth, he queries, is a splendid ancestry, 

if its present representative is an idle ignoramus and parasite? 

This satire, nobles, I indite to you! 

Our fatherland’s first members in my view; 

Nobles know well their duty without me, 

Yet many one sole thing are prone to see, 

Remembering but this, their own ‘nobility’; 

Unmindful that whatever has perception, 

Whether of peasant wives’ or high-born dames’ conception, 

Has Adam for a sire without exception. 

Is our nobility that men should toil 

That of their labor we may them despoil? 

Peasant and lord, are they of different birth? 

Each one is but a clod of breathing earth, 

And if the lord have not a clearer mind 

Than has his serf, no difference I find. 

The peasant drinks and eats, is born and dies; 

The lord, though fed more sweetly, does likewise; 

Though of his gentle birth he often boast 

That lets him stake at cards a peasant host! 

Oh, is it right that cattle men should own, 

And sell to other cattle? Yet ’tis done.^ 

High birth does not necessarily qualify a man for every kind of task. “Praise¬ 

worthy is the man who does not seek a task in which he can never succeed. 

He seeks out precisely that for which he is fitted; not born a poet, he does 

not smear paper. If you have a brainless head, go dig the earth and chop 
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wood; separate yourself no longer from ‘low’ folk, and puff yourself up 

no more with your ancestors’ titles.” “I am deserving, if I myself have won 

respect; but if I am fit for no duty, my ancestor may have been a gentleman, 

but I am not noble.” 

Though the theme itself is hackneyed and banal—Russia’s first satirist, 

Kantemir, had used it (most vigorously in his Second Satire), and it goes back 

at least to Horace, and probably to Lucilius—yet in Sumarokov’s time, in the 

reign which historians commonly refer to as “the golden age of the nobility,” 

it took courage to write as he did, and he paid for his daring by earning 

the Empress’s dislike. 

The subjects of his other satires are more literary and less touchy. 

“On the French Language”3^ makes fun of the young nobleman who parades 

his Parisian language and manners and cannot express himself properly in 

Russian—a subject which Denis Fonvizin was soon to dramatize in The 

Brigadier. “In all lands great intellects are born, but everywhere stupidities 

flourish even more, and the fashion of foreign countries is not the law for 

Russia.” “Neither fur hat nor cap nor chapeau nor turban is able to mul¬ 

tiply the wit that is given us. The brunette equally with the blonde, if she is 

intelligent, she is intelligent; if she is stupid, she is a fool.” There is, of course, 

a use for knowing a foreign language: “Foreign tongues are useful for us, so 

that we may read in them—in Russian there is nothing to read! It is well- 

known that as yet there are very few Russian books... Our tongue is beautiful 

for its antiquity alone, but, through the stupidity of writers, it has now be¬ 

come otherwise.” The satire, which pretends to be addressed to the parents of 

a promising boy, ends rather brutally: “Previously your son was noisy in 

Russian; now, having mastered French, he has become quite witless.” The 

following piece, entitled “On Honor,”39 is one of the weakest of the set; 

its theme, of course, is the deformation of the concept of honor, which is 

invoked to justify duels, selling peasants to pay gambling debts, and the like. 

The positive recommendations of the satire are noble, but unoriginal: “But 

real honor is giving comfort to the unfortunate, without expecting any 

reward for this; loving one’s neighbor, being grateful to the Creator, and what 

is in one s thoughts, saying this only. And if it is imposssible to speak the 

truth openly, to keep silent at need, though hard, is not discreditable.” 

Winding up his sermon, the poet exclaims.- 

Be slow to enmity, to friendship be ready! When anyone repents, forgive him without 

revenge; do not weave blandishments and flatteries for anyone; don’t crawl before 

anyone, and do not be arrogant; do not be an attacker and do not be cowardly; do not 

be immodest, and do not be hypocritical; be the son of your fatherland and faithful to 
your monarch. 

The satirist finds only forty lines in which to pillory the vice in “On 

Slander,” 0 and nothing that he says is particularly significant. On the other 

hand the satire entitled “Exhortation to a Son”4l is one of the most original 
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and caustic of the group. In form this is somewhat unusual, in that the 

Alexandrine lines are irregularly interrupted by short lines of two or three 

iambs with variable rhyme scheme, almost as in the pritchi. The content 

is no less unusual: the satire begins: “Thus a certain person gave directions, 

seeing his own tearful end, to his only-begotten beloved heir.” The rest of 

the poem, down to the final four lines, is the father’s dying instructions to 

his son. There is no indication at first that the admonition is meant ironi¬ 

cally; it begins quite straightforwardly: 

My son, beloved son! Now 1 am already old; my mind is growing dull, my fire is dis¬ 

appearing. I am preparing myself for judgment. I shall soon go into eternity and into 

the infinity prescribed for us mortals; and so I shall now tell you how you are to live, 

I shall show you the path of your happiness. My end is near, and you will be going 

on a path which is very slippery. 

Abruptly the tone changes: 

Though everything in the world is vanity, should one despise the happiness of the 

belly?” [The word zhivot is of course ambiguous, probably intentionally; its modern 

meaning is “belly,” but in older and more formal usage it means “life.” The more 

vulgar meaning seems indicated here by what follows] . “So we must bend our every 

thought toward this, and always strive for what we require. Forget that chimera which 

is known as ‘honor’; what is it good for, when we don’t have what we need to eat? 

Then follows a series of straight-faced directions for a life of the most con¬ 

summate rascality: “Increase your income in every fashion every year”; 

“honor the rich so as to receive gain from them”; “if a powerful lord abuses 

anyone, you too, with the nobility, abuse him!” “What a big-wig says, know 

that this is a sacred word”; “continue to be an honorable man for yourself, 

sincerely loving yourself alone!” “Honor yourself with your heart, honor 

others with your mouth!” “I permit you to play at cards, if you know how 

to pick up [winnings] at these games.... but this, my son, do not forget: while 

playing don’t ever be honorable in the game!” “Give bribes yourself, and take 

them in turn yourself; if there are no witnesses, thieve, play the rascal as 

much as possible—but with witnesses, be circumspectly dishonest!” “Hate 

the learned and despise the ignorant, having but one thought—of your own 

fresh profit!” “Confuse and break the ties of kinship, friendship, marriage; 

in muddy water, you know, it is easier to catch crabs!” “For your own profit 

bring your friends to misfortune. This, they prate, is dishonorable, but this is 

not apparent. Duty bids me love only myself. It is no harm to me, if need 

bids me ruin a friend. It is against nature not to love oneself. Let misery take 

up its abode in my fatherland; let [my fatherland] quite sink through the 

earth, let everything that is another’s be destroyed, so that I have repose.” 

The father ends his exhortations with the words: “Live, my son, as your 

parent has lived.” Not content to let his horrendous picture speak for itself, 
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the poet then, with relish, announces: “When he had pronounced this, he 

was struck by a thunderbolt, and parted from his child and his house; and 

his soul, that had sowed poison for so long, departed from his body and 

plunged into Hell.” 

After this really Juvenalian satire, the last comes anticlimactically— 

“On Bad Rhymesters.”42 “Is only that which is sinful in the world, bad?” 

the poet queries, and answers his own question: “That too is not good, which 

is mingled with stupidity.” “The poet, who does not comfort us with his 

verse, is a contemptible fellow, even though not a sinner!” But poetry, like 

any art, requires learning. Indignantly the satirist exclaims: “But a cook 

sometimes, if he knows how to cook, makes more income than a professor. 

Is poetry alone in having such regulations that it has need of a learned head?” 

“In any other science [nauka] taste is worth nothing, but in poetry there is 

no possibility without it.” “Not all men are born for this science: are there 

Racines and Molieres in all ages?” No, the poet answers: only four times 

have such geniuses flourished—an interesting observation, and typically 

classicist: the Golden Age of Greece; Augustus’s Rome; the Renaissance 

(“When after the grievous loss of poetry, Europe heard Tasso and Malherbe”); 

and the age of French classicism. After a few invidious comparisons between 

masterpieces and examples of hack work, the poet gets off on one of his 

critical hobbies-the comedie larmoyante. “Taste has coupled Thalia [Co¬ 

medy] with Melpomene [Tragedy], but it has become the foe of both 

Thalia and Melpomene. Neither the one nor the other can dominate the 

theater, if one must guffaw and immediately after, sob. To anyone who 

commends this, I shall say: ‘It is false!’ ” Then comes the inevitable reference 

to the authority of Voltaire, and his “reply” (almost, it seems, an imperial 

“rescript”!) to Sumarokov’s questions about the legitimacy of the “tearful 

comedy.” At this point the satire trails off into a diffuse and irrelevant 

eulogy of the great achievements of Catherine’s reign to the lining of the 

Neva banks with granite and the building of St. Isaac’s! 

Sumarokov s satires, then, show a curious mingling of the quite con¬ 

ventional and hackneyed with a few examples of extraordinary vigor and 

originality. Much the same is the picture, as we shall see, in that other more 

or less satiric genre, the pritcha (parable or fable), which may for convenience 
be considered next. 

In his autobiographical elegy, quoted above, Sumarokov refers to his 

writing of “Fables,” inspired by Aesop and La Fontaine. To these “classical” 

models have to be added, for the later period at least, the German fabulist 

Christian Fiirchtegott Gellert, and of course the Latin Phaedrus. The actual 

name which Sumarokov uses for the genre, however, is somewhat inexactly 

translated “Fables.” Pritcha is the word used in the New Testament to trans¬ 

late the Greek parabole (English “parable,” as for example the story of “The 

Prodigal Son”); Pritchi Solomonovye is the name of the Old Testament book 

which in English is called “Proverbs.” Here it translates the Hebrew mashal, 
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which means literally “similitude,” and this is the basic meaning of the 

Slavonic word. This meaning belongs to the original purpose of the genre. 

The Aesopic mythos is a “similitude,” often, but not necessarily, using 

animals, birds, even inanimate objects as persons, but always told as a “like¬ 

ness” of human life and conduct, and hence as a lesson. This didactic pur¬ 

pose is the genesis of the genre, and it is only late in the eighteenth century, 

just before the genre itself disappears from use, that the “moral” of the 

fable retires into the background, and the fabulist’s chief preoccupation 

becomes that of telling an original story in an elegant and entertaining way. 

For English readers the term “fable” usually connotes such an “animal 

anecdote” as that of “The Fox and the Crow” or “The Wolf and the Lamb”; 

but pritcha is a much broader term than “fable” (Russian basnia), and among 

the pritcbi of Sumarokov many are simply short poems retelling well-known 

anecdotes, usually from antiquity, e.g., “Alexander and Parmenion,” “Simo¬ 

nides and the Dioscuri,” “Midas” (“King Midas has Asses’ Ears!”), or “The 

Distraught Widow,” which is a very tame version of “The Widow of Ephesus” 

story, first told in Petronius’s Satiricon. 

At first sight Sumarokov’s fables are somewhat disappointing, largely 

because a modern reader approaches them inevitably with prior knowledge 

of their elegantly beautiful models, La Fontaine’s Fables, or of their vigorous¬ 

ly colloquial and sharply pointed successors, Krylov’s Basni. Seen against this 

background, Sumarokov’s versions give an impression often of tameness and 

flabbiness. They were, however, admired by the poet’s contemporaries more 

than almost any of his works, and viewed in their proper perspective they cer¬ 

tainly deserve this admiration. In form they follow the usage established by 

La Fontaine, of the so-called vers libre, iambic lines of varying lengths irre¬ 

gularly placed, and with irregularly recurring rhymes. It should be noted that 

while in his Alexandrines Sumarokov often uses the most banal of rhymes, in 

the fables he strives for originality, and very often achieves it, with quite 

novel and startling rhymes. 

Sumarokov composed fables during most of his literary life, and pub¬ 

lished several collections, which enjoyed great popularity. Some were not 

printed in his lifetime, but collected after his death and published in the first 

“Collected Works” by the poet’s editor Nikolai Novikov. In all, his fables 

number 374, with dates of composition covering more than twenty years, 

from 1752 to his death. Some of the pieces, like his epigrams, satires, and 

comedies, lampoon personal or literary enemies, or refer to contemporary 

political events. These in most cases seem particularly vapid, the immediacy 

of the situation having disappeared. Thus the very early “Beetles and Bees” 

(probably 1752), which is directed against Trediakovsky:^ 

I shall compose a witticism and tell a tale. Ignorant Beetles sneaked into learning, and 

began to teach the Bees how to make honey. The Bees weren’t quiet for long, because 

they were bothered, and a great noise began in the hive. Apollo descended from Parnas¬ 

sus to them, and drove all the Beetles away, saying: “My friends, be off to the dung- 
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heaps. They are working, and you are devouring their labor, and you are spoiling their 

honey with your outrageousness! 

Similarly, “The War of the Eagles” [Voina orlov], between 1762 and 

1765:45 

The Eagles were fighting, and were very angry. Why? This no one knows. They fought 

under the very skies; they did not fight on earth, but above the clouds—so, consequent¬ 

ly, [it seems] that there are plenty of fools even there. Of course, we too fight, not 

knowing ourselves for what. Enough, that the Eagles want to go to war, and the feathers 

flutter down. They fight in earnest, and without pretence. The Eagles quarreled—eagle- 

feathers for arrows. 

This would be quite unintelligible without the historical gloss that the 

“eagles” [“orly”] referred to (the title Voina orlov makes this even clearer) 

are the three Orlov brothers, who quarreled over the position of chief lover of 

Catherine the Great! But even with this gloss, it is pretty pointless. 

Fortunately, such feeble efforts are an exception. Many of the fables, 

even on well-worn Aesopic themes, are brisk, pointed, and vigorous. Of 

course a great deal of the effectiveness is contributed by the rhymes, and is 

lost in translation. “The Snake and the Saw” is a good example:46 

Don t exert yourself to criticize one whom it is a teeny bit hard to undermine: all your 

preparations and contrived nonsense will not do him the least harm, but will bring you 
a very great deal of shame. 

A Snake found a Saw. The creature eyed it. The Snake thinks seriously of no 

one, and is not stingy about wasting its poison. It bites the Saw and licks it with its 

tongue. The more it coils in its fury around the Saw, the more blood flows, and, as it 

pours blood in streams from itself, while trying to destroy the Saw, it takes its own for 

the other s blood, and melts with blood, saws the Saw, hurts its tongue, lacerates its 

lips” [i krov’iu taet, Pilu pilit, Iazyk bolit, Istrekalis’guby].” “The Snake saw, after it 

had knocked out its teeth, that it was hit, and not the Saw” [Uvidela Zmeia, Perelo- 
mavshi zuby, cbto tronuta ona byla, A ne Pila]. 

Sumarokov’s fables are usually provided, as this is, with a “moral.” 

Here the moral is a general statement at the beginning of the poem, which the 

fable then follows as an exemplification. Often, however, the moral, or some 

generalization taking its place, is appended to the fable, as most commonly 

in Aesop. Thus, for example, the little apologue of the clay pot and the iron 

pot which went walking together is followed by the two-line moral: “Sub¬ 

mitting to your fate, have association only with your own kind.” Some¬ 

times there is no overt moral at all, except as an interpolated parenthesis, 

e.g., in “The Raven and the Fox,” where in the midst of the Fox’s flattering 

speech the poet inserts his own comment: “ ‘Your feathers,’ says the Fox, 

‘are a hundred times more beautiful than the peacock’s.’ Praises from flattery 

free we find it agreeable to endure,” is the fabulist’s ironical comment. 
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Many of Sumarokov’s fables, as has already been mentioned, are no 

more than small anecdotes in verse. Such, for example, is “The Empty- 

Headed Girl” [shalunia], which has as its point the poet’s familiar aversion 

to French affectations :4^ 

A certain empty-headed girl in conversation at a solemn dinner could not keep up her 

ravings without a word or two of French, although of this language she knew nothing, 

not a single word. She wanted, however, to shine with her learning, and put in French 

words any old way. She said, among other things, ‘I’m going to make a cure’ [la edu 

delat’ kur, i.e., a literal translation of the French Je vais faire une cure, “take a cure,” 

at a watering-place or the like]. Her astonished neighbors said, when they heard this: 

“What nonsense she’s talking! Brood-hens make chicks!” [delaiut kur: the point lies 

in the confusion between the French cure, in an inexact Russian pronunciation, and 

the native word for “chicks.”] 

Another such anecdote is: “The Ass as Ambassador”:48 

In Venice a certain fop [shalun] was ambassador. He was arrogant and he offended 

many a great deal. The Venetians were fired with vexation against him, and wrote to 

the court from which he was ambassador about the matter. There they already knew 

about the ambassador’s tricks, and replied: “Forgive him, he’s a fool. A man doesn’t 

quarrel with a jackass.” To this [the Venetians] responded: “We too have no dearth 

of jackasses here; we don’t, however, make ambassadors of them.” 

A few of the anecdotal fables have subjects taken from early Russian his¬ 

tory; the “point” of these is usually directed against the egotism of the 

nobility, e.g., “The Boyar Council,” called to consider defense measures 

against the Tatars, and terminated by the profound advice of one old council¬ 

lor:49 

The Tatar isn’t burning me, nor doing me any damage on yon side of the Moscow river. 

Do as you please, but my advice is this: my house isn’t across the Moscow. 

Among the hardest-hitting of Sumarokov’s fables are those that in 

content coincide perfectly with his Satires, but differ only in their form 

and greater brevity. Such, for example, is “Lack of Time”^: 

Having lived a life of idleness, a young and stupid lord did not for even a single day 

exercise himself at a task. Qualities, it seems, are pretty scant, where there are no ser¬ 

vices, even small, to one’s fatherland. For what is a man born, when he spends his life 

as a parasite? Is he a member of society? My own reply to this question is recorded in 

the minutes: he is not a member, but a wart of the body! He is not a tree in the forest, 

but a dried-up stump; he is not a man, but a bullock which hasn’t been roasted—and 

God knows why he is made a nobleman. It seems to me there is no reason for such as 

he to have privileges and rank. Am I able to respect a monster, which nature produced 

an ass? I don’t know why the thunder spares such fellows. Even in thought such a one 

doesn’t come near a task; he is a friend to idleness alone—but he lays the blame on Time. 

He only says: “Today I’m not at leisure.” He lays the blame on Time that tasks are a 
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burden to him in his parasite’s existence, as he babbles that he has no Time for a task. 

Time comes to him at ten o’clock; he is sleeping, snoring. Time finds no wel¬ 

come and departs. At eleven o’clock he has tea, smokes tobacco, and says nothing. 

So his appropriate hour is unknown to Time. At twelve o’clock he is carousing at dinner, 

then he sleeps, and snores again. Toward evening, he sits up, the blockhead—and puts 

in order, not his thoughts, but his hair; he rides off to a public assembly, the scum, 

and then plays at cards and loses. Unhappy the city where almost every day there is 

a club and a masquerade. 

As a final example of Sumarokov’s satirical vigor, humor, and genuine sym¬ 

pathy with human suffering, may be quoted the fable titled “The Legless 

Soldier.” Incidentally, Sumarokov’s technique of introducing himself here 

in an unflattering light as a presumably typical hard-hearted idler, is re¬ 

markably like that of Derzhavin in Felitsa 

A soldier, whose legs had been blown off in war, was sent to a monastery to be fed. 

But the servants were too strict for this poor fellow; the unfortunate was unable to 

pamper himself with food, and so, unhappy with his life, the legless soldier left the 

monastery. He had no legs, so he crawled, and began to drag himself about the world. 

I had some very important business, and I didn’t want anyone at that time to 

make a noise; all my brain, as much as I have in my body, was engaged in this business, 

and my head was empty. The soldier, crawling along with an empty basket, bawled 

before [my] window: “Someone give me alms, for Christ’s sake, for God’s sake give. 

All day long I have not eaten, and night is approaching.” I became angry and yelled: 

‘Crawl away, you good-for-nothing, wherever your road lies. It was long since time for 

you to die, you legless one! Crawl away, and don’t disturb my chess game!’ 

The soldier still bawled, but no longer in front of me, but in front of a merchant’s 

widow’s [house]. I glanced out the window, and began to laugh at what I had at first 

been angry at, and I was amused, as I looked, by the legless man. It was then the time to 

go to the all-night service. The merchant’s widow was already old, and she was very 

pious. She was widowed, and well provided with money; she and her departed husband 

had salted away a pile at contracts. She was going on foot to pray—not out of poverty, 

however; but she lived as piously as ever she could. All days were for her Friday and 

Wednesday [i.e., fast-days], she hadn’t eaten meat for ten years, it was already three 

days since she had had a drink of vodka; and to top it all, she was always telling her 

beads. The soldier bothered her too about food, and bawled the same thing. His bawling 

tickled her ear, and this pious old woman pitied the soldier, as he begged her to give 

a poor man a penny. The widow burst into tears—and hurried to church. 

A workmar had been digging all day at the beds in a garden, and when he en¬ 

countered that unfortunate, he gave him everything he had earned. This workman is 

witness with the crawling warrior, in what disregard genuine virtue is. 

The last genre of Sumarokov’s extensive work which we need consider 

is probably the first that he actually cultivated, the song.52 As we have seen, 

in his autobiographical elegy the first Muse he served was Erato, and while 

she presided over the Ode as well as the Song, it was the latter which won 

Sumarokov his earliest literary fame. His songs, however, were not pub¬ 

lished in his lifetime, and doubtless many have perished, or perhaps exist 

as anonymous productions, the composer’s name having been lost. His first 

142 



editor, Nikolai Novikov, collected as many of the songs (pesni) as he could 

identify as Sumarokov’s, and published them in the Collected Works of 

1787. About 130 songs are known. 

In his songs, as elsewhere, Sumarokov is a classicist. The songs are 

almost all expressions of love—not, however, the poet’s own personal love 

for this or that particular lady; rather they are the generalized experiences 

of the generalized lover or lady-because the songs are often put in the 

lady s mouth as well as the lover’s. They are devoid of any individualizing 

traits: if the lady has been deserted, she mourns her loss without any refer¬ 

ence to the reasons for the lover’s faithlessness; if the lover parts from his 

lady, all we learn of the circumstances is that he is obliged for some reason 

to leave for distant parts—but neither the locale he is leaving, nor his objec¬ 

tive, nor the reason for the parting is specified. Everything is idealized, 

generalized. 

Most of Sumarokov’s verse is composed in the Russian Alexandrine 

meter, itself a close imitation, allowing for the accentual rather than the 

syllabic basis, of the French original. As we have seen, the fables are com¬ 

posed in a Russian form derived from La Fontaine’s vers libre, without a 

fixed stanza form or rhyme scheme. The odes, of course (except those 

imitating “Anacreon”) employ fixed stanza form, but exclusively iambic 

meter and ten-line strophes. The songs, on the other hand, seem to be with¬ 

out a French background; they have mostly strophic form, but the strophes 

are freely composed, with varying number of lines, of syllables to the line, of 

meter, and of rhyme scheme. Their form is much closer to that of German 

verse than to French or Italian; and the fact that Sumarokov admired and 

translated some seventeenth-century German verse, e.g., of Paul Fleming 

(1609-1640) during the ’50s, when many of his “songs” were written, makes 

German influence probable. 

The language of the songs is, for the eighteenth century, exceptionally 

simple, light and flexible. Slavonicisms are not entirely absent (zbizn ’ dragaia 

instead of dorogaia, or khladnu krov’ rather than kholodnuiu), but are not 

obtrusive, and the poetical inversions, so common in the fables, are kept 

to a minimum. The easy simplicity of the songs, which doubtless accounts 

for their popularity when they were composed, certainly makes them the 

most accessible today of all Sumarokov’s work. As a fairly short example, 

typical in many respects, may be quoted the twelve-line song, composed in 

1755, beginning Uzhe voskhodit solntse, stada idut v luga. The movement 

of the verse is worth noting: each line is divided into hemistichs, with three 

beats each, in iambic meter; the first hemistich of each line ends in a down- 

beat, the second alternately in an up-beat and a down-beat. The scheme 

would thus be: x'x'x'x/ x’x'x'(x). The rhyme scheme is very simple: in each 

four-line stanza AAbb. In a line-for-line translation the poem goes as fol¬ 

lows: 
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Already the sun is rising, the flocks are going to the meadows, 

The currents in the stream are splashing against the steep banks. 

The amorous shepherdess has already driven her sheep, 

And invited me to the woods on the eve of this day. 

O dusky groves, the refuge of wantonness! 

In your delightful shade there is none of the world’s sorrow; 

Nature has introduced lovely glades in you 

As though,on purpose, that love might live there. 

This evening await me beneath your shade, 

And in you I shall be seeing my amorous one. 

Beneath your leafage I was once happy, 

And gave countless kisses to my faithful shepherdess. 

Pass on, pass on quickly, day hateful to me, 

Your light is unwelcome, let the shade of night cover [me] . 

Hasten, most precious evening, and fly, O Time! 

And do you, dear one, forbid me nothing. 

A less happy lover laments in another song, of 1759, the first stanza of which 
reads'4: 

Vanished are those hours when you sought me out, 

And all my solace you have taken away. 

I see that you have now become faithless to me, 

And toward me you have now become altogether different. 

My groaning and cruel pangs 

Imagine to yourself, 

And recollect those moments 

When I was dear to you. 

Here the form is more complicated: each stanza consists of two parts, of 

four lines each. The first four lines have a six-beat iambic scheme: x'x'x'/ 

xxx (x), with alternate rhymes, feminine and masculine, i.e., bAbA. The 

second four lines have only half as many beats, i.e., x'x'x'(x), with the same 
alternate rhyme scheme, bAbA. 

Among the songs are a few in which, quite unexpectedly, Sumarokov 

attempts to utilize a popular form. Thus, for example, the song celebrating 

the capture of the Turkish fortress of Bender by Count Peter Panin in 1770, 

which is composed in four-beat trochaic lines with dactylic unrhymed 
endings-’-5: 1 

O ty, krepkii, krepkii Bender-grad, 

O razumnyi, khrabryi Panin-graf, etc. 
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Even more remarkable is the “maiden song,” of thirty couplet-rhyming 

lines,56 after every one of which is intruded the popular refrain line: Kalina 

li moia, malina li moia (literally “my guelder-rose, or my raspberry!”). The 

first four lines set the scene: V roshche devki guliali (Kalina li moia, malina 

li moia), I vesnu proslavliali (Kalina etc.) Devku gorest’ morila (Kalina etc.) 

Devka tut govorila (Kalina etc.): “In the woods the maidens were walking_ 

and celebrating the spring-time.... Sorrow plagued a maiden.... the maiden 

said.” The rest of the song presents the maiden’s plaint. While the imitation 

of genuinely popular anonymous verse is not exact-the rhymes are too 

careful and regular—the poet has most astonishingly caught the atmosphere, 

and not until Pushkin and Koltsov will one find a more successful attempt to 

naturalize the popular musical idiom. 

In brief summary, Alexander Sumarokov’s place in Russian literature 

is that of a most astonishingly versatile innovator. He is the initiator of 

nearly all the classical genres that his successors in Russia cultivated, and 

while certainly not a master in each of them, which would be too much 

to expect, left some truly notable achievements in the tragedy, the fable, 

the satire, and the song. Even in the genres in which his success is less signi¬ 

ficant, such as the elegy, the pastoral, and the comedy, he pointed the way 

for more inspired successors. He may thus be rightfully considered the true 

founder of Russian classicism. 
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CHAPTER VII 

PROSE LITERATURE IN THE FIRST HALF 
OF THE REIGN OF CATHERINE II 

A. The Political and Social Scene 

The coup d etat by which the German Catherine took possession of 

the throne of the Romanovs appeared quite similar to several other “palace 

revolutions” of the eighteenth century; as a matter of fact, however, both 

its background and its results were of a quite different order. Ostensibly 

Catherine’s position could be only that of a regent for her son Paul, then 

eight years old; her accession manifesto emphasized the necessity of pro¬ 

tecting the heir from his father’s murderous intentions as justification for 

her usurpation. Actually she relied on the support of the landed gentry 

(dvorianstvo) and intended to rule with their support in her own name. 

In order to assure herself of the gentry’s cooperation she made them very 

large concessions, beginning with the reaffirmation of her late husband’s 

proclamation that established what became known as “the freedom of the 

gentry.” By this act the gentry were freed from the condition that had ori¬ 

ginally justified their existence—the obligation of life-time service to the state 

in the military or naval forces or the administrative bureaucracy. The gentle¬ 

man might now settle down on his estates, or in the capital if he preferred, 

and continue to be supported in unproductive idleness by his estate peasan¬ 

try. The restrictions binding the peasant to his landlord’s estate became, 

under Catherine, ever more harsh; the Empress’s numerous lovers and other 

favorites were given lavish grants of land, together with the attached peasants, 

from state reserves; serfdom was extended into the once free Ukraine, which 

had never known it; the practice became general of selling individual peasants 

or even whole families away from the land; and in general the position of the 

“serf” became identical with that of tlje “slave.” The age of Catherine II 

has become rightly known in history as “the golden age of the gentry.” 

The landlord was allowed to exercise virtually untrammeled authority on his 

estates, and by an early decree of Catherine’s the peasant was forbidden the 

right of making any complaint against his authority. It was a tacitly under¬ 

stood agreement between the Empress and the gentry that she would do 

nothing to restrict their activity, in return for their support of her usurped 
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position. 

At the same time Russia’s nascent middle class of traders, artisans and 

intellectuals outside the gentry (e.g., the sons of priests) had begun to flourish 

in the larger cities as a result of the country’s economic rise, and the western 

culture, rather superficially introduced by Peter I, began to seep down from 

the gentry to the meshchane. More and more sons of the middle group 

managed, by one means or another, to acquire an education and to take 

positions in the ranks of the bureaucracy—the beginnings of the raznochintsy 

so important in the intellectual life of the next century. If they succeeded 

in reaching high enough rank in the hierarchies established by Peter’s “Table 

of Ranks,” they were automatically enrolled in the landed gentry, a body 

which was thus continually being recruited by fresh blood from beneath. 

Catherine might have had greater difficulty in maintaining her position 

if she had not succeeded with such outward brilliance in the field of foreign 

affairs. As it was, a series of wars and diplomatic triumphs established Russia 

in a position of unparalleled and imposing European strength. Intervention 

in anarchic neighboring Poland in collusion with Prussian Frederich II led 

by 1775 to large annexations of Polish territory and a virtual protectorate 

over the monarchy itself. Involvement with Poland led to hostilities with 

Turkey, and in the war of 1768-1774 Russian land forces and navy won 

spectacular victories over the declining Ottoman Empire, as a result of which 

the Crimea (a Turkish possession) became “independent,” that is, Russian- 

dominated, and the whole area of Podolia, formerly Turkish, was annexed 
outright. 

An ominous development, however, clouded these resounding suc¬ 

cesses and had the effect of rendering Catherine’s rule more tyrannical 

and repressive in the second part of her reign. The tightening of the land¬ 

lord’s control over the peasants led to repeated minor outbreaks, which 

culminated in a full-scale war (1773-75) between the government and an 

army of insurgent peasants in the lower Volga region, led by the Cossack 

Emelian Pugachev. Though Pugachev was captured and executed (1775), 

the country had been thoroughly terrified, Catherine’s prestige shaken,’ 

and her resolution to tolerate no “dangerous ideas,” such as might foster 

a repetition of the Pugachevshchina, hardened into a mania. 

In 1772 Pavel Petrovich, Catherine’s son by Peter III, reached his 

majority, the age of eighteen (born in 1754). Catherine’s position was seem¬ 

ingly precarious, with a son now officially of age, and a great many of the 

gentry gathered around the young prince and his more or less liberal tutor, 

Count Nikita Panin, with the intention of forcing Catherine’s abdication.’ 

She was able, however, to seize the initiative and forestall such action - Nikita 

Panin was retired, his brother Peter, a general, removed from a dangerous 

command, and Paul himself disposed of at least temporarily by a hasty mar¬ 

riage to a German princess, whom he detested and who presently took one 

o the prince’s closest friends as her lover. By her energetic actions Catherine 
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so overawed Paul’s supporters that they tamely acquiesced in her continued 

rule. By 1775 Catherine’s position was more than ever secure; she ruled auto¬ 

cratically in her own name, relegated her son to his country estate at Gat¬ 

china and kept him completely out of state affairs, while she and her suc¬ 

cession of lovers, such as Grigory Orlov and Grigory Potemkin, continued 

to receive the support and adulation of the gentry of her own country and 

the long-distance homage of Europe’s intellectual arbiter, Voltaire. 

B. Enlightenment and the Masonic Movement^ 

The eighteenth century as a whole is often designated the “age of 

reason. Quite aside from the question of the propriety of so designating 

any century in the history of irrational man, the applicability of this tag to 

the whole century is dubious. “Enlightenment” begins as a French phe¬ 

nomenon, and scarcely reaches major proportions until the second third of 

the century. Its chief focus is the famous Encyclopedia, under publication 

by Denis Diderot and his associates from 1751 to 1780. 1789 and the be¬ 

ginning of the French Revolution marks in effect the end of the Enlighten¬ 

ment as well as of the ancien regime. The movement can really therefore 

be restricted to the period from about 173 5 to 1789. This approximately 

fifty years is also the period of the intellectual dominance of Voltaire (1694- 

1778), whose name is not infrequently also used to qualify the whole cen¬ 

tury, as a sort of synonym of “age of reason.” 

What actually is meant by “age of reason”? Broadly it means that a 

fairly small, but brilliant and extremely vocal intellectual elite emancipated 

itself from the age-old domination of the Church, and instead of accepting 

Biblical text or ecclesiastical doctrine as the ultimate truth, insisted on 

subjecting everything to the test of reason. If, for example, the Bible related 

that Joshua had “made the sun stand still,” whereas Copernicus had demon¬ 

strated that it is the earth, not the sun, that moves, and in either case reason 

repudiated the possibility of such a breach of natural law, then it followed 

that the Bible was doubly wrong. In similar fashion the supernatural sanction 

of legal systems, of the absolute monarchy, and of the system of social 

castes were all subjected to rational scrutiny, and rejected. Rousseau found 

violence, “the will of the stronger,” the foundation of social inequality; 

Montesquieu derived the laws of a people, not from God, but from climatic 

and geographical conditions; and the philosophes generally imagined, with 

Rousseau, a “social contract” between a people and its sovereign, which 

bound the latter to rule in his nation’s interest, not his own. 

“The Enlightenment” is a blanket term, and obscures many differences 

in application of the fundamental rationalism that distinguishes the age. 

Actually, two quite distinct periods may be made out, with the chronological 

line running between the 1740s and the 1750s. The earlier, dominated by 
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Voltaire and Montesquieu, while rejecting the traditional Christian Church, 

retains belief in a deity—Voltaire’s famous “clock-maker God.” The ad¬ 

mirable order and regularity of the universe, as it seemed to the deist, re¬ 

quired belief in a Creator; but once having set the mechanism in motion, 

they believed, God had retired and left it to function of itself. Science, in 

this view, afforded the surest, indeed the only, means of knowing any¬ 

thing about this remote and impersonal God. In regard to earthly matters, 

the earlier phase of the Enlightenment cherished the ideal of the monarch 

who should indeed govern in his people’s interest, and concern himself 

above all with raising their intellectual and moral level. “Enlightened 

absolutism” was conceived to be the best means to the end of a people’s 

betterment; a model in actual history for such an enlightened reign was 

admittedly hard to find. Voltaire chose that of Henri IV for his epic, La 

Henriade; in Russia the ideal lay closer to hand, for Peter the Great ap¬ 

proached it more nearly than any other monarch in the country’s history. 

The second period of the Enlightenment is dominated in France by 

such intellectuals as Diderot, Helve'tius, Baron d’Holbach and La Mettrie. 

With these more radical philosophes atheism and materialism are the funda¬ 

mental philosophical positions. Voltaire’s “God is a necessary hypothesis” 

has ceased to be convincing: the universe can be explained, including the 

origin of life and of man, without resort to the hypothesis, as for example, 

by Diderot. As to the political question, the later philosophes tend more 

and more to republicanism: the people can best govern themselves. 

Both groups of “enlighteners” are at one in basing ethical conduct as 

well as the functioning of the world machine on rational principle. Altruism 

is an “enlightened self-interest,” and the mandate to “do unto others as you 

would that they do unto you should be followed not because it is an in¬ 

junction of Jesus Christ, but because it can be logically demonstrated as the 

best course. To better the lot of one’s fellow man is inevitably to better one’s 
own. 

The ideas of the Enlightenment were first formulated and defended in 

France, which since the age of Louis XIV had been the recognized intellectual 

center of Europe. They spread rapidly to the rest of Europe, and were re¬ 

ceived with particular ease in England, where indeed some of them (the 

sensualism of Hobbes and Locke et al.) had originated. Russia, with its 

strongly French-oriented upper class, was affected by the Enlightenment 

almost as soon as the rest of Europe. Intimates of the new outlook on life 

can be seen in the thoroughly Europeanized Kantemir; the philosopher and 

scientist Lomonosov exhibits them to the fullest degree, although in his 

poetic practice he is still dominated by the Baroque tradition. Sumarokov, 

with little originality in either philosophical or poetic outlook, is rightly re¬ 

garded as the chief Russian exemplar of “classicism” in literature and ra¬ 
tionalism in philosophy. 
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A movement closely connected in its origins with the rationalism of 

the Enlightenment is that of Free Masonry. Originating in England in 1717, 

this movement made very rapid progress throughout Europe and America, and 

by the middle of the century had branches in almost all European states, 

including Russia. Founded on principles of anticlerical rationalism, its teach¬ 

ings embodied belief in a deistic clock-maker” God, in a universe of orderly 

laws exempt from divine interference, and in a universal brotherhood of man. 

Masonry was at the outset egalitarian and anti-aristocratic; men of all faiths, 

even Jews, were admitted, and the highest ranks in the hierarchy were ac¬ 

cessible to men of all classes. Very soon after its initial spread, however, Free 

Masonry lost most of its Enlightenment character, and by the period when 

we encounter it in Russia, it has become conservative and even reactionary. 

It lost its egalitarianism; the upper ranks of the order were regularly filled by 

noblemen, and commoners were even excluded from membership. A dis¬ 

tinctly Christian belief replaced deism, and with the spread of Rosicrucian- 

ism, mystical and occult ideas began to dominate. In France such ideas are 

associated with the name of St. Martin, who vigorously denounced the 

atheism and materialism of the later philosophes; his works had wide cur¬ 

rency in Russia, especially his 1775 treatise: “On Errors and the Truth.” 

The Voltairean belief that scientific comprehension of the workings of 

Nature provided the only means of understanding God was displaced by the 

mystical pretensions of direct intuitional communion with the deity. The 

works of many European mystics, not directly connected with the Masonic 

movement-Thomas a Kempis, Jacob Boehme, Angelus Silesius, etc.-be¬ 

came appropriated by the order. The philanthropic character of the move¬ 

ment remained, but the preoccupation with improving the lot of mankind, 

which was one of its enduring ideals, now took the form of a program of 

personal self-improvement, on the assumption that the best way to better 

the condition of the race is for each individual to reach the highest possible 

degree of moral perfection. 

Free Masonry reached Russia by the middle of the century, and was 

embraced by some very important persons in both governmental and literary 

circles. Among others, Count Nikita Panin was a Mason, and his charge, 

Prince Pavel Petrovich, the heir apparent of the Russian throne, was, if not 

actually a member, which is uncertain, at least a very sympathetic outsider. 

This certainly accounts in part for Catherine’s active opposition to the 

order, since she suspected it of harboring the secret design of putting her 

son on the throne in her place. Of course, the secret character of the organi¬ 

zation and its international ties helped to make it suspect. Paul’s connection 

with the order certainly throws some light on his strange involvement after 

his accession with the Knights of St. John of Malta, which came close to 

plunging Russia into a premature war with Napoleon. 

Of the principal literary figures of the age, Sumarokov became a Mason 

about 1756, and many of the writers of his “school” imitated his example. 
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Chief of these was M.M. Kheraskov, whose later literary production shows 

evident marks of Masonic views. The historian M. M. Shcherbatov belonged 

to the “Urania” lodge of St. Petersburg. The prose writer and dramatist 

V I- Lukin was a Mason, as was the poet Vasily Maikov. The revolutionary 

poet Alexander Radishchev was a member in his student days, and N.M. 

Karamzin had close connections with the order in his youth. Above all, 

the very influential journalist, publisher and philanthropist N.I. Novikov 

must be mentioned, whose own writing of the ’80s and ’90s is the most 

important of specifically Masonic literature. Novikov founded and edited 

a number of Masonic periodicals, among which may be mentioned “Morning 

Light” and “The Laborer at Rest.” 

The order of Free Masons was regarded with considerable suspicion in 

Russia, and not alone by the government. Sumarokov felt it necesary to write 

a verse apology, which, while scarcely great poetry, clearly indicates the 

bases for popular mistrust: 

He who finds fault with the Free Masons 

For their secret code, 

That they do not respect the laws [zakonov-'ix., laws of the 

state] 
[But] hold to their own [ideas of] right [prav-i.e., fundamental 

moral laws] : 
If you were asked 

How loyal a Free Mason is, 

He also keeps the law [zakon] 

In which he was born.... 

... To love a fellow man as is one’s duty, 

And to help the poor, 

And wherever possible 

To divert misfortune from them. 

To put it to you in a word, 

He is an honorable man; 

But to get to learn their secret 

Is impossible for you forever.^ 

C. Journalism: Catherine II, Nikolai Novikov et al. 

On June 28, 1762 the Tsar of Russia, Peter III, was quietly dethroned 

by the ambitious German princess who was his wife, and a few days later 

met an inglorious end during a drunken brawl in the place of his confinement 

at the hands of one of his wife’s favorite guardsmen. He had allowed himself 

as Fredenck the Great said scornfully, “to be deposed as a baby is sent to 

bed. Thus began the “enlightened” reign of Catherine II, the “Semiramis 
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of the North,” as her friend Voltaire delighted in calling her. 

Catherine was a woman of enormous vitality, inordinate ambition, and 

very considerable intelligence. She had had a sketchy but rather impressive 

education, and reportedly had at an early age read through the entire Dic- 

tionnaire philosophique of Pierre Bayle (1695-97), a monument of what 

might be called the “pre-enlightenment.” It was a formidable task, for Bayle’s 

style is anything but perspicuous. Catherine had been married young to the 

heir to the Russian thrope, whom she despised as a boor and a fool; according 

to her own account, she had from the beginning cherished the expectation 

that some day she would herself be sole and autocratic ruler of her adopted 

land. She had not a drop of Russian blood, but took pains to make herself 

more Russian than her silly husband, who was by birth only half German, 

yet ostentatiously despised all things Russian. Catherine was determined, 

having once attained the power which she coveted, to rule as a model of “en¬ 

lightened despotism.” Russia, she discovered, was still in 1762 being governed 

under an antique code of laws promulgated in 1648 (the Ulozhenie of Alexei 

Mikhailovich). She determined to remedy this situation, and in a fashion 

that would exhibit her “enlightenment” to all of Europe. A Legislative 

Commission, with representatives from all classes except the manorial pea¬ 

sants (the bulk of Russia’s population) was convoked, to deliberate on a new 

law code. To this Commission was submitted the Empress’s own “Instruc¬ 

tion” (Nakaz)—a compilation of glittering generalities, largely pilfered from 

Montesquieu and Beccaria, and totally without relevance to the peculiar 

social conditions of Russia. In this document Catherine proclaimed that 

Russia was a European country, and must of course have a European govern¬ 

ment; but the size and traditions of the country demanded that this govern¬ 

ment be autocratic, the only kind that could function in such a country. 

Catherine was revolted by many of the aspects of Russian society. 

The landed gentry, who were the privileged class and her own political sup¬ 

port, were crude, ignorant and conservative. Their manners were atrocious, 

they were superstitious and fanatical, and the younger set, who lived idle 

lives in the capital, as a result of her own decree of “freedom for the gentry,” 

were empty-headed and useless creatures, who had picked up some of the 

superficial qualities of their European counterparts, without any of the 

breeding which went with these. Of course the entire class of gentry lived 

their parasitic existence through the toil of the millions of enslaved peasants, 

whose life was hardly above the animal level. This fact, however, Catherine 

chose to ignore. Serfdom was an essential fact, like autocracy, in the Russian 

tradition, and must be maintained. She carefully blinded herself to the reali¬ 

ties of the peasant situation, but was unpleasantly surprised when her Legis¬ 

lative Commission, instead of remaining, as her Instruction presupposed, on 

the safely abstract level that she had set, began to discuss such dangerously 

concrete subjects as peasant destitution, the tyranny of landlords, and even 

the legality of the serf system as a whole. Obviously the Legislative Commis- 
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sion had been a bad blunder, and Catherine waited only until the outbreak 

of her first war with Turkey afforded a plausible pretext for suspending its 

activity. It was adjourned sine die, and of course never reconvened. 

To combat some of the evils of ignorance and bad manners which 

she observed in the Russian society around her Catherine determined to 

employ the offices of satire. The eighteenth century had seen the rebirth of 

this form of classical literature, chiefly in the prose sketches published in 

England in the periodicals The Tatler (1709-11), The Spectator (1711- 

14) and The Guardian (1713) by Joseph Addison and Sir Richard Steele. 

Catherine was familiar with this literature, and approved of the genial, good- 

tempered tone of it. Something of the kind, she thought, would have a 

salutary effect on the crudities of Russian social life. 

Among the numerous and diversified talents which Catherine com. 

placently imagined herself to possess was that of a writer. Her Instruction 

of 1767 was much more of a literary essay than a working “instruction” 

for a legislative body, and she had in her spare time translated (doubtless 

with some anonymous help) a French novel that the Sorbonne had con¬ 

demned for its free-thinking. When the project of a satirical journal along 

the lines of The Spectator took form in her mind, Catherine quite naturally 

determined to take the leading part in it herself. In this way she hoped to 

be able to mold public opinion and undo some of the damage which the 

fiasco of the Legislative Commission had done. Thus in the early part of 

1769 she created Russia s first important literary periodical, under the 

nominal editorship of G;V. Kozitsky, Catherine’s private secretary. It was 

innocently entitled Vsiakaia Vsiachina, All Kinds of Things, and its avowed 

purpose was to follow the Horatian motto “Ridendo castigat mores,” “It 

corrects manners by laughing [at them] .’’She attached great importance, 

as we shall see, to the “ridendo.” How much of the actual writing of the 

journal was done by Catherine herself is uncertain, but probably a great 

deal of it. Since her own command of Russian, despite assiduous effort, re¬ 

mained inadequate, she certainly employed here, as later in her comedies, 

the services of one or more discreet editors. With surprising unawareness 

of possible consequences she allowed herself in the first issue of her periodical 

to throw out a general invitation to other journalists to follow her lead: 

“I see in the future, I see an endless tribe of All Kinds of Things. I see that she 

will be followed by children, both legitimate and illegitimate.”3 Actually 

for some golden months in 1769 the eternal Russian press censorship was 

lifted and a host of journalistic children and grandchildren of Catherine’s 

periodical made their appearance. Most of these were extremely ephemeral 

and of little importance. M.D. Chulkov, better known for his Defoeish 

novel The Comely Cook, or The Adventures of a Debauched Woman, to 

which we shall return, began a weekly This and That. His rival V.G. Ruban 

issued a short-lived parody entitled Neither This nor That, in Prose and 

Verse. The Medley (Smes’), a weekly, and Hell’s Post, a monthly, were 
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handled with great legerdemain by Fedor A. Emin, an adventurer and ex¬ 

tremely prolific (and extremely bad) novelist. In early May of 1769 came out 

what proved to be the most important of the brood, Novikov’s The Drone 

(Truten’). Both of Emin’s journals cavalierly disregarded Catherine’s predi¬ 

lection for a gently smiling satire, and inveighed against “gentlemen of the 

nobility,” “whose tribe is like the leech, which fattens by sucking the bloody 

sweat of the poor people.His Hell’s Post, which has the subtitle “Cor¬ 

respondence of a Lame Devil with a Crooked One,” employs a device pur¬ 

loined from Lesage’s Le Diable boiteux, with some hints from Montes¬ 

quieu’s Lettres persanes: one of the diabolic correspondents regales the other 

with intimate glimpses he has had of the life of the nobility when he has, 

unknown to the occupants, temporarily unroofed their houses! 

Emin’s boldness in calling attention to the iniquities of the serf system 

is symptomatic of Catherine’s general failure to hold in line the numerous 

periodicals which her initial invitation had so incautiously called into being. 

The benevolent tone of All Kinds of Things, the self-styled “grandmother” 

of this brood, began to be replaced by a certain asperity, especially in articles 

directed toward Novikov’s Drone, which more than any other offended 

against Catherine’s demand that satire should be gentle and entirely general 

in nature. Addison and Steele in the English model had been careful to keep 

their social criticism on a purely abstract level, relying for their effect on 

the elegant wit of their style: “In the English Spectator," wrote Catherine 

(or her editor), there is no want of wit, and All Kinds of Things follows after 

this.” Such a program would exclude any ill-tempered attacks, either on 

individuals or classes; instead of an indignant tongue-lashing, a gentle ribbing 

should suffice. In practice, however, Catherine’s “satire” was rendered even 

more innocuous by being in large part mere translation or adaptation from 

French or English models, and completely alien to the realities of Russian 
life. 5 

Catherine’s chief antagonist proved to be Nikolai Ivanovich Novikov 

(1744-1818), editor of The Drone. Novikov was a member of the gentry by 

birth, with estates in the neighborhood of Moscow. He studied in the gym¬ 

nasium attached to Moscow University, while, according to the custom of 

the time, being at the same time on the roster of one of the Guards Regi¬ 

ments. His regiment took part in the uprising of 1762 which set Catherine 

on the throne, and he received a promotion from the grateful Empress. 

A few years later he became involved in book publishing, an enterprise 

which he continued with the greatest success until his final incarceration in 

1792. It is said that a third of the books published in Catherine’s reign 

issued from Novikov’s presses. From this congenial occupation Novikov was 

temporarily removed by Catherine’s invitation to participate in the delibera¬ 

tions of the Legislative Commission (1767). The deliberations came to 

nothing, but undoubtedly contributed a great deal to opening the eyes of a 

sensitive person such as Novikov to the horrors of serfdom. Thenceforth 
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he determined to devote his efforts to combatting this iniquity. The perfect 

opportunity was afforded him by Catherine’s invitation to follow her lead 

into the field of satirical journalism. 

To Novikov Catherine’s ladylike and kid-glove handling of social ques¬ 

tions was both futile and hypocritical. His The Drone, founded a few months 

after Catherine’s ancestral periodical, aimed from the beginning to give more 

vigorous treatment. The very name was a patent reference to the useless and 

parasitic gentry, living on the labor of the workers of the hive. As an epi¬ 

graph for his journal Novikov took a line from one of Sumarokov’s fables: 

“They labor, and you eat up their toil.” Sumarokov was also in an indirect 

way, responsible for the journal’s title, for The Drone was obviously a com¬ 

panion to the older man’s Trudoliubivaia Pchela, The Labor-loving Bee 

(1759), Russia’s earliest private periodical. Indeed, it was often thought at 

the time that the illustrious dramatist himself had some part in the writing 

of The Drone, although this is probably not the case. Novikov certainly had 

collaborators, among them such important names as Ablesimov, the opera- 

librettist; the indefatigable Emin, the caustic playwright Denis Fonvizin, and 

Alexander Radishchev. Some of these men, like Novikov himself, were des¬ 

tined in Catherine’s later and more tyrannical years to suffer for their out¬ 

spokenness. Fonvizin was refused permission ever to have any of his writings, 

printed, after he had published some impudent “Questions” addressed to 

Catherine on some rather touchy subjects; Novikov spent the period from 

1792 until Catherine’s death in 1796 in the Petropavlovsk prison; and Ra¬ 

dishchev was at first condemned to death for the attack made on the insti¬ 

tution of serfdom in his Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow. The sen¬ 

tence was “graciously” commuted to banishment to Siberia in 1790. Like 

Novikov, the poet was released from Catherine’s benevolent chastisement 

only by her death and the general annulling of her acts by her vindictive 

son. But these were the reactions of a later and more arbitrary Catherine, 

alarmed to the point of mania by the French Revolution. Twenty years 

before 1789 she was still willing to play-under her own rules, to be sure- 
at liberalism. 

Novikov’s preferred target in The Drone was the parasitic nobility.6 

He devised several seemingly harmless ways of reaching them; thus in the 

guise of “news items” from various parts of the country anecdotes con¬ 

cerning foolish or vicious “gentlemen” were recounted, as for example in 

issue 29 an encounter with a young nobleman just back from study at a 

German university, who professed to have majored in philosophy. “And what 

is philosophy?” his interlocutor asked. “Philosophy is nothing but foolish¬ 

ness,” was the reply. “Aha!” said the other, “Then I see that you have 

spent your time very profitably, since you are evidently a perfect philo¬ 

sopher.” Another, and particularly effective device, which led in 1770 to a 

direct reprimand from the Empress, was that of publishing what were al¬ 

legedly extracts from actual letters, e.g., from estate stewards to their 
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masters, with detailed and specific figures on the burdens of quit-rent, bar- 

shchina, and other landlord exactions imposed on the peasants. Sometimes 

there would be “advertisements,” such as the following: “In a certain law- 

court there is need of ten poods of justice; anyone desiring to contract to 

supply this, can apply at the said place.”8 One of the early devices employed 

was that of health hints” ostensibly addressed by a physician to a corre¬ 

spondent. Thus, in issue 24, “Mr. Unreason” [“Gospodin Bezrasud”] receives 

this prescription for his complaint: 

UNREASON is sick with the idea that peasants aren’t human beings, but peasants; 

as to what peasants are, he knows of this only because they are his enserfed slaves. 

This is exactly how he behaves with them, collecting from them a heavy tribute, called 

the quit-rent [obrok]. With them he not only never exchanges a word, but never even 

acknowledges them with an inclination of the head, when they in Oriental fashion 

prostrate themselves to the ground before him. Then he thinks: ‘I’m the master, they’re 

my slaves. They were created in order to endure every kind of deprivation, to work 

day and night and carry out my will by punctual payment of the quit-rent. Remem¬ 

bering my and their conditions, they must tremble before my sight.’ As a supplement 

to this he adds that “In the sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat bread,” was said pre¬ 

cisely about the peasants. The poor peasants do not venture to love him like a father, 

but seeing in him their tyrant, tremble before him. They work day and night, but for 

all this barely have the wherewithal to meet their daily needs, for the reason that they 

must of necessity pay their lord’s taxes. They say: ‘This doesn’t belong to me, but to 

God and the master.’ The Most High blesses their work and rewards them, but UN¬ 

REASON plunders them. Unreasoning one! Can it be that you have forgotten that you 

were created a man? Can it be that you are disdaining yourself in the form of the pea¬ 

sants, your slaves? I suppose you don’t realize that between your slaves and men there 

is a greater likeness than between you and a man? Imagine the condition of your slaves: 

it is hard, even without aggravation; but when you disdain those who, for the satis¬ 

faction of your passions toil almost without respite, do not dare even think they are 

human beings, but regard themselves as condemned for the sins of their fathers, since 

they see other brothers of their enjoying their coveted quiet with landowners who are 

fathers to them, and who do not envy the happiness of anyone on earth because they 

are fortunate in their own calling—consider this, how real human beings must disdain 

you-men who are masters, masters who are fathers of children, and not, like you, 

masters of slaves. They do disdain you as a monster of mankind, one who converts 

a necessary subordination into the intolerable yoke of slavery. But UNREASON is 

always asserting: ‘I’m the master, they’re my slaves, I’m a man, they’re peasants.’ For 
this deadly disease: 

THE PRESCRIPTION 

UNREASON must twice every day inspect the bones of masters and the bones of pea¬ 

sants until such time as he finds a difference between the bones of masters and those of 
peasants. 

This was decidedly not the kind of tone which Catherine had expected 

of Russia’s “Spectators” and “Tatlers,” and All Kinds of Things forthwith 

began to call her unruly “children and grandchildren” back into line. After 

the appearance of the first issue of The Drone, which already gave signs of a 
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greater asperity than she cared for, Catherine’s journal published what pur¬ 

ported to be an answer to a very harsh letter (not published) from a “Mr. 

A.” (Issue 52, May I).1® Mr. A. is ironically advised to hold his letter until 

“a lexicon has been compiled of all human weaknesses and of all the inade¬ 

quacies of the various governments in the world.” “Love of humanity and 

gentleness” are missing from such satire as Mr. A’s, and Catherine points 

out: “It seems to us that his [i.e., Mr. A’s] love for his neighbor aims at 

correction rather than at indulgence and love for humanity; but he who sees 

only vices without having love is incapable of giving admonitions to another.” 

The article ends with the announcement that the editor “does not like melan¬ 

choly letters,” and hence will not print Mr. A’s communication. Shortly 

after this All Kinds of Things published a letter from a certain Athenogenes 

Perochinov (his last name means “Pen-Whittler”), whose sentiments on 

satire’s function as a purveyor of “innocent merriment” and no more are 

obviously those of Catherine herself.11 The author of the letter begins with 

the declaration: “Dear Sir: I am of a very merry disposition and laugh a great 

deal.” He goes on to recount an occasion when “he laughed at a man until 

his sides ached from it.” The person who occasioned this Homeric outburst 

was a young fellow who seemed to find everything wrong with the world. 

“Everywhere he would see crimes, where others, not having such motives 

as his, could see at most weaknesses—and weaknesses are extremely common 

to mankind.” Finally one of the company had enough of this, and silenced 

the critic with this sally: “My dear sir, you have extreme hatred for your 

neighbor. The tyrant Caligula in his madness used to say that he was sorry 

that the whole human race did not have one single head, so that it could be 

cut off at once. Are you not of the same opinion?” “Scribbler” ends his 

epistle with a set of rules which he and the rest of the group agreed upon 

after the new Caligula had departed: “First: never to call weaknesses vices; 

second: to maintain a philanthropic spirit in all cases; third: not to imagine 

that perfect men can ever be found, and therefore: fourth: to beg God to 

give us a spirit of meekness and humility.” Later, after thinking the matter 

over in private, “Scribbler” adds two more rules of his own: “Fifth: that 

henceforth no one should judge someone for something that he does not 

understand; and sixth: that no one should imagine that he alone is able to 
set the whole world right.” 

Reasonable and indeed admirable as these rules might seem on the 

surface, they were obviously designed to prevent the airing of unpalatable 

truths about the relations of landlords and peasants. Novikov was not to be 

satisfied with such inoffensive generalities. Under date of May 9, 1769 (issue 

5) The Drone published a letter purporting to be from one “Pr’avduliubov” 
[“Truth-Lover”] 12: 

Mr. Drone! 

Your second issue was not written in accord with your granny’s (i.e., All Kinds 
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°f Things) [the title of the journal has a feminine surname ending in Russian] rules. I 

myself am of the opinion that human weaknesses are deserving of pity—not, however, 

of praise; and I shall never think that your granny was not at that time distorting her 

thought and spirit in giving it out on her page 140, issue 52, that it is more praise¬ 

worthy to have indulgence for vices than to try to correct them. Many people of weak 

conscience never mention the name of vice without adding love of humanity to it. 

They say that weaknesses are common to men and must be covered by love of humanity. 

Thus they have stitched a cloak for vices out of love for humanity; such peoples’ love 

of humanity might better be called love of vice. In my opinion the man shows more love 

of humanity who tries to correct vices than the man who shows indulgence to them, or 

(to put it in Russian) winks at them; and if they dare to write that a teacher who dofes 

not have love for weaknesses will be unable to correct them, then I can say with the 

best foundation that one who does have love for vices will never correct them. I also did 

not like the afore-mentioned lady’s first rule, to wit, that weaknesses should not by any 

means be called vices-as though Ioann and Ivan were not one and the same. About the 

weakness of the human body we shall not try to judge, for I am not a physician, and 

she is not a midwife; but a weak and supple soul can be bent in any direction. Indeed, 

I do not know what in that lady’s estimation is meant by “weakness.” Nowadays it is 

generally called a “weakness” to whisper love in someone’s ear-that is, the ear of 

someone else’s wife or daughter. From this supposed “weakness” come these results: 

we corrupt the house into which we come, and make husband quarrel with wife and 

father with daughter—and I suppose this isn’t a crime? Whoever judges more strictly 

about this than I, and in accord with the merits of the case, will rightfully call it even 

a breach of the law. Love of money is the same kind of “weakness”; why is it excusable 

for a weak man to take bribes and enrich himself with pilfering? Drunkenness is also a 

weakness, or by now, even a habit; but a drunken man can beat his wife and children 

half to death and come to blows with his own loyal friend. In a word, neither in weak¬ 

ness nor in vice can I see either anything good, or any distinction. Weakness and vice 

are in my opinion all one; and breach of the law is another matter. 

At the end of her issue your granny praises those writers who only try to gratify 

everyone; but you didn’t afford this rule any very large gratification in not denouncing 

crooked bureaucrats and a procurator who exercises his cleverness out of season. I don’t 

mean to urge you on, as the rest are doing, to the continuation of this labor, or to sing 

your praises; the beast is known by its claws. I will only say this, that of your granny’s 

entire brood, you are the first to whom I have written a letter. Maybe the gentlemen 

my critics will say that for me, a drone, it is extremely fitting to have dealings with 

The Drone; but for me it is more reasonable and far more praiseworthy to be a drone, 

doing damage to the foolish labors of others, than such a bee as flits over all places with¬ 

out being able to collect or find anything. I should have liked to send this letter to 

Madam your granny; but she doesn’t like to read melancholy letters, and in this letter, 

I presume, she will find nothing of such a kind that her sides should ache for three 

days with laughing at it. 

Your obedient servant, 

Pravduliubov 

May 9, 1769. 

Catherine’s imperial feathers were ruffled by Mr. Pravduliubov’s im¬ 

pertinent letter, and her reply, written without any of the usual humorous 

pseudonyms, lashes out at “the scoldings printed in The Drone under its 

fifth issue, to which we do not mean to reply, since we annihilate them.” 

The sense of this curious phrase is not altogether clear; perhaps Catherine 
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really did not know Russian well enough, and simply used a very bad choice 

of words, as Novikov maliciously suggested in his answer. She went on to 

suggest that her “melancholy” opponent, Mr. Pravduliubov, might do well 

to take a cure. It might have been expected that Novikov, seeing his adversary 

so patently losing her temper, and realizing as he did without a question, 

her identity, might have taken alarm and withdrawn from the fray. Instead 

he was only emboldened to a new attack, in which he most impudently 

assailed the Empress in some rather sensitive places. Since the title of her 

journal was feminine, and had even labeled itself at the outset as the meta¬ 

phorical “grandmother” of all the other journals, Novikov continued to 

refer to his adversary in the feminine gender, and even, no doubt particularly 

gallingly, as “an elderly lady.” Catherine’s foreign origin, moreover, and her 

incomplete mastery of Russian also receive due attention. In the June 16th 

issue of The Drone appeared the following letter from Mr. Pravduliubov: ^ 

Mr. Editor: 

Madam All Kinds of Things has become indignant with us, and refers to our 

ethical judgments as “scoldings.” But here I see that she is less at fault than I sup¬ 

posed. Her entire fault consists in her not knowing how to express herself in Russian, 

and in her inability entirely to understand writing in Russian; this fault is peculiar to 

many of our writers. 

From the words which she employs in Number 52 a Russian can conclude nothing 

else but that Mr. A. is right and that Madam All Kinds of Things criticized him im¬ 

properly. 

In the fifth issue of The Drone nothing was written, as Madam All Kinds of 

Things imagines, either against mercy or against indulgence; and the public, to which I 

appeal, is able to judge of this. If I wrote that the man who corrects vices is a greater 

lover of humanity than the one who winks at them, do I not know how by such an 

explanation I have been able to move mercy? It is evident that Madam All Kinds of 

Things has been so spoiled by praises that she now considers it a crime if anyone does 
not praise her. 

I don’t know for what reason she designates my letter as “scolding.” Scolding 

is abuse, expressed in low words; but in my previous letter, which so grated on the 

heart of this elderly lady, there is nothing of knouts or gallows, or other expressions 

revolting to the ear, such as are found in her journal. 

Madam All Kinds of Things has written that she is annihilating the fifth issue of 

The Drone. This too is not a Russian expression. To annihilate, i.e., ‘to reduce to 

nothing,’ is a word proper to autocracy; but such trifles as her issues are have no kind 

of authority. Supreme authority annihilates any kind of right belonging to others. But 

with Madam All Kinds of Things it would have been enough to have written that she 

despises, not “annihilates,” my criticism. The majority of these issues is carried around 

from hand to hand, and so it is impossible for her to “annihilate” them all. 

She asserts that I have a bad heart, because, in her belief, I exclude by my judg¬ 

ments both indulgence and mercy. I supposed I had written clearly that human weak¬ 

nesses are deserving of pity, but that they require correction, not connivance; according- 

y, I supposed that this explanation of mine, for anyone who knows the Russian lan¬ 

guage and the truth, could not seem contrary to either justice or mercy. As to her 

advice to me, to take a cure, I don’t know whether it would be more appropriate for 

me or that lady to do so. After saying that she did not mean to reply to the fifth issue 

of The Drone, she did reply to it, with all her heart and mind, and in this letter all her 
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gall was apparent. When she forgets herself, and has such a rheum that she often spits 

where she doesn’t intend, it seems that to purify her thbughts and her interior it would 

not be unprofitable for her to take a cure! 

This lady has designated my intent as stupid, because she did not understand its 

moral principles. To this I reply: my eyes too do not see what does not exist. I am quite 

content that Madam All Kinds of Things has delivered me to the judgment of the public. 

The public will see from our future letters which of us is right. 

Your obedient servant, 

Pravduliubov 
June 6, 1769. 

Perhaps Novikov had some misgivings about possible “annihilation” if his 

adversary should become thoroughly aroused, for he managed to protect 

himself in an audacious and quite ingenious fashion. In the following issue 

of The Drone appeared another “letter to the editor,” from a certain Chis- 

toserdov [ Open-Hearted”] ostensibly complaining of the indecent liber¬ 

ties which the all too tolerant government (i.e., Catherine herself) was per¬ 

mitting the satirists. Referring to the editor of The Drone, Chistoserdov cites 

the feelings of the aggrieved gentry, who say: “This author isn’t sitting in his 

own sleigh. He is beginning to write satires against people of the court, 

eminent noblemen, ladies, well-known judges—everybody. Such boldness is 

nothing else but audacity.... In olden times they would have sent him off to 

labor for the profit of the government, and describe the manners of any 

realm you please among the Russian possessions. But now they have given 

him liberty to write and make fun of eminent people, and they do not punish 

such satires.” Thus, while belaboring Catherine in her masquerade, the sati¬ 

rist succeeded at the same time in complimenting her for her tolerance in 

letting him do so! 

The battle over the proper scope and tone of satire, thus begun by 

the chief contestants, was presently joined by others of All Kinds of Things 

ephemeral progeny. Chulkov in This and That came gallantly (and scarcely 

disinterestedly) to the Empress’s assistance, while the redoubtable Emin in 

The Medley rallied strongly to the defense of the The Drone. In the face of 

the not inconsiderable tempest she had conjured up, the “grandmotherly” 

Catherine thought it politic to retire, and toward the end of 1769 was in¬ 

veighing in a stern and by no means indulgent tone against corrupt judges 

and bribe-taking bureaucrats, urging them to “repent while there is yet 

time,” before an aggrieved government should take steps against them. 

The Drone had apparently won, even to the point of bringing his opponent 

around to the same stern and censorious position as his own. A very con¬ 

crete indication of this can be seen in the comparative figures of printings. 

The first number of All Kinds of Things was printed, rather optimistically, 

in 1500 copies; by the thirteenth number, this had been reduced to 1000, 

and by the end of the year to a mere 500. During the same period The 

Drone, which had begun with 600 copies, rose to 800 with its ninth number, 
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and with its thirteenth, at the end of the year, to 1200. Of course Catherine’s 

livelihood was not dependent on the sales figures, but the trend may have 

caused her some pique. 

The last word, however, still lay with the “supreme authority” which 

Novikov had so adroitly and audaciously challenged. Apparently the censor 

began his interrupted work with the beginning of 1770, for all the rest of 

the journals disappeared, leaving only the “grandmother” herself and The 

Drone. As for the latter, its continued existence had clearly been bought at 

the price of complete capitulation. The editor announced sadly at the begin¬ 

ning of the year: “I beg to inform Mr. Pravduliubov that henceforth I shall 

not print any more such letters as his.” With the usual journalistic ventrilo¬ 

quism, Novikov under mask of one of his readers, expostulates against the 

innocuous nature of the new Drone15: “Mr. Drone! What the devil! What has 

happened to you? You have become entirely different, as though you had 

grown tired of having us all praise you, and had taken a notion to hear how 

we would all begin to find fault with you.... Please tell me for what reason 

you have altered last year’s plan, of publishing satirical articles.” The 

“reader” concludes his attack with the ominous observation that his book¬ 

seller has informed him that the new year’s issues are not selling half as well 

as those of the previous year, and admonishes the editor: “Please listen to me, 

and to many others with me. If you don’t, then good-bye Drone.” Good-bye 

it was, for even with the emasculated journal of 1770 the censor’s office 

had its way, and on April 27 the editor sadly informed his readers of The 

Drone’s demise. Catherine herself had suspended publication of All Kinds of 

Things at about the same date. 

Despite this sharp set-back, Novikov started another journal in the 

same year, 1770. The new venture was a monthly called The Twaddler 

[Pustomelia], under the nominal editorship of a broker named Foka, since 

Catherine’s closure of The Drone made it impossible for Novikov himself to 

reappear at once in the lime-light. The Twaddler, however, lasted for only 

two months, its end being hastened by a combination of circumstances. 

Novikov’s hand in it was probably soon recognized; and an article in the 

second number, entitled “Testament of the Chinese Khan Yundzhin to His 

Son,” the substance of which consisted of fatherly advice from the dying 

Khan to his heir apparent, touched closely enough on the Russian situation, 

as Pavel Petrovich was approaching his sixteenth birthday, to alarm Catherine. 

The Twaddler had no third issue. ^ 

Even with this Novikov did not give up. His third venture The Portrait- 

Painter fZhivopisets] began in April 1772 and lasted until June, 1773. Again 

Novikov s interest in the periodical (a weekly) was concealed by a “front 

man” as editor. The new journal had a curious beginning. In 1772 Catherine’s 

literary ambitions found a new outlet, and a prose comedy entitled O vremia 

(Cicero s O the Times!”) was printed and presented on the stage. The piece 

was produced anonymously, but was actually written by the imperial au- 
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thoress herself. It was, to be sure, freely “adapted” from a German original of 

Christian Furchtegott Gellert called The Devout Lady (Die Bstschwester\ 

and its relevance to Russian life was not entirely obvious. It depicted the 

usual comic situation of young love thwarted but eventually triumphant. 

The heroine’s grandmother is in this case the obstacle in the path, and the 

principal character of the play; her name, Khanzhakina (“Mrs. Hypocrite”) 

suffices to characterize her, and she is abetted by two elderly cronies, Viest- 

nikova (“Mrs. Gossip”) and Chudikina (“Mrs. Miracle”). The satire is directed 

against the endless devotions of Khanzhakina, which she utilizes so effectively 

as an excuse for evading unwanted callers, particularly creditors. Although 

amusing in a mild way, it can scarcely be said to contribute a great deal to 

either Russian literature or Catherine’s reputation. 

Novikov, silent since the end of The Drone , seized the opportunity 

afforded by the appearance of O Vremia to begin publication of a new 

journal. Knowing perfectly well who was the author of the new comedy, 

the satirist disingenuously dedicated his weekly “To the unknown gentle¬ 

man who is the author of the comedy ‘O the Times!’ ,” and whose pen, 

he proclaimed, was “worthy of rivalry with that of Moliere.” In his intro¬ 

ductory article Novikov,^ without of course revealing himself as in any 

way connected with the defunct Drone, states that hitherto he has been too 

shy to bring any of his own satirical views before the public, but that now, 

emboldened by the heroic example of “the unknown gentleman,” he has 

determined to do so. It is really, of course, perfectly safe, for “such noble 

daring [as that of the unknown gentleman] has no reason to fear any perse¬ 

cution at the time when the wise Catherine rules over us, to the benefaction 

of the whole human race.” In a final bit of audacity, the editor of The 

Portrait-Painter implored “the unknown gentleman” to deign to be a contri¬ 

butor to his journal! Catherine, always susceptible to flattery, even as gross 

as this, was entirely taken in, and wrote a gracious letter to the editor of 

The Portrait-Painter, whom of course she did not suspect of being the same 

as her former rival of The Drone, that she would be delighted to contribute 

to subsequent issues. Thus began Novikov’s third journalistic venture, which 

was terminated in the middle of July, 1773, during the general repression 

which was Catherine’s answer to the Pugachev uprising. 

During the period of somewhat over a year of its existence, The Por¬ 

trait -Painter printed some noteworthy satirical articles. The tone was at 

first very mild and conciliatory, but as early as the fifth number (May 10, 

1772) appeared an anonymous contribution headed “Fragment from a 

Journey to—by I.... T....”*® It has been very plausibly conjectured that the 

author of this piece is no other than Alexander Radishchev; the similarities 

with Radishchev’s later famous Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow are 

obvious. A few extracts will show the vigor of the piece; the “Fragment,” 

which a note at the end of the first installment identifies as submitted by 

“Mr. I.T.,” purports to be “Chapter XIV” of what must be supposed to be a 
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fairly lengthy novelistic piece along the lines of Laurence Sterne’s Sentimen¬ 

tal Journey Through France and Italy (1768). The first installment (May 10, 

issue 5) was followed by the second and final one in issue 14 (July 12, 

1772). The author is apparently visiting various sections of Russia and noting 

the conditions of the peasantry. In the course of his journey he encounters 

“Ruination Village” (“Razorennaia derevnia”): 

Ruination Village” is situated in the lowest and swampiest region. About twenty 

households, crowded one beside another, are fenced with dried wattle and covered 

from one end to the other with nothing but straw. What a hapless sacrifice, dedicated 

by their masters’ carelessness, to the cruelty of the flame! The cottages, or better, the 

poor, tumble-down huts, present the appearance to the eye of a settlement abandoned 

by men. The street is covered with mud, slime, and filth of every sort, which dries up 

only in the winter season. Upon my entrance into this abode of lamentation, I saw not 

a single human being. The day was hot; I was traveling in an open calash; the dust and 

heat so incommoded me on the road that I hastened to one of these tumble-down 

huts to rest a little. My driver stopped at the gate of one poor little building, saying 

that this was the best in the whole hamlet and that its owner was better off than all 

the rest, because he owned a cow. We knocked a long time at the gate, but it was not 

opened to us. A dog, chained in the yard, seemed by his subdued and husky barking 

to be letting us know that he had nothing to guard. The driver got out in impatience, 

climbed over the gate and opened it. My calash was driven into a muddy courtyard, 

floored with straw (if it is possible to floor a muddy, marshy place), and I entered 

the cottage by the half-opened door. A miasmic breath of every kind of filth, and 

extraordinary heat, and the buzzing of a countless multitude of flies drove me away, 

but the wailing of three abandoned babies kept me there. I hurried to give assistance 

to these hapless creatures. I approached the baskets, attached with cords to poles, in 

which the abandoned infants lay without any supervision, and saw that one had let fall 

his bottle with milk; I set it right, and he became quiet. The second I found turned 

over with his face to a pillow of the coarsest canvas, stuffed with straw. I immediately 

turned him over and saw that without this timely aid he would certainly have died 

for he was not merely blue in the face, but had turned quite black and was in the very 

hands of death. Soon he too became quiet. Approaching the third, I saw that he had 

become unswaddled, a multitude of flies was covering his face and body, and merci¬ 

lessly tormenting the baby. The straw on which he was lying also pricked him and he 

was putting up a piercing scream. I gave my service to this one too, chased away the 

flies swaddled him with another-dirty, but at least dry-diaper, which was hanging 

in the cottage, straightened out the straw, which he in his tossing around had stirred 

up wit is feet; he too became silent. Looking on these infants, and considering the 

poverty of these peoples’ existence, I exclaimed: “O hard-hearted tyrant, who takes 

rom the peasants their daily bread and their last repose! Behold, what do these in¬ 

ants require! One is bound hand and foot; will he make complaint of this? No he 

oo s quietly at his own chains. What does he require? The only absolute necessity is 

nou rishment. Another puts up a wail only that he should not be deprived of his life 

The third was waihng to humanity not to torment him. Scream, poor creatures,” said 

^ shedding tears, Make your complaints! Enjoy this last satisfaction in babyhood- 

n you are men, you will be deprived of even this consolation. O sun, who illumi- 

nest this hamlet with the rays of thine abundance, look down on these unfortunates'” 

The extract continues with the discovery of one peasant lad, hidden in the 

village, who reports that the rest of the inhabitants have fled on seeing the 
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author’s calash approaching, in the belief that it must be “their squire,” 

whom they all fear as a heartless tyrant. Finally a few children are lured to 

come near the calash, but retreat screaming when they see the author’s red 

caftan: “Yes! What were we afraid of... you’ve deceived us... This squire 

has on a red caftan... It must be our squire... He’ll whip us.” At this the 

visitor bursts out: “Behold the fruits of cruelty and terror, O you evil-hearted 

and cruel masters! You have come to such a degree of wretchedness that men 

of your own kind fear you as they would wild beasts!” The children are 

presently pacified with the present of a penny apiece and some small pastries. 

The second installment begins with an ironical description of the 

coming of evening, which “summons all from labor to rest. Meanwhile the 

wealthy favorites of Plutus, having spent their whole day in gaiety and 

banquetting, were preparing themselves for new diversions.” The various 

ignoble categories of townspeople are passed in review: “the wicked judge 

and worthless shyster,” “jealous husbands and lovers,” “aged coquettes,” 

etc. “Gamblers were gathering for their all-night vigil over the card tables 

and there, losing honor, conscience and love for their neighbor, were pre¬ 

paring to cheat and ruin rich simpletons with all manner of inadmissible 

means. Other gamblers were carrying in their pockets the labors and sweat 

of their peasants for a whole year, and making ready to stake these on a 

card.” “And the peasants, my hosts, were returning from the fields in dust 

and sweat, exhausted and happy that for the caprice of one man they had 

all done a great deal of work during the past day.” In the ensuing conversa¬ 

tion with these peasants, the author learns that although the next day is 

Sunday, they will not be able to rest, for then is the only opportunity they 

have of getting in their own grain—all the rest of the week they must harvest 

the fields of their master. The “Journey,” according to the final paragraph, 

is to be resumed the next day with a visit to “Fortunate” village. If such a 

chapter was ever written, The Portrait-Painter did not publish it. 

There are a number of points in “Mr. I.T.’s Journey to—” that should 

be noted. One, of course, is the merciless realism of the piece—a feature 

most uncommon in eighteenth century writing, which usually occupies an 

exalted realm far above such ugly realities as mud, stench, flies, and screaming 

babies. The second is the symbolic use to which the author puts these unfor¬ 

tunate babies. It is, perhaps, hardly to be expected of even the prolific 

Russian peasant that one hut will hold three infants; but these three, in their 

various unhappy predicaments, are utilized as symbols for the plight of the 

peasant class in general: the one is unable to get the food he needs for exist¬ 

ence; the second, bound hand and foot, is unable without help even to 

save his life; (in this regard, it should be said in explanation that these babies, 

according to a custom that was universal throughout Europe at the time, 

are “swaddled,” that is, wrapped like cocoons in yards of cloth that im¬ 

mobilize both arms and legs; it was not until the publication of Rousseau’s 

influential didactic novel Emile (1762) that this barbaric custom began to be 
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given up. Russian peasants, however, were not readers of Jean-Jacques!). The 

third child is not in danger of death from starvation or imprisonment, but 

finds his life a torment from the flies and straw. And of course, as the author 

exclaims in his pathetic apostrophe to the three, they may even protest 

against the horrible conditions of their existence only while they are infants— 

as grown men even protest is a comfort denied them. 

Whether or not the “Fragment” is actually the work of Radishchev 

(and certainty on this matter is unlikely ever to be reached), there is no doubt 

that the author is a writer of very great power and ability, and it is a great 

pity that the “Fragment” has to remain that. The piece is not merely a most 

effective bit of satirical propaganda; it is also a monument of Russian nar¬ 

rative prose. 

A second and even bolder blast against serfdom followed hard on the 

heels of the second installment of the “Fragment.” In number 15 (July 19, 
1772) of The Portrait-Painter appeared the following-*^. 

Mr. Portrait-Painter! 

Please find room in your pages for the following letter, if possible; its content, 

it seems, deserves that you fulfil the request of 

Your Obedient Servant, 

p*** R*** 

The initials P*** R*** are usuaiiy interpreted as standing for the words 

Pisatel Russkii i.e., Russian Writer.” Who this “Russian writer” may have 

been remains as mysterious as the identity of the author I.T. of the Frag¬ 

ment.” Novikov himself may have composed the four letters which were 

published in issues 15, 23 and 24 of The Portrait-Painter; but there is also a 

possibility that these may have been the work of the dramatist Denis Fon- 

vizin, who is known to have been a collaborator of Novikov. Certainly there 

is a striking similarity between the unlovely “gentlemen’s nest” depicted in 

the Letters to Falalei” and the Prostakov household which is the setting of 

Fonvizin’s famous comedy The Minor (NedorosT). 

The first letter which P*** R*** submits to the editor of The Portrait- 

Painter, purports to be “From a Provincial Gentleman to His Son.” The 

son s name is Falalei, and he appears to be a minor member of the St. Peters¬ 

burg bureaucracy. His father, Trifon Pankratievich, writes him an admoni¬ 

tory letter the chief point of which is to get the young man to chuck the 

service and come home to an idle life in the country. In the course of the 

letter the write naively reveals a great deal about his narrow and amoral out¬ 

look on life. In connection with a wonder-working icon which Falalei’s 

grandfather had bought for considerable farm produce from an extortionate 

priest, Trifon writes: “Don’t hold this against the deceased, my light! He 

never used to give anything that was his for nothing; your grandfather’s sins, 

my light, cost him pretty dear. If he, the deceased, had had less truck with 

the priests there would have been more left for us.” There follow some 
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grumblings about the newly instituted government monopoly on distilled 

spirits, and then remarks about the “freedom of the gentry” originally pro¬ 

claimed by Peter III ten years before. “Whatever you say, the lives of us 

gentlemen at the present time are pretty hard. They say the gentry have been 

given freedom; the devil take it (forgive me, Lord!), what kind of freedom? 

They’ve given us freedom, but one can’t do anything the way he wants to— 

you can’t even take land away from your neighbor!” Things were better in 

the old days, when all you had to do was keep on the right side of the local 

judge, and you could do whatever you pleased. If you wanted to be released 

from compulsory state service, “even if one weren’t free to leave it then, 

there were always the doctors. You’d take him a lamb wrapped in paper, 

and the judge another, and they’d retire you for disability. And it used to 

be, as soon as you got back to your country place, you’d make up for what 

you’d lost—provided you had your wits about you, knew the ways of the 

law, and didn’t make a peep against the neighbors. That was life! You don’t 

remember this, Falaleiushka.” 

Presently comes mention , of Falalei’s sister Varya, who is having to 

“learn grammar” with the local priest, because otherwise she won’t be per¬ 

mitted to marry (a law of Peter the Great made it obligatory for members of 

the gentry class to be able to read and write before they could marry; it is 

this burdensome law that keeps Fonvizin’s great booby Mitrofan still a 

“minor”!). Trifon, it seems, has heard terrible rumors about things in St. 

Petersburg—they’re even thinking of building a bell-tower higher than Ivan 

the Great! “It’s all the doings of those damned heathens! There’s no living 

with the Germans! If we keep on associating with them the way we’re 

doing, then we’ll end up in hell with them.” “Nowadays it isn’t even forbid¬ 

den to go overseas—but in the Book of Canon Law [Kormchaia Knigai 

there is laid down an anathema for this... Only you mustn’t take bribes, or 

charge interest above a stated amount... And yet there isn’t a thing written 

about this in the Canon Law Book.” Mention of money leads the writer on 

to the landowner’s usual means of enrichment: “You can skin the hide off 

your peasants, and you won’t be much the gainer.... Five days a week they 

work for you—and how much can they get done in five days? I flog them 

unmercifully, but still there’s no profit in it. Every year the peasants get 

poorer and poorer; the Lord must be angry with us.” Then the subject 

changes, and Trifon mentions that an apparently literate neighbor reports 

about some “Portrait-Painter” who has been publishing dreadful things 

in the capital: “What sort of ‘Portrait-Painter’ is this who has appeared among 

you? Some kind of German—no Orthodox Christian would ever have written 

so. He says the landowners torture the peasants, and he calls them tyrants! 

Doesn’t the damned fool know that ‘tyrants’ lived in olden times and tor¬ 

tured the saints?.... Certainly our muzhiks aren’t saints, so how can we be 

‘tyrants’?” “They work for us, and we flog them if they get lazy—and so 

we’re even. What are they peasants for? It’s a peasant’s business to work 
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without a let-up.” 

In what is apparently an attempt to conciliate Catherine in spite of 

his frank exposure of the conditions in rural Russia, the unknown author 

then has Trifon contrast the shockingly lax treatment of his peasants by 

Grigory Orlov, one of Catherine’s lovers, with the way they should be 

treated: “Do you know how much apiece he gets from them? [i.e., in quit- 

rent] . It’s a shame to say it-a ruble and a half a soul.... And how rich his 

muzhiks are! They live as they please, without a care, richer than the said 

nobleman.... If that village were mine, I’d get thirty rubles apiece from 

them; and I wouldn’t let them go freely out into the world.” Then comes 

some more sighing over the “good old days”: “Yes, sir! Our old great barons 

have died out! Those were real men; they used to flay the hide not only off 

their own, but off other people’s peasants. They used to live and be kings; 

they got along like cheese in butter. Whether a thing belonged to the Tsar, 

or the gentry, or the merchants-it was all theirs. They grabbed things from 

everyone but God, and they came close to taking from Him too.” The letter 

ends with the plea to Falalei to retire from the service and come home; 

his favorite hunting-dog Naletka is still around, although she nearly got 

bitten by a mad dog. “Your [mother] Sidorovna almost took the hide off 

everyone; she’s a card! That’s what I love about her-when she makes up 

her mind to do a flogging, she finishes the job!” 

Issue number 2320 of The Portrait-Painter contained a short letter 

from Falalei,” explaining that he was at first angry at seeing his father’s 

letter aired in public, but then, enraged by the threats contained in the old 

man s second letter, he had decided to give the editor the whole corre¬ 

spondence. This consists of a second letter from Trifon Pankratievich, Fala- 

lei’s father; one from his mother Akulina Sidorovna, and one from his uncle 
Ermolai Terentievich. 

The father s letter begins with denunciations for publishing his previous 

letter, and making him a laughing stock to his neighbors. “I wrote to you 

damn you, in admonition, and you give this letter to be printed! You’ve 

destroyed my life, you Satan! I could go out of my min'd!” Falalei is re¬ 

minded that his father is still legally authorized to administer corporal punish¬ 

ment, and even more: “I have a right over even your life, which you’ve evi- 

ently forgotten. I think I’ve told you many times that if a father or mother 

beat their son even to death, for this only ecclesiastical penance is laid 

down Lent isn’t far away, you know, and it wouldn’t be hard for me to 

do a bit of fasting.” After this warning, Trifon relents-“at your mother’s 

request—but if it hadn’t been for her, I’d have given you something to re¬ 

member me by. I wouldn’t have listened even to her, if it weren’t that she is 

sick unto death.” Then follows a renewed plea to retire from the service and 

return home-there’s always the possibility, that, with a war on (the Turkish 

war, presumably) the young man may be sent off with the army-“one has 

a hand shot off, another his legs, another his head; is it so pleasant for fathers 
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to look on their sons mutilated?” And if Falalei does come home, his father 

has provided a bride for him: “The girl isn’t poor, she knows how to read 

and write, and more than that, she’s a good manager.... I almost forgot to tell 

you that your affianced bride is the niece of our governor. Now this, you 

know, is no joke, my dear: all our disputes will be judged in our favor, and 

you and I will cut away those neighbors’ lands right up to their very thresh- 

ing floors! That s what I call pleasant! They won’t have enough left to let 

their hens run loose in.” Uncle Ermolai agrees that Falalei should leave the 

service: He and I have talked it over a good deal, sitting under that favorite oak 

of yours, where you used to entertain yourself when you were a youngster. 

You used to hang the dogs from the branches when they were bad at chasing 

hares, and flog the huntsmen when their dogs ran ahead of yours. What a card 

you were when you were a lad! It used to be, when you took to flog people, 

there would go up such a screaming and cracking as it might have been the 

torture room in the Police Court; we used to burst our bellies laughing!” 

The last paragraph of Trifon’s letter returns to his wife’s mortal illness; this, 

it appears, has been occasioned by over-exertion. Sidorovna had flogged some 

peasants so enthusiastically because of an accident that had through their 

fault happened to Falalei’s favorite hunting-dog Naletka, that she caught a 

fever. The old man seems quite distressed at losing his wife: “It’s sickening, 

Falaleiushka, to part with a wife; I had already got used to her. Thirty years 

we lived together.... She had a good many beatings from me.... Even if she 

and I did use to fight, nevertheless we lived together; and now, really, I’m 
sorry to lose her.” 

The mother s letter to her darling boy begins with alarmed concern over 

what may happen to Falaleiushka if he persists in irritating his father: “If 

you, my poor dear, should fall into his hands, you know he would trounce 

you beyond God’s mercy. Certain it is, Falaleiushka, he has (Lord pardon 

me!) the devil’s own temper.” She counsels a little diplomacy: “Write a 

little soothingly to him, even a little lie—that’s no such terrible sin, you won’t 

be deceiving someone else s father, only your own; and all sons are not sin¬ 

less-how can they help lying to their fathers?” Rather pathetically the old 

woman pleads with her boy to come home while she is still alive; she is send¬ 

ing him a hundred rubles which she has salted away without her husband’s 

knowledge, and with which she urges him to “have a good time-there will 

come a time when even joy will not be to your mind.” The dying woman 

ends her letter with: “Farewell, my darling, farewell, my light. I, your 

mother, Akulina Sidorovna, send you my blessing, and my humblest greet- 

ings, my light. Farewell, my darling, do not forget me.” 

The third of the packet of letters is from Falalei’s uncle Ermolai Terent¬ 

ievich, and is largely taken up with a rather heartless description of poor 

Akulina Sidorovna’s final moments and death. She has, it seems, bequeathed 

her icons to her son and Ermolai, who is presumably her brother: “She 

blessed you in your absence with your Angel and the Mother of God of 
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Farsul, and me with the Mother of God of the Burning Bush. Well, friend 

nephew, your mother didn’t become any more generous even in the presence 

of death! She left for the remembrance of her soul [i.e., for saying masses] 

such an icon as you wouldn’t get a ruble and a half for.... And that ‘Burning 

Bush’ certainly doesn’t do any burning—the setting is all tarnished, God be 

with her!” Then, after a description of the last rites, the abrupt announce¬ 

ment: “Well, Falaleiushka, you know your mother has passed on; you’ve 

seen the last of her. I just received word of this. Your father, they say, is 

bawling like a cow. That’s the way it always is with us: whatever cow dies, 

is always the one that was good at milking. When Sidorovna was alive, your 

father used to beat her like a sow; now she’s dead, he’s crying as though over 

his favorite horse.” Then, like all the other letters, the uncle’s ends with a 

fervent plea to Falalei to leave St. Petersburg and come home, where he can 

certainly get a lucrative job in some local administrative office, and feather, 

his nest in short order. To make this prospect more alluring, Ermolai cites 

the example of a neighbor: “Avdul Eremeevich, our friend, although he 

didn’t live for a very long time in charge of the monastery peasants [i.e., in a 

position in the Economic Administration, in charge of secularized monastery 

estates] , has already married off all his daughters. As a dowry with one, I 

hear, he gave a clean ten thousand, and a village worth some five thousand. 

And he hasn’t completely ruined himself, God be with him—he still has 

plenty left. And if they hadn’t replaced him, he would have feathered his 

nest in plenty in the matter of the present recruitment [A peasant family 

that could afford to do so would of course try to buy an exemption for 

a son threatened with conscription] . You may be sure that their prayers 

reached God, those that got the job at that time! Their’s was not a life, but 

a carnival!” It all depends, as Uncle Ermolai finally points out, on being able 

to keep “the ends in water”—a familiar expression equivalent to “covering 

one’s tracks.” Evidently there is no harm in this, for-“sin and misfortune 

who can avoid?” 

Less literary in tone than the “Fragment of a Journey,” the “Letters to 

Falalei” are most effective satire. Their effectiveness is very largely due to 

two devices: the earthy, colloquial language, full of proverbial sayings, oaths, 

endearments and the like, which has all the flavor of real speech; and the 

artless naivety of the correspondents, who indict themselves by their own 

words of callous cruelty, dishonesty, superstition, bigotry, and all the rest. 

At the same time one can hardly read Akulina Sidorovna’s epistle without 

some feeling of compassion for the doting mother, however unpleasant her 

character may have been. And this perhaps almost unintentional glimpse of 

another side to her character is the mark of a great dramatist; Akulina is 

not one-dimensional: a monster of cruelty to her peasants, she loves her son 

unselfishly, if foolishly, and would be willing, as she says, to sacrifice her 

life for him. This picture is so akin to that of Prostakova, in The Minor, that 
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if Fonvizin is not the author of “Letters to Falalei,” he most surely must 

have patterned the characterization of his tyrant-mother after the “portrait” 

painted ten years earlier by The Portrait-Painter . 

After The Portrait-Painter Nikolai Novikov tried one more periodical, 

The Purse (Koshelek), which ran from July 8 to September 2, 1774. When 

this too was closed, the satirist became discouraged and turned to other 

avenues for bettering ailing society. He was converted to Free Masonry in 

1774, and thenceforth for several years edited various Masonic periodicals: 

Morning Light, Sept. 1777-April 1779; Moscow Monthly, 1781; Evening 

Light, 1782; and The Laborer at Rest, 1784-85. In these journals he assidu¬ 

ously followed the Masonic principles for “philanthropy” (love of human¬ 

kind). The highest duty of man is to attain individual goodness, and to help 

other men to do the same; direct combat of inhuman abuses such as serfdom 

is a mistake; improvement will come gradually, when enough human beings 

have earnestly set themselves to programs of self-perfection. 

Novikov carried on his labors with the Masonic periodicals and with 

his enormous and highly influential publishing venture, by which he sought 

to place “enlightenment” within the reach of any literate Russian, without 

molestation from the government, until 1789. The outbreak of the French 

Revolution, and especially the news of the execution of Louis XVI and Marie 

Antoinette, frightened Catherine II into a frenzy of repression. Novikov 

was arrested, tried for sedition, and incarcerated in the Petropavlovsk Fortress 

in 1792; Radishchev had already (1790) been sentenced to ten years of Si¬ 

berian exile. At his accession one of Emperor Paul’s first acts was to release 

Novikov; the story is that Paul begged the venerable man with tears to forgive 

his mother’s cruel act. Novikov retired to his estates, where he lived on until 

1818, a broken and decrepit man. 

The whole episode of the journalistic clash between Catherine and 

Nikolai Novikov affords a perfect example of the contradictions inherent 

in the activity of “the northern Semiramis.” Brought up in the tradition of 

rationalism, and basking in the adulation of her philosopher friends, one 

part of her nature urged her to bring “enlightenment” into the medieval 

darkness of Russia. But another, and as it proved, much stronger part of her 

nature loved autocratic power for its own sake, was intolerant of all opposi¬ 

tion, and drove her into an arbitrariness entirely at variance with the en¬ 

lightened liberalism which she enjoyed displaying to her foreign admirers. 

Thus we see her espousing a mild program for improving the lot of the serfs 

in her “Instruction” for the Legislative Commission, and then letting her 

conservative advisers cut this out of the version published at home. Thus also 

we see her writing flippantly to Voltaire that the Russian peasants are so well 

off that they can have chicken to eat every Sunday, but that “latterly they 

have preferred turkey to chicken,” and at almost the same time savagely 
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repressing the massive peasant revolt of Emelian Pugachev. Catherine’s liberal¬ 

ism was entirely verbal, and any attempt to lead her words in the direction 

of action disturbed and enraged her. So it was with the satirical journalism 

which she had imprudently called into being in 1769: to her it was a game, 

a mere ornamental concomitant of the enlightened despotism on the western 

model which she envisaged for Russia. She smiled benevolently on it as long 

as it remained a game; but when people like Emin and Novikov threatened 

to take it seriously, the spell was broken, and the traditional Russian deter¬ 

rents to “dangerous thinking”—censorship, relegation, and outright banish¬ 

ment-resumed once more their never long suspended operation. 

D . Fedor Emin, Journalist and Novelist 

The designation of Catherine’s reign as “the Golden Age of the Aristo¬ 

cracy” is no less apt for the literary than for the social and political aspects 

of the period. The great literary figures of the age—Novikov, Kheraskov, 

Kniazhnin, Fonvizin, Derzhavin et al.—are noblemen, and their favored 

literary genres-tragedy, satire, the philosophical novel, the ode, etc.-are 

those which reflected most clearly the gentry ideals of life and conduct. 

Classicism, as a period style, bears the mark of upper class ideology, with its 

emphasis on restraint, the rule of reason over the emotions, the unques¬ 

tioned acceptance of hierarchic distinctions in art as in social life, the trans¬ 

cendence of civic duty, and the rest. But even in “the age of classicism” all 

was not classical. The Russian “middle class” in the eighteenth century 

was small numerically and politically powerless; it was poorly educated, but 

literate, and it had its own literary tastes, which were not those of its social 

betters. It is probably not surprising that these tastes were largely manifested 

in two types of writing which had least of all felt the impact of classicism- 

the comedy and the novel. The comedy was, to be sure, one of the accepted 

classical genres, but even in western Europe it had, by the middle of the 

century, taken a turn that went counter to the theories of the great legisla¬ 

tors, such as Boileau and La Harpe, and brought it much closer to the reali¬ 

ties of everyday life. The novel, unlike the comedy, had never, strictly speak¬ 

ing, been subject to classical regulation. In antiquity it had been so far be¬ 

neath the attention of critics that it lacked even a name, and this lofty con¬ 

tempt was carried over into the neo-classicism of the eighteenth century. 

Certain forms of the novel gained acceptance-the pastoral version, which had 

been cultivated in the Renaissance; the pseudo-historical and didactic variety, 

of which the most prestigious example was Fe'nelon’s Telemaque; and the 

philosophical novel, exemplified in the eighteenth century chiefly by Vol¬ 

taire’s Candide, Zadig, Micromegas, etc. A new-comer from Spain, the 

picaresca, obtained grudging acceptance in France and England (Lesage’s 

Gil Bias, Fielding’s Joseph Andrews, etc.). Finally, in 1741, Richardson’s 
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great novel Pamela broke ground for an entirely new development in the 

novel, which may perhaps best be called the “psychological.” Shortly after, in 

1761, Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Heloise brought the new trend into the very 

citadel of classicism, France, and marked the triumphant advance of “senti¬ 

mentalism. Both Pamela and La Nouvelle Heloise were “epistolary novels”: 

the heroes’ and heroines’ feelings, even the most intimate, could be plausibly 

confided to personal letters without the intervention of an “omniscient 
author.” 

In Russia remnants of another novelistic tradition survived into the 

eighteenth century-one which had mostly died out in the west. This was the 

adventure story, of ultimate Byzantine and Oriental origin, such as had 

flourished in the late seventeenth century-Eruslan Lazarevich, Peter of the 

Golden Keys, etc. This “escape literature” had generally circulated in manu¬ 

script copies, and among the lower classes with less sophisticated literary 

tastes. Its appeal was primarily that of plot, of a lively and ever-moving 

series of adventures, no matter how far-fetched and implausible. It is not 

surprising that the first examples of the popular novel in the eighteenth 

century in Russia owe a great deal to this artless story-telling of past 

generations. 

The first popular novels in eighteenth century Russia are the work of 

a most curious figure, Fedor Alexandrovich Emin.^l The origins, even the 

birth date, of Emin are wholly mysterious. He appeared in 1758 before 

the Russian minister to the Court of St. James in London and requested to be 

baptized into the Orthodox Church; in this Prince A.M. Golitsyn was happy 

to oblige him. According to the account which Emin gave at this time, he 

was bom in Turkey of Orthodox parents, but was himself a Mohammedan 

(he gave his name as Mehmet Emin). He was given a Russian passport in 1761 

and arrived in St. Petersburg, where he shortly obtained a post as translator 

in the Foreign Office. In the passport his birth date is given as 1735. Subse¬ 

quently he disseminated at least three other versions of his background, all 

of them highly romantic in color. It is now thought probable that he was 

born in the Ukraine. He knew a number of foreign languages, but the extra¬ 

ordinary speed with which he acquired a fluency in Russian-he began pub¬ 

lishing Russian novels in 1763, two years after his arrival in a country which 

purportedly he had never seen!-make it likely that he had known the lan¬ 

guage before 1761. He had certainly done a good deal of travel in Europe and 

was familiar with some modem literary trends, particularly in France and 

England. 

Emin in 1763 poured from the presses three original novels—The Vine¬ 

yard of Love, or the Invincible Constancy of Lamber and Arisena; Inconstant 

Fortune, or the Voyage of Miramond; The Adventures of Themistocles;—and 

a translation from the Italian of a popular romance, Unfortunate Floridor. 

In 1764 appeared: Constancy Rewarded, or the Adventures of Lizark and 
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Sarmanda; The Sad Love of the Marquis of Toledo, Translated from the 

Spanish; and Moral Fables. In 1766 Emin published his four-volume novel 

The Letters of Ernest and Doravra. His later works, while ostensibly histories, 

are no less fictional than his novels: Polish History, from the French of 

Salignac (1766) and A Russian History of the Lives of All the Ancient Mo- 

narchs from the very Beginning of Russia (1768-69). In 1769, during the 

journalistic flurry inaugurated by Catherine’s All Kinds of Things, Emin 

ran single-handed two journals, The Medley, a weekly, and the monthly 

Hell’s Post. His swan song was a religious tract, Path to Salvation, published 

in the year of his death, 1770. 

It goes without saying that such a prodigious literary feat as this repre¬ 

sents could have been accomplished, even by a person of Emin’s energy and 

restlessness, only by dint of shameless borrowing. His “histories” are particu¬ 

larly glaring examples of this: he makes no use of such sober—and difficult- 

predecessors as Tatishchev, who was most painstaking in the matter of 

sources, but pilfered, without acknowledgement, worthless French compila¬ 

tions. Not content with this, he even invented non-existent “Annalistic 

Chronicles,” cited imaginary authors, misread the old Russian word for 

“friend” into a proper name, confused the Volga Bulgars with their kinsmen 

on the Danube, etc. etc. The “Russian History” is a perfectly worthless tissue 

of fables. 

His original novels, with one exception, are not much better. All the 

cliches of Byzantine romance are employed ad nauseam—shipwreck, abduc¬ 

tion by pirates, separations of lovers, recognitions, temptations by enter¬ 

prising seductors, and triumphant maintenance of chastity in spite of over¬ 

whelming odds, etc. etc. Heroes and heroines race wildly across the map of 

Europe, and the author takes the occasion wherever possible to deliver lec¬ 

tures on the geography and political conditions of European states unfamiliar 

to Russians. Characters often voice their transports of joy or sorrow in rhetor¬ 

ical set speeches, and there is a rudimentary effort to depict the psychology 

of love, a malady to which all the novel’s cast is subject. Structurally a simi¬ 

larity may be noted with The Tale of the Russian Cavalier Alexander; as in 

that novel the hero’s story is intertwined with that of his friend Vladimir, 

so here Miramond’s idealized adventures contrast with the more realistic 

ones of his friend Feridat. 

The Adventures of Themistocles is an evident attempt to capitalize on 

the fame of Fenelon’s great didactic and political novel. The Athenian states¬ 

man and his son Neocles, after the father’s banishment, undergo experiences 

vaguely laid in Asia, where the historical Themistocles did in fact become a 

pensioner of the King of Persia. The novel consists of continual conversation 

between father and son, with verbose lectures on social and political matters. 

Here one may find Emin’s most famous utterance, evidently directed toward 

a solid segment of his audience: “The merchant class is the soul of the state 

and it is very necessary to preserve this so that the body may not sicken.” 
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While in theory advocating an aristocratic government, he is contemptuous of 

the Russian landed gentry; in one of his journalistic pieces he writes: “Who 

is more useful to society, a simple townsman who has about 200 people 

working for him, who receive money for this and therewith take care of their 

needs—or His Excellency Sir Arrogance [“Nadmen”], all of whose merits 

consist in his having in his lifetime shot six wild ducks and coursed 120 

hares?”zz One may wonder, incidentally, if both parts of this picture are not 

taken from English rather than Russian life. 

Emin’s masterpiece, if such a word is applicable to any of his works, is 

The Letters of Ernest and Doravra. Here the model is obviously Rousseau’s 

LaNouvelle Heloise, published only five years before and not translated into 

Russian until 1769. The Letters is Russia’s first epistolary novel, and it is also 

the first appearance of the sentimental trend, usually associated with Karam¬ 

zin’s “Poor Liza,” almost a generation later. Ernest is a poor young man of 

noble birth who falls madly in love with Doravra, a wealthy young woman of 

the same class. The barrier to happiness for this pair thus is not, as with 

St. Preux and Julie, a difference of social standing, but an entirely external 

circumstance. Ernest obtains a diplomatic post in Paris, and he and Doravra 

appear about to be happily united, when Ernest’s former wife, whom he had 

supposed dead, suddenly turns up. Doravra’s father induces her to marry a 

wealthy man; Ernest’s wife dies and Doravra’s husband dies—but Emin, as he 

naively confesses, cannot bring his romance to an unrealistically happy 

conclusion! So Doravra admits to her lover that she has lost interest in him; 

she marries again, and Ernest remains inconsolable. 

Emin s contact with his great model was enough to have faintly infected 

him with some of Rousseau’s virtues. To be sure, his substitution of a prior 

marriage for Rousseau’s class barrier deprives his novel of any sort of social 

significance; and his relatively tame ending contrasts unfavorably with Julie’s 

heroic and somewhat melodramatic death. But his hero, like St. Preux, 

communes sentimentally with nature and reads in the natural moods of tem¬ 

pest, awakening spring, winter desolation, etc., reflections of his own emo¬ 

tional states. The natural descriptions, though conventionalized, are not much 

more so than Karamzin’s. Thus, for example, Ernest’s friend Ippolit invites 

him for a visit: 

Here nature in her tender colors and green leafage manifests her gaiety and liveliness; 
here the roses, seeing us admiring them, blush as though ashamed; and the pleasant lilies, 
which do not have such a pleasant aspect as the roses, seeing their natural shamefast- 
ness, manifest as it were in their own tender color a pleasant smile. 

Emin’s style is execrable; here one may note the extreme poverty of vocabu¬ 

lary: “tender” [“nezhnyi”] repeated twice; “manifest” [“iavliaet, iavliaiut”] 

repeated twice; and “pleasant” [“priiatnyi”] repeated three times—all in a 

single sentence! 
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Ernest and Doravra spend many tedious pages analyzing their own 

feelings for each other’s benefit, but for all this the impression which they 

make on the reader is entirely artificial and unconvincing. Emin evidently 

felt constrained to apologize in a way for the length of his hero’s letters in 

Part III: “Living in solitude, it was natural for him to write long letters, for 

he had nothing else to do!” These lengthy bouts of self-analysis are remini¬ 

scent of the classical tragedy, e.g., of Sumarokov; but Emin is outspokenly 

hostile to the classicist Sumarokov, and Ernest, who spends most of his time 

in France and England (there is no Russian color in the novel) writes dis¬ 

paragingly of French classical tragedy, to which he prefers the English, i.e., 

Shakespeare—another mark of pre-romanticism long before Karamzin. 

As in all his novels, Emin salts his Letters of Ernest and Doravra with 

disquisitions on political inequality, the arrogance and worthlessness of the 

aristocracy, the corruption of justice, etc.; but these remain to a large extent 

mere interpolations, since they are without relevance to the actual plot. In 

one respect, however, there is an immediate pertinence in some of these 

remarks. Ernest becomes a writer, and his satires are so scathing that he is 

threatened with imprisonment and even exile. His friend Ippolit admonishes 

him to curb his attacks, which he directs pointedly at individual sinners, and 

confine himself to attacking the abstract vice; but this kind of innocuous and 

denatured satire is not to Ernest’s taste-he will direct his shafts “not at the 

vice but at the vicious person.” This controversy prefigures that of a few 

years later (1769) between Novikov’s Drone and Catherine’s All Kinds of 

Things on the same subject, where Catherine’s ideal of “smiling satire” is 

vehemently rejected by Novikov. It may be remembered that Emin’s periodi¬ 

cals, especially Hell s Post, came boldly to Novikov’s defense in this dispute. 

As Gukovsky remarks, The Letters of Ernest and Doravra are more a 

caricature than an imitation of La Nouvelle Heloise Emin either missed the 

main points of Rousseau s novel, or was too unskillful to reproduce them. 

It has already been pointed out that the entire “third estate” theme of social 

equality, so passionately argued by Rousseau, is nullified by having Ernest 

and Doravra both belong to the noble class; even the difference in wealth 

plays no major part, since the real obstacle, Ernest’s first wife, appears before 

Doravra s father learns of the contemplated marriage. Lip-service is paid to 

the Rousseau theme that virtue depends more on a tender heart than a tough 

mind; one of the lovers exclaims.- “Oh, what a misfortune it is to have a 

sensitive soul!” But when it comes to the point of putting passion ahead of 

reason in practice, Emin balks. Rousseau’s Julie, like the original Heloise, 

lets passion for her tutor overcome her maidenly scruples and filial “duty”; 

Doravra, it seems, is quite willing to do the same, but is dissuaded from the 

fateful step by the more conventional Ernest! 

In spite of all the very numerous faults that may be found with Emin’s 

novel, it still has to be reckoned with in the history of the Russian eighteenth 

century literature. It is only a faint reflection of Rousseau, but it is a reflec- 
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tion none the less, and the distorted and ill-assimilated version of senti¬ 

mentalism which it introduced to the Russian reader is a quarter of a cen¬ 

tury in advance of the movement’s final acceptance. If Emin were not such 

a wretched writer, his bulky heritage would undoubtedly be regarded as 

something of a landmark of the age. 

E The Novels and Verses of Mikhail Chulkov24 (1734P-1792) 

Perhaps a year older than Emin, Chulkov’s literary career falls in the 

same period, although he survived his rival by more than twenty years. 

The productions of his later years, when he held a bureaucratic position 

with the Senate, are outside of the literary province: Juridical Dictionary 

(1781-1788); Historical Description of Russian Commerce (1781-88); Eco¬ 

nomic Notes and Rural Doctor’s Book. He edited the journal This and That 

in 1769-70 during the brief heyday of St. Petersburg journalism. 

Chulkov was a raznochinets, although after years of service with the 

Senate he was rewarded in 1789 with personal ennoblement and a small 

estate. He obtained what we would call a secondary school education in 

the gymnasium attached to Moscow University, where the Fonvizin brothers 

were students at the same time. He was an actor in the court theater from 

1761 to 1765. 

Two novels, a number of journalistic pieces and some verse constitute 

Chulkov’s literary heritage. The first novel, The Mocker, or Slavonic Folk- 

Tales (Peresmeshnik, ili slavenskie skazki) was published in four parts in 

1766-68, with a fifth part added in 1789. It is a fantastic conglomeration 

of wild adventure by sea and land in the tradition of the medieval “chival- 

ric romance,” with magic castles, enchanted islands, battles with terrible 

monsters, transformations into-and out of-animals, trees, etc. The geo¬ 

graphy is “Slavonic,” with Novgorod, Staraia Russ and other ancient 

Russian cities cheek by jowl with a wholly imaginary “Vineta,” purportedly 

on the site of later St. Petersburg! The action is supposed to take place in 

pagan times, and allegedly Slavonic deities, mingled with some from classical 

antiquity, adorn the action. In the traditions of its kind, the principal line 

of story is frequently interrupted by interpolated secondary stories, told by 

or about subsidiary characters. Some of these secondary stories, oddly 

enough, are almost realistic accounts of the serf’s bitter lot, ostensibly thrown 

back into the ninth century, and of the idleness and frivolity of the pagan 

Slavonic nobility. 

The second of Chulkov’s novels is the first Russian example of the kind 

of tale which is usually called picaresque. Characteristic of this genre is a 

first person narrative, usually covering a good deal of the narrator’s life 

history, and often interspersed with moralistic reflections on past sins. 

There is usually no central plot, but merely a series of episodes strung toge- 
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ther and unified only by the person of the central character; and the tale 

is ordinarily set in a low-life milieu and with a good deal of often satirical 

and always realistic description of society from the point of view of the 

plebeian narrator. The narrator is not always a “rogue,” as Elizabethan 

English usually renders the Spanish picaro, but he or she is generally, at 

least at the outset, on the periphery of society, and constrained to meet the 

elementary needs of life by means that a more secure and more squeamish 

upper class could regard as ignoble. The picaresque genre originated in Spain 

with the anonymous Lazarillo de Tormes (1554) and rapidly spread through¬ 

out Europe; Lesage’s Gil Bias de Santillane (1715-1735) became particularly 

popular and influential. Whether Chulkov could have had any knowledge 

of Defoe’s Moll Flanders (1722), which in many respects resembles the 

Russian tale, is uncertain. 

In 1770 appeared The Comely Cook [Prigozhaia povarikha], or the 

Adventures of a Depraved Woman: Part 1.^5 Part II was never published, 

and perhaps never written—at least no trace of it has ever been discovered. 

The tale is told in the first person by Martona (a non-Russian name, like all 

of the names used in the novel, but suggesting the familiar Matryona), and 

consists of the narrator’s adventures from the moment when she is left a 

widow after her young husband’s death at the battle of Poltava, up to a 

point a number of years later when she visits the dying Akhal, one of her 

former lovers, whose death is the result of remorse for the supposed killing 

in a duel of his friend Svidal, Martona’s current lover. In the interim Martona 

has lived with a considerable number of men—once ostensibly as a cook, 

hence the title—and passed through several abrupt reversals of fortune. She 

has been the unscrupulous plunderer of some of her lovers, and the victim of 

one—Akhal-who has plundered her. She has had experience of several levels 

of Russian life, the most vividly described being that which she has enjoyed 

as mistress of an elderly ex-colonel in Moscow. 

The narrative gives a convincing picture of Martona as a quite amoral 

young woman who finds it perfectly natural to trade her charms for hard 

cash, and looks on most of her liaisons as simple business deals. “Virtue 

was to me a thing unknown from way back,” she says on one occasion, “and 

so in two words, my lover and I agree to squander his master’s fortune.” 

Early on, after being set on her mercenary course by a friendly older woman, 

Martona remarks: I didn t know there was any such thing as gratitude in 

the world, nor ever heard of it from anyone, and I supposed one could make 

his way in the world without it.” Of one of her early affairs she writes: “He 

was a gentleman [“gospodin”] , and not the last of his kind. This first ren¬ 

dezvous of ours was a deal [“torgom”] , and we talked about nothing but 

about how to conclude a contract: he bid for my charms, and I turned them 

over to him for a fair price, and we bound ourselves thereupon with signed 

papers.... The gentleman proposed to visit me often, and I promised to receive 

him every time, and with this we parted.” Martona’s affections are not 
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aroused by any of her affairs until she meets the handsome and self-centered 

Akhal, who absconds with her property and leaves her stranded (like Phillis 

abandoned by Demophon, she unexpectedly notes). By the end of the story, 

however, she has fallen genuinely in love with the noble and honorable 

Svidal, and apparently formed a quite permanent attachment to him. How 

the ‘second part” might have developed is hard to guess; but perhaps a clue 

may be found in the story’s subtitle: “The Adventures of a Depraved, 

Woman.” Martona gives no evidence of repentance in the first part; but 

perhaps she might have come to view her past as “depraved” if Chulkov 

had continued her story. 

The style of the novel is somewhat uneven. The narrative portions are 

plain and straightforward, adorned however by a considerable wealth of 

mythological allusions, rather out of character for such an uneducated girl 

as Martona is supposed to be. Side by side with these literary cliches are 

numerous popular sayings of a proverbial character. Martona is very fond of 

illuminating her situation with pithy bits of folk wisdom. Thus, when her 

fortunes have taken a sudden turn for the better, she writes: “Heretofore 

Makar used to dig in the garden, but now Makar has got to be a governor” 

[“Doseleva Makar griadu kopal, a nyne Makar v voevody popal”] , with the 

jingle kopal—popal” typical of the “raek”; or on an occasion when her 

designs have been thwarted, she says philosophically: “It isn’t always Shrove¬ 

tide for the tom-cat—there’s also Lent.” “The ewe hankers after salt, the goat 

after freedom, and a fickle woman after a new lover”; with these words she 

preludes one of her numerous infidelities. 

Sometimes the simple and rather pedestrian style is interrupted by bits 

of preciosity, usually in quoted love letters or amorous verbal declarations. 

Thus, Akhal’s first note to Martona^®: 

My lady! 

To fall in love with someone is something outside our control. Everything beauti¬ 

ful in the world draws to it our feelings and reason. You are beautiful, and therefore 

you took my heart captive at the very moment when I saw you first in church; it seemed 

to me then that your beautiful eyes were speaking to me in your heart’s stead. And so, 

be assured of this, I have been so bold as to declare myself to you, in the confident 

hope that even if you have not come to love me, yet perhaps you do not altogether 
hate me. 

The adorer of your beauty, 

Akhal 

When Martona returns disconsolate to her decrepit ex-colonel after her 

abortive elopement with Akhal, the old man addresses her in flowery lan¬ 

guage that reminds one forcibly of the set speech with which Goncharov’s 

Ivan Savvich Podzhabrin preludes his seductions: “Is it not slumber that 

flatters me with this delightful dream? Is it not a delusive hope that deceives 

my reason? Beautiful Martona! Is it you whom I hold in my embraces, is it 
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your mouth that I now kiss, your charms that I now behold, is it you before 

me? Speak, answer, beautiful one—or am I bereft of you forever? ”22 

The Comely Cook is something of a landmark in the history of the 

Russian novel. It marks the first appearance of a realistic depiction of Russian 

society in a literary narrative, and bridges the gap between such an artless 

popular tale as that of “Frol Skobeev” and the nineteenth century pre¬ 

cursors of realism, such as Narezhny. 

One curious piece of verse of Chulkov’s deserves mention for its criti¬ 

cal polemics, if for little else. It appeared in three numbers (16, 17, 18) 

of the periodical This and That in 1769. Its title “Stikhi na kacheli,” can 

perhaps best be rendered as “Verses at the Merry-go-round.”28 Reference is 

made in the poem itself to a popular jollification at Easter time in which a 

contrivance called a kruglye kacheli figures, and from the description this 

would appear to have been a species of Ferris wheel which was set up at a 

street crossing in town, and probably powered by the young men who treated 

their girls to rides on it. There is also a priamaia kachel’, where the girl sits 

on a lion—presumably a regular carrousel. 

Chulkov addresses his verses to an ill-defined “kuma” (“gossip”-a 

feminine “pal”), who is probably to be envisioned as the composite femi¬ 

nine reader of This and That. She is a lady of taste, and appreciates good 

verse. The author begins with a mock-epic invocation to the Muse: 

Tell me, O Muse, how should one begin, 

When a writer is minded to tell lies about something, 

So that he may be able to pass off fable as truth, 

And all at once make an old widow into a young maiden. 

We like gold better than silver, 

But if there isn’t any gold, then [silver] is all right; 

If one can’t get a razor anywhere, then even an awl does the 

shaving (!), 
And necessity never knows laws. 

The “people’s poet” then proceeds to make fun of Emin and his novels, 

which he puts on a par with the anonymous popular romances of the pre¬ 

ceding century. These latter, he says, he is going to turn into verse—pre¬ 

sumably epic. Probably Sumarokov and the classical genre system are being 

mocked in the following lines as well as Emin: 

I myself am now an author, and I know A and B; 

There’s no reason for me to go to Egypt for knowledge [as Emin 

claimed to have done!] 
I understand everything, I’ll kill off all prose 

And turn valiant “Bova” into a poem. 
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The tale of “Peter of the Golden Keys” is clumsy, 

But with rhymes I’ll put it nicely into verse; 

“Evdon [and] Bertha” I’ll fit into poetry 

And tell their tale in dactyls or iambics, etc. 

I’ll translate all the bogatyrs into verse, 

And interweave “the vineyards of love” [Emin’s novel] with dog¬ 

gerel— 

Fashioned as they were without the knowledge of Pallas [i.e., 

without technical skill] .’ 

After this round with epic verse, the poet turns to his “gossip” and asks her 

Have you ever read in a description of the world 

That the earth is clothed with the abyss [i.e., the sea] as with 

a garment; 

The ocean serves her as a foundation does a house. 

And the rivers as trimming, like a fashionable border, 

The woods as embroidery, while the mountains are buttons.... 

Once I reached such an altitude as this, 

And, I presume, I lost my wits then, went mad, 

My mind could not hold back my passion, 

And suddenly your “kum” took the notion to be a poet. 

Of course all this high-flown cosmological description is a mockery of the 

fustian of the ode, and presently he even more pointedly parodies some of 

Lomonosov’s and Sumarokov’s. After the ode comes the turn of the mock- 

epic, such as Maikov’s Elisei, and a tedious vulgarization of Olympus follows, 

in which, for example: 

I heard Minerva’s voice on the threshing-floor, 

Ceres was in the garden pulling nettles for shchi, 

Jupiter was in the yard splitting wood for fire, etc. 

Then, says Chulkov, “abandoning the trumpet, I betook myself to the pipes,” 

and became a love poet. After some more vapid fun with the Olympians, 

in which he seems to be satirizing Satire, the poet describes his misadventures 

with the pastoral. At last—“And with a hundred various fancies I already 

have too much; first of all, in the course of this week I shall begin to look 

with respect on the ‘circular swings’ [i.e., Ferris-wheels] ; and in order the 

better to gaze on them, I shall endeavor for this purpose to fly up to Olym¬ 

pus; there I shall seek out the Castalian spring, wash myself from it, and I 

shall gaze straight at all those squares below where there is the terrifying 

revolution [i.e., of the “swing”], and where our unpowdered folk revolve.” 
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The rest of the poem follows the program thus announced, and is devoted to 

a description of the merry-making around the merry-go-round: 

The earth groans from the trampling of the tipsy, 

And every townsman drowns in wine and beer. 

Red tulips blossom on their faces, 

And faded roses grow on mouths. 

There reign games, diversions and laughter. 

Roasted walnuts are the beginning of their love, 

Adonis throws them down from the swing 

[And] says with a smile: ‘Miss, bend over!’ 

And she answers him with a pleasant look, 

And when he has asserted his love with talk, 

Then he will hire a pavilion for the whole day, 

To swing his beauty, and he will take the prize. 

But this idyllic picture is shortly interrupted by a rowdy free-for-all precipi¬ 

tated by a drunk whose rudeness to the women calls forth verbal vengeance; 

some reckless young drivers (“Phaethons”) spread havoc through the crowds, 

and the poem ends with a monumental fist-fight, worthy of the verses, the 

poet suggests, of classical writers of epic: 

I’ve heard there was a certain wise man named Homer, 

And likewise Virgil has much renown, 

And they praise Malherbe and Pindar as well. 

Great, they say, great were these men; 

Oh, you poor thing, my darling [i.e., his “Muse”], 

That you don’t know them and have missed your chance... 

But the world is wide, one can’t sail over all of it. 

And not every monk can be an abbot. 

With this consoling reflection he decides to do the best he can, which he 

does, with copious references to Homeric heroes and the Olympic pantheon. 

The concluding lines of the poem return to the gossip who has pre¬ 
sumably inspired it: 

With all respect I offer this to you, 

And if it pleases others too, I beg them 

To accept my verses, a production without rules. 

The reason for this is that I did not establish them, 

As many people among us have long since become accustomed to 

writing without intelligence, and sending [their words] into 

the world, 
Once they have merely provided their compositions with rhymes; 
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But I have great hesitation toward this, 

And I shall exert all my efforts toward this only, 

To write as well and regularly as I can. 

I pledge myself to the service of society, 

And I consider it a great good fortune 

If I have in even some small way given pleasure to the people. 

In service to my “gossip” I shall have served society. 

It is perhaps difficult to discern in just what way this rambling and desultory 

pamphlet may have been “of service to society,” but the critical point is 

clear enough-overt hostility to the “aristocratic” genres of verse-the epic, 

the mock-epic, the satire, the ode, the elegy, the pastoral, etc.-and in their 

place an earthy, sympathetic pictrue of the naive and hearty pleasures of the 

common people of St. Petersburg. 

In the latter part of his life Chulkov busied himself with some works 

of compilation which, though not in themselves literature, have had a con¬ 

siderable impact on literature. As early as 1767 he had put together a Short 

Mythological Lexicon, in which he attempted to systematize Slavonic mytho- 

1 °gy—sometimes with entirely fictional additions of his own-on the pattern 

of the classical. In 1770-1771 he published a rich collection of Russian folk¬ 

songs, which had a great influence on the course of Romantic poetry. In 

his second journalistic venture, The Parnassian Curio Shop [Parnasskii shche- 

petil’nikj he amassed a collection of popular riddles; and finally, in 1782 

published a Dictionary of Russian Superstitions. He was thus a pioneer in 

the study of Russian folk-lore, and even though his contributions cannot 

always be trusted, they still have great value in the field. 

F. Vasily Alexeevich Levshin (1746-1826) and the Folk-Tale29 

Some ten years after Chulkov’s The Mocker, discussed above, a collec¬ 

tion of Russian folk stories was published in Moscow (1780-83), entitled 

in full: Russian Folk-Tales [Skazki], Containing the Most Ancient Narra¬ 

tives of the Famous Bogatyrs , Folk-Tales of the People et cetera, Adventures 

Which Have Remained in the Memory Through Retelling. The author of this 

collection was an industrious writer from the outskirts of literature proper, 

Vasily Alexeevich Levshin. Levshin also translated for Russian readers a 

volume of German folk-stories, and in his Russian collection there is clear 

evidence of his intent to mold the Slavic material into conformity with 

west European models. 

These models were the chivalric romances, and Levshin rightly saw the 

Russian bogatyrs as the Slavic equivalents of the western “knights errant.” 

He went directly to the popular byliny for his versions of the adventures of 
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Dobrinia, Alesha Popovich and the rest, and in that he was the first to do so 

for literary purposes, his artless retellings of the old ballads deserve considera¬ 

tion. Unfortunately he was very much inclined to stylize his bogatyrs along 

western lines, thus quite falsifying their real character. Thus, he makes Prince 

Vladimir of Kiev the founder of a “knightly order” analogous to that of King 

Arthur’s “Round Table” or Charlemagne’s “Twelve Peers,” and he does not 

scruple to adorn the adventures of the bogatyrs with episodes drawn directly 

from foreign sources. But in his prose “tales after the byliny” Levshin often 

employs the very language of the old popular ballads. It was undoubtedly 

his Skazki that inspired many writers of far greater talent than his to turn to 

the byliny for material—among others, Karamzin and Derzhavin. It is even 

possible that some of the episodes in Pushkin’s Ruslan and Liudmila, e.g., 

the adventure of Ruslan with the gigantic severed head, may have been sug¬ 

gested by this collection. 

The Skazki contain two varieties of tales—the knightly and the homely- 

satirical. Professor Blagoi30 suggests that, for example, the story “A Vexa¬ 

tious Awakening” (“Dosadnoe probuzhdenie”), which, incidentally, is an 

invention of Levshin himself, may have served as the beginning of a line of 

nineteenth century stories about “the little man.” A drunken petty official 

named Elagin has a lovely dream that he is being married to the goddess 

Fortuna. Actually he is wallowing in a street puddle, and holding fast to a 

pig’s leg, which he takes for the goddess! Poor Elagin, then, may be an ances¬ 

tor of those other petty officials of greater renown, Pushkin’s “Station 

Master and Gogol s Akaky Akakievich, of “The Overcoat.” An attractive 

conjecture, but rather far-fetched. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

COMEDY AND THE COMIC OPERA IN THE FIRST HALF 
OF CATHERINE S REIGN 

A The Comic Opera1 

Catherine II appears to be responsible for introducing the comic opera 

to Russia. In 1764 a French troupe, at her invitation, presented a piece 

called The Blacksmith (Le Mare’chal ferrant) in St. Petersburg. Typically, 

the scene of such pieces is laid in a village, and the actors are peasants. The 

plot inevitably consists of the tribulations of a pair of young lovers whose 

marriage is hindered by some obstacle, which is of course triumphantly 

overcome in the last act. The dialogue is mostly spoken, but songs are intro¬ 

duced from time to time. The opera usually begins with an overture, but 

the songs are either unaccompanied, or only by a harpsichord. 

The most famous French example of the genre, and one which, from 

the fame of its author, had considerable impact in Russia, is J.-J. Rousseau’s 

Le Devin du village (1752)^ The plot of this little piece is the height of 

simplicity. Colette mourns the defection of her lover Colin (these are of 

course both conventional rustic names) and resorts to “the village sooth¬ 

sayer” to learn whether he will return to her. The soothsayer reports that 

Colin is now the lover of “La dame de ces lieux,” but still loves Colette; he 

appears to be less interested in the great lady herself than in the fine raiment 

she gives him. The soothsayer instructs Colette to pretend that she herself 

has another lover, when Colin returns, as he will. Colin in his turn interviews 

the soothsayer, and learns that Colette now prefers to him “un beau mon¬ 

sieur de la ville.” At Colin’s despair the soothsayer does a little hocus-pocus 

and announces Colette’s return. The two lovers are hesitant about approach¬ 

ing each other, but finally do so; Colette pretends indifference until Colin is 

about to leave, disconsolate; then she breaks down, and there is a happy 

reconciliation. In gratitude to the arts of the soothsayer, both lovers give 

him presents, and there follows a village jollification, with dancing and a 

mimed allegory of a pair of village lovers and an interfering “monsieur de la 

ville.” 

The influence of Rousseau’s miniature opera upon the Russian genre 

can be seen in two ways; in the first place, certain comic devices in it were 
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directly imitated, as we shall see—but much more importantly, the under¬ 

lying, quite serious, theme of hostility between village and city, aristocrat and 

peasant, became a quite common feature of the Russian comic opera. Thus, 

in Popov’s Anyuta, Filat, Anyuta’s rustic lover, threatens violence against the 

nobleman Victor. But under the tense social conditions of the period of 

Pugachev’s uprising in Russia, this theme had to be played down, and some 

writers chose to ignore it altogether, e.g., Ablesimov, while others shifted 

the conflict between peasant and landowner to that between peasant and 

bailiff: after all, the bailiff was himself a peasant, but as the master’s agent in 

a peasant village, capable of playing the petty tyrant without the master’s 

knowledge. 

1. Mikhail Ivanovich Popov (1 742-1 790)3 

The first Russian experiment in the imported genre of the comic opera 

was made by a merchant’s son, educated in Moscow University, who had 

collaborated with N.I. Novikov on his Drone, and served for several years 

on a subcommittee of Catherine II’s abortive Legislative Commission (1767- 

1769). This was Mikhail Ivanovich Popov. As a young man he had been an 

actor in the court theater in St. Petersburg, and throughout his life he re¬ 

tained a great fondness for the theater. He translated two comedies in 1765- 

The Distrustful Man of Johann Friedrich von Cronegk (1731-58) and Deu¬ 

calion and Pyrrha of Saint-Foix. After the great success of his Anyuta (1772), 

he translated the didactic poem of Claude Joseph Dorat (1734-1780), La 

Declamation thedtrale; and in 1782 Beaumarchais’ Le Barbier de Seville. 

He was active also in other literary areas: he collaborated with Chulkov in 

the latter’s work of codifying Slavonic mythology, translated from the 

French The Thousand and One Nights, and made a very valuable collection 

of Russian songs, which was published posthumously in 1792. 

In this connection must be mentioned Popov’s own volume of Songs* 

(1765), one of the first—and best—of its kind in Russia. His most important 

predecessor in this area was of course Sumarokov, and Popov’s songs are 

quite similar in style to those of the older poet. Thematically they are rather 

close to the tradition of elegy: in most cases the words are given to one or 

the other of a pair of lovers, whose situation, like that of a hero of elegy, 

is exposed in the most general terms-infidelity, separation, etc. In some 

instances there is a framing narrative, into which the lover’s words are fitted. 

In two songs of a later period (1772) Popov makes an attempt to imitate 

the unrhymed and irregular verse form of actual popular song. The metrical 

structure of most of Popov’s songs is considerably simpler than Sumarokov’s; 

the commonest length of strophe is eight lines, with iambic and trochaic 

rhythms about equally represented. There is even one experiment in dactyls- 

rather a novelty at this period. The simple, harmonious lines are eminently 
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singable. A good example is the following^: 

In parting from me 

Grieve for me if but for an hour; 

It may be I am already speaking 

To you for the last time. 

Fate decrees that I must lose you, 

However hard this may be to bear, 

And loving you, that I must sorrow, 

Weep, saying: “Farewell!” 

Weep for me in the same way, you too. 

Grief is my due.... 

No! Do not torment my spirit so cruelly 

With your anguish for me: 

A drop of your tears is more to me 

Than the stream of my blood! 

Continue in a lot without sorrow, 

Let me suffer alone. 

If fate, relenting at my anguish, 

Shall bid me continue my life, 

I shall see you once more. 

I shall be happy once again; 

But if sorrow shall end my life, 

Do not torment yourself too greatly: 

Weeping will not return us to life; 

Be happy, and live. 

The work with which Popov made his fame, and which continues to 

live in Russian literature, is the comic opera Anyuta (1772).6 Structurally 

this follows the tradition inherited from French models: the verse dialogue 

(recitative) is interrupted from time to time by solo songs; the two lovers 

sing a duet; the four principals sing a lively line-for-line dialogue; and at 

the end there is an ensemble in which a “chorus” takes part, presumably 

of villagers. The author provides the piece with indications of the setting: 

“The action is in the field, near Victor’s village.” The first scene is thus 

described: “The theater represents a field and a village, surrounded by a 

forest,” and this continues unchanged. Stage directions are also indicated, 

e.g., in the first scene, after the name “Miron,” the note: “alone, is chop¬ 

ping wood, and accompanying his strokes with the tune.” 

As in Rousseau’s Village Soothsayer, the plot is extremely simple. 

The peasant Miron has brought up Anyuta as his daughter, but she had 

actually been brought to him as a baby by an unknown servant-girl together 

with 100 rubles^ this exposition is conveyed in Miron’s first song. Miron has 

destined the girl to be the wife of his hired man [“batrak”], Filat, but 
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Anyuta herself has fallen in love with a young nobleman Victor, who is 

equally in lover with her, and she disdains Filat and indignantly refuses to be 

his wife. Filat accidentally observes her at a rendezvous with Victor, and sees 

the latter kissing her hand; he threatens Victor, and a violent altercation en¬ 

sues. Filat reports Anyuta’s conduct to her “father” Milon, and both men 

descend on Anyuta with threats and vituperation. In the meanwhile Victor 

has left briefly to procure money with which he hopes to bribe Filat and 

Milon to let him marry Anyuta. He returns in the nick of time, with the un¬ 

expected news that Anyuta is not a peasant girl at all, but “the daughter of 

Colonel Tsvetkov and a noblewoman.” He then explains this, and distributes 

money to both Milon and Filat, and the play ends with general rejoicing: 

Victor can marry Anyuta without hindrance, since she really belongs to his 
social level. 

For so slight a piece as this is, the characterization is surprisingly 

sharp. Victor is the most conventional, but shows himself in a rather un¬ 

pleasant light in his quarrel with Filat as the overbearing “gentleman” con¬ 

temptuous of a serf. Milon’s first song, in which he laments over the hard 

fate of his kind: “Alack, alack, peasants, why aren’t you gentlemen?” sets his 

character from the beginning; he is tyrannical with his “daughter,” in his 

determination to marry her to the man who will help him in his work, as 

Filat promises to do-but of course the revelation of Anyuta’s noble birth 

changes everything, and he accepts the purse from Victor with effusive grati¬ 
tude, remarking: 

Be merciful, heavenly powers, 

My gracious lord, 

And may the King of Heaven grant you 

To marry her 

And get children and be happy with them. 

But don’t ever send them to us, 

For if you do, you know, sometimes 

With us peasants even a nobleman’s children 

Will be like those of peasants. 

Filat is pictured closest to life; he tells Anyuta that he is to be her husband 

and she bursts out: “You! My husband! Such an impudent fool and mon¬ 

ster! After a little more of this, Filat resorts to the typical peasant argu- 

Well, so be it. All right! For now I’ll be silent. 

But tomorrow, perhaps, I’ll have a word to say, 

And turn things 

As I wish; 

And perhaps get after 
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Your sides with a club: 

Then you won’t be calling me any swine! 

The sight of a gentleman kissing his bride infuriates Filat, and he threatens 

both the lovers. To Victor’s indignant: “You rascal! Do you dare threaten 

me? he replies: “Well, indeed! Threaten? It could be you’ll regret this, 

if you don’t stop messing with other men’s brides!” Yet even this spunky 

peasant backs down in quite tame fashion when Anyuta turns out to be a 

colonel’s daughter—and Victor appeases him with a full purse: 

Oh! My gracious and honest lord, 

You’re a straight-dealing gentleman! 

In the finale Filat sings: “I haven’t any reason to be sorry if I don’t have a 

wife from the gentry; for thirty rubles I could buy two peasant wives!” 

Anyuta, the heroine, has more color than most of her kind, who are 

usually rather pallid. She is contemptuous of Filat, romantically devoted to 

Victor, and declares to her “father” that she would rather die than submit 

to marriage with her peasant suitor; her father scorns this romantic talk 

of “dying,” but offers her another alternative: 

Don’t worry, you won’t die; marriage won’t kill you, 

But will teach you to stay at home. 

And don’t you get this into your head. 

But choose which you please of two things— 

A husband or a beating. 

The unexpected news of her noble parentage is greeted by Anyuta with 

remarkable aplomb; after her first exclamation: “What do I hear!” she 

says to Victor: “Tell me how I have suddenly become so fortunate; never 

in my life did I expect such good fortune.” 

The play is written in verse, as has been noted, and except for Victor’s 

speeches and songs, is in various degrees of north Russian peasant dialect— 

Anyuta’s language being only slightly flavored with this, while Filat’s is so 

colloquial as to be at times unintelligible. Eighteenth century peasant dialect 

is often mysterious, even to Russians. That this was so even for contempora¬ 

ries is evidenced by the appraisal of the opera contained in an anonymous 

review 

As regards his [i.e., Popov’s] comic opera Anyuta, over and above its fine arrangement 

and pleasantness of style, the honor of primacy in this genre of composition in our 

language belongs to it. Justice, however, compels us to say that the heroine of his piece, 

Anyuta, throughout the whole opera speaks and thinks in a more noble fashion and 

more pleasingly, and in a more correct dialect, than her peasant upbringing would have 
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allowed; moreover it seems to us that the peasants in the entire opera speak, though in 

this correct dialect and one which is used in remote provinces, yet for an opera this 

dialect seems to us rather uncouth. Poets, though obliged in such cases to imitate nature, 

yet have the liberty of choosing a better [natural model], and Russian peasants do not 

all talk in the same dialect. There are provinces in which they employ a dialect which 

would not in any theatrical piece be offensive to the tender ears of the audience. 

It is worth noting that Popov’s example was not followed in this regard by 

other comic opera writers: peasants are always represented as speaking dia¬ 

lect, but it is never again so extreme, and is probably quite conventionalized. 

2 Nikolai Petrovich Nikolev: Rozana and Liu him® 

In the years of the Pugachev insurrection and immediately after, when 

Catherine II’s government became extremely repressive, and any expression 

of sympathy with the peasants was likely to be construed as treasonable, 

the comic opera, with its obligatory rustic setting, was considerably pretti¬ 

fied and falsified. Of such a sort is the trifling two-act piece of Vasily Maikov, 

Village Holiday, or Virtue Crowned (1777), in which, in defiance of reality, 

the idyllic delights of country life are contrasted with the depravity of the 

town! Similar is Kheraskov’s Good Soldiers. In 1777, however, the drama¬ 

tist Nikolai Petrovich Nikolev (1758-1815), whose serious work we shall 

consider later, submitted his four-act “drama with voices” Rozana and 

Liubim to the St. Petersburg theater; it was produced, after some hesitation, 

in the following year. The plot of this piece is conveniently summarized by 
Professor A. Kokorev: ^ 

An enserfed peasant, a former soldier [Izlet] , has two daughters—Rozana and Milena. 

Rozana and the young peasant [fisherman] Liubim are in love with one another. How¬ 

ever the landowner Shchedrov has seen Rozana, taken a fancy to her, and determined 

to possess her. The voluptuary landowner orders the arrest of Liubim, carries Rozana 

off by force to his manor-house, and tries to seduce her with sumptuous presents, 

but she rejects all his efforts. Rozana’s father Izlet hurries to the manor-house, whither 

also Liubim flees, having broken loose from the landowner’s dog-keepers who have been 

holding him. The pleas of Izlet and Liubim touch the landowner’s heart; he repents, 

allows Liubim and Rozana to get married, and sets them free with a generous gift. 

The summary ignores the very interesting and well-drawn character of the 

“forester” Semen, who had connived at the abduction of Rozana, and rather 

heartlessly jokes with the desperate father when Izlet determines to confront 

the landowner. The Forester is finally, despite his fears of the gentry, induced 

by Rozana’s sister Milena to go along with her to attempt her sister’s rescue, 
at the end of Act III. 

The picture of the relations between landowner and peasants in this 

comic opera is anything but idyllic, and the “happy ending” is so patently 
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improbable and absurd that the whole piece gives a very somber impression. 

The characterizations of the gallant old soldier Izlet and of the Forester are 

excellent. When the Forester first discloses the whereabouts of the abducted 

girl, her father exclaims: 

Shchedrov!... that neighbor, [the most] honorable and laudable in the whole vicinity? 

So that’s what the virtues of noblemen amount to; if they aren’t plundering their neigh¬ 

bors, they are carrying off maidens; they don’t count it a sin to dishonor a poor man, 

as long as they fling him some money! He isn’t a Christian! He doesn’t know that honor 

is as dear to us [as it is to him]. Oh, is this an easy thing for a father! (he weeps)... 

The Forester: Enough of your snivelling—she hasn’t croaked yet, has she? 

Izlet: Oh! it would be easier for me to see her in her grave, than in shame. 

Later in the next scene, as Izlet is about to set off to the manor-house, the 

Forester stops him: “Hold on, hold on, you! Really, brother, I guess you’ve 

gone off your rocker! Where are you thinking of going? Why, they’ll give 

you such a drubbing that you won’t forget it till your dying day. Is it for us 

peasant swine to tangle with noblemen?—and Shchedrov is a gentleman not 

to be trifled with!” Izlet replies: “And what if he is a gentleman? I’ve seen 

sovereigns; I’ve shed my blood for them. I’ve served myself under their very 

eyes. I know what our tears mean to them—so I’ll find judgment even against 

a gentleman... Maybe even a gentleman will tremble, to stand with such a case 

before the judgment of the earthly god [i.e., the Tsar].” 

3. Yakov Borisovich Kniazhnin: Misfortune from a Carriage 

Considerably less dramatic, as well as less sharply characterized, is 

the two-act comic opera of the dramatist Yakov Borisovich Kniazhnin, one 

of the leading tragic writers of the age, Misfortune from a Carriage (1779)^ 

In this version of conflict between nobleman and peasant the nobleman’s 

bailiff is made the villain, and the nobleman himself appears only as a fool. 

The plot, in brief, is as follows: the peasant girl Anyuta and her lover Lukian 

are just about to be happily married, when Anyuta’s father Trofim enters 

sadly with the announcement that the bailiff Klementy has appeared, angry, 

and ordered a stop to the wedding. Presently the bailiff himself appears, 

and reads the peasants a letter from their landlord Firiulin, the tenor of 

which is that he absolutely must have a new carriage from Paris, or be eternal¬ 

ly disgraced. Since he is short of money, a peasant must be sold to the army 

and the bailiff has decided that Lukian is the choice. As for Anyuta, the 

bailiff himself will take her! This is the state of affairs when Firiulin’s jester 

Afanasy appears. Learning the situation, he agrees to try to persuade the 

master to rescind his orders. In the second act Afanasy has to report failure 

to Lukian, Anyuta, and Trofim, but when he learns by chance that Anyuta 

and Lukian had been brought up as children by the “old master” in the town, 
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and know a few words of French, he sees a way out. Firiulin and his wife 

enter, and Afanasy points to Lukian in chains and says: “Look, what a fine 

young fellow—and he knows French besides.” At this magic word the Gallo¬ 

maniac Firiulin at once orders Lukian released; Anyuta joins her lover and 

they plead in unison, one to Firiulin and one to his wife, with the words: 

“Monseigneur... Madame... have pity on us—intercede for us.” Directly the 

wicked bailiff is reprimanded, the happy couple united, the jester rewarded, 

and all ends happily. The Jester and the peasant chorus sing, echoed by Tro¬ 

fim, Lukian and Anyuta: “A trifle [i.e., the carriage] ruined us, but a trifle 

[i.e., knowledge of French] also saved us.” 

It would be idle to speak of characterization in such a light-weight 

piece as this. The only development is that of Firiulin, and his portrait is 

a caricature. In his letter he says to his bailiff: “Imagine, Monsieur Clement, 

what a disgrace, not only to me, but to all of you, if your master doesn’t 

ride in this beautiful carriage, and your mistress doesn’t buy herself those 

beautiful head-dresses which have also been imported directly from Paris. 

From such shame an honorable man should hang himself!” At his first ap¬ 

pearance on the stage, Firiulin says to his wife: “Barbarous nation! Savage 

region! What ignorance! What crude names! How the delicatesse of my hear¬ 

ing is offended!” His wife feels the same way: “I’m amazed, my dear! Our 

village is so close to the capital, and yet no one here knows French! But in 

France, a hundred versts from the capital, everybody speaks French!” To 

the Jester s plea to have pity on his servants, Firiulin exclaims: “Pity for 

Russians? You’re out of your mind, Buffon. My pity was left behind in 

Paris—and now I can’t hold back my tears, when I remember.... Oh, Paris!” 

“That’s fine! Weep because you aren’t there, but pitilessly torment your 

servants—and what for? To buy a French carriage!” exclaims the Jester. 

Firiulin: “Stop, don’t talk of that! For us unfortunates who have returned 

from France to this savage region, only one consolation is left: that for 

Russian rubbish, making an honest exchange, it is possible to get something 

French. And now they want to deprive us of even that satisfaction!” 

On the surface Misfortune from a Carriage has to be reckoned with 

such other attacks against Gallomania as Elagin’s Russian Frenchman and 

Fonvizin’s The Brigadier. The fundamental impact of the play, however, 

is directed against the tyranny and arbitrariness of the nobility, and the 

frivolity motivating their actions-“A trifle ruined us, and a trifle saved us.” 

4. Alexander Anisimovich Ablesimov (1742-1783)^ 

In the same year (1779) as Misfortune from a Carriage, appeared the 

piece which certainly has the honor of being the most popular of all Russian 

comic operas. Ablesimov’s Miller-Wizard, Cheat and Marriage-Broker had 

27 successive performances in St. Petersburg at its opening, which constitutes 
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a record for that time. Although the author tried his hand several times later 

in the same genre Good Fortune by Lot (1779), and Expedition from Per¬ 

manent Quarters (on military life), he was never again successful. 

Ablesimov was an impecunious nobleman by birth, who spent most of 

his earlier life as a soldier. After the Seven Years War he returned to Russia, 

became a friend of Mikhail Popov, Vasily Maikov and Nikolai I. Novikov, and 

with the latter served on Catherine’s Legislative Commission. He participated 

with Novikov in 1769 on The Drone, and soon after this journal was closed, 

went back to military service because he found himself unable in any other 

way to make a living. Retired as a captain, he settled in Moscow, where he 

entered the civil service; it was at this time that his Miller was produced, 

first in Moscow, and then in the capital. The subsequent literary career of 

Ablesimov is of no interest, although he edited, with Novikov’s assistance, 

another journal, The Teller of Amusing Tales (1781). 

Miller—Wizard, Cheat and Marriage-Broker^ [Mel’nik— koldun, ob- 

manshchik i svat] employs the peasant-nobleman opposition not as a tragic, 

but a comic device. The bashful young Filemon approaches the miller Faddei, 

who is reputed in the village to be a wizard, with request for his supernatural 

assistance. At first Filemon claims to be looking for some lost horses, but 

later confesses that he is in love with a girl, but his suit is thwarted by the 

dissension of her parents: her mother, Fetinia, who is of gentle birth and has 

been married to a peasant against her will, insists that her daughter must 

marry a gentleman, while her father, Ankudin, insists equally on having a 

peasant as son-in-law. For the promise of “a quarter of good rye” the Miller 

undertakes to solve the dilemma. After a charming scene of very naive and 

bashful love-making between Filemon and Anyuta, the Miller comes on the 

pair and thus learns the girl’s identity. He next encounters Fetinia, and gets 

himself invited to her house for a drink. Thus fortified, he goes through some 

impressive conjuring tricks, and shows first the girl her future husband’s face 

in a mirror (with Filemon’s cooperation, of course), and then to Fetinia her 

future son-in-law’s, with the same cooperation. He hints to Fetinia that the 

youth is a nobleman, but gives only the name of his village. After the two 

women have retired, satisfied, Ankudin appears, driving a very slow and balky 

mare. The Miller accosts him directly, and in the quality now of a svat or 

“marriage-broker,” proposes his client, still unnamed, as a proper, hard-work¬ 

ing, prosperous husband for Anyuta. The agreement is made, and Ankudin 

leaves. In the next scene husband and wife have a wordy battle, carried on 

partly in song, over Anyuta’s husband-to-be: peasant or nobleman? The third 

and final act opens with preparations for the wedding and a continuation of 

the dispute, which is interrupted by the Miller with a balalaika; reproached 

as a cheat by both Ankudin and Fetinia, he declares that he can satisfy both 

their desires, and after proposing his solution as a riddle (in song), he finally 

discloses the truth: Filemon is at the same time “a landowner and a peasant, 

a serf and a gentleman, he plows and he tills, and he collects quit-rent from 
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the peasants.” He is, in short, an odnodvorets, a free man, that is, but the 

owner of very few peasants—the old English word would be “franklin.” Both 

parents are satisifed, Anyuta and Filemon are duly united, and amid the 

general rejoicing the Miller gets presents from all sides. 

Although the once-held view that the opera is merely a Russian elabora¬ 

tion of Rousseau’s Le Devin du village is untenable, it is certain that the 

French model suggested certain episodes and comic devices. Thus the scene 

in which Filemon and Anyuta timidly and hesitantly approach each other in 

the dusk is very similar to the meeting of Colette and Colin in Le Devin; and 

the terror which the wizard’s conjuring instills in the superstitious peasants, 

as well as the description of the conjuring antics themselves, are very much 

alike in the two plays. At the end of both the theme, so dear to Rousseau’s 

heart, of the superiority of the village, with its unspoiled innocence, to the 

decadent town, is voiced in the chorus: 

A la ville on fait bien plus de fracas; 

Mais sont-ils aussi gais dans leurs ebats? 

Toujours contents, 

Toujours chantants, 

Be ante sans fard, 

Plaisir sans art; 

Tons leurs concerts valent-ils nos musettes? 

Ablesimov’s villagers similarly boast of their happy country life: 

Let us gather here and be joyful, 

We’re afraid of no one... 

Nature rejoices us, 

Beautifies, enriches, 

And simplicity gives us repose.... 

We’re happier than they [i.e., the city people] a hundred times. 

In the city there’s a mountain of whims. 

There selfishness, deceit, vexation 

Oppress the thoughts of the inhabitants. 

There is a certain similarity in the characterization of the Miller too, although 

of course Rousseau’s opera is so slight that only hints can be given. In both 

he is represented as sympathetic to the young lovers, but still determined to 

make a little profit from his services. The French wizard responds to the grati¬ 

tude of Colin and Colette at the end with the words: “Je suis assez paye' si 

vous etes heureux”-but he makes this remark, according to the stage direc¬ 

tion, “recevant des deux mains.” Ablesimov’s Miller is more straightforward; 

to Filemon’s first request that he “read the future” [“ugadat’ ”] , he sings: 
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Read the future—don’t get tired—but when the case is rather 

desperate, then one pays rather generously. 

At this hint Filemon promises a reward, but the Miller insists on cash down. 

Later, in Act II, when Fetinia says to the Miller: “Tell her fortune [“povor- 

ozhi-to”] : will she [i.e., Anyuta] have success?” the latter replies, holding 

out his hand: “Tell her fortune! One doesn’t tell fortunes for free!” 

Not a great deal of characterization can be expected from a comic 

opera, and certainly in this one Anyuta is pallid and conventional. Surprising¬ 

ly, the rest of the principals have quite distinctive personalities. Filemon is 

marked by bashfulness and timidity, both toward the object of his affections 

(he has to be prodded into showing his reflection in Anyuta’s mirror) and 

toward the Miller’s diablerie. Fetinia is obstinate and inflexible in her deter¬ 

mination that Anyuta shall have a nobleman for husband, and she is rather 

abusive of her husband, who holds the contrary view; yet she is quite easily 

mollified at the end, and accedes to the compromise—Filemon is at least 

half a nobleman!—without struggle. She is also quite considerate and kind 

toward her daughter, and there seems to be no hostility between the two. 

Ankudin, too, has his own character, and is not a mere peasant cliche*. He is, 

for instance, remarkably considerate of his old gray mare (Act II, scene ii): 

Ankudin (drives his horse, and she stops): Now, now! Gray!.... There she is, she’s 

stopped... What shall I do? (He helps her). Now, now! Drag on just a little more... 

No, the devil take her, she won’t pull.... Well, all right, take a rest, Gray! You and 
I won’t budge. 

When he and the Miller have concluded their arrangement for Anyuta’s mar¬ 

riage, Ankudin says to his horse: “Well, now, Gray, have you had your rest?... 

Now, now! Get going, now, right home...” 

The Miller is of course the center of the play, and his character is the 

best drawn. He is himself a skeptic, and notifies the audience at the very 

beginning that his supernatural powers are hokum—but his reputation is 

profitable: 

Really, it’s laughable, it seems to me; people say that a mill can’t stand without a wizard, 

and any miller is no simple fellow: why, they are supposed to be on good terms with 

the house-spirits [“domovymi”], and the house-spirits turn things in the mill like very 

devils.... ha, ha, ha! What nonsense they grind out! 1, I think, am a miller to the core; I 

was born, grew up, and have grown old in the mill, but never a house-spirit have I seen 

since I was born. But to tell the mother-truth, anyone who is inclined to a bit of cheat- 

ing-that’s all the wizardry there is-Let them talk all the nonsense they please, we’ll 

earn our grub by this art. 

He sympathizes with the young couple, but has his eye on hard cash; he quite 

evidently enjoys the fright which his dreadful conjuring instills in the timid 

Filemon. Apparently one of the most appreciated of his “fringe benefits” is 
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a good drink now and then from his clients; he fondles his “little brown jug,” 

a gift of Fetinia, with loving solicitude, and makes use of it to prepare himself 

for the mirror trick that reveals Anyuta’s husband-to-be. With Ankudin, 

evidently more hard-headed than his wife or daughter, the Miller drops all 

references to wizardry and behaves in a perfectly business-like fashion. In 

his final appearance, drunk, with his balalaika, the Miller occupies the center 

of the stage, and with his adroit solution of the marital problem, he is quite 

smug over his cleverness: 

And so, my friends, it wasn’t for nothing 

That I came to you; 

I’ve arranged the wedding for you, 

And done you all a service, all of you. 

A word must be said about the musical aspect of the Russian comic 

operas. In most cases the actual musical arrangements have not been pre¬ 

served, and although composers are named for some, and the librettist may 

himself also have been in some instances the composer as well, it is evident 

that the actual tunes utilized for the songs were almost always the tunes of 

well-known popular songs, and the new words were fitted to these anony¬ 

mous melodies. This conclusion results from the notes that frequently ac¬ 

company the beginning of a song in the opera, e.g., in Act II of the Miller: 

Anyuta s song is annotated: She sings the beginning on the tune: ‘If I had 

known, if I had realized, my darling.’ ” At the end of Act I the Miller’s 

duet with Filemon has the note: “On the tune: ‘You little brooks little 
brooks.’ ” 

One of the reasons for the great popularity of the comic opera house 

genre at the end of the eighteenth century in Russia was precisely the popular 

element which it contained, of which the use of popular tunes is one aspect. 

We have seen this same interest in other areas, e.g., the collections of folk- 

stories by Verevkin, Levshin, et al., the collections of popular sayings, riddles, 

etc: No recognized dramatic form except the comic opera gave an oppor¬ 

tunity to exhibit this popular material. Of course peasant dialect, usually of 

a very conventional and artifical sort, appears occasionally in comedy proper, 

but the plot of a true comedy is never laid among peasants. Even when Fon- 

vizin in his Nedorosl’ introduces real peasants speaking real peasant dialect, 

the main action still takes place among the “upper class” characters. But the 

comic opera, as one of its conventions, was always laid in a rustic, or at 

least, lower class environment, and this characteristic apparently exerted the 

attraction of novelty on upper class audiences. 
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5. Mikhail Alexeevich Matinsky: The St. Petersburg Fair 

Although less an “opera” than most of its kind (most of the songs are 

in the second act), and with satire rather than sentiment as its attraction, 

the three-act piece by M.A. Matinsky called Sankt-Peterburgsky gostinyi 

dvor has to be considered here; it is on the border-line between the older 

comic opera tradition and the realistic comedy of the next century. The 

play’s title, which is very hard to render conveniently in English, refers to 

the great shed-like building on Nevsky Prospekt in Saint Petersburg in which 

the shops of a large number of small independent merchants were located. 

A wide aisle led down the center of the building, and shoppers would saunter 

down the aisle while the shop-keepers on each side tried to attract their 

attention by advertising bargains. The title might almost be translated as The 

Saint Petersburg Shopping Center, except for the incongruous modern 

connotation; probably The St. Petersburg Merchants’ Mart might serve. 

The play was written by Mikhail Alexeevich Matinsky (1750—?), a liberated 

serf who became a teacher of mathematics in the Smolny Institute, Cather¬ 

ine’s “finishing school for young ladies.” Matinsky was a musician, and him¬ 

self wrote the music for the opera. Judging by the play, the author must have 

had great familiarity with the merchant class of the capital, and a very ob¬ 
servant eye and ear. 

There is, properly speaking, no central plot in the play, which is rather 

a series of slightly connected scenes. The musical numbers are short and 

fewer than in other operas, and in other respects too the Merchants’ Mart 

is exceptional: the cast of characters numbers 21, not including a consider¬ 

able number of mute extras; and the entire second act is the wedding cere¬ 

mony by which the daughter of the play’s principal rascal, Skvalygin, is 

united with the runner-up in rascality, Kriuchkodei. The ethnographical 

interest of the lower-class wedding was very considerable for the audience of 

1779 and later, and is not without interest even to a modern reader; but 

the second act is without dramatic content and totally unrelated to the plot 
or theme of the play. 

The opera opens picturesquely: as various potential buyers wander 
down the central aisle of the gostinyi dvor, four merchants sing jingles ad¬ 

vertising their wares. Two ladies are shopping, and prove disdainful of all the 

finery that is shown them. Then comes a scene that introduces the rascal 

Skvalygin (the name means “cheat”) at his tricks: the officer Priamikov 

(“straight-shooter”) has deposited some money with Skvalygin, which he has 

now come to request. Skvalygin claims to have repaid it already. Presently 

the two ladies reenter, and accost Skvalygin: Shchepetkova (“stylish”) has 

given him a bill of exchange which she wants to buy back—he claims that 

he has had to sell it to someone else. Krepyshkina (“miserly”) has lent him 

some money on interest: Skvalygin claims to be unable to return it because 

of some great financial losses. Disappointed, the two ladies retire and meet 
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Priamikov, and the three compare notes. Krepyshkina has given her note 

for collection to lawyer Kriuchkodei (something like “dirty-dealer”)—but 

Priamikov tells her that the lawyer is the son-in-law to be of Skvalygin! 

The three leave to try to find some means of recovering their money. Skvaly¬ 

gin’s wife Salamonida appears, squabbles with her husband; then Kriuchkodei 

enters, hauling in a poor peasant, whom he accuses of almost running him 

down with his wagon. The peasant claims, obviously with reason, that “you 

deliberately fell under the wagon.” Kriuchkodei is for suing the peasant not 

only for damages from the accident, but for insulting him, an upper class 

official, with improper language when warning him to get out of the way! 

The peasant finally buys his way out of the situation by giving up all the 

money he has; he goes away muttering at “robbery in broad daylight!” 

The second act, as mentioned, is devoted to the wedding of Kriuch¬ 

kodei and Khavronia. In the third there are some more instances of Skvaly¬ 

gin’s heartlessness and villainy: when a poor widow, to whom he has lent 

money-at 24 percent interest, or four times the legal limit!-protests the 

seizure of her household gear for non-payment, he refuses her curtly. The 

widow’s nine-year-old son says: “Please, tell them to give me back my jacket, 

shoes and stockings.” Skvalygin’s reply is: “Likely! Run in your shirt and 

go barefoot.” The eight-year-old daughter then pleads: “At least order them 

to give us back our bed.” Skvalygin: “Roll on the floor.” 

Next Skvalygin and Kriuchkodei operate on Shchepetkova’s and 

Krepyshkina s bills of exchange. Kriuchkodei, who has obviously had ex¬ 

perience at this sort of thing, says: “Now, just see here. Cut the validation 

[poruchitel’stvo] (the signature of the lender attesting his receipt of a pledge) 

off the note, as though you hadn’t had the pledge; and I’ll scrape Krepysh¬ 

kina s note on the back, and so all the devils are in the water, and (only) 

bubbles above.” At this inspired bit of rascality Salamonida observes: “It’s 

a treasure, not a son-in-law God has given us!” But of course, since a comedy 

cannot end with villainy triumphant, The Merchants’ Mart rather improbably 

shows Priamikov bringing the evil-doers to justice, and-most improbably- 

Kriuchkodei and Skvalygin repentant. This play, incidentally, may well have 

given some hints to Vasily Kapnist, for his Iabeda (Chicane) exhibits some of 

the same themes, e.g., nefarious collusion of father-in-law and son-in-law, 

unscrupulous and domineering wife, etc. 

The sharpness of Matinsky’s satire gives The Merchants’ Mart a com¬ 

pletely different character from other eighteenth century “comic” operas. 

Except for the occasional musical numbers, the piece could well be one of 

Ostrovsky’s—Suoz liudi-pochtemsia-or a close relative of Gogol’s Revizor. 

B. Lukin and the “Tearful Comedy ”14 

Russian comedy developed in the second half of the eighteenth century 

at the same time as the novel, and in part under the same social conditions. 
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Comedy, although a classical genre (unlike the comic opera), was less rigor¬ 

ously regulated than tragedy—for example prose might be used instead of 

verse; three acts, or even one, might be substituted for five, etc. Moli&re’s 

and Holberg’s examples sanctioned many such exceptions. In one major 

respect, however, classical theory was inflexible: comedy, like all literature, 

had a didactic purpose. It was justified by its mission of exhibiting vice or 

folly on the stage as a warning lesson to the audience. Necessarily, for such 

a warning to be effective, the vice or folly must be represented unattractive¬ 

ly, and properly punished at the play’s end. Unfortunately for the theorists, 

however, comic writers sometimes got carried away by what the moralist 

regarded as the quite secondary purpose of purveying amusement and evok¬ 

ing laughter. Serious writers in France had, by the middle of the century, 

evolved a kind of comedy which would avoid this pitfall, and keep the au¬ 

dience’s attention fixed on the main issue of having its morals improved. 

This new type of drama, however, involved a distinct break with another 

sacrosanct classical canon—the strict separation of genres. As Sumarokov 

laid down the law, Melpomene (“Tragedy”) must never trespass on the 

domain of Thalia (“Comedy”). Such trespass, however, was precisely the 

nature of the comedies composed by such poets as Nivelle de la Chausse'e 

(1692-1754) and Philippe Destouches (1680-1754). Later in the century 

Denis Diderot demonstrated, both in theory, and in two plays of his own, 

that there could be such a thing as a “serious comedy.” In the actual plays 

of this new genre the element of entertainment was so far pushed into the 

background that the audience was not expected to laugh at the human 

frailties depicted on the stage, but to shed sympathetic tears over inno¬ 

cence victimized or nobility exhibited, especially by a person of low estate. 

Thus arose a new drama of pathetic situations and noble “sensibilities.” 

This comedie larmoyante, a bugbear to the classicist, is one of the first 

symptoms of the new bourgeois values of the age—for it appealed primarily 

to the middle class, who were less concerned than the aristocracy with 

classical canons—and of the style in art and literature known as “sentimental¬ 

ism,” of which we shall see more in the latter half of the century. 

The establishment of permanent theaters in the capitals for the bene¬ 

fit of the general public led to a considerable amount of dramatic writing. 

We have seen how Sumarokov won his sobriquet of “the Russian Racine” 

by his nine tragedies; and other writers of his following, e.g., Vasily Maikov, 

continued his work. Comedy, however, was quite understandably more 

popular with middle-class audiences than tragedy; and since the audiences 

in Moscow and St. Petersburg were in large part made up of non-noble 

burghers, a writer would ignore their preferences at his peril. 

Native Russian fare, however, was in short supply at the beginning of 

Catherine’s reign, and even the early comedies of Sumarokov, who had 

aimed at being “the Russian Moliere” as well as “the Russian Racine,” were 

in some respects so closely modeled on French practice that they might as 

209 



well have been translated. Thus, the tricky man-servant and the saucy sou- 

brette, traditional in French comedy, had no possible counterparts in Russian 

life; and even some of the traditional plot devices of classical comedy were 

based on usages unknown to Russia. Lukin mentions, in one of his prefaces, 

the alienation felt by a Russian spectator when he sees a character appear 

on the stage, looking for Mr. Oronte,” and claiming to be a notary sum¬ 

moned to draw up a marriage contract! Russian betrothals were church 

affairs and involved no legal papers, and the name Oronte had never been 

borne by any Russian-nor, for the matter of that, by any Frenchman either! 

Oronte, Geronte, Dorante, etc., are the never-never names of classical come¬ 

dy, vaguely Greek in flavor, but employed precisely because they do not 
suggest any actual person. 

This situation troubled certain lovers of the theater, and the line of 

development which comedy took after 1760 was in the direction of a closer 

approximation to genuine Russian life. The final step in this development 

is represented by Denis Fonvizin’s The Minor; but a less definitive stage 

may be observed in the work of Vladimir Ignatievich Lukin and of a circle 

of government bureaucrats with which he was associated, and to which Fon- 
vizin also belonged for a time. 

The leader of this circle was a prominent nobleman, Ivan Perfilevich 

Elagin (1725-1796), vice-president of the Court Chancery from 1762 to 

1768, and thereafter a state secretary and theater director. Elagin himself 

was a dilettantish writer, and author of a comedy, after Holberg, called 

The Russian Frenchman . Another member of the group was B.E. Elehaninov, 

author of The Feather-Brain Punished (1767). V.I. Lukin, a young man in the 

civil service who became one of Elagin’s secretaries, was a third member. 

Lukm was by birth a dvorianin, but poor, and not noble. He was em¬ 

ployed in the service as a translator, and completed the Russian version, 

begun by Elagin, of Abbe Prevost’s sentimental novel Memoires et aventures 

dun homme de qualite qui s’est retire du monde, of which the famous 

Manon Lescaut is a part. Elagin’s preoccupation with the drama was con¬ 

veyed to his secretary, and after 1763 Lukin himself began writing for the 

stage, at first as translator of French originals, and later on his own. In 1763 

The Menaechmi, translated from Regnard, was played; in 1764, The Jealous 

Man Delivered of His Delusions, of Campistron; and in 1765 three more or 

less original comedies: The Twaddler [Pustomel’J; The Curio Shop [Shchepe- 

til’nik]; and The Prodigal Reformed by Love. A later translation, Father-in 

law and Son-in-law, from the French of Colie, was played in 1769. 

The Elagin circle had a preference for the French sentimental comedy 

with didactic overtones. Classical theory, of course, insisted that the purpose 

of comedy was the “correction of morals,” and not mere amusement. But if 

the scene on the stage is not recognizably true to life, the moral effect of the 

comedy is likely to be lost. A Russian audience, seeing an obviously French 

comedy, would be likely to dissociate itself from both the vice and its punish- 
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ment, with the smug observation that “only heathen Frenchmen would 

behave so. The task, accordingly, which engaged Elagin and his friends was 

to bring comedy closer to the actual Russian world. Their efforts were timid 

and resulted in no very great successes, for they seemed to believe that the 

construction of a proper comedy plot was quite beyond Russian capability, 

and the best that could be done was to borrow a ready-made plot, French or 

Danish, and “bend it to Russian manners,” that is, rename persons and places, 

cut out obviously alien elements and introduce some “local color.” Still 

hesitant to employ actual Russian names for persons, they generally resorted 

to “speaking names,” such as “Chistoserdov” (“pure heart”), “Samokhvalov” 

( self-praiser”) and the like. Of such a kind as this are the two comedies of 

Lukin which most nearly deserve to be called original, The Curio Shop and 

The Prodigal Reformed by Love, both of 1765.15 

The Curio Shop has a curious history; Lukin took it from an anony¬ 

mous French piece called La Boutique de bijoutier, which was in turn an 

adaptation of a dramatic satire by the English publisher Robert Dodsley, 

The Toy Shop (1753). Since the French version is unidentifiable, it is hard 

to say how much of Lukin’s comedy is original. The scene of the uncle and 

nephew and of the two workmen Miron and Vasily, which begin the piece, 

are certainly additions to the English, as is a good deal else, but to what 

extent they may reproduce the French is impossible to say. The piece is not 

actually a comedy at all (Dodsley calls it “a dramatic satire”), but a strung- 

together series of scenes without any plot. The setting is defined as the Vol’- 

nyi Maskarad (“Free,” i.e., “open” to all comers “Masquerade”). Dodsley’s 

original is simply, as his title indicates, a “toy shop.” The Russian 

Masquerade” appears to have been held in a large hall, provided with dance 

music, where anyone who chose might come in domino to enjoy an evening 

of dancing. The hall itself, however, is not the scene, but an adjoining gallery 

with chairs and tables, and a long bench on which the wares of the curio 

shop are displayed. These wares are of a mixed sort, partly jewelry-rings, 

bracelets, snuff-boxes, etc. partly curios—stones, antique artifacts, etc.— 

and partly small toilet articles, lorgnettes, telescopes and the like. The original 

“Toy shop” has the same kind of inventory. Since no single modern English 

term covers all this ground, it is simpler to use the Russian Shchepetil’nik 

without attempting a translation; the word, however, it should be noted, 

means not the shop itself, but its owner. Lukin, in his prose preface, points 

out that he might have called his play Galantereishchik, but preferred the 

obsolescent Shchepetil’nik because it was genuine Russian, and not a Gallic 
borrowing. 

The scene begins with the arrival of two Russian gentlemen, Chisto¬ 

serdov ( pure heart, i.e., candid ) and his nephew, who has recently 

arrived from the provinces. It is Major Chistoserdov’s purpose to display to 

the unsophisticated young man a cross section of the capital’s so-called 

“fashionable society,” and since the masquerade draws all types, and many 
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of them come to buy from the shchepetil’nik, this is a strategic observation 

point. Two workmen, one, as he remarks, only “twenty weeks” away from 

his native Galich, and speaking very heavy peasant dialect, appear to set 

up the display table and lay out the wares. Chistoserdov tells his nephew 

that the proprietor, the shchepetil’nik, is actually a man of good birth and 

education; he charges outrageous prices for his goods, which the fops usually 

pay, and gives a third of his earnings to the poor. When he sells his goods, 

he accompanies them with a satirical “spiel” in which he extols their virtues 

and mocks and insults the buyer. When the shchepetil’nik himself comes on 

the scene, he is introduced to the nephew, whom he recognizes as a different 

sort from his usual customers; uncle and nephew take seats, and the file of 

purchasers begins. Two feather-brained ladies, Nimfodora and Mariemiana, 

escorted by the fop Polidor, are the first. He is sold a small mirror in which he 

can see all his vices when he looks at it, and a tiny snuff-box, quite large 

enough to hold all his virtues, etc. Then come the turns of Pritvorov (“dis¬ 

sembler”), a former courtier; Vzdoroliubov (“rubbish lover”), a collector of 

curios who buys for an enormous price an assortment of antiques, including 

a snuff-box made of Diogenes’s tub, the invisible chains that Vulcan used to 

catch his wife in bed with Mars, and three rare stones from the island of 

“Nowhere—Nohow”; the dandy Legkomyslov (“light thought”); judge 

Obiralov (“snatcher”); the lady-killer Verkhogliadov (“superficial”); the 

senile lover Starosvetov (“old world”) and the quarrelsome poet Samokh- 

valov (“self-praiser”), who can see no good in anyone’s verses but his own. 

He is supposed to have been meant as a caricature of Sumarokov. One of the 

most extended scenes is that between the shchepetiVnik and Verkhogliadov, 

who talks a most bizarre mixture of Russian and partially digested French. 

A sample of his style is the following speech: 

No sound reason! O, mon ami, how badly you jugez about us! The devil take me! You 

have formule ideas desavantageux about us. Listen to me, and I’ll show you that better 

than all the people in the world we posse dons sound reason! It [i.e., sound reason] is 

pleasant, just, gentil, amusing... truthful, le’ger, entertaining—commode.... and-Uf! 

I’m almost choked! However, to put it to you tout court, mon cber.... I’m ashamed to 

be a pedant and de'finir this word. But you’ve seen, that if I wanted to, I could show 

you once for all! I am capable de contredire you in everything, and I am capable also 

of not doing so. In me, excepte cela, there are many merites. I drink a la sante du beau 

sexe, speaking the wittiest e'quivoques; I can moquer staid people and the clergy, dis¬ 

regard every kind of law and make a fool and an ass of tout-le~serieux moralistes, such as 
you; and that, entre nous, is what is called “sound reason.” 

This scene has some significance as one item in the campaign waged by the 

Elagin circle against the modish affectation of French and the contempt for 

Russian (Verkhogliadov remarks: “Our language is the most beastly, and if 

we didn’t orne it with foreign words, it would be impossible for decent 

people to discourir in it without horreur!”). Other items in this same cam¬ 

paign are Elagin’s own comedy, A Russian Frenchman, and, as we shall see, 
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Fonvizin’s Brigadier. 

Lukin s second, full-length comedy of 1765, although its title echoes 

that of a play of Destouches (Le Dissipateur) is, as the author points out 

at length in his preface, an independent work. It is a good example of the 

comedie larmoyante; it is a comedy only by virtue of ending with young 

love triumphant and vice punished. There is not a trace of humor in it. 

Virtue has numerous opportunities to shine, and presumably evoke tearful 

admiration from the audience; e.g., when the merchant Pravdoliubov (“truth 

lover ), in contrast to the other of the hero’s creditors, tears up the note 

which he holds and announces his trust in his debtor’s pledged word; when 

the hero s servant Vasily, despite distrust and ill treatment from his master, 

remains faithful to him and refuses his freedom until the “happy ending”; 

when the magnanimous younger brother of the hero sways their dying 

uncle s favor to his scapegrace brother, to his own personal detriment, etc. 

The elder Dobroserdov brother (“good heart”: the hero) indignantly rejects 

the shady devices which the shyster Prolazin (“old fox”) proposes for evading 

his debts; Vasily denounces the rascally creditor Bezotviazny (“importu¬ 

nate ); Kleopatra, at the cost of her own love and happiness, refuses the 

proposal of her lover to flee from her aunt’s house, etc. 

The plot of The Prodigal Reformed by Love is in general rather well 

engineered, but has the defect of a deus ex machina solution. Zloradov 

( happy in evil ) is an implausibly complete villain, and Lukin is not content 

with letting his villainy speak for itself, but must give Zloradov a number 

of soliloquies in which he exposes his own perfidy, his disbelief in heaven 

and hell or divine retribution, his principle that “it is proper to do good- 

for myself, not others, etc. Zloradov at least remains a villain to the end, 

and leaves the stage gnashing his teeth and vowing vengeance on the “vir¬ 

tuous,” who have triumphed. 

In brief, the plot is the following. The elder Dobroserdov has inherited 

a fortune from his hard-working merchant father, and squandered it, largely 

through the prompting of his false “friend” Zloradov. The audience learns 

this from a soliloquy of his servant Vasily and a conversation with Stepanida 

at the beginning of the first act. But Dobroserdov even before the play 

begins has been “corrected by love”-for the beautiful Kleopatra, niece of 

“The Princess.” In order to gain access to his love, Dobroserdov has taken 

lodgings with “the Princess,” for whom he pretends love and to whom he 

has promised marriage. But he is beset by creditors, e.g., Dokukin 

(“nuisance”), whom he has to fob off by the pretense that he is going to 

make a rich marriage with the Princess. In the meantime he has arranged 

with his faithful servant Vasily, with the help of Stepanida (she is Kleopatra’s 

maid) a plot to escape from town to his brother’s country estate with Kleo- 

patra-if he can induce her to go. In spite of the protests of Vasily, who 

hates and suspects Zloradov, Dobroserdov confides his plot to his “friend,” 

who of course offers his help, but actually betrays the whole scheme to the 
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Princess. In any case, the virtuous Kleopatra refuses to elope, out of duty to 

her aunt, and she and Dobroserdov are surprised together in his apartment 

while he is trying to persuade her, by the Princess, as a result of Zloradov’s 

treachery. The Princess in a rage threatens to send her niece to a nunnery 

at once, and packs her off in the charge of Stepanida. Naturally she also 

repudiates Dobroserdov, orders him out of her house, and to complete 

his discomfiture, promises her hand to Zloradov, whose double-dealing 

is at length realized by the hero. In the final act the de'nouement comes as 

an official from the “magistrat” (town administration) arrives with Dobro- 

serdov’s creditors to take him to debtor’s prison; at the crucial moment 

the younger brother of the hero arrives with the news that their uncle has 

died and left half of his immense fortune (1000 souls and 50,000 rubles) 

to the profligate older brother. The tables are turned: it is Zloradov whom 

the creditors now seize; the Princess is overwhelmed with remorse; Stepanida, 

to whom Kleopatra has been entrusted for incarceration in the nunnery, has 

brought the girl instead to her lover’s brother—and of course Vasily and 

Stepanida are liberated and permitted to marry. Everything ends happily 

except for Zloradov, and the audience has, it may be hoped, been taught 

a sound lesson about not heeding the advice of such rascals as he and not 

getting into debt over their ears. 

The characterization in the play is, of course, highly conventional. 

Zloradov has the most originality. He is, by his own admission, completely 

devoid of conscience; he pretends friendship to his victim, pretends love 

to the Princess, and when at length he reveals his perfidy to Dobroserdov, 

he takes a high moral tone—he has disclosed his “friend’s” plot to the Prin¬ 

cess in order to prevent such a crime from being successful. Dobroserdov 

is gullible beyond all belief, and distinguished otherwise chiefly by help¬ 

lessness and resourcelessness. He reveals his “good heart” by asides in which 

he laments the necessity he is under of lying to his creditors; he gives his last 

300 rubles to a poor widow to whose husband he owed about 450; he medi¬ 

tates suicide (not very seriously) if he loses Kleopatra; he is overcome with 

remorse at the thought that his conduct may have hastened his uncle’s 

death; he is effusively repentant to Vasily when the Servant proves to have 

been right about Zloradov’s character, etc. As for Kleopatra, she is the soul 

of propriety and completely colorless. She doesn’t even appear on the stage 

until the play is more than half over, and it is only through Stepanida’s 

reports and Dobroserdov’s soliloquies that the audience comes to know 

anything about her. She is horrified at the thought of disobedience to her 

aunt, and refuses to elope with her lover; and she even apologizes to the 

Princess when Stepanida brings her back home instead of depositing her in 

the nunnery! No doubt this kind of picture would conform to the bourgeois 

audience’s ideal of a well-brought-up young lady; but it does not do much 

for dramatic tension. 
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Lukin’s language in his comedies is rather drab and undistinguished, 

for the most part conventional, somewhat awkward, middle-class Russian. 

The peasant helpers of the shchepetil’nik, however, speak in what is probably 

a fair approximation of actual peasant speech (Vasily’s idiom is marked by 

tsokanie, i.e., the pronunciation of the “eh” sound as “ts”), even though 

Lukin, in his preface to the play, apologizes for unfamiliarity with peasant 

language: not being a land-owner, he has never had much contact with 

peasants. Some of Dobroserdov’s creditors in “The Prodigal” are given a 

modified and diluted version of the merchant dialect. 

Lukin’s comedies have no important place in Russian literature, but 

mark a transition between the rather un-Russian early attempts of Sumaro- 

kov and the quite genuinely Russian comedies of Fonvizin. The Prodigal 

has also some interest as one of the most successful examples of that strange 

and unlovely literary hybrid, the “tearful comedy.” Faulty as it may be, 

it would probably be far more tolerable on the stage than his rival Fon- 

vizin’s verse “comedy,” Korion, produced the year before (1764). 

C. Catherine II as a Dramatist ^ 

The Empress of all the Russias plumed herself on being not only a 

most enlightened monarch, but also a talented writer. Her pretensions were 

as ill-founded in the one case as in the other. Quantitatively, indeed, her 

literary production is impressive-twelve volumes in her Collected Works. 

Her journalistic ventures have already been considered; she carried on an 

extremely active correspondence, mostly in French and with such Illuminati 

as Voltaire, Diderot and Melchior Grimm; she wrote what she considered to 

be contributions to Russian history—actually no more than ill-organized 

excerpts from chronicles; she composed, for her grandsons Alexander and 

Constantine two rather charming children’s fairy tales, one of which gave 

Derzhavin the hint for his ode “Felitsa”; and she wrote no less than 25 

complete dramas, which are the only part of this extensive literary heritage 

that deserve much attention. Most of these dramas are comedies, but in the 

second period of her literary activity (1785-86) she tried her hand at Shake¬ 

spearian chronicle plays. 

Catherine’s native language was German, and French was almost a 

second language. She never quite mastered Russian, however, especially 

Russian spelling, and the many works in that language which she published 

had to be carefully gone over by her private secretaries (Grigory Kozitsky and 

Alexander Khrapovitsky, both themselves writers) to correct her grammar 

and spelling. Writing Russian verse was entirely beyond her—all her dramas 

are in prose. Nevertheless it must be conceded that she had considerable 

dramatic skill, and her early comedies are light and witty—qualities not 

prominent in Russian dramaturgy of any period. In another aspect too she 
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is exceptional: with her very close contacts with the intellectual leaders of 

western Europe, especially France, she was more quickly touched than any 

of her Russian contemporaries by the new currents of literary style and 

taste. Her comedies, indeed, may be taken as almost a record of the changing 

concepts of the genre from 1769 to 1786. 

In her comedies Catherine adheres strictly to the classical concept of 

character as a static datum, universal and unchanging. Moreover, in the con¬ 

struction of her plots character plays very little part. Neither is character 

revealed through action, as is, for example, Moliere’s model hypocrite 

through what the audience sees him doing; nor is the plot complicated by the 

peculiarities of character, as is, for example, the plot of Le Malade imaginaire 

by Argan’s hypochondria. Catherine’s persons usually reveal their character 

through soliloquies, or are wittily described by other persons, usually the 

servants. Catherine assured Voltaire that she “knew her Russian people”— 

but of course the “people” for her were the upper class; and it is true that 

in her comedies she does make an effort to depict persons of this stratum 

with lifelike traits. This is in fact the most successful aspect of her comedies— 

the old hypocrite noblewoman in Oh, the Times! (1769), or the peevish 

heroine of Mrs. Grumpy’s Name-Day (1772), or the inveterate gossip in 

Mrs. Tale-Bearer and her Family. But where her plots and characterization 

are particularly unsatisfactory is in the treatment of the “lower class” char¬ 

acters. Following French usage blindly (she liked to consider herself the 

Russian Moliere), Catherine gives to the valet and the soubrette in most 

cases the chief part in working out the intrigue. Her maid-servants are pert 

and saucy, extremely clever, and possessed of great initiative—qualities 

totally alien to the brow-beaten Russian serfs of real life. 

As the titles of the early comedies reveal, Catherine’s targets are very 

minor social vices-the satire is of the “smiling” variety which she defended 

in All Kinds of Things. The old-fashioned, “unenlightened” life of the back¬ 

ward gentry is mocked with tolerance and good humor. Catherine apparently 

thought that her admonitions from the stage and the journal would bring 

about a reform of Russian manners. But political motives are not wanting 

in some of these plays; she makes the critics of “the government” (which was 

of course her government) as ridiculous as possible, by giving them perfectly 

preposterous ideas, and thus implying that all such visionary schemes for the 

country’s betterment are similar. Thus, in Mrs. Grumpy’s Name-Day (lmen- 

iny gospozhi Vorchalinoi) the bankrupt merchant Nekopeikov (“Penniless”) 

conceives a scheme for catching rats on a large scale and making cordage 

for the Russian fleet of their tails! 

After 1772 the series of “smiling comedies” was interrupted, and for the 

next few years Catherine’s literary talents were exerted in other fields. In 

1783-84 a periodical began publication under the nominal editorship of 

Princess E.R. Dashkova, entitled: Conversational Journal of Lovers of the 

Russian Word (Sobesednik liubitelei russkogo slova). A feature of this journal 
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was an anonymous “column” in each issue headed: “Fact and Fable” (“byli i 

nebylitsy”). Catherine’s authorship of this was an open secret. In it she 

clumsily attempts to imitate the style of Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, 

with its planned illogicality, its whimsical breaking of continuity, etc. “Fact 

and Fable” has no literary value, but does give evidence of Catherine’s 

remarkable receptivity to new literary fashions. We shall presently see some 

of the political aspects of this journalistic venture in connection with Fon- 
vizin. 

In 1785 another series of Catherine’s comedies begins, but these are 

now no longer “smiling.” Embittered by the covert antagonism of the 

Russian intelligentsia, Catherine takes vengeance in her later “comedies” 

on what seems to her one of the most vulnerable sides of progressive Russian 

thought, the Masonic movement. As has been mentioned earlier, Masonry 

became a very powerful movement in Russia in the late eighteenth century. 

Ignoring the immense good which the Order accomplished in the neglected 

areas of education and social welfare, the great publishing enterprise of 

Novikov, the many schools and hospitals founded by the Masons, etc., 

Catherine hit at the childish mummery of the Masonic initiation ceremony, 

the religious mysticism of its later orientation, and especially the secrecy 

that surrounded it. These aspects of Masonry she savagely attacks in the 

comic trilogy: The Deceiver (Obmansbchik), The Seduced (Ohol’shchennyi) 

and The Siberian Medicine-Man (Shaman sibirskii). In these bitter and humor¬ 

less “comedies” she equates noble and philanthropic Russian Masons, such as 

Novikov, Schwarz, Kheraskov et al., with the notorious impostor Cagliostro 

and the alchemists! 

As has already been noted, Catherine underwent a “Shakespearean” 

inoculation. Even though Voltaire had labeled the English poet a barbarian, 

he still recognized his genius, and himself felt his influence. By way of Vol¬ 

taire the first Shakespearean drama became imperfectly known to Russia 

through Sumarokov’s amazing Hamlet. Of course, for Voltaire-and Suma- 

rokov-one of the chief marks of Shakespeare’s “barbarism” was his ig¬ 

norance of the “rules” of classical drama. This, however, was precisely one 

of the things that Catherine found attractive in his dramas—and in this she 

was considerably ahead of her age. She also liked the Shakespearean use of 

prose in many of his plays, since she was unable to write verse. Catherine, 

it may be noted, began as a perfectly consistent classicist, but became less 

and less classical as time went on, until in her latest plays she is already 

anticipating some of the revolutionary innovations of the early romantics. 

Shakespeare in the original was of course inaccessible to Catherine II; 

her knowledge of the plays came from the German translation by J.J. Eschen- 

burg, published in Switzerland in the mid ‘70s. Eschenburg’s version was 

entirely in prose. She probably also knew the Le Tourneur translation into 

French, which appeared in Paris at about the same time. 

Inspired by this second-hand contact with the great English poet, 
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Catherine issued in 1786 what the title-page apologetically described as 

“A free, but weak paraphrase from Shakespeare, the comedy “This is what it 

is to have a basket full of laundry.” The Merry Wives of Windsor may not be 

at once apparent as the original of this paraphrase; actually the title is a 

Russian attempt to render Ford’s exclamation (Act III, scene v): “This ’tis 

to have linen and buck-baskets!” Shakespearean chronicle plays also inspired 

the would-be historian of Russia’s monarchs, and in the same year 1786 was 

published: A Shakespearean Imitation, a historical perspective without 

observation of the usual rules of the theater, from the life of Riurik. In 

this drama the first Varangian monarch of Novgorod is represented as the 

benevolent ruler who brings peace and order to a faction-ridden city, and 

frees it from the revolutionary Vadim. When, a few years later (1793) Kniazh- 

nin’s Vadim of Novgorod was posthumously published, Catherine was en¬ 

raged to find herself and her concept of the history of Russian monarchy 

sharply controverted. Still in 1786 a second Shakespearean “imitation” saw 

the light: The Beginning of the Reign of Oleg. A fourth Shakespearean 

venture was never completed: Timon of Athens, rather interestingly adapted 

to Russian manners and places. 

The theatrical output of Catherine II is of interest chiefly for the 

light it sheds on the literary fashions which reached Russia from western 

Europe in the last two decades of the eighteenth century. Her contribution 

to the literature of her adopted country was far less than she imagined and 

advertised it to be. She was, however, an excellent barometer. 
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CHAPTER IX 

DENIS FONVIZIN AND THE COMEDY (1745-1792)1 

The man who revolutionized Russian comedy and can more truly than 

any other be regarded as the eighteenth-century forerunner of realism was 

probably better known in his own age as a translator and influential govern¬ 

ment official. Indeed it was a matter of the greatest difficulty for his own age 

to know Fonvizin’s works at all completely, for most of them were pub¬ 

lished, if at all, anonymously, and a great deal of what has since become 

known was either not written for publication or was suppressed by the 

censors. It is only in the twentieth century that anything approaching a com¬ 

plete edition of Fonvizin’s works has been published; and even in this com¬ 

pleteness has been achieved only with the original work—the translations 

are represented in selections. 

Denis Ivanovich Fonvizin was born in 1745 and died in 1792. His 

active life falls thus almost entirely within the long reign of Catherine II. 

His father was a nobleman of small means, descendant of a Baltic German 

named Von Wiesen who, taken prisoner by Ivan the Terrible in the Livonian 

wars, settled in Russia and became thoroughly Russianized. Young Denis 

was sent with his brother Pavel at the age of ten to Moscow, where he was 

enrolled in the Gymnasium attached to the newly formed University of 

Moscow. After finishing the Gymnasium course he continued into the Uni¬ 

versity, and distinguished himself in learning foreign languages—Latin, French 

and German—to the extent that even while still a student, and at the age of 

sixteen, he published a translation (from the German) of the Fables of the 

Danish classicist Ludvig Holberg. The translation is in prose, and is partial— 

about three quarters of the Moral Fables of the great comic poet. Holberg’s 

Moralske Fabler (1751) are certainly the poorest of his work, and Fonvizin’s 

translations are tame and tedious. One wonders what could have attracted 

anyone to this wretched stuff, and concludes that in Fonvizin’s case it must 

have been juvenile adulation: the boy had had his first experience with the 

professional theater, during a visit to St. Petersburg, when he had seen a 

performance of Holberg’s Henrik and Pernille—the beginning of his lifelong 

infatuation with the stage. 

The Fonvizin brothers distinguished themselves early by their literary 

interests and attracted the attention of that academic factotum, Mikhail 
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Kheraskov, who was at that time in charge of the library, theater, and 

printing-press of Moscow University. Pavel Ivanovich (1744-1802) contri¬ 

buted a considerable amount of material, both translations and original 

verses, to Kheraskov’s journals; Denis is represented by one mediocre trans¬ 

lation (“Jupiter as Judge”), printed in Profitable Diversion. 

In conformity with a wide-spread custom of the times, the Fonvizin 

brothers had been enrolled in one of the Guards Regiments at the time of 

their matriculation; they were considered to be on “detached service” during 

their student years, and were promoted to the rank of sergeant before gradua¬ 

tion, as a reward for good grades. The military service, however, did not ap¬ 

peal to Denis. It apparently did to Pavel, who continued in it and eventually 

reached the rank of brigadier before he transferred to civil service. Denis left 

the University in 1762, the year of the coup d’etat which seated Catherine II 

on the Russian throne; he was presently picked by the new government for 

the Foreign Office on the basis of his proficiency in foreign languages. 

The exact dating of many of Fonvizin’s early translations is uncertain, 

but it appears that he had already begun a version in Russian Alexandrines 

of Voltaire’s popular tragedy Alzire- and he worked at the same time on a 

prose translation of a political didactic “novel” by Abbe' Terrasson, Sethos 

(1731). The first part of this long work was published in 1762, the fourth 

and the last in 1768. The full title of the Russian version is: Heroic Virtue, 

or the Life of Seth, King of Egypt. ^ The work, which has no literary merit, 

is one of the popular imitations, numerous in the age, of Fe'nelon’s Tele- 

maque the portrayal of an ideal enlightened monarch” in a safely remote 

age. Other translations, which may have been begun as early as 1762, but 

were completed later, may be mentioned here: one of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 

which is lost; a florid and sentimental version of the Biblical story, translated 

from the Joseph of Paul Bitaube' (1732-1808),3 which was published in 

1766; and a translation from the French of Fran<;ois-Thomas de Baculard 

d’Arnaud (1718-1805) of a cloyingly sentimental tale of altruistic friendship 

entided Sidney and Silli, or Benefaction and Gratitude,4 This last was not 

published until 1769. According to the dedication, Fonvizin was inspired 

to undertake this unrewarding work by the desires of his mistress, a circum¬ 
stance that may perhaps excuse him. 

A translation of quite another sort, published in 1766, was probably 

also begun while Fonvizin was still connected with the Foreign Office. This 

is a treatise on political economy by Abbe' Gabriel-Fran<;ois Couaille entitled 

The Gentry in Commerce, as Opposed to a Military Gentry, or Two Discus¬ 

sions on Whether the Well-Being of a State is Served by the Gentry’s Entering 

into Commerce?5 Needless to say the liberal author concludes that a com¬ 

mercial aristocracy does subserve the interest of the state. (It may be noted 

incidentally that Silli, in the Arnaud tale, overcomes his aristocratic preju¬ 

dices and in order to support his family, engages in trade.) Another political 

treatise, published anonymously (and apparently also surreptitiously) is 
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partially a translation (from the German political theorist Johann Gottlob 

von Justi : 1705-1779) and partially original: A Brief Explanation of the 

Freedom of the French Nobility, and of the Advantage of the Third Estate.^ 

Fonvizin’s conclusions are summed up in the succinct concluding paragraph: 

“In a word, there should be in Russia: 1) a nobility entirely free; 2) a third 

estate, entirely liberated; and 3) a populace occupied with agriculture, al¬ 

though not entirely free, yet having at least the hope of being so.” Fonvizin’s 

political views are of course irrelevant to a consideration of his place in 

literature, but since they permeate so much of his artistic writing, it may be 

well to emphasize here that this paragraph hardly needs elaboration-it 

presents them in a nutshell. Fonvizin was a nobleman, of ancient family, 

and believed very strongly in both the privileges and responsibilities of the 

nobleman. The justification of the privileges is to be found in the gentleman’s 

sense of honor, which forbids-or should forbid—a lazy parasitic existence, 

and demands lifelong and self-sacrificing service to the native land, whether 

in the armed forces or the civil service. Such a nobility must also be a partner 

in the government, advisory and auxiliary to the monarch. A healthy state 

must also have a “third estate,” which can be recruited only from below, 

that is, from the agricultural peasantry, which must have opportunities 

afforded for education and for mobility in the social hierarchy. The total 

and immediate abolition of serfdom, however, forms no part of Fonvizin’s 

ideal program. 

As has been mentioned before, the theater always exercised a fascin¬ 

ation upon Fonvizin, and one of his early translations was a version of Vol¬ 

taire’s Alzire. The ideas of the “Sage of Ferney” were very popular in court 

circles of this period—Catherine herself, of course, carried on a correspon¬ 

dence with the master and flattered herself that she was indeed the “Semi- 

ramis of the North,” as he called her. Fonvizin became attached to a circle 

of young intellectuals headed by F.A. Koslovsky, whose philosophical posi¬ 

tion was anti-clerical and “free-thinking,” and who were close to the mo¬ 

narch. It was probably through this association that Fonvizin was trans¬ 

ferred from his post with the Foreign Office to one with the cabinet mini¬ 

ster I.P. Elagin, who was presently to be put in charge of the court theater. 

Elagin was a vain but astute magnate and himself a literary dilettante; to his 

office was also attached at this time the comic writer Vladimir I. Lukin. 

From 1763 until 1769, with a half-year’s leave of absence in 1768, Fonvizin 

remained with Elagin; from this period date his first genuinely literary efforts. 

The first of these are two satires in verse, The Fox as Panegyrist^ 

(Lisitsa-koznodei) was not published until 1787, but circulated widely in 

manuscript and was familiar to the literary world long before. It is an “Aeso- 

pic” fable obviously inspired by the obsequies of Empress Elizabeth in 

1762. The “Lion,” king of beasts, has died, and the Fox has taken the 

podium to deliver an eloquent eulogy of the deceased monarch. “O fate! 

O cruel fate! Of whom is the world bereft!” he begins. “Smitten by the 
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demise of your gentle sovereign, wail and sob, O honored assemblage of 

beasts! This emperor, wisest of all the beasts of the forest, deserving of 

eternal tears, deserving of altars, father of his slaves, dangerous to his 

enemies, is stretched out before us, senseless and voiceless!” The panegyric 

proceeds in this key. “ ‘O basest flattery!’ whispered the mole to the dog. 

‘I had a brief acquaintance with the Lion: he was a perfect ass, malicious 

and senseless, and by the power of his supreme sovereignty he did nothing 

but sate his tyrannical passions. The throne of this gentle emperor, deserving 

of altars, was cobbled with the bones of beasts torn to pieces!’ ” At the end 

of the Mole’s angry denunciation the Dog replies: “ ‘Why are you surprised, 

when a distinguished fool is flattered by base fools? If this amazes you so 

much, that low creatures prefer greed to everything, and make their way 

toward fortune by contemptible means—then it’s evident that you have never 

lived among people.’ ” 

The second of Fonvizin’s verse satires is much longer and of a quite 

different sort. It is inappropriately entitled: Epistle to My Servants Shumilov, 

Vanka and Petrushka,8 It is not an epistle at all, but rather a conversation 

between the master and his old “uncle” (i.e., a serf with the functions of a 

Greek paidagogos-the guardian and instructor of a boy of the gentry class), 

his coachman Vanka and his house-serf Petrushka. These, incidentally, were 

real people of Fonvizin’s household. The satire opens with the master’s 

question, addressed to his old tutor: “Tell me, Shumilov, for what pur¬ 

pose was the world created? And how should I live in it—answer me this.” 

The old man’s honest answer is: “I don’t know.... But I do know that we 

must be servants all our lives, and work all our lives with hands and feet... 

But why this world was created, be pleased to ask Vanka.” “To you I now 

direct my words, broad-shoulders, big-head-spacious capital of minuscule 

wit! In your province are horses and chariots, and it has finally pleased 

heaven that both my driver and I myself listen to you. Daily you look upon 

worldly vanity, and mounted in the rear (of the carriage) you traverse Petro- 

polis. Prepare yourself to give a wise answer to my question. Tell me, great 

man, for what purpose was the world created?” Vanka angrily replies: “To 

all your whims not even those who know their letters can answer—and am I 

to judge about this, when my eyes can’t tell A from Z?” Vanka volunteers, 

however, his opinion of the fashionable world that he sees from his coach¬ 

man’s box: “I’ve seen cowards and I’ve seen dare-devils; I’ve seen simple 

lords, and I’ve seen generals; but not to get into a vain squabble with you, 

know this that I count the whole world as just nonsense... Driver, horses, 

carriage, horse-collars and everything, it seems to me, in the world is vanity.' 

Here I see prodigality and there I see stinginess; wherever I turn, everywhere 

I see stupidity.... The priests try to deceive the people, servants the major- 

domo, major-domos the master, masters each other, and noble boyars often 

want to deceive the sovereign; and everyone, in order to stuff his pockets 

a little more thickly, has determined to try his hand at deception for gain. 
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Burghers are greedy for money, and gentry-folk, judges, lawyers, soldiers 

and peasants. The humble shepherds of our souls and hearts are pleased to 

collect quit-rent from their sheep. The sheep marry, are fruitful, die, and 

the shepherds line their pockets accordingly. They forgive every kind of 

sin for pure cash, and for cash they promise a multitude of diversions in 

heaven. But if one may speak the truth in this world, I shall tell you my 

honest opinion: both shepherds and sheep are ready, for money, to de¬ 

ceive the Most High Creator Himself!” When Vanka has had his say, he 

turns the question over to the lackey Petrushka, whose opinion of the world 

is no more optimistic—“The whole world, it seems to me, is a child’s game. 

It is only necessary to know most solidly how best, while you’re alive, to 

play this game.” “What matter, if afterward the devils take your soul, so 

long as you have succeeded in living as best possible until your death!” 

Petrushka’s notions of “playing the game” are entirely cynical: “Play, even 

though your neighbor will weep from the game; pilfer his treasury—your 

own will be the gainer.” “The Creator of the whole creation, for His own 

praise, sent us forth in the world, like puppets on a table. Some sport, laugh, 

dance and leap, others scowl, mourn, grieve, weep. That’s the way the world 

turns! But as to why it is so, no one knows that, whether wise or foolish.” 

Finally, turning the tables on their master, with his foolish questions, the 

three serfs propose that he, who is so wise, let them in on the secret! To this 

the poet replies: “My friends, comprehend my answer: I myself don’t know 

for what purpose this world was created!” 

From the point of view of its open rejection of church ideology this 

satire is remarkable (it was, of course, not printed until 1769, and then in 

company with the innocuous Sidney and Silli story); but even more remark¬ 

able is the power of characterization revealed in the relatively short piece. 

Although in a different medium, here is the evidence of a brilliant dramatic 

talent. The three serfs come through as individuals, sharply distinguished— 

the kindly, conventional, devoted Shumilov, the brawny, taciturn, some¬ 

what morose Vanka, and the worldly-wise Petrushka. The master himself 

is a paler figure—patriarchally patronizing and yet self-ironical. 

The bureau chief under whom Fonvizin worked for some six years, 

I.P. Elagin, was himself a dramatist, and intensely interested in the theater. 

As we have seen, his subordinate Lukin was also a writer of comedies. The 

atmosphere of the office was evidently conducive to dramatic occupations. 

Comedy was at this time a serious deficiency of the Russian stage. Outside of 

two or three comedies of Sumarokov, themselves very imitative of French 

models, there existed no Russian comedy, and the repertoires of the acting 

companies had, of necessity, to be filled by translations of foreign works, 

such as those of Ludvig Holberg or Moli^re. The Elagin circle was inspired to 

remedy this situation. They were outspokenly critical of Sumarokov and 

his classical comedies, which they found very remote from actual Russian 

life (of course such a small masterpiece as The Imaginary Cuckold was not 
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written until 1772). The classical theory of comedy justified the genre as a 

means of “correcting the vices” of society by laughter; but since the situa¬ 

tions presented in Sumarokov’s comedies were French, in so far as they could 

be related to any actual society, how could Russian vices be corrected by 

them? The obvious conclusion from this observation, it would seem, would 

be to write original comedies on Russian subjects. This, however, would in¬ 

volve departure from the classical canon of generalization, of universality. 

The Elagin compromise was to utilize successful French plays and rework 

the plots m such a fashion that Russian names of persons and places and 

Russian manners would be substituted for those of the original. Thus Elagin’s 

own comedy The Russian Frenchman was a translation or adaptation of 

Holberg’s play Jean de France, and Lukin’s Shchepetil’nik, as we have seen, 

of a French translation of Dodsley’s The Toy Shop. It should be noted that 

one of the leading vices of Russian society which Elagin, Lukin and their 

group were minded to correct by ridicule was the servile adulation of every¬ 

thing French and the denigration of everything Russian. This is, of course, 

the theme of the Holberg play, for Danish society too had been infected by 

Francomania. Fonvizin’s first successful comedy, The Brigadier, as we shall 

see, makes use of this theme, but with an original plot and far greater fidelity 

to actual Russian manners than Elagin’s classicism approved of. 

One of the trends of French comedy in the middle of the eighteenth 

century was toward that peculiar genre called comedie larmoyante—a. genre 

which Voltaire deplored and which his Russian follower Sumarokov in¬ 

veighed against bitterly. The mixture of comedy and tragedy, Sumarokov 

declared, was as nauseous as “cabbage soup with sugar or coffee with garlic!” 

The ugly hybrid made its way, however, and the comedies of Destouches 

and La Chausse'e became very popular. Since the serious side of the comedie 

larmoyante was almost invariably highly didactic, it might be considered as 

a proper weapon for the correction of social vices-not, indeed, by “laugh¬ 

ter,” since seldom are such comedies in any degree amusing. The Elagin circle 

adopted the new trend, however, and Lukin, as we have seen, produced in 

1765 his original comedy, with a non-original title, The Prodigal Reformed 
by Love. 

A year before Lukin’s comedy was presented Denis Fonvizin, at the 

time nineteen years old, gave the Russian stage its first verse comedy, en¬ 

titled Korion (1764).9 This is a typical example both of the serious comedy 

and of the procedure of adapting foreign plots to Russian manners. The 

original which furnished the plot is Sidney, a “drame morale” (1745) by 

Jean-Baptiste Louis Gresset (1709-1777). The hero, renamed in Fonvizin’s 

version, is Korion, his friend is Menander and his sweetheart is Zenovia— 

the only Russian name encountered in the play is that of the servant Andrei. 

The scene, vaguely conceived, is a country estate in the neighborhood of 

Moscow. One character, introduced by Fonvizin and without a French 

counterpart, is an unnamed peasant, who describes quite realistically the 
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miseries of peasant life, the oppression of the landlords, the burdensome 

taxes, etc. This peasant, in startling contrast to the conventional upper- 

class Russian of the other characters, speaks a stylized dialect, with the -sta, 

-sto suffixes suposed to characterize peasant language; his speech is also 

marked by tsokanie, that is, the substitution of the “ts” for the “ch” sound. 

Modest as these Russian elements are, they mark at least a beginning; and it 

is indeed amazing to see how from this very timid start Fonvizin within five 

years comes to the remarkable lifelikeness of the characterization and lan¬ 

guage in The Brigadier. 

In his introduction to the two-volume edition of Fonvizin’s works 

the critic G.P. Makogonenko remarks, apropos of Korion: “First of all 

Gresset’s sentimental drama has been turned by Fonvizin into a light 

comedy.”10 A more obtuse piece of criticism would be hard to find. “Light” 

is an adjective scarcely applicable to a play whose hero, through three acts, 

avows at every turn his utter disgust, with life and fixed determination to 

end it, and who actually does, in intent at least, commit suicide at the begin¬ 

ning of the third and last act. That his intention is thwarted by the substi¬ 

tution of a harmless glass of water for the fatal poison does not alter the 

tone of the whole. Sombre, sentimental and lachrymose, the work is a drame 

in the French taste, unredeemed by even a vestige of humor. The irony and 

satire against fashionable sentimentalism, which Makogonenko claims to 

find in it, are simply not there. It is a well-nigh perfect example of the “tear¬ 

ful comedy,” with the only flaw in the relatively subordinate role which 

didacticism plays in it. Korion’s infidelity to his mistress Zenovia, which 

motivates his pathological repentance, is too far in the past and outside the 

action of the play to convey much of a moral lesson to the audience; and 

since the hero’s obstinate and completely callous determination on suicide, 

despite all the affectionate protests of faithful servant and devoted friend, 

is not punished, but almost rewarded by the unexpectedly happy outcome, 

the conventional demands of bonnes moeurs are flouted. 

The singularly static plot can be thus summarized: Korion has retired 

to his country estate without the knowledge of his friends and with the 

intention, which he reveals in a letter addressed to his friend Menander, 

of leaving all his possessions to his mistress Zenovia, whom he has betrayed, 

and then committing suicide. He tries to send his servant Andrei to Moscow 

with the letter, but Andrei, fearful for his master’s life, refuses to go and 

entrusts the letter to “the peasant.” The latter opportunely meets Menander 

already on his way to visit Korion. When his friend arrives, the hero is obliged 

to acknowledge his intentions, and the second act is largely taken up with 

debates in which Korion discloses his world-weariness and misanthropy 

and Menander upholds the claims of patriotic and social duty. Andrei 

reassures Menander that he has removed Korion’s sword and pistols to pre¬ 

vent the planned suicide. At the beginning of the final act Korion in a soli¬ 

loquy discloses that he has taken a fatal draught which will put an end to his 
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life during the coming night. At this point Zenovia appears; she has also 

retired from the city after Korion’s betrayal, and her presence on a near-by 

estate has been hinted at as early as the first act in the words of the peasant 

about an unnamed lady of the neighborhood who, like Korion, is continually 

moping and weeping and calling for death. She has now come to have a final 

confrontation with her former lover. She first meets Menander and learns 

from him that Korion still loves her and is bent on suicide, which his friends 

are thwarting. When Zenovia and Korion meet it is quickly discovered that 

they are still in love with each other and that Zenovia is ready to forgive 

Korion’s infidelity—but alas, he has taken poison! At the last moment Andrei 

enters, and reassures his master: seeing the glass by Korion’s bedside, he has 

taken the liberty of pouring out the poison and substituting a glass of water! 

Everything accordingly can now end happily. 

The drama is presumably a psychological study of Korion’s character. 

This is a most disagreeable one, and it is very hard to see from the play itself 

how such a person could have inspired the devoted loyalty of Andrei, the 

affection of Menander and the love of Zenovia. He is morbidly self-centered, 

obstinate, and completely unfeeling in his relations toward Andrei and 

Menander. Even in his despairing colloquy with Zenovia, while he believes 

himself condemned to a self-inflicted death, it is not her feelings that concern 

him so much as the frustration of his own last-minute chance for happiness. 

Such a character is not necessarily unlifelike; but inevitably a reader, or pre¬ 

sumably an audience, must react with little sympathy toward it. To “em¬ 

pathize,” in the modern term, with Korion, is singularly difficult. 

As for the other characters, Menander is a preachy mannikin, the 

scarcely personalized embodiment of friendship and patriotic sentiments. 

Zenovia, who appears only in the last act, is so slightly sketched that nothing 

can be said of her character except that it appears to be a very pallid reflec¬ 

tion of Korion’s. Like him, she has retired to the country to mope and con¬ 

template suicide. Unlike him, however, she brightens up at once and flies 

into raptures when she learns that Korion is still faithful and that there is a 

good chance that all may end well. Korion is so devoted to his somber hope¬ 

lessness that he exhibits a reluctance amounting almost to impatience at the 

very notion that happiness might be possible. 

The only real character in the play is Andrei. He has some resemblance 

to a genuine human being; he soliloquizes at the beginning of the first act 

over the boredom of country life after the bustle of Moscow, where he was 

born. It appears that he has a wife in Moscow, and would dearly like an 

opportunity to return to find out if she is still faithful to him-but when 

Korion tries to send him to Moscow with the letter to Menander, Andrei 

refuses point-blank to go, even if this may mean punishment, because he 

suspects his master is planning suicide. All the action of the play, in so far 

as it is not the result of chance (Menander’s opportune arrival and Zenovia’s 

visit) is the result of Andrei’s efforts; and appropriately he ends the drama, as 
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he began it: his final four lines are by way of a “moral”: “We must never have 

repugnance for the world; we see, what a thing it is to try to take leave 

of the world. Even though in life it be our chance to suffer much grief, 

nevertheless we like to live on a little longer.” 

Korion was neither a literary nor a stage success, nor were the other 

experimental comedies of the circle—Elagin’s Russian Frenchman, and 

Elchaninov’s Virtue Rewarded—which were presented in the same year 

(1764) any more successful. As Lukin ruefully remarks in the preface to his 

Prodigal Reformed by Love: “One, and a very small, part of the parterre 

likes [comedies] that evoke pity and are filled with noble thoughts; the 

other, and principal part, [likes] those that are amusing.” Lukin avers that 

in his Prodigal he attempts to please both parties-the small elite with a 

plot that evokes pity and characters that are full of noble sentiments, and 

the rest with secondary comic characters and scenes-the creditors of Chisto- 
serdov. 

Fonvizin’s genuine adhesion to the dramatic principles of Lukin and 

Elagin at any time is more than questionable; and in any case a few years of 

living in the intimacy of the group, which was riddled with petty intrigue, 

must have sickened him. Particularly the jealousy of Lukin, with whom he 

had to work, irritated him, and he sought means to get himself transferred 

to another branch of the civil service. The opportunity did not come until 

1769, after a leave of absence spent with his family during which he worked 

on his new comedy, The Brigadier. To this we shall return presently. 

In 1933 G. Korovin published a fragment of a comedy from a manu¬ 

script in the Leningrad Library which he claimed, and which has been general¬ 

ly accepted to be, an early version of the later comedy The Minor (Nedo- 

rosl’).11 There are three acts, in prose, and the action terminates without 

conclusion—the play is obviously unfinished. Makogonenko attributes it to 

the year 1764—in other words, it is contemporary with Korion. A greater 

contrast would be hard to find. The theme of the fragment is “education,” 

and the products of two contrasting systems are juxtaposed; there is no plot- 

in a later age the piece would be called a “sketch.” How the comedy would 

have ended if Fonvizin had finished it is indeed hard to say; there must cer¬ 

tainly have been a confrontation in Act IV of the two young hopefuls 

Ivanushka and Milovid, but it is hard to imagine from what we have how 

a properly dramatic or comic finale might have been arranged. Perhaps this 

is the reason why the fragment was abandoned. 

None of the characters in this early version have the names that they 

bear in the final play, and there is nothing to correspond to the conven¬ 

tional love story of the mature Minor, nor to the moralizing of the “positive 

characters” Pravdin and Starodum. In this embryonic Minor the central 

character is a twenty-year-old booby named Ivanushka. He is discovered as 

the scene opens laboring, under the tender care of his indulgent mother 

Ulita Abakumova, at the formidable task of learning the alphabet! To fortify 
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him in his task a dish of blini and a pot of melted butter rest on the table 

beside him, into which he dips from time to time. His father Aksen Mikheich, 

a retired captain of dragoons, grumbles from the other side of the room over 

his son’s slow progress and the mother’s indulgence. During the course of 

the scene Ivanushka never gets beyond the letter “p”—his mother sends 

him off at that point to play! In spite of his verbal menaces, Aksen is just 

as easy-going as his wife, and Ivanushka is allowed to get away with the 

most outrageous conduct. He gets into a scuffle with his father in the course 

of which the old man is knocked down and hurts his leg, and at his final 

departure from the torments of the school-room Ivanushka stuffs his mouth 

with blini and then, with a loud belch, spews them out into his parents’ 

faces, and then runs off, hooting with laughter. In the ensuing conversation 

between husband and wife Ulita defends her darling on the grounds that he 

is still a “baby” (“rebenok”); Aksen, however, points out that until he learns 

to read and write, there can be no question of his being accepted into service 

(presumably military). The old serf Fedul, evidently a long-time retainer of 

the family, tries to have a serious talk with Ivanushka: he is getting older 

all the while, and still doesn’t know his letters—what will become of him? 

Ivanushka makes him the derisive “sign of the fig” for his pains, and runs 

away. “You might as well throw peas at a wall,” sighs the old man. At the 

end of Act II Ulita, contemplating the horrible possibility of her darling’s 

having to enter the service, soliloquizes: “Oh, the service, the Sovereign’s 

service! (she wails). How can you get used, lovey, to a strange, far-away 

land? Darling of my heart, who will fondle you? Oh, my darling baby, who 

will give you blini and pirozhki? You won’t have either daddy or mummy 

or kith or kin on whom to lay your poor little wild head! Oh, oh, oh! (she 

weeps). I 11 send nanny Afagia with you, lovey—she’ll sometimes bake blini 

for you!” Ridiculous as this lamentation is, one may see in it faint intima¬ 

tions of that marvelously complex characterization of both Akulina Timo¬ 

feevna (the “Brigadirsha”) and Prostakova in the final Minor. Absurd and 

almost revolting in her maternal indulgence, Ulita is still a little touching. 

The final act, as far as preserved, introduces guests into the house¬ 

hold of Aksen and Ulita. The neighboring nobleman Dobromyslov (“good 

thought”) and his son Milovid (“dear look”) have come for a call. It is all too 

apparent that Dobromyslov’s sole purpose is to show off his model son, who 

has newly arrived from school. There is a great flurry at the unexpected visit: 

the furniture is rearranged, old Fedul sent off to put on his “livery,” which 

turns out to be both ancient and a very bad fit, and Ulita and Aksen ex¬ 

press some trepidation and the not unnatural but badly based hope that 

young Milovid will prove to be a bigger ignoramus than their own son. In this 

they are badly disappointed. From a conversation with Dobromyslov Aksen 

learns that the boy, although only 17-three years younger than Ivanushka- 

has been tutored by French teachers, and knows French, German and Italian, 

as well as a formidable list of other subjects: “arithmetic, geometry, trigono- 
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metry, fortification, architecture, history, geography, how to dance, how to 

handle a horse, and how to fence with rapiers.” He even knows how to play 

various musical instruments. What is more, he has been in the (military) 

service for four years (as Fonvizin himself had been, during his gymnasium 

course) and has already attained the rank of a kapitan-poruchik (a grade 

intermediate between lieutenant and captain). Aksen is appalled-it has 

taken him forty-two years to reach a captaincy! At this point Ulita makes 

a formal entrance and is introduced; she begins a polite conversation with 

young Milovid, by asking him how he found life in St. Petersburg and what 

there was to do there. The boy mentions balls, masquerades, and clubs 

(“kloby”). Never having heard this fashionable term, Ulita thinks he is talking 

about “klopy” (“bedbugs”), and an amusing misunderstanding arises: 

Ulita: And what do you do with the “klopy” (“bedbugs”)? 

Boy: We have a good time, we play concerts and then dance, and afterward we have 

supper with the whole company. 

Ulita: Oh! (she spits). Pfui, pfui-you eat them? What don’t those damned Germans and 

Frenchmen think up! And how do they dance? I suppose by some possession 

of the devil? We have a lot of them too, and we have no rest with the accursed 

things, but our bedbugs don’t do anything more than crawl on the walls and at 

nights bite unbearably—that’s all. 

After the boy’s father has straightened out this misunderstanding, Aksen and 

Ulita begin to ask questions about religious practices in the capital: is it 

true that people there don’t keep the fasts? Those damned Germans have 

spread their heresies everywhere! And does young Milovid know all the 

church responses by heart? When told that he does not, but can of course 

read them, Ivanushka’s parents begin to boast about their darling, who 

knows the Book of Hours by heart; what good is all Milovid’s learning, if 

he doesn’t have this precious knowledge? At the point when Fedul is sent 

off to find and bring Ivanushka to join the company, the fragment breaks 

off. 

The characterizations in the sketch are exaggerated, but lifelike. Ulita’s 

solicitude for her “baby” and Aksen’s easy-going good nature, masked by 

meaningless bluster, are evidently the factors which have resulted in the de¬ 

plorable kind of training that Ivanushka exhibits. The narrow-minded pro¬ 

vincial outlook of the “minor’s” family, with its emphasis on trivial church 

practices is mocked—but it can hardly be said that Dobromyslov is a com- 

pensatingly attractive character: he is too smug and patronizing, and Milovid, 

very faintly characterized, is rather a prig. 

There are a number of discrepancies between this early version and the 

finished Minor. Of course the absence of the love story leaves the sketch 

plotless, as has been noted; and there is not much place for the obtrusive 

moralizing that Starodum and the other “positive” characters contribute to 

the later play, although Dobromyslov, as his name would suggest, does have 
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some sound ideas on a citizen’s duties to his native land. The chief difference, 

however, lies in the intents of the two dramas. The theme of this sketch is 

“education,” and nothing more; the theme of the final comedy is a general 

expose' of the crass ignorance, boorishness and inhumanity of the Russian 

“nobility,” with chief emphasis on the treatment of the serfs. Here, outside 

of a few harsh words when Ulita is knocked about by the bustle attending the 

arrival of Dobromyslov, the serfs are neither mistreated nor threatened with 

serious mistreatment. Fedul is sympathetically pictured as the faithful old 

retainer, pathetically anxious that his young master get along in the world; 

Mitka is a contemptible toady, who lets Ivanushka out-wrestle him when the 

boy boasts of his strength. To be sure, Ivanushka is rude and derisive to 

Fedul—but no more so than to his parents. It is plain that the relation of 

master to serfs, which is such an important element in the final Minor, has 

not yet emerged as a theme with the nineteen-year-old Fonvizin. 

The exact date of composition of Fonvizin’s The Brigadier12 is uncer¬ 

tain; some put it as early as 1766, others as late as 1769. The most probable 

date is 1768, during the period when the author was enjoying a half-year’s 

release from active duty. In any case, the comedy became known in 1769, 

at which time it was circulated in manuscript, and read by the author at nu¬ 

merous private gatherings, including one before Catherine II at Peterhof. It 

was not published until very much later, the date here also being disputed- 

from 1783 to 1790. 

Among those who invited Fonvizin to give a reading of his comedy in 

their private houses was Count Nikita I. Panin, Catherine’s foreign minister. 

The association begun by this encounter was to last until Panin’s death in 

1783, and to have a decisive effect on the author’s entire subsequent life. 

Panin was the most brilliant statesman whom Russia produced during the 

eighteenth century. He headed a considerable group of liberal noblemen who 

envisioned the possibility of reforming Russia’s Byzantine autocracy along 

the lines of a constitutional monarchy. In 1762 the group supported 

Catherine against her husband, with the thought that she could be more 

readily induced to allow a limitation of the power which she had not yet en¬ 

joyed. When this hope proved delusive, the liberals next concentrated their 

efforts on manipulating the deliberations of the Legislative Commission, 

convoked in 1768 at Catherine’s orders, to draw up a new code of laws. The 

meetings of the Commission did in fact begin to turn in the direction of 

reform, and Catherine accordingly dismissed it, on the pretext of the out¬ 

break of the first war with Turkey. A third opportunity seemed to be opened 

by the prospect of another change of sovereign; since Catherine was a 

usurper, it might be hoped that the legitimate heir to the throne, Pavel 

Petrovich (1754-1801), once seated, might make the desired concessions; and 

this was the more likely in that Nikita Panin had been Pavel’s tutor and en¬ 

joyed his love and respect. Pavel reached the age of eighteen in 1772, and 

there was an abortive movement to place him on the throne, which Catherine 
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and her unofficial consort Potemkin were able to frustrate. It may be noted 

in this connection that the heir suffered a serious illness (designated officially 

as a recurrent fever) in 1771, which led to wide-spread rumors that his 

mother was poisoning him. Fonvizin, programmatically defining his opposi¬ 

tion to Catherine’s tyranny, wrote a florid prose “Speech on the Recovery 

of Prince Paul Petrovich”13 in 1771. He was by that time secretary and close 

friend of Nikita Panin. Panin retained his post as foreign minister, despite 

Catherine s suspicion and dislike, until 1782, at which time he was removed 

and went into retirement. He suffered a paralytic stroke soon after, and died 

in the following year. His biography was written by Fonvizin and published 

in 1784, ostensibly in London (a second edition in Paris), but in all probabi¬ 

lity by an illicit press in St. Petersburg.1,1 

The friendship of Panin enabled Denis Fonvizin to leave the service of 

Elagin, which petty jealousies had made unbearable, and return to the 

Foreign Office, which had been his first department. As Panin’s personal secre¬ 

tary he was entrusted with many very important confidential matters, and 

played a considerable part in the diplomatic history of the next decades. 

He made his second European journey in 1777-1778 (the first had been in 

1762-63) and wrote some very penetrating letters, to Panin and others, on 

the pre-revolutionary situation in France.15 Throughout the latter period 

of his life Fonvizin remained a courageous champion of liberalism against the 

arbitrary rule of Catherine and Potemkin, and more than once risked dis¬ 

grace and probably worse by his outspoken opposition. 

From a literary point of view Fonvizin’s involvement in the absorbing 

business of foreign affairs is a misfortune, since it allowed him little time 

for writing. The Brigadier had been finished before his shift to Panin’s service, 

and the only comedy to be written subsequently was The Minor (1782). 

Choosing a Tutor,16 although sketched out, remains a fragment of no real 

significance. As for non-dramatic work of the period, the most important is 

the prose Eulogy of Marcus Aurelius,17 published in 1777, in which the 

noble life and rule of the great philosopher-emperor is implicitly contrasted 

with the base and egotistic tyranny of Catherine. The Letters to Falalei 

we shall consider presently. 

The Brigadier is dramatically a great step in advance of either Korion 

or the early Minor sketch. It has a plot, rudimentary and improbable, to 

be sure, but constructed in proper comedy fashion from character; and the 

characterization is brilliant, realistic, and genuinely Russian. Ostensibly 

the theme is ridicule of fashionable Francomania (cf. Elagin’s Russian French¬ 

man), but beneath this surface motif is the most biting criticism of the 

corruption and oafishness of current Russian society. The characters are 

schematically represented—the Brigadier is a narrow-minded soldier, his son 

Ivan is a feather-brained fop, the Councillor is a combination of shady lawyer 

and religious hypocrite, and his wife an idle, extravagant society dame. Only 

the Brigadier’s wife, Akulina Timofeevna, seems not to be typical of anything 
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but herself—monumentally stupid, penurious, brow-beaten, but somehow 

genuinely human and likeable. The two “positive” characters, the Council¬ 

lor’s daughter Sofia and her lover Dobroliubov (“lover of good”) are, as usual, 

totally colorless and insignificant. 

The plot is built up entirely from the given peculiarities of character: 

the Brigadier has made arrangements with the Councillor for the marriage 

of his son Ivanushka to the latter’s daughter Sofia. Neither party to this 

match cares for the idea; Sofia is in love with Dobroliubov, and Ivanushka 

is disdainful of any female who, like Sofia, doesn’t know French and hasn’t 

seen Paris. The Councillor’s wife, Avdotia Potapovna, although she hasn’t 

been to Paris, knows some French and is just such a simpering flirt as Ivanush¬ 

ka himself, so she attracts him and is quite willing to pay off her despised 

husband by having an affair with the young man who is supposed to marry 

her step-daughter. Akulina Timofeevna, the Brigadirsha, manages all her 

husband’s financial affairs and is a model of frugality, so that the penurious 

Councillor is attracted to her good qualities. Contemptuous of his wife’s 

invincible stupidity and serenely confident that no sane man would ever 

want her, the Brigadier himself is not above some philandering, and casts his 

eyes on the Councillor’s wife—thus putting himself in the position of be¬ 

coming his own son’s rival. The situation thus presented in the first act is 

developed by a series of “declarations”: Ivanushka makes his to the Coun¬ 

cillor’s wife in a ridiculous half-French jargon, full of cliche's from fashion¬ 

able novels; the Councillor makes his to the Brigadier’s wife, in spite of the 

prospect of hell fire which his terrified conscience keeps reminding him of; 

he is met by the most frustrating incomprehension—Akulina doesn’t even 

know what he is talking about! The Brigadier interrupts his son’s scene 

with the Councillor’s wife and sends him about his business, and then pro¬ 

ceeds to make his own declaration in a forthright soldierly fashion, com¬ 

paring Avdotiia to a fortress which he is about to storm. The only element 

of external chance in the plot is Dobroliubov’s abrupt announcement to 

the Councillor that he has just won a law-suit as a result of which he is now 

the owner of a considerable estate; this, of course, leads the Councillor to 

second thoughts about the marriage alliance with Ivanushka. The denoue¬ 

ment comes when one after another these scandalous “declarations” are made 

public property; the Brigadier informs the Councillor that his son has been 

making love to his prospective mother-in-law, and the Councillor rages against 

both his wife and Ivanushka; Ivanushka, who has walked in on the Council¬ 

lor’s abortive overtures to Akulina Timofeevna, reveals them to the Council¬ 

lor’s wife, in order to give her a stick with which to beat her husband; and the 

Councillor’s wife, in order to protect her lover Ivan from his father’s wrath, 

herself reveals the Brigadier’s propositions to her. As a result of all this, the 

projected marriage is of course broken off, the Brigadier, his wife and son 

leave the Councillor’s house, and Sofia and Dobroliubov are duly betrothed. 

This flimsy and implausible plot, it may be noted, is more in line with 
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the farces of Sumarokov than with the seriousness of Korion or the didacti¬ 

cism of Lukin’s Prodigal Reformed by Love. It is evident that Fonvizin’s 

rupture with the Elagin circle extended beyond merely his official service. 

Although we shall see plenty, and more than plenty, of moral preaching in 

The Minor, this is external to the plot and placed entirely in the mouths of 

Starodum and Pravdin. The “moral lessons” which The Brigadier and The 

Minor are contrived to present depend on the power and fidelity of the char¬ 

acterization, as they never do in a Lukin comedy. Starodum’s sermons could 

be pruned away entirely, and the effect of The Minor would be as great— 

perhaps greater. In The Brigadier, fortunately, Fonvizin has not provided 

a raisonneur. 

The Brigadier plot, as has been mentioned, follows classical precept 

in being evolved out of character; but the plot is so silly that the character 

inevitably stands out as the play’s principal interest. And in the depiction 

of character Fonvizin has taken a remarkable step, which justifies the claim 

that The Brigadier is Russia’s first “realistic” comedy. Classical “character 

comedy, as for example Moliere’s L’Avare, or Le Malade imaginaire, or 

Tartuffe, is a picture of a monomaniac, a one-sided, univocal character domi¬ 

nated by a single personality trait: Harpagon is a miser and nothing else; 

Argan is a hypochondriac and all the thoughts which Moliere gives him 

relate to his own health; Tartuffe’s lechery and treachery are merely parts 

of his all-embracing hypocrisy. To be sure, even Moliere on occasion defies 

the classical conventions, as in Le Misanthrope: Alceste is an uncomfortably 

honest man, but he is also not a little ridiculous. There are germs in Moliere’s 

comedies of character complication. But Fonvizin in The Brigadier presents 

us for the first time with characters who are not mere moral abstractions, 

but social types; without explicitly telling us as much, he makes us see, in 

the Brigadier himself, for instance, the product of a limited, spit-and-polish 

military training, for whom it is not unnatural to suppose that the only use 

for literacy must be ability to read the military statutes and drill manuals! 

The Councillor is similar; his “character” is that of the shifty, devious, 

grasping shyster—a product of Russian social conditions and inexplicable 

without them. And Ivanushka, of course, is an older version of the Ivanushka 

of the Minor sketch, who has had the advantage (!) of a stay in Paris. He is 

patently the result of the same kind of parental indulgence as that of Ulita 

and Aksen; his father is gruffer and there is probably more likelihood of his 

threats being meant seriously—but unquestionably Ivanushka’s present char¬ 

acter is not something “stamped on” him at birth, according to the classical 

conception, but something imposed on him by a thoroughly bad system of 

education, in which not only his parents, but the whole of his and their 

society have to share the guilt. As for Akulina Timofeevna, the relations ex¬ 

hibited on the stage between her and her husband make clear the origins of 

her character. The Brigadier seldom addresses her without reference to her 

stupidity, and is prone to call her “my sow,” when talking, in her presence, 
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with the Councillor and his wife. The poor woman, in one most revealing 

speech to Sofia, gives us a vivid glimpse of the life she has led as a poor of¬ 

ficer’s wife without much money—and even so, she says, her lot has been far 

better than that of a captain’s wife of her acquaintance, whose husband beat 

her, especially when drunk! And once, she relates, the Brigadier, just as a 

joke, hit her so hard in the chest that the breath was knocked out of her and 

she nearly passed on to the other world—and he stood there and laughed! 

There can be no doubt of the realism of such a description; but it has the 

effect of fixing the reader’ sympathy on this pathetic old creature, however 

unlovely some of her qualities may be. And undoubtedly her utter stupidity 

has something of the same effect—we are prone to feel indulgent toward the 

unredeemable blockhead out of a sense of our own intellectual superiority. 

When the absurd love-making of the Councillor meets with nothing but 

complete bewilderment on Akulina’s part, we inevitably begin to have an 

affection for her. Ivanushka (Act II, scene iv) breaks in and finds the Council¬ 

lor on his knees before Akulina: 

Ivan. Bravissimo! Bravissimo! 

Akul. What are you jumping around for, Ivanushka? We were talking about business. 

You’ve interrupted Artamon Vlasich; he wanted to ask me something, I don’t 
know what. 

Ivan. Why, mother, he is making you a declaration en forme! 

Councillor. Judge not, and thou shalt not be judged. (He departs, blushing) 

Akul. Ivanushka! Please interpret what you just said to me? 

Ivan. Mother, he’s making love to you! Don’t you at least understand that? 

Akul. He, making love! My dear, what has got into your mind! 

Ivan. The devil take me, if that isn’t the truth. 

Akul. Cross yourself! What an oath you’re swearing-recollect yourself! You can’t joke 

with the Devil, you know. Now take your little hand, Ivanushka, and cross your¬ 
self nicely. 

Ivan. Mother, I see you don’t believe me. But why was he on his knees? 

Akul. I know why, Ivanushka. Surely it wasn’t for making love? Oh, this damned son 
of mine! What won’t he think of! 

Fonvizin’s “negative” characters in The Brigadier are thus palpably creations 

of their social environment and their kinds of education-and these kinds of 

education are, for better or worse, those of eighteenth century Russia speci¬ 

fically, and not those of some abstract “anywhere, any time,” as the canons 

of classical comedy demanded. The same, however, cannot be said for the 

“positive” characters. Sofia and her lover are completely colorless and might 

as well belong to Denmark or France as Russia. Fonvizin never succeeded in 

creating a really plausible and convincing “positive” character. 

During the period immediately after the writing of The Brigadier, 

Fonvizin evidently became acquainted with the journalist Novikov. In 1770 

Novikov published in his short-lived periodical The Twaddler (Pustomel’ia) 

Fonvizin s satire Epistle to my Servants,” which had of course been written 
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some while earlier and circulated in manuscript. In 1772, in the periodical 

The Portrait-Painter (Zhivopisets) appeared the famous Letters to Falalei,18 

signed only with the initials “R.P.,” which have usually been interpreted as 

meaning “Russkii Pisatel’,” i.e., “Russian Writer.” There is no certainty, 

of course, as to the authorship of these letters, which we have considered in 

detail earlier; but the vivid and realistic portrayal of a rustic “gentleman’s 

nest, marked by stupidity, corruption and heartless cruelty to the serf 

population is so remarkably like that which we see in Fonvizin’s The Minor, 

and so unlike anything else which we know by Novikov himself, that it is 

almost inevitable to conclude that Fonvizin was indeed the “Russian Writer” 

in question. Particularly great is the similarity in the portrayal of Falalei’s 

mother with the multi-dimensional women of Fonvizin’s comedies, Akulina 

Timofeevna and Prostakova. Sidorovna is depicted, in the letters of her hus¬ 

band and brother, as tyrannical and cruel to her serfs, in the manner of 

Prostakova; but in her own letter to Falalei she reveals such a touching affec¬ 

tion for her absent son that an entirely different light is cast on her personal¬ 

ity, just as the final heart-rending utterance of Prostakova: “I have no son 

any longer!” almost makes that ugly monster a tragic figure. It is worth 

noting too, in this connection, that Sidorovna’s brother makes the typical 

remark apropos of the grief of Falalei’s father for his dead wife: “He is 

mourning for her as if he had lost his favorite cow!” The comparison of a 

wife to “skot” (“cattle”) of some kind is a favorite device of Fonvizin— 

note that Prostakova is a Skotinina by birth, that Akulina is usually qualified 

by her loving husband as “a sow,” and the like. There will probably never be 

any means of attaining certainty on the authorship of the Letters to Falalei, 

but stylistically the evidence is overwhelming. 

During the period of the 1770s Fonvizin’s time was largely taken up 

with his diplomatic labors in the service of Nikita Panin, and there was little 

leisure for purely literary activity. In 1777 he published a translation of 

a Panegyric Oration on Marcus Aurelius, by the director of the Paris Academy 

of Sciences Antoine-Leonard Thomas (1732-1785).^ in the same year Fon¬ 

vizin and his wife (he was married in 1774) traveled overland to France and 

spent some nine months in the country, visiting various places in the south as 

well as Paris. His letters from France, addressed to his sister and to various 

friends, including N.I. Panin, are often brilliant and show a very observant 

mind. During his stay in France he became acquainted with several of the 

leading philosophes, among them Voltaire. To his great regret Rousseau, 

whom he greatly admired, died before he had an opportunity of meeting him. 

Upon his return to Russia Fonvizin continued in the service, and pub¬ 

lished nothing of consequence. In 1781 Catherine suddenly removed N.I. 

Panin from his post as Foreign Minister and replaced him with Baron Oster- 

mann. Panin retired to his estates and suffered a stroke from which he never 

recovered; he died in 1782. Fonvizin was briefly installed in the department 

of the post, but resigned in 1782 from the government service. 
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During the last illness of his friend Panin, Fonvizin cooperated in writing 

a very important secret document which Panin intended to be submitted to 

his former ward, Prince Pavel Petrovich, as a sort of guide to the latter’s 

conduct when he should succeed to- the throne. This document, entitled 

Discourse on the Indispensable Laws of the Stated was largely drafted by 

Fonvizin, doubtless after conversation with the half-paralyzed Panin. The dis¬ 

course did actually reach Tsar Paul after his accession, but was not acted 

upon, but safely stowed away among secret papers where it was not dis¬ 

covered until 1831 by his son Nikolai I, who was so horrified by its contents 

that he ordered it locked away where its revolutionary poison might not cor¬ 

rupt anyone. 

The Discourse, while not overtly addressed to the monarch, is actually 

a kind of general admonition to a prince, dwelling on the evils of an auto¬ 

cracy, the viciousness of a regime of “favorites,” the necessity of inalter¬ 

able laws (a “constitution”) which even the monarch may ndt suspend, 

etc. Toward the end there is an eloquently rhetorical passage pointing out 

the anomalies of Russia’s situation among the states of the world—the largest 

in size, but with only two cities worthy of the name, etc. There is no advo¬ 

cacy in the document of immediate liberation of the serfs, but an indication 

that the welfare of the country depends on restraints laid by the govern¬ 

ment on the arbitrary power of the landlords. As for the autocracy itself, 

the monarch is warned more than once that his power is granted only for 

the good of his country, and that if he should employ it for selfish ends and 

contrary to Russia s interests, the people would be justified in taking it away. 

Copies of the Discourse, apparently provided by a nephew of Fonvizin who 

had access to his uncle s papers, found their way into the hands of the 

Decembrists, and some were confiscated when the investigating commission 

interrogated the conspirators. It was qualified by one of the police officials 

as one of the most outrageous works of its age, when the revolutionary 

torches were burning in France and French free-thinkers were striving from 

these to kindle a spark in our beloved country likewise.” 

Shortly after his return from France Fonvizin returned to a work which 

had evidently been in his mind for many years-the comedy The Minor.20 

As we have seen, a first sketch with this name was carried through three 

acts as early as 1764. The final version was completed by 1779, and as with 

The Brigadier, read to select groups of friends by the author himself, who was 

gifted with a most remarkable acting ability. The acclaim which the comedy 

excited at these readings lead to the hope that it might be put on the stage; 

but difficulties with the censors thwarted all efforts until 1782, when permis¬ 

sion was finally obtained (some think through a personal appeal to Potemkin) 

to produce The Minor in the capital city with the company of the “Free 

Theater.” In the following year it was also produced in Moscow. The public 

success was enormous and the piece was at once acclaimed as “the first real 

236 



Russian comedy.” 

The title, Nedorosl’ in Russian, has been variously rendered in English; 

The Minor is perhaps the least unsatisfactory translation, but requires ex¬ 

planation. By a law of Peter the Great a nobleman’s son remained a nedorosl’ 

until such time as he could pass a literacy examination in the capital city; 

until this examination was passed he could not enter the obligatory govern¬ 

ment service nor marry. Ivanushka, in the early sketch, had not progressed, 

by the age of twenty, to the point of even knowing the alphabet, although he 

could recite church responses by heart. Mitrofanushka, in the final version, 

is somewhat farther advanced, to be sure, and his accomplishments are not 

painfully juxtaposed with those of a brighter competitor; but when he makes 

the word “door” an adjective because the door “depends” on its jamb, and 

explains his liking for history because of the “stories” (“istorii”) which the 

milkmaid tells him, it is fairly evident that he is still a legal minor even at the 

age of twenty. 

In the final version of the comedy almost everything but the name has 

been changed. The theme of the sketch was, as we have seen, education, 

and there was an absurd, but not particularly significant picture of a back¬ 

ward rural family of “noblemen.” The theme of the final comedy is quite 

different, and the characterization has been changed accordingly. Ivanushka’s 

family, backward and stupid though they were, were not depicted as par¬ 

ticularly harsh toward their serfs, since the focus of the sketch was elsewhere. 

The Prostakovs, on the other hand, are pictured as tyrannical and overbear¬ 

ing in their relations with their underlings, just as they are subservient and 

ingratiating toward their superiors. Education remains a very significant 

theme in the final comedy, but it is depicted as something linked indissolu¬ 

bly to the entire social evil of serfdom, and the principal theme is unques¬ 

tionably the larger one of serfdom itself. 

The structure of the play in its final form adheres externally to the 

canons of classical comedy. It has five acts; a room in the house of the 

Prostakovs is the only scene; and the time falls easily within the twelve- 

hour limit; it has no sub-plot to dissipate audience attention. In other 

words, the three unities are strictly observed. At the end of the comedy 

the young lovers are happily united and villainy is properly punished, as 

comic propriety demands. It may be noted, however, that when Pravdin 

suddenly produces an official authorization for sequestering the Prostakov 

estates and putting them into trusteeship because of the owners’ abuses, the 

effect is just as artificial and implausible as the ending of Tartuffe: the 

Russian audience must certainly have realized that no such de'nouement 

would have been possible in real life, and that even if Mrs. Prostakov had 

been thwarted in her designs on Sofia, she would certainly have met with 

no hindrance in carrying out her dire threats against the serfs who had not 

prevented Sofia’s escape. Both Moliere and Fonvizin were indulging in “wish¬ 

ful thinking” in contriving the endings of their comedies and the grim realities 
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in both cases must have been clearly apparent behind the flimsy conclusions. 

The plot of The Minor, however, does not, as the plots of most classical 

comedies do, serve to create suspense. Most of the formal plot is worked out 

in the first two acts, and a great deal of what remains is, from a formal point 

of view, mere padding, in which the characterizations of Mrs. Prostakov, of 

Skotinin and of Mitrofanushka are elaborated and Starodum and Pravdin 

have an opportunity of expounding their noble sentiments. In the first act 

we discover that the virtuous young lady Sofia, orphaned during the absence 

of her uncle, has been taken in by distant relatives, the Prostakovs, who have 

appropriated her property and mean to marry her off to Mrs. Prostakov’s 

boorish brother, Taras Skotinin, in order to cover up their tracks. Sofia, of 

course, is in love with a young officer whom she has met in St. Petersburg, 

Milon, who opportunely comes on the scene as commander of a detachment 

which has been quartered in the Prostakov village. Sofia receives a letter from 

her uncle Starodum, announcing his return from a gold-mining enterprise 

in Siberia; he has amassed a fortune and is now about to claim his niece. 

Mrs. Prostakov now changes her mind: Sofia as an heiress should now be 

married not to Skotinin, but to the Prostakovs’ twenty-year-old “minor” 

son, Mitrofanushka. 

A gentleman with the declarative name of Pravdin (“pravda”-“truth” or 

justice ) appears at the beginning of Act II, and in a conversation with his 

old friend Milon reveals that the provincial governor has empowered him to 

investigate the abuse of serfs by landlords in the province, and at his dis¬ 

cretion deprive them of the use of their estates. From what he has heard 

of the Prostakovs, they are likely subjects for such action, and he is 

accordingly only waiting for an overt act. It is thus, by the end of the second 

act, a foregone conclusion that: Sofia and Milon will be happily married 

through the intervention of her uncle Starodum (“Old Thought”), whose 

imminent arrival is announced as early as Act I, and who is on the scene at 

the beginning of Act III; and that Mrs. Prostakov will commit some out¬ 

rageous act in order to bring off the marriage of her oafish son and Sofia, 

and that Pravdin will exercise his authority to punish her and her hen-pecked 

husband. The only possible element of suspense left is the exact manner in 

which Mrs. Prostakov’s desperation will be expressed. In the meanwhile, 

the rest of the play is filled out with amusing scenes in which uncle Skotinin 

and nephew Mitrofan are pitted against one another as rivals for Sofia’s 

hand; and in which Mitrofanushka’s education is sketched as he suffers at 

the hands of his three tutors, the seminary student Kuteikin, the ex-sergeant 

Tsyfirkin, who tries to teach him arithmetic, and the German Vralman 

(“vraT ’’-“liar”), who lets him do much as he pleases and gets handsomely 

paid for doing so. The moment Starodum appears on the scene, the comedy 

takes another turn, and in long and tedious scenes with his niece and with his 

friend Pravdin Mr. “Old Thought” holds forth on the duties of a citizen, 

on moral conduct in domestic life, on the degeneracy of contemporary 
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life, and much else. Action halts almost completely until at the end of Act IV 

we learn of Mrs. Prostakov’s plot to kidnap Sofia and marry her off forcibly 

to Mitrofanushka. The attempt is of course thwarted and Pravdin employs 

his authority to punish the Prostakovs. The effect of this peculiar structure 

is to make the “positive” characters mere ironical bystanders and observers 

of the base and ridiculous antics of the “negative” characters through four- 

fifths of the play. That in spite of this complete failure of suspense the 

comedy remains interesting is entirely the result of the characterization— 

and this only of the “negative” characters. 

The very first scenes of the play sketch the main characters unforget¬ 

tably: Mr. Prostakov, a shallow, foolish (“prostoi”—“simple”), compliant hus¬ 

band, who, when his wife snaps at him: “And I suppose you yourself are 

blind?” replies submissively: “In the presence of your eyes, mine see 

nothing.” Mrs. Prostakov, the genuine “heroine” of the comedy, shrewish, 

loud-mouthed, tyrannical, and also sly and mealy-mouthed when it serves 

her purposes, with an almost touching animal love for her lout of a son; 

Mitrofan himself, an over-fed, spoiled brat, contemptuous of his father, 

confident of his ability to get anything he wants from his mother, and utter¬ 

ly callous toward the serfs. And finally Taras Skotinin, whose name is ap¬ 

propriately derived from the word “skot,” “a domestic animal of any kind,” 

and whose almost sole interest in life is pigs, which on his estate are obviously 

better housed and cared for than his miserable peasants. A few minor char¬ 

acters are also quite sharply characterized: the peasant tailor Trishka, whose 

new coat made for Mitrofan is the object of such acid criticism in the first 

scene; Eremeevna, Mitrofan’s old nurse, who stands up to Skotinin with 

talons bared when Mitrofanushka, like a frightened child, runs to her for 

protection from his uncle’s threats; and the three ridiculous tutors, whose 

squabble at the end of Act III is a concession to the popular farce. As for 

the “positive” characters, they are obviously less lifelike and less interest¬ 

ing. Sofia has no individuality at all, nor has Milon (his name is derived from 

“milyi,” “dear, beloved”). Pravdin is little more than a lay-figure, whose edi¬ 

fying discourse is mostly a mere supplement to that of Starodum. The latter 

is of course the principal positive character, and the bearer of Fonvizin’s 

own ideas. From the similarity between the characterization of Starodum 

in The Minor and the picture which Fonvizin gives of his father in his auto¬ 

biographical Candid Confession of My Acts and Thoughts^ it is apparent 

that the model for Starodum was Ivan Andreevich Fonvizin. The elder 

Fonvizin was evidently an admirable character, strictly honest, patriotic, 

self-sacrificing, a man of old-fashioned morality. So is Starodum. He is also 

an unconscionable bore on the stage. Contemporary accounts tell of wild 

bursts of applause for some of the long monologues of Starodum; and the 

author was so certain that the success of his play was due to “Mr. Old 

Thought,” that he envisaged a periodical to be called by his name and sub¬ 

titled “Friend of Honorable People,” which would have consisted in large 
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part of discourses in the form of edifying letters from Starodum. It can only 

be said that eighteenth century audiences must have been far less conscious 

of dramatic appropriateness and far more receptive to moral preaching than 

those of our day. Of course Fonvizin was not an innovator here: Diderot’s 

p'ere de famille is just such another long-winded moralizer—and he has many 

French, and some English, competitors. But the fact remains that however 

high-minded and edifying a stage person’s sentiments may be, he is a drama¬ 

tic dead weight unless his character is manifested for us in action—and this 

truth is just as much true for an eighteenth century comedy as for a Greek 

tragedy or a play of Shakespeare. Diderot’s theory of drama as a school of 

morals, inculcated by precept from the stage and not by action, was wrong, 

and Fonvizin was wrong in following this mistaken principle. 

The living portion of The Minor, therefore, is the portrayal of the 

Prostakovs and Skotinin. This is properly developed by self-revelation in 

word and act. Prostakova’s attitude toward education is revealed in her naive 

words in the first page; the tailor Trishka, abused for making Mitrofan’s coat 

too tight, objects: “But, ma’am, you see I learned my trade self-taught. And 

I kept telling you at the very time: ‘Well, be so good as to give it to a tailor.’ ” 

Prostakova: “And so I suppose you have to be a tailor in order to know how 

to sew a coat properly! What stupid reasoning.” So far as Prostakova is 

concerned learning of any kind is a waste of time, mere ornament. When the 

tutors appear at the end of Act II, she says to her darling boy: “You won’t 

have to study all your life, dearie, not all your life. You already know so much 

that you yourself could bring up youngsters.” She contrives a scene in Act III 

to put her child on display before Starodum as a model student: “While 

he s resting [i.e., Starodum] , my dear, you study, just for show, so that it 

may get to his ears how hard you work, Mitrofanushka.” Her attitude toward 

the tutors, except for the oily German, is contemptuous. When the ex¬ 

sergeant Tsyfirkin (“tsyfir”-“cipher”) notes that his charge is always calling 

him names (here it is “garrison rat!”), Prostkova says in a huff: “Oh, Lord 

my God! Now the child can’t dare call Paphnutych names! Now he’s angry!” 

Tsyfirkin, as Mitrofan demands, begins his lesson with review problems— 

indeed, he never gets beyond them-but grumbles that with only review 

problems one doesn’t get forward very fast. Prostakova.- “That’s not your 

business, Paphnutych. I like it very much, that Mitrofanushka doesn’t care 

to get ahead. With his mind, he might fly far away, and then God help him!” 

Incidentally, the arithmetic lesson serves to illuminate Prostakova’s attitude 

toward money as well. The problem set is: suppose that you and two other 

people find on the road a treasure of 300 rubles. How would you divide it? 

Mitrofanushka begins laboriously: “One times three is three, one times zero 

is zero, one times zero is zero.” His mother interrupts to find out what he is 

doing, and upon being told, says decisively: “He’s talking nonsense, my 

darling! You found the money, don’t divide it with anyone. Keep it all for 

yourself, Mitrofanushka. Don’t study this fool’s science!” One of the tutors 
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at least has his revenge in a sly way: when the “fool’s science” of arithmetic 

is abandoned, the ex-seminarist Kuteikin opens the Book of Hours and sets 

his pupil to reciting by rote the following ostensibly Biblical passage, couched 

in Old Church Slavonic: “ ‘Lo, I am a worm.... a worm,’ that is an animal, 

a beast; that is: ‘I am a beast.... and not a man.... the derision of men.... and 

a humi—’ ” At this point Vralman breaks in and the religious lesson finds its 

end as had the lesson in simple division. 

In some respects the characterization of Skotinin is the most successful 

part of the comedy. He has come, at his sister’s invitation, to marry Sofia— 

but no one has seen fit to inform the bride of her good fortune! When she 

first appears, she holds in her hands a letter from her uncle informing her of 

his return. Prostakova is indignant: Starodum can’t return, for he’s dead! 

He must be dead, because she has duly had requiem masses said for his soul! 

The letter must be a fraud of Sofia’s. She hands it to her brother to read; 

outraged, he cries: “I? I haven’t read anything since I was a lad, sister! God 

has saved me from any such vexation.” At the end of Act I Skotinin is alone 

on the empty stage; he muses: “They’ve all left me to myself. I might as well 

go have a turn in the cattle yard.” Skotinin’s fondness for—and resemblance 

to—“the beasts of the field” is made the object of a subtle joke when (Act 

IV, scene vii) he tries to explain to Starodum the antiquity of his family: 

“I’m Taras Skotinin, and not the last in my family. The Skotinin family is 

great and ancient. You won’t find our forefather in any Book of Heraldry.” 

Pravdin (laughing): “So you’ll make us believe that he was older than Adam.” 

Skotinin: “And what do you suppose? Only just a little—” Starodum (laugh¬ 

ing): “That is, your forefather was created on the sixth day, and so a little 

before Adam?” The Book of Genesis, of course, places the creation of the 

animals on the sixth day, and Skotinin is unwittingly classifying himself with 

them. Skotinin’s last speech, when in Act V he has learned that Sofia has 

been definitively betrothed to another, differs in different texts of the play. 

In the Makogonenko edition he replies to Pravdin’s stern warning not to lay 

hands on his serfs, and to admonish his neighbors to similar moderation, with 

the cringing words: “How should I not look after my friends! I’ll inform 

them that.... they’re not to lay hands on people.” But in the version which 

I find in an old 1869 anthology^ Pravdin says: “Yes, go back to your pig¬ 

sties. However, I advise you to watch yourself. I’ve heard that you behave 

with pigs immeasurably better than with people.” Skotinin replies: “Merci¬ 

ful sir! How could I have any taste for people? People show off their brains 

in front of me, but with pigs I myself am the brightest of all.” 

As with The Brigadier, Fonvizin’s characterizations in The Minor 

depict people not as individuals in a vacuum, but as part of an entire social 

milieu—and here the milieu includes the serfs as well as the “noble” land¬ 

lords. Prostakova is the unscrupulous tyrant that she is and Mitrofanushka 

is the lazy good-for-nothing that he is because of a social system that re¬ 

lieves them from any necessity of working and delivers a servile population 
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body and soul into their hands. Mrs. Prostakov’s habitual attitude toward any 

serf is contemptuous and threatening. Eremeevna, Mitrofan’s old nurse, 

rushes at her baby’s” call for help, to defy the enraged Skotinin, which she 

most effectually does; but all the thanks she receives from Prostakova is: 

You bitch, you stood like a block of wood, you didn’t latch on to my 

brother’s mug, you didn’t tear his snout back to his ears!” The most telling 

scene comes in Act V when her plot to kidnap Sofia is forestalled and she 

falls in fake repentance at Starodum’s feet and pleads for forgiveness. When 

Starodum says: “I desire no one’s ruin. I forgive her,” Prostakova cries: “He 

has forgiven! Oh, sir.... Well! Now I’ll give those scoundrelly people of mine a 

going over! Now I’ll take them all, one by one! Now I’ll find out who let her 

slip out of their hands. No, you rascals! No, you thieves! As long as I live I 

won’t forgive, I won’t forgive this insult!” Pravdin: “And for what are you 

intending to punish your people?” Prostakova: “What sort of question is 

this, sir? I suppose I haven’t authority over my people?” Pravdin: “And do 

you suppose that you have a right to flog them whenever you take a notion?” 

Skotinin breaks in indignantly: “Doesn’t a gentleman have the liberty to beat 

up a servant when he wants to, I’d like to know?” Pravdin replies: “No one 

is at liberty to be a tyrant.” Prostakova: “Not at liberty! A gentleman, when 

he wants to, and not at liberty to flog his servants! Then for what were we 

given the decree on the liberty of the gentry?” Prostakova’ query is of course 

well taken, for except under the ideal conditions envisaged by Fonvizin in his 

comedy, the 1762 decree that “liberated the gentry” from obligatory state 

service also in effect set them free to treat their serfs as chattels devoid of 
rights. 

The dehumanizing effect of the serf system may be seen most repul¬ 

sively in Mitrofanushka, who has been brought up to think of his servants 

as so many animals. Except when the menacing sight of his uncle Skotinin 

bearing down on him makes him scream in infantile terror for the protection 

of his mamushka,” his attitude toward the serfs is copied from his mother’s 

and is expressed by “old witch,” “garrison rat,” and the like. But, more 

ominously, this contempt for beings of a “lower” class extends with him even 

to his family. He reports in Act I on a disturbing dream he has had (as a result 

of over-eating): “It seemed to me, mummy, that you were pleased to be 

beating daddy.” Mr. Prostakov confides in an aside to the audience: “The 

dream, more s the pity, is all too real!” and Mitrofanushka continues: “And 

so I felt sorry! Mrs. Prostakov (vexed): “For whom, Mitrofanushka?” Mitro¬ 

fanushka: “For you, mummy; you got so tired clobbering daddy!” But real 

affection for “mummy” is an emotion unknown to this self-centered lout. 

The scene at the end of the play, when Prostakova is totally crushed, her 

scheme for marrying her son to a rich heiress thwarted and her liberty to 

abuse her servants unaccountably taken from her, she most unexpectedly 

becomes suddenly almost pitiable as she embraces her darling child with the 

words: “You’re all that’s left to me, my heart’s darling, Mitrofanushka!” The 

242 



boy replies petulantly: “Oh, leave me alone, mummy! How you’ve latched 

on to me! Prostakova: “You tod! You too have deserted me! Oh, un¬ 

grateful! (she falls in a faint). When Prostakova comes out of her swoon 

she sums up her whole plight in the despairing cry: “I’m ruined altogether! 

My power is taken from me! I can never show my face again for shame! I 

have no son any more!” Starodum ends the “comedy” with a word to the 

audience, as he gestures toward the broken woman: “Here are the deserved 
fruits of vicious ways!” 

The Minor is Fonvizin’s masterpiece, for all its faults. He never ap¬ 

proached it in any of his later work. After his partial paralysis he worked 

on a comedy which he entitled Choosing a Tutor,23 and of which three acts 

were written in a very hurried and sketchy fashion. Interestingly enough, this 

is again a treatment of the theme of education, which preoccupied him so 

lastingly. But even if it had been completed, this work would never have 

made much mark. Prince and Princess Slaboumov (“weak mind”) discuss 

together the choice of a tutor for their son Vasily. The local Marshal of the 

Nobility, Seum, recommends a gentleman of the neighborhood, Nelstetsov 

( non-flatterer ); but the Princess’s friend, Countess Samodurova (“house¬ 

hold tyrant”) produces the accomplished Frenchman Pelikan, who always 

addresses nobility as Votre altesse,” and is an expert at paring corns! Even 

though the Marshal recognizes Pelikan as an impostor totally without educa¬ 

tion or morals, his qualifications are obviously superior to those of the honor¬ 

able Nelstetsov, and he is accordingly employed. There are a few good bits 

of characterization, but as a whole the sketch is a failure. 

The last years of Fonvizin’s life were very gloomy; during a journey 

to France and Italy in 1784-85 he suffered a stroke which resulted in the 

paralysis of his right side and the partial loss of speech. He recovered suffi¬ 

ciently to be able, on his return to Russia, to think once more of literature; 

but the suspicion and dislike of Catherine closed all avenues of publication 

to him. He projected a sort of one-man journal to be called The Friend of 

Honorable Men, or Starodum, and composed several pieces which were to 

fill the first issues—but the censors refused permission for the publication.^ 

Some of the pieces are in the form of letters to and from characters of 

The Minor. We learn, for instance, from a letter of Sofia to her uncle that 

her husband Milon has succumbed to the charms of a society lady, and 

Sofia is in despair. Starodum’s reply is the eminently sensible one: Pay no 

attention to his infidelity; he’ll get tired of his new flame and return to 

you. Skotinin writes to his sister about the mortal blow he has suffered 

by the death of his favorite sow, etc. Part of the material was a short parody 

entitled: “General Court Grammar,” in the form of question and answer. 

Thus, for example, to the first question: “What is Court Grammar?” we find 

the reply: “Court Grammar is the Science of being cleverly false with tongue 

and pen.” To the question: “What is court lying?” the reply is: “It is the ex- 
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pression of a base soul before an arrogant soul. It consists of shameless 

eulogies to a great lord for services which he has not done and for merits 

which he does not possess.” 

During these years Fonvizin was able, anonymously, to contribute 

some material to a periodical which Catherine herself sponsored, Conversa¬ 

tional Journal of Lovers of the Russian Word (Sobesednik liubitelei rossii- 

skogo slova). One of the best of these contributions is what purports to be 

a copy of the sermon delivered by Father Vasily in an unnamed village to his 

peasant flock on Whit Monday.^5 is perhaps a parody, but has all the 

earmarks of authenticity, as the good priest enumerates by name and up¬ 

braids one after another of his bleary-eyed parisioners, and sternly asks 

where and how they have been celebrating the previous day’s festival of 

Whit Sunday. The sermon is mainly directed against drunkenness, and ends 

with the citation of two contrasting lives: Iakov Lysoy, whom drunkenness 

has reduced to beggary, and Iakov Alexeev, who is present in the church, 

surrounded by a blooming family of thirty-five sons, grandsons and great- 

grandsons! It is evident that Fonvizin has not yet lost his sense of humor 

or his powers of observation. In the same periodical, Sobesednik, he also 

engaged in a masked battle with the Empress that is reminiscent of Novikov’s 

encounters with the imperial editor of All Kinds of Things. Catherine, anony¬ 

mously of course, ran what we would call a “column” in the journal under 

the caption of “Fact and Fable” (“Byli i nebylitsy”). Fonvizin, also anony¬ 

mously, addressed in 1783 a series of very pointed and embarrassing “Ques¬ 

tions to “The Editor of ‘Fact and Fable.’ Catherine was under the 

impression that the vexatious questioner was the prominent magnate I.I. 

Shuvalov, so she felt constrained to publish answers. These are usually rather 

lame and often hint at the Empress’s impatience and irritation. The episode 

is interesting, but of no great literary significance. There is even less to be 

said for the story “Callisthenes,” ^7 published (again anonymously) in 1786, 

and purporting to be a biography of the Athenian philosopher, nephew 

of Aristotle, who accompanied Alexander the Great on his eastern expedi¬ 

tion and was executed for complicity in a plot to assassinate the King. Callis¬ 

thenes is made the spokesman for Fonvizin’s detestation of autocracy and 
the victim of an irresponsible tyrant. 

The most important of Fonvizin’s later works are autobiographical. 
Under the influence of Rousseau’s Confessions he undertook to give an 

account of his life, and probably actually finished this, in spite of the handi¬ 

cap of his paralysis; the extant portion, however, breaks off in the middle of 

the third chapter (or “book”) with the end of the 1760s. The autobiography 

is entitled Candid Admission of My Acts and Thoughts,21 There is evidence 

in it of Fonvizin’s return to religion, which occurred after his paralysis (he 

interpreted this as divine punishment for his “free-thinking”); he writes with 

apparent regret of the blasphemies of his Epistle to My Servants, and of 

the “sins” of his youth. None the less, his repentance is not sufficient to 
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dull his wit or blunt the sharp and lifelike characterizations of people he has 

encountered. We find, for example, that his first love affair was with a very 

stupid girl with whom he shared his theoretical knowledge (derived, it would 

seem, from some erotic engravings) of the more intimate facts of life; the 

couple were deterred from putting theory into practice only by the fact that 

the doors in the girl’s house were all typically Russian—so badly made that 

they wouldn’t close properly! The girl’s mother, from whom the daughter 

inherited her invincible stupidity, served as the life model for the engaging 

portrait of Akulina Timofeevna, the Brigardirsha! It is a very great pity that 

the remainder of the Candid Admission has been lost; it is certainly the best 
of the author’s later work. 

Fonvizin’s death on December 1, 1792 terminated the career of 
Russia’s most talented satirist and dramatist of the eighteenth century. The 

importance of his work was well appreciated by some of his younger con¬ 

temporaries, e.g., the poet Dmitriev, and in the early nineteenth century 

most notably by Pushkin, who wrote at the age of 17 a poem called “The 

Shade of Fonvizin,” and who retained throughout the rest of his life a great 

admiration for the author of The Minor. Mediocre imitators attempted to 

exploit Fonvizin’s characters in epigonal comedies, but the real “school” 

of Fonvizin as a dramatist extends for a hundred years through the great 

comedies Woe from Wit (Gore ot uma) of Griboedov, The Inspector General 

(Revizor) of Gogol, to Ostrovsky’s Svoi liudi-sochtemsia (The Bankrupt, 

as it was originally called). Fonvizin belongs still to the age of classicism, 

but the realistic elements in his two comedies The Brigadier and The Minor, 

and in a few other sketches, give evidence of the beginning of a new trend. 

Belinsky’s evaluation of him as author of “Russia’s first realistic comedy” 
is probably not exaggerated. 
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CHAPTER X 

MIKHAIL KHERASKOV AND THE NATIONAL EPIC 

If Alexander Sumarokov had been the acknowledged arbiter of Russian 

classicism during the 1750s and 1760s, his position was rivalled in the 1770s 

by his younger follower Kheraskov, and after Sumarokov’s death it was the 

latter who dominated Russian literature for the rest of the century. So 

exalted a position did Kheraskov hold, in fact, after the publication of his 

epic The Rossiad, that he was regarded with an all but religious awe, and few 

were the voices raised in criticism of anything that he wrote. All the more 

surprising is the rapidity of his fall; by the middle of the nineteenth century 

Kheraskov was a synonym for the quaintly old-fashioned and dull, and most 

people who read him at all would have agreed fully with Belinsky’s patroniz¬ 

ing comment that he was “for his time a distinguished versifier, but decidedly 

not a poet.” Of all his enormous literary heritage—and he wrote as much, if 

not more, than Sumarokov—the Rossiad is the only thing ever read, and that 

only in anthologized excerpts, in the twentieth century; it is even a matter 

of some difficulty to gain access to his prose romances and long narrative 

poems, which have never been reedited since their first publication. 

Kheraskov1 was born in 1733, and died in 1807 at the age of seventy- 
four; he had at that time been actively engaged in literature for over fifty 

years. Like Sumarokov, he tried his hand at nearly all genres which classicism 

recognized-in Gukovsky’s enumeration:2 “odes of all sorts, elegies, stanzas, 

epigrams, epistles, fables, satirical and moralizing articles, idylls, sonnets, 

madrigals, meditations in verse, eclogues, fairy tales in verse, psalms, can¬ 

tatas— tragedies, dramas, comedies, comic operas_ didactic poems, epic 

poems, fairy tale poems.... and philosophical and didactive novels.” He 

also edited, and very largely contributed to, several literary journals. One 

would think that this would have left but little time for other activity, but 

he was for a large part of his life also a very active official of Moscow Uni¬ 
versity. 

Kheraskov s family descended from a Wallachian emigre named 

Kheresko who, like Kantemir’s father, abandoned his native land to follow 

Peter the Great after the failure of the Pruth campaign. His father died when 

the boy was young, and he was brought up in the company of two step¬ 

brothers, by his mother’s second husband, the cultured and literarily inclined 
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Nikita Yurievich Trubetskoy, who was a friend of Kantemir, Sumarokov and 

Lomonosov. Young Kheraskov was educated in a military school in St. Peters¬ 

burg with a surprisingly humanistic curriculum, and was graduated as an offi¬ 

cer; his interests, however, led him toward literature, and he very shortly 

resigned his commission, and when Moscow University was opened in 1755, 

took up an official position with it. In this capacity he managed the Univer¬ 
sity’s library, theater, and press! 

Apparently about 1760 he became involved with Masonic activity, 

and began the publication of a journal that was obviously inspired by Masonic 

ideas—Profitable Diversion (1760-62). The journal was caught in the political 

events of these years: at the death of Elizabeth it hailed the accession of 

Peter III rather too enthusiastically, and when in a few months Peter’s wife 

ascended the throne over her husband’s body, Kheraskov thought it dis¬ 

creet to bring the journal to a close. He shortly inaugurated a new one called 

Free Hours (1763), which was followed by Innocent Exercise (1763) and 

Good Intentions (1764). A good deal of the material which these periodicals 

printed was by the editor—in the first year of the existence of Profitable 

Diversion Kheraskov contributed 86 pieces, of prose and poetry. 

Masonic activity was regarded with suspicion by Catherine II, as has 

been noted before, and perhaps in an effort to deprive the Moscow center 

of its leader and bring him more directly under her eye, she abruptly trans¬ 

ferred Kheraskov from his congenial post with Moscow University to the 

vice-presidency of the Berg-Collegium-xhat is, of the government’s Depart¬ 

ment of Mining! The shift naturally involved Kheraskov’s migration to St. 

Petersburg, but it did not mean any lessening of his Masonic activity; and in 

spite of some outstanding literary successes during the early 1770s, Catherine 

in 1775 dismissed him from his post and forced his retirement from the 

capital. It was during the leisure thus afforded that he finished work on 

The Rossiad. The publication of this, Russia’s first epic poem of classical 

style, mollified the Empress, and she presently reinstated its author in his 

former post with Moscow University, where he continued for the rest of his 

life, most of the time in the very high position of “Procurator,” correspond¬ 

ing to that of “Rector” in a German university. Immediately after his return 

to Moscow Kheraskov, again in charge of the University press, rented this 

out to his fellow Mason Nikolai Novikov for the latter’s great printing enter¬ 
prise, referred to earlier. 

During his residence in the capital Kheraskov surrounded himself with a 

coterie of earnest young men, mostly Masons, whose sincere belief it was 

that the deplorable frivolity and immorality of St. Petersburg society could 

be corrected by attractively presented “moral lessons.” These they at¬ 

tempted to provide in a publication (1772-73) entitled Evenings. Among 

the leading figures in this circle were Kheraskov’s prote'ge' Bogdanovich, later 

author of the beloved Dushenka; Vasily Maikov, who had by 1769 composed 

his mock epic Elisei, or Bacchus Enraged (it was not published until 1772); 
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and A.A. Rzhevsky, a talented and facile poet who later defected, to Kheras- 

kov’s chagrin, and was drawn into official life. Kheraskov’s circle was avowed¬ 

ly hostile to the favorite diversions of the capital high society—card playing 

and gossip—and the Evenings were inspired by the idea of providing some¬ 

thing more solid in the way of entertainment. In the article which introduced 

the new journal Kheraskov wrote:^ “We have determined to find out whether 

it is possible for a person of the nobility, for one evening a week, not to play 

either whist or ombre, and for five hours together to exercise himself in 

literary sciences.” To his great disappointment, social life showed no marked 

improvement, even after a year of his efforts! But it was perhaps the implied 

criticism of her own way of life that, added to the Masonic bugbear, caused 

Catherine to lose patience in the end and rusticate the moralist. 

Kheraskov’s earliest efforts belong to the period while he was still in 

the “Gentlemen’s Infantry Corps”: in the taste of the 50s, they are “solemn 

odes”: “Ode in Memory of the Victory of Peter the Great Over the Swedes” 

(1751), and “Ode to the Empress Elizaveta Petrovna on the Anniversary of 

Her Ascension to the Throne” (1753). The exalted and emotional Lomono¬ 

sov style was uncongenial to Kheraskov, who was from the beginning imbued 

with the ideals of classicism which Sumarokov represented. Accordingly 

the “solemn ode” plays a rather small part in his production, and he presently 

worked out another kind of ode; in the meanwhile, he tried his hand at the 

drama. Surprisingly enough, in view of his classical leanings “The Venetian 

Nun” (1758)4 violates nearly all the canons of the Sumarokov tragedy. 

The characters are neither royalty nor nobility, but commoners; the medium 

is verse, but there are only three instead of five acts; the first act takes place 

at night, and the scene is only fitfully illuminated by torches; the unities of 

time and of action are faithfully preserved, but that of place is tacitly vio¬ 

lated: the divided scene of Act I: “part of the convent of St. Justina and part 

of the residence of the European ambassadors” can hardly be imagined as 

functioning later as Mirozi’s tribunal! The action is supposed to take place in 

a contemporary Venice; and the heroine, Zaneta, appears in the final act, 

like King Oedipus, with blood streaming down her face from her self-inflicted 

blinding—a ghastly spectacle that the classical dramatist would have spared 

an audience. Some of these features belong to the kind of hiirgerliches 

Trauerspiel which German and English dramatists were at about the same 

period experimenting with (e.g., Lessing’s Miss Sara Sampson, 175 5 or George 

Lillo’s The London Merchant, 1732). A direct influence from either Lessing 

or Lillo is not provable; but it must be remembered that Kheraskov was 

closely associated with the Masonic movement, and that this was interna¬ 

tional in its connections; moreover that Masonry was from the beginning 

imbued with the kind of sentimentalist and mildly anti-clerical views which 

mark “The Venetian Nun.” 

The tragedy is more boldly experimental than any of Kheraskov’s other 
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plays, but the experiment cannot be considered dramatically successful. It is 

possible, although doubtful, that the Republic of Venice at some period 

suffered from such morbid xenophobia that a citizen might expect the death 

penalty from a mere visit to the “residence of the foreign ambassadors,” 

which Kheraskov makes contiguous to the “Convent of St. Justina.” But 

even if this improbable datum is accepted, the “voluntary suspension of 

disbelief” in regard to other matters will hardly be achieved. It is probably 

not too surprising that a young man of Orthodox faith should know little 

about the ways of Catholic nuns—but one might have expected a little ele¬ 

mentary research if a tragedy was to be written involving them! Such research 

might have revealed that (1) Catholic nuns are never permitted to venture 

outside their convent walls except in pairs; (2) that once vows have been 

taken, nothing but a papal dispensation can set them aside; and (3) that con¬ 

vents are ordinarily inhabited by more than one nun! as it is, Zaneta appears 

to wander about with perfect freedom and all by herself at even some rather 

questionable night hours, totally without supervision or any indication that 

any rules other than her own sense of propriety are being infringed; Mirozi, 

father of her young lover Korans, seems to believe that if he appeals to the 

“people” of Venice in his son’s behalf, they can readily release Zaneta from 

her vows and order the marriage of the two young lovers! And finally, as 

far as one can tell, the Convent of St. Justina is untenanted except by Za¬ 

neta—at least no other nun ever appears, or is even referred to, and even 

when the self-blinded penitent appears in the third act, she is led on by sol¬ 

diers, not by fellow nuns! 

Kheraskov’s basic theme is doubtless protest against the life-denying 

asceticism that turns Zaneta’s and Korans’s innocent love into tragedy. The 

young hero, and later his father, are given some rather powerful protests 

against the selfish egotism of cloister life and the piety that allows family 

wishes (here, of Zaneta’s parents and brother) to condemn a daughter to a 

life of celibacy. But the characterization is crude and schematic; Zaneta is 

convincing neither when she glibly mouths the conventional church responses 

to her lover’s protests, nor when, after she learns of his imminent execution 

she turns hysterical and condemns herself. On the whole, not much can be 

said for “The Venetian Nun” in regard to plausibility of plot or characteriza¬ 

tion. Least of all is it possible to condone the lurid melodrama of the finale. 

The ending of the tragedy, as Kheraskov outlines his “original” story, with 

Korans’s premature execution, and posthumous rehabilitation, would have 

been far better than the self-blinding episode and Korans’s suicide. 

Later in his life Kheraskov wrote a considerable number of tragedies, 

comedies and “dramas,” or serious plays on bourgeois subjects. Of this 

dramatic production only the patriotic Moscow Delivered (1798) deserves 

consideration, and remains in any degree readable.^ It will be considered 

later. 

Literary historians usually accord Kheraskov’s two comedies only slight 
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mention. It would probably be kinder to ignore them altogether; they are, 

however, in their way typical both of the humorless author himself and of 

the low estate of Russian comedy before Fonvizin. A brief description of 

one will suffice for both. The Envious Man (Nenavistnik) “a comedy in 

three acts,”6 was, according to the information under the title in Kheras- 

kov s Works (Volume 5), “composed in 1770, and first presented at the 

Imperial Russian Court Theater in 1779....” The work is written in the con¬ 

ventional Russian Alexandrine verse. 

The central character, Zmeiad (“snake poison”), eager to improve his 

financial condition by a rich marriage, has “set his nets” for the daughter, 

Priiata, of the gullible country squire, Zdorust, who is dazzled by the probab¬ 

ly counterfeit nobility of Zmeiad. Priiata, while unchaperoned in the country, 

has met and fallen in love with a young neighbor, Milat; the young man, 

however, has gone to the city on unspecified business, and not been heard 

from. Zdorust and his daughter, on a visit to the city, are put up at Zmeiad’s 

house, which is the scene of the play; and Zmeiad’s wiles have been so ef¬ 

fective on Zdorust that the latter has promised his daughter to his host, and 

Priiata, the consummate model of filial obedience, has tamely consented, 

despite her continued love for Milat. This exposition is given in the first act, 

partly by Zmeiad’s servant, the boorish Grublon, and partly by Milat himself 

in a conversation with Razved. Milat, in an effort to learn whether rumor is 

correct in reporting Priiata’s coming marriage to Zmeiad, has entered 

Zmeiad’s service under the assumed name of Stovid; Razved, a young writer, 

is also in Zmeiad’s service. The duties of the two, it seems, are to frequent 

social gatherings anywhere in town, and whenever any person is praised for 

any quality whatever, to break in with a slanderous rebuttal—for Zmeiad 

considers praise of anyone else to be implied censure of himself! The first 

act of the play shows Zmeiad issuing commissions of this sort to his hench¬ 

men and lecturing them on the usefulness of calumny as a weapon against 

his “enemies,” as he considers all decent people to be! Milat-Stovid is as¬ 

signed a special task-to embroil the family of his employer’s bride-to-be 

so thoroughly against each other that father, uncle (Dobrov) and daughter 

will have nothing further to do with each other, and Zmeiad will be unen¬ 

cumbered with “in-laws” after his marriage. On the plea of a bad memory, 

Milat-Stovid gets this commission set down in writing in Zemiad’s own 
hand. 

The plot moves sluggishly ahead in Act II, as Priiata and her father 

discuss her coming marriage, and she and her sympathetic uncle, who is 

somewhat more intelligent than her fatuous father, discuss her sad plight, 

which Dobrov undertakes to try to relieve. Finally Priiata meets Milat (as 

Stovid), and finding him employed by Zmeiad and apparently his friend, 

abruptly assumes that he must be as bad as his employer, and throws him 

over forever. At the end of the act the discomfited lover is summoned by 

Grublon to accompany Zmeiad to a performance of a “comedy.” 
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In the final act Milat plays his trump card by showing Zdorust, Priiata 

and Dobrov Zmeiad’s written orders to foment a family quarrel among them. 

Unconvinced even by this evidence, Zdorust is induced to hide with his 

brother and daughter while “Stovid” lures Zmeiad into giving oral confirma¬ 

tion of his perfidy. Zmeiad enters, in a rage over the “comedy,” which was 

apparently written by Razved, and was pointedly aimed at himself! He 

obligingly repeats his instructions regarding “Stovid’s” mission to promote 

a family quarrel, and the hidden eavesdroppers burst in. Zmeiad is, however, 

quick-witted enough to claim that he knew they were there all the while, and 

was just playing a joke on them. Zdorust is completely taken in, and insists 

more strongly than ever that this admirable man must be his son-in-law; 

Priiata and Milat are in despair, and Dobrov is disgusted. At this moment a 

“Sergeant of Police” is announced, who reads a short writ according to which 

Zmeiad, as an “enemy of society” is stripped of his rank and ordered to leave 

town within twenty-four hours. Zdorust says: “Well, I don’t dare tangle with 

the police, so my daughter won’t marry Zmeiad, but will now be given to 

Milat.”'' This deus ex machina solution of a play’s conflict is one of the most 

abrupt on record, but even so can hardly be said to do much damage to the 

play’s verisimilitude! 

Presumably Kheraskov’s intention in composing this sorry piece was to 

show the audience what a dreadful thing jealousy and envy are; but one 

may doubt that an audience would have detected enough similarity between 

the stage puppets and human beings to make this lesson effective. All the 

“characters” are artificial contrivances, animated by strings arbitrarily pulled 

by the poet. Priiata is perfectly ready to face a life of torment with a man 

she loathes in order not to prove disobedient to her father; Zdorust is fatuous 

and gullible beyond any human comprehension; and as for the title character, 

one may have reasonable doubts that any human being, even one named 

“Snake-poison,” would employ a whole staff of henchmen for the sole pur¬ 

pose of calumniating his “enemies” and singing his own praises. It is rare 

indeed to encounter a “comedy” inhabited by no recognizable human beings, 

marked by not the slightest trace of constructional skill, enlivened by not a 

single spark of wit or humor. Such, however, is The Envious Man; Kheraskov 

was indeed well advised to abandon “comedy” with this second try (his 

Atheist, which is no better, was composed in 1761). His “dramas” The 

Friend of the Unfortunate (1774), The Persecuted (1775), Milana (1786), 

The School of Virtue (1796) and Excusable Jealousy (1796) are the usual 

didactic tracts in dialogue form, neither better nor worse than other 

examples, both French and Russian, of their kind. 

During his first Moscow period, while Profitable Diversion, Free Hours, 

etc., were his outlet, Kheraskov composed a good many poems to which he 

gave the title “odes.” Since they differ radically from what has been pre¬ 

viously understood by that designation, it will be necessary to consider these 

differences. A collection was gathered together and published in 1762 as a 
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separate volume under the title New Odes. The model from antiquity which 

the poet elected to use was Anacreon—but the content is grotesquely inap¬ 

propriate to the form. As has. been noted before, the poets of the pseudo- 

Anacreon collection evolved a genre in Greek which is marked chiefly by a 

light-hearted Epicurean devotion to love-making and drinking, with fre¬ 

quent admonitions to enjoy both while there is still time. The language of 

the Anacreontea is of course forthright and simple, with none of the pom¬ 

posity that marks for example the odes of Pindar. It was this feature which 

appealed to Kheraskov. He took the Anacreontic meter—iambic trimeter or 

tetrameter unrhymed, with dissylabic endings—and filled it with moral 

platitudes. Some of the titles are revealing: “On the Power of Reason”; 

“On the Harm That Comes from Reason”; “On Vain Desires”; “On the 

Power of Virtue,” etc. A good example of the type is “Genuine Happiness”18 

That man leads a pleasant life and is immeasurably happy who has earned a great deal of 

gold; he passes his minutes in an abundant life; with pleasant orchards and sweet fruit 

he delights his heart. Very fortunate is the one whom Fortune guides to high ranks. 

At ease and happy is he to whom fate has given a beautiful wife. Happy in the world is 

he who extends his fame over the whole universe.... And that one too is happy who 

knows a great deal; but happier than all is he who knows how to overcome his passions 

and desires for wealth, for honor, for fame. Contend with me, Fortune, deprive me 

of ease—I overcome you. And even if I shall grow weary of opposing you, I shall never 

make myself your plaything. Though my shield be shattered, my spear grow blunt, 

even in this misfortune I shall be happy. 

Not all the Odes of this collection are moralizing, however; some are devoted 

to literary themes, and set forth very clearly the poet’s ideals, which parallel 

those of such contemporary “sentimentalist” writers as Edward Young (Night 

Thoughts, 1742-45), or Salomon Gessner (Idyllen, 1756). Kheraskov’s alle¬ 

giance to the relative simplicity of Sumarokov’s style and his hostility to the 

Lomonosov tradition are readily seen in the program poem “To My Lyre,” 

which begins the New Odes, and in the lyric: “To You More Pleasing-” 
(“Tebe priiazny bole—”)■? 

Prepare yourself now, O lyre, in your simple attire to stand before the eyes of the in¬ 

telligent Russian woman. That you are in a new attire, do not feel ashamed: sing and 

be joyful. With your simplicity you will delight her more than with thunderous strings 

and bombastic words. Your simple feelings, unsubtle singing, are close to her heart. 

She hates, you know, the worldly splendor of a magnificent life. When she sees you 

she will be content with you. And you, to whom I now dedicate my verses! Hearkening 

to their dissonance, do not on that account be angry. Even the Muses in their songs 

make mistakes not infrequently. I am composing verses without rhymes, but this does 

not deprive them of attractiveness and force, provided there be justice in them. There 

are no other rules in the world for tuning verses and lyres than only to sing in¬ 

telligibly and harmoniously, mingling general profit with entertainment. To be a famous 

creator m the world costs great labors, and there is little profit in it. I do not strive to 

rise to the summits of Parnassus and there with Homer tune the lyre divine, or drink the 
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sweet nectar with Ovidius Naso. The songs of Anacreon, and simplicity and sweet¬ 

ness put me in rapture. I do not flatter myself, however, that I can compare with him in 

singing; I am content with this only, if I am able with a simple style to sing on the lyre, 

if I am able to call myself if but the echo of his pipes; I shall be even more content if 

my playing shall be pleasing to you; the work of idle hours, of hours not many, my 

un-serious endeavor will receive all its reward, its crown and glory, if you will read these 

songs, read them, and say that you are content with them. 

In this connection it is worth noting that Kheraskov envisages his ideal 

reader as “the intelligent Russian woman,” just as Karamzin will later attempt 

to model his new prose style on the conversational usage of the upper class 

Russian lady. There are many lines of kinship between Kheraskov and Karam¬ 

zin. 

To you more pleasing are the songs of the thunderous lyre, and the tumult of Boreas 

in verses delights you; a pleasing disorder, fragments, amazement, magniloquent style 

and ravishing thoughts put you in raptures. Be captivated as you please with a magni¬ 

loquent style and with the sonorous strings of the thundering lyre; be captivated as you 

please as you marvel at soaring thoughts; praise the dignity of the word, praise the great¬ 

ness of the spirit, which as with thunder, pierce the heart in verses, and like a soaring 

eagle, fly up to the clouds. To me the quiet sighing of moaning doves is dear; to me the 

quiet streams, to me the groves, to me the dales are more pleasant than the lyre’re voice. 

The shepherdess adorned with lovely flowers when in a circle of shepherdesses she sings, 

she sings and dances, is dearer than a thundering chorus. When the writer sighs in amo¬ 

rous verses, when he proclaims that which the heart enflamed must proclaim in passion— 

he puts me in tears and forces me to listen to these feelings in [his] tender heart, which 

are suitable for men in the world. O Muses! If my spirit is able to possess your gift, then 

grant me a gift like that with which you formerly rewarded Anacreon, or with which 

now the delightful Sumarokov is adorned. But if these things are not possible, I ask 

nothing else. 

Kheraskov’s program seems to favor the smaller genres of elegy and pastoral 

over the “thunderous” ode; but as a matter of fact, his emphasis is not so 

much on the content of these as on their simplicity of style, and above all 

on their didactic purpose—the union of “general profit” with “entertain¬ 

ment” (Horace’s miscuit utile dulci). Incidentally, despite Kheraskov’s 

apparent admiration for Sumarokov, he decisively rejects one of the most 

important aspects of the older poet’s genius—his satirical bent. Satire has no 

place in Kheraskov’s literary world; he sees it as counter-productive—instead 

of wheedling the sinner into correcting himself the satirist will irritate him 

into a stiff-necked obstinacy. The columns of Profitable Diversion and 

the other Kheraskov journals are rife with invectives against satire. 

In 1764 Kheraskov published a volume entitled Moral Fables, and in 

1769 another under the title of Moral Odes. In these works the author’s 

didactic bent is more than ever apparent. The fables are written in the tradi¬ 

tional “free iambic” form popularized by La Fontaine; they are inordinately 

dull. The following, “Camel and Elephant,” is a fair sample; ^ 
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The Camel was proud. Of what? Of his humped back? By no means; he was proud of 

his size, and imagined that he could amaze the world with his lofty stature; he calls 

small animals dwarfs. The Elephant chanced to encounter him, and the Camel dropped 

his ears, as such base spirits always do, which almost deify themselves until they see a 

better one than themselves before them. 

That the Camel is a dwarf before the Elephant—in this there’s nothing surprising. 

Everything is small or great by comparison. 

The Moral Odes do not differ in content very markedly from the New 

Odes, but Kheraskov in them has abandoned his use of the Anacreontic 

form. The Moral Odes are rhymed, and the meters are short, four- and three- 

beat measures, obviously inspired by Anacreon, but more freely. One of 

these, which is in form an “epistle” rather than properly speaking an ode, 

is addressed “To Aflexei] Afndreevich] Rfzhevsky] ,”13 As was men¬ 

tioned above, Rzhevsky was a prolific contributor to some of Kheraskov’s 

journals, but later became involved in bureaucratic duties connected with 

the Academy of Sciences and the College of Medicine. As a result of these 

new duties, the one-time poet altogether ceased to write. As far as one can 

gather from the quite extensive collection of Rzhevsky’s verse reprinted in 

the first volume of the “Poet’s Library” edition of Poets of the Eighteenth 

Century}2 he was an extremely facile versifier who could turn out elegies, 

fables, epistles, epigrams, etc., of the utmost technical perfection, and as cold 

and impersonal as though they had been composed by a computer. Neverthe¬ 

less the defection of this auxiliary of Profitable Diversion was keenly felt 

by Kheraskov, who addresses the apostate as follows: 

You and I once used to play on the pipes and were then captivated with sweet games. 

Then, amid diversion, amid fields, meadows, you, seeing the simple manners, desired 

simple verses. There the dryads of the countryside used to dance around you-you used 

to feel no vexations, loving the rustic life. You were not diverted by the vanities of the 

world—at that time the beauties of nature entranced you. At that time you left luxury 

to the worldly circle; at that time you declared all your thoughts to me, as to a friend 

Now the dryads have already hidden themselves in the forests, the places have been 

changed, and you are no longer the same. My verses will not find you on the wild plain 

where shepherdesses play and sing at liberty. Now the bright streams do not murmur 

around you, but loud-voiced choirs thunder from all sides. There are luxurious magnates, 

there are deceitful friends, flatterers are everywhere to be heard.... Is your life reposeful? 

Of the two lives in the world, which will you magnify to me? You are modest in this 

answer, so you might better be silent. 

What we know of Rzhevsky’s life in the capital does not seem to fit Kheras¬ 

kov’s bitter picture of luxury and sophistication; Derzhavin even dedicated 

to him and his second wife an admiring poem: “A Happy Family.” But the 

patriarchal simplicity of country life always attracted Kheraskov, who looked 

askance at the ostentation of capital society. In this connection may be 
quoted the rather naive ode, “Wealth”114 
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Hearken, you beggars and poor people! to what the Muses think and sing! Silver and 

sumptuous palaces do not give the heart repose. In the spring the shepherd in his poor 

hut plays on his pipe; the rich man gathers money, having a spirit without repose. The 

rich man, tasting sweet food, is revolted by it; bread and water are pleasant to the 

beggar, when he is filled with them. When the seething waves roar, the rich man trembles 

on the land, fearing that perhaps, full of treasures, his ships may perish on the sea. 

The poor man has no anxiety, so long as he has nothing to lose. He dares to look at 

thunder and foul weather with a passionless eye. The rich man loses his life more than 

once; he counts gold above life; on its account he dies hourly and sees in death a ravager. 

Although all things on earth moulder, yet we have this comfort in life: the poor have 

pity for the poor, but wish death for the wealthy. However, is it possible for man to live 

in the world without money? It is not possible, I will say in reply, and it is for this 

reason that our age is burdensome. 

For a writer of such a pronounced didactic turn of mind as Kheraskov 

the possibilities of the moralizing novel could hardly be overlooked. In 1768 

appeared the short tale entitled: “Numa Pompilius, or Rome in Its 

Bloom”.15 The work is patently inspired by Fe'nelon’s Les Aventures de 

Telemaque, and by the more recent “political novel” of Marmontel, Beli- 

saire (1766). It is composed in a pompous, semi-poetical prose style that 

sometimes comes very close to actual verse rhythm. The subject is furnished 

by Roman legendary history: the second kind of Rome, Romulus’s successor, 

was supposedly the legislator Numa Pompilius, whose contributions to the 

life of his city were those of the peaceful consolidator, not the conqueror. 

The civic institutions and religious practices of early Rome are attributed 

by legend to Numa, who was inspired in his legislation by the advice of a 

divine monitor, the nymph Egeria. Kheraskov’s “novel” consists for the most 

part of conversations between the king and the nymph, and the picture which 

emerges of Numa’s legislative activity is that of a moderate “constitutional” 

monarchy, in which the senatorial aristocracy plays a large and beneficent 

part and the king is always willing to listen to its temperate and well-inten¬ 

tioned advice. Needless to say, such a Utopian state of affairs as the novel 

envisages was as remote from Roman history of any period as from the con¬ 

temporary realities of Catherine’s Russia. 

A second excursion into narrative prose is the novel Cadmus and 

Harmonia (1786).^ Here the “plot” is furnished by the ancient Greek legend 

of the Phoenician prince who journeys to Greece, and on the site of later 

Thebes kills a dragon, sows its teeth, reaps a harvest of armed men, and ulti¬ 

mately becomes king of the region and husband of Harmonia, daughter of 

Ares and Aphrodite. The work is a novel of a quest, with rather strong 

Masonic overtones. Cadmus, it is emphasized, is—like every man—a free agent: 

his course is not laid out for him by the gods. He goes astray, not seriously 

indeed, but enough to postpone the fulfillment of his destiny. But by sub¬ 

mission to the will of the gods and by virtuous conduct he succeeds at last 

in attaining his kingship. The moralist author ends his “novel” with the 

words: “The mortal who masters his feelings, who reins in the turbulence of 
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his passions, who regulates according to the rules of reason his spiritual 

qualities, is a mighty king on earth. Many wearers of crowns have not merited 

this title. ”17 

Polydore, Son of Cadmus and Harmonia (1794)^ is a sequel of the 

second novel, and a curious medley of the philosophical and the adventure 

tale. Its construction is considerably more complicated than that of its pre¬ 

decessors, as subsidiary figures appear and disappear, narrate their own 

stories, and sometimes are themselves interrupted by still other episodic 

narratives. Polydore visits numerous allegorical lands, each with marked 

characteristics that set it apart from other places, and each, of course, contri¬ 

butes political and moral instruction to the wanderer. The most sriking of 

these episodes is Polydore’s visit to the floating island of Terzit, whose in¬ 

habitants have abolished kingship, and live in a frenetic anarchy which they 

call “liberty.” The allegory is patently an unflattering picture of the French 

revolution, which Kheraskov, like most conservative Russians, viewed as the 

ultimate political disaster. Polydore by the end of the novel reaches his goal, 

the tsarstvo Mudrosti, or Kingdom of Wisdom,” presided over by a bene¬ 

volent nymph who reveals that ages hence she will inspire a great empress 

of the north, whose realm will approximate the “Kingdom of Wisdom” 
itself. 

The work of Kheraskov which more than all the rest caught the fancy 

of his age and inspired his contemporaries to dub him “The Russian Homer” 

was of course The Rossiad (1779).19 This, however, was not his first essay 

in the epic genre. As early as 1761 he had dedicated to Prince Pavel a didac¬ 

tic poem called “The Fruits of Learning.”20 This, interestingly enough in 

view of Kheraskov’s rejection of the tradition of the “solemn ode,” is in¬ 

spired by Lomonosov’s “Epistle on the Usefulness of Glass,” and is couched 

in the simple, unadorned “middle style” of that work. The poem passes the 

sciences in review and points out their contributions to human life. Under¬ 

lying the whole project is Kheraskov’s indignant repudiation of the thesis 

of J.-J. Rousseau, in his First Discourse, that “the rebirth of the arts and 

sciences has not contributed to the improvement of morals.” Rousseau’s 

name is not mentioned, but there is no doubt of the object of the polemics. 

A second, and more strictly “epic” poem is The Battle of Chesme 

(1771). On June 25, 1770, in the course of Catherine’s first war with 

Turkey, the Russian fleet, which was expected to arouse by its very presence 

in Aegean waters a widespread revolt among the Greek and other Ortho¬ 

dox populations, encountered the Turkish fleet in the strait between the 

island of Chios and the mainland of Turkey. The Russians, under the general 

command of Alexei Orlov, caused the Turkish fleet enough damage so that it 

retreated into the bay of Chesme, where it was supposedly protected by shore 

batteries. Here, however, Orlov and his British commander Admiral Greig, 

attacked during the night; a Russian fire-ship, steered by Lieutenant Ilyin’ 

sailed among the closely packed Turkish ships and set one afire. Presently 

256 



the entire fleet was ablaze, and the day ended with the complete destruction 

of the Turkish fleet of 15 ships of the line, 6 frigates and several smaller 

vessels. The Turkish crews, except such as were picked up from the water by 

the victors, were totally lost. It was a most spectacular victory, and there is 

no exaggeration in the medal which Catherine II struck in honor of the 

Battle of Chesme, and which depicts the Turkish fleet on one side, with the 

single word on the reverse: “byl”—“it was.” 

Like many poets whom the tremendous news electrified, Kheraskov 

rushed to turn the battle into a great patriotic poem. He collected the “facts” 

from newspaper accounts of the battle, and in some cases from participants 

whom he interviewed. In the prose note attached to his poem he writes: “It 

must be said once for my whole composition that everything written in it 

is the living truth, excluding the verse embellishments which every bene¬ 

volent reader will easily be able to distinguish. All the remainder is disposed 

according to exact information received from the most trustworthy hands, 

and according to the very words which the writer had the good fortune 

of hearing from the heroes whom he is celebrating.” Actually, the “verse 

embellishments” are very few and very modest—mostly the use, especially 

in metaphors and similes, of the names of classical Greek and Roman mytho¬ 

logical figures. The events of the battle are indeed given with almost chrono¬ 

logical exactitude in the five cantos of The Battle of Chesme. First, the back¬ 

ground: Greece, oppressed by the Muslim Turks and dreaming of liberation; 

then the Russian intervention, and the first stage of the battle on the 25th 

of June. The central dramatic episode comes in Canto III, as the youngest 

brother of Alexei Orlov, Feodor, in his ship the “Evstafia,” engages the 

Turkish flag-ship, and catches fire and explodes. The anxiety of Alexei for 

his brother, his grim determination to avenge his death, and the destruction 

of the Turkish fleet are described, and it is not until Canto IV that the wel¬ 

come “messenger” comes to inform Alexei of his brother’s rescue, from a 

small boat lowered from the “Evstafia” before the explosion. The final 

canto is devoted to the magnanimous efforts of the victorious Russians to 

pick up the survivors of the Turkish crews, and to Kheraskov’s somewhat 

premature prophecies of the complete crumbling of the Turkish power and 

the Russian liberation of Constantinople. 

The Battle of Chesme is one of the most impressive things we have 

from Kheraskov’s pen, and is an extraordinary experiment—an “epic” poem 

composed within a few months of the very events it describes. It is full of 

the actual names of ships and of Russian heroes, e.g., Lieutenant Ilyin, who 

sacrificed his life to set the Turks afire. It is permeated everywhere with the 

most fervent patriotism 

Life is not so dear 

As the honor of the fatherland and their own glory. 

Such are your children, O Russian realm. 

257 



It is remarkable that in spite of all the temptations to portray the enemy 

as godless, perfidious infidels, Kheraskov is able to see heroism even on 
their side:23 

I must count as a hero even an evil-doer (“zlodeia”): 

Such we beheld Hassan-bey in the battle; 

Like lightning he flew everywhere with his sword; 

It seemed that he was bringing thunder at us from his hands; 

To give the laurel to him we would be constrained, 

If we had not been born into the world as Russians! 

There are some curious linguistic features in the poem, which mili¬ 

tate against a completely harmonious whole. Kheraskov is unable to break 

away altogether from some of the eighteenth century conventions of battle 

description. Bombs are described, explosions, obviously of gunpowder, 

occur, and artillery fire sets ships aflame. But when it comes to personal 

combat, the poet balks. His heroes not infrequently “launch the thunder”— 

one might think of Zeus on Olympus! and the “benevolent reader,” pre¬ 

sumably, will interpret this figure in the prosaic terms of musket fire. More 

commonly, they seem to be armed only with swords. Sabres are specifically 

mentioned, and as boarding weapons are undoubtedly appropriate-but 

sometimes the Russian marines pour over the sides of their vessels onto 

Turkish decks armed with sword and spear! A less useful piece of equipment 

for such an encounter than a spear would be hard to imagine-but it is a 

classical and hence “poetical” adjunct of battle, so we have to have it. And 

yet, suddenly, amid conventional battle scenes, comes this remarkable picture 
of the young Orlov: 

Feodor, seeing the decisive moments of the battle, 

With his dishevelled hair over his forehead, 

Wiping the sweat from his face, the imprint of his toils, 

Hurnes to the terrible engagement as to a banquet. 

7“,.* b0ld P°et mdeed in th= “Me of the eighteenth century who, in a 
lolty epic poem would use the word “sweat”! 

wh\rJbeJatftle °l Ch6Sme WaS a grCat P°pular SUCCess’ one measure of 
ich the fact that it was almost immediately translated into both French 

and German, at a time when Russian poetry was almost ignored outside the 

lished^ 779 fr JOru ” ^ ^ ^ the Ros^^a,25 was pub- 
fed » 1779, after eight years of labor. This was the poet’s chief bid for 

iterary immortality, and at once established him as the paramount figure 

country s Parnassus. The eighteenth century regarded the epic poem 
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as the very culmination of literature: the Greeks had the Iliad and the Odys¬ 

sey, the Romans the Aeneid, Italy the Jerusalem Delivered, Portugal The 

Lusiads, France Voltaire’s Henriade. Until Russia could show a similar heroic 

poem on a great national theme, Russian literature was still incomplete 

and immature. Lomonosov had tried his hand, as had Kantemir, on a poem 

glorifying the exploits of Peter the Great; both these poets had abandoned 

the projects. Sumarokov’s Dmitriada never got beyond the first page. When 

Kheraskov, therefore, triumphantly carried his Rossiad to the classical length 

of twelve books (like the Aeneid), and in every other way followed out all the 

classical precepts for the epic genre, there was great jubilation: at last Russia 

could join the great civilized nations of the world with the highest kind of 

poetical composition. Kheraskov was promptly dubbed “the Russian 
Homer.” 

An epic poem, according to classical theory, must have as its subject 

a historical incident which played a crucial part in the history of a nation— 

the Trojan War, the Trojan settlement in Italy, Vasco da Gama’s voyage to 

India, etc. Kheraskov took for his theme the capture of Kazan by Ivan IV 

in 1555. Undoubtedly the Russian liberation from Tatar domination was 

indeed the crucial moment in the history of the Russians-but when pre¬ 

cisely did this happen? The famous “shaking off of the Tatar yoke” accom¬ 

plished by Ivan III was anything but an heroic event, and could never have 

been given epic dignity; Dmitry Donskoy’s defeat of the Tatars at Kulikovo 

Pole was heroic indeed, but not decisive, since the defeated enemy raided 

Moscow itself two years later. Kheraskov chose the first successful Mus¬ 

covite operation in the reverse direction-Russian incorporation of Tatar 

territory. It was in many ways a successful choice, for the capture of Kazan 

was followed almost immediately by the fall of Astrakhan and the Russian 

domination of the entire Volga, from source to the Caspian Sea. After this 

the Tatar world—the Crimea and the Siberian khanates and the small Nogay 

principalities—was put on the defensive, and the final phase of its liquidation 

(the annexation of the Crimea) could be anticipated with confidence by the 

epic poet of Catherine the Great (Russia obtained the Crimea only a few 

years after the Rossiada was published, in 1786). 

The events of Ivan IV’s war with Kazan were of course more than two 

hundred years behind Kheraskov, and he could not proceed as he had with 

The Battle of Chesme. For sources he took an anonymous chronicle of the 

fall of Kazan, and the history of the reign of Ivan IV, composed by Prince 

Andrei Kurbsky, who had in his youth been a rather important participant 

in the campaign. But a proper epic poem has to have more than merely 

prosaic military details, and one of Kheraskov’s principal models was Tasso’s 

Jersualem Delivered, whose narrative of the First Crusade is enlivened by a 

good deal of sorcery, by the romantic episode of the “warrior maiden” 

Clorinda and her tragic fate, and by the erotic history of the witch Armida 

and her lover the hero Rinaldo—embellishments for which the “histories” 
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of the Crusades provide no hints. Kheraskov found in the actual chronicle of 

the last days of Kazan the figure of the princess Sumbeka (her real name was 

Siuiumbeka), widow of Khan Safa-Girey and mother of the two-year-old 

“khan,” Utemysh-Girey. Sumbeka then becomes the heroine of a love story 

that involves another historical figure, Shakh-Ali (or Shig-Alei), a Russian 

puppet ruler briefly put on the throne of Kazan in 1551. When Shig-Alei 

is ousted by the Khan of Astrakhan, Yediger, supported by the Crimean 

Tatars and their Turkish suzerains, he retires to the Russian advance base of 

Sviyazhk, and is followed by the enamored Sumbeka and her infant son, 

who are all then baptized. In this development, incidentally, Kheraskov 

rejected the local tradition of Kazan, which made Siuiumbeka hurl herself 

from a still-existing tower in the city when Ivan’s forces captured it. 

A certain degree of historicity can be claimed for the Sumbeka-Shig- 

Alei episode, although Kheraskov greatly alters and romanticizes it. Another 

bit of “love interest,” however, is fabricated in full. This is the story of the 

beautiful Persian “warrior maiden,” Ramida, and her trio of princely lovers, 

Gidromir, Mirsed and Brazin, who follow her to Kazan to defend Islam 

against the Christian threat. A good deal of Book XI is devoted to the ac¬ 

count of the battle among Ramida’s suitors which ends with Gidromir’s vic¬ 

tory, and of Ramida’s despair at the death of her favorite Mirsed, her killing 

of Gidromir and her own suicide. It should be noted that all of this, even to 

the name of the princess (Ra-mida, Ar-mida) bears a great resemblance to 

some of the incidents of Tasso’s epic. 

Ramida’s father, Nigrin, is a sorcerer, and the final victory of the 

Russian forces in Book XII is briefly held up by his journey in a dragon 

chariot to the Caucasus, where he obtains the assistance of Winter against the 

Christians. The unseasonable cold and frost can be dispelled only by a solemn 

procession in which a sacred banner, in the staff of which is embedded a 

splinter from the True Cross, counteracts the pagan sorcery. This episode, 

incidentally, has chronicle backing: Prince Kurbsky’s account refers to the 

Muslim spells which conjured up torrential rains to hamper the Christian 

advance, and which were similarly routed. Kazan, it may be mentioned, was 

captured at the end of September, 1552. 

The choice of Ivan IV as an epic hero was a dangerous one, and Kheras¬ 

kov did his best to obviate the inconveniences. Every literate Russian knew 

the Tsar’s later bloody reputation as “Ivan the Terrible,” and the story of the 

famous quarrel between the autocrat and his once loyal assistant Prince 

Andrei Kurbsky must have been perfectly familiar. Moreover, even if the 

hideous butchery of Ivan’s later years could be somehow put out of sight for 

epic purposes, there remained the uncompromising authoritarianism of his 

reign, which could only have been deeply repugnant to Kheraskov. Accord¬ 

ingly, taking some hints from Kurbsky’s picture of Ivan’s early years, the 

poet depicts young Ivan as at first sunk in indolence and luxury, fostered by 

evil self-seeking counsellors. From such an ignoble sloth he is roused by the 
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dream apparition of St. Alexander Nevsky, and his wise human counsellor 

Adashev helps confirm his resolution to take arms against the perfidious 

Tatars and relieve the sufferings of his Russian subjects. In Book II the 

meeting of the “chosen council,” Ivan’s boyar “senate,” dramatizes the 

opposing forces: Prince Glinsky and the aged and ease-loving Prince Kubin- 

sky try to dissuade the young Tsar from undertaking the possibly very 

dangerous war against the Tatars, while Adashev, Metropolitan Daniel and 

Prince Kurbsky argue in favor of the undertaking and win the day. Ivan is 

thus shown not as the later imperious autocrat, riding rough-shod over all 

opposition, but as the moderate and prudent ruler, conscious of his own 

youth and inexperience, and willing to listen calmly to both sides and choose 
the better. 

From this point Prince Kurbsky, quite unhistorically, takes the center 

of the stage and becomes in some ways the poem’s genuine hero. Thus, in 

Canto VI, it is he who intercepts the diversionary expedition of the Crimean 

Khan at Tula and even in a chivalric battle with the Tatar kills his enemy and 

causes the rout of his army. Again, in Canto X, Kurbsky and three other 

(historical) Russian noblemen fight off the desperate night sortie of the 

Tatars, and Kurbsky administers a disabling wound to the “warrior maiden” 

Ramida. Finally, it is Kurbsky—this time in agreement with that Prince’s 

own account—who after the wall has been breached by the famous mining 

operation, storms the city and chiefly contributes to its fall. Kurbsky thus 

emerges as Christendom’s chief champion and Ivan’s stoutest helper toward 

the inevitable victory. 

The actual military history of the siege of Kazan is short and not part¬ 

icularly impressive. Operations began in the spring of 1552, but the town was 

fully invested only in August, and the final act took place at the end of Sep¬ 

tember. It was therefore necessary for purposes of epic treatment to pad 

the account considerably. This Kheraskov does by dwelling at length on the 

maneuvers surrounding Queen Sumbeka, who is at first enamored of Osman, 

a Crimean prince, who plays her false; she then, warned by her husband’s 

ghost, chooses Shig-Alei for her consort, only to be again deceived by Osman. 

All this material takes up almost half of the poem (Cantos III-V, IX, X). 

Other intrusive material is piled around the figure of Ivan: he is warned 

(Canto VII) by an awesome gray-haired stranger of the terrible sufferings he 

and his army must encounter at Kazan, and is given an enchanted shield by 

the stranger; and in a terrible vision of the night (Canto VIII) he sees per¬ 

sonified Islam as his formidable enemy. The mysterious stranger, who turns 

out to be the hermit Vassian, interprets his dream and leads him to the 

“mount of Virtue,” from the summit of which he shows him God’s temple 

in the sky and opens a book for him in which he reads the future. In these 

ways the somewhat banal siege and capture of Kazan are invested with a 

universal, indeed cosmic, significance. The devices of celestial apparitions, 

prophetic dreams, and visions of the future, are of course also almost 
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obligatory features of the classical epic poem, from Virgil’s Aeneid on. 

Contemporary critics, like some modern ones, found Kheraskov’s 

attention to the romantic element of his epic story excessive. A.F. Merzlia- 

kov, in a review in Amfion, 1815, queried:2^ “To whom is the Rossiad now 

devoted? Ivan or Sumbeka?” He angrily denounces the “three entire cantos, 

unworthily devoted to the intrigues of a flighty woman and her maid!” and 

adds: “I can’t understand how the patriotic heart of the esteemed Kheraskov 

could have thus debased the triumphs of Ivan!” Modern critics have found 

some justification for this imbalance, perhaps over-subtly, in reading into the 

story of Sumbeka and her lovers a discreet reference to that most exas¬ 

perating feature of the reigns of Anna Ivanovna, Elizabeth and Catherine II, 

the “rule of favorites. ”If this topical allusion was indeed intentional on 

Kheraskov’s part, the poem would then embody a properly didactic con¬ 

trast between the irresponsible and disastrous regime of favorites and the 

beneficent cooperation for the good of the fatherland between a prudent 

Tsar and his patriotic counsellors. But it must be remembered that Kheras¬ 

kov’s models, especially Jerusalem Delivered, had been constructed with just 

as much weight given to the romantic component, and with no such arriere- 

pensee as he is credited with. 

Most epic poets have been content with one such effort, but not 

Kheraskov. In 1785 he presented the Russian public with the epic Vladimir, 

in eighteen cantos and about 10,000 lines. The ostensible subject is of course 

the Christianization of Russia—the subject of Feofan Prokopovich’s tragi¬ 

comedy. Kheraskov warns his potential reader not to expect the usual epic 

fare: “If anyone shall have the desire to read my Vladimir, I counsel him, 

particularly the youth, to read it not as the usual epic work, in which for the 

most part battles, knightly exploits and marvels are sung; but to read it as 

the pilgrimage of a remarkable person over the path of truth, on which he 

encounters worldly temptations, succumbs to many trials, falls into the dark¬ 

ness of doubt, struggles with his own inborn passions, finally overcomes 

himself, finds the path of truth, and having attained enlightenment, is re¬ 

born.”27 This summary gives an adequate notion of the nature of the poem, 

which is the account of an inner, not an external combat. The forces of evil, 

embodied as the pagan gods whom the converted Vladimir is abandoning, 

join forces to attempt to prevent the king from seeing the light; and for 

their purpose they find the best means in Vladimir’s well-known propensity 

to lechery—the same means, incidentally, which they employ in Prokopo¬ 

vich’s drama. Kheraskov is puritanically hostile to “the lusts of the flesh,” 

but almost equally so to what he calls “umstvennost’,” which may be ren¬ 

dered as “intellectualism,” the sin, that is, of relying upon the intellect rather 

than upon divine grace. The incidents of the lengthy “epic” are thus almost 

entirely allegorical and symbolic, and in spite of a clear, readable style, the 

poem is from a modern point of view intolerable. The union of the “useful” 

with the “pleasant,” Kheraskov’s literary ideal, is here pretty much ignored: 
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the useful, that is, the overtly tedious and preachy, dominates almost 
exclusively. 

Worse, however, was to come. In 1790 appeared a three-canto poem 

entitled rather ambitiously The Universe. Following the lead of Milton 

in Paradise Lost and of Klopstock in The Messiah, Kheraskov narrates the 

Biblical story of the revolt of the angels, the creation and fall of man, and 

the redemption. The one possible interest of this dreary piece is the gro¬ 

tesque fashion in which Satan’s revolt is patterned on the recent shattering 

events of the French Revolution! This poem is undoubtedly the nadir of 

Kheraskov’s poetical work. 

The basic ideals and assumptions of Kheraskov’s literary endeavors 

do not change over his long life; he remains to the end faithful to the notion 

of “useful diversion,” to the ideal of edifying, instructional composition. 

He does, however, show a surprising adaptability to new fashions and modes 

of accomplishing his basic purposes. Thus, in 1795, the five-canto poem 

Pilgrims, which is a didactic allegory of the human quest for happiness, shows 

the evident influence in its form of Bogdanovich’s Dushenka, and in its 

general tone, of the sentimentalism of Karamzin. The poem is composed 

in the free verse which Bogdanovich used, and which originates with La 

Fontaine s Fables that is, in iambic lines of varying lengths and with varying, 

often surprising, rhyme schemes. In a short introduction (in Alexandrines) 

to the poem, Kheraskov asserts his right to choose such a metrical form, 

and incidentally refers unequivocally to the influence of Karamzin: 

But I have a mind in my verse to be unfettered; 

Poets aren’t forbidden a free course in their verses; 

Just as Columbus sought for new lands, sailing over the seas, 

So we seek new ideas, soaring everywhere; 

[Our] works are the true touchstone of our feelings; 

I have sung and shall continue to sing heroes and trifles.28 

It may be remembered that Karamzin’s volume of verse and stories pub¬ 

lished in 1794 was entitled My Trifles (Moi Bezdelki). The appropriateness 

of “trifles” to Kheraskov’s poem lies not in its quite serious content, but 

in the lightness of the chosen verse form, and in the half-playful tone which 

masks the didactic purpose of the “fairy tales” that make up the narrative 

of Pilgrims. Incidentally, the lightness of the verse form and the slightly 

bantering tone of the poem are curiously at variance with its extraordi¬ 

narily erudite language. Pilgrims is so overloaded with classical names, mytho¬ 

logical allusions and the like, that the poet felt obliged to provide it with a 

very extensive series of explanatory notes! 

In 1793, after the death of the dramatist Kniazhnin (1791), his best 

tragedy, Vadim of Novgorod, was published. We have seen how this drama 

almost programmatically contradicted Empress Catherine’s views on the 
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beneficent and constructive place of autocracy in the history of the Russian 

people. The plot is based on the chronicle story of the attempted liberation 

of Novgorod (traditionally in A.D. 863) from the Varangian prince Riurik 

by the Novgorodian patriot Vadim. The attempt failed and Vadim killed 

himself. According to the not entirely reliable account of Kniazhnin’s son, 

the tragedy had been composed before the outbreak of the French Revolu¬ 

tion. It was, however, very obviously a revolutionary document, and there is 

nothing surprising in its having been withheld from publication until after the 

dramatist’s death. 

Kheraskov was, as we have seen, appalled by the “anarchy” of the 

French Revolution, and reacted against it, and against what he terms “the 

mad craving for equality” evinced by the revolutionaries in his “novel” 

Polydore, Son of Cadmus and Harmonia (1794) and in the poem The 

Universe (1790), where Satan and his rebel angels play the part of the French 

regicides. Apparently the Kniazhnin tragedy Vadim of Novgorod, which 

glorified tyrannicide, shocked him immeasurably, and he forthwith com¬ 

posed his counterblast, the poem The Tsar, or Novgorod Saved (1800). Nov¬ 

gorod, in this version of the legend, is “saved” from the anarchy and reign of 

terror initiated by the depraved and rebellious youth Ratmir (Vadim). The 

poem is reactionary in conception, but experimental in form, and shows sur¬ 

prising evidence of Ossianic influence, evidently mediated by Derzhavin. 

At the age of seventy Kheraskov composed his last long poem, with the 

odd title of Bakhariana (1803).^9 In this work he shows himself closer to the 

new currents of Russian literature, represented by Karamzin and Derzhavin, 

than anyone would have imagined possible. Bakhariana is in most respects 

Kheraskov’s most successful poem after the Rossiad. 

The poem’s name, as Kheraskov explains, is created from the obsolete 

Russian word “bakhar’,” “a story-teller.” It is subtitled “The Unknown 

One,” and narrates in fourteen cantos the quest of the “unknown” hero for 

his abducted bride Felana, and for a magic mirror which will give him the 

power to change his father and his father’s subjects back into human from 

bestial form. The substance of this tale is drawn from the chivalric romances 

of the Renaissance, such as Boiardo’s and Ariosto’s Orlando poems, and such 

imitations of these as Wieland’s Oberon. There is, however, not merely in the 

title, an attempt to incorporate “popular” elements, although these are fairly 

conventional and not specifically Slavic. At the end of the poem it is revealed 

that the “Unknown” is Prince Orion, son of King Trigony. His wicked 

stepmother Zmiolana has expelled him from his father’s kingdom for killing 

her hawk-lover, and turned Trigony into a bull and his subjects into flies, 

snakes and jackdaws. The “Unknown” is aided in his quest by a wise old 

man, Makrobios (“Long Life”); the entire fable is allegorical, and its import 

is explained by Kheraskov: the “Unknown” is Everyman, in search of his lost 

innocence (Felana), and aided by “Christian wisdom.” The mirror which 

will accomplish the rehumanization of Trigony and his subjects is “pure 
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conscience, which turns a brute into a man. Finishing his explanation of the 

poem’s allegorical meaning, Kheraskov turns to the reader with the words: 

Know that this strange tale (Znai, chto povest’ strannaia siia, 

Is, maybe, your own story. mozhet byt’, istoriia tvoia.) 

The popular element in the Bakhariana is contained mostly in the 

metrical form. Eight of the poem’s fourteen cantos are written in the so- 

called Russian meter, that is, a four-beat unrhymed trochaic line with 

dactylic line endings. This line, regularized from the free line of the popular 

byliny, had been recently used by Karamzin for his experiment in the bylina 

form, Ilya Muromets, and had attained some currency. The rest of the poem, 

however, is written in rhymed verse, which Kheraskov admits he prefers: 

three cantos in four-beat rhymed trochees, and three in four-beat rhymed 

iambics. The latter is the verse which Pushkin employs in his first complete 

narrative poem, Ruslan and Liudmila, and there is some evidence that the 

Bakhariana, with its abducted bride, its malevolent witch, its benevolent 

sage, etc., served as one of the younger poet’s models. Fortunately, Pushkin 

was content to let his delightful tale of witchcraft, knightly valor and senile 

lechery stand on its own feet, without any moralizing allegory. 

As was noted earlier in this essay, Kheraskov continued throughout 

his life to write tragedies in the Sumarokov manner: The Venetian Nun 

remains an exception in its experimental form. Most of these tragedies are 

lifeless and afford no interest to a modern reader. Borislav, published in 1774 

and written two years earlier, is in its extant version laid in “Bohemia,” and 

the characters, including Borislav and his daughter Flavia, bear fictitious 

names. Kheraskov himself, however, indicates in a preface that the tragedy 

had originally been founded on historical reality, and that external 

circumstances (doubtless the Pugachev uprising) had induced him to rewrite 

it. The original plot, as can be readily inferred, had to do with the usurpation 

and tyranny of Boris Godunov. Borislav is represented, with some histori¬ 

cal accuracy, as morbidly suspicious, but there seems to be no hint of his 

guilt in the murder of the legitimate heir, which becomes the key to Pushkin’s 

great tragedy. The Idolaters, or Goreslava (1782) and Plamena (1786) are 

both laid, with either invented or very much distorted “historical” plots, 

in the reign of Vladimir the Saint. Probably quite contrary to the dramatist’s 

intention, the negative” characters Goreslava (Vladimir’s Varangian wife 

Rogneda) in the one tragedy, and the stubborn pagan prince Prevyzd in the 

other attract the reader’s sympathy and come close to achieving real tragic 

stature. The last tragedy, published posthumously in 1809, Zareida and 

Rostislav, is devoid of any interest whatsoever. 

There remains the 1798 historical tragedy Moscow Delivered,5 Here 

Kheraskov returns to the events of the “Time of Troubles,” and this time 

265 



without disguise. The liberation of the Russian capital from the Polish inter¬ 

ventionists in 1612 gives the tragedy its title, and the actual events of that 

stirring period form the background: the gathering of the “Militia Army” 

(“Opolchanie”) by the patriots Prince Pozharsky and Kozma Minin, the 

uneasy alliance of the patriot forces with the Cossack army under “Prince 

Dmitry” (Trubetskoy) and the dissensions that very nearly brought about 

the failure of the expedition, etc. But the “plot,” in typical classical style, 

is fictitious in its entirety and involves a group of invented characters: Sofia, 

a sister of Prince Pozharsky, who is inside the besieged city of Moscow, and 

is in love with Vianko Zhelkovsky (i.e., Ziotkowski), son of the Polish com¬ 

mander. Sofia’s attempts to induce her brother to betray the national cause in 

favor of her Polish lover are of course indignantly repudiated, and in the de¬ 

nouement a duel between Vianko and Leon the (non-existent) son of Pozhar¬ 

sky results in the death of the Polish champion. Sofia stabs herself over her 

lover’s body, and her stern brother, echoing Corneille’s Roman Horace, 

cries: 

Thus let every Russian woman perish 

Who has been able to forget her fatherland!^ 

There are undoubtedly merits in this drama, especially a quite genuine 

patriotism, but the classical tragic formula, with its obligatory “love interest,” 

no matter how inappropriate, stultifies the real drama of Moscow’s “deli¬ 

verance” by substituting a personal and private crisis for the genuine public 

one. The effect is not quite as disastrous as that involved in Ozerov’s Dmitry 

Donskoy, but comes uncomfortably close. 

When Mikhail Kheraskov died in 1805 he had been industriously 

writing for about fifty years, and had dominated Russian literature to an 

unparalleled extent during much of that period. He had rather surprisingly 

shown himself receptive to many of the new and unclassical literary trends 

during that time—the “bourgeois tragedy” in The Venetian Nun, the senti¬ 

mental current in Pilgrims, Ossianic influence in The Tsar, or Novgorod Set 

Free, pseudo-popular elements in the Bakhariana, etc.-but looked at as a 

whole his work shows how essentially superficial all these trends had been. 

Kheraskov never deviated from his fundamental adherence to the classical 

concept of literature as teaching. The method used in contriving the Horatian 

dulce-the sweetening of the cup of bitter but curative utile-might differ 

from one decade to another, but not the principle itself. The experiments 

which Kheraskov tried strike us as in any case timid and irresolute, but even 

they never go deep: they affect only the surface of his writing. Because the 

classical principle that art exists only to convey a lesson is one that was wide¬ 

ly if not universally repudiated by the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

Kheraskov’s work became dated very soon after his death. It is profoundly 
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uncongenial, at first view, to a modern reader, and requires a considerable 

exercise of historical imagination to appreciate at all; nevertheless it is almost 

the most quintessentially classical of all the eighteenth century Russian pro¬ 

duction, and as such can never be ignored. 
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CHAPTER XI 

MINOR VERSE WRITERS OF THE FIRST HALF 
OF THE REIGN OF CATHERINE II 

A. The School of Lomonosov 

1. N. N. Popovsky 

The age of classicism in Russia is also the age of verse; indeed the 

prose of the age, as we have seen, is very largely the work of raznochintsy 

like Chulkov and Emin, themselves alien and hostile to the prevailing gentry 

culture of which classicism is the literary reflex, and their writing mirrors 

this hostility. Verse writing, on the other hand, at least until Derzhavin, 

remains safely within the fold of classicism, although showing different 

trends within this general framework. 

By the end of his life (1766) Lomonosov’s poetic system was already 

archaic. In the embittered literary struggle between him and Sumarokov, 

the latter represented the ideals of classicism: clarity above all, logic, a light 

elegance, ready intelligibility. The rhetorical qualities of Lomonosov’s verse, 

its inflated style, archaic vocabulary, its emotionalism—his characteristic 

“transport” (“vostorg”)—were ridiculed and condemned by the classicists. 

Nevertheless Lomonosov’s odes had been for a generation the acme of 

Russian poetry, and the style he had established did not at once yield to 

classical restraint. Several poetic imitators attempted to follow his lead, but 

without Lomonosov’s genuine inspiration. Mimicking only his mannerisms, 

they succeeded in being ridiculous. 

An actual pupil of Lomonosov was Nikolai Nikitich Popovsky (1730- 

1770),1 who had studied verse composition under the master in the Uni¬ 

versity attached to the Academy of Sciences. Most of his extant verse is trans¬ 

lation; in 1752 he published translations of Horace’s Ars Poetica (“Epistle 

to the Pisos ) and of four odes, and in 1754 finished work on a transla¬ 

tion (not from the original, but via a French version) of Alexander Pope’s 

Essay on Man. This was published in 1757, and brought Popovsky consider¬ 

able acclaim. Of original verse the most important are two odes, of 1754 

and 1756, addressed to Empress Elizabeth, and an “Epistle” which Novikov 
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published in 1772 in his Portrait-Painter. The “Epistle” is entitled in full: 

“Epistle on the Utility of the Sciences and on Education of the Youth 

Therein, Written by the Late Professor Popovsky to His Excellency Ivan 

Ivanovich Shuvalov at the Establishment of Moscow University in the Year 

1756.” The very subjects which Popovsky chose for his poetical efforts show 

the obvious influence of Lomonosov. So do the themes-Peter the Great, 

peace, enlightenment, science, etc. Often the very devices so characteristic 

of Lomonosov are lifted almost verbatim. Note, for example, the opening 

of Popovsky’s 1754 ode to Elizaveta Petrovna:^ 

From peaceful waters the Sun arises, 

Into Russia through the purple door 

Brings the beautiful day with him, 

[The day] on which we beheld Peter’s daughter 

Ascending the throne; 

Hearts seethe with joy 

Remembering that most happy hour; 

Fields, forests and waters are tumultuous; 

To the clouds various peoples 

Raise their triumphant voice. 

[My] spirit is troubled with sudden care, 

The blood within me seethes in confusion, 

The Sun’s beautiful light is darkened 

And thick night obscures the day; 

Through the gloom of sorrowful days [now] past, 

As though from distant frontiers 

A faint groan comes to my ears: 

Russia sobs piteously 

And stretches out her hands to heaven: 

“Where are rights,” she cries, “where is law?” etc. (strophes 1-2) 

Throughout the ode, and its companion of 1757, are scattered eulogies of 

Peter I (Ode of 1754, st. 3), classical figures (“1757,” st. 1: Apollo, Heli¬ 

con, Mount Olympus and the Vale of Tempe; st. 5: Zeus, Heracles, Achilles, 

Pegasus, the Chimaera, etc.), and personifications: thus, in a not very digni¬ 

fied plight, the Sciences plead with Elizabeth (Ode of 1757, st. 13): 

The infant sciences are speaking to you, O Empress; 

They are reaching out their hands to you 

And saying, stammeringly: 

“Our tongue is weak, our words unsure 

But thought and heart are already prepared 

To offer gratitude. 
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Wait until we have become stronger, 

Then we shall endeavor with all zeal 

To exalt you with praise.” 

The last quoted figure illustrates one of the great dangers of figurative lan¬ 

guage—what is called the “realization of metaphor.” The sciences in Eliza¬ 

beth’s Russia are indeed newly established, and may hence be metaphorically 

called “infant”; but when the metaphor is “realized,” that is, filled out 

logically, it becomes ridiculous. Infants either do not speak at all, or only 

haltingly—so Popovsky makes “the infant sciences stammer.” And as if 

this were not bad enough, all they can promise, when they “grow up,” is to 

be able adequately to sing the Empress’s praises! Lomonosov’s sciences 

“stretch out their hands to Russia”—to serve her and her people!2 

Popovsky was a good Latin scholar, and his translations of Horace are 

as good as any of his time; they do not attempt to follow the form of the 

original closely, but sometimes pad the concise Latin, turning four-line into 

six-line strophes. The translation of Pope’s Essay on Man is another matter. 

Made from a French version by a certain Silhouette, it necessarily suffers 

from double dilution, and most of the brilliant epigrams of the original 

come out sadly dulled. Pope touches on a commonplace of eighteenth cen¬ 

tury satire, the folly of pride in ancestry: 

Go! If your ancient but ignoble blood 

Has crept thro’ scoundrels ever since the flood, 

Go! and pretend your family is young, 

Nor own your fathers have been fools so long. 

(Epistle IV, lines 211-214) 

This becomes with Popovsky: 

If your family shall be ancient, but inglorious, 

Not virtuous, idle and vicious, 

Then though it may have been living before the flood, 

Yet it is better to hide in silence that it was all base, 

And not let others know that through so long a time 

Your tribe has exhibited no merits at all. 

(IV, lines 367-372) 

The translator has taken six lines to cover Pope’s four (Book IV of the ori¬ 

ginal has 398 lines; Popovsky’s has 694!), and covered them in a most plod¬ 
ding fashion. 

A comparison of the final lines of the poem will make Popovsky’s 
merits as a translator still clearer: 
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That, urged by thee, I turn’d the tuneful art 

From sounds to things, from fancy to the heart: 

For Wit’s false mirror held up Nature’s light, 

Show’d erring pride, Whatever is, is right; 

That Reason, Passion, answer one great aim; 

That true Self-love and Social are the same; 

That Virtue only makes our bliss below, 

And all our knowledge is, ourselves to know. 

(Epistle IV, lines 391-398) 

This beautifully succinct and lapidary compendium of Enlightenment philo¬ 

sophy emerges thus from its Russian translator: 

That, incited by you, I abandoned the empty sound of words 

And directed my mind to the experience of things; 

From imaginings and merely empty ravings 

I hastened to the realization of my rational powers, 

That I exposed people in false opinions 

And revealed to them the secrets of hidden nature, 

And showed the proud that all the world is pretty good (“izriaden) 

And that there is nothing bad in it at all; 

That to one end both our reason and passions 

Have been given by the supreme power that arranges everything; 

That self-love must not be separated 

From love for society, but counted as one; 

That in the world only those are genuinely happy 

Who live virtuously and discreetly, 

And that we must all learn one thing, 

That each be known to himself. (IV, lines 678-694) 

2. Vasily Petrovich Petrov (1736-1799)^ 

One of the most hated and ridiculed poets of the century was Vasily 

Petrovich Petrov, who liked to be called “The new Lomonosov.” Petrov 

was a raznochinets (his father was a priest) who, by the use of his very 

considerable talent and consummate powers of servility, succeeded in making 

himself Catherine’s favorite writer of verse. The Empress used to call him 

her “pocket poet,” a title in which Petrov took pride. His career of flattery 

began in 1766 with the “Ode on the Carousel,” and continued for thirty 

years. When in 1796 Petrov received news of the death of his patroness, he 

was so affected that he suffered a stroke. He recovered sufficiently to be 

able to write a few more odes to her successor, but Paul, who hated every¬ 

thing and everybody that his mother had favored, treated her “pocket poet” 
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very coldly, and Petrov died despised and forgotten. 

Petrov’s literary output consists chiefly of “triumphal odes” addressed 

to Catherine or to one of her favorites. Grigory Potemkin had been one of 

his school friends before Catherine’s acquaintance with him, and the two 

remained on very good terms. One of Petrov’s best pieces is his “Lamenta¬ 

tion” of 1791 on the death of the favorite. Aside from offical odes, Petrov’s 

principal work is his translation of Virgil’s Aeneid. He also published (1777) 

a prose translation of three cantos of Milton’s Paradise Lost, after a resi¬ 

dence in England (1772-74) had familiarized him with the English language 

and literature. 

Lomonosov’s first original ode was in celebration of a great Russian 

military victory (“On the Capture of Khotin”). Petrov’s was a glorification 

of one of Catherine’s most grandiose entertainments, the “magnificent 

carousel” (1766). A “carousel” was a form of game in which knights com¬ 

peted in exhibiting their equestrian skills; Catherine’s lover of the moment, 

Grigory Orlov, not unexpectedly, won the chief honors in this one. The 

participants were elaborately and fantastically costumed, in four divisions— 

Slavic, Roman, Indian, and Turkish, and in addition to the tournament 

proper, there were chariot races! Although he had been in Moscow at the 

time, and had to rely on newspaper accounts of the festivities, Petrov suc¬ 

ceeded in composing an “ode” of such magnificence that Catherine rewarded 

him with the gift of a gold snuff-box and 200 rubles. This was the start of 

his official career. 

The pompous and hyperbolic style which Petrov’s first ode exhibits 

underwent few changes in the next thirty years. Lomonosov is the model, 

but instead of his genuine patriotic enthusiasm, which justifies his strained 

and exalted language, Petrov’s inspiration seems to be sparked chiefly by 

imperial munificence. The kind of poetry which results can be judged from 

a translation of the second strophe of the “Ode on the Magnificent 

Carousel”4 in its original version (it was extensively revised in 1782): 

I hear the strange roar of music! 

This soothes and emboldens my spirit; 

I behold the choirs of various peoples! 

This comforts and astonishes my gaze; 

In purple Rome, Istanbul, India 

And beneath the crown of glory, Russia 

Has disclosed a myriad delights to [my] thoughts! 

And envy, stopping afar, marvels 

That our age is rolling on so joyfully, 

And forgets to drink her serpents’ poison. 

The application of Lomonosov’s devices of exclamatory excitement and per¬ 

sonification in the above strophe to such a trivial subject as a court festival 

272 



sounds thoroughly parodistic. Further and even more absurd lapses of taste 
may be seen later in the ode, for a description of which a paragraph from 
G.P. Makogonenko’s preface to the “Poet’s Library” edition of Poets of the 

Eighteenth Century may be used:^ 

Lomonosov, in hailing peace, “repose,” needed for the development and establishment 

of Russia, exclaimed: “Be silent, flaming sounds!” The “Ode on the Carousel” also 

begins with an exclamation: “Be silent, noisy thunders of applause,” after the poet 

has declared that he is going to sing—“the games and amusements” of the court. Lomo¬ 

nosov, glorifying the exploits of the Russian warriors, who under Peter’s leadership 

had converted Russia into a mighty empire, compared them with the heroic Romans. 

Petrov employs this comparison in order to show “the Roman spirit”-in the Orlov 

brothers, who had distinguished themselves in the carousel. Lomonosov, in speaking of 

the heroism of “Russia’s sons,” wrote: “But to hold back the flight of eagles (“orlov”) 

there are no obstacles on earth.” Petrov, losing every kind of feeling for measure and 

tact, converts this figure into a pun, celebrating the “heroic spirit” of these same parti¬ 

cipants in the equestrian competition, the brothers Orlov: 

Thus speedily did Peter’s warriors 

Ride on the fields of Mars, 

Such eagles’ (“orlovy”) hearts in them. 

Petrov’s contribution to Russian ode-writing was chiefly to discredit it 
and turn any serious poet to some other genre. He did, however, effect 
some technical changes in the form of the ode. The earlier examples are 
composed in the form consecrated by Lomonosov’s practice: ten-line 
strophes of iambic tetrameter. Later, however, he began to experiment with 
other forms. Thus the “Ode to Grigory Orlov,” of 1771, uses a strophe of 
six lines, the first four of iambic tetrameter, the last two of trimeter. The 
1775 “Ode to the Illustrious Count Peter Alexandrovich Rumiantsev-Za- 
dunaisky” even attempts to naturalize Pindar’s triadic structure, of strophe- 
antistrophe-epode. Petrov’s ode consists of three triads, each constructed of 
two identical units of fifteen iambic tetrameter lines, broken by two Alexan¬ 
drines (11-12), and an “epode” of 22 Alexandrines with complex rhyme 
scheme. The “Lamentation and Consolation of Russia” of 1796 does not 
even use a strophic form, but is composed in the Russian equivalent of the 
French vers libre, that is, with lines of differing lengths and a non-repetitive 
rhyme scheme. Since this verse form had been used almost exclusively for 
fables (first by La Fontaine, and then in Russian by e.g., Sumarokov [1752] , 
Maikov [1763], Rzhevsky [1761], etc., it contributes a rather bizarre effect 
to a solemn lamentation! 

In 1770 Petrov published a translation, which he dedicated to Pavel 
Petrovich, of the first book of Virgil’s Aeneid. The translation of the com¬ 
plete epic came out only in the years 1781-83. Petrov’s version of Aeneid I 

pleased Catherine immensely, as it was no doubt meant to do; it may be 
recalled that the Latin poem celebrates in Book I the feat of the Phoenician 
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Queen Dido in founding the new city of Carthage, and her hospitality to the 
ship-wrecked Aeneas and his Trojans. As long as Dido’s tragedy (Book IV) 
remained in the background, a flattering parallel could be implied between 
Catherine and the Carthaginian queen—“dux femina facti.” The translation 
is in Russian Alexandrine verse, with couplet rhyme, and the language and 
style are the “highest of the high.” Making the poem particularly difficult to 
read are the Latinate tricks of word order—inversions, hyperbata, etc.—and 
even such long obsolete syntax as the vocative case and the Slavonic “dative 
absolute.” Needless to say, the vocabulary is equally archaic, and although 
the Latin is rendered accurately enough, Virgil is made, as one critic com¬ 
plained, to appear in periwig and knee-breeches! A parallel with Pope’s 
version of Homer is immediately suggested. Virgil’s opening lines: 

Arma virumque cano, Troiae qui primus ab oris 
Italiam fato profugus Laviniaque venit 
litora— 

become: 

I sing the clash of arms and exploits of the hero 
Who first, when Troy had been laid in ashes by the Greeks, 
Hounded by fate, reached Italy’s shores. 

The inflated and archaic style of Petrov’s Enei, as he called his Aeneid, 

led to immediate ridicule and parody. Vasily Maikov in 1772 published his 
heroi-comic poem” Elisei, or Bacchus Enraged, which begins: “I sing 

the clash of cans, I sing that hero who, in his cups, wreaking dreadful woes,” 
etc., and Novikov, according Petrov an entry in his Dictionary of Russian 
Writers (1772) writes: 

In general it can be said of his works that he strains to follow in the footsteps of Russia’s 

lyric poet [i.e., Lomonosov] ; and although certain ones even call him a second Lomo¬ 

nosov [as Catherine II did!],for this comparison one must await some important work 

and after that say conclusively whether he will be a second Lomonosov, or remain 

only Petrov, and have the honor of being known as a mimic of Lomonosov.6 

Nettled by such criticism, the poet dispatched from London, where he 
was at the time, a verse epistle to an anonymous addressee, in which he lashes 
out at Maikov and Novikov. Of the latter he writes:^ 

The lexicographer [a reference to Novikov’s “Essay at a Historical Lexicon of Russian 

Writers,” 1772] knows everything-who has a profound intellect, and who a shallow 

of reason and excellence he is the sure touchstone. Whoever has been in his crowd’ 

has been a friend and brother to him, is not less in his calendar than Socrates. 
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It must be said that Petrov in his polemical verse is considerably more direct 
and perspicuous than in his odes! 

On rare occasions even this coldly official versifier can write simply 
and from the heart. His elegy: “My Son’s Death, March, 1793”8 marks such 
an occasion. Nikolenka must have been a sickly child, who bore his sufferings 
stoically. His father writes: 

Great soul in little body, 
O how he bore cruel affliction, 
And defended by what protection 
Did he show such strength in battle with it? 

Not a single sigh came from him, 
He tried to lock the pain in his heart. 
Gray-haired father! Learn from your son 
How a man should die! 

Learn to be like him: 
Lock sorrow within your heart. 
Live like him, righteous, forgiving; 
Like him, die without trembling. 

Little Nikolenka is pictured as an angel in heaven, where the weary father 
yearns to go, but fears he is unworthy: “But what? I am sinful, you are 
innocent; I a whirlwind, you sweet peace; I a boor, you a noble angel-shall 
our lot be equal? But still he counts on the child as a heavenly intercessor: 

You know whereof I have need; 
Whither I have directed my desire. 
To you it has been granted by heaven to watch over 
Me, your mother, brothers and sisters. 

In this poem one may see an interesting stylistic phenomenon. Written in 
the simplest kind of strophic form (four iambic tetrameter lines, with al¬ 
ternate rhyme), the word order is perfectly natural and direct, with none 
of the exasperating inversions that characterize the odes. At the same time 
the vocabulary and morphology are archaic and artificial. For example, in 
the third strophe the second line reads: “otets nesnosen tvoi sud’be”; the 
adjective “nesnosnyi” means, in normal Russian, then as now, “unbearable.” 
But not here: the line has to be construed as “[your] father is unable to 

bear your fate.” In the fifth strophe the Church Slavonic “zabralo,” lit. 
“the visor of a helmet,” is used in the sense of “protection.” Later, in the 
third strophe from the end, two of the rhyme words “telesi” and “nebesi,” 
are oblique cases (in Slavonic!) of the nouns “telo” and “nebo,” “body” and 
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“heaven.” Petrov’s fatal predilection for high-flown archaisms manifests it¬ 
self even in this sincere and touching poem. 

B. The School of Sumarokov 

1. Vasily Ivanovich Maikov (1728-1778)9 

It is customary to distinguish in the verse of the age of Catherine II 
two “schools,” of Lomonosov and Sumarokov. This division is actually far 
too schematic, and although such a poet as Kheraskov can be counted among 
the Sumarokov followers in most of his work, he deviates, as we have seen, 
into sentimentalism, which Sumarokov loathed; and although Sumarokov 
can have had few more fervent admirers than Vasily Maikov, the odes which 
the latter turned out belong unmistakably to the Lomonosov tradition. Let 
us consider Maikov’s heritage of odes first of his work, and in their Lomo¬ 
nosov connection. 

Vasily Ivanovich Maikov was the son of a Yaroslav gentleman who had 
been educated under Peter the Great, and fought in several of Anna Ivanov¬ 
na’s wars. Young Maikov became an officer in one of the Guards Regiments, 
but never saw actual military service. He was returned at the age of 14 (1742) 
to his family home for “further education,” but failed to acquire very much. 
Unlike almost all writers of his age, Vasily Maikov was completely ignorant 
of foreign languages—a fact which exposed him to the ridicule of both friends 
and foes. His education was in general of the sketchiest, and mostly self- 
acquired. From childhood he was attracted to the theater, and was acquaint¬ 
ed, through his father, with the brilliant Yaroslav actor F.G. Volkov. Through 
such a connection apparently he came to know Sumarokov, who was in 
1756 director of the St. Petersburg theater, to which Volkov had been called 
by Empress Elizabeth. To the same circle belonged also E.P. Elagin, an im¬ 
portant official and minor writer who, like Sumarokov, was a Mason. Follow¬ 
ing the lead of these men, Maikov likewise joined the Order. 

In 1761 the Empress Elizabeth fell gravely ill, and attention was turned 
to her expected successor, the future Peter III. Among Peter’s unattractive 
traits (he had few of any other sort) was a fanatical military punctiliousness, 
and there were probably even in 1761 intimations that one of his first acts 
would be to start a Russian war with Denmark to recover from that kingdom 
the province of Holstein which had formed part of his father’s duchy. Under 
such circumstances it seemed the part of prudence for Maikov to retire from 
the service, which he did with the rank of captain, and migrated to Moscow. 

In Moscow he very soon became acquainted with Mikhail M. Kheras¬ 
kov, then an official in the Moscow University and director of the University 
library and press. It was probably the Masonic membership of both men 
that brought them together. Kheraskov published a series of periodicals, 
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using the University press, of Masonic, inspiration: Profitable Diversion 

(1760-62), Free Hours (1763), Innocent Exercise (1763) and Good Inten¬ 

tions (1764). Maikov had by this time begun writing verse, and some of this 
was published in Kheraskov’s journals. Since Kheraskov was by literary orien¬ 
tation a convinced classicist, at least at this time, and an admirer of Sumaro- 
kov, it it not surprising that Maikov’s literary direction should follow the 
same lines. 

In 1767, when Catherine II instituted the Legislative Commission that 
was to draw up a new code of laws, Maikov, who had attracted her atten¬ 
tion by his early odes, was put into the responsible position of secretary to 
the Commission. In this post he remained until the sessions of the Commis¬ 
sion were suspended, at which time he continued in St. Petersburg and pre¬ 
sently found a post in the civil service. He spent the rest of his life in various 
governmental offices in the capital. 

Maikov s first ode hails Catherine’s coup d’etat and accession to the 
throne, and copies, almost verbatim, the arguments by which she sought to 
justify her usurpation in the accession manifesto. The first strophe, with 
its exclamatory style, immediately proclaims its indebtedness to Lomono¬ 
sov: 

Hasten, hasten, my spirit, boldly! Hasten, mount up to Parnassus. To sing so great a 

deed raise your loud voice, O lyre, pursue the joyful sound, sing now Peter’s grand¬ 

daughter [though Catherine had no Russian blood, she had been in a sense adopted 

by Elizabeth, and hence can be given this flattering genealogy!], who has ascended 

the Russian throne, and repeat the joyful shouts! Such great wonders has God wrought, 
putting an end to our groans, (strophe 1) 

The second ode, On the New Year 1763”! 1 is even clearer evidence: 

After the bright dawn’s rising the sun is already coming into the world, from his gold- 

gleaming chariot the bright rays are shining in the ether. The moon grows pale, the 

stars have vanished, and to our gaze have been revealed meadows, hills, forests, seas, 

and the horses with stormy feet are carrying over the heavenly fields the planet of the 
beautiful king, (strophe 1) 

The stormy feet of Lomonosov’s cavalry at Poltava have now taken their 
place in a pseudo-classical allegory of the sunrise! 

Maikov commemorated with odes most of the major public events of 
the first few years of Catherine’s reign, down to the peace of Kuchuk Kainarii 
in 1775—with one significant exception: the victory over Pugachev and the 
rebellious peasants. Apparently like so many of the gentry class, Maikov was 
appalled by the revelation of the volcano beneath Catherine’s glamorous 
empire, and turned away from public themes. More and more drawn into 
Masonic pietism, he turned out odes “To those seeking wisdom,” “On Happi¬ 
ness,” “On Hope,” and “On the Immortality of the Soul,”—even “On the 
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Last Judgment.” 
Among the most notable of the earlier odes is the one simply entitled 

“War,” composed during the Russo-Polish hostilities of 1768-69. It is most 
unusual among poems of the age on such a theme, which are numerous, in its 
evidently sincere horror of war, and its unabashed depiction of war’s victims, 
as a few excerpts will show: 

What dreadful wind has blown you, bloody war? Discord engendered you among 

mortals, and you were borne by Alecto [one of the Furies]. When you emerge from 

Hell, Comfort flees afar from all, and through the sulphur-thick clouds the bright light 

of the sun does not shine, (st. 1). 

You pour your poison upon the earth, you bring forth dreadful fruit, you break the 

alliances of kingdoms, you torture and injure peoples: your counsels are all harmful, 

your deeds both wretched and fatal; your voice makes the whole firmament tremble, 

your gaze calls forth cruel death, (st. 2) 

You part wives from husbands, you rob fathers of their children, you grieve true lovers, 

you separate friends from friends; you afflict all with sorrow unbearable, you do not 

pity those that are infants, nor beautiful maidens; you spare neither rank nor person, 

(st. 4) 

Where you step, there everything blazes and is turned to ashes; there a myriad of the 

innocent dies; everywhere fear and despair, everywhere sobbing and tears; on cap¬ 

tives, heavy irons; on the conquerors, their blood; there suffer friendship and love, 

(st. 6) 

There unfortunate wives groan, robbed of their husbands forever; husbands, fighting 

for them, drown in streams of their own blood. Nature herself suffers there; every 

warrior is athirst for murder, and of these all order consists; there every murderer is a 
hero. (st. 7) 

The earth, weighed down with corpses, cries out to heaven: “Is it for this, O God, that 

mortals were drawn by thee forth from the darkness, that all their feelings and minds 

might be thus cruelly treated, that they should pour out their blood in rivers, and be¬ 

come like wild beasts? Thou didst not, O God, create the world that it should be full of 
woes.” (st. 17)12 

Eighteenth century ode-writers usually depict the glories of war, the excite¬ 
ment of victory, it is not “men who have become like wild beasts” who range 
over the battle-fields, but Mars or Bellona, and the laurel wreath is more 
prominent than “mountains of corpses” and “rivers of blood.” Maikov him¬ 
self wrote such odes-e.g., “Ode to the Victorious Russian Arms,” “Ode on 
the Capture of Bender,” and “Ode on the Battle of Chesme.” But in this 
one he sees war, for once in a way, as war really is, and the picture is grim. 

In his ode of 1768 on the anniversary of Catherine’s accession, Maikov, 
who has been busy with the Legislative Commission, calls on his “reposing 
lyre” to “rise and leave sweet sleep!” But, faced with the enormous task of 
celebrating his subject fitly, whom may he call on for aid? “Who is able to 
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direct them, who will give me riches of speech? Is it possible for my song to 
celebrate Russia’s goddess? O thou, glorious singer of the Russ! O incom¬ 
parable Lomonosov! Thy style of excellent beauty, thy enormous (“ogrom- 
na ) and shapely song was worthy of the Empress, and thou wert worthy to 
sing her. I revere thy cold ashes-they are laid away in that city in which I 
am imitating thee, having been fired with thy flame; come, tune for me 
my feeble lyre, that I may to the wide world thunder forth with thy transport 
(“vostorg”).” (st. 3-4).13 For all his effort, Maikov’s well-intentioned imita¬ 
tions were more often slumberous than thunderous, and Khemnitser’s mali¬ 
cious epigram was not altogether unjustified: 

That M[aikov] in his writing never fell 

Is a perfectly exact observation of yours, 
And I have always held the same opinion; 
However much he wrote, he never rose. 

He succeeded in copying the externals of Lomonosov’s style with an exacti¬ 
tude approaching servility, but he could never capture the master’s genuine 
poetic fire. 

One of Maikov’s most interesting odes is the one written in 1776, 
Ode on Taste, to Alexander Petrovich Sumarokov.”^3 For all his reverence 

for Lomonosov, it was the Russian classicist who seemed to him the highest 
embodiment of “taste,” and perhaps, in his rather naive way, Maikov was 
not quite aware of the inconsistency of this position. Sumarokov was, and 
in his Reply to the Ode of Vasily Ivanovich Maikov” he utters some rather 
pointed warnings. The two poems say so much about the literary ideals of 
the age that they deserve to be cited entire; Maikov writes: 

O thou, by the springs of Hippocrene, sweet singer of Parnassus, friend of Thalia [Muse 

of Comedy] and of Melpomene [Muse of Tragedy], father of the Russian theater, ex¬ 

poser of evil vice [reference to Sumarokov’s satires] , Sumarokov, the Racine of the 

North! The voice of thy charming pipe [reference to Sumarokov’s pastorals] , the voice 

of thy delightful lyre [reference to his lyric verse] have possessed my thoughts, re¬ 

vealing the paths to Parnassus: captivated by thy approbation, I too sing, my heart on 
fire. 

And lo, lured on by thy delightful tones, and by my own heat, I became acquainted 

with Apollo and made myself known to the Muses; by now the path to Parnassus is 

well known to me; I am going toward it in thy footsteps. 

And thus I am always flying after thee, as after a quiet zephyr; I am not minded to 

handle badly the lyre that thou hast tuned; always taste alone is delightful to me— 

taste which is dignified, pure and intelligible. 

But it is impossible to celebrate the tastes of all, they are different with (different) 

people; Pradon, with his “Phedre” was falsely preferred to Racine; but what of that? 

Pradon’s taste was brought to an end, Racine crowned with victory. 

279 



Not sumptuousness (“pyshnost’ ”) is charm in verses; charm in them is purity; not 

thunder (“grom”), but the riches of reason and dignified utterance is beauty. Style 

should be both pure and clear; this [kind of] taste is concordant with nature. 

I shall always direct [Imy] style according to taste alone, and in this, copy nature, thee, 

and sound sense (“zdravomu umu”). Casual [kinds of] taste are all fragile, and will not 

go down to [our] descendants. 

To this tribute the arbiter of bon gout replied: 

Superfluous ornateness (“vitiistvo”) is nature’s worst enemy; avoid it as much as pos¬ 

sible, Maikov; be circumspectly ornate! There remains for you but one more step to the 

summit of the mountain; you will indubitably be on the heights of Parnassus; pluck for 

yourself fragrant roses there, and with them alone adorn your poems! Without these 

flowers labors are vanity alone; sound sense (“zdravyi um”) always loathes the dream 

(“mechtu”); if there is not in one’s verse charming simplicity and clarity and purity, 

then those verses are devoid of beauty and full of emptiness. 

If a pin shall prick an inflated bladder, all the sumptuousness of the bubble will dis¬ 

appear in one moment. All the air will go out of the bladder, to the bottom, and only 

the skin alone will remain. ^ 

It is worth noting in Sumarokov’s reply that he evidently sees some danger 
for Maikov from “ornateness” of style—which is precisely a Lomonosov 
characteristic. It is also worth noting now vehemently the classicist dis¬ 
misses “dream”: “sound sense always loathes the dream.” “Mechta,” as we 
shall see subsequently, is one of the most characteristic words of all the 
romantics’ vocabulary, and “dream,” that is, the freely imagined, private 
world of the romantic poet, is his inspiration, not “sound sense.” It would be 
hard to find a sharper disagreement between the two world outlooks of 
romantic and classicist. 

In his “Ode on Taste” Maikov touches allegorically on his master’s 
principal fields of endeavor—lyric poetry, satire, pastoral, comedy and 
tragedy. He includes no mention of the fable, probably because this is a 
“low” genre, for which Parnassus provides no presiding Muse. He himself, 
however, followed Sumarokov’s footsteps into this realm too, and in 1767 
published a volume of Didactic Fables. These are mostly retellings of fables 
of Aesop, Phaedrus, the Indian Pilpai and the Dane Holberg—all, of course, 
available to Maikov in translation. There are a few also of Maikov’s own 
invention. In them he uses the vers libre form consecrated by La Fontaine 
and Sumarokov, and in style approaches the colloquial, although not with¬ 
out occasional Slavonicisms. The situations are often given an external 
Russian coloring, and popular Russian proverbs and expressions are utilized. 
The chief quality of Maikov’s fables, however, is their prolixity. The poet 
seems to have no “terminal facility,” and runs on endlessly, with totally 
needless details. A relatively succinct example (only one page long!) may be 
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compared with Krylov’s famous one on the geese, with the same moral: 

Two horses were sold; what ones, don’t ask me. One of them was good, the other rather 

bad; so for the bad one it wasn’t possible to give the same price as was given for the 

good one; the worse he was, so much less the price. They put the good horse in a stall, 

always gave him fodder and drink enough. The master was always fond of the horse. 

The horse, like a gentleman, drinks, eats, walks in the fields and holds up his nose. 

The other, always in servitude, carries on his back dirt, water, and dung. This becomes 

tiresome to the horse, that he and labor are inseparable; the smell of dung annoys him. 

The horse complains to his master: “Evidently you don’t know my family, that you are 

always carrying dung and water on me. But if you knew my forefathers, of course you 

would give me priority over that horse that you recently bought with me. My birth, 

of course, is not on a par with his. In me you possess a horse that has Pegasus and 

Bucephalus for kindred; so can that horse be on an equality with me?” The master 

suddenly cut the horse’s speech short with a club. Hitting him on the back, he said: 

I have no concern with the noblest family; your price commands that you shall always 

carry water. 

In the precincts of Melpomene Maikov also pursued his master, and 
composed a tragedy, which was produced at the court theater in St. Peters¬ 
burg in 1767. It is called Agriopa, ^ and was patently composed with 
Catherine’s political situation in mind. In it Maikov grafted a plot apparent¬ 
ly of his own invention upon a Greek legend of the Trojan War. The sequence 
of events is briefly as follows: the Greek hero Telephus has intervened when 
Achilles ravaged the land of Mysia, near Troy, and saved the life of King 
Teuthras. The latter in gratitude has betrothed his daughter Agriopa to 
Telephus, and promised him the Mysian throne as his son-in-law. Teuthras 
has died at the beginning of the play, and the time has come for Telephus 
to marry Agriopa, who is in love with him. Instead, he informs her that a 
divine portent has bidden him assume the Mysian crown, and then go help 
the Greeks at Troy. Actually, he is motivated by a sudden and uncontrollable 
passion for Polydora, daughter of the cunning nobleman Azor (Polydora 
does not appear on the stage at any time). Azor is ambitious and favors 
Telephus’s project of becoming Mysia’s king and getting rid of Agriopa. 
The heroine learns, through her indefatigable confidante Albina, of the plot, 
and forestalls it by calling upon her loyal warriors, led by an unnamed com¬ 
mander. In the final act Telephus is taken captive, magnanimously forgiven 
by Agriopa, who then attempts to stab herself, but is prevented by Albina 
and the “commander.” When he learns that Polydora has been killed during 
the battle by a chance arrow, Telephus picks up the dagger which Agriopa 
has dropped, and successfully commits suicide. The dastardly Azor, of 
course, has already done so off-stage when his plot miscarried. 

Not much can be said for Agriopa as a tragedy beyond the timeliness 
of the plot. Of course a detailed correspondence cannot be drawn between 
Catherine and Agriopa or Peter III and Telephus, but a certain similarity is 
hardly coincidental. The most striking aspect of this similarity lies in the im- 
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pudent reversal of the parts: in the tragedy Telephus is the would-be usurper 

of Agriopa’s throne; in real life the legitimate monarch was Peter, and Cath¬ 

erine was the usurper. The unnamed “commander” of Agriopa’s warriors 

would have to be equated with Catherine’s lover Grigory Orlov, who led 

the guard in the coup that ousted Peter. The project of Telephus to set 

aside his betrothed bride in favor of Azor’s daughter also had its real life 

parallel: Peter was infatuated with Elizaveta Vorontsova, and if her father 

Roman Larionovich Vorontsov did not actively plot to put his daughter in 

Catherine’s place, he certainly was acquiescent. 

The characterization of the tragedy is pretty conventional and un¬ 

exciting. The heroine is better developed than any of the other characters, 

as might be expected. The usual divided purpose, which after Racine seems 

to have been de rigueur for a tragic heroine, is only sketched: she says she 

is torn between continued love for the traitorous Telephus and a desire for 

vengeance—but revenge triumphs so easily that one doubts the love. Tele- 

phus’s chief characteristic seems to be weak-willed vacillation: he is an 

antagonist who puts up too little fight to be interesting. Azor is indeed a 

thoroughly unscrupulous villain, but the one opportunity for some real 

drama is fumbled: Azor’s duplicity in openly confessing Telephus’s feelings 

for his daughter to Agriopa, and his profession of loyalty to his princess, 

which could have been utilized to complicate the action, is met so simply 

by her open disbelief that nothing comes of the plot. The psychology of 

classical tragedy is based, as we know, on the conflict between “reason” 

and “the passions,” and it is indeed a rare genius who can depict this con¬ 

flict convincingly without tipping the scales too obviously toward one direc¬ 

tion or the other. When Corneille’s Nicomfede, for instance, faces such a 

conflict, he is so completely in command of himself that “the passions” 

have no chance at all, and interest tends to flag. The situation is the opposite 

with Telephus: he informs his confidant Ariston, who pallidly embodies the 

voice of reason: “It is quite in vain that one offers advice to him to whom 

it has been assigned by a cruel fate to be deprived of firmness, to have no 

control over himself. Having thus defined his own character, Telephus 

continues until the final moment to exemplify the correctness of his defi¬ 

nition—and any possible tension disappears. 

Maikovs only other tragedy, Themistus and Hieronymawas com¬ 

posed in 1772, accepted by the theater for production, but abandoned 

because of the death of the leading lady who was to have played the part of 

Hieronyma. The play is something of an anomaly among eighteenth century 

Russian tragedies. The subject was suggested and most of the names drawn 

from a French novel translated into Russian by a certain Shishkin, and 

again the timeliness of the plot was its chief recommendation. The scene 

was laid in Constantinople during the reign of Sultan Mehmet (Mahomet) 

II. In Maikov’s entirely fictional plot a Greek prince, Themistus (Femist), 

son of Theodore Comnenus (the Comneni, except in Trebizond, had actually 
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died out in the 13th century!) has disguised himself as a Turk under the 

name of Soliman, and succeeded in attaining the highest post in the empire, 

that of Grand Vizier. With his friend Klit (Cleitus?), masquerading under 

the Turkish name of Murat, Themistus tries to carry out a plot for overthrowing 

the Sultan, who has made himself unpopular with the Janissaries by his in¬ 

fatuation with the captive princess Hieronyma. In the third act Hieronyma 

is discovered to be Themistus’ lost love, and to protect her from the Turk 

he precipitates the plot, which miscarries; Mahomet kills Hieronyma, and 

Themistus kills himself. The timeliness of this thriller in 1772 is obvious, 

when Russian navies were cruising the Aegean and Ionian Seas, and efforts 

were being made to rouse the Greeks to open rebellion against the Turks. 

What makes the tragedy most unusual in its century is its complicated 

plot and the exciting turns that this takes. Plots of intrigue, the chief in¬ 

terest of which consists in uncertainty over what will happen next, are 

thoroughly unclassical. As A.V. Zapadov says, in his introduction to the 

Selected Works of Maikov: ^ “The new characters introduced by the drama¬ 

tist lend attractiveness to the subject, by transforming the tragedy, to ex¬ 

press ourselves in contemporary language, into a detective, ‘spy’ produc- 

tion-an amazing instance in eighteenth century dramaturgy!” Since, how¬ 

ever, the play was never produced in Maikov’s lifetime, and not published 

until 1775, this innovation had no sequel. 

Before taking up the one genre in which Maikov produced a minor 

masterpiece, we may have a very brief glance at another in which he failed 

as badly as all his predecessors-the epic poem. It may be remembered that 

even Lomonosov, with a subject as dear to his heart as “Peter the Great,” 

and a style that should have been ideally suited to the heroic poem, gave 

the attempt up after two cantos; and Sumarokov apparently wrote only a 

page of his projected Dmitriad-at least no more has survived. Maikov began 

a poem which remained in manuscript—Moscow Liberated,21 The subject 

would have been, of course, the end of the Smuta and the accession of the 

Romanov dynasty in 1613. The attempt, however, never got off the ground: 

only 184 lines are contained in the manuscript, and presumably no more 

were written. Already in these Maikov has committed several serious histori¬ 

cal boners. His language is appropriately “high,” and he has been able to drag 

in one “divine intervention”-a dream sent directly by God to General 

Shein, under seige by the Poles in Pskov (historically, in Smolensk). 

If the “heroic poem” of Russian classicism was denied to Maikov as to 

his masters and reserved for his friend Kheraskov, the “heroi-comic poem” 

belongs wholly to him. Some explanations of the genre are needed to put 

this feat in its place. 

The first “heroi-comic poem” in western literature is the Batracho- 

myiomachia, traditionally ascribed to Homer, but actually a Hellenistic work. 

It is a parody of the Iliad, written in the traditional epic dialect and in dac- 
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tylic hexameter, narrating the war between the frogs and mice. The war 

begins as the mice seek vengeance for one of their kin, drowned when a frog, 

on whose back he was fording a stream, dives at sight of a water-snake. The 

mice get the better in the engagement, and the frogs would have been exter¬ 

minated but for Zeus’s intervention; an army of crabs is sent against the 

victorious mice, which puts them to rout. This ancient example gave the 

“parody epic” a classical sanction, and the Renaissance saw a number of 

imitations. Lope de Vega wrote a Gatomaquia, or “Battle of the Cats,” with 

a plot enlivened by a feline love story; and the Italian Alessandro Tassoni 

(1565-1635) composed a mock epic in twelve books, in octave stanzas (the 

Italian epic meter), La secchia rapita, “The Rape of the Bucket.” 

Classicism looked rather askance at the genre, which appears first in 

French verse (Rabelais’ prose is another matter) with Paul Scarron (1610- 

1660). Scarron is the chief representative in France of what came to be called 

the “burlesque” poem, from the Italian “burla,” “joke.” Scarron’s Virgile 

travesti (1648-1652) and his earlier and less familiar Typhon ou la Giganto- 

machie (1647) are the classical monuments of the genre. In Virgil Travestied 

the poet takes the plot of the Aeneid (only to the middle of Book VIII, how¬ 

ever) and using the same incidents and characters, turns the entire “heroic” 

action into commonplace triviality. In the Gigantomachy the battle between 

the gods and giants begins when one of the giants, during a bowling contest, 

hurls a badly directed ball into Jupiter’s dining-room and breaks some 

precious Venetian glass! The poems are written in a deliberately pompous 

style, with occasional vulgarisms for greater effect. Scarron, however, does 

not employ the canonical epic meter, which in French is of course the Alex¬ 

andrine: Virgile travesti is written in octosyllabic verse with couplet rhyme— 

the form traditionally employed for the romances and fabliaux. 

Boileau disapproved of Scarron’s vulgarity; no mention is made in the 

Art poetique of the heroi-comic poem as a genre, but in Book I he warns 

his would-be poet: “Quoi que vous e'criviez, e'vitez la bassesse,” and goes on: 

Au mepris du bon sens, le burlesque effronte 

Trompa les yeux d’abord, plut par sa nouveaute: 

On ne vit plus en vers que pointes triviales; 

Le Parnasse parla le langage des halles— 

Mais de ce style enfin la cour desabusee 

Dedaigna de ces vers I’extravagance aisee, 

Distingua le naif du plat et du bouffon, 

Et laissa la province admirer le Tryphon [i.e., Scarron’s Giganto- 

macbie\ .22 

Boileau, of course, could find no classical precedent for such a work as 

Virgil Travestied-one in which a heroic action is made commonplace and 

trivial. Instead, he found the contrary procedure—that in which a small or 
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trivial action is treated in grandiloquent style. In an endeavor to correct 

French taste in this regard, he himself composed a heroi-comic poem, Le 

Lutrin (The Lectern), in which a clerical brawl developing over the placing of 

a lectern in church becomes an epic battle; the first canto begins:2^ 

Je chante les combats, et ce prelat terrible 

Qui, par ses longs travaux et sa force invincible 

Dans une illustre e'glise exerqant son grand coeur, 

Fit placer a la fin un lutrin dans le choeur. 

Instead of a Virgil Travestied, we have Virgilian grandeur adapted to a ridi¬ 

culous subject. In the eighteenth century a similar procedure gave English 

literature one of its chief monuments of the genre-Alexander Pope’s Rape of 
the Lock. 

When Alexander Sumarokov adapted Boileau’s Art poetique to Russian 

purposes, he included a number of genres which Boileau had ignored. One of 

these is the heroi-comic poem. Broad-mindedly he recognizes both varieties 
as legitimate: 

There is still the type of humorous heroic poem, and I would like to make some men¬ 

tion of this; it converts Dido into a common wench, or presents to us a bargeman as 

Aeneas, showing brawlers and bullies as knights. Thus the type of such humorous poems 

is twofold: in one the exploits of heroes are presented as scuffles, Paris gives the son 

of Thetis [i.e., Achilles] a cudgelling, Hector goes to a boxing-match, not war, and 

takes to the conflict with him not warriors, but fist-fighters. Zeus doesn’t hurl light¬ 

ning and thunder from heaven, he strikes fire with flint and steel, and he isn’t trying 

to frighten the inhabitants of earth, but just wants to light a pine-splinter. Verses which 

deal with lofty actions in this type are written in very low words. In the other one of 

such poems his pen bids the skillful poet give a knightly spirit to a brawler. Some bullies 

get into a fight-it isn’t a vulgar scuffle, but Achilles pursuing valiant Hector. In this 

type a soot-covered smith is Vulcan, and a rain-water puddle is no puddle, but an ocean. 

A woman spanking a baby is Juno in wrath, a fence around a threshing-floor is the 

wall of Ilion. In this type it is proper for the Muse to give lofty words for low actions.24 

Vasily Maikov was inspired to write his first “parody epic” by a Spanish 

card game which had become the rage in Russian society of the 1760s; the 

poem is called The Game of Ombre (1763).2^ It belongs to the second of 

Sumarokov s two types of heroi-comic poems: the game, which involves 

three players, is described throughout in lofty terms as a kind of epic struggle. 

This is made the easier by the fact that the various face cards in the game 

have classical or Biblical names—David, Alexander, Judith, etc.; the three 

trumps—ace of spades, ace of clubs and the lowest card of the trump suit- 

are called “matadors” (i.e., “killers”), the ace of spades is called “shpadilia” 

(Spanish espadilla,” from “espada,” “sword”), and the like. As an example 

of the style of the poem this passage from Canto I will serve: 
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Then from his hands David [king of spades] advances upon the table, whom a wicked 

jack of hearts smites; he leads him into captivity, plunging a spear into him. Leander sees 

this, but what to do? Aid is impossible. Then even Caesar himself [the king of dia¬ 

monds] shows his stately face, and in pride snatches up the second trump, carries him 

off into captivity even as Pluto carried off Ceres’ lovely daughter defenceless to Hades. 

And lo, how a tempestuous wind carries Judith [queen of hearts] into the fray: in 

pride she demands single combat. “Oh, is there,” she cries, “such a hero among the 

cards? Let him enter with me, courageously, into deadly battle. I fear him not on this 

broad field.” Then Charlemagne [king of hearts] , moved by his hapless destiny, fell 

valiantly upon her and smote, and wrought due punishment upon Judith, who ere now 

had slain Holofernes, etc. 

Leander, the poem’s “hero,” loses heavily after an all-night game, and falls 

into a troubled sleep during which, in Canto III, he has a dream which is a 

quasi-Virgilian vision of Hades, where unfortunate gamblers are appropriately 

punished. 

The immediate occasion that stirred Maikov to the writing of his second 

heroi-comic poem27 was apparently a move of Catherine II to obtain the 

money needed for her extravagant court life and constant wars. This was the 

introduction of a state liquor monopoly and of the system of otkupy which 

went with it. The government would auction off to the highest bidder the 

right to sell spirits in a given town; the concessionaire (“otkupshchik”) would 

then pay the government the sum which he had bid, and was thereafter at 

liberty to keep whatever amount in excess of this he might be able to extort. 

Immediately upon the introduction of this system, which did not begin fully 

until 1767, the price of spirits rose: a vedro of vodka (10 1/2 quarts) cost 2 

rubles 23 1/2 copecks in 1762; by 1770 it cost 3 rubles. The “otkupshchiki” 

were also accused, probably with very good reason, of shamelessly diluting 

their products. Naturally it was the peasants who suffered chiefly from these 

developments, and there was widespread indignation, not at the government, 

but at the excisemen (this would be the nearest English equivalent of “ot¬ 

kupshchiki”). 

Maikov s initial thought, then, was embodied in the sub-title of his 

poem. Bacchus Enraged. His idea was to depict the pagan god of wine 

incensed at the excisemen because their evil practices interfered with intoxi¬ 

cation, which was his particular province. In presenting Bacchus and the 

other denizens of Olympus he intended to follow the lead of Scarron, and 

reduce their majesty to everyday triviality. Early in the proem of Bacchus- 

Enraged, accordingly, he introduces the following invocation: 

And you, darling, beloved Scarron! Leave the sumptuous throne of lecherous Priapus, 

leave the gang of blasphemous writers; come, tune for me my fiddle [“gudok”] or 

balalaika, so that I may be able to fiddle like you, to attire my heroes as bargemen 

[“burlakami”] ; so that my Zeus may be a windbag, Hermes a mischievous lad, Neptune 

the stupidest kind of animal [“skotina”] , and, in a word, that my little gods’and god¬ 

desses may split the guts of all my readers (with laughter).28 
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G. P. Makogonenko conjectures29 that because of the mention of Priapus, 

the person meant in this invocation is not Paul Scarron, author of Virgil 

Travestied, but the Russian poet I.S. Barkov, author of a considerable body 

of underground literature of such an obscene nature that the prudish Russian 

press has never published it; among his works, it is said, is an “Ode to Pria¬ 

pus.” Since of Barkov’s odes only the “Ode to a Fist-Fighter” has ever been 

printed, and this in an extremely bowdlerized form, it is impossible for one 

who has not access to the manuscript copies of the poems to make any valid 

judgment; but it does appear very likely that there is a connection between 

Maikov and Barkov. However that may be, the Scarronian treatment of the 

classical gods is certainly the one that Maikov followed. 

Maikov had evidently conceived the idea of his Bacchus Enraged as 

early as 1768. In the next year occurred an event which caused him to 

make a radical change in this first idea. Vasily Petrov’s translation of the first 

book of Virgil’s Aeneid was circulated in manuscript, and published in 1770. 

At once all the more liberal literati of the capital fell upon the unfortunate 

translation, which was so stilted and archaic in style as to be an anachro¬ 

nism at its very birth. The thought of parodying Petrov’s Enei was too good 

to pass up, so Maikov accordingly dubbed his peasant hero Elisei, and pre¬ 

fixed his name to the title Bacchus Enraged. He thereupon provided his 

hero with a Virgilian adventure or two, all inspired by Book I. Elisei is first 

introduced, in Canto I, entering a crowded bar and calling for a drink. Having 

tossed off his vodka, which one may assume was watered, he hurls his empty 

glass in the face of the hapless “chumak,” or tapster, and a lively brawl en- 

sus which is terminated by the arrival of a police officer, who carries Elisei 

off to jail. All this is prefaced by a description of Bacchus’s rage at the ex¬ 

cisemen and his journey to a St. Petersburg tavern, where the sight of Elisei, 

already “drunk before dinner,” convinces him that here is his champion 

who will avenge him on the “otkupshchiki.” Since there is nothing Virgilian 

in this episode, it may be supposed that it had been composed before the 

second idea occurred to Maikov. Bacchus, disappointed at the quick elimina¬ 

tion of Elisei, goes to Olympus, where he finds Zeus dead drunk, but is able 

to get him to send Hermes, his messenger boy, to effect Elisei’s release. Zeus 

also orders Hermes to summon all the gods to a full-dress assembly, for 

Ceres, goddess of agriculture, has a complaint against Bacchus for diverting 

so many peasants from their proper business. The assembly is scheduled 

for the following day, when Zeus sobers up. 

In Canto II Hermes enters the malodorous prison disguised as a cor¬ 

poral of the guard, and finds Elisei, still drunk, in such a deep sleep that it is 

impossible to waken him. Hermes’ solution is to undress the young man, 

and an equally drunken girl asleep beside him, and change their clothes. 

This done, he carries Elisei, still asleep, to a certain house located on the 

Fontanka, known as the “Kalinkin dom.” This was, of course, well-known 

to Maikov’s contemporaries as a “reformatory” for prostitutes; the girls were 
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incarcerated there and obliged to occupy themselves with sewing, lace¬ 

making, and similar useful tasks, under the supervision of an old beldame 

with the title of “Superintendent.” When Elisei awakes, he is puzzled to 

find himself wearing a woman’s smock and in what he takes to be a nunnery! 

The Superintendent is equally puzzled to find a new “girl” in her establish¬ 

ment (Maikov explains that Elisei is only eighteen, good-looking, and beard¬ 

less), but being a woman of the world, at once senses that here is more than 

meets the eye, and politely invites Elisei into her private room, where she 

asks him who he is and how he got there. Here begins the Virgilian part of 

the poem; just as Aeneas narrates to Dido the lamentable story of Troy’s 

fall and his own escape and wanderings, Elisei regales the Superintendent 

with his story. He is a coachman, who lives presently in the Yamskaia dis¬ 

trict of St. Petersburg (the coachmen’s quarter); but he was a native of the 

village of Zimogore—and at once he launches into the tale of the epic battle 

between his village and the villagers of Valdai over the boundary fields 

between the two places: 

“Forgive these tears, that stream from my eyes,” says the coachman; 

“With them I proclaim to you well enough how much pity 1 feel even 

now when I recall my misfortunes; for there I lost mother, and brother 

and wife.” 

It appears, as the narrative proceeds, that this great family loss is not total: 

Elisei’s mother did in fact die, after a violent attack of diarrhea brought on 

by terror during the battle. His brother, after performing prodigies of valor 

against the Valdaians, has his right ear bitten off; and when Elisei returns 

home with his defeated fellow-villagers, he finds his wife with her braids cut 

off! 

The narrative continues in Canto III: Elisei leaves his village, goes to 

“Piter,” and becomes a coachman. The Superintendent gives him some 

homework, locks him in her room, and arranges that he shall share her bed. 

Meanwhile on Olympus Zeus has slept off his drunk, and the divine assembly 

begins. Ceres pleads her case, and Bacchus his, which is to the effect that by 

his ministrations all classes are enabled to forget their troubles. Zeus promises 

a compromise that will satisfy both parties. In the Kalinkin house the Super¬ 

intendent prettifies herself as much as possible, and gets into bed with Elisei; 

but their love-making has hardly begun when it is interrupted by another of 

the Superintendent’s lovers—a forty-year-old captain of the guard who has 

come on an inspection tour. In spite of the Superintendent’s story that she 

is sleeping with her niece who is on a visit, the captain hauls Elisei again off 

to jail, on suspicion. Once more Hermes intervenes, dressed now as a petit- 

maitre—a. dandy—and Elisei is returned to the Kalinkin house. Again a Vir¬ 

gilian theme: after a period of happy inactivity with his Superintendent, 

Elisei is reminded that he has greater things to do-as Aeneas is warned by 
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Mercury of his mission to found Rome—and makes a hurried escape, leaving 

his pants and waistcoat behind! This time Hermes has thoughtfully provided 

him with a folk-lore piece of equipment, “the cap of darkness,” which makes 

him invisible while wearing it. The Superintendent awakes, like Ariadne 

abandoned by Theseus, and finds only Elisei’s pants and waistcoat left as 

mementos-and at this moment the Captain of the guard again inopportunely 

appears, and finds his suspicions confirmed. She wins him over with her blan¬ 

dishments, however, and later burns her precious mementos: 

His pants and waistcoat she burned in her stove, when she had got it 

heated for baking pies-and in this too she behaved like Dido-[who, it 

may be remembered, burned herself on a funeral pyre after Aeneas 
had left!] 

The poem continues in Canto IV as Elisei, in his Tarnhelm, but without 

his pants, is wandering through the spring fields outside the city, where 

the singing birds turn his mind to his wife, whom he misses, even if she has 

lost her pig-tails. He takes a nap, and is awakened by a woman’s screams: two 

men, with obviously evil intent, are running after a dishevelled young woman. 

Elisei, invisible, attacks, and the villains, each taking the other for his assail¬ 

ant, begin a battle with each other, during which the hero and the rescued 

damsel leave the scene. To his delight, Elisei finds the woman is his own 

wife! She tells her story, at the end of which Elisei sends her on to Yamskaia 

(no motivation is given for this curious dismissal, and the wife is never men¬ 

tioned again), and he goes to town, where he invades the house of a liquor- 

concessionaire. The owner and his wife are steaming in the bath-house, 

where Elisei, still invisible, torments them; and when the couple retire for 

the night, he crawls under their bed. Awakened by a thunderstorm, the hus¬ 

band goes to say some prayers, and the unseen hero crawls in with the wife- 

to her considerable surprise and pleasure. The husband, on his return, ob¬ 

serves some strange movements, and decides to send for an old woman 

to exorcise the devil that appears to inhabit the house. 

In the final (fifth) canto, Elisei, not waiting to be exorcised, takes 

refuge in the cellar full of liquor in bottles and casks. After drinking his 

fill, he devastates the rest and leaves the place to continue his destructive 

career elsewhere. The old woman exorcist arrives, and boasts of her powers; 

among the marvelous cures she has effected are two outstanding ones- 

she can break a poet of the bad habit of versifying, and a drunkard of drink¬ 

ing. This is too much for the liquor-dealer—she could ruin him, so he sends 

her packing at once. Zeus gathers the gods at a “window in the zenith,” 

warns them that a great battle is about to take place, but that they must be 

strictly neutral or they will feel his wrath, and they sit down meekly to 

watch. The battle that ensues is held at a bear-baiting pit called the “Ruka,” 

where champions from Yamskaia and from the merchants’ quarter have a 
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free-for-all. Elisei enters the list for Yamskaia, and does great execution until 

someone knocks off his cap—whereupon he is pounced upon, carried off, 

and his head shaved: 

Surely they aren’t getting him ready directly for the service? Alas, it’s true! The sentence 

has been passed: “Eliseika, as a runaway, and perhaps also a thief, who brought no pay¬ 

ment from the commune [to buy him off from military duty] , is inducted into the 
army and made a soldier.” 

Thus abruptly and unceremoniously Maikov dismisses his hero and the poem. 

Elisei, or Bacchus Enraged is a curious medley. As a work of art it can 

hardly be called successful. The two leading ideas—Bacchus’s vengeance on 

the liquor-dealers, and parody of Petrov’s Aeneid translation—while not in¬ 

compatible, are not easy to hold together; and still worse, both leading ideas 

get lost in the last two cantos. The episode of the recovery of Elisei’s wife, 

and of the melee at the “Ruka” are totally irrelevant, and seem to have been 

added only as padding. The pranks in the liquor-dealer’s bathhouse and 

bedroom, and the episode of the exorcism are connected with the first 

theme, but only remotely. Maikov dropped the piece after Canto V as though 

he were tired of it—but it is still too long. The prolixity which mars his 

Fables is evident here too. A poem based on parody, as this is, can be carried 

on for only a short while without becoming a bore; even Scarron had recog¬ 

nized this, and brought his Travestied Virgil to an end after only eight (out 

of twelve) cantos. Maikov could have finished all he needed to say in no more 

than four cantos, perhaps even three. 

Of characterization there is of course not a trace: in such a work it 

could hardly be expected. His people, human or divine, are wooden 

marionettes, and their antics are most carelessly motivated, if at all. Why, for 

instance, is there such a battle as takes place at the “Ruka”? And what has 

it to do with either Bacchus or Virgil? The battle itself, moreover, is a not 

very exciting repetition or the already related one between Zimogore and 

Valdai. Repetitiveness is, with prolixity, Maikov’s great weakness. 

Something may be said for his originality, however, in using the heroi- 

comic genre. Elisei belongs fully to neither one of Sumarokov’s categories, 

but holds a middle ground: except for the Olympian scenes, there is none of 

the travesty element of the first type; but, unlike Boileau’s Lutrin or Pope’s 

Rape of the Lock, the trivial, naturalistic scenes-the tavern brawl, the 

village fight, the “Ruka” engagement, the scenes in Kalinkin house, etc.- 

are not, for the most part, narrated in lofty epic language, but in the com¬ 

monest, most colloquial Russian. There are a few exceptions, such as Elisei’s 

“forgive these tears” speech quoted above. Perhaps without quite realizing it, 

Maikov succeeded in Elisei in creating a third kind of heroi-comic poem, with 
a hint of realism. 

The genre in Russian literature was born with Maikov, and very nearly 

died with him. A horrendously long and portentously dull full-scale parody 
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of Virgil’s Aeneid was created by a certain N.P. Osipov (1751-1799), and in 

Ukrainian a famous one by I.P. Kotliarevsky, which is said to be very 

amusing. Early in the nineteenth century Vasily Lvovich Pushkin, Alexander’s 

uncle, wrote an entertaining short narrative poem with some elements of 

parody, A Dangerous Neighbor, which we shall consider in another place, 

and A.A. Shakhovskoy The Ravished Fur-Coat. But by the second decade 

of the century the heroi-comic poem had been given a completely new and 

far more attractive face by the genius of Alexander Sergeevich Pushkin, 

with Ruslan and Liudmila. 

The literary affiliations of Poprovsky and Petrov, as we have seen, were 

with Lomonosov exclusively. Maikov occupies a somewhat ambivalent 

position: in his “odes” he follows the Lomonosov system, somewhat awk¬ 

wardly and with little genuine inspiration, but in his Fables, his tragedies, 

and even in his heroi-comic poems it is Sumarokov who gives him his direc¬ 

tion. What originality he can claim, in his tragedies, for instance, or in Elisei, 

seems almost to have emerged without his knowledge, or at any rate, without 

any conscious intention. Maikov was always a follower, never a leader. 

During a period of his career he was rather strongly affected by the 

ideas of the Masons. Sumarokov, as has been mentioned, was a Mason, 

and Novikov, who encouraged Maikov’s early efforts, was a Masonic leader. 

Although somewhat younger than Maikov, Mikhail Kheraskov, who remained 

throughout his life a convinced Mason, exerted considerable influence on 

him, and the literary associations which centered on Kheraskov’s Moscow 

publications were strongly Masonic in orientation. One of the leading Enlight¬ 

enment ideas espoused by the Masons was that of literature in all its branches 

as a form of teaching. The very name of Kheraskov’s first journal, Profitable 

Diversion, embodies this ideal. The didactic element—the Horatian “utile” 

(“the useful”) must dominate; but to make the useful palatable, the writer 

will have to give it an attractive form (the Horatian “dulce”). As we have 

seen, Kheraskov’s entire literary production, in all its remarkable extent and 

variety, is dominated by this idea. Maikov’s odes, fables, and tragedies belong 

without cavil to this tendency; but there may be a question as to his heroi- 

comic poems. Where is their didactic content? The Game of Ombre was 

perhaps generated by the bias of Kheraskov and his circle to which Maikov 

at that date belonged, against the frivolous social occupation of card-playing; 

and the poem’s final canto, with its vision of lost gamblers in Hades, was 

probably seriously meant as a dreadful warning. In the same way, it is likely 

that Elisei was generated as a moral blast against drunkenness (Ceres’ plea 

before Zeus would be a relic of this conception), but the humorous possi¬ 

bilities of the subject, both as travesty a la Scarron, and as parody (of Petrov) 

soon took over and the “diversion” aspect of the final poem almost smo¬ 

thered the didactic. Maikov, however, here also, probably was acting uncon¬ 

sciously. The first conscious, fully intentional revolt against and repudiation 
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of the classical principle of literature as teaching was that of another of 

Kheraskov s friends and the intimates of his circle, Bogdanovich, with his 

masterpiece, the Dushenka. To this we shall return later. 

2. A.A. Rzhevsky and the Elegy (1737-1804)30 

In surveying the course of eighteenth century Russian poetry we have 

encountered in the work of the major writers most of the important genres 

recognized in the canons of classicism: the tragedy (Lomonosov, Sumarokov, 

Kheraskov); the ode (Lomonosov, Sumarokov, Maikov et al.), the satire 

(Kantemir, Sumarokov), the fable (Sumarokov, Maikov), and even such 

minor genres as the epigram and the “inscription” (Lomonosov, Sumarokov). 

The epic has appeared, after several false starts, triumphantly with Kheraskov, 

and the comedy, after a weak beginning with Sumarokov and Kheraskov, has 

been given a new direction by Lukin and carried to its acme by Fonvizin. 

The minor lyric genres, however, have been less adequately represented. 

Sumarokov s songs, and even those of Trediakovsky, are important contri¬ 

butions; and that same indefatigable polygraph, Sumarokov, tried his hand, as 

we have noted, with the pastoral poem. A few essays in the imported lyric 

forms of sonnet, madrigal, “stanza,” and the like also belong to the great 

classical legislator. The elegy, however, in Sumarokov’s work, occupies a very 

minor place, and the examples which he has left are most untypical of the 

eighteenth century elegy as a whole. In order therefore to give a more com¬ 

plete idea of that rather important minor literary kill’d, and therewith fill out 

the picture of eighteenth century poetry as a whole, it seems fitting to intro¬ 

duce at this point a quite minor poetic figure, Alexei Andreevich Rzhevsky. 

Very often, we find, a minor figure, even one of no literary merit whatever- 

and Rzhevsky is not of this class-typifies his age more truly in some ways 

than his more original contemporaries. Rzhevsky’s poetic production almost 

seems to have been destined to fill out the gaps in the work of the greater 

poets: he specialized in the elegy, the sonnet, the madrigal, the epigram, the 

“stanza,” and similar secondary lyric forms which his more ambitious’col¬ 
leagues usually ignored. 

We may pause at this point to say a few words about the relation of 

the minor literary genres to the prevailing didactic bent of classicism. We have 

seen Kheraskov, the most consistently and persistently didactic of the poets 

of his age, adapting, not without violence, the Epicurean light verse of “Ana- 

creon” to didactic themes. For the most part, however, it seems by a kind 

of tacit consent, the minor genres were exempt from the general rule that 

literature must teach. Particularly was this true of the elegy, which in its 

Graeco-Roman models was so strikingly unedifying, not to say openly im¬ 

moral. The sexual frankness and sensuality of Ovid’s elegies were discreetly 

ignored, but the elegy even so could never be brought around to teaching a 
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moral lesson! 

The elegy^1 is a genre with a long and contradictory history. The 

Greek name elegeia often seems to connote mourning; and yet the earliest 

examples of the genre are spirited war songs. With Mimnermus (6th cen¬ 

tury B.C.) the elegy for the first time—at least as far as we know—became 

associated with love. The Alexandrian poets (e.g., Callimachus) employed it 

as a vehicle for narrative (e.g., Callimachus’s Bath of Pallas or the Aitia), 

and to convey all varieties of arcane erudition. The Roman poets (Gallus, 

Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid) employed it, for the most part, as a quasi- 

autobiographical medium, in which they might expound the joys and sorrows 

of their tumultuous love-affairs. The joys they celebrated were largely physi¬ 

cal, and with Ovid especially were recounted in gloating and uninhibited de¬ 

tail. By and large, however, it would appear that sorrows predominated in 

the amours of the Roman elegists, and hence the element of lamentation 

or complaint came to be inseparable from the concept of the elegy. When the 

Renaissance poets, who were at least nominally Christian and hence debarred 

by public opinion from making open display of their amorous triumphs, 

inherited the elegy, they perforce chose the poem of lamentation for model; 

and it was this variety that the classicist elegists inherited. Boileau, thinking 

probably of such elegies as Propertius’s lament over the death of Cynthia, 

or Ovid’s on the death of Tibullus, stresses the dirge-like qualities of the 

genre, and then turns to its commoner use as a love poem: 

D’un ton un peu plus haut, mais pourtant sans audace, 

La plaintive elegie, en longs habits de deuil, 

Sait, les cheveux e’pars, gemir sur un cercueil. 

Elle peint des amants la joie et la tristesse, 

Flatte, menace, irrite, apaise une maitresse. ^2 

Sumarokov rather disdainfully says to his would-be poet: 

If you are soft of heart and plaintive born, 

And if to boot you are overcome by love, 

Write elegies, sing the bonds of love 

With the lamentable voice of the moaning De la Suze.^ 

For the eighteenth century writer of elegy the classical models were not 

numerous. The Greek elegists had been lost, and their scanty fragments 

recovered only in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; of the Romans, 

Gallus is only a name, and Propertius, although known, was rather uncon¬ 

genial. His style is too “baroque,” obscure, allusive, difficult, and exasperating- 

ly individual and personal, to fit in with the eighteenth century literary taste. 

Ovid, even in his own age, came close in his love elegies to the kind of general¬ 

ized, non-personal approach to the elegy which the eighteenth century classi- 
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cist held as an ideal. Ovid’s love affairs, which were doubtless real enough, 

did not affect him very deeply, and the picture of his erotic life which his 

Amoves give is lacking in individual characteristics; it is quite evidently a 

“composite picture,” in which all the sharp features are smoothed out. 

Tibullus, more personal than Ovid, exhibits a temperament wholly in keeping 

with the picture which Sumarokov gives of the typical elegist: he is gentle, 

melancholy and passive, very prone to pour forth his sorrows in plaintive 

lamentations. It was accordingly a combination of the generalized objectivity 

of Ovid, shorn of his sensuality, and the passive melancholy of Tibullus which 

we find the eighteenth century elegists attempting to imitate. 

The neoclassical elegy, then, is most commonly a lover’s complaint 

(usually, but not always, it is the male who voices it) over some mischance 

which has brought his bliss to an untimely end. The actual circumstances 

which have caused his distress are never specified, and often not even hinted 

at. When they are, it is usually the unfaithfulness of the other partner, or her 

unmotivated coldness. A more specific source of the lover’s woe is separation: 

he may be faced with the ineluctable necessity of leaving his beloved, some¬ 

times temporarily, or sometimes, presumably, forever. The reasons for such 

a separation are of course never specified—one may imagine a business trip, 

or military service, or even political exile, as possibilities, but mention of such 

base realities would mar the universality of the picture. Sometimes, however, 

the actualities of life enter at least to the extent that the lover’s despair is the 

result of the decision of the hard-hearted parents of his beloved to marry 

her off to someone else. In such a case, of course, the rival remains an un¬ 

named, shadowy figure, without qualities. Under such a system as this, 

character and situation in the elegy are so stereotyped that one often gets 

the impression that all classical elegies are written by one poet about a single 

affair! Only the poetic clothing changes; each poet does his best to say some¬ 

thing a little more pointedly or a little more cleverly, or with somewhat less 

banal rhymes than his predecessors. 

Let us turn now to Alexei Rzhevsky as a typical classical elegist. Rzhev¬ 

sky was a poet, one may say, for no more than four years of his life (1760- 

1763), but in that short while piled up a formidable production-225 known 

pieces. As a contributor to Kheraskov’s Moscow periodicals, and earlier to 

Sumarokov’s Labor-Loving Bee he was, during his few years of productivity, 

one of the most respected of poets. He later, as we have noted in connection 

with his friend Kheraskov, accepted a governmental post that so thoroughly 

occupied his time that he abandoned literature. His last important effort, 

and the only one on a large scale, was the tragedy, composed about 1768,' 

The False S™erdis, with a plot from Herodotus based on the historical facts 

of the dynastic change in the kingdom of Persia in the late sixth century B.C. 

Even after his own abandonment of literature, however, Rzhevsky performed 

an inestimable service to the Russian public in publishing in full, in 1783 
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the beautiful poem Dushenka of his friend Ippolit Fedorovich Bogdanovich, 

which we shall shortly consider. This alone would justify his inclusion in 

any history of the literature of the age. 

Rzhevsky composed a considerable number of elegies—there are 17 

among the 146 pieces reprinted in the “Poet’s Library” edition, Volume It 

of Poets of the Eighteenth Century. Among these three stand out for metri¬ 

cal peculiarities; the other fourteen are all in the conventional Alexandrine 

lines, with couplet rhyme, alternately masculine and feminine, which is 

the canonical elegiac form in Russian. Of the experiments, one (no. 186) is 

in the vers libre habitually used in fables; one (192) is in anapestic tetra¬ 

meter, and one (191) in a short, jingling iambic measure, of alternately seven 

(feminine rhymes) and six (masculine rhymes) syllables. These three excep¬ 

tions, incidentally, were all composed in 1763 (Rzhevsky’s last poetic year), 

and differ somewhat in content and tone from the rest; one of them, at 

least, hints at the possibility of a happy outcome for the love affair! 

It is a remarkable tour de force, or so it would seem, for a poet to write 

17 love poems without once naming his beloved, or any concrete circum¬ 

stance connected with his situation. Indeed, in the entire group, there is only 

one proper name—Moscow, the dear city which the lover in no. 172 must 

leave because of his sweetheart’s coldness. But more than that: the only occu¬ 

pation, other than sighing and walking in the woods, which the elegist’s 

persona ever mentions is, in a single case, committing his torments to paper! 

The situations are rarely particularized even to the extent usual with the 

elegy. Twice it is a successful rival who is the cause of the lover’s woe; and 

once it is imminent separation (unmotivated, of course). More typically, 

an entire elegy is devoted to a description of amorous torments, but without 

a hint as to their reason; thus no. 115:^4 

Torturous passion! Cease to torment me, 

Cease to image the beautiful one in my memory. 

Waking, I scarcely open my eyes— 

When I see the lovely vision before me. 

Formed in my imagination all the day thereafter, 

The charming shadow never leaves my memory. 

Whether in solitude, or whether I am amongst people, 

In all places in my mind I image my beloved. 

Passing thus the day, when I lie down to sleep, 

Then in vain I flatter myself with seeking peace through slumber: 

From my memory she-does not take flight, 

And appearing as a dream, she banishes slumber from my eyes. 

But even if slumber comes, peace does not come; 

I see even in my slumber my beloved before me. 

Just as much as when awake, slumber torments me, 

And slumber presents my misfortune to my imagination. 
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Cruel fate threatens me with woes, 

I am tortured waking, I am tortured even in slumber. 

Forthwith then I awake, I leave my bed; 

But nowhere do I find alleviation. 

My beloved comes to my imagination, 

There comes to my imagination, how unfortunate I am. 

Toward alleviation I flatter myself in vain. 

I seek to have a meeting with my dear one; 

Tortured by thoughts, I suffer and sorrow, 

I sigh and seek for her in all places. 

It is tiresome to me, where I do not find my dear one, 

And I find it empty among people without her, 

And if she is sometimes not with me, 

The whole world then seems empty to me; 

But if sometimes she and I meet, 

I have no comfort of the meeting: 

Longing more tormentingly begins to lacerate my spirit! 

Surely, I shall not see joy forever! 

She appears to me a hundred times more charming, 

And my passion becomes a hundred times greater; 

In feeling stronger within me my tender passion, 

I feel my misfortune the more cruel: 

I foresee that there will be no alleviation for me forever, 

And I shall not see an end to my unbearable torment. 

I know that I shall not wipe out my love forever: 

And I realize that I shall not be happy forever: 

A cruel fate lays down this bound, 

And readies redoubled woes for me hereafter. 

On what a hapless day did I come to know my dear one! 

Ah, vainly did I consider you [i.e., the day] a fortunate one! 

You are my torment! You are the beginning of my woes! 

Because of you, luckless day, my heart is in chains. 

In one hour I took the contagion into my breast, 

But in this one hour I lost my freedom forever; 

A single hour enflamed all my blood with love, 

And the consequences of that hour even life does not wipe out. 

Fate is to blame for my having come to know her, 

She is to blame for my losing my liberty. 

Ah, no! Why do I blame her, why? 

Destiny is to blame, that I am tormented and suffer; 

Fate has ordained for me to suffer until my death, 

Until death to love, until death to see no joy; 

However, even though I shall no longer see her, 

Wherever I shall be living 
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Although it is forever impossible for me to be happy, 

Yet I shall forever both sigh and love. 

This elegy is couched, as so often, in the form of the lover’s meditation; 

but probably even commoner is the form which purports to be, as Boileau 

defines the elegy, the lover’s actual protest to his beloved. Such, for example, 

is Rzhevsky’s no. 185:35 

You forbid me, my light, to love you, 

And by this you are striving to destroy my life. 

I know that I love you in vain, 

And vainly does my heart feel passion for you, 

That for you to be mine is forbidden by fate, 

That you and I are sundered by an obstacle. 

But the passionate heart does not accept these laws, 

Which only custom legislates. 

Custom says: cease to be passionate. 

But the heart says: it is impossible to forget her. 

You flit through my memory at all times, 

Your lovely face will not leave my thoughts; 

The lovely glance of your eyes haunts my imagination, 

I remember you every moment, 

On you I feed my heart and my mind, 

And I find for myself no other solace. 

How is it possible to bid me not to love you? 

Is it possible for the passionate heart not to languish? 
* * * 

Seek your own joy, I shall not disturb you: 

I shall depart from hence and destroy myself. 

To hide my weakness is impossible for me 

And if you are going to carry this out [i.e., your order] , then I 

must depart. 

I shall depart hence, so as not to see you, 

But parting from you, I shall suffer forever. 

One of Rzhevsky’s last published poems (no. 212)36 introduces a theme 

not often found in the elegy: 

I don’t know why my whole spirit is despondent 

And intolerable longing tears my breast. 

I don’t know what it is that disturbs and disquiets me 

And gives my heart no rest even for a moment. 

Wherever I may go, nowhere do I see joy, 

Whatever I look at, all is hateful. 
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I don’t know why my soul is sad, 

I only know that all the while I am 

Longing, tormented, moaning, sorrowing, suffering, aching, 

Sighing, in torture, that grief possesses me, 

I am bored, I shed tears, I strive and endure. 

I long, I exert myself, I seek.... Surely I’m not in love? 

Oh, no!... Could this be? To love is very dangerous. 

Love.... O feeling, pleasing and fatal! 

Flee from me, and do not disturb my spirit, 

And do not flatter my heart with joy, 

That your delights may not hale in torments: 

After joys in love always come sorrows.... 

Rzhevsky, as was mentioned, specialized in the small varieties of 

lyric. Many of his pieces are epigrams (often rather pointless!), riddles, etc. 

He liked to write clever little nothings that would show off his considerable 

technical skill, such as a sonnet (no. 95) which could be read in three ways— 

each line as an Alexandrine, straight across; or one half of each line (up 

to the caesura) on the left side, or the other half, from the caesura to the 

end, on the right side, read successively! A similar metrical feat is the little 

“idyll” (no. 166)^ which follows: the speaker is a shepherd girl: 

Upon the banks of flowing rivers [“rek”] 

A shepherd lad thus said [“rek”] to me: 

“I shall never see anything more charming than you, 

Than your eyes, face, and eye-lids [“vek”] . 

Know, as long as my life [“vek”] is prolonged, 

Truly, my light, believe me, I shall continue to love you.” 

My gaze beheld [“zrel”] his sighs. 

My reason was not yet mature [“zrel”] . 

My thoughts consented to that flattering thought. 

I said: “You shall be mine [“moi”] ; 

Do not bathe [“moi”] your face in tears, 

Only be true to me, if I am worth this.” 

Changing [“promenia”] passion now for deceit, 

He does not even think about me [“pro menia”] . 

O faithless! Now you have become captivated by another. 

You said to me: “Go away [“proch’ ”] 

And pick [“proch’ ”] yourself another fellow.” 

How unbearably I now suffer, am tortured and ache! 

It will be observed that in each six-line strophe of this piece, the third and 
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sixth lines are long, and rhyme together, while the first and second, fourth 

and fifth, are short, and rhyme as couplets, the rhyming words in each case 

being a pair of homonyms, e.g., “rek,” “rivers,” and “rek,” “said.” 

The elegy, as was mentioned earlier, seems dispensed from the usual 

eighteenth century requirement of didacticism. So, of course, is the “song,” 

a variety not represented in Rzhevsky’s work. That in other minor genres 

he remained faithful to this rule may be seen, however, in such a sonnet as 

the following (no. 110):38 

Where are mortals to find happiness in this world? 

And in what fashion shall we live in quietness? 

Is there genuine well-being in magnitude of rank? 

Is wealth able to provide joys? 

In detailed knowledge of things shall we succeed 

in establishing perfection of given fortune? 

Or if equality among all were to come about, 

Then would griefs not afflict the spirit? 

Does one live in fame, glittering with light? 

In love, burned by charming eyes? 

On the fields of Mars or in crowns of laurel? 

In the society of town or in pleasant vanities? 

In solitude or in hearts without feeling? — 

It [i.e., happiness] is not there, but in souls, not made changeful 

though ease. 

Final mention may be made of Rzhevsky’s stanzas; this is a minor lyric 

genre, originating in Renaissance Italy, and consisting, as the name would 

imply, of a sequence of stanzas of a uniform metrical pattern (in Italian, 

usually tercets) not long enough to constitute a full-scale “poem,” and not 

patterned in such a fixed form as e.g., the sonnet. The “stanza” lends itself 

admirably to hortatory and moralistic discourse, and is thus most common¬ 

ly employed by Rzhevsky. A relatively short example, which might well 

be titled “Stanzas on Mutability,” is no. 71 = 39 

We exert ourselves to bear misfortune with patience, 

And we keep flattering ourselves with hope: 

Shall a time of happiness for us never come? 

Or are we, in bitterness, to see no comfort? 

How can this be? Destiny changes everything here, 

Everything in it is always subject to change. 
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If something perishes here, another thing grows up there, 

We never see eternity in anything. 

Those mountains, whose summits smite the clouds, 

And the gaze is unable to reach their crests, 

Have been destroyed, and their places have now become channels, 

And amidst their ruins the waters now flow. 

Those rivers, which rushed with speed toward the plains, 

Have become choked with sand, and trees have grown up there; 

Where on the sea there was a path with depth for ships, 

There, swelling, the bottom has heaved up spacious islands. 

That which grows up in the morning, by midday is ripe, 

And by evening has already quite fallen away; 

There is hope even for us, if destiny does not prevent, 

To expect a change for our woes: everything will pass with time. 

[From non-being we came to birth, and having lived in the world, 

we die; 

It is enough to show our changes by this, 

That this air is changeable, in which we dwell, 

And this globe turns, on which we live.] 

The fortunate man must await woes for himself at all times, 

Because we in life always expect change. 

Woes will pass, if one lives unhappily; 

Thus we go toward happiness over woes. 

[If everything here is created to be changed, 

Then you and I must expect changes, 

With such hope we shall keep feeding ourselves, 

And thereby we shall suffer more lightly in sorrow. 

We shall be the happy Phoenixes of love, 

When after obstacles we shall attain freedom, 

And feeling in our blood the flame of tender passion, 

We shall mutually reward each other with faithfulness.] 

The bracketed stanzas40 were printed when the poem was first published, 

in Sumarokov’s Monthly Compositions, in 1759; but omitted when the poem 

was republished in Kheraskov’s Profitable Diversion, 1760, first issue. One 

may conjecture that stanza 6, with its reference to the rotation of the earth, 

was unpalatable to the censor, or might be thought to be; and the final two 
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stanzas, which bring the theme of mutability to a quite personal level, were 

perhaps viewed by Kheraskov as too frivolous. 

3. Ippolit Fedorovich Bogdanovich and Dushenka (1743-1803)41 

Professor I.Z. Serman, writing his introductory article for the “Poet’s 

Library” edition of Bogdanovich’s poetry42 remarks: “The biography of 

Ippolit Fedorovich Bogdanovich is scant in events and facts.” Surely this 

matters less in his case than with most poets, for the masterpiece which 

alone of Bogdanovich’s work is remembered and loved was spun out of a 

vivid imagination, and has few points of contact with the rather drab “real 

world” of the poet’s experience. 

Bogdanovich was by birth a Ukrainian, of a very poor gentry family; 

he was taken to Moscow at the age of ten, and obtained a post with the 

Justice Department as what we would probably call an office-boy. A few 

years later he attracted the attention of Mikhail Kheraskov, then director 

of the Moscow University theater, by his passion for acting. Kheraskov took 

the boy into his own household and got him appointed to a minor post 

in the University, which enabled him to acquire a rather scanty education. 

As a protege' of Kheraskov he became a Mason, a contributor to Kheraskov’s 

Moscow journals and a collaborator with him and Rzhevsky on an ephemeral 

pageant to celebrate the visit of Catherine II to Moscow in 1762. The.next 

year, however, Bogdanovich shifted allegiance from Kheraskov, and became 

associated with Princess Dashkova, under whose direction he edited the 

journal Innocent Exercise (1763). When this journal terminated its short 

existence, he passed into the service of the Panin brothers, first of General 

Peter Panin, and then of Nikita, head of the Foreign Office. During the 

years 1766-68 he resided in Dresden as secretary of the Russian legation 

there. 

Bogdanovich, despite his rather sketchy education, showed a remark¬ 

able aptitude for languages, and readily mastered French. Among his early 

poetical efforts is a translation, published in Innocent Exercise, of Voltaire’s 

famous poem on the “Destruction of Lisbon” in the earthquake of 1755.43 

Later he translated the French master’s comedy Nanine, which he published 

in 1766. 

As has been frequently noted before, the Panin brothers and Princess 

Dashkova were active until the critical year 1782 in upholding the claim of 

Pavel Petrovich to the throne which his mother was unlawfully usurping. 

We have seen that Kheraskov in 1761 dedicated his didactic poem “The 

Fruits of Learning” to Prince Pavel; not surprisingly Bogdanovich’s first long 

poem, quaintly titled Doubled Happiness (Suguboie Blazhenstvo) was simi¬ 

larly dedicated. In its subsequent appearance, in a much abbreviated form 

in Bogdanovich’s volume Lyra (1773) the poem bears the title “The Happi- 
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ness of Nations.”44 The first version, in three books and 578 lines, is con¬ 

ceived as a polemic against both Kheraskov’s picture of primitive society 

before “the fruits of learning” began to exercise their civilizing influence, 

and the doctrine of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who had attributed to “learning” 

all the subsequent ills of mankind. The first book, which was largely retained 

in the shortened 1773 version, describes, in contrast to Kheraskov’s dark 

picture of primitive savagery, a “golden age” before inequality, that source of 

all human misfortune, had come to be. 

No one then thought of amassing riches 

And no one caused his neighbor offense. 

But each was rich, though no one reckoned 

That house, land or fruits belonged to him. 

The earth was reckoned in that happy time 

To be the indivisible nourisher of all, 

And people did not feel the burden of poverty 

Amidst satisfaction, quietude and joys.45 

But inequality, and the consequent rise of class distinctions, does not origi¬ 

nate, according to Bogdanovich, from man’s unfortunate creation of “The 

arts and sciences,” as Rousseau’s First Discourse had taught: 

Although the stern philosopher rejects the sciences 

And sets before us the subsequent harm, 

Is he right in faulting the advantages on this account, 

When the causes of these became the causes of sorrows? 

And if it is impossible to attain such good, 

Or for us to seek out so perfect a good fortune 

That in it there should be no bad consequences, 

Must we on this account despise good fortune? 

Man is to blame, [his] delusion is to blame, 

When from good causes we see an evil end; 

Unjust thought and abuse 

Always bring forth harm from an advantage begun.46 

Bogdanovich does not have any explanation of his own for the rise of in¬ 

equality: “man is to blame”-apparently as a result of his innate “passions”- 
a kind of “original sin.” 

The second chapter of the poem describes the degeneration of the 

happy state of the golden age; the third turns to the restoration—to the 

doubled happiness” of the title—which he sees as resulting from enlightened 

monarchy. Seeing the miserable condition into which anarchy has brought 

them, men voluntarily consented to be governed, and chose wise and bene¬ 

volent men to be their monarchs-a hint, of course, to Pavel Petrovich! In- 
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cidentally, it may be noted that again Bogdanovich is at variance with Kheras- 

kov: the latter adheres to the more or less orthodox view of monarchy as of 

divine right—kings are God’s appointees; Bogdanovich sees them as exercising 

their office through the consent and appointment of the governed. 

Though Redoubled Happiness has no great merit either as a piece of 

poetry or as a contribution to political philosophy, it has considerable in¬ 

terest for the development of Bogdanovich’s thought. He seems, from the 

beginning, to have been attracted to Utopias and to have viewed this flawed 

world of war, social inequality, poverty and human misery as something 

to flee from. One of his early translations was of the Pro jet de paix perpetu- 

elle of the Abbe de Saint-Pierre (1713).^ The picture which he paints in 

his poem of the blissful life of primitive man in a state of nature is a pro¬ 

jection of his own longing to escape from the brutalities of the real world 

surrounding him. Dushenka in a very real way is his triumphant achievement 

of this escape, into a lovely, imaginary world of pure beauty and primitive 

innocence. 

There is no reason for dwelling on the short poems which Bogdano¬ 

vich published in various journals and finally collected and issued—anony¬ 

mously—under the title Lyra in 1773. They are undistinguished, and belong 

to the less ambitious literary genres of fable, stanza, eclogue, song, etc. 

There are even some religious pieces in the collection, including a paraphrase 

of the Twenty-Third Psalm. Nor is it worth while to consider the similar 

pieces which appeared from time to time in subsequent years, during which 

Bogdanovich enjoyed considerable fame and the favor of the Empress as 

“the poet of Dushenka.” His heart was never in the work he was obliged, 

as a semi-official poet of the court, to turn out, and this part of his produc¬ 

tion is well forgotten. 

In the year 1778 appeared anonymously the “First Book” of a poem 

called Dushenka’s Adventures.^8 Apparently at that time the complete 

poem was not yet ready. In 1783 Bogdanovich’s old friend Rzhevsky pub¬ 

lished the poem in full, at his own expense Bogdanovich at the moment 

was without a position and practically penniless. In the preface to this edi¬ 

tion Rzhevsky wrote: 

The present poem was composed by Ippolit Fedorovich Bogdanovich. Being a friend of 

mine of long standing, he showed it to me during a chance conversation, as a work 

which he had once written for his own amusement in his idle hours, without the inten¬ 

tion of publishing it. The unconstrained freedom of the style, the purity of the verses, 

the felicitous choice of words appropriate to the genre of this poem, and above all 

the abundance of poetical imagination pleased me so much that I begged the author 

to put his poem at my disposal, which he did through love and friendship to me; and 

I resolved to publish it, in order that it might afford the same satisfaction to others 

as it had to me. I believe that it will please many, not only because there are no verses 

of such a kind in our language, but because of the author’s fortunate success [with it] 
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It was not until the poem was reissued in 1794 by Bogdanovich himself 

that the short “Preface from the Author” introduced it.^ 

Dushenka is a retelling of the story of Cupid and Psyche, found first 

as an episode in the novel of Lucius Apuleius of Madaura (2nd century A.D.), 

The Golden Ass, and subsequently as one of the prose works of Jean de La 

Fontaine, Les Amours de Psyche et de Cupidon (1669). Other treatments of 

the story, e.g., by Francesco Bracciolini (1566-1645), Diamante Gabrielli 

(1649), and the opera written jointly by Pierre Corneille, Moliere and 

Quinault (1671) seem not to have been known to Bogdanovich; at least he 

mentions only the first two as his sources. 

As told by Apuleius (Books IV-VI of the Golden Ass) in a very florid 

and mannered Latin prose, the story is a curious combination of folk-tale, 

sophisticated mockery of anthropomorphic religion, and allegory. The first 

element is the most prominent; Psyche, for example, is the youngest of three 

sisters, of whom the two elder are wicked and envious while she is innocent 

and lovable (cf. King Lear)-, she is married to an invisible husband who is 

supposed to be a “monster” (cf. “Beauty and the Beast”); her husband is 

under a kind of taboo by which he is forced to leave his wife when the taboo 

is broken (cf. Lohengrin)-, Psyche is set three hopelessly impossible tasks to 

perform by her stern mistress Venus, which friendly natural powers carry 

out for her, etc. The very first line of the story, which in Apuleius’s novel is 

told by an old woman to beguile the captivity of a kidnapped girl, reveals its 

folk-tale origin: “Erant in quadam civitate rex et regina” (“Once in a certain 

city there were a king and a queen”). The second element is confined to 

certain peripheral passages of the tale, e.g., the somewhat catty remarks of 

Ceres and Juno to Venus over the naturalness of Cupid’s behavior-after all, 

he is only following his mother’s example in indulging in love, and he isn’t 

a child anymore, you know, even if he does carry his years well! (aetatem 

bellule portrat). Similar is Jupiter’s summons of all the gods to assembly, 

under penalty of a 10,000 pound fine for non-attendance, his address to the 

assembly beginning with the words: Dei conscripti, and his promise to legalize 

the marriage of Cupid and Psyche in accordance with the civil law: lam faxo 

nuptias non impares sed legitimas et iuri civili congruas. This is precisely 

the kind of reduction of the Graeco-Roman pantheon to all too human 

stature which Apuleius’s contemporary Lucian of Samosata carried out in his 

Dialogues of the Gods. The third element is the least conspicuous of all, 

being apprehensible chiefly in the heroine’s name (Psyche is the Greek word 

for “the soul”) and in the announcement at the end of the tale that in due 

time the heroine was delivered of a daughter quam Voluptatem nominamus 

(“whom we name Pleasure”). Thus it would appear that the surface adventures 

of the loving couple are supposed to conceal the truth that Love (Amor) has 

a natural affinity for the Soul (Psyche), and that Pleasure is the fruit of their 

union. But the moralist will be hard put to it to explain in allegorical terms 

the place that Venus occupies in this plot, or the two envious sisters. Perhaps 
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only the ill-starred curiosity of Psyche, which precipitates her misfortunes, 

and which is doubtless an inseparable quality of the human soul, can be 

comfortably fitted into the allegory. 

Where Apuleius found the tale is unknown; perhaps he invented it. 

At any rate, it is not found in literature before him, though some repre¬ 

sentations in art have been interpreted as references to it. But it is important 

to point out very emphatically that it is not, as some hostile Russian critics 

of Bogdanovich have claimed, a “Neo-Platonic allegory” which Bogdanovich 

has reduced to frivolous triviality; and it is important also to realize that 

the folk-tale atmosphere inheres in the tale, and again, is not something in¬ 

congruously imported into it by Bogdanovich. If he, for example, brings in 

the enchanter Koshchei the Deathless or “sytovaia voda, kiselny berega” 

(more or less “rivers of milk and honey” in Russian folk-tales), or the serpent 

Zmei Gorynych, he is doing the same thing that Apuleius had done, with the 

only difference that Bogdanovich’s folk elements (none of them very essen¬ 

tial to the story) are Slavic. 

The second source which Bogdanovich cites for his tale is Jean de La 

Fontaine’s long prose story, Les Amours de Psyche et de Cupidon. In this 

version of the legend (of course itself derived from Apuleius) the prose is 

occasionally interrupted by verse inserts—the oracles, for example, are given 

in verse, and some descriptions which the author evidently felt were too 

lofty in content for prose. The story itself is framed by an account of the 

meeting of four friends, who constitute a kind of informal “Academy,” in 

a grotto in contemporary Versailles, where one of the four, Polyphile, who 

is patently La Fontaine himself, tells the story, with occasional interrup¬ 

tions and arguments from the others. The identity behind the Greek names 

of the friends is a matter of conjecture; it used to be thought that Acante 

represented Racine, Ariste Boileau, and Gelasime (Greek “gelasimos,” 

“laughable”) Moliere, but this rather too pat identification is probably 

wrong. In any case, the story as La Fontaine tells it is basically that of 

Apuleius, with certain additions, one of which is a fairly long interpolated 

account (taken from Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered) of an old fisherman and 

his two daughters, with whom Psyche finds asylum for a time, and of his 

life and philosophy. None of this is to be found in the Latin original. The 

nature of the work is thus succinctly characterized by a recent editor of 

La Fontaine:“Roman et poeme a la fois, ou plutot, comme le dit La 

Fontaine, oeuvre d’un genre intermediate, recit poetique oil le ton galant 

tempere le ton ‘heroique’ approprie a la mythologie.” It should be noted, 

however, that the delicate taste of the eighteenth century found even the 

style of the age of Louis XIV a little too robust. The Russian translator 

of La Fontaine’s novel, F.I. Dmitriev-Mamonov,-^ complains of the great 

labor he was put to “because in the original the style, though nobler than 

[that of] his didactic fables, was extremely low for a heroic style.” If Bog¬ 

danovich, then, quite simply eschews the heroic altogether and tells his story 
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in the simplest Russian—Lomonosov’s “middle style”—and in a bantering, 

whimsical tone, he is not departing essentially from his French model. 

Apuleius’s Latin, of course, is another matter; it can hardly be called either 

“high” or “low”: it is simply extravagant, sui generis—but in all likelihood 

is basically the rather archaic language of the author’s native province of 
Africa. 

The verse inserts in La Fontaine’s novel are in various forms, but for 

the most part in standard Alexandrines. The vers libre which he uses with 

such beautiful effect in his Fables appears only twice, in short passages. 

This was the metrical form which Bogdanovich chose for his poem. It had 

been used since Sumarokov’s Pritchi as the standard medium for fables, and 

was thus regularly associated with light verse, but it had never before in 

Russian been employed for a sustained poem of the length of Dushenka 

(three books, and 80 pages in the “Poet’s Library” edition). Bogdanovich 

manages it with consummate ease, and it flows melodiously along, with 

so much intricate interweaving of rhymes and such swift changes of line 

length that there is never a hint of monotony. It is a meter almost ideally 

suited to the light, ironic, intimate tone of the poem-what German critics 
so aptly call the “Plauderstil.” 

This “chatty style,” if one may so translate the term, is a characteristic, 

like the vers libre, of the genre of fable, in which the poet (e.g., Sumarokov) 

appears to be chattering away most unconstrainedly to an audience directly 

before him. It is never found in the eighteenth century, however, before 

Bogdanovich in a long narrative poem. He probably adapted it, like the 

meter, to his purposes from the fable; but it is not impossible that he may 

have had more remote models. The “Plauderstil” probably makes its first 

literary appearance in narrative poetry with the Orlando Innamorato of 

Matteo Maria Boiardo, from which it was carried to Ariosto’s continuation 

of the Orlando epic, and thence to lesser imitators. Can it be entirely an 

accident that the tone of Bogdanovich’s poem is so remarkably close to that 

of the Orlando Furioso-ironically wistful, with a hint of melancholy? 

Ariosto created a lovely, impossible world of chivalry and enchantment, 

and peopled it with heroes and heroines whose heroic stature is not cancelled 

by their often quite absurd and purely human characteristics. It is a dream 

world to which the poet happily escapes from the vexations of contemporary 

Ferrara, but which he realizes is only the creation of his own imagination, 

and which he is thus constrained to treat with a kind of tender irony. Just 

such is Bogdanovich’s attitude toward the mythic world of Dushenka. 

Whether he knew the Italian romance epics or not we have no means of 

knowing; but the similarity is striking. Certainly Pushkin did, and when he 

employs the “chatty style” so masterfully in Ruslan and Liudmila he is 

following not only his greatly admired Dushenka, but Boiardo and Ariosto 
as well. 

One of the qualities of Bogdanovich’s poem to first attract attention 

306 



was the adroit manner in which elements of Russian folk-lore were grafted 

upon Greek myth. The very name of the poem’s heroine is one example of 

this. As Bogdanovich explains, for those of his readers not familiar with 

Greek, the name Psyche means “soul,” for which the Russian word is dusha. 

But in its simple form this noun is never used, and would be grotesque if 

used, for a person’s name. But the diminutive form, dushenka, is a very com¬ 

mon term of affection, with some of the overtones of “darling” or “sweet¬ 

heart” in English. So the classical Psyche becomes the Russian “darling,” 

and contributes by her name from the beginning to the intimate and Russi¬ 

fied character of the story. When she appears (Book III) in Venus’ temple 

as a supplicant and is mistaken by the priests for the goddess herself, she is 

wearing a peasant girl’s sarafan-Venus in a sarafan! The first impossible task 

which Venus sets her is to bring back “within three hours some water living 

and dead [ vody zhivoi i mertvoi”] , a folk-lore item which in this case 

is guarded by a large and fat snake” that reposes with its tail in its mouth, 

thus cutting off access to the water which it surrounds. Dushenka addresses 

this folk-lore snake appropriately with the words: “O zmei Gorynych Chudo- 

Iuda!” (“O snake Gorynych Chudo-Iuda!”). Her second mission takes her to 

the Greek Isles of the Hesperides” to fetch the golden apples, which how¬ 

ever are guarded now not by a dragon, as in Greek times, but by the Russian 

folk-tale enchanter Koshchei the Deathless! Admittedly these are only acces¬ 

sories incidental to the tale as a whole, and neither the snake Gorynych nor 

Koshchei is portrayed as Russian folk-lore sees them, but they contribute 
atmosphere, none the less. 

La Fontaine in his novel, even though it is mostly in unheroic prose, 

does attempt to maintain at times a certain loftiness of style appropriate to 

Greek myth, and apparently feels somewhat on the defensive in regard to 

his medley of heroic and comic. In the conversation between Polyphile and 

his friends which interrupts the novel at the end of the first book, discussion 

centers on the appropriateness of this mixture of the laughable and the 

tragic—which Gelasime strongly approves, against the objections of the 

others. Bogdanovich makes no excuses for his unclassical melange. His poem 

deliberately avoids the “lofty style” of epic or tragedy: the description of 

Dushenka s despair after Amor casts her off, and of her futile attempts at 

suicide, which in another treatment might have become genuinely tragic, 

are pathetic indeed, and moving, but too detached and ironic to evoke the 

tragic emotions of “pity and fear”; and the comic element is almost every¬ 

where present. It is not a broad, farcical comedy, but the straight-faced 

introduction into the “heroic” world of commonplace “realistic” elements, 

akin to Ariosto’s episode in which a knight, faced with an enchanted castle, 

but fortunately provided with a compendium of antidotes for spells, matter- 

of-factly refers to his book’s index under the heading of “enchanted castles” 

to find the appropriate counter-spell! Thus, in Bogdanovich’s first book, 

which is particularly full of this kind of ironic deflation of the tragic, when 
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the pathetic cortege that is escorting Dushenka, in obedience to the oracle, 

to the grim mountain where she is to be delivered to her “monster” husband, 

the bride is accompanied by a number of homely items: 

They carried a crystal bed, 

On which Dushenka liked to repose; 

Sixteen men, having placed them on cushions, 

Carried the princess’s embroidery-hoops and bobbins, 

Which the queen-mother herself had set up, 

Her travelling toilet kit, combs and pins, 

And all kinds of adjuncts to this. 54 

When Dushenka finds herself in an earthly paradise instead of the expected 

monster’s den, she explores, and finds the palace adorned with countless 

statues and pictures of herself. Among these is one picturing Dushenka in 

the company of the Olympian deities: 

And there in front of her was Saturn, toothless, bald and gray, 

With a new crop of wrinkles on his ancient mug, 

Trying to forget that he was a grandfather of very long standing; 

He straightens up his ramshackle frame, wishes he were younger, 

Curls the locks of hair he has left, 

And in order to look at Dushenka, puts on spectacles. 5 5 

In this connection we may note the mischievous erotic allusions in Saturn’s 

senile behavior, just as when an ancient hermit in Ariosto’s Orlando, seeming¬ 

ly “of a scrupulous and squeamish conscience,” at first sight of the ravishing 

Angelica “was moved-by pure charity-” to some rather unmonastic con¬ 

duct. In Bogdanovich’s poem, when the old fisherman hears Dushenka’s 

despairing “Oh!” at the failure of her attempt to cremate herself in his 

campfire, he rows his boat hastily to shore and sees the princess, scantily 

clad: 

... this grandfather, ancient in this world, 

Having cast a glance at the vicinity of his hut, 

Forgot the declivity of his advanced years, 

Let go the fishing-nets from his hands, 

Hopped out of the boat toward the firewood, 

And fell at the princess’s feet. 

La Fontaine’s description of the fisherman’s age, incidentally, is far broader 

and less subtle: “La vieillesse en propre personne lui apparut, charge'e de 

filets, et en habit de pecheur.... Son front e'tait plein de rides, dont la plus 

jeune e'tait presque aussi ancienne que le deluge. Aussi Psyche le prit pour 
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Deucalion,” etc. Bogdanovich says nothing about Deucalion, but does have 

Dushenka address the ancient as “O forefather of earthly generations, or son, 

surely, of the forefathers!” 

One of the devices which Bogdanovich employs to achieve a comic 

effect is inseparable from his meter, and hence rather hard to illustrate; but 

note, from Book I, the lines in which he describes the horrendous fancies 

engendered by folk-stories, with which Dushenka’s parents torment them¬ 

selves at thought of the “monster” husband to which she is devoted: 

They imagined to themselves strings of wicked monsters, 

And the terror of cruel death 

Either in paws or in teeth, 

Where life would be cramped for her (!); 

From their nurses they had long since become familiar 

With the existence of such, both snakes and spirits, 

Which open their maws widely, 

And that besides they usually have [“I chto pritom u nikh by- 

vaiut”] 

Both seven heads, and seven horns [“I sem’ golov, i sem’ rogov,”] 

And seven or even more, tails.57 [“I sem’, il’ bolee, khvostov.”] 

The triply repeated rhyme-“golov,” “rogov,” and “khvostov”-with its 

climax in the word “tails” in the final line, and the sly, matter-of-fact inser¬ 

tion of “or even more,” have the effect of reducing the whole vision of 

horror to utter absurdity. A similar effect is obtained, later in the episode 

of Dushenka’s actual arrival at the monster-haunted mountain, by the bizarre 

rhymes: 

To some there appeared there Furies, [“megery”] 

To some, flying dromedaries [“dromadery”] 

To some, dragons and Cerberuses, [“tserbery”] 

Which with roars, in various manners [“manery”] 

Deafened the ears, [“glushili slukh,”] 

Confounded the spirit.5** [“mutili dukh”] 

Bogdanovich’s devices for obtaining comic effect are numerous, and 

could be the object of a special study. One more may be mentioned, which 

exactly parallels Apuleius’s use of the formula “O conscript gods,” quoted 

above, in Jupiter’s address to his divine Senate. Dushenka, in Book III, 

finds posted on a pillar at a crossroad Venus’s proclamation of her outlawry. 

It is couched in contemporary officialese: 

For as much as Dushenka has angered Venus, 

And Amor has praised Dushenka to Venus’s shame; 
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And she, the said Dushenka, lowers the quality of rouge, 

And darkness before her the merits of white paint, 

And is an offense to every kind of beauty everywhere; 

She, the said Dushenka, being of a slender build, 

With alluring eyes and a pleasing smile, 

Fails to honor the goddess of beauty and sets her at naught; 

And the aforesaid with her glances makes hearts captive, 

Attires herself as a goddess and wears a train three spans long— 

For this or another reason 

To all and sundry 

Venus in due form 

Gives information of her anger against her 

And promises her favor to anyone 

Who within a fixed time 

Shall present Dushenka to Venus’s person. 

But should anyone give her aid and succor 

Contrary to the import of these lines, 

Or should conceal her anywhere 

Or give her means for concealing herself, 

That one will not in his lifetime wash away his guilt, 

Even with his own lifeblood 1^9 

The center of Bogdanovich’s Dushenka, occupying most of Book II, is 

the description of Amor s aerial paradise, to which Zephyr conveys her, 

and of the delights, esthetic and erotic, of that enchanted place. Again, 

comparison with Orlando Furioso is almost inevitable. Ruggiero is wafted 

through the air on his hippogriff to the magic realm of Alcina, which like 

Amor’s abode, is a sumptuous palace set in a natural park of superlative 

beauty. In both cases the description of palace and park seems to owe a good 

deal to certain earthly prototypes—in Bogdanovich’s case to Catherine II’s 

palace at Tsarskoe Selo. Whether the similarity here is due to the poet’s not 

unnatural inclination to flatter the Empress, or simply to a quite understand¬ 

able inability to visualize beauty totally outside of mortal experience, cannot 

be decided. In any case, there can be no doubt of the whole-hearted ardor 

with which he elaborates his description. Here is the world as he wishes it 

were-a lovely, magic land, filled with peace and beauty, with painting, 

sculpture, music, and a gentle, innocent sensuality. Karamzin, in his critical 

article on Bogdanovich, written soon after the poet’s death, describes the sur¬ 

roundings in which Dushenka was composed: a pleasant, rustic cottage in 

the St. Petersburg suburbs, where Bogdanovich was surrounded by art ob¬ 

jects, music, books, and in which he spent his time either in the company of 

congenial friends or in solitude, spinning out of his imagination the delectable 
scenes of his romance.60 

And at this point we are faced with one more aspect of the poem, 
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which is probably the most significant of all. Bogdanovich’s one-time mentor, 

Mikhail Kheraskov, twelve years after Dushenka appeared in full, published 

his poem Pilgrims, which, as we have pointed out, utilizes the vers libre form 

of verse and in many other ways reveals the evident influence of Dushenka. 

But in one very major respect Kheraskov refused to follow his pupil: Pilgrims 

is a moral tale, however well disguised the didacticism may be by a light 

manner. But there is no didacticism in Dushenka! Bogdanovich in his poem 

has quite simply defied the accepted classical canon always so dear to Kheras- 

kov’s heart, that art must teach. Dushenka does not teach; the story is told 

for its own sake, and is justified by its own beauty, not by any considera¬ 

tions of moral effect. It is, if one may use an often abused modern term, 

art for art s sake. One may say that since the poem belongs to no genre 

recognized by classicism (Rzhevsky remarked that “no poem of this kind 

exists in our literature”-he might have added, “or in any other literature of 

the age”), and is in form and tone more closely akin to the “fable” than to 

any other literary kind, it was easy to evade this mandate of didacticism. 

This is doubtless true—but the “fable” is didactic! 

It may be objected that Dushenka does have a “moral”: on the third 

of her missions the heroine returns from Hades with a sealed jar, which her 

fateful curiosity induces her to open; a thick black vapor issues from the jar 

and turns her face and breast coal-black! Much as she tries, she is unable 

to rid herself of this hue, and even though people still consider her “a beauti¬ 

ful African,” she is so humiliated that she hides herself in a cave. But her 

husband Amor, with touching fidelity, seeks her out and proclaims to her and 

to the gods that it is Dushenka’s inner beauty, which the blackness does not 

mar, and not her exterior that he loves. At this noble sentiment even Venus 

relents, forgives Dushenka, and washes her “white as snow.” Jupiter decrees 

marriage for Amor and Dushenka, with the condition that Love “be always 

captivated by spiritual [“dushevnoi”] beauty.” Here is didacticism with a 

vengeance! But the whole episode occupies only about four out of the 

poem’s 80 pages, and gives the inevitable impression of an after-thought. It is, 

moreover, a part of La Fontaine’s novel, which Bogdanovich would have had 

difficulty in altogether ignoring. But it would be the height of absurdity to 

imagine that the whole tale was conceived in order to bring in this quite 

extraneous and not very convincing “moral.” As a matter of fact, as he ap¬ 

proaches the end of his tale, Bogdanovich gives the impression that he is be 

coming bored and disinterested. The three missions are described quite per¬ 

functorily : the riddles which Koshchei employs to discourage seekers after 

golden apples are not recorded—Dushenka, it seems, never disclosed them, 

and so her biographer is helpless! The episode of Dushenka’s blackness, to 

which La Fontaine devotes pages, is quite summarily recounted, and the 

resolution of Venus’s anger and Jupiter’s decrees sanctioning the marriage of 

Amor and Dushenka are related with such an acceleration of tempo as com¬ 

pared with earlier episodes, that the impression is inevitably conveyed that 
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the poet is in a hurry to be done with his tale—and this at the very point 

where, if he were really serious about his “moral,” he might be expected to 

be most expansive. In just the same way, incidentally, Ariosto’s episode of 

the loves of Alcina and Ruggiero comes to an end: Logistilla, an allegory of 

“reason” (“logos”) empowers Ruggiero to see his seductress as the ugly witch 

she really is, and her whole enchantment vanishes—but only at the end, and 

quite evidently almost to Ariosto’s regret. As an allegory of sin’s ugliness 

masked by specious beauty the episode is a lamentable failure; both poet 

and reader feel only keen disappointment when “sin” is unmasked! The 

abbreviated, casual, and belated “lesson” of Bogdanovich’s poem only em¬ 

phasizes the real absence in its conception of any element of didacticism. 

In this he was ahead of his age; his example had no follower until a quarter of 

a century after his death a young poet of genius far greater than his created 

Ruslan and Liudmila. 

C. I.S. Barkov and the Parody 

A minor poet of a most uncommon sort is Ivan Semenovich Barkov 

(1732-1768),whose published work consists almost entirely of quite 

scholarly translations of Horace, Phaedrus, and other Latin poets (he was an 

official translator of the Academy of Sciences), together with a few epistles 

and other original works of no particular interest. Barkov’s contemporary 

fame, however—and he was extremely well known in his own time—rested on 

his unprintable poems, which were circulated in manuscript and read by 

everybody. Unhappily, modern readers no longer carry on this admirable 

tradition, and the existing manuscripts of Barkov’s parody odes and similar 

productions are locked in library vaults where they will presumably not cor¬ 

rupt the few scholars who have access to them. One such scholar is G.P. 

Makogonenko, who in his introduction to the two-volume “Poet’s Library” 

edition of Poets of the Eighteenth Century writes so glowingly of this ma¬ 

terial that scholars less fortunate than he can only be envious. “[Barkov’s] 

original verses,” writes Makogonenko,62 

(written at the end of the 1750s and in the 1760s), which had a great influence on the 

development of Russian poetry, were never published, and presumably were never 

intended by their author for publication; but they received a wide dissemination and 

became well known to several generations of literary people, in numerous copies It 

was these verses that the nineteenth century science of literary criticism contemptuous¬ 

ly designated as “shameless,” applying to them the label of “Barkovism” [“barkov- 

shchina”] . But Barkov was writing not erotic verses, but parodies of all the genres which 

classicism sanctioned. His satiric poetry broke gaily and tumultuously into the temple of 

classicism that had been reared by the labors and exertions of Sumarokov In this storm¬ 

ing of the gentry culture the bold “Translator of the Academy of Sciences” showed an 

audacity and verve that amazed and delighted his contemporaries, a wealth of invention 

and a murderous ridicule.... His verses are coarse, they tell of pot-houses, of “factory 
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fellows,” of drunken brawls of bargemen with cabmen, but they are talented and 

clever.... 

What is the nature of the original production of this “most significant” poet, in 

Pushkin’s words? There have come down to us only numerous copies of his works, 

most often in the form of a collection under the title of Maidens’ Plaything. In it more 

than a hundred verse productions are contained. Barkov’s collection bears witness 

that his struggle with the poetry of classicism, with the work of its leader Sumarokov, 

with his numerous imitators and epigones, had a conscious and strictly thought-out 

character. Barkov set himself the goal of parodying all the genres of classicism. In first 

place came odes, then tragedies, epistles, fables, satires, idylls, songs, elegies, epigrams, 

epitaphs, “billets”—as satiric distichs were called-(Sumarokov wrote them). Barkov 

even dared to write one parody of the verse paraphrase of the Psalms. The parody of 

each genre was founded on an exact correspondence with the Sumarokov model. 

In giving a new face to odes and songs, elegies and tragedies, Barkov translated 

the conventional political or amorous passions of the heroes of classicism into the sphere 

of frank sensuality. The suffering heroes (of tragedy, elegy or song), in complete con¬ 

formity with the genre, pronounced lofty words about their feelings: “Cruel misfortune 

has changed you” or “I have parted from you forever! Forever, alas, and you will never 

see me again,” and the like. The comic and satiric effect arose from the fact that the 

speakers of Sumarokov’s language were not heroes and heroines, but, to use Diderot’s 

expression, their “indiscreet jewels.” Sometimes the parodistic element in Barkov’s 

verses retreated to. the background, and the poet, turning to the objective world, began 

to sketch genuine and realistic pictures of Russian life. Such is the beginning of the 

tale The Village Priest.... 

Barkov wrote more than a dozen odes: “To Priapus,” “Description of the Morn¬ 

ing Light,” “To a Monk,” “To Bacchus,” “To a Fist-Fighter,” and others. 

At this point Makogonenko sees fit to utter his regrets that Barkov was never 

able to raise himself sufficiently from the level at which realistic elements 

serve the purposes of parody to one in which they would stand by them¬ 

selves—to genuine realism, in other words. As it was, “he was capable only of 

creating in the ode naturalistic and verisimilar scenes.” 

After arousing his readers’ interest and curiosity about what must be 

an extraordinarily significant body of verse, Makogonenko most disappoint¬ 

ingly includes in his anthology only one of Barkov’s unpublished poems, and 

this in a form in which 34 complete lines out of a total of 240, besides a 

considerable number of individual words, are cut out. This bowdlerized poem 

is called “Ode to a Fist-Fighter.”*^ Even in its mutilated form it shows “the 

wealth of invention and murderous ridicule” which the critic attributes to 

its author. The ode begins: 

1 take the fiddle [“gudok”—a 3-stringed violin], not the lyre, 

Entering the pot-house, not Parnassus; 

I yell and tear my gullet, 

Raising my voice with the bargemen: 

“Strike the tambourines, strike the drums, 

Stout, fine lads! 

[Strike] on plates, spoons and tumblers, 
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You famous factory singers! 

Let’s shake the damp earth with its mountains, 

Let’s shake the blue sea [with farts?]. 

Drunken mug, squabbler, 

Universal brawler, rascal, 

Champion, fighter I sing, beer-swiller, 

Broad-shouldered bargeman! 

Be silent, winds, do not rage! 

Give ear, shapely heavens! 

Cease, tempests, and do not blow! 

I sing glorious marvels. 

Amidst the fist-fight 

I behold the hero of fist blows and kicks. 

Little Homer with his balalaika, 

And you, Virgilkin, with your pipe, 

With the silly Trojan gang of Greeks 

Squabbled, like hens under a wall. 

Hide yourselves in a crack and don’t say boo, 

And stop your blithering nonsense— 

You might better look this way! 

Aren’t there valiant heads here? 

The beer-swiller would beat up Hector, if there were a fight, 

Like a dog or a piece of carrion. 

And you, Silenus, [your] son’s [i.e., Bacchus’] confidant, 

And bold, peppery, red-faced man: 

Swine blown up with liquor, 

Hero in drunkenness of thirsty souls, 

You irrigate your belly with nectar, 

Mixing for yourself honey-water with your wine, 

You drink—but you forget me, 

You don’t give me any wine to drink. 

Oh, be like Ganymede: 

Give me some wine, some beer, some mead! 

Strophe 7 of the “Ode” begins in Lomonosovian style: “I am seized by 

mighty transport, My head spins stormily.” What follows, however, Mako- 

gonenko evidently considers unprintable, for the other eight lines of the 

strophe are indicated by the usual rows of dots. The poem’s “hero,” the 

cabman Alesha, makes his first appearance in Stanza 9: 
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Amidst drunken brows and flushed, 

Amidst soldiers, amidst weavers, 

Amidst picked or tipsy slaves, 

Amidst dragoons, amidst kennel-keepers, 

I see Alesha standing, 

Having cast off his dark blue livery, 

Threatening to smite his opponents. 

In stanza 10 we have the usual epic comparison: 

Zeus with angry fist 

Smiting the brows of the smiths, 

Never struck with such fury 

As that with which he [i.e., Alesha] began to punish the boxers: 

Having reddened the mask of one of them, 

He knocked out a whole row of teeth, 

Drew blood from another’s lip, 

And kicked him back into the crowd. 

It is probably unnecessary to pursue the redoubtable fist-fighter through the 

rest of the ode, mutilated as it is; but one more strophe (no. 18) will show 

the poet’s burlesque use of mythological trappings typical of the serious 
ode: 

Upon the fallen hero the boozer 

Hurled others like children. 

His groans and howls cannot be heard, 

Drifts of people lie over him. 

Thus Zeus with thunderous [farts] 

Smiting the giants, hurled them into Hades; 

Having moved Aetna, he wiped out its damper; 

Enceladus [one of the giants, buried under Aetna] , rendered 

powerless, 
Vainly gathers together his forces, 

Shakes his shoulders, and shoves the weight. 

One may hope that the day will come when the prudish Russian press 

will publish in full some, at least, of the hundred-odd poems of Ivan Barkov, 

so that the scholarly world at large may be given the opportunity of judging 

for itself the merits of what must be indeed a most remarkable and icono¬ 

clastic body of verse. 
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from an obscene fresco in Catherine the Great’s Gatchina Palace. 



PART IV 

LITERATURE IN THE SECOND HALF 
OF THE REIGN OF CATHERINE II 



Novikov 



CHAPTER XII 

DRAMA IN THE SECOND HALF 
OF THE REIGN OF CATHERINE II 

A. Political and Social Aspects of the Period 

The years between the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji (1774) and Cath¬ 

erines death (1796) are marked by an extraordinary territorial extension 

of the Russian Empire. The second war with Turkey (1787-91), although it 

did not result in the expulsion of the Turks from Constantinople and the 

reestablishment of the Greek Empire at Byzantium, as Catherine and Potem¬ 

kin had dreamed, did add the Crimea and a good deal of the north coast of 

the Black Sea between the Dnieper and Dniester rivers to Catherine’s realm- 

to the great disquiet, it may be added, of France, England and Prussia. Even 

Austria, which was an active Russian ally during the reign of Emperor Joseph 

II (1765-90), was not altogether happy with Russian gains in the direction of 

the Balkans. The first partition of Poland (1773-75) stirred that anarchic 

state to an extraordinary attempt at self-reform under the kingship of Stanis¬ 

las Poniatowski, who was, however, unable to defend his diminished realm 

against the aggression of Russia and Prussia, and in 1793 a second partition 

reduced the Rzeczpospolita to a mere vestige. Even this was wiped out when 

the patriotic uprising under Kosciuszko in 1794 was crushed; Poland ceased 

to exist, and Russian territory was extended by the inclusion of all of Belo- 

russia and most of what had once been Lithuania. Other Polish territories 

were incorporated into the Hapsburg Empire and Prussia. In the last year of 

her life Catherine, under the influence of her youthful lover Platon Zubov, 

embarked on a chimerical venture which was intended to create a zone of 

Russian control through Persia to the borders of India. Paul’s first act was to 
recall the expedition. 

An event of the greatest magnitude for all of Europe was the French 

Revolution which destroyed the Bourbon monarchy in 1789 and was fol¬ 

lowed by the radical government of Robespierre and the Jacobins. Russia 

was, under Catherine, a monarchy dominated by the interests of the gentry 

class, and economically based on an enormous and harshly exploited popula¬ 

tion of agricultural serfs. The dangers to the ruling class from a possible 

uprising of the serf population had been brought forcibly home to Catherine 

and the gentry by the Pugachev insurrection of 1773-75, and the French 

Revolution, although bourgeois and not popular in character, alarmed the 
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Empress and all upper-class Russia. The sympathizers with the French revolu¬ 

tionaries were very few in Russia, and confined to the small class of intelli¬ 

gentsia. Catherine herself is said to have been so appalled at events in France 

that she was actually taken ill at the news of the execution of Louis XVI. 

Naturally her government after 1793 became extremely repressive, and any 

suspicion of revolutionary sympathies usually meant incarceration or exile. 

We have seen this in the case of Nikolai I. Novikov, leader of the Russian 

Masons; and Denis Fonvizin was perhaps saved from a similar fate only by the 

stroke which rendered him helpless and obviously no political danger. Ano¬ 

ther of Catherine’s victims, in her almost hysterical fear of revolution, was 

Alexander Radishchev, as we shall presently observe. 

Catherine died in 1796 and the son whom she had kept from his 

father’s throne for over thirty years was at last allowed to succeed. Pavel 

Petrovich—the Emperor Paul I—was by this date a man of 42. He had been 

systematically excluded all his life from any connection with the govern¬ 

ment, and had taken out his frustration by devoting himself with painful 

assiduity to military minutiae. He was quite evidently totally ignorant of the 

more important aspects of the science of war, but was an excellent drill 

sergeant. The relations between mother and son had always been hostile; 

Paul hated the woman who had usurped his throne, and Catherine hated the 

son who might pose a threat to her own autocratic control. As we have seen-, 

there had been an abortive attempt to promote Paul’s claims at the moment 

when he reached his majority, but Catherine and Potemkin were able to 

thwart it. 

Paul was vindictive, and a great many of his early acts when he 

mounted the throne at last were designed to undo his mother’s work. Parti¬ 

cularly did her favorites suffer: Count Alexei Orlov was exiled and the Zubov 

brothers deemed it prudent to remove themselves from the scene voluntarily. 

There is no doubt that had he lived, Grigory Potemkin would have met an 

even worse fate. People like Radishchev and Novikov who had suffered 

harshly under Catherine were released or recalled-not because Paul was any 

less concerned than his mother with the danger of revolution, but simply 

because he hated all her acts. 

It is very probable that the short reign of Pavel Petrovich has been 

unduly denigrated; he may not have been as bad a ruler as he is usually con¬ 

sidered. After all, Catherine s policy had deliberately kept him in ignorance 

of the state of the realm and of the techniques of government; and in the 

five years during which he was autocrat he scarcely had time to learn all that 

he needed to know. After his murder, which his own son was accused of 

being privy to, there were few people to be found who would hazard saying 

anything good about him. 

Paul’s inexperience and indecisiveness are particularly visible in his 

foreign policy. Here was one area, however, where, at least at first, Cath¬ 

erine’s lead was followed. After the fall of Robespierre, and especially after 
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the Thermidorean reaction had taken its full course, France was clearly no 

longer an active revolutionary danger; under the Directoire, however (1795- 

99) a young Corsican general of genius, Napoleon Bonaparte had made it 

clear that there was still grave danger in French aggression, with or without 

a radical ideology. Napoleon’s campaigns in northern Italy had almost erased 

Austrian control in that region; but after the Hapsburgs had been humbled 

at the Treaty of Campo Formio (1797), Napoleon returned to France, and 

presently, in pursuance of his audacious plan for striking at Great Britain 

by way of Egypt, embarked with his army for Egypt itself. In Italy were left 

only second-rate generals to hold Napoleon’s conquests for France. Russia 

had maintained neutrality during the early years of the Directoire, but 

Russian sympathies were obviously with the Ancien regime, and Paul had 

given asylum to the Bourbon pretender, the later Louis XVIII, who ob¬ 

tained a palatial residence in Russian Courland. Oddly enough, it was Napo¬ 

leon s seizure of the island of Malta in the Mediterranean in June 1798, as 

he was on his way to Egypt, that pushed Russia into an anti-French coali¬ 

tion. The Emperor Paul, it may be remembered, had always been sympa¬ 

thetic to Masons, and in 1797 had, most incongruously, accepted from the 

Maltese Order of the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem the title of “Protector” 

of that Order. After Napoleon’s seizure of the Order’s home island, the 

refugee Knights made the Orthodox Russian Emperor Grand Master of this 

Roman Catholic order of Crusaders! From this extraordinary involvement 

it came about that Russia adhered in 1799 to the anti-Napoleonic coalition 

with England, Austria and Turkey. Paul at once called out of retirement 

Russia’s greatest military genius of all time, the then aged Alexander Suvorov, 

who had earlier on distinguished himself in wars with Turkey and Poland, but 

had offended Paul’s military punctiliousness by his open contempt for 

“spit and polish.” Suvorov was lent to Austria and made an Austrian field 

marshal. The campaign which he conducted in Italy was a brilliant success, 

but the jealousy of the Austrian commanders and the coolness of the Vienna 

government negated his efforts, and Paul, in a fit of pique with Francis II, 
recalled Suvorov in 1800. 

Napoleon returned from the unsuccessful Egyptian campaign in 1799, 

and on 18 Brumaire (9 November) overthrew the Directoire and established 

himself as Consul for life. To Paul in Russia this meant a “legitimate,” that is, 

monarchical, government in France, and with a lack of consistency in foreign 

policy that was entirely typical, he suddenly switched sides, ordered Louis 

XVIII out of Mitau, and allied himself with Napoleon. At once an expedi¬ 

tion was improvised which would have been, if carried out, almost a repeti¬ 

tion of the Zubov raid into Persia: a band of Cossacks was ordered to march 

through Persia to India and by seizing this rich and vital English possession 

paralyze Napoleon’s chief enemy. By this time, however, sentiment among 

the Russian gentry had become thoroughly hostile to Paul, and a palace 

plot carried out in March 1801 assassinated the Emperor and set on the 
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throne his eldest son, Alexander (I), whom Catherine had designated ever 

since his birth in 1777 as her successor. 

During this rather perplexed period, roughly the last twenty years of 

the eighteenth century, Russia’s position in the world of European politics 

had become truly prestigious. With Poland eliminated, Sweden chastised (in 

the brief war 1788-1790) and a large part of Turkey annexed, Russia had 

unquestioned dominance in eastern Europe; and, vacillating though it seemed, 

Russian policy toward France and England indicated that even in western 

Europe the Empire was a power to be reckoned with. At the same time, in¬ 

ternal changes were taking place which were bound to lead sooner or later 

to the end of gentry dominance, and which had the effect of sapping the 

country’s inner strength, although the full seriousness of this was not to be 

seen until the Crimean War. A middle class of merchants and manufacturers 

was rising, and even though still extremely small by comparison with western 

Europe, was beginning to make itself felt in government. The landowning 

gentry class, which still dominated the scene, tended to fall into two cate¬ 

gories: one of these lived in idleness, extravagance and frivolity at the capital, 

and ran more and more hopelessly into debt. Estates were mortgaged and 

sold, and frequently, in order to save themselves from the financial pressures 

which their improvidence had brought on them, the estate owners imposed 

greater burdens in rent and services on an already oppressed peasantry. Not 

infrequently also the peasants were themselves sold, often with no regard for 

family ties, though this was strictly illegal. The second category of estate 

owners, while less financially reckless, were no less ruthless in dealings with 

the peasantry. This group realized the advantages of trading Russia’s abun¬ 

dant grain for western money and manufactured products, mainly English, 

and stayed on their estates and ran them as profitably as possible. Inevitably 

this policy also meant greater and greater exploitation of the serfs, especially 

by way of “barshchina” (“corvee”), forced labor on the landlord’s land- 

of course, to the detriment of the serf’s own economy. By the beginning of 

the nineteenth century conditions among the peasantry were becoming in¬ 

tolerable, and there were constant alarming but uncoordinated outbreaks 

which continually raised the specter of another Pugachevshchina. At the same 

time, as we shall see, the small but very vocal Russian intelligentsia, which 

was still for the most part recruited from among the gentry, was becoming 

more and more aware of the inequities of the serf system and even timidly 

discussing the possibility of eliminating it. Genuine reform, however, was 

still a very long way in the future. 

B. Late Classical Tragedy 

The Russian archetype of classicism was, by common consent, Alex¬ 

ander Sumarokov. This position the poet himself consciously assumed, not 
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only by virtue of his faithful and often pugnacious defense of all the canons 

of classicism as these had been evolved in the West, but by his forays into 

all the classical genres of literature. He aspired to be, and was by his ad¬ 

mirers often regarded as, “the Russian Boileau,” “the Russian Racine,” and 

“the Russian Moliere,” all in one. He failed of being the Russian Homer, 

which must have been a humiliation, and had to yield that honor to Kheras- 

kov. Sumarokov’s merits were really numerous, and outmoded though they 

seem today, his voluminous works in all the recognized genres are no mean 

achievement. Personally, however, he was a disagreeable man, quarrelsome 

and overbearing, and insufferably egotistic. He was very much inclined to 

regard any branch of Russian literature in which he had had a hand—and that 

meant almost the whole gamut—as his private preserve and any other person 

who entered that field as an interloper. Particularly was this the case with the 

tragedy. His own nine tragedies filled the Russian stage and remained quite 

unrivalled by the few attempts, e.g., of Maikov or Kheraskov, to invade this 

realm. 

The system of dramatic construction which Sumarokov evolved has 

been described earlier. It may be noted that despite his admiration for 

Racine, Sumarokov’s own practice is more akin to that of Corneille. Racine’s 

conflicts are inner battles in which an overmastering love plays the chief 

part—e.g., in Phedre, Andromaque or Mithridate. Corneille’s conflicts more 

commonly pit the reason against some instinctive passion (love in some 

instances, e.g., Le Cid), and their resolution is very commonly the triumph 

of reason. Moreover Corneille’s subjects very frequently fall in the realm 

of what may be called “public” rather than “private” action—e.g., Horace, 

or Cinna or Nicomede. The concerns of the state and the “reasonable” 

motive of patriotism play parts in his drama larger than the individual pas¬ 

sions, which predominate with Racine. Sumarokov did not excel—no more 

did Corneille—in depicting women, and his pictures of passionate love are 

conventional and unconvincing. But the larger, public, concern interests 

him strongly, and his best tragedies, e.g., Dmitry the Pretender, employ the 

obligatory love-intrigue, as Corneille himself usually does, only as a means 

of illuminating the public theme. Thus, the tyranny of the Pretender is exem¬ 

plified through his lawless passion for Xenia and his attempt to kill Prince 

George in order to win her. 

The career of Voltaire as a dramatist coincides roughly in time with 

that of Sumarokov. The Russian poet revered “the sage of Ferney” and 

deferred to his opinion as European arbiter of taste. We have seen how he 

wrote to the master for what amounted almost to an imperial rescript de¬ 

nouncing the “tearful comedy” as an anti-classical monstrosity. But Suma¬ 

rokov’s tragic system does not much rely on Voltairean practice. Voltaire’s 

tragedy is preeminently a “tragedy of ideas.” Typical is Mahomet ou le 

Fanatisme, where the very subtitle proclaims that this tragedy about Mo¬ 

hammed is constructed as a rational blast against the evil of fanaticism. 
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Voltaire’s characters are for the most part mere puppets without individu¬ 

ality, whose stage existence is limited to the expression of certain ideas; 

the conflict inevitable in a tragedy is a battle not of human beings, but of 

ideas. In such battles the verbal texture of the tragedy becomes all important. 

The ideas must be crystal clear and sharply defined, in unforgettable, epi¬ 

grammatic language. Voltaire, of course, was an unsurpassed master of pre¬ 

cisely this kind of language, whether in prose or verse, and the overwhelming 

success which his tragedies enjoyed reflects to a great extent this scintillating, 

rapier-like verse, which serves to disguise the shallowness and conventionality 

of his characters. Compared with Voltaire’s delicate weapon, Sumarokov’s 

wit is of the order of a bludgeon, but he attempts to follow the French 

poet’s example in tricking out his language with epigram to dazzle his au¬ 

diences into thinking that his characters are profound. 

1. Nikolai Petrovich Nikolev (1757-1815):1 Sorena and Zamir 

Sumarokov died in 1777. A few years later, in 1781, a young and 

well-educated nobleman, Nikolai Petrovich Nikolev, presented in Moscow 

a “character comedy” entitled The Self-Loving Poet.2 The comedy had been 

written in 1775, when Nikolev was about 18, and it was a gross caricature 

of a dramatist named Nadmen (“Arrogance”) who was generally, and pro¬ 

bably correctly, supposed to represent Sumarokov. Characters and plot are 

flimsy and ridiculous, but the principal mechanism in the play’s construc¬ 

tion is Nadmen’s insane egotism and his tendency to take mortal offense 

when anyone else presumes to compose a tragedy-a trait close enough to 

Sumarokov’s character to lend color to the supposition that he was Nadmen’s 

original. But if Sumarokov was in fact the object of the satire, it was as a 

man and not as a poet, for young Nikolev was one of the most ardent cham¬ 

pions of Sumarokov’s narrow classicism. 

Nikolai Petrovich Nikolev was born in 1757 and was educated for a 

period in the home of his relative, Princess Dashkova, where he met the 

Panin brothers and other members of the circle of noblemen who dreamed 

of a constitutional monarchy in Russia. Some of their ideas doubtless appear 

in Nikolev’s tragedy Sorena and Zamir. The young man, like so many gentry 

sons, was enrolled in a Guards Regiment, but at the age of twenty had to 

resign from the service as a result of a rapidly progressing blindness. He de¬ 

voted himself accordingly for the rest of his life to literature. Under Em¬ 

peror Paul he became a member of the Russian Academy; and he was, for 

a decade or so (the 1780s) rather commonly regarded as the leading figure 

in Russian literature. An admiring satirist, Gorchakov, called him “our 

leading dramatist.” Nikolev’s reputation, however, suffered a rapid decline, 

and by the time (1795-96) when he undertook to publish his complete 

works in ten volumes, the sales were so poor that the project was abandoned 
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after Volume V. 

Following Sumarokov not only in veneration for the conventions of 

classicism, but also in attempting to cover almost the whole recognized field 

of literature, Nikolev before his death in 1815 had created a truly impressive 

body of work. Some of this still remains in manuscript—the contents of the 

intended last five volumes of his collected edition-and of this material 

there are only vague rumors. Of the published works there are two five- 

act tragedies: Palmira (1781) and Sorena i Zamir (1784); three regular come¬ 

dies: Popytka ne shutka (Nothing Ventured, Nothing Gained, 1774); The 

Self-Loving Poet (1775); and Constancy Put to the Test, (1775), in three acts, 

and one one-act comedy, The Triumph of Innocence, or Love is Cleverer 

than Caution (1815); and eight comic or fantastic operas, of which the best, 

Rozana and Liubim (1776) has been discussed earlier. Others are: The Exe¬ 

cutor (1777); The Polisher (1780); Fenix (1779); Lover-Sorcerer (1779); 

Professor-Guardian, or Love is Cleverer than Eloquence (1782). Aside from 

this dramatic production, Nikolev’s work consists of a considerable body of 

lyric verse in all the eighteenth century genres: odes, both serious and paro- 

distic; elegies; epistles; satires; epigrams; and fables. ^ 

The satires mostly date to Nikolev’s extreme youth— Satire on the 

Depravity of Manners of the Present Age and Satire to the Muse belong 

to his sixteenth year, and as literature are about what might be expected of 

that stage of maturity. The serious odes, e.g., “To Conscience” (1796), 

“Father of the Fatherland” (1796), “Flattery” (1796), “A Poet’s Medita¬ 

tions” (1797), etc., are inflated, didactic pieces, of no particular originality, 

composed in the Lomonosovian 10-line strophe. The parody odes show 

somewhat greater originality. “Ode to the Wise Felitsa, by an Old Russian 

Poet from the Kingdom of the Dead” (1783 and 1787)4 is constructed of 

dactylic quatrains with alternating feminine and masculine rhymes, and is 

conceived as a panegyric of Derzhavin’s “Felitsa” (Catherine II) by the ghost 

of Trediakovsky! The parody of Trediakovsky’s awkward and old-fashioned 

style is clever and convincing, and the conscious juxtaposition of the old 

and the new styles of panegyric is entertaining. When, However, Nikolev 

attempts to repeat his performance in an “Ode to the Russian Soldiers, on 

the Capture of the Fortress of Ochakov on the Sixth Day of December 

of the Year 1788, Composed by the Person of a Certain Ancient Russian 

Poet,’’^ the feat does not come off. The intent of seriously celebrating the 

valor of the Russian heroes is almost cancelled by the mockery of the style 

of the “Ancient Russian Poet”; and in any case making fun of Trediakov¬ 

sky’s way of writing twenty years after his death is certainly flogging a dead 

horse! Somewhat more successful is the second ode on the capture of Ocha¬ 

kov, described in the title as a “Fiddler’s Song”^ (“gudoshnaia pesn’ ”), that 

is, a song to be imagined as accompanied not by the solemn classical “lyre,” 

but by the “fiddle” of the common street entertainer (as we have seen, 

this was the instrument which Barkov also imagined being used with his 
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parodies). The ode, although in the classical 10-line strophe, rhyming aBaBcc- 

Deed, is in trochaic instead of iambic tetrameter, and hence has a much live¬ 

lier and less solemn rhythm. The language, appropriately to the “fiddle” 

accompaniment, is quite popular. The ode begins: 

Let him who will tune the thunderous lyre, to show himself in the heights; I shall present 

my song to the world, soldier-fashion, on the fiddle. Sumarokov in his Epistles is not 

the director of my will. Every family has its own character. What have I to do with 

Parnassus? Without any winged Pegasus I shall rise as far as the bench. 

The pretentious classical allegory and mythology (the lyre, Parnassus, Pega¬ 

sus, Pindus, Helicon, and the rest) lend themselves readily to mockery, and 

Nikolev’s “ode” takes full advantage of the opportunities. But unhappily, 

before he brings it to a close, he has reverted to a thoroughly government- 

inspired and un-popular didacticism: 

Freedom-the word is tempting; freedom-the reality frightens the mind. With the 

former, conscience does not reproach, while with the latter it destroys. Without com¬ 

mand the people’s liberty is killed. Reason is needed, and example. The point is that 

we must have ability [“umeli”], the officers must have understanding [“razumeli”] — 
and let reason [“razum”] be the officer. 

There is little likelihood that “the heroes of Ochakov” reasoned in any such 

artificial and unnatural fashion, or would have understood the words Nikolev 
puts in their mouths. 

The fables and tales which form part of Nikolev’s non-dramatic pro¬ 

duction date mostly from the 1770s; they are often polemical in intent, 

directed against such rival poets as Dmitriev and Kapnist. The best of the 

lyric pieces, however, are the songs, which are sometimes close enough to 

genuinely popular thematic and vocabulary to pass for the real thing-e.g., 

the romance which begins “vecherkom rumaniu zoriu.” The first three 

strophes of the fourteen are as follows; they are put in the mouth of an un- 

happy girl, suffering from a sorrow which of course, in true classical fashion, 

is never particularized, but left completely vague:7 

In the evening I went out in sadness to have a look at the ruddy glow-but I always 
came back to my former sorrow, which bids me die. 

My sorrow lured me to the brook, [and] I sat down on the bank; my heart became 
yet more gloomy, [and] the pure current became turbid. 

Sighing, I said then: “Flow, little brook, like [my] tears!” And when I had said 
this, I showed my eyes full of tears. 

Impossible to convey in translation is the quasi-popular use of diminutives- 

“vecherkom” (“in the evening”), “rechke” (“brook”), “berezhok” (“bank”), 

which lend the song a somewhat conventional air of genuine folk com¬ 
position. 

326 



Nikolev’s principal claim to contemporary fame was contained in his 

dramatic work. His comic and fantastic operas have been treated earlier, in 

connection with other examples of that genre, and his comedies will be con¬ 

sidered shortly. Of his two published tragedies (there is said to be a Sviato¬ 

slav in manuscript) the earlier is Palmira (1781), a typical neo-classical piece 

constructed in the Cornelian fashion on the conflict between love and duty- 

in this instance between the filial duty of Palmira, daughter of Iroksers, 

tyrant of Tyre, and her passion for Zoleg, also called Omar, Prince of Sidon, 

who is her father’s captive. The political aspect of the tragedy is completely 

eclipsed by the love intrigue, but even so the amorous passions of the hero 

and heroine are pallid and unconvincing. The play is thoroughly mediocre. 

On the other hand, Sorena and Zamir (1784)^ is a quite successful 

drama of its kind, and because of the abundance of anti-monarchic speeches 

in it, enjoyed great popularity both when it was first produced and subse¬ 

quently. The plot of Sorena and Zamir, like that of Palmira, and following 

the example of Voltaire, is entirely fictional. It is obviously inspired by 

Voltaire’s Alzire (1736)9— even to the name of the hero (Zamore in Voltaire, 

Zamir in Nikolev). The development of the plot, however, is quite unlike 

that of Alzire, and the emphasis is placed on a quite different element. 

Voltaire’s tragedy turns on the contrast between the gentle, conciliatory, 

humane behavior of old Don Alvarez, former governor of Peru, and his 

genuine Christianity, with the tyranny and religious fanaticism of his son 

Don Gusman, the new governor. The love between the native Peruvian 

princess Alzire and prince Zamore is, as often with Voltaire, used simply 

as a mechanism for exhibiting Don Gusman’s cruelty, tyranny and religious 

intolerance. The drama ends “happily,” when Zamore succeeds in mortally 

wounding his rival and enemy Don Gusman, who in the face of imminent 

death abruptly becomes magnanimous, forgives his enemies and unites his 

own bride Alzire with her lover Zamore. His point made, that bigotry, in¬ 

tolerance and political represssion of a conquered people are counter-pro¬ 

ductive, Voltaire lets his lovers end up in each other’s arms. Not so Nikolev, 

whose dramatic emphasis, despite the incidental anti-tyrannical declama¬ 

tions, lies entirely in the depiction of passionate love. He has no counterpart 

for Voltaire’s Don Alvarez; his Mstislav, “Tsar of Russia” (a non-existent 

creation) is indeed incidentally a tyrant, but first and foremost an impas¬ 

sioned and convincing lover, unable, like a Racinian hero (e.g., Nero) to con¬ 

trol a passion that he realizes is destructive and is leading him to act against 

conscience, religion and political wisdom. Nikolev’s pagans, answering to 

Voltaire’s “Americans” (i.e., Peruvian Indians) are Polovtsy: Zamir, their 

prince, and his wife Sorena, the object of Mstislav’s volcanic passion. The 

tragedy’s denouement follows a different course from that of Voltaire: 

Sorena, undertaking reluctantly to commit murder in order to save her 

Zamir, seeks out the tyrant in the unlighted church attached to the palace, 

and stabs a man whom she takes for Mstislav, only to find that she has un- 
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wittingly killed her own husband. Of course she atones for this grave mistake 

by suicide, and Mstislav is left at the end completely crushed by the loss of 

the woman for whom he has let himself be led into folly and sin. 

It is said that Catherine’s chief censor denounced the play to her as 

dangerous because of its anti-tyrannical speeches, but the Empress assured 

him that since her own reign was “enlightened” and benevolent, Nikolev’s 

blasts against tyranny did not concern her, and the tragedy could be per¬ 

formed. In this attitude Catherine was fully justified, although not entirely 

for the reasons alleged. Sorena and Zamir is not primarily a political tragedy, 

nor is it in any sense a “tragedy of ideas.” It is a tragedy of passion, in which 

the emphasis is exactly the contrary of Voltaire’s Alzire: the theme of “tyran¬ 

ny” is utilized primarily as a mechanism for developing the theme of un¬ 

controllable passion. Mstislav is a tyrant incidentally, a lover first and fore¬ 

most. 

2. Yakov Borisovich Kniazhnin (1740-1791)10 

Russia s foremost tragic poet of the late eighteenth century was a 

nobleman, son of the vice-governor of Pskov, whose early life was spent, 

like so many others of his kind, in the military service. His army career came 

to an ignominious end in 1773 when a military board of inquiry discovered 

that he had “borrowed”—and lost in some fashion, perhaps at cards—6000 

rubles of regimental funds. He was actually sentenced to be hanged, but par¬ 

doned by the Empress. His lands, however, were confiscated and he was 

deprived for a time of his nobleman’s rank. Lidia Kulakova, in her preface 

the Poet s Library edition of Kniazhnin’s Selected Works11 conjectures 

that the exceptional severity of Kniazhnin’s punishment may have been con¬ 

nected with his activity in the Panin circle which was endeavoring at this 

period to put Prince Paul on the throne in his mother’s stead. The conjecture 

is plausible, but unconfirmed. In any case, Kniazhnin, deprived of income 

from either army position or estate, was obliged to support himself by a 

program of translating: Voltaire’s Henriade, Corneille’s Le Cid, Cinna, La 

Mort de Pompee and Rodogune, and a good deal else, from both French and 

Italian. During the period from 1778 to his death in 1791 Kniazhnin served 

as secretary under 1.1. Betsky, who headed the educational institutions 

of the capital. Some mystery surrounds Kniazhnin’s death; although in a 

short biography by his son and in a memoir by fa friend his death is attributed 

to what would in modern times be diagnosed as pneumonia, a tradition, 

repeated by Pushkin,12 held that he was “interrogated’’-that is, put to tor- 

ture-by Catherine’s “household hangman” S.I. Sheshkovsky, and died as a 

result of this. Again, there is no confirmation of this; the last of Kniazhnin’s 

tragedies, the anti-tyrannical Vadim of Novgorod, was not published until 

1793, two years after the poet’s death, and it was only after this that it came 
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to the notice of the Empress, who of course ordered its immediate sup¬ 

pression and the punishment of all concerned in its publication. But it is not 

impossible that an article Kniazhnin is alleged to have written under the title 

of “Woe to My Fatherland” (not extant) may have led to Sheshkovsky’s 

“interrogation” and the poet’s death at the age of 51. 

Kniazhnin is of course first and foremost a dramatist, the author of 

four full-length comedies in verse, eight comic operas, and eight verse trage¬ 

dies. Like his contemporary Nikolev, however, he cultivated other genres of 

verse as well, with no outstanding success. Pompous eulogy apparently was 

not to his taste, for he wrote only one ode—on the marriage of Prince Paul; 

two serious poems of a philosophical sort, Stanzas to God and Stanzas on 

Death belong to the sentimentalist tradition, and a fictional epistle in verse 

given to the hero of a French novel which he translated, “The Unfortunate 

Lovers, or The True Adventures of Count Comminges, Filled with Pitiful 

Events Exceedingly Touching to Tender Hearts”13 falls, needless to say, 

decidedly in the same tradition. Kniazhnin’s most original and interesting 

non-dramatic verse efforts are a novella Flor and Liza,^^ which anticipates 

Karamzin’s Poor Liza, and his satirical pieces, including some fables in Suma- 

rokov’s style. One of the most successful of his satires is The Confession of 

Mme Affected (Ispovedeniie Zhemanikhi), in which he makes merciless 

fun of the ridiculous modish jargon of upper class ladies. Of some literary 

interest also is his “Epistle from the Uncle of the Poet Rhyme-Squeak,” 

aimed apparently at the inflated and pretentious style of the ode-writer 

V.P. Petrov. “Rhyme-Squeak” is eulogized as follows: 

Only low styles 

Are intelligible to everyone; but he who, like the gods, 

Speaking loftily, soars on pinions— 

That one need not even himself understand what he is saying. 

Is it any honor, if a poet is esteemed so little 

That everyone without distinction can read his verses? 

That everyone has free and easy access to him? 

That the mob with its understanding dishonors them [i.e., his 

verses] ?!4 

Finally, mention may be made of his poem “The Parrot,”15 which was 

published after Kniazhnin’s death, although it evidently was known in manu¬ 

script before. It is a reworking of Gresset’s well-known anticlerical poem 

Vert-Vert (1734). A pious old widow and her daughter acquire a parrot, 

which they teach to recite prayers and sing church responses. The old lady’s 

sailor son, returned from long voyaging and stationed at Kronstadt near the 

capital, induces his mother to let him borrow Jacquot for a while, to enliven 

his and his fellow-sailors’ boredom. The widow and her daughter are discon¬ 

solate without their pet, and greet him with rapture when he is returned— 
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but alas, during his sojourn with the navy he has unlearned all his ecclesiasti¬ 

cal vocabulary and learned so much “salty” language that he can no longer 

be exhibited in polite company, but has to be kept in the rear of the house 

out of ear-shot. 

In much of his non-dramatic verse Kniazhnin reveals himself as a rebel 

against the conventions of strict classicism, as interpreted by Sumarokov, 

even though that poet was his father-in-law. Kniazhnin’s verse shows the 

unmistakable influence of Derzhavin, and leans toward sentimentalism. 

Typical is his apostrophe to “Sensibility” in Stanzas to God. ^ 

Sensibility! [“chuvstvitel’nost’”] O gift divine! 

Thou leadest us more directly to our end; 

And the triumphant flight of thy wings 

Carries our hearts aloft to the Creator. 

As we shall see, even in his tragedies, that most classical of genres, he begins 

at least with a non-classical penchant for scenic effect (e.g., the burning of 

Carthage in Dido) and for the combination of music with drama (e.g., the 

chorus in Vladisan, etc.). But by the end of his life he returns in his master¬ 

piece Vadim of Novgorod to both the political theme and the scenic simpli¬ 

city characteristic of the strictest classicism. 

Kniazhnin’s dramatic career began with, typically, a “melodrama” 

(that is, a tragedy with music), Orpheus (1763), on a classical subject. His 

first genuine tragedy, however, Dido (1769),17 is no longer accompanied by 

chorus or music. The subject comes, of course, from the Fourth Book of the 

Aeneid, but intermediaries are two earlier eighteenth century tragedies, 

Didon by Jean-Jacques Lefranc, marquis de Pompignan (1734) and Didone 

abbandonata by the Italian Metastasio (1724). Kniazhnin, however, even 

while appropriating a good deal from his western predecessors, remains sur¬ 

prisingly close to the spirit of the Latin original, and his work is in fact an 

excellent example of the classical tragedy of passion. It is totally remote 

from the Sumarokov tragic system, which generally uses Cornelian pro- 

cedures-passion in conflict with duty-and gives the victory to duty or 

“reason”; Dido’s concern for the welfare of her Carthaginian people does 

not so much overweigh her despair at Aeneas’ abandonment of her as to re¬ 

strain her from suicide. The tragedy has no political “message,” and in this 

respect it follows the lead of Racine. The chief dramatic conflict which it 

depicts is the violent struggle in the breast of Aeneas between his passion for 

Dido and his divinely appointed mission to lead his Trojans to a new home in 

Italy. In dramatizing this conflict Kniazhnin makes his hero vacillate a great 

deal more than does Virgil’s Aeneas. The first and second acts show Aeneas 

determined to leave Dido, following the divine admonition of a dream. In 

the third act Aeneas tries to explain himself to Dido, but overwhelmed 
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by her reproaches and despair, changes his resolution and cries to Dido: 

Live, dearest one! Your Aeneas will stay/ But Act IV again reverses the 

situation, as Antenor, Aeneas s faithful friend, with eloquent reproaches 

at length persaudes his chief that he must leave Carthage and follow his 

destiny to Italy. To a degree this vacillation weakens the character of Aeneas, 

who is no longer the somber, destiny-haunted Stoic whose shoulders are 

weighted “with the fates and fortunes of his descendants.” Undeniably, 

however, Kniazhnin s Aeneas is more human, more touching and more 

dramatic than Virgil’s resigned lover. The picture of Dido, as the Russian 

dramatist portrays her, is strikingly Virgilian; her impassioned monologues 

to Aeneas are filled with verbal echoes of the Latin. Thus, her first speech 

in Act III to the Trojan as he confronts her: 

I have heard that you were resolved on leaving unfortunate me, that you wanted to 

depart. Did you so desire or not? They assure me of this. I think that they have declared 

to me what is false. I do not believe it... O, tyrant! You bid me believe it! Your con¬ 

fusion and cruel silence are the terrible foreboding of my death. Here is the fruit of my 

love, here is the fire of our hearts! I burn for you, and I perish in the end. Look at me; 

why are you afraid to see the one whom you have brought yourself now to hate? Look, 

Aeneas; you will see no wrath in my face, you will see only the shadow of death upon 

it; look at me, understand my torment. Or are you afraid to enter into pity? Be a man, 

you are a hero: take away my life, and, oh, without fear, pierce this breast and pas¬ 

sionate heart, where your image dwelling....18 

Dramatically she changes roles when she finds Aeneas unbending, and from 

supplication turns to denunciation: 

Go; I can beg no longer. I have enough of torment; I have poured forth my tears in 

multitudes, and for long been the lover in your presence. Now I shall be the queen. 

Be content with your heroism. Leave me, vagabond, like in character to the beasts. 

They tell me that in you flows the blood of the immortals. It is not true—the cruel 

nger gave you to behold the light; you were begotten in the womb of a ravening 

lioness!1" 

Her last soliloquy in Act V is the most touching, and reveals a Dido who, 

unlike Virgil s heroine, is able even in the midst of her own despair to under¬ 

stand and sympathize with the torments she knows her lover is suffering: 

Has the host of woes then been fulfilled upon me, for which I was destined in this 

world? I am bereft of everything, and my lot is accomplished. I thank thee, inexor¬ 

able Fate! Thou hast been so cruel to me, unhappy one, that thou hast no more severity 

to show! Thou hast exhausted thy power and art weak in thy cruelties. And you, 

Aeneas! Though you have destroyed the hapless one, the cause of all my woes—yet you 

are still dear to me. I loved you, when I entrusted my crown to you. I loved you happy, 

and I love you dying. I know, you are suffering in this hour, like me, and turning your 

gaze toward this lamentable land, you are imagining me moaning close to death, and in 

your thoughts you are washing out with tears my blood which I shall shed as a sacri¬ 

fice to you; to give me life, you are giving your life, and perhaps in this hour wishing to 

return. O cruel one! Return, and Dido will revive.20 
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The dramatic mechanism of the tragedy involves a non-Virgilian epi¬ 

sode, which is utilized by both Lefranc and Metastasio. Iarbas, king of Gae- 

tulia, who is in the background in Virgil, appears in Kniazhnin’s drama to 

complicate the action. He and a confidant enter in Act II in the disguise 

of ambassadors to sue for Dido’s hand for their king, and are contemptuous¬ 

ly refused. Iarbas plots revenge, and starts an uprising in Carthage in Act III 

which culminates in a battle in Act IV between Iarbas and Aeneas. Iarbas is 

taken captive by his rival, who, to his intense annoyance, returns his sword 

to him and sets him free. To wipe out this ignominy Iarbas gathers his army 

and storms the city after Aeneas’s departure in Act V. Carthage is set afire, 

Dido’s palace begins to burn, and Iarbas rushes in to offer her a last oppor¬ 

tunity of saving herself by marrying him. Dido’s answer is to plunge volun¬ 

tarily into the flames of her burning palace. In this way, incidentally, Kniazh- 

nin contrives a most dramatic spectacle for his denouement, and returns to 

Virgil, whose Dido ends her life voluntarily on a funeral pyre. The more 

classical tragedies of Lefranc and Metastasio give her the traditional dagger 
for her suicide. 

Kniazhnin’s Dido is, for a first tragedy, a remarkable success. The char¬ 

acterization, especially of Dido and of the passionate young barbarian Iarbas, 

is excellent. Something has perhaps been learned from Voltaire, whose drama¬ 

turgy is marked by striking scenic effects, such as the fire of the final act; 

but unlike Voltaire’s tragedies, Dido has no message, carries no political, 

social or religious propaganda, but appears to be more akin to Racine’s 

“tragedy of passion” than to anything else, either Russian or western. 

The date of Kniazhnin’s tragedy O/ga,21 which was neither presented 

nor printed in his lifetime, is uncertain, but it appears to have been early, 

probably in the early 1770s. The author returned to it toward the end of his 

life, but apparently did not complete it to his satisfaction. Like most of 

Kniazhnin s tragedies, Olga is a reworking of a French original, in this case, 

of Voltaire’s Merope (1734).22 Rather ingeniously the Greek legend which 

Voltaire took as his subject-utilized by Euripides in a lost tragedy-has been 

grafted on to Russian legend as recorded in the Primary Chronicle. This has 

indeed done considerable violence to the facts of history, but certainly no 

more than was habitual with Sumarokov, or even with Corneille. The Nestorian 

Chronicle relates that Igor, prince of Kiev, was killed by Mai, prince of the 

Drevlianians, when he made an ill-advised attempt to collect tribute a second 

time in the same year. Olga, Igor’s widow, took a treacherous and cruel 

revenge on both Mai and his entire people. In Kniazhnin’s version Igor has 

been killed fifteen years before the play begins, and his throne occupied by 

Mai; the tyrant has killed two of the sons of Olga and Igor (unknown to 

the Chronicle), bu.t his mother has succeeded in saving her youngest, Sviato¬ 

slav, by sending him off with the faithful nobleman Volod to be reared to 

manhood in the forest until he can return and avenge his father’s murder. In 
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this cast of characters Olga is Voltaire’s Me'rope, Sviatoslav is Egisthe and 

Volod is Narbas. The complication is brought about when young Sviatoslav, 

unaware of his parentage and impatient of his rustic existence, runs away! 

turns up in Kiev where he gets into a quarrel with a man whom he kills, 

is apprehended and threatened with execution. His mother, without of 

course recognizing him, is attracted to him and takes his part until she learns 

that he has been apprehended with a sword which she recognizes as that of 

her husband which she had sent with Volod for her son when he should be 

grown. Perversely ignoring, for purposes of the drama, the possibility that 

Sviatoslav may be her son, Olga is convinced that the boy is her son’s mur¬ 

derer, and resolves to be herself her son’s avenger. She agrees to marry Mai, 

whom she detests, if she may have the privilege of herself killing the mur¬ 

derer. Thus is contrived Kniazhnin’s version of the scene which is said to have 

so electrified the audience of Euripides’s play, as mother raises sword against 

son. Of course Volod arrives in the nick of time to prevent the disaster. 

Mai learns that Sviatoslav has appeared and agrees to make the boy his heir, 

if Olga will marry him, which she promises to do, while privately planning 

to commit suicide instead. The final scene has the altar prepared for the 

marriage; Mai swears to make Sviatoslav his heir. Sviatoslav, called on in turn 

to swear, seizes a sacrificial axe and kills the king. The people assembled for 

the wedding ceremony make a slight commotion, but Mai’s confidant 

Zlovred is quickly disarmed and the coup d’e'tat is tamely accomplished. 

The play is vastly inferior to Dido; in fact, it has very little merit at all. 

The characterization is crude and totally unconvincing, with the single 

exception of Mai, who has a surprisingly three-dimensional and lifelike look. 

He is not the typical tragic tyrant, but a calculating, cold, suspicious, yet in 

his own way, honorable ruler. He is disarming in his very first speech, long 

and tedious though it is, in which he admits that his desire to marry Olga is 

not based either on her great charms, which she no longer possesses, nor on 

his passion—he is too old for that—but purely on raison d’etat. 

The tragedy is one neither of passion, like Dido, nor of ideas, like 

Kniazhnin s later masterpieces Rosslav and Vadim of Novgorod; it is one 

of intrigue, with a quite complicated plot, which is awkwardly managed and 

thoroughly implausible. The large part which is played in it by Sviatoslav’s 

murder of an unknown man who is never identified is a serious flaw; and 

Olga s obtuseness in refusing to recognize in Sviatoslav the son she has been 

impatiently awaiting for fifteen years is calculated to alienate the most sym¬ 
pathetic reader. 

There is some historical interest in one aspect of the tragedy: Olga, 

in the first act, in response to the report that Mai wishes to marry her and 

thus make her again a queen, avows that she has no interest herself in occupy¬ 

ing a throne—she desires it only for her son. In view of the situation of the 

Russian throne, which Catherine had usurped from her son Paul, this drama¬ 

tic allusion” could hardly be missed, and doubtless explains why Kniazhnin 
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saw fit to leave the tragedy unpublished and unknown. If anything of its 

existence and nature could have reached the Empress, it might also explain 

why Kniazhnin’s financial peccadillo earned him in 1773 the extraordinarily 

severe penalty which it did. 

In 1772 the tragedy Vladimir and Iaropolk^ was, according to Kniazh¬ 

nin’s friend and biographer Eugene Bolkhovitinov, “written but left un¬ 

noticed because of its many theatrical faults.” Like Olga it is constructed as 

an awkward conflation . of Greek legend and Russian chronicle history. In 

this case Racine’s Andromaque furnishes the classical model, and Prince 

Vladimir’s murder of his brother Iaropolk the quasi-historical episode. The 

plot is complicated, but follows basically the French original, with the 

following equations: Iaropolk is Pyrrhus, murdered at the end of the play 

by his brother Vladimir, who is Racine’s Oreste. Vladimir’s act is motivated 

by his passion for Rogneda (Hermione), Iaropolk’s jealous wife. The part of 

Andromaque is played by the minor character Kleomena, with whom Iaro¬ 

polk is in love. Oreste’s bosom friend Pylade is Vadim in the Russian version, 

and old Phoenix, tutor of Pyrrhus as of his father Achilles, is the nobleman 

Svadel. Unlike any of Kniazhnin’s previous tragedies, Vladimir and Iaropolk 

contains, in the person of Svadel, a raisonneur of the author himself, and in 

so far as this character, who is extraneous to the intrigue, voices horror of 

the brothers’ selfish internecine strife, and proud belief in the function of 

the nobility as councillors of royalty, the play can be called a “tragedy of 

ideas.” It is, however, still an awkward and poorly constructed piece, and 

Svadel’s noble and patriotic sentiments do not atone for “the many theatri¬ 

cal defects, not the least of which is the derivative and cliche^ characteriza¬ 

tion. It may be noted incidentally that the depiction of “Saint” Vladimir 

as a love-maddened fratricide, even though this is before his “conversion,” 

must have been offensive to many of the Orthodox. 

Kniazhnin s trial and condemnation in 1773 was followed by several 

years during which he abandoned original writing and busied himself only 

with translations. The first important work composed after this period of 

disgrace was a drama which was quite patently intended to flatter the Em¬ 

press and perhaps incline her to emulate the drama’s hero-The Clemency 

of Titus. 24 This was apparently successful in at least winning Catherine’s 

favor; it was presented in 1778 with sumptuous settings and music. The story 

told by both Kniazhnin’s son in his biography and by Archbishop Eugene 

Bolkhovitinov in his memoir, that Catherine approached the poet in 1785 

with hints that he should write a drama about the clemency of “the great 

Roman Emperor Titus is false, although it has often been repeated. 

The Clemency of Titus is unique among Kniazhnin’s dramas for nu¬ 

merous reasons, not least of which is its systematic violation of all the con¬ 

ventions of classical tragedy. It is modeled, and in part even plagiarized from, 
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the opera La Clemenza di Tito of the Italian poet Metastasio (1698-1782) and 

the tragedy Titus by Dormont de Belloy (1727-1775). Both the Italian and 

the French dramatist had in turn utilized Corneille’s Cinna for their pieces 

by transferring from the history of Augustus Caesar the incident which 

Seneca recounts of his clemency to the conspirator Cinna, to the life of the 

emperor Titus, whose mildness was indeed proverbial, but of whom no par¬ 

ticularly dramatic instance of clemency is recorded. The subject had in both 

cases been chosen primarily to glorify the playwright’s immediate royal 

patron by adroit parallelism insinuated with the behavior of Titus: Meta- 

stasio’s Titus reflects the Austrian Emperor Charles VI, De Belloy’s Louis 

XV, King of France. 

Kniazhnin’s The Clemency of Titus is Russia’s first serious drama with 

music; in form it approaches closer to the Italian opera seria than to the 

classical tragedy. The drama is in three acts; it is written not in the Alexan¬ 

drine verse of tragedy, but in iambic lines of unequal length-the so-called 

“free verse” employed normally in fables and in such a verse tale as Bog¬ 

danovich’s Dushenka, but known in French dramaturgy in such a “spec¬ 

tacle piece” as Psyche, that remarkable hybrid in which Moliere, Pierre 

Corneille and Quinault had each a hand. The convention of “unity of place” 

is almost ostentatiously demolished: five times in three acts the scene 

changes-the square in front of the Capitol, a walk planted with trees, the 

Senate House, Titus’ private study, and finally a great public square filled 

with milling people. Mass effects play a large part in the spectacle—crowds of 

Senators, lictors, guardsmen and “people.” These are not given lines, but 

“the people” constitute a chorus, which sings at beginning and end of the 

drama, and occasionally elsewhere. Another unusual feature is the presence 

of fairly elaborate stage directions and indications of scene, which are never 

found in classical drama, where the scene is always a conventional “palace,” 

and acting by facial expression, gesture, or the like, is entirely replaced by 

declamation. Whatever the deficiencies of The Clemency of Titus as drama— 

and it has few merits—it marks a milestone in the liberation of Russian 

tragedy from the shackles of classicism. From it to Ozerov’s dramatic inno¬ 

vations is but a step. 

Kniazhnin’s usual practice in both his tragedies, and, as we shall see, 

his comedies, was to adapt a western (French or Italian) original. His first 

break with this system is marked by the tragedy Rosslavwritten in 1784 

and presented to enthusiastic audiences, but withdrawn from the stage at 

Catherine’s orders at the beginning of the French Revolution. 

Rosslav is ostensibly a historical drama; the background is provided 

by the history of Sweden, whose King Christian II, overthrown in 1520 by 

Gustavus Vasa and the Dalecarlian revolt, is the original of the tyrant Khris- 

tiern. Little beyond this vague intimation, however, is historical. The play’s 

protagonist is a Russian general, Rosslav, who has been taken captive by 
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Khristiern, and has joined with the Swedes in saving Stockholm from cap¬ 

ture by the “Sarmatians,” i.e., Poles. Rosslav is in love with the princess 

Zafira, whom the dramatist describes as “last of the former line of Swedish 

kings” (Christian-Khristiern is of course a Dane), but hesitates, as a com¬ 

moner, to confess his love for a princess. Kedar, Khristiern’s commander-in- 

chief, who hypocritically professes friendship for Rosslav, is also in love 

with Zafira; and so also is Khristiern himself. To this private complication 

is added the principal, political one. A Russian ambassador, Liubomir, arrives 

in Stockholm to arrange for the liberation of Rosslav, who is a beloved 

friend of the Russian Tsar. This Tsar, unnamed, is ready to give up to Sweden 

all the territory which Rosslav and his armies have wrested from that country, 

as a price for his friend’s release. In spite of Rosslav’s indignant repudiation 

of such a shameful bargain, Liubomir proposes it to the Swedish king, who 

refuses it. He intimates, however, that Rosslav has it in his power himself to 

win his freedom: the Russian alone possesses a fateful secret which Khris¬ 

tiern must know at all costs—the whereabouts of the “rebel” Gustavus Vasa. 

If he will divulge this, he may have any reward he pleases. Rosslav of course 

refuses and is thrown into prison, from which he is brought in the third act 

for a dramatic confrontation with the king. In the meanwhile Rosslav’s false 

friend Kedar and his true love Zafira (she has, in a most unconventional way, 

confessed her love to the astounded Rosslav) have been trying to influence 

the king each for his or her own ends. As Rosslav remains obdurate, he is 

again thrown into prison to face execution the next day. Zafira appears in 

this prison (Act IV), having with amazing ease bribed the guards-, she will 

flee with Rosslav, renouncing her claim on the Swedish throne. Again Rosslav 

refuses; he will not like a coward run away from a glorious death! At this 

point, quite understandably, Zafira loses patience and heaps him with re¬ 

proaches, finally threatening to kill herself with a dagger. Rosslav relents at 

this, but it is too late: Kedar has cut off his escape. Rosslav is led off to 

execution, but Zafira and Liubomir turn to their last recourse—a popular 

uprising. Opportunely, Gustavus is reported near at hand. The final act gives 

Rosslav the opportunity once more of refusing the king’s mercy at the price 

of his and his country’s honor; his execution is ordered, but a messenger 

rushes in with news of a popular uprising in Zafira’s favor and the approach 

of Gustavus Vasa. Rosslav triumphs, Kedar is lynched by the populace, and 

Khristiern, after unsuccessful attempts to kill first Zafira and then Rosslav, 

succeeds finally in stabbing himself. The hero, united at last with his princess, 

announces: “I can still, I can serve my country; and my heart I devote to 
Zafira.” 

The intrigue is more complicated in appearance than in reality, largely 

through the presence of the double-dealing Kedar, whose self-seeking hypo¬ 

crisy actually has no effect on the outcome of the tragedy. The drama re¬ 

solves itself into a series of repetitions of an identical scene: Rosslav, tempted 

by promises of liberty, royal friendship, love and life itself as a reward for 
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perfidy, resolutely refuses them all. 

The tragedy is certainly one of Kniazhnin’s best; in spite of its strongly 

rhetorical character, it is enthralling. Everything turns on the character of 

Rosslav—but in this very character lies the play’s greatest defect. Kniazhnin’s 

inspiration here was certainly the tragedy of Corneille; but in following the 

French master’s use of his vaunted “third spring of tragedy,” that is, “ad¬ 

miration,” after Aristotle’s “pity and fear,” Kniazhnin falls into the same 

error as his model. A character of such inhuman firmness and constancy as 

Rosslav is in the long run undramatic. When the conflict between love and 

patriotic duty is so easily resolved every time by the triumph of the latter, 

the audience loses interest. Aristotle demanded in the ideal tragedy that the 

hero should be “of our kind,” that is, a normal human being akin to the 

audience. Rosslav is certainly “beyond human kind,” although perhaps no 

more so than Corneille’s Polyeucte. He is particularly unconvincing in the 

fourth act, when Zafira offers him the opportunity of escape from prison, 

and her love, with no obvious compromise of his principles. Here his shrill 

denunciations of “cowardly flight” ring wholly false. He appears to be fana¬ 

tically bent on martyrdom, and the audience, like Zafira, may well have 

doubts of the genuineness of his love for her. 

This monomaniacal quality in Rosslav is certainly a dramatic defect; 

and yet, for an audience sated with heroes motivated by nothing but love, 

this change must have been a welcome novelty. And large as it bulks, Ros¬ 

slav s character is not the only one in the tragedy. For a change, Zafira is 

something a great deal more than the usual colorless heroine. Her “un- 

maidenly behavior in confessing her love to Rosslav, when it appears certain 

that his notions of duty and propriety will permanently inhibit him from 

making such a confession to her, is one evidence of spirit in the lady and of 

originality in the dramatist. The character of Kedar, too, is unusually full 

and convincing. The smooth-tongued hypocrite, playing a dangerous double 

game in which he hopes first to destroy Rosslav by means of Khristiern, and 

then Khristiern in turn by means of a revolution, is plausible enough, even 

though the audience has to learn of his perfidy in the conventional fashion, 

by means of his own admissions to his “confidant” Zlovred. 

Rosslav is very highly regarded by Soviet critics for two reasons quite 

unconnected with its poetical or dramatic merits. In his colloquies with 

Khristiern the hero voices frequent and eloquent denunciations of “tyranny”; 

and his entire characterization is taken, perhaps correctly, as Kniazhnin’s 

conception of the ideal “Russian character.” Rosslav, in his loyalty to his 

Tsar and country, and his willingness—indeed, eagerness—to sacrifice his 

life and love to the welfare of his fatherland, becomes the great eighteenth 

century symbol of patriotism. That his characterization is almost grotesquely 

exaggerated and psychologically unconvincing is overlooked. A good example 

of the kind of dialogue which Russian patriotism finds so inspiring is this, 

from scene iii of Act III. Liubomir and Zafira have in turn been unsuccessful 

337 



in pleas to Rosslav to divulge the fateful secret to the king, and Khristiern 

himself now appears to confront the obstinate prisoner: 

Khri. Has Zafira’s compassion been successful in that in which hitherto the power of 

a king has had no success? Has the secret been revealed? Am I able, in learning it, 
not to be harsh? 

Ross. Or am I no longer Rosslav? 

Khri. Let us leave off cruelties; I am weary of them, and my wrath, just though it be, 

I shall moderate nevertheless, and from the throne incline myself toward genero¬ 

sity. My treasures are open for you. Tell me what I want to know, and you can 
have them all. 

Ross. Keep your silver, that trap of tyrants for maintaining the crown upon their heads, 

but which can attract only base hearts. Be the possessor of thrones and of all your 

treasures; take even my life, but leave me virtue. 

Khri. If you were a king, plunged into misfortune through captivity, I would not 

marvel at your boldness; I would respect the king in you, through esteem for 

myself. But you, though in captivity, are bold against me and, fearless of my 

wrath, do not tremble—who are you? 

Ross. I am a Russian! 

Khri. You insolent captive, you are my slave! 

Ross. That man is free, who, fearless of death, does not comply with tyrants. 

Khri. Understand! For the final time, I am willing to spare you, and for the final time 

I forgive your insolence. I am willing to save you.... I see what troubles you, 

what will not let you disclose the vital secret to me-fear of earning ill-will from 

your prince. But be my subject, leave, leave him. Your fate hangs on your own 
will. What do you desire, say? 

Ross. Not even a throne. 

Khri. Die, villain! Exhausting my patience, on whom do you place your hope? 
Ross. On myself. 

This is lofty rhetoric, to be sure; one may detect Seftecan influence in the 

abrupt, epigrammatic replies of Rosslav, e.g., Ja Ross! But it is humanly 

unconvincing. 

The political implications of the tragedy are obvious, and it can oc¬ 

casion no surprise that Catherine kept it from the stage after the outbreak of 

the French Revolution. The spectacle of a monarch-even a “tyrant”-de- 

posed by a popular uprising was decidedly unpalatable to her. She must also 

have been disturbed by many of Rosslav’s bold pronouncements on the limi¬ 

tations of royal power. Thus, when Liubomir informs Rosslav that the Rus¬ 

sian Tsar is surrendering the cities captured from Sweden, in return for Ross¬ 

lav’s freedom, the hero angrily declares: “He hasn’t the right!” The Russian 

Tsar in 1520 was Vasily III, a historical fact which Kniazhnin diplomatically 

ignores by never naming him; it could hardly be imagined that that autocrat 

would dream of relinquishing an inch of conquered territory for even his 

favorite general s life. Nor can it be readily imagined that a sixteenth century 

Muscovite magnate would so boldly deny his monarch’s “right” to do so. 

But such a “Jacobin” sentiment was hardly likely to appeal to Catherine II. 
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The tragedies of Kniazhnin seem to fall into two fairly distinct groups. 

One—Vladimir and Iaropolk, Rosslav, Vadim of Novgorod—is dominated by 

large political ideas in the tradition of Corneille and Sumarokov, and dis¬ 

penses with striking scenic effects. The other-Dido, The Clemency of Titus, 

Olga-relies heavily on spectacle and much less on ideas. To the second 

group belongs the tragedy Vladisan,26 written in 1784. Like so many of 

Kniazhnin’s tragedies, this has a western plot adapted to Russian “history.” 

Rather surprisingly, since the earlier Olga had already made use of this, 

Voltaire s Merope is the source. The play has little to recommend it, but once 

more exhibits Kniazhnin’s anti-classical side. Not as iconoclastic as The Cle¬ 

mency of Titus, it departs nevertheless from classical norms by having a 

chorus and making considerable use of spectacle (the chorus in the fourth 

act represents a crowd of “the people” armed with drawn swords) and an 

Ossianic atmosphere reminiscent of Ozerov’s Fingal. The tomb of Plamira’s 

supposedly murdered husband Vladisan is the most prominent feature of the 

scene; from it comes a deep groan at a climactic moment, and a “wanderer” 

emerges from behind it, who is Vladisan disguised, etc. There is also the very 

unusual feature, said to have appeared in only one Russian tragedy before 

this, of a small child on the stage—Vladisan’s little son Velkar (Voltaire’s 

Egisthe, but reduced from a youth to a child). Velkar is capable, despite his 

years, of some quite precocious declamation-he is similar in this to 

Mariamne s sons in Derzhavin s tragedy. The plot of the drama departs con¬ 

siderably from its Voltairean original: it is complicated by the fact that 

Vladisan has not really been killed by the tyrant Vitosar; and by the rivalry 

of the two monarchs for the love of Plamira (Voltaire’s Merope). 

Another Voltairean tragedy served Kniazhnin as the model for his next 

drama, Sophonisba (c. 1787) 22 Here, of course, he had also the long series of 

other plays on this episode from Roman history, going back as far as Trissino 

in the sixteenth century (1515). Sophonisba is neither a spectacle play nor 

a play of ideas, that is, a vehicle for didactic political rhetoric, like Rosslav. 

As such, it is given rather scanty attention by Soviet scholars. It is, however, 

a much better tragedy than any of Kniazhnin’s efforts since Dido. Like that 

earliest of his tragedies, Sophonisba is constructed on the most essential tragic 

situation, the conflict not of “right” and “wrong,” or “reason” and “the 

passions, ’ but of two rights. Just as in Dido Aeneas is “right” in obeying 

the divine behest to leave Dido and continue his mission to Italy, and equally 

Dido is “right” in her love for him and her demands that he stay with her; 

so in this play Scipio, the Roman general, loyal to his fatherland, is “right” 

in forbidding Sophonisba’s marriage to Rome’s ally Massinissa and demanding 

her as an ornament of a Roman triumph; Sophonisba is “right” in preferring 

to die rather than suffer such humiliation; and Massinissa is “right” in 

choosing to see his beloved dead rather than a Roman slave. The entire action 

of the play is on the private level, and Kniazhnin is very successful in his 
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depiction of the emotional conflicts that develop. 

Catherine II was, as has often been observed, her own “director of 

propaganda.” When she was unable to find a compliant agent to inculcate 

in the public the ideas which she wished to see implanted, she took on the 

task herself. One of the ideas dearest to her was that Russia had always been 

throughout its history well and benevolently governed by its autocrats, and 

that whatever ills it had suffered had been the results of the selfish ambitions 

of its nobility. This idea she was particularly at pains to disseminate at a time 

when revolutionary disturbances in France seemed to threaten autocracy 

everywhere. In 1786 accordingly the St. Petersburg stage was honored by a 

production from the hand of the Empress herself, a drama in prose entitled 

A Historical Presentation from the Life of Riurik. The principal theme of 

this effort was the glorification of the traditional founder of Russia’s auto¬ 

cratic form of government. The chronicles of Novgorod told of how that city 

was plagued by domestic dissensions until, in despair, the people sent abroad 

to the Varangians (Scandinavian Vikings) for a monarch to come and rule 

over them. Riurik answered the appeal, accepted the crown thus voluntarily 

proffered to him, restored order to Novgorod, and established the royal line 

that in theory continued in power until the usurpation of Boris Godunov. 

The chronicle told also, rather vaguely, of a citizen of Novgorod named 

Vadim who attempted to overthrow the foreign ruler, and was suppressed. 

In Catherine’s Presentation Riurik is the benign despot, determined to pro¬ 

mote the happiness of his adopted people who have confided their destinies 

to him, against whom an ambitious young kinsman, Vadim, raises a revolt 

with the object, not of restoring “liberty” to the city, but of himself taking 

over the power. Riurik’s triumph over this selfish upstart is crowned by 

Vadim’s repentance and voluntary submission. 

Judging from Kniazhnin’s dramatic works-and in this case, since his 

unpublished papers were all prudently destroyed after his death, there is no 

other way of judging—he had never been a republican by conviction or hostile 

to monarchy as such; the anti-tyrannical tirades put in the mouths of such 

characters as Svadel or Rosslav do not put in question the rights of a legiti¬ 

mate monarch, only the arbitrary abuse of monarchic power. It is possible 

that in his later life, perhaps under the influence of revolutionary ideas 

emanating from France, he may have come to a different view of things. It 

must, however, be remembered that it is a risky business to read into a 

dramatist’s own mind ideas that his characters express in his plays. The good 

dramatist presents conflicts and their human consequences without taking 

sides; and he may indeed be objective enough to resolve such a conflict in 

a way quite contrary to his own private beliefs. Eighteenth century drama, 

however, was traditionally didactic (since Corneille), and in the hands of 

Voltaire had become little more than a vehicle for “enlightened” propaganda; 

and it is difficult to believe that in Vadim of Novgorod,28 Kniazhnin was 
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uttering sentiments entirely at variance with his own beliefs. That in doing so 

he was creating his own masterpiece but at the same time a drama which he 

must have been perfectly well aware could not under any conceivable circum¬ 

stances be either published or staged, must argue in favor of the position that 

the tragedy does in fact represent Kniazhnin’s own convictions. It would 
hardly otherwise have been written. 

The play was composed in 1789, several years after Catherine’s Presen¬ 

tation from the Life of Riurik. Kniazhnin died early in 1791; in 1793 the 

man who had been left as guardian of the poet’s children discovered the 

manuscript among Kniazhnin’s papers, and published the play among the 

Complete Works. One must marvel at the naivety of Chikhachev and of the 

publisher Glazunov, as well as at the laxity of Catherine’s book censors on 

this occasion. The year was the very height of the French Revolution; Louis 

XVI had been executed, the guillotine was hard at work, and Catherine was 

in such a frenzy of horror at the developments that she was scarcely rational 

The consequences could be readily foreseen. A copy of Vadim came into her 

hands; the play was not only, in her view, an impudent repudiation of her 

own carefully planned presentation of Novgorodian history, but even worse, 

a repudiation of the very principle of monarchy itself. The printed copies 

of the play were destroyed, and everyone concerned with its publication 

interrogated and punished. Kniazhnin himself was saved from a worse fate 
by his opportune death. 

Vadim of Novgorod, like most of Kniazhnin’s plays, has western 

models, although in this case for sentiment and wording rather than construc¬ 

tion. Chief of these are Voltaire’s Brutus and La Mort de Cesar; the revolu¬ 

tionary drama Spartacus of Joseph Saurin (1706-1781) seems also to have 
contributed something. 

Vadim is the most classical of Kniazhnin’s tragedies-that is, it comes 

closest in its simple plot, political theme and lack of spectacle to the tragedies 

of Sumarokov. The two lines of development among Kniazhnin’s tragedies 

have been noted; Vadim belongs with Vladimir and Iaropofk and Rosslav, 

but actually comes closer than either of them to the classical norm. A brief 

synopsis of the drama may clarify its position. 

Act I. Two Novgorodian patriots, Prenest and Vigor discuss a secret 

meeting with Vadim, the Novgorodian general who has returned unan¬ 

nounced from a two-year campaign against the Swedes, during which time the 

city s turmoil has led to the “calling of the Varangians,” and Riurik’s accep¬ 

tance, at the people’s behest, of royal power. Vadim appears and with fiery 

speeches inspires the two young captains to undertake a plot to overthrow 

Riurik. Vadim promises his daughter Ramida to the one of the two who shall 

contribute most to the recovery of Novgorod’s liberty. When Vigor leaves, 

Vadim assures Prenest that he is the more favored suitor. 

Act II. Ramida discusses with her confidante Selena her love for Riurik 

and her coming happiness when Vadim returns and she can be married to 
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the prince she loves. Selena warns her that Vadim is not likely to look with 

favor on his daughter’s marrying a king, but Ramida believes his fatherly 

love will prevail. Riurik appears, and there is a tender love scene between the 

two. Riurik leaves to make preparations for the wedding. Vadim appears in 

disguise, and overwhelms his daughter with reproaches for her base love of 

a tyrant; she submits to his will, that she must give up her love, but demands 

death rather than marriage to a man whom she does not love and conni¬ 

vance in a plot against Riurik. Vadim’s anger and contempt force her at 

length to swear obedience in everything. Prenest appears and is informed 

that Ramida is his; she merely says: “My duty is to be obedient to my father 

in everything.” Vigor, unobserved, is witness of Vadim’s words to Prenest, 

realizes that he is passed over in the competition for Ramida’s hand, and 

vows vengeance. 

Act III. Ramida mourns her sad fate with Selena; Riurik enters, and she 

turns away from him. He is astonished, and when she announces that all is 

over between them, Riurik believes that she loves another. His confidant, 

Izved, informs him that Prenest, who now enters, is the lucky rival. Riurik 

magnanimously congratulates Prenest on his good fortune, tells him that 

“everything is known”—that is, of course, about his engagement to Ramida. 

Prenest thinks from Riurik’s words that the plot has been discovered, and in¬ 

advertently reveals that Vadim has returned and is hatching a plot. Riurik 

is thus forewarned, but refuses to take any action to arrest the plotters: he 

will meet their army in open battle. Prenest, left alone, ponders the means 

by which Riurik has learned of the plot—it must be that Vigor, his rival, 

has revealed it. At this moment Vigor appears, but when accused of trea¬ 

chery, indignantly denies it. He is Prenest’s rival and enemy, and admits it; 

but only after Novgorod is freed will he yield to his private animosity and 

demand satisfaction. 

Act IV. Riurik and Izved converse, and Riurik declares his determina¬ 

tion to wipe the memory of Ramida from his heart. He will live for honor 

alone. Ramida enters, and in a conversation between them Riurik learns that 

she still loves him, but must obey her father’s will. She proposes as the only 

solution to their dilemma that Riurik lay down the royal power—he may then 

be reconciled to Vadim. But this Riurik cannot do: he had reluctantly taken 

the power at the pleas of the strife-torn city, and it would be dishonorable to 

surrender it as though intimidated by Vadim’s opposition. Ramida admits 

this: there is no way out of the dilemma. Izved summons Riurik to the battle; 

as he leaves, he begs Ramida, if he dies in the encounter, to shed tears for 

him. She replies: “When I have performed my cruel duties to my father, I 

shall shed for you not tears, but streams of blood!” 

Act V. As Ramida soliloquizes, in suspense over the battle, Vadim is 

brought in, disarmed and a captive. He pleads with his daughter to procure 

him a sword with which to end his life and his shame. She refuses, but indi¬ 

cates that she is about to take her own life. Riurik enters, and magnani- 
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mously offers pardon and friendship, which Vadim indignantly refuses. 

Riurik then faces Vadim with his own services to Novgorod in having saved it 

from civil strife; he has been freely chosen by the people to rule over them, 

and has performed his duty scrupulously. He then takes off his crown, and 

appeals to “the people” who have assembled around the main characters: 

if it is their will, he will resign his power, and give the crown, if they wish, 

to Vadim. The latter refuses vehemently. “The people” show their will by 

kneeling in supplication to Riurik, and Vadim scornfully upbraids them as 

slaves. Riurik says to Vadim: “If you consider the power of a monarch deserv¬ 

ing of punishment, see my justification in the hearts of the citizens. What 

answer have you for this?” Vadim’s reply is: “Order my sword to be returned 

to me, and I shall answer!” The sword is returned, and Vadim then pro¬ 

claims that he now has the means for reconcilement with his enemy.- “you 

shall be satisfied, and the people, and my daughter, and I!” Strangely mis¬ 

interpreting this announcement, Riurik seems to think that all is about to 

end happily. But Ramida, addressing herself to her father, who has begun 

again to doubt his daughter’s fidelity, proclaims her obedience to his wishes 

and stabs herself. Vadim then plunges his sword into his own breast, and 

Riurik is left to mourn the loss of his love and this unjust reward for his own 

forbearance and virtuous conduct as ruler. 

One may note that the tragedy observes the unities of place and time, 

and that the only hint of a sub-plot and a possible complication of intrigue, 

the jealous rivalry of Prenest and Vigor, is a dead end, and actually does not 

have any effect on the outcome of the drama. It is presumably introduced 

only in order to display the exemplary patriotism of the two rivals, who are 

able to put duty to their country above private concerns. 

However it may be interpreted, Vadim is a tragedy in the most geniune 

sense, and the best of its kind in eighteenth century Russian literature. The 

influence of Corneille is very obvious, not surprisingly in a dramatist who 

translated four or five of that master’s tragedies. Riurik’s magnanimity is 

very reminiscent of that of Augustus in Cinna, though met with a different 

reception, and of Caesar in La Mart de Pompee. The uncompromising, fana¬ 

tical passion of Vadim for Novgorodian liberty recalls the fierce Roman 

patriotism of the younger Horace in Corneille’s tragedy of that name. It is 

notable that all the characters of Vadim of Novgorod are noble and magnani¬ 

mous—there is no villain. Even Vigor, who is momentarily suspected of 

treachery, turns out to be as patriotic as his rival. The play might have been 

a melodrama, with absolute virtue pitted against absolute villainy (as in 

Rosslav)-, it is saved from this by the nobility of Riurik’s personal character, 

which the drama emphasizes from beginning to end. In classical fashion the 

characters are “given,” not developed; and being as they are, the outcome is 

inevitably tragic. Vadim is the fanatical champion of abstract “liberty,” to 

whom the idea of monarchy in itself, regardless of the virtues of an individual 
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monarch, is anathema; Riurik is a man of chivalric instincts and a high sense 

of honor, which forbid his taking the only possible way out of the dilemma- 

abdication. And Ramida is utterly dominated by the duty of unquestioning 

obedience to her father’s will, regardless of the consequences to herself. 

There is, therefore, no “right” and no “wrong” in conflict here; the conflict 

is between the two “rights” which are irreconcilable. 

Unquestionably the tragic power of the drama rests primarily on 

Kniazhnin’s surprising portrayal of Riurik in attractive colors. What remains 

uncertain is the dramatist’s intention in this portrayal; is this merely a drama¬ 

tic device to save the piece from becoming a melodrama, and does Kniazhnin 

himself feel as Prenest does, that however virtuous Riurik may be, absolute 

power will inevitably corrupt him—“What hero in a crown has not been diverted 

from his path? Drunk with the poison of his own greatness, who among 

monarchs has not been corrupted in the purple? Autocracy [“Samoder- 

zhavie”] is everywhere the creator of misfortune, ruins even the purest virtue, 

and by opening unhampered paths to the passions, gives kings freedom to be 

tyrants.” This is of course the line which all Soviet critics take, and the 

magnificently rhetorical tirades which Vadim hurls at Riurik and at the 

servile Novgorodian people are always quoted as the play’s high points. It 

may be wondered, however, whether this was indeed all of Kniazhnin’s inten¬ 

tion. Vadim is everywhere depicted as the utterly fanatical champion of the 

abstract principle of “liberty.” To Riurik’s reasonable description of the 

condition of Novgorod when he assumed the power, torn by factional strife 

and conflicting ambitions, Vadim has no answer, and one must assume that 

for him “liberty” is the one supreme value, even if accompanied by a political 

chaos that would poison all ordinary life. Perhaps it was Kniazhnin’s purpose 

by thus driving his characterization to an inhuman extreme to underline 

the absolute transcendence of the idea of liberty; but if so, he would seem to 

have gone too far. To a sympathetic, but non-Marxist, observer it must inevit¬ 

ably appear that Riurik is a more admirable character than Vadim, just as it 

must appear to any modern reader of Corneille’s Horace that that inflexible 

representative of Roman virtue, who is capable of murdering his sister be¬ 

cause she mourned the death of her lover, is an inhuman monstrosity. 

Concluding these remarks on Kniazhnin’s tragedy in general, a few 

words must be said about his style. As indicated above, the majority of his 

tragedies belong in what may be called the “sentimentalist” direction, or at 

least exhibit a classicism that has been considerably contaminated by new 

influences. As regards his use of language, this is not so true. He writes in a 

quite standard Russian, without excessive Slavonicism. It is interesting to 

note that in Vadim, where the word “daughter” occurs quite frequently, 

this is usually the ordinary Russian “doch’,” but that the Slavonic 

“dshcher’,” which is of very frequent occurrence in older Russian tragedy, 

almost to the exclusion of its Russian synonym, appears occasionally, but 
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always at the end of a line, where it is obviously used merely to furnish a rhyme. 

The understanding of Kniazhnin’s tragic verse is almost never impeded by the 

use of an antiquated and non-Russian vocabulary; it is, however, rendered 

difficult very often by a contorted and unnatural word order. A relative 

pronoun, for instance, is very often placed at a considerable distance from 

the beginning of its clause; and hyperbaton is omnipresent, with words which 

belong grammatically together being arbitrarily separated, often with no 

metrical justification for this violence, but only in conformity with the poet’s 

ill-conceived notion that this kind of perversion is a mark of “high style.” 

In these respects, however, Kniazhnin is at one with his age; exactly the same 

sort of stylistic effects may be found in Derzhavin’s dramas, at least in the 

dialogue, in marked contrast with the simplicity of the lyric passages. Not 

until Pushkin can a Russian tragedy be composed in a normal, undistorted 

language readily intelligible to every reader or listener, without losing the 
requisite tragic sublimity. 

C. Late Classical Comedy 

The great legislators of classicism, such as Boileau and La Harpe, 

decreed that like tragedy, the lesser breed of drama should have five acts, 

be in verse, and conform to the three unities. It should be designed not for 

the vulgar purpose of giving amusement for its own sake, but with the intent 

of correcting morals by showing vice in a ridiculous or disagreeable light. 

Thus the comedy would necessarily be peopled by two sharply differentiated 

sets of characters, the “positive” and the “negative,” and the denouement 

must show the positive character or characters triumphant, the negative 

brought to shame and grief. The language of comedy should be less pom¬ 

pous than that of tragedy, and might, as spoken by negative or minor char¬ 

acters, even be “low.” In the practice of comedy, from Menander and his 

Latin imitators Plautus and Terence, the invariable basis of the plot was a 

love affair between two “positive” young people, temporarily threatened 

by some complication provided by the “negative” side. 

For various reasons the prescriptions governing comedy were never as 

strictly observed as those laid down for tragedy. Moliere himself, it may be 

noted, the acknowledged model of classical comedy, frequently trespasses 

against them; many of his comedies are written in prose; some of them have 

only one act; and at least one of them (Le Misanthrope) ends with the dis¬ 

comfiture of the principal “positive” character. In Russia Sumarokov, who 

aspired to be his country’s Moliere, never himself wrote a comedy in verse, 

nor in the traditional five acts. In fact, it was left to Kheraskov to compose 

the first Russian comedy in verse, with his Atheist (1761). Fonvizin, in his 

Korion (1764) has the honor of second place. Neither of these works, how¬ 

ever, can be considered a “comedy” in any but the most formal sense. They 
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are tedious, lachrymose and devoid of humor, and were very properly ignored 

by a public which, as Lukin lamented, unaccountably preferred to be amused 

rather than edified by the stage. Fonvizin, as we have seen, returned to Suma- 

rokov’s practice of writing in prose with his comedies The Brigadier (c. 1768) 

and The Minor (1779). 

The obstacle to composing a comedy in verse is of course the relatively 

realistic language which comic convention demanded. Generations of use had 

developed for the tragedy a lofty, conventional language, remote from the 

spoken word, which could be readily fitted to the requirements of the obli¬ 

gatory Alexandrine verse. Even rhymes in tragic verse are so often repeated 

as to become cliche's; but the situation becomes vastly different when the 

“common” language, of a peasant servant, for example, or a bribe-taking 

podiachii, is to be represented. Most dramatists were unequal to the task; if 

they attempted it at all, their “verse” was wooden and halting, and dia¬ 

logue was rendered painfully awkward, stultifying any kind of liveliness and 

naturalness. In Korion, it may be noted, Fonvizin attempted to use the “low” 

style with only one minor character, the peasant; his other characters, in¬ 

cluding the servant Andrei, speak a smooth, upper-class Russian, approxi¬ 

mating to the language of tragedy, but with less of the artificial perversions 

of word order than the tragic poet would use. It took a considerable amount 

of practice before a degree of fluidity and naturalness could be achieved in 

the handling of verse in comedy. This required, among other things, a willing¬ 

ness to break the monotonous set speeches of characters in dialogue by inter¬ 

ruptions that might divide an Alexandrine line, for example, into three or 

four fragments each given to a different speaker. One of the first dramatists 

who had an ear delicate enough to do this convincingly was Iakov Borisovich 

Kniazhnin. The perfect solution of the problem, however, never to be sur¬ 

passed, belongs to the next century, to Griboedov’s Woe from Wit (Gore ot 

uma). 

1. Nikolai Petrovich Nikolev: The Self-Loving Poet 

N.P. Nikolev (1758-1815) has been already encountered as the author 

of the comic opera Rozana and Liubim (1776) and the tragedy Sorena and 

Zamir (1784), as well as of numerous satires, epistles, and other non-dramatic 

verse. As a one-time pupil of Sumarokov Nikolev endeavored to show his 

mettle in all recognized classical genres. Besides his eight comic operas, he 

wrote three regular (that is, verse) comedies: Nothing Ventured, Nothing 

Gained, or a Successful Attempt (1774), in three acts; The Self-Loving Poet 

(1775), in five acts; and Constancy Put to the Test (1776), in three acts. 

Of these, the best is The Self-Loving Poet.^9 

Nikolev’s relations with Sumarokov are rather ambiguous; in his early 

work he appears as an admiring and compliant pupil of the old classicist, and 
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indeed throughout his career he never seriously deviated from the paths laid 

down by Sumarokov. Apparently, however, he found the master’s personality 

both disagreeable and ridiculous, and in his comedy The Self-Loving Poet 

he makes merciless fun of Sumarokov’s propensity to regard any other poet 

who ventured to write tragedy as a trespasser. The comedy was not produced 

until 1781, several years after Sumarokov’s death in 1777, but was written 

while he was still alive, and when the young dramatist was only about 

eighteen years old. It is a remarkable piece for such an age. 

Using the approved comic constructional technique, Nikolev derives 

both the complication and the solution of his comedy from character—in 

this instance, the absurd self-esteem of Nadmen (Sumarokov), a tragic poet 

who finds the efforts of all rival poets utterly worthless and despicable- 

even when he has not read them! The inevitable love affair which must be 

solved happily is between Nadmen’s niece Milana and the young Chesnodum. 

The complicating factor is the fop Modstrikh, who is also in love with Milana 

and is an amateur versifier. Nadmen’s character is exhibited first in his impa¬ 

tient encounter with Modstrikh and then, in a highly amusing scene in which 

Chesnodum, in spite of the frantic efforts of Milana and her servant Marina to 

prevent him, presents a tragedy of his composition to the old poet, who of 

course tears it to shreds and denounces the author as a presumptuous upstart, 

ignorant of the very elements of the poetic art. The conflict is resolved by the 

device of the two women, abetted by Chesnodum’s clever servant Panfil, 

whereby Modstrikh is lured into presenting the unfortunate tragedy of Ches¬ 

nodum to Nadmen as his own, thus bringing upon his head all the storm pre¬ 

viously visited upon Chesnodum. The latter can then claim that he has only 

been acting as intermediary for an acquaintance; and Kruton, the young 

man’s crusty and sensible father, can prevail upon Nadmen to bestow his 

niece in accord with her and Chesnodum’s desires. As long as he is not a poet, 

the latter is an acceptable husband for Milana! 

The comedy has a good deal of eighteenth century conventionality, 

especially in the characters of the two servants, who bear no resemblance 

whatever to any actual Russian servants, but have their ancestry in the 

callidi servi of Plautus and Terence. There is little lifelikeness in Chesnodum 

and his sweetheart, but they are a little more convincing than the usual 

young lovers of comedy. Nadmen himself, portrayed as he seems to have 

been, from life, is, in spite of the obvious exaggeration, a surprisingly multi¬ 

dimensional character. He is irascible and flies off the handle at the slightest 

provocation, and he is, of course, as his name indicates (“arrogance”), ex¬ 

tremely conceited. But he also has a sardonic sense of humor, and in some of 

his utterances regarding the writing of verse makes remarkable sense. He is, 

for one thing, contemptuous of French affectation, as his first scene with 

Modstrikh displays. Nadmen has emerged from his study preoccupied with 

finding a rhyme for “rok” (“destiny”). He talks to himself first, then dis¬ 

covers Modstrikh, who greets him with the polite phrase “humble servant!” 
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Nad. Rok? tok?.... I’ve forgotten.... no rest for even a day. Surely the devil must have 

brought you here! 

Mod. Me? 

Nad. You, sir, you, stupidest of monsters. I’ve forgotten my verse because of your 

coming and because of your being my “humble servant.” Don’t ever set foot 

here again. Leave me, stupid! 

Mod. (in a foppish voice) Wherefore this warmth? 

Nad. Because you have jumped in, like a devil, from another world. 

Mod. (aside) I would challenge him to a duel, I’d give him to understand... But un¬ 

fortunately, my object—is his niece... 

Nad. He’s still here! 

Mod. (gently) I’m here.... But do relax just a little! 

Nad. (with still greater anger) I don’t know on what account.... and what has under¬ 

taken.... What kind of being has undertaken to create you in the world? For 

what purpose give the world such a creation? The Furies, surely!.... Hell itself!.... 

But no, it was not savagery, but stupidity itself that produced you. You don’t 

deserve to be compared even with an animal... 

Mod. Not thus was I created... Monsieur is mistaken in this. 

Nad. And moreover he calls me “monsieur,” and entwines Russian words with French, 
as though I were just such an ass as he! 

Mod. However, monseigneur! You are.... you are.... 

Nad. Will you get out! Will you leave me alone! 

Mod. You are very rude, i’ faith! 

Nad. I m rude, and you re a fool, I shall tell you two hundred times, if you’ve come 
with the object of driving me mad. 

Mod. Fie! To attribute such rudenesses to me? What though I was formerly rude.... 
But, being in Paris.... 

Nad. In Paris you became still closer to an ass. There was a soul in you; now there’s 
only vapor. 

Mod. (aside, growing angry) Pfui! How his faqon is old-fashioned for a galant! (to 

Nadmen). Good-bye... But know, I don’t forgive your insults. 

Nad. And I, once rid of the twaddle, won’t take vengeance on the twaddler. Are you 
satisfied with me? Go, sir... Good-bye.^0 

One further feature of the comedy deserves some mention, as an 

elementary bit of realism rather out of place amid the classical convention¬ 

ality. In the fifth scene of Act II a drunken type-setter (“naborshchik”) ap¬ 

pears with a set of proofs for the poet. The scene has no connection what¬ 

ever with the course of the plot, but seems only to have been introduced in 

order to clinch the identification of Nadmen with Sumarokov; in a correc¬ 

tion which he makes on the proofs, Nadmen discourses on the proper spelling 

of “elegy,” which was one of Sumarokov’s pet obsessions. Nadmen tears up 

the proofs and dismisses the type-setter with orders for another set, properly 

corrected. Reluctantly he tips the type-setter, in spite of his avowed aversion 

to drunks, and then soliloquizes: 

They’re all spoiled.... Depravity is everywhere. They’ve no regard for anything, and 

there are no rules anywhere. Freedom is given to all tricks leading to destruction. There’s 

rascality in the schools, there’s rascality in the departments. The professors are rascals, 

and the judges are rascals. They all.... they all have serpents in their bosoms! They all 
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cherish weaknesses, they all fondle vices, and, in destroying usefulness, they have no 

pity for usefulness.... But enough of this.... Let’s search out that verse the fool Modstrikh 
robbed me of. Ua 

2. Yakov Borisovich Kniazhnin: The Braggart; The Eccentrics 

The tragedies of Kniazhnin (1740-1791) have already been discussed, 

as well as his comic opera Misfortune from a Carriage. This, his earliest in 

that genre, was produced in 1779. For several years, following its success, he 

continued to write comic operas: The Soft-Drink Seller (Sbitenshchik) 

(1783), with a plot similar to that of Beaumarchais’ Le Barbier de Seville; 

The Miser (in collaboration), (1782); Husbands, Suitors of Their Wives (1784?);' 

Mourning, or the Widow Comforted (1784) and The Pretended Madman 

(printed in 1787). Aside from The Soft-Drink Seller, which incorporates 

a good deal of the living Russian scene, these pieces have no great interest.^ 

Kniazhnin’s first full-length verse comedy is The Braggart (Khvas- 

tun.),32 written in 1784 or 1785. It is a reworking, in Russian dress, of the 

French comedy L’Important, of David Augustin de Brueys (1640-1723). 

The plot of the comedy in brief is as follows. A minor nobleman, Verkholet, 

having squandered his small fortune, is plotting to marry Milena, the beauti¬ 

ful daughter of a well-to-do but stupid lady from the provinces, Chvankina. 

Milena, however, is in love with the honest young nobleman Zamir, and at the 

opening of the comedy has won over her mother to this marriage. The action 

begins with the arrival of Prostodum (“simple mind”), the old country-bred 

uncle of “the braggart” Verkholet. He first encounters Polist, Verkholet’s 

rascally servant, who hoodwinks him into believing that Verkholet has be¬ 

come a very influential person in the capital, and that he, Polist, is now his 

secretary. Polist is in love with Marina, Milena’s maid, but she has thoughts of 

making a match with a gentleman. When Verkholet appears and finds his 

uncle and Polist in conversation, he at once understands the situation and 

plays up to it; he assures the old man that he has just been made a count, and 

when an importunate tailor appears to demand his overdue bill, he is explained 

as a petitioner for a court position. Finally old Prostodum is induced to take 

on a position as “administrator” for his nephew (this position involves, 

among other things, paying his bills with a vague promise of future reim¬ 

bursement), and to prented to be the uncle, not of the illustrious “count,” 

but of his servant Polist. In this way, since Prostodum is a gentleman, his 

nephew also becomes one, and Marina agrees to marry him. The two ser¬ 

vants then plot to dazzle Chvankina with the glamor of a count as son-in-law; 

the plot succeeds easily, for Chvankina (her name means something like 

Mme Conceit”) has always craved entree into high society, and she at once 

promises her daughter to “the count.” In order to get rid of Zamir, Marina 

puts on a dress of Milena’s and arranges to have a conversation with Polist so 
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that Zamir may overhear it, in which she alludes to her coming marriage with 

Verkholet. Zamir, a very irascible young man, is enraged at Milena’s apparent 

infidelity. He has, however, already asked his father Cheston to come up from 

the country to make arrangements for his marriage. When Cheston arrives 

and learns the new developments, he counsels his son to give up such a fickle 

love and take active service as a soldier. 

The crucial scene comes when Cheston encounters Verkholet; deferring 

to the wishes of his country neighbor, Cheston does not at first reveal his 

relationship to Zamir, “the count’s” rival, and the braggart, hearing of Ches¬ 

ton s presence in the city, claims to know him and to have been instru¬ 

mental, through his great influence at court, in procuring the elder man’s 

present honorable position. When Cheston indignantly denounces this im¬ 

pudent falsification, Verkholet lamely admits that his protege* must have 

been another Cheston, and abruptly leaves with the excuse that he “is 

awaited at court. Of course Cheston, having been in this fashion apprised of 

Verkholet s real character, goes out at once and makes inquiries in town, and 

readily discovers the truth, that “the count” is an impostor who is desperate- 

ly trying to marry Milena for her money. Cheston meets his simple-minded 

old neighbor Prostodum and learns that Verkholet has promised to obtain 

for him a position as senator, and has even given him a self-signed patent 

to that effect! There is then an encounter between Milena and Zamir, and 

after the inevitable quarrel, the truth of Marina’s deception is discovered, 

the lovers are reconciled, and all that remains is for Cheston to arrive on 

the scene, accompanied by Verkholet’s creditors and the police, to unmask 

the fraud. Marina, discovering that Polist is after all not a gentleman, but a 

mere lackey, throws him over; Chvankina’s eyes are opened to “the count’s” 

intrigues and her consent readily won to the original betrothal of Milena to 

Zamir; and old Prostodum, realizing that he has lost his money as well as his 

senatorship, leaves the stage with the philosophical admission: “Well, I ate 

the mushroom!” i.e., “I asked for it!” 

The plot follows the best comedy principle, of making everything de¬ 

pend on character, and not external circumstance. Actually, the vanity and 

gullibility of Chvankina contribute at least as much to the plot as the bragga- 

doccio of Verkholet, and to this degree the name of the comedy is inap¬ 

propriate; but all the complications arise from character-the simplicity of 

Prostodum, the irascibility of Zamir, the vanity and stupidity of Chvankina, 

the unscrupulous trickery of Polist, the empty-headed self-importance of 

Verkholet, and the honesty and good sense of Cheston. There is no deus 

ex machina who enters at the last moment to bring everything to a happy 

conclusion—Cheston is introduced early, and his intervention is very ade¬ 

quately motivated by anger at his son’s misadventure with Milena and on his 

own part with the braggart’s lies. The play has, of course, to end happily, 

in proper comedy fashion, but it might be suspected that in real life the 

forces of good would not have been so easily triumphant. 

350 



Unlike some of its predecessors (e.g., Kheraskov’s Atheist or Fonvizin’s 

Korion), The Braggart is a proper comedy, with amusing lines and situations, 

and with a good deal of incidental satire on the mores of Russian society— 

the traffic in government posts, the possibilities of money-making from 

selling recruits to the army, etc.-and of course, first and foremost, on the 

plague of “favorites” under Catherine’s rule. That an empty-headed nobody 

like Verkholet might indeed become a count, or reach even higher status 

under an autocratic ruler who could, and did, raise many a nobody to no¬ 

bility at the merest whim—and not only her lovers—becomes perfectly plau¬ 

sible, and must have given the comedy an immediacy which it would not 

possess in other times. 

There is some didacticism in The Braggart of an overt sort, but nothing 

like the tedious moralizing of Starodum in The Minor. When Cheston lectures 

his son on forgetting his unfortunate love affair and assuming his duties as 

a gentleman in the service of his fatherland, he sounds momentarily like 

Starodum, and even like Menander in Korion. Cheston is as near as Kniazhnin 

gets to providing a raisonneur, as may be seen especially in his colloquy with 

Prostodum regarding that old simpleton’s expected “senatorship.” Cheston 

tries to make his old neighbor see that he hasn’t the qualifications for such a 

post, but the latter, it appears, views a high government position only as 

affording the opportunity of appropriating his neighbors’ property with 

impunity! 

The characterization in The Braggart is, as indicated, the clue to the 

plot. This characterization, however, is flat, in the usual classical manner. 

Each person has certain given qualities, which are those that move the plot, 

but no others. Chvankina, for instance, is stupid and a social climber; if she 

has any other qualities, these are irrelevant to the plot, and accordingly 

ignored. We have noted that in The Self-Loving Poet Nadmen, being drawn 

from life, does have qualities—a glimmer of common sense where poetry is 

not concerned, a sardonic sense of humor, and the like-which do not contri¬ 

bute to the unfolding of the plot. There is nothing of the kind in Kniazhnin’s 

comedy. Prostodum is doubtless the most convincing of the cast; he has been 

well described as an inferior reflection of Fonvizin’s Skotinin, with the ori¬ 

ginal’s limited intelligence coupled with political ambition. He is, in any case, 

genuinely Russian. The same cannot be said for the two most active charac¬ 

ters in the comedy, Marina and Polist. These “tricky servants” are straight out 

of Le Sage or Marivaux, and are not made any more Russian by occasional 

leferences to their village backgrounds, or the like. 

As usual, the young lovers are the most pallid and unlifelike of all, 

despite Zamir’s uncharacteristically hasty temper. He has, however, one 

curious trait that smacks a bit of sentimentalism, such as we shall see full 

blown in Kniazhnin’s second comedy The Eccentrics. Zamir is, to be sure, 

given this trait not for the sake of verisimilitude, but as a device for solving 

the plot. In his conversation with Milena he reproaches her for playing him 
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false while wearing the very dress which she wore when earlier she declared 

her love for him, and which he had for that reason begged her always to 

consider sacred! This is the gown, it appears, that Chvankina has given Marina 

for her expected wedding, and by this means the maid’s masquerade is 

detected. 

The naming of the characters is in the best tradition of the eighteenth 

century—that is, no one bears a name that might ever be encountered in real 

life—cf. Moliere’s Valere, Harpagon, Dorimene, Celimene, etc. These names 

are also, most often, “speaking names,” such as are familiar also from 

English usage of the period, that is, they provide the audience with an instant 

clue to the bearer’s character (cf. Sir Benjamin Backbite, Lady Sneerwell and 

Mrs. Candour, of The School for Scandal). Prostodum (“simple mind”) and 

Chvankina (“Mme Conceit”) have been mentioned; Cheston carries a sugges¬ 

tion of honesty (“chest’,” “honor”) and Milena of lovableness (“milyi,” 

“beloved”). Polist probably carries a reference to the lackey’s resplendent 

attire (“polistyi,” “with broad coat-tails”). As for Verkholet, his name might 

be approximated as “high-flier” (“verkh,” “the heights” and “letet’,” “to 

fly”). Zamir is exceptional: his is the name of Nikolev’s tragic Polovetsian 

hero, from Sorena and Zamir, which dates also from 1784. 

The language of the comedy, even that of the lower-class characters 

and rustics, is standard Russian, spiced occasionally with slangy or popular 

expressions, such as Prostodum’s “Well, I ate the mushroom!” already cited; 

or Cheston s reply to Chvankina (Act III, sc. vi) when she remonstrates with 

him over giving offense to Verkholet: “You don’t know how powerful he is 

at court! You’re sunk, forever!” to which Cheston simply says: “Ubila ty 

bobra,” literally “You’ve killed a beaver!” i.e., “You’ve come a cropper!” 

Kniazhnin’s second (and last) five-act comedy in verse is The Eccen¬ 

trics (Chudaki)33 from 1790. Like its predecessor, and like most of the 

poet’s tragedies, it has a western prototype, in this case L’Homme singulier 

of Destouches. The original is again thoroughly Russified. 

The plot of the comedy is intricate, with some quite needless compli¬ 

cations which are introduced purely “for laughs.” The “chudaki” (“queer 

ones,” “eccentrics”) include the wealth Lentiagin, a smith’s son, as he proud¬ 

ly avows, recently ennobled, who likes to consider himself a philosopher, 

and believes all men are equal; his nobly born and socially ambitious wife; 

their flighty and coquettish daughter Ulinka; ^nd her mooning and senti¬ 

mental lover Priiat, who lives in the dream world of eclogue and elegy. 

Vetromakh (his name means something like “windmill”) is not so much 

eccentric as scheming; he proposes to marry the rich, though low-born, 

heiress Ulinka in order to pay off his large accumulation of debts. On the 

eccentric side, but entirely extraneous to the plot, are Trusim, whom the 

poet describes as “everybody’s friend, deaf and lame; he delights in offering 

his services to everyone without their being requested.” Such a gratuitous 
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service is his appearance with four absurd suitors for Ulinka, themselves 

certainly “queer”-a retired, but still litigious judge; a retired, but still belli¬ 

cose Major; and two poets, Trompetin (from the word “trumpet”), a com¬ 

poser of bombastic odes, and Svirelkin (from “svirel’,” “shepherd’s pipe”), 
a writer of pastorals. 

It appears at the outset of the comedy that each of the two principal 

suitors for Ulinka’s hand has planted an advocate in the Lentiagin house¬ 

hold: Vetromakh’s former servant Vysonos (“nose-in-air”) is now Mme Len- 

tiagin’s major-domo, while Prolaz (the name means something like “trick¬ 

ster”) is Lentiagin’s new lackey. These two servants, in addition to their 

masters’ business, have concerns of their own with the Lentiagins: each is in 

love with the maid-servant Marina. 

The action of the comedy begins with Lentiagin’s “eccentric” behavior 

with his new lackey, whom he invites to sit down and “philosophize” with 

him, wearing a comfortable night-cap; Prolaz is even to address him as “ty” 

(“thou”) instead of “vy” (“you”), and call him by his first name! The con¬ 

flict is introduced when Mme Lentiagina discovers this appalling whim of her 

husband s, and upbraids him for his familiarity with a servant, but without 

the least result. Then Prolaz and Marina have a conversation, at the end of 

which the maid agrees to put in a good word for Priiat with her mistress. 

This she does at the beginning of Act II, but finds that Ulinka rather 

favors the glamorous Vetromakh; it seems that Priiat is so shy that he has 

never even dared to approach her! Lentiagin’s eccentricity is next displayed 

in a scene with his wife and Vetromakh, who is her choice for son-in-law. 

She has just informed the Frenchified fop that her own French is a little rusty, 

but her husband speaks it fluently; he is a little odd, however, and prefers 

Russian! He is, of course, of the highest nobility, with a lineage that goes 

back for a thousand years. Lentiagin indignantly gives the lie to both these 

allegations, and declares that his father was a smith! Vetromakh’s aristo¬ 

cratic prejudice gets the better of his urgent need for cash, and he departs in 

disgust; Mme Lentiagina faints. After a futile scene with Trusim and his 

unasked services, Prolaz puts in motion his intrigue whereby he hopes to 

bring the bashful Priiat and Ulinka together. He tells Lentiagin that he has a 

friend named Semen who has just the same egalitarian principles as his, and 

who would make a nice third for their philosophic discussions. Lentiagin tells 

him to bring his friend around, and retires to take a nap. It remains now to 

prepare Priiat for his part, which Prolaz attempts to do. The young senti¬ 

mentalist exclaims: “So! I can already imagine the delight—how I shall always 

be sighing at her feet on the soft meadows, beside the brook and the flowers, 

as the innocent sheep browse not far away!” But there is one serious ob¬ 

stacle: Priiat is willing to assume disguise—but Semen! “A name how harsh to 

the ears! Wouldn’t Philemon do better, or Tirsis, or Arsam—or what about 

Arkas?” Prolaz replies impatiently: “Gone off again into eclogue! Shall we 

have much more of this?” When he is informed that there are rivals for 
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Ulinka’s love, Priiat, who has barely exchanged tv/o words with his idol, 

says bitterly: “I see! Cruel Ulinka has been faithless!” Prolaz: “Once more 

the shepherd’s pipe a-droning! I can’t take it! Let’s go to my quarters. Marina 

will be there. She and I are on your side—what have you got to fear?” 

At the beginning of Act III the conflict, momentarily eliminated by 

Vetromakh’s haughty refusal to consider a me'salliance with the grand¬ 

daughter of a smith, is renewed: Vysonos, who seems to be the manager of 

his master's almost non-existent finances, informs him that ruin is at hand 

if he doesn’t marry an heiress-and besides, what about his contract for 8000 

a year with his little French mistress Zhabot (from “jaboter,” “to chatter”)? 

Reluctantly Vetromakh accepts the inevitable. But his renewed decision to 

sue for Ulinka s hand comes to grief when Prolaz deliberately insults him 

with the object of getting himself beaten and thus bringing down Lentiagin’s 

fury on the head of Vetromakh. The ruse succeeds, Lentiagin, who despises 

the Frenchified Vetromakh anyhow, is enraged at his effrontery in beating 

a favorite servant, and orders him out of the house. At this juncture the two 

sides in the conflict come into open collision: Mme Lentiagina appears and 

announces Vetromakh as their son-in-law to be, which her husband vehe¬ 

mently disputes. The plot then takes a completely unexpected turn, still 

motivated by Lentiagin s eccentricity”: he abruptly announces his lackey 

Prolaz as his chosen son-in-law! Thereupon ensues a scene in which the 

indefatigable Mr. Fix-it, Trusim, fusses about as mediator to patch up the 

quarrel of husband and wife, which he apparently succeeds in doing until 

each party discovers that the other has not changed his mind in the least! 

The act ends with an irrelevant scene in which the two poets ingratiate 

themselves with Mme Lentiagina, in whose honor they promise to compose 
verses. 

Act IV carries the plot toward its solution by some farce worthy of 

Moliere. Prolaz introduces Priiat as “Semen” to Lentiagin, but the presence of 

his idol’s father so overawes the young lover that he is utterly tongue-tied, 

and Prolaz has to answer Lentiagin’s questions for him by ventriloquism! 

At last “Semen” bolts unceremoniously, and Prolaz hesitantly confides that 

he thinks his friend would be a better husband for Ulinka than he-he will be 

satisfied with Marina! Such philosophical self-abnegation overwhelms Lentia¬ 

gin. Shortly after Prolaz, dragging after him the terrified Priiat, appears 

before Ulinka and Marina. Again the servant has to take the initiative in 

presenting his master’s suit. Prolaz speaks for Priiat and Marina for Ulinka, 

until at length both bashful lovers can be brought to declare their feelings 

for one another in their own persons. 

The device with which the conflict is finally resolved is one of Kniazh- 

nm’s best inspirations. It arises quite naturally, it generates a delightfully 

humorous situation, and it affords a most reasonable and plausible means 

for unmasking the schemes of Vetromakh. That ardent suitor, in conference 

with his accomplice Vysonos, hits on an idea for getting rid of Prolaz, whom 
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they both acknowledge as their really dangerous adversary. Vysonos will 

challenge Prolaz to a duel! He is not particularly happy over this prospect, 

but philosophizes to himself that if his opponent is as big a coward as he is, 

all may be well. Reluctantly he presents his challenge, and a farcical scene 

follows in which both parties alternately posture defiantly, and try to avoid 

the fight with the short swords which Vysonos has provided. After a good 

deal of verbal altercation they both decide that there has been enough duel; 

they can now “bind up their wounds”—and the best place to do this is in the 

tavern! Thither they adjourn: fighting has induced a great thirst in both. 

At the beginning of the last act Vysonos, very drunk and extremely talkative, 

encounters his mistress Mme Lentiagina, and inadvertently discloses all of 

Vetromakh’s secrets to her-his debts, his desire to “marry money,” and most 

of all, his French wench Zhabot, whom he is bound by contract to continue 

keeping, even if he marries Ulinka! After Vysonos has retired to sleep off his 

drunk, Mme Lentiagina meditates alone on her narrow escape from an ad¬ 

venturer. Her meditations are interrupted by the two ridiculous poets with 

their productions; they both begin with fulsome flattery of each other, which 

shortly develops into vituperation-a scene lifted almost bodily from 

Moliere s Les Femmes savantes. Vetromakh then makes his appearance, ac¬ 

companied by the Judge, whom Prolaz has induced to threaten him with 

suit from his creditors. Vetromakh turns confidently to Mme Lentiagina, as 

one who will stand as guarantor for his payment, but is stupefied to be 

angrily repudiated, with references to Zhabot! Accused of keeping a mistress, 

Vetromakh, unruffled, replies: “Why, Madame, is there any reason forgetting 

into an argument over this? Can you be concerned with such a bagatelle? I 

made this contract it s no great sin—so as not to forget the French lan¬ 
guage!” 

The final scene of the comedy brings the whole cast together: Ulinka 

kneels before her mother, evidently expecting to be told that she must marry 

Vetromakh; the latter, despite the previous disclosures, evidently still expects 

to be the lucky bridegroom; Priiat, faint-hearted as usual, is in an agony of 

apprehension that Vetromakh may after all win Ulinka; and Lentiagin, 

appearing after his nap, is more than a little confused over his wife’s sudden 

change of heart and over the transformation of “Semen” into Priiat. But 

Mme Lentiagina, united now with her husband, proclaims Priiat the lucky 

man, and Vetromakh retires, discomfited, muttering: “Why did I demean 

myself by pleading?” But in the “happy ending” it appears that even Vetro¬ 

makh may come off better than he deserves—the Judge, who has just been 

threatening to prosecute him in behalf of his creditors, now undertakes— 

for a fee, naturally—to defend him against them! Prolaz ends the comedy 

with some “philosophical” remarks addressed to the audience: “You’ll see, 

if you’re not too much a fool, that everyone, great or small, is a queer one 

[ chudak”] , and folly, presiding over every man’s birth, blesses us all to play 
the fool.” 
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That this plot is improbable and absurd scarcely requires demonstra¬ 

tion; such is the ordinary nature of eighteenth century comedy plots. Once 

this initial absurdity is accepted, everything falls neatly into place, and the 

situations are developed without forcing from the traits of the individual 

characters. The essential conflict, which is between the two Lentiagins, is 

an aspect of their completely different “philosophies of life”: Mme Lentia- 

gina’s pride of birth and respect for aristocracy, and her husband’s eccentric 

egalitarianism. It is, however, the intrigues of the servants Prolaz and Marina 

which keep the plot moving and bring about the denouement. And each of 

these is in turn set in motion by the “queerness” of his or her master or 

mistress: Marina by the necessity of saving the flighty Ulinka from the folly 

of marriage with Vetromakh, and Prolaz by the simple inability of Priiat, 

in his romantic dream world, to do anything for himself. 

By comparison with the quite flat characterizations in The Braggart, 

those in The Eccentrics are surprisingly multi-dimensional. Lentiagin’s is 

the most subtly developed. One trait of his character is proclaimed by his 

name, which derives from “lentiai,” “a lazy,” or “easy-going fellow.” Len- 

tiagin likes to take naps, and to loll around the house in slippers, dressing- 

gown and night-cap; in fact he has such an aversion to putting on formal 

clothes that the first thing we hear of him is Prolaz’s complaint that it takes 

him five hours to dress—more time than a coquette would need! Of course 

this trait of his is in no way connected with his quixotic notions of social 

equality, which are the source of the comedy’s plot. No more is his rather 

contradictory behavior toward servant and daughter; Prolaz he spoils in the 

most eccentric fashion, and at the same time issues orders for his daughter to 

marry the man of his choice without a moment’s consultation with her, in the 

tradition of the Russian “household tyrant” (“samodur”). Priiat is likewise 

given characteristics, not indeed contradictory, but only one of which con¬ 

tributes to the plot-extreme bashfulness, and romantic sentimentalism. 

Mme Lentiagina, too, is not merely the seedy aristocrat dazzled by the sur¬ 

face glitter of such a representative of high society as Vetromakh. She is also 

a generally submissive and loving wife, and a good mother, who is horrified 

at her daughter’s narrow escape from the schemes of the adventurer. 

Professor Lidia Kulakova has suggested very plausibly (in her introduc¬ 

tion to the Selected Works of Kniazhnin in the “Poet’s Library” edition^) 

that the dramatist had learned this unclassical technique of character elabora¬ 

tion from Carlo Goldoni, the great Italian comedy writer, three of whose 

plays Kniazhnin translated. The suggestion is very attractive, for no French 

dramatist of the eighteenth century comes even close to the extraordinarily 

well rounded and life-like characterizations of Goldoni. 

Even, however, with his new technique of character depiction, Kniazh- 

nm does not succeed in fixing his people unmistakably in place and time. 

The upper-class characters have a vaguely Russian appearance, to be sure, 

and Vetromakh is chided by Lentiagin for his habit of barbarizing his native 
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language with French; but Gallomania has been an habitual object of ridicule 

and satire at least since Sumarokov, and there is nothing like the bit in this 

picture of it that Fonvizin provides in The Brigadier, precisely because in 

that play it is projected against a wholly Russian background. The Brigadier 

and his wife and the Councillor and his wife could not be imagined coming 

from any other milieu than the Russian provinces; but it would not be hard 

to imagine the Lentiagin family as non-Russians. This defect of national 

color is of course particularly glaring, as usual, in the lower-class characters, 

Prolaz and Marina, who are unimaginable as Russian servants. 

One of Kniazhnin’s quite extraordinary innovations in this comedy 

is the treatment of the pair of young lovers. Young lovers may often be, 

in real life, comic and ridiculous—but never in classical comedy! The young 

man’s despairing utterances over parental opposition, his mistress’s incon¬ 

stancy, or whatever it is which momentarily stands in the way of his blissful 

union with his love are always taken seriously. But not here! The pastoral 

and elegiac cliche's of which Priiat delivers himself are a spoof of these varie¬ 

ties of sentimental verse, and Priiat’s sentimental attitudinizing is highly 

ridiculous. As if this were not enough, the one love scene which Priiat and 

Ulinka are allowed is pure farce-the lover is so bashful that he can’t even 

declare himself, but must be helped out by his servant! This does not, how¬ 

ever, mean, as Kulakova seems to imply, that the comedy lacks a sympathetic 

hero or heroine. To the contrary, an audience must surely react with parti¬ 

cular indulgence toward a pair of lovers as helpless and ridiculous as these 

two. 

Of the language of the comedy much the same may be said as of its 

predecessor. The Russian is the standard upper-class variety, even when 

spoken by the servants, and is varied only by the Frenchified jargon of the 

fashionable Vetromakh, the sentimental moonshine of Priiat, the Judge’s 

legalese and the Major’s military vocabulary. But even these varieties have 

the effect of printing each individual’s speech with the mark of his character— 

artificially and conventionally, it is true, but still unmistakably. 

A blemish in the comedy has been noted in passing—the totally needless 

group of characters headed by Trusim. They dash in and out of the action, 

occasionally with some slight effect on the course of events (e.g., the Judge’s 

threat of bringing suit against Vetromakh) but for the most part only to 

provide comedy, which is crude enough (e.g., the Major’s preparations to 

“storm” Ulinka as though she were a fortress!). Satire of the military, legal 

and literary professions is neither a novelty nor pertinent here. 

3. Vasily Vasilievich Kapnist (1758-1823): labeda 

Classical comedy is often provided with such subdivisions as “comedy 

of manners,” “comedy of character,” “comedy of intrigue,” etc., according 
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to the prevailing emphasis in the piece, although obviously such subdivisions 

overlap and critics may disagree as to the proper placing of many comedies. 

Is Beaumarchais’s Le Barbier de Seville a “comedy of character” (Figaro) or 

a “comedy of intrigue”? Is Moliere’s Les Femmes savantes a “comedy of 

manners” or a “comedy of character”? The classification is of course really 

unimportant, and most probably never consciously entered the mind of the 

author of the play. One category of comedy which seems to have become 

more prominent in the course of the eighteenth century than it had been in 

the seventeenth is the “satirical comedy.” Such, for example, is Lesage’s 

Turcaret. Comedy as satire is certainly not an innovation—one may think 

of Aristophanes’s Clouds!—but more commonly the satire in the earlier 

classical period is incidental and not the main business of the drama. Thus, 

in Kniazhnin’s The Braggart there is a great deal of satire on rustic gullibility, 

unscrupulous “nobility” and the like, but the play’s principal emphasis is 

not on the unmasking of these vices. When we come to Kapnist’s famous 

Iabeda (Chicane is the usual, not very satisfactory, translation) the case is 

entirely different. The character drawing is realistic, convincing, and tho¬ 

roughly repellent; the construction of the plot is neat and, except for the 

implausible “happy ending,” properly developed from the data of character 

without external intervention, etc.; but the comedy cannot be regarded as 

either a “comedy of character” or a “comedy of intrigue.” Neither is it a 

“comedy of manners”; the savagery of the picture of judicial misdoing is 

entirely out of tone with the light, ironic handling of society’s foibles in a 

proper comedie des moeurs. There is a grim seriousness about Kapnist’s 

“comedy” that links it with Moliere’s great satiric masterpieces. The spec¬ 

tator of Tartuffe’s hypocrisy or of Krivosudov’s mishandling of justice is 

more likely to be frightened than amused. 

Kapnist, whose principal literary production is lyric poetry, and who 

will be considered in detail in that connection, began his career with a Satire- 

First (and Last), which won him great unpopularity from' those satirized. 

He had some unpleasant experiences with the law and apparently learned 

involuntarily at first hand the numerous fashions in which a perfectly just 

case could be twisted by an unscrupulous litigant abetted by corrupt judges 

and assessors. The comedy Iabeda35 was written in 1791 and published in 

1798, under Emperor Paul. It could obviously have hoped for neither publi¬ 

cation nor stage presentation under Catherine, who did not care to have the 

wholesale corruption of her “benevolent” reign so pitilessly exposed. Unlike 

Kniazhnin’s and Nikolev’s comedies, Kapnist’s has no foreign model. The 

subject and the characters are Russian through and through; moreover, they 

are neither abstract nor conventional, as classical comedy demanded, but 

highly individualized and bound to a single time and place. 

A fairly detailed resume of the comedy is required. In externals it is 

entirely classical: it is in verse; there are five acts; the unities of time, place 

and action are duly observed; there is the requisite love affair to serve as the 
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conventional center of the action, even though this takes a secondary place 

in the development. The “decencies” are maintained, as virtue triumphs and 

vice is punished, artifical though this denouement may seem. 

Act I. The young hero of the comedy, Major Priamikov (“priamyi,” 

“straight”) comes to the house of Judge Krivosudov (“krivoi,” “crooked” 

and “sud,” “judgment”) and meets there an old acquaintance and friend of 

his father’s, Dobrov (“dobryi,” “good”), who is the Clerk of the Civil Court 

[“povytchik”] . In a conversation between the two the exposition is skillfully 

given. Priamikov has a law-suit on his hands-Pravolov, a retired assessor and 

land-owner (his name comes from “pravo,” “law” or “right” and “lovit’,” 

“to seize”) is suing him for possession of the estate left by the young soldier’s 

father. Priamikov is sure of the rightness of his case and is at first inclined to 

treat the suit quite lightly—but Dobrov opens his eyes by describing Pravolov 

as a most notorious and unscrupulous artist in legal chicanery [“iabeda”] ; 

moreover, the Civil Court, where the case will be tried, is utterly corrupt— 

and he describes Krivosudov, the President, as a notorious bribe-taker, and 

then the members of his court: Bulbulkin, a drunk (his name comes from 

the gurgling sound of liquor being poured from a bottle), Atuev (from “atu,” 

the hunter’s “halloo!”), who is a passionate hunter, Radbyn (from the phrase 

“rad by”—“(I’d be) glad—”), a stupid stammerer who can never get out an 

intelligible sentence, and Parolkin (from the French parole, as used in cards), 

an inveterate gambler. The secretary Kokhtin (from “kogti,” “claws”) is a 

very skilled shyster who can turn the law inside out, and the Procurator, 

Khvataiko (from “khvatat’,” “to grab”) lives up to his name. In other words, 

Priamikov’s case, however meritorious, has little chance of winning. This is 

the more so, as Pravolov is about to become Krivosudov’s son-in-law! This 

brings up another side to the conflict: Priamikov has met Krivosudov’s 

daughter Sofia at her aunt’s in Moscow, and is in love with her. He intends to 

ask for her hand. He is surprised to find that the Court is actually in Krivo¬ 

sudov’s house—the court building has burned down, and this is the temporary 

arrangement. He also learns that today is Krivosudov’s name-day. By these 

clever and plausible devices the author contrives to keep all the action in one 

house (unity of place), and to give the opportunity of showing the drunken 

revel of the court members later on, as they celebrate Krivosudov’s name- 

day with the liquor supplied by the plaintiff. 

Anna, Sofia’s maid, enters, is surprised and pleased to see Priamikov, 

and reassures him on the score of Sofia’s affection. Sofia herself appears, and 

the lovers have a short scene in which Priamikov tells Sofia that he intends 

to ask for her hand, and she expresses hope that he will succeed. Krivosudov 

himself enters, and Priamikov explains how he met Sofia, and makes a formal 

offer of marriage. The Judge does not reject him outright, but promises an 

answer later, after he has consulted his wife. Priamikov leaves. Dobrov tries 

to put in a good word for Priamikov, and then presents a docket of cases that 

have been long pending, and which should be settled. From Krivosudov’s 
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replies it is apparent that they will not be, since the requisite palm-greasing 

has not been done. Finally the Judge drives out the importunate Dobrov, has 

a short soliloquy, and the scene is invaded by Krivosudov’s wife Fekla, the 

shyster Naumych, who is a confidant and underling of Pravolov’s, and Pravo- 

lov’s servant Arkhip, who staggers in with baskets of food, drink, and other 

presents, ostensibly sent in honor of the Judge’s name-day by his prospective 

son-in-law. After Naumych and Arkhip have left, Krivosudov tells his wife 

of Priamikov’s offer of marriage. Fekla indignantly dismisses the idea: Pravo- 

lov, who has sent her some dress material, is her choice, and it is evident 

that Fekla rules the Krivosudov household. 

Act II. Naumych is a shyster who is a trusted agent of Pravolov’s. In 

the first scene of the second act the two discuss some arrangements in the 

making for the suit with Priamikov. Naumych, it appears, has, with Pravo¬ 

lov’s money, bribed each of the assessors with various gifts; there remains 

only the President of the Court himself. In the course of the conversation 

reference is made to several other extremely shady doings of which Pravolov 

is party, including one murder. The matter of Pravolov’s marriage to Sofia 

comes up, and Naumych asks him if he really intends to marry this little 

country simpleton. “Of course not,” is the contemptuous response; Pravolov 

will wait only until the Priamikov suit is favorably decided, and then break 

off the engagement. Kokhtin, the Court Secretary, enters: his function is 

to collect the laws that the case will involve. He has combed the various 

codes and brought together all the pertinent laws and decrees (it must be 

remembered that at this date Russia had only the Ulozhenie of 1649 as legal 

basis, and a vast deal of subsequent, often contradictory, enactment). But 

Kokhtin has brought very good news that should decide the Priamikov case 

at once in Pravolov’s favor. The will of the elder Priamikov states that the 

property is to go to his only son, whose given name is Fedot—but Priamikov’s 

given name is Bogdan! Actually Fedot (Greek Theo-dotos) and Bogdan 

(Russian “Bog-dan,” “God-given”) mean exactly the same thing, and are 

interchangeable—but the law will not take this into account. Pravolov is over¬ 

joyed and gives Kokhtin a reward, which Anna, entering at this time with 

news that the dinner guests have arrived, sees. Fekla enters and effusively 

thanks Pravolov for the presents, then leaves to get dressed for the party. 

Provolov then outlines his “case” to the Judge, and the reasons why it should 

be settled in his favor. Although Krivosudov keeps reiterating that the suit is 

“delo plokhovato,” “a pretty bad business,” he is finally convinced of the 

rightness of Pravolov’s case when the latter generously offers to advance the 

Judge the 3000 rubles that he needs to buy a village he has his eye on! In 

the sixth scene of the act the name-day guests arrive: they are the four 

members and the secretary of the court, and the Procurator Khvataiko. 

Pravolov goes around individually to the members and asks if each is satisfied 

with the “present” he has received—some Tokay for Bulbulkin, some hunting 

dogs for Atuev, a carriage for Khvataiko and a repeating watch for Parolkin. 
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After some general conversation, all the guests march out to the dining room 

for the grand dinner. 

Act III. Arkhip and Naumych open the scene, as the servant puffs in 

with huge baskets of wine for the party—another gift of Pravolov. He leaves, 

and Anna and Sofia enter and begin to set up card tables and distribute the 

bottles. Anna repulses some impudent attempts of Naumych to kiss her, but 

is reproved by Fekla, who enters at this time. She wants to do everything to 

conciliate her future son-in-law Pravolov. When Anna has left, Fekla con¬ 

fronts her daughter: she is certainly going to marry Pravolov. The girl falls on 

her knees and begs for any other fate, but is sternly rejected. The guests, 

pretty well in their cups, now enter from the dining room and begin to play 

cards, conversing briskly all the while. Pravolov starts to brief his partners on 

his suit, and at this moment Priamikov enters. He is coldly received—he has, 

of course, not been invited to the party, but he has come, out of politeness, 

to congratulate Krivosudov on his name-day. Fekla is very rude to him, and 

he gets into a noisy argument with Pravolov. Finally, losing patience, he takes 

his rival aside and threatens him with physical damage if Pravolov dares to 

marry Sofia—the suit doesn’t so much matter. He leaves at the end of the 

scene, and the court members express their unanimous opinion that Pravolov 

is in the right and the rude boor Priamikov in the wrong. Sofia’s father orders 

her to sing a song to entertain the guests, and she goes out and returns with 

a harp. Her song is a lyric of which the refrain reiterates that “happiest of 

all in the world is the man who lives with justice.” These sentiments are not 

much appreciated, and when Sofia leaves, Khvataiko strikes up his song, 

which begins: “Take—there’s no great art in this! Take whatever it’s possible 

to take. Why else were hands hung on you, if it was not to take?” The card 

game, meanwhile, has been going on, and it appears that Naumych, with 

Pravolov’s money, has been paying everyone’ debts. By this time the guests 

are all immoderately drunk, and at last they all leave; Fekla and Anna, one on 

each side, help Krivosudov out and to bed. 

Act IV. Anna and Sofia begin the scene; it is the morning after the 

name-day party, and Anna asks her mistress why she is up so early. Sofia 

replies that she hasn’t been able to sleep all night, with the horrid thought 

of Pravolov in her mind. Anna tries to induce her to refuse her parents’ 

choice point-blank, but she is a well brought-up girl, and can’t bring herself 

to this. Anna ironically outlines to her the kind of life she will lead with 

Pravolov. Priamikov comes in, anxious to get an answer from Krivosudov. 

The latter enters, with Fekla, and Fekla with extraordinary coarseness and 

rudeness dismisses him and his suit, while Krivosudov tries to get a word in 

and is contemptuously shut up by his wife. Left alone with her, Krivosudov 

protests her behavior—after all, Priamikov had come with good intentions: 

he had announced that he had heard rumors that denunciations of Krivo- 

sudov’s legal decisions had been received by the Senate, and he wanted to 

warn the Judge. Fekla is supremely contemptuous—as if anything could be 
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pinned on them! And how could Priamikov have any such knowledge? It is 

an obvious ploy for favor in the decision of his suit. Krivosudov, however, 

is considerably alarmed and mentions several cases which might have got to 

the Senate and could cause trouble. Fekla dismisses them all and accuses him 

of being a coward. Kokhtin and Naumych enter; the latter brings a letter 

from Pravolov. When Krivosud opens it, bank notes fall out—they are pay¬ 

ments of gambling debts, Naumych hastens to say. Kokhtin brings a legal 

document, already drawn up, which contains the court’s decision that Pravo¬ 

lov has won the suit—although, of course, no “hearing” has yet been offi¬ 

cially held. Krivosud confides to Kokhtin the rumor of the Senate’s inter¬ 

vention, but is reassured: the news, brought by Priamikov, is certainly only 

a ruse for him to gain the case. Fekla calls her husband a fool and a coward 

for even thinking twice of the matter. 

Act V. Anna and Dobrov come in to straighten up the “court room,” 

which is littered with bottles. They hide these under the “red cloth” which 

covers the court table—a symbolic act, as their words indicate. The “court” 

assembles, all with hangovers. Dobrov, as clerk, proposes several cases, pre¬ 

viously mentioned in Act I, which are all dismissed untried. He comes to the 

Priamikov case, and reads off the prosecutor’s deposition. He then begins the 

defendant’s deposition, which he reads intelligibly. Kokhtin grabs the paper 

from him, alleging that he is unable to read properly, and himself reads it 

out with all the pauses in the wrong places, so that the document is quite 

unintelligible. In the meanwhile, the assessors have discovered the bottles 

under the table, some of which are still full, and have begun drinking and 

carrying on conversation, paying no attention to the reading. Krivosud calls 

for a vote on the case and it is, of course, in Krivolov’s favor. The members 

of the court thereupon sign the already prepared document. The Procurator 

Khvataiko enters, and mentions that Pravolov is in the vestibule, waiting 

to know his fate. He is brought in and congratulated on his success. At this 

point Dobrov enters with a packet which he hands to Khvataiko; it has just 

been delivered from the capital. Khvataiko begins to read: it is an order for 

the immediate arrest of Pravolov, against whom many complaints have been 

made. He must be put in prison until the matter has been investigated. Pravo¬ 

lov falls on his knees and pleads for mercy, but Khvataiko, whose own 

security is involved, can offer him none. Pravolov runs out, followed by the 

Procurator in hot pursuit. In the ensuing confusion Krivosudov opens another 

packet addressed to him, and discovers that the Civil Court, against which 

complaints have also been made, is to undergo a strict investigation. While all 

the members react in horror, Fekla enters and tries to find out what the 

trouble is. Dobrov finally tells her, and she is very indignant: surely there are 

thieves in more places than just the Civil Court! And what business is it of 

the Senate? Krivosudov reproaches his wife: it is all her fault that he hadn’t 

heeded Priamikov’s warning. Priamikov himself now appears: he has heard 

the “bad news,” and comes to offer his condolences-and to repeat his offer 
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of marriage to Sofia; now that Pravolov is in prison, he is out of the running. 

Fekla, realizing at last that the game is up, humbly accepts the offer, and the 

play ends with Dobrov expressing some hope that perhaps, after all, the Judge 

and his associates may be able to slip through the Criminal Court—and in any 

case some general amnesty may rescue them! 

It is perhaps significant of the anti-classical trend toward realism in this 

comedy that some, at least, of the names are genuine and such as might be 

borne by real people—Sofia (which, of course, has been used quite frequently 

before, e.g., in The Minor), Anna, Arkhip, Naumych, Fekla. Also marking a 

decided break with classical tradition, there is little or no overt didacticism 

in Iabeda, certainly nothing to compare with the tedious moralizing of 

Starodum in The Minor. The nefarious doings on stage certainly require no 

auctorial raisonneur to demonstrate or denounce them. 

The characterization of the Judge, his wife, the assessors, the Procura¬ 

tor, and the rest of the “negative” portion of the cast of Iabeda is exag¬ 

gerated, of course, but realistic and lifelike to a degree approached only by 

the Prostakov family of Fonvizin’s The Minor, in all of Russian eighteenth 

century comedy. As usual, the “positive” characters are far less distinctive: 

but Priamikov is quite different from the usual namby-pamby young lover, 

when he grabs Pravolov and in a savage whisper assures him that he will cut 

off his nose and ears if he doesn’t give up Sofia! Exceptionally there is really 

no intrigue (in the dramatic sense, that is—there is plenty of the legal kind!) 

in this comedy, and consequently the servants play no major part in the 

action; Anna acts only as her mistress’s confidante, while Priamikov is not 

even provided with a man-servant to be Anna’s husband in the happy finale! 

The peasant Arkhip is an entirely secondary figure, with no plot connection, 

yet very sharply portrayed, with a genuinely rustic speech, quite different 

from the conventional “peasant dialect” of most classical comedy, with its 

endless use of the -sta and -ka suffixes, supposed to be typical of country 

talk. 

The verse is superbly well handled, with some really extraordinary 

tours de force, such as the general conversation during the card game. Here, in 

a perfectly natural fashion, bids are made, debts reckoned up, scandal re¬ 

counted, Pravolov’s case discussed, etc., with the Alexandrine line often 

broken into almost unrecognizable fragments. Nothing like this will be seen 

again until Griboedov’s Woe from Wit. 

Note has been made of the skillful way in which Kapnist contrives to 

observe the unities: all the action takes place in one room—the “court room” 

of Krivosudov’s house, because the official court-house has burned down! 

And all the action takes place within the period of twenty-four hours, even 

though a night elapses between Acts III and IV. The third unity is absolute: 

there is only one action, the law-suit and the attendant chicanery, although 

from a formal point of view the love affair of Priamikov and Sofia is the 
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center, which is first threatened and finally resolved happily by the course of 

the law-suit. The one exceptionable feature of the play’s construction is 

the ending. The intervention of the Senate has all the effect of a deus ex 

machina, unexpected and unmotivated; it is, moreover, at least as implausible 

as the abrupt appearance of the King’s officer to arrest Tartuffe and restore 

Orgon’s property to him at the end of Moliere’s play. Such forcing of events 

serves in both cases only the more sharply to focus audience attention on 

the grim reality. 

Despite its very considerable merits, Iabeda fails of being an altogether 

satisfactory piece. The reasons for this are two-fold: in the first place, it 

is not very funny—the spectacle of a gentleman being legally defrauded of his 

father’s estate by an unpalatable gang of rascals has little that is amusing. 

In this respect, incidentally, Gogol’s Inspector General, which is often com¬ 

pared with Iabeda and evidently owes much to it, is greatly its superior; 

Gogol is funny, even when at his most caustically satirical. But in the second 

place, it is difficult for a modern reader or audience to comprehend all the 

nuances of the comedy because—fortunately—the background of the Russian 

eighteenth century legal system (or lack of system) is entirely unfamiliar, 

and has to be laboriously explained in foot-notes. The judicial system itself, 

the functions of the several officials, as well as the existence of an antiquated, 

disorganized and contradictory body of “law” in which diligent search 

would be sure to find justification for nearly anything, are beyond the grasp 

of a modern reader, whether Russian or western. The language too, which of 

course reflects the realities of the time, is often inaccessible, full of obso¬ 

lete legalese, when not, as in Fekla’s case, a doubtless faithful, but often un¬ 

intelligible transcript of the vulgate of the urban merchant class, from which 

she and her husband appear to have only recently emerged to the verge of 

respectability. For these reasons a play that could very probably, with dis¬ 

creet modernization and cutting, be very effective on the stage, remains 

buried in little-read anthologies. 

Probably discouraged by the impossibility of producing or even printing 

such a play as Iabeda, Kapnist did not try his hand again with a comedy. His 

later works, surprisingly different from his satire and the comedy, are melan¬ 

choly and sentimental elegies, odes, and the like. Excellent as these are in 

their kind, they show no trace of his magnificent satirical talent. Iabeda, 

however, stands directly in the line of comic development between The 

Minor and Woe from Wit, with Gogol’s Inspector General and some of Ostrov¬ 

sky’s merchant comedies at the nineteenth century end of the line. 

4. Ivan Andreevich Krylov (1769-1844)^6 

Ivan Krylov belongs mostly to the nineteenth century, and of his quite 

voluminous literary heritage the precious, indeed immortal, portion is the 
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collection of Fables, which belongs entirely to the nineteenth century. He 

did, however, have a literary apprenticeship in the age of Catherine the Great, 

and his comedies, while of quite uneven quality, merit at least consideration 

for their serious effort to replace classical abstractness with a genuine Russian 

background. 

Krylov was the son of a poor army officer who had reached gentry 

rank by working up to a captaincy, but had no estates. Ivan was obliged at 

the tender age of nine to begin earning money to support his then widowed 

mother and his younger brothers and sisters. As a result of this necessity, he 

never had the opportunity to obtain any formal education; but by avid read¬ 

ing and making use of chance acquaintances as tutors, he was able to pick up 

a good deal on his own, in particular a reading knowledge of French and 

German, to which he later added Italian and possibly English. As he himself 

confesses in some autobiographical accounts, he had a mania for writing, and 

filled every available scrap of paper with his scribblings. His first attempt at 

comedy was written at the age of fifteen; he was twenty when, in 1789, he 

launched a periodical to which he was in all probability the sole contri¬ 

butor—the Spirits’ Post (Pochta dukhov)—which we will consider in another 

connection. Two years before this he had given up his bureaucratic position 

in the Justice Department to take service in the Mining Department, the head 

of which, P.A. Soimonov, was also director of the court theater. A year 

later, in 1788, Krylov quarreled violently with Soimonov, and also with the 

leading dramatist of the day, Iakov Borisovich Kniazhnin, who became the 

butt subsequently of some of the young satirist’s most vicious attacks. In 

the years 1788-1801 Krylov held no post in the government, but attempted, 

with very poor success, to make a living as a professional writer. After the 

first journalistic venture in 1789 he joined with three other men—the writer 

A.I. Klushin and the actors I.A. Dmitrievsky and P.I. Plavilshchikov—to form 

a publishing company, which in 1792 put out a regular periodical called 

The Spectator (ZriteT), and after its demise, The St. Petersburg Mercury 

(1793). Neither of these ventures proving a success, and entry into the 

theatrical world effectively shut for him as a result of his intemperate attacks 

on Soimonov and Kniazhnin, Krylov left the capital for private service, and 

for several years wandered widely through Russia, and by contacts with all 

classes of commoners, acquired the unsurpassed command of the spoken 

language which his Fables manifest. It was only after the publication of his 

first collection of Basni in 1809 and the relative success of his last two 

comedies, The Fashion Shop and A Lesson for Daughters (1807) that entree 

into aristocratic literary circles was at last accorded Krylov; he was by birth 

a raznochinets, and always felt himself to some extent an outsider among the 

gentry, toward whom he harbored a hostility and resentment which found 

expression in some extremely sharp satire. The picture of Krylov often given 

in histories, as a genial, simple-hearted fellow, with a peasant’s sly sense of 

humor and ingenuous affability is what one might describe as “a type char- 
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acterization,” attributed also—and also wrongly—to La Fontaine, and derived 

ultimately no doubt from legends about Aesop, the first fabulist! It is en¬ 

tirely false as applied to Krylov, who was pushing, self-assertive, thin-skinned, 

sarcastic, quarrelsome and a holder of grudges. 

The earliest of Krylov’s dramatic attempts is the Kofeinitsawritten 

in 1783-84, when the author was fifteen! This is a three-act comic opera, 

centering around a conniving old woman who reads the future and discovers 

hidden secrets by means of coffee grounds (the kofeinitsa). The flimsy plot 

is the habitual eighteenth century comic opera cliche': the peasants Peter and 

Aniuta, who belong to an empty-headed noblewoman with the revealing 

name of Novomodova, are lovers, but a villainous bailiff [“prikazchik”] has 

marked Aniuta for his prey, and tries to rid himself of Peter by suborning 

the kofeinitsa to accuse him of the theft of a dozen of his mistress’s new 

silver spoons, which the bailiff himself has actually taken. Mme Novomodova 

threatens to send Peter as a recruit to the army, but Aniuta’s father and 

mother scratch together enough money to buy him off from this dire fate; 

the mistress accepts the money, but plans to sell Peter none the less to a 

recruiting trader. These rascally schemes all come to naught when the 

kofeinitsa demands six of the stolen spoons as her payment, the bailiff is 

forced to disgorge them, and Mme Novomodova walks in while the spoons 

are being handed over. The bailiff promptly takes Peter’s place as a recruit, 

and the lovers are united. 

There is a rudimentary bit of characterization in the completely heart¬ 

less and cynical mistress, who has no scruples about enriching herself at the 

expense of her peasants, and of going back on her pledged word. She is a 

thoroughly nasty and unpleasant person, and since she, the fortune-teller and 

the bailiff-all “negative” characters—occupy most of the scenes most of the 

time, the effect of the little opera is anything but “comic.” This would per¬ 

haps account for its fate. Krylov sold the script to a certain Breitkopf for 60 

rubles worth of books; the buyer was supposedly going to write music for 

the interpolated verses, but nothing further came of the project, and the 

manuscript was returned to Krylov some thirty years later. One feature of 

Kofeinitsa, however, gives some hint of its author’s future direction: conven¬ 

tional as the plot may be, it is thoroughly Russian, and the picture of the 

relations between landlord and serf are not glossed over or prettified as 

they are, for instance, in Rozana and Liubim or in Ablesimov’s Miller. 

In 1786, at the age of seventeen, Krylov made his only extant attempt 

with the tragedy (he had written, according to his own testimony, a Cleo¬ 

patra which has not survived). Philomela38 is a full five-act drama in verse, 

following all the classical conventions. It was never played, but was printed 

in 1793 in the collection of Russian plays which also contained Kniazhnin’s 

Vadim of Novgorod. When the Kniazhnin tragedy was suppressed at Cath- 
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erine’s orders, most of the copies of Krylov’s Philomela shared its fate—no 

great loss, as the author himself admitted in later years. 

The plot was drawn from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and is the well-known 

tale of the lawless love of the Thracian king Tereus for Philomela, sister of 

his wife Progne, and his attempt to. conceal his crime by cutting out Philo¬ 

mela’s tongue. Needless to say, Krylov did not attempt to introduce the 

Ovidian de'nouement—the transformation of Tereus into a hoopoe, Progne 

into a swallow and Philomela into a nightingale! The drama gets off to a 

good start in the first act, as Tereus returns from Athens to his solicitous 

wife and tells her a fabrication about how her sister, whom he has been es¬ 

corting for a visit, has been swept off the ship’s side by a great wave and lost; 

but it rapidly degenerates, and the final act is particularly bad. Worst of all 

is the wooden stylization of characters. Tereus, like Sumarokov’s Dmitry, 

is an unredeemed and unredeemable villain, who freely discourses to his con¬ 

fidant on his own villainy, which he excuses by the absolutely irresisitible 

passion which has him in its grip. Progne within a few lines turns from a 

loving wife to a demon of vengeance, intent on punishing with the most in¬ 

human barbarity the husband whom she has ostensibly doted on. A non- 

Ovidian turn is given to the plot by the device of a popular revolution which 

unseats the tyrant Tereus—an element in the play which would undoubtedly 

have condemned it in the eyes of the government in any case. Philomela, 

the title character, is extraordinarily pallid and uninteresting; even though 

she retains her tongue until the last act, she has nothing of consequence to 

say. Perhaps the most awkward element in the whole drama is Progne’s 

vengeance. True to the antique plot, she is made to punish her faithless hus¬ 

band by killing their child Itys and serving up his flesh to his father in a 

ghastly banquet. Whatever effect this scene might have had is cancelled by 

Krylov’s treatment: Itys, though listed among the dramatis personae, does 

not appear on the stage at all, and is never even mentioned by either parent 

until the time comes from him to be murdered; and the hypothetical au¬ 

dience can thus hardly be expected to feel a great deal of sympathy for his 

fate! Progne, moreover, apparently feels no compunction at all in killing 

her innocent child—she scarcely even refers to her relationshp to her victim. 

One could think of a Medea-like and harrowing vacillation over her act—but 

all opportunities for drama here are consistently missed. 

Philomela has the distinction of being one of the very few classical 

dramas in any language on this rather unrewarding plot; and it has the dis¬ 

tinction surely of being one of the very worst of Russian classical dramas. 

No wonder Krylov himself regarded its loss as a blessing! 

Krylov succeeded a great deal better with comedy than with tragedy or 

opera; but even with the comedy his first efforts are disasters. The same 

year, 1786, as saw the composition of Philomela saw that of another comic 

opera: A Crazy Familyin three acts. This effort has not even the merit 
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of a Russian plot: it is a tedious farce held together by the preposterous 

device of having Mr. Sumburov’s grandmother, mother, sister and daughter 

all madly in love with a young nobleman named Postan, who himself is in 

love with the sister, Priiata. The antics of the “crazy family” are assisted by 

the usual serving man and ladies’ maid of comedy. No one in the entire mad 

company bears the slightest resemblance to a Russian, or indeed even to a 

living human being—they are comic-strip characters and nothing more. 

Two years later the ambitious young author wrote his first five-act 

comedy, in prose, under the title Prokazniki,^® which was published in the 

fortieth volume of The Russian Theater. Contemporary tradition held that 

several of the ridiculous persons whose antics carry the plot of this piece were 

intended as caricatures of real men and women: Rifmokrad (“Rhyme- 

stealer”) is supposed to have been the dramatist Kniazhnin, his wife Taratora 

(“Jabberer”) Mme Kniazhnina, who was Sumarokov’s daughter, and herself 

wrote verses; the parasite Tianislov (“Word-puller’), perhaps Semen Bobrov, 

etc. The identities, however, are of little interest, for any similarity between 

the “characters” of this pitiful farce and genuine human beings is meager. 

The “plot” is feeble and long drawn out, and all the persons, with the pos¬ 

sible exception of the serf Ivan, are synthetic absurdities. 

The title of the comedy, Prokazniki, can perhaps best be rendered as 

The Antics; each of the principals is given some absurd characteristic which 

his or her name indicates, and which serves to keep the plot in motion—but not 

to solve it: this is done by an entirely external device. Rifmokrad is a drama¬ 

tic poet (virtually his only visible connection with Kniazhnin); his wife 

Taratora is a giddy blue-stocking who writes verses and is carrying on a flir¬ 

tation with Doctor Lancetin; their colorless daughter Priiata (“Charming”) 

is in love with Milon (“Lover-boy”), and the object of suits also by the 

Doctor and the hanger-on and poetaster-seminarian Tianislov. Accessory char¬ 

acters are Milon’s uncle Azbukin (“A-B-C”) and his sister Princess Troikina 

(her name comes from the word troika as used in card-playing-the trey or 

“three-spot”). The plot, such as it is, is eventually resolved by the machina¬ 

tions of a remarkably talented and remarkably beautiful maid-servant of 

Milon’s household, Plutana (“plut”, “rascal”), who appears in male costume 

and makes love to the willing Taratora, while at the same time she reveals her 

real sex to Rifmokrad and is pursued by him! The piquant situation of having 

husband and wife rivals for the favors of the same person is at least fairly 

original. A farcical duel between Lancetin and Tianislov, fought in what is 

supposed to be total darkness, enlivens the last act. 

Individual scenes in this hodge-podge are genuinely funny, and for the 

first time show Krylov’s latent abilities; they are often also spiced with some 

outrageous double-entendres. One of the funniest scenes is that (III, vii) in 

which Rifmokrad and Tianislov discuss the plot of a tragedy which the latter 

is composing, and cold-bloodedly plan various scenic killings while the horri¬ 

fied Azbukin lurks under the table and hears the following dialogue: 
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Tia. Now no one will interefere with us... In such matters of course secrecy is always 

necessary. But with what sort of death do you advise me to kill them? 

Rif. In my opinion, in order to increase the beauty of the action, the princess should 

be given a poisoned drink.... or poisoned food; and her brother, her brother.... 

Azb. (aside) Oh! Now it’s my turn! They’re going to kill me, the dogs, for a crow! 

Tia. But for him, sir. I’ve devised a new manner of death; only will it be a good one? 

Rif. Oh, splendid, sir! What is it? 

Tia. I want to strangle him; surely this will strike the spectators. 

Rif. Indeed, sir, this will be a divine coup de theatre! 

Azb. (aside) Oh, the accursed scoundrels! They are chuckling as though over a glass of 

vodka, without pity for innocent souls! I won’t say anything about the princess— 

but what has my poor little soul been guilty of? 

Unfortunately, such scenes contribute nothing to the plot, but are entirely 

inorganic; in this case, Azbukin’s terrors are allayed and explained away 

between the acts, and nothing comes of the episode. 

In the year 1800, according to its first editor, belongs the two-act 

parody tragedy called Podshchipa, or Trumf ^ Krylov is said to have read 

this to a circle of friends, who “died with laughter” over it. The author’s 

reading must have been particularly effective, for the text itself, while mildly 

amusing at times, is for the most part an egregious bore. It is supposed to 

have been intended both as a parody of the conventions of the classical 

tragedy—in which aspect it is fairly convincing—and also a bitter spoof of 

the German militarism of Tsar Pavel Petrovich. Of course Podshchipa was 

never printed until 1859, and then outside of Russia; copies of it were, how¬ 

ever, possessed by several of the poet’s friends, and it was known, for ex¬ 

ample, to Pushkin, who had a rather high opinion of it. 

Both the parody aspect of the piece and its references of Emperor 

Paul’s spit-and-polish militarism are dead issues to a present-day reader, and 

interest in them is somewhat hard to reconstruct. As it stands, most of the 

comic effect of Podshchipa is contributed by the use of distorted language— 

not a particularly subtle technique. The “villain,” a German prince named 

Trumf, suitor for the hand of Princess Podshchipa, speaks a barbarously Teu¬ 

tonic Russian, while Podshchipa’s true love, Prince Sliuniai (his name means 

“slobberer”) mutilates his own native tongue by turning all “r’s” and “l’s” 

into “y’s,” and otherwise making himself ridiculous and offensive. Pod¬ 

shchipa’s father, King Vakula, speaks the commonest sort of peasant lan¬ 

guage, interpolating “slysh’ ” (“y’ hear!”) into every other sentence. Pod¬ 

shchipa herself plays the high tragic heroine, determined to die rather than 

give up her beloved “slobberer” in favor of the German, who at the start of 

the play has the military advantage. Sliuniai, on the other hand, is a practical 

fellow with no such romantic notions; when Podshchipa proposes a suicidal 

leap from an upper-story window, he agrees, but only if it be from a lower 

level! When she proposes another method—jumping into a pond—he protests: 

“But I can’t swim!” 
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The first of Krylov’s comedies which is both really funny and also very 

well put together is the little one-acter, The Pie (Pirog),^ written some 

time between 1799 and 1801. Vanka, servant of the gentleman-adventurer 

Fatiuev, enters, bearing a large and succulent chicken pie, which his master has 

ordered sent to his prospective in-laws to be the piece de resistence of an al 

fresco lunch. To Vanka’s surprise, he meets his girl-friend Dasha, who is 

the maid at present, it seems, of Prelesta, his master’s bride. Vanka is very 

hungry, and without much urging from Dasha, resolves to sample the pie. 

At Dasha’s suggestion, they turn it upside down, open the bottom, and help 

themselves to the contents, until, to Vanka’s utter dismay, he discovers the 

pie is practically empty. It now becomes necessary to try to conceal the 

crime; so when Fatiuiev appears for the lunch (his hosts are off on a wood¬ 

land walk, fortunately), Vanka gets rid of him on the pretext that one of his 

most importunate creditors is with the bride and her parents. Fatiuiev decides 

to retire until this danger is past, and with Vanka’s help composes a polite 

note to Mr. Vspyshkin to explain his unexpected absence and recommend 

the pie; Vanka is to deliver the note. Mr. Vspyshkin (his name implies an 

explosive temper), his sentimental wife Uzhima (related to “uzhimka,” 

“an affected simper”), their daughter Prelesta (“charming”) and her discon¬ 

solate lover Milon appear after their walk, and Vanka delivers the note 

and the pie. All sit down to start work on the pie—which they immediately 

find to be empty. Vspyshkin flies into a temper over what he believes to be 

a rude practical joke, and the note is produced. He begins to read: 

Vsp. Give me the letter-What’s this? It’s not signed, not sealed! The boor! (he unfolds 

it). And in pencil! Oh, fine, son-in-law! If while he’s still only betrothed, he has 
no respect for me.... But where’s the beginning? 

Van. Here it is, sir! 

Vsp. Excuse me, that I cannot”... Was such a thing ever seen? You might begin so 

to your tailor or your shoemaker! “Excuse me, that I cannot!” Where is “Dear 

Sir,” or “My Dear Sir”? Or maybe even just plain “Sir!” “Excuse me that I can¬ 

not!” How stupidly put! What a stupid style! Read, wife! What “cannot he” do? 

Uzh. “Excuse me, that I cannot devour the pie with you”-Devour the pie! What low 

expressions! “I swear, I haven’t time. You remember, I presume, that my family 

are urgently pressing me to marry Princess Snafidina. Finally my uncle has this 

moment sent for me on the matter of this betrothal. I fly to finish the business- 
and how? This pie will tell you for me.” 

The letter is handed from one to another of the family to be read, ending 

with Dasha, who invents a postscript of her own to clinch the matter: 

“Let my pie tell you that my heart is just as full of love for Prelesta as it is full of stuf¬ 

fing.... Eat it and good health to you-there’s something to feast on! I myself gave orders 

and made very effort that it should be as rich in good stuffing as my promised father-in- 

law is rich in intelligence... You will see in the stuffing as many good things as there are 

good and amiable qualities in my promised mother-in-law!... (Dasha reads). “In a word, 

my pie will be the translator of my feelings for you. Farewell! I wish Prelesta all happi¬ 
ness, but I am not the bridegroom for her.” 
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Seething with indigation, Prelesta’s parents forthwith betroth her to her 

Milon, the pair are happily married in a church that happens to be near by, 

and when the giver of the fateful pie turns up at last, he finds himself en¬ 

tirely discomfited. Of course the truth comes out at last, but too late for the 

adventurer; Vanka and Dasha are forgiven, and Fatiuiev’s only expressed 

regret is for his “poor creditors,” whose only hope for payment has vanished 
with the pie. 

The characters here, at last, are real people, with credible human quali¬ 

ties. Even the young lovers are endowed with considerable personality. 

Mr. Vspyshkin is the most natural; his somewhat affected wife is rather a 

stereotype of the sentimentalist a palpable hit at Krylov’s literary adversary, 

Karamzin and his school. Mme Uzhima replies to her daughter’s despairing 

plea to reverse the parental decision about her marriage to Fatiuiev: “Oh, 

my God! You know my sensibility: I am torn, beholding the obstacles which 

fate is placing in the way of your tenderness. But my husband is of quite 

other sentiments; there s no way of bringing him around. ” One can hear the very 

words—“sensibility,” “obstacles,” “fate,” “tenderness,” etc. of a myriad 

elegies. Helpless as she is to “bring her husband around,” Uzhima can still 

offer some consolation to the ill-starred lovers: “Oh, no, don’t go away, sir- 

stay with us! After lunch we’ll sit down somewhere in the shade of a spread¬ 

ing willow-tree and I’ll sing you for consolation my favorite song: ‘I would I 

were a little bird.’ ” Her attempt to sing this sentimental ditty is interrupted 

by her husband, who addresses her abruptly with: “Wife! I must have a word 

with you.” This unsentimental directness is too much: 

Uzh. My God! How this word hurts the ears! Won’t you ever outgrow it, my soul? 

Vsp. A fine time to seize on this! It would seem that you’ve been hearing this from me 

for thirty years, and it’s hard to break the habit in one’s old age. 

Uzh. If anyone has been doing a folly for thirty years, it would be commendable to 
stop it in the thirty-first. 

Vsp. Well, well, all right! What a trifle to get angry over! Listen, then, Malania 
Sysoevna! 

Uzh. Oh, what barbarity! Call me simply Me'lanie, sir! Look, I’ll show you in all the 
novels! 

Of all the characters in the little play, the servants Vanka and Dasha are 

perhaps the most convincing, chiefly because they are, for once, real Rus¬ 

sians, and not merely “clever slaves” out of Plautus and Terence by way of 

Moliere. But best of all, the action of the play is simple and completely 

unified, and in the very best technique of the classical comedy, everything is 

derived from a single source-in this case, the “pie.” From this homely object 

proceed the entire complication and unravelling of the plot. Vanka’s and 

Dasha’s gluttony begins things; then Fatiuiev’s ill-timed efforts to impress 

his bride s parents with flowery language and analogies regarding the pie’s 

contents, which lead at once to Vspyshkin’s explosion of wrath over the 
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direct injury of frustrated appetite and the culminating insult of having his 

head compared with an empty pie shell! 

Krylov’s last two comedies, the one-act A Lesson for Daughters (Urok 

dochkam) and The Fashion Shop (Modnaia lavka) were written in 1807 

and printed after their very successful stage presentations. A Lesson for 

Daughters^ reverts, unfortunately, to the kind of unnatural caricature that 

marks The Antics and A Crazy Family. The plot has some points of contact 

with Moliere’s Les Precieuses ridicules, which was perhaps Krylov’s point of 

departure; the theme is the extremely well-worn one of Gallomania, which 

Fonvizin had handled far more amusingly and convincingly in The Brigadier. 

The nobleman Velkarov, a widower, has let his two daughters Fekla and 

Lukeria be educated in the city by a French governess. To his dismay, he 

finds them so addicted to French—which he does not himself understand— 

and hostile to everything Russian that he devises a drastic plan for their cure: 

he carries them off to his country estate and strictly forbids them to speak 

French at all! To enforce this Draconian prohibition he employs the girls’ old 

nurse Vasilissa to report them whenever one of them utters a word of French. 

All this exposition comes out in the first scenes of the comedy, when the ser¬ 

vant Semen unexpectedly encounters his intended bride Dasha, who is the 

maid of the Frenchified daughters, in the country village to which their 

father has brought them. Semen himself is a free commoner, in the employ 

of a young officer “on his way to beat the Turks,” who has just happened to 

stop momentarily in Velkarov’s village. Both Semen and Dasha have been 

trying to find money enough to enable them to get married, but so far with¬ 

out success. Hearing Dasha’s tale about the situation with the two French- 

mad daughters, Semen conceives a brilliant scheme for getting some fast 

money: he will pretend to be a French nobleman who has been robbed by 

highwaymen of all his money, and will try to negotiate a “loan” to enable 

him to reach his journey’s end. His ignorance of French will be covered up by 

Velkarov’s stern prohibition against the use of that language by his daughter?. 

This scheme works out perfectly: Fekla and Lukeria are charmed by their 

visitor’s refined “French” manners, to such an extent that they write curt 

notes of dismissal to their Russian suitors—the country gentlemen whom their 

father has picked out for them. The notes, however, are intercepted by 

Velkarov, who also presently discovers the “Frenchman’s” real identity, and 

shames his daughters with the disclosure. He generously gives Semen the 

money he has been trying to obtain by his masquerade, and the comedy ends 

with the disconsolate daughters still in the watchful care of nurse Vasilissa: 

Luk. (going out) Oh! Ma soeur! 

Fek. (going out) Ah! Quelle lecjon! 

Nurse Vasilissa (going out after them) Young ladies, be pleased to do your mourning in 

Russian! 
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Here the characterization is far less natural than in The Pie; the 

daughters are improbable caricatures, and Semen and Dasha are not much 

more than the habitual stereotypes of conniving servants. Nurse Vasilissa has 

only a small part, but she is recognizably Russian. Velkarov has little in¬ 

dividual color, and has too little to do or say in the play to make much im¬ 

pression. 

Ivan Krylov’s three-act prose comedy The Fashion Shop44 is the best 

of all his completed pieces. The unities of classical drama are unobtrusively 

observed; all the action takes place in “the fashion shop,” an establishment 

run by an emigree Frenchwoman, Mme Carre'e, with the help of an attractive 

and clever Russian girl, Masha, as her assistant. The first act takes place in 

the morning, the last act in the evening of the same day. “The fashion shop” 

is the source of the play’s entire action: to it naturally gravitate Mme Sum- 

burova, who is mad about French fashions, and her step-daughter Liza, who 

has to be outfitted for her coming marriage. Thither also Mr. Sumburov quite 

naturally makes his way, in his futile attempt to prevent his women from 

squandering his money on frivolities. The resolution of the plot contains an 

extraneous element, which however, also has its center in the “fashion shop.” 

Establishments of this sort had in Krylov’s time rather shady reputations as 

places for assignations and seduction-and also as centers of illicit foreign 

goods smuggled into the country without the payment of excise taxes. 

Krylov utilizes this aspect of his “fashion shop” first to motivate Sumburov’s 

suspicions (well-founded, incidentally) of his daughter’s and Lestov’s be¬ 

havior; and second, to bring about the denouement through the vengefulness 

of Monsieur Trichet, who informs the police that his country-woman, Mme 

Carree, is dealing in smuggled goods. In this ingenious fashion nearly every¬ 

thing that happens in the play can be directly traced to the “fashion shop” 

and its personnel. 

The first act of The Fashion Shop takes place in the forenoon: a 

young gentleman, Lestov, is conversing with the attractive young Russian 

assistant of Mme Caree, Masha, who, it appears, is still a serf, belonging to the 

estate of Lestov’ sister. Lestov, after many compliments to Masha, tells her 

of his infatuation with a girl whom he has chanced to meet in the provinces, 

Liza, daughter of Mr. Sumburov (his name connotes something like “rum¬ 

pus”!) by his first marriage. Lestov characterizes the Sumburov’s as follows: 

Mr. Sumburov is an old man, good-hearted, to be sure, but hot-tempered and ardently 

attached to the Russian manners of our grandfathers; he is only happy on a day when he 

has the chance to rail at either the fashions, or foreigners; and he is such a queer sort 

that even a trifling bit of foolishness done in his family torments him as would a criminal 

act that brought shame to the whole clan.... [his wife] is a backwoods fashion-plate, 

who has been thirty for the past fifteen years; self-willed to boot, malicious, stingy, 
sly, and crazy. 
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Mr. Sumburov, who was acquainted with the young man’s father, was at first 

agreeable to Lestov’s marriage with Liza, but was finally persuaded against it 

by his wife, who wants her to marry her own nephew—an improvident young 

rake who does not appear in the play. Lestov had parted sorrowfully from his 

beloved, and has not heard from her for a year. By the usual providence 

that operates in comedies, at this moment Mme Sumburova comes into the 

shop; she and her family have come to the city to make preparations for the 

wedding, and she has naturally yielded to the temptation of visiting the 

modish French shop. She is accompanied by her servant Antrop, and she has 

left her step-daughter outside in the carriage in the coachman’s protection. 

Lestov presents himself, but is rebuffed when he proposes to make a call on 

the Sumburovs. While Mme Sumburova is in the back room with the proprie¬ 

tress, being shown some exclusive French wares, Lestov enlists Masha’s aid, 

with the promise that he will prevail upon his sister to give the girl her free¬ 

dom so that she can set up her own “fashion shop.” Lestov then tries des¬ 

perately to make the stupid Antrop take a note to Liza, and when this fails, 

gives the serf a tip with which he and the coachman go off to the nearest 

tavern for drinks; during this while Lestov has the chance to have some un¬ 

chaperoned conversation with his idol. Suddenly Mr. Sumburov storms into 

the shop; he is in a rage, of course, having seen his wife’s carriage outside the 

establishment—he hates both the French and expensive fashions. Antrop 

returns, drunk, and Sumburov orders his wife home with the drunken lackey; 

Liza is to return with her father. 

The first act contains all that is strictly necessary for the evolution of 

the plot, but a fine coup de theatre is worked out by the introduction in 

the second act of a shady Frenchman, Monsieur Trichet (“trickster”), who 

turns out later to have been a bailiff of Lestov’s and to have absconded with 

some of his employer’s property. This coincidence is improbable, but not 

really necessary for the plot. Trichet gets into an angry dispute over money 

matters with Mme Carree, and to wreak his vengeance on her, informs the 

police that the fashion shop” is largely stocked with contraband imports. 

This leads to a police raid on the place; Mme Carree, however, has been 

tipped off. She and Masha hide all the contraband, leaving a large armoire 

virtually empty. A note sent by Masha to Mme Sumburova lures that lady 

back to the shop for some wonderful bargains. Lestov thus has the oppor¬ 

tunity, while the step-mother is away, of seeing Liza and making arrange¬ 

ments with her; the girl even gets into his carriage and the servants believe 

she has eloped with him. 

The last act takes place in the evening; the shop is ostensibly closed, 

but Mme Sumburova is there, looking at “bargains.” Suddenly Mr. Sumburov 

once again appears, and pounds at the door, demanding to be let in. Masha 

hurriedly hides Mme Sumburova in the empty armoire, and opens for Sum¬ 

burov. The old man is determined to have vengeance on this place, which is 

both French and a temptation to feminine extravagance-and has probably 
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had a hand in his daughter’s “elopement.” When the police raid takes place, 

Sumburov eggs on the officer to examine everything with great care—es¬ 

pecially the armoire, which is locked. At this point Masha whispers to him 

that he had better not go too far-his wife is in the armoire! He has to climb 

up and peek through a hole in the top to be convinced-but then hastily 

changes his tone and prevails on the police to leave; Sumburov is nearly apo¬ 

plectic with rage, mutters curses on all womankind and his wife in particu¬ 

lar; M. Trichet is put to shame by the failure of his plot-and by the sudden 

confrontation with Lestov, who appears on the scene with Liza. Sumburov 

had been informed earlier that the pair had eloped, but it appears that they 

only had a pleasant ride together, and have returned to obtain his blessing. 

Mme Sumburova, thoroughly in disgrace with her husband because of the 

near-scandal she has caused, is informed that Liza will not, after all, be 

married to her scape-grace nephew, but to Lestov, and everything thus takes 

the turn appropriate to a comedy finale. 

The intrigue of the piece is a little too complicated, and the Trichet- 

Mme Carree feud an element not directly related to the rest; but the comedy 

excels, for once, in natural characterization. Mme Sumburova is a stupid, 

snobbish creature, in awe of her husband, but perfectly willing to disobey his 

orders when she thinks he will not know it; he is a quite plausibly compli¬ 

cated person: fond of his daughter, and of Lestov, but rather easily led by the 

nose by his wife; he is, however, very stingy and feminine extravagance 

enrages him; and he is almost pathologically anti-French. His temper, more¬ 

over, is very short, and he is subject to fits of violent rage. All these qualities, 

which are not just the usual comic cliches, but are perfectly credible in com¬ 

bination as individual traits, contribute to the outcome of the action, and 

are thus dramatically justified. As an exception to the usual comic treat¬ 

ment, the young lover Lestov is resourceful and enterprising, and also not 

an entirely one-sided character: even though entirely devoted to Liza, he has 

no hesitation in offering some conventional gallantry to Masha, serf though 

she is. Masha is a natural, level-headed, clever girl, with no illusions, and with 

a well-developed sense of humor; she treats Lestov’s amorous sufferings with 

a deal of good-natured irony. She is perhaps a little too sophisticated and 

clever to be a Russian serf, but Krylov is careful to give her a rather unusual 

background. The lackey Antrop is very well drawn, and his scenes are among 

the funniest in the play. Filled with open-mouthed amazement at the wealth 

of goods in the shop, he is completely oblivious to Lestov’s desperate at¬ 

tempts to get him to carry a message to Liza. When Lestov at last in vexation 

wishes him to the devil, he grumbles that “no one will let him so much as 

open his mouth.” When Sumburov accuses him of being drunk, he explains: 

“I’m at fault, sir—your former friend [i.e., Lestov] was pleased to give Senka 

and me a tip [“na vodku”] , and showed us a tavern—so, you know, it would 

be against our conscience not to have a drink.” 
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The only other dramatic work of Krylov at all comparable to The 

Fashion Shop is the unfinished verse fragment called The Sluggard (Len- 

tiai).^5 One act and portions of a second were composed, and the whole 

apparently planned, but never executed. It is customary to point out the simi¬ 

larity between the character of Lentul (“sluggard”) and Goncharov’s Oblo¬ 

mov; but actually all that we know of Lentul’s character is inferential: he 

never appears on the stage in the portions of the play that Krylov completed, 

but is presumably sleeping. It is only through his servant Andrei, his father 

Pravdon, his friend Chesnov, and the father of his betrothed bride Sumbur 

(who is called Burnei in the second-act fragments) that we get a picture of 

the pathologically lazy man, who spends all his days in dressing-gown and 

slippers, never goes out, and gravitates from bed to sofa and back again. 

He is too lazy even to get out of bed to greet his bride, her father, or his own 

father, on their arrival at his country place. Sumbur, by contrast with his 

sluggish son-in-law-to-be is a violently energetic old fellow, intolerant of 

inactivity. Here is obviously the comic collision, and it would be interesting 

to know how Krylov would have worked out the plot. By the end of the 

finished portions a possible position has been found for Lentul, with Ches- 

nov’s uncle: but it will be necessary for the “hero” to get out of bed and take 

some action in order to obtain it, which at the point when the comedy breaks 

off seems an unlikely prospect, even with the prodding of all the interested 

parties. 

A work of an entirely different sort may be mentioned to complete a 

picture of Krylov’s dramatic output—Ilya Bogatyr, in four acts, qualified 

by the author as a “volshebnaia opera,” or “opera of witchcraft.”™ It is in 

prose with interpolated verse songs—solos, duets, trios and choruses. The 

piece was performed in 1806 in the St. Petersburg theater. It would be 

interesting to know what the regisseur did with the enormously complicated 

sets specified by the dramatist, and the numerous transformations, magical 

effects, and the like. Thus, scene iv of Act II is described as follows: “The 

theater represents cliffs and waters plunging down from them, which finally, 

issuing from a cave, form a river; at the base of the mountains, on the other 

side of the theater, is visible a low cave, overgrown with a thicket; in front 

of it a small stone elevation.... Tarop and Vladisil- appear above; the latter is 

in a magical sleep.... Their boat appears lower down; Tarop catches at the 

twigs of a tree growing out of the cliff.... the boat breaks away again.... 

Vladisil and Tarop are carried out of the cave on the boat, which stops at 

the bank.” 

The plot of the piece is rather remotely derived from the traditional 

popular songs about Ilya Muromets and his combat with “Nightingale the 

Bandit.” But in spite of the title, this element of the plot is very minor: the 

young prince of Chernigov, Vladisil, is betrothed to the Bulgarian princess 

Vsemila, but his captive the Pecheneg princess Zlomeka, who is a witch, is in 
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love with him and by her enchantments attempts to thwart the course of true 

love. The “good witch” Dobrada and her daughter Lena befriend the couple 

and eventually conquer the spells of Zlomeka. The Jester [“shut”] of Vladi- 

sil, Tarop, and his beloved Rusida play a large part in solving the plot, 

through the arbitrary device which makes the cowardly and self-indulgent 

jester the only person who can obtain the key to the casket in which is the 

magical sword with which Ilya is fated to conquer the Pechenegs. Tarop with¬ 

stands all the diabolical temptations put in his way by the witch, until he is 

finally corrupted by the enticements of wine; but of course the good tri¬ 

umphs in the end, Zlomeka and Dobrada have a climactic battle in which 

thunder and fire are the weapons, and Ilya, single-handed, routs the entire 

Pecheneg force that is besieging Chernigov. 

In such a fantasy nothing like characterization can be expected, of 

course, and nothing is to be found. All the persons are improbable stereo¬ 

types. The combination of the invented plot with the popular ballad material 

is very clumsy, and the momentary defeat of Vladisil and his Russians in the 

last act is palpably contrived only to give Ilya the opportunity of coming to 

the rescue and ending the opera triumphantly. Whatever attraction the play 

may have had must have been contributed by the scenic effects, which would 

have taxed the resources of Wagner’s Bayreuth! The nearest thing in genuine 

opera to this extravaganza would be Die Zauberflote-but Krylov had no 

Mozart to lend real enchantment to his tawdry piece. 

Even here, however, the critic may discern, as in all Krylov’s dramatic 

ventures from the Kofeinitsa on, an effort to overcome the usually abstract 

and conventional setting of eighteenth century comedy by the introduction 

of genuinely Russian elements. The effort in Ilya Muromets is awkward and 

blundering; in The Pie, The Fashion Shop, and the incomplete Sluggard, it is 

entirely successful. This is Krylov’s principal contribution to the develop¬ 

ment of the comic genre. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

GAVRIIL ROMANOVICH DERZHAVIN 

AND THE BEGINNINGS OF SENTIMENTALISM 

A. The Beginnings of Sentimentalism in Russian Literature ^ 

Toward the end of the eighteenth century the European literary world 

saw the beginnings of a phenomenon which can be explained largely as a 

reaction to the over-emphasis upon rationalism which marks the classical 

period. The tacit assumption that the human reason must dominate all life, 

and that the key to moral improvement lies in the perfecting of the intellect 

met with increasingly vigorous challenge, as champions of the emotions 

raised their heads and dared to propose that “a good heart” was more im¬ 

portant for moral man than a disciplined intellect. The movement against 

the classical point of view grew up among members of a different social class 

from that which had been the mainstay of rationalism, and to this extent at 

least the anti-rationalist rebellion can be said to have a social and political 

coloring, although these aspects of the movement neither initiated nor 

determined it. Rationalism, eighteenth-century classicism, was a phenomenon 

of the aristocracy; “sentimentalism” began among the bourgeoisie, that is, 

the newly emerging class of townspeople, and was dominated everywhere 

in Europe by the values of this class. In Russia, where the urban bourgeoisie 

was too small and unimportant to count as a distinct class at this time, the 

new movement took the form of a rebellion from wiithin the ruling aristo¬ 

cracy, and was represented also by the small but intellectually very important 

group of rootless intelligentsia called in Russian “raznochintsy,” that is, “of 

various castes.” This group typically comprised impoverished noblemen, 

enfranchised serfs or their children, sons of priests, educated scions of the 

town merchant class, and the like. Devoid of consciousness as a class, and 

because of their diverse origins lacking any sense of tradition, this group 

tended toward radicalism both in political thought and in literary expression. 

Its chief importance, however, comes at a considerably later period than the 

end of the eighteenth century; only its beginnings date so far back. 

The European movement of “sentimentalism” can be traced first to 

England. More than any other single source, Samuel Richardson’s novel 

Pamela (1740) may be held to initiate the phenomenon. The two later novels 
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of the same author, Clarissa Harlowe (1751) and Sir Charles Grandison 

(1754) contributed to the movement, but it was left to another English¬ 

man, Laurence Sterne, to give the new trend its name. Tristram Shandy 

(1760) is so original and whimsical a piece of work, so entirely sui generis, 

that it could hardly by itself have exercised much influence; but A Senti¬ 

mental Journey Through France and Italy (1767), with its lyrical outpourings 

of the heart, as the future parson Yorick encounters various human conditions 

in his French wanderings, served to crystallize the tendencies of the age in 

the form of vaguely humanitarian and egalitarian effusions which were 

calculated to reveal the narrator’s “good heart.” “Sentimentalism” became 

the vogue. Goldsmith’s idyllic Vicar of Wakefield (1766) was another English 

component of the movement. In the realm of lyric poetry a parallel, but 

slightly different anti-classicist rebellion goes back to the so-called “Ossian” 

poems published by James Macpherson in 1762. The history of “Ossianism” 

in European literature, including Russian, is another matter, however, and 

belongs more definitely to the rise of romanticism, to which “sentimentalism” 

may be considered a prelude. 

British sentimentalism was centered in the novel; and it was J.-J. Rous¬ 

seau’s novel Julie, ou la nouvelle Heloise (1765) which initiated the trend in 

France. But even in England the anti-classical rebellion had had an earlier 

start in the drama, which it was left to the French to carry further. George 

Lillo’s tragedy The London Merchant (1731), for all its literary deficiencies, 

marks a most important turning point in the history of the drama. Here best 

of all can be observed the rise of the new urban class which was to dominate 

nineteenth century English letters. For the first time the protagonists of a 

serious and tragic work are members of the middle class, not kings or noble¬ 

men, and for the first time an author dares assume that members of this non- 

aristocratic caste are capable of having the same tragic experiences as their 

aristorcratic superiors. Although as far as the drama was concerned, this 

lesson failed to have any significant consequences in England, across the chan¬ 

nel, in the hands of that restless and intensely original genius Denis Diderot it 

gave rise to a new form of theatrical creation—the drame. Diderot’s Fils 

naturel (1757) initiated the type, which to the scandal of the French classi¬ 

cist, projected tragic motifs in prose against a middle-class background. 

Although Diderot’s own dramatic efforts are singularly tame and unex¬ 

citing, as well as tiresomely didactic, they provided the opening wedge for 

the later romantic drama and the demolition of the seventeenth century idol 

of classicism. German dramatists, less emotionally attached than their French 

compeers to the traditions of the age of literary absolutism, soon began 

writing in the new vein: the best productions of the sort are those of Ephraim 

Gotthold Lessing, beginning with Miss Sara Sampson (1755) and reaching a 

real dramatic height in Emilia Galotti (1772). At the same time the strictly 

drawn line between classical tragedy and classical comedy was broken 

through by the French experimenters of the comedie larmoyante, such as 
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La Chaussee, De Balbiare and Merrier. The spectator could now weep at a 

comedy (and indeed was expected to) and exhibit thus his noble sentiments. 

Although from geographical contiguity one might expect German ex¬ 

ample to be more influential upon Russia than French, the contrary at this 

date is true. French prestige and the aristocratic Russian practice of employ¬ 

ing French tutors for their children insured that literary movements in 

France should be almost immediately reflected in Russia. We have already 

seen how the “tearful comedy,” decried as a monstrosity by the arch-classi¬ 

cist Sumarokov, made its Russian appearance in such works as Lukin’s The 

Prodigal Reformed by Love and Fonvizin’s Korion. It never, to be sure, 

supplanted genuine comedy, which the classicist Krylov most successfully 

defends, but kept a certain vogue among the elite class who felt that the stage 

must be primarily the corrector of morals, and that tears excelled laughter 

for this purpose. The importance of the Masonic movement in Russia, with its 

emphasis upon philanthropy, education and self-perfection, notably in the 

work of Mikhail Kheraskov, should not be under-emphasized as a promoter 

of sentimentalism. 

More significant for Russia than its place in the drama, however, is the 

impact of sentimentalism in the realm of non-dramatic verse. “Ossian” has 

been mentioned: the sombre forests, rushing streams, misty seas—the gloomy 

bards, death-doomed heros, despairing maidens—the echoes of “old, unhappy, 

far-off things, and battles long ago”—these exercised a most powerful in¬ 

fluence on Russian poets of the end of the century. Thomas Gray’s Scandi¬ 

navian imitations—The Bard, The Descent of Odin, etc.—acted in the same 

direction—in fact, as we shall see, Celtic and Norse cultures and mythologies 

were widely identified in Russia. Gray’s famous Elegy, with its “graveyard” 

atmosphere, its melancholy reveries and its subjective picture of night joined 

with the even more famous Night Thoughts of Edward Young to produce 

hundreds of imitative Russian mood pictures, which were destined to become 

in time as much a literary cliche as the classical elegy, and as much ridiculed. 

Another English contribution to sentimentalist poetry was James Thomson’s 

The Seasons (1726-30), which inaugurated the vogue of “nature poetry,” 

with strong didactic overtones. Inspired in part by Thomson, two Swiss 

Germans, Johann Jacob Bodmer (1698-1783) and Salomon Gessner (1730- 

1786) fought to emancipate German verse from the stultifying pseudo¬ 

classicism of Gottsched. Gessner’s “Idylls” represent an ingenious attempt 

to naturalize among the Swiss mountaineers the already artificial and senti¬ 

mental pastoral genre. Albrecht von Haller (1708-1777), a German, intro¬ 

duced the descriptive poem into the literature of his people with his once 

famous Die Alpen, (1732), which cautiously explores the possibilities of the 

wilder, less “civilized” aspects of nature for poetry. 

French pre-romantic verse, like French pre-romantic drama, is more 

immediately significant for Russian sentimentalism than the analogous 

German variety. Here, however, the picture is clouded by the virtual falsifica- 
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tion of their national literature by French critics who contemptuously ignore 

the entire field of eighteenth century lyric verse as second-rate and literarily 

valueless. This indeed it probably is—but its immense importance for foreign 

literatures, especially Russian, cannot be ignored, and even in French literature 

the apparently sudden rise of romanticism in the second decade of the nine¬ 

teenth century is explicable only when this despised material is taken into 

account. French “light verse,” that is, verse of a private and unpretentious 

nature, as opposed to the pompous public ode and its kind, is a phenomenon 

of the utmost literary importance, even if little of it can be considered poetry 

of genius. We shall see the degree to which such poets as Kapnist, Muraviev, 

even Derzhavin, owed their inspiration to this kind of French verse. Without 

the contribution of such totally forgotten versifiers as Colardeau, Bernis, 

Dorat and other French Anacreontists, and of such German imitators as 

Friedrich von Hagedorn (1708-1754), the flourishing lyric poetry of the last 

two decades of Russia’s eighteenth century would be an inexplicable phe¬ 

nomenon. 

The final literary area to be invaded by sentimentalism in Russia is 

the prose narrative, and we shall defer consideration of this until we take up 

the prose of Karamzin, although that master’s reform of Russian literary style 

is intelligible only in the light of his earlier verse, and this in the light of the 

practice of such predecessors as Lvov, Muraviev, and Dmitriev. Literary 

revolutions do not occur unheralded nor in a vacuum, though the connections 

may sometimes be found only among “secondary” figures and their works. 

B. Gavriil Romanovich Derzhavin (1743-1816)^ 

The greatest poet of eighteenth century Russia was, by an irony of 

fate, a professional soldier and administrator and one of the great “magnates” 

[“vel’mozhi”] clustered around the throne of Catherine II and her succes¬ 

sors, about whom he wrote so disparagingly. A brief account of his life will 

perhaps throw some light on the reasons why his poetic work marks such a 

decisive break with classical tradition. Derzhavin came to poetry as an out¬ 

sider, almost without preparation of the usual kind, and at least until his 

retirement in 1803 poetry was an avocation, not his principal business. 

He was born in 1743, the son of a poor army officer with a small estate 

in the Kazan region. His ancestors, he used later to boast, had been Tatar 

princes. The boy was from the first destined for a military career, which after 

a very desultory education, he entered at the age of eighteen as a private in 

the Preobrazhensky Guards Regiment. He reached ensign rank by 1772, and 

served as an intelligence officer in the Volga region in the campaign against 

Pugachev, first under General Bibikov and then under Peter Panin. In 1777 

he was discharged from the army, transferred to the civilian service with the 

rank of Collegiate Councillor (equivalent to that of Colonel in the army) and 
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rewarded for his services by the grant of a sizeable estate (300 peasants) in 

Belorussia. His civilian duties were in the Senate, where he was under the super¬ 

vision of Prince Vyazemsky, an envious intriguer who hated him. Difficulties 

with Vyazemsky led him to resign from the service, but the favor with the 

Empress won by his famous ode “Felitsa” (1783) soon brought him reap¬ 

pointment. In 1784 he was made Actual State Councillor (equivalent to 

General in the army) and appointed to the governorship of Olonets pro¬ 

vince in north Russia. Quarrels with another official of the province led to his 

transfer, also as governor, to the Tambov province. Again trouble ensued with 

a superior, and Derzhavin was even brought to trial before the Senate for in¬ 

subordination, but exonerated. The publication of his great ode “Portrait of 

Felitsa” (1789), designed to placate the Empress, had the desired effect, and 

the poet was made Catherine’s own secretary of petitions. In this capacity 

he found himself in the immediate entourage of the Empress and one of the 

most powerful people in the realm—but of course also one of the most envied 

and hated. His relations with Catherine became strained and he was dismissed 

in 1793 with the rank of Privy Councillor. Catherine died in 1796, and 

despite some difficulties with Emperor Paul, Derzhavin occupied some high 

administrative posts during his short reign—Presidency of the Department of 

Commerce and a responsible position with the Treasury. After Paul’s murder 

the poet became briefly Minister of Justice under Alexander I, but again his 

independence and inflexibility led to quarrels with other high officials, in 

this case Mikhail Speransky, and he was definitively retired in 1803. The last 

thirteen years of his life Derzhavin spent on his estate Zvanka on the Volkhov 

River near Novgorod. One incident of his final years is, from its symbolic 

significance, worth recounting. In the words of Professor G. A. Gukovsky:3 

On January 8, 1815 Actual Privy Councillor Derzhavin, an important magnate, ex- 

minister and one of the last pillars of Catherine’s times, the famous poet, generally 

recognized as the greatest lyric writer of Russian literature,* arrived at the Lyce'e of 

Tsarskoe Selo for the public examination. The fifteen-year-old Pushkin read his verses 

before him [Pushkin’s poem “Recollections of Tsarskoe Selo”] . “Derzhavin was in 

ecstasy: he asked for me, wanted to embrace me,” wrote Pushkin 18 years later. On 
July 9, 1816, Derzhavin died. 

Even such a brief sketch as this is enough to highlight Derzhavin’s 

administrative-and military-abilities, and at the same time his very difficult 

character. Catherine the Great was not one to advance incompetents to the 

highest ranks in her empire (her behavior with her lovers is, of course, another 

matter-but Derzhavin was never one of those!). Despite a failure on one 

occasion to obey orders, which embroiled him with General Panin, Der¬ 

zhavin’s energy and initiative in the campaign against Pugachev and his contri¬ 

bution to the rebel’s capture were sufficient to win him the rather extra¬ 

ordinary promotion from lieutenant to lieutenant colonel in one jump; and 

his administration of both the Olonets and the Tambov governorships was 
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outstandingly successful. He was a man of vision, energy, and intense patriot¬ 

ism—and of conscience, a rarity in Catherine’s civil service. But the record 

of his difficulties with other officers, both military and civilian, is impressive. 

He was endowed with a very sharp tongue and a fearless disposition, and utter¬ 

ly lacked tact. Even allowing for the evident malice and back-biting of his 

numerous enemies, intent on pulling down the successful upstart, it must be 

said that Derzhavin’s impetuosity, brusqueness, and lack of all social com¬ 

plaisance were responsible for a great many of his perennial quarrels with 

superiors, subordinates and merely fellow noblemen. 

The precise position which Derzhavin occupies in the history of Russian 

literature is a matter of considerable concern to Russian critics, and one 

seemingly quite impossible to define. Derzhavin cannot be pigeon-holed. 

As Professor Berkov4 points out ironically, he has been called a classicist, 

a romantic, a pre-romantic, and even a representative of the Baroque! The last 

mentioned classification, nonsensical though it is, has actually had some 

quite reputable adherents. It is perfectly indefensible: the Baroque is a period 

style, and to move it from the seventeenth to the end of the eighteenth 

century deprives it of all meaning whatever. Neither can Derzhavin be put 

down as a genuine and unalloyed classicist. Perhaps the pre-romantic label 

comes a little closer to the truth than the others-but it is, after all, best to 

eschew the attempt to label. Derzhavin is a transitional figure, both in 

point of time and in poetical practice; there are elements in his work which 

show unmistakably his close connection with the classical poetical system. 

There are, however, other elements which link him just as certainly to the 

beginnings of romanticism. The number and importance of the classical 

norms which he repudiated, both theoretically and in practice, was impressive. 

Other poets of his own age, and even of his own literary circle—Lvov, Kap- 

nist, Khemnitser et al.— are far more traditional and conservative in this regard 

than Derzhavin. Why is this so? 

Two reasons can be advanced for Gavriil Derzhavin’s cavalier treatment 

of the revered norms of classical verse composition. The first is a fact of his 

environment and early life; the second of his psychological make-up. Der¬ 

zhavin had, for his time, a very deficient education: his earliest tutors were 

country ignoramuses-a local sexton, a tyrannical German exile, and an army 

artilleryman. He later had a few years of “high school” education in the 

Kazan Gymnasium, where everything was taught by one, not universally 

competent, teacher. He did not even finish the Gymnasium course, but was 

called up for army duty at the age of eighteen, and spent the next fourteen 

years in military uniform. As a result of this early background, Derzhavin 

had no knowledge of the classical languages or of French; he had learned 

conversational German from Herr Rose. He was, however, by ignorance of 

the essential languages of classicism, cut off from the originals and obliged 

to rely on such mediocre translations as were availabe. But he did not even 
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have any literary training at all, even in Russian, beyond the reading of the 

Slavonic Scriptures which his mother insisted on. In fact, literature did not at 

first attract him—he wanted to be a scientist! He came to literature as an out¬ 

sider—a badly educated soldier, completely ignorant of everything that his 

contemporaries took for granted as the necessary preparation for a literary 

career. When he did, about 1777, at the beginning of his civilian career, come 

for the first time in contact with a genuinely cultured literary group, the 

circle that had formed around Nikolai Alexandrovich Lvov (1751-1803)— 

Lvov himself, Kapnist, Khemnitser, Muraviev and others-these men were 

already touched by the new literary currents that we associate with pre¬ 

romanticism. Thus, Lvov “translated” a typical, and popular, quasi-Scandi¬ 

navian piece, “The Song of the Norseman Harald the Brave ; he translated 

the Odes of Anacreon; and he was strongly attracted to Russian popular 

song, under the influence of Herder, and made a collection of such songs 

together with the tunes. All this means that the literary influences which 

reached Derzhavin just at the time when, according to his own testimony, 

he was first beginning to find his own personal way (1770), were not the 

strictly classical ones which he would have felt had he been educated 

properly. 

As for the second, psychological, factor in Derzhavin’s literary non¬ 

conformity, it needs only a glance at his biography to convince one that he 

was by temperament a man who could never brook coercion or arbitrary 

dictation. Even in military service he was not willing to accept orders which 

he considered unreasonable, and suffered accordingly; and it would be diffi¬ 

cult to point to a single superior in all his long and very successful administra¬ 

tive career, from the Empress on down, with whom he did not quarrel. That 

he should have tamely accepted the dictates of normative eighteenth century 

taste is as unthinkable as that he should carry out the arbitrary orders of 

Catherine II about planting trees in Olonets province! His attitude toward 

the “rules of taste” and their makers is revealed in his angry note protesting 

the rejection of a young playwright’s effort by a pedantic director on the 

grounds of its “bad taste”: “Who gave the right to this dictatorial tone?” 

What has been said above does not of course mean that Derzhavin had 

no literary schooling whatever. He learned to read from his boorish tutors, 

and he did read, rather undiscriminatingly. Of course the poetic models that 

at once offered themselves to his eye were the poems of Lomonosov and 

Sumarokov. It was a fundamental dictum of classicism that a poet must 

imitate-, and what should he imitate but the great masterworks of the past— 

primarily the Latin writers of the Augustan age, then the great French classics 

of the age of Louis XIV, and finally in Russia, the acknowledged Russian 

classics, who would, of course, be Lomonosov (died 1765) and Sumarokov 

(died 1777). Derzhavin began by imitating, and the first collection of his 

verse to see the light, published anonymously in 1774 while the author was 

still in the Volga country hunting Pugachev, is, as should be expected, im- 
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mature and imitative. Derzhavin himself spoke of the book very disparaging¬ 

ly, as the work of an aspiring poet who tried to soar with Lomonosov, but 

lacked the genius. Actually, these Odes, Translated and Composed at Chitala- 

gay Hill show a surprising amount of originality; for example, his very sincere 

and quite moving “Ode on the Death of General-in-Chief Bibikov,” though 

written in the traditional ten-line strophe of iambic tetrameter, is unrhymed! 

Derzhavin explained that he thought the embellishment of rhyme inappropri¬ 

ate to the expression of sorrow. So, incidentally, did Edward Young; but 

whether Derzhavin had encountered the Conjectures on Original Composition 

at this date is not certain. The influence of Lomonsov is, however, ap¬ 

parent everwhere in these odes. At the same time he was also writing songs, 

which he did not publish separately, but incorporated over twenty years 

later in his volume Anacreontic Songs of 1804. In this genre his model 

was of course Sumarokov, and it must be said that he came closer to his 

prototype here than he did to Lomonosov in his “odes.” In accordance with 

accepted eighteenth century practice he was following different models 

for different genres, and himself employing two consciously different styles. 

The classical poet of the eighteenth century followed unquestioningly 

the principle that every poetical genre has its own appropriate style, and its 

own appropriate poetic persona. The poet who writes an elegy, for example, 

assumes the mask of an ardent lover facing separation from his mistress; 

he may himself be a happily married man, no matter; the elegist must be a 

melancholy bachelor. The writer of Anacreontic verse must put on the mask 

of the old toper from Teos; the satirist must borrow Juvenal’s indignation 

and thunder against the depravity of the times. As Sumarokov’s example 

shows, the same poet can wear all these, and numerous other, masks-but 

successively. What his own personality is like he will not have any occasion to 

reveal. This is not to say that the classical poet is necessarily insincere; the 

mask of the passionate patriot and inspired prophet which Lomonosov wears 

in his great odes corresponds truly to his own personality, and doubtless 

the same is true of the pungent satirist which his “Ode to the Beard” reveals. 

The conventional faces which tradition accepted for the tragic poet, the 

satirist, the writer of comedy, of ode, of elegy, and all the rest, were all 

normal human varieties of personality and such as any individual might as¬ 

sume at different times. The patriot may also be a lover, the harsh critic of 

society may in another mood be a tolerant wit. But for the classicist these 

conventional masks may no more be combined and confused than the genres 

of poetry themselves, which the usage of the ancients has once and for all 

set apart in impermeable compartments. 

Derzhavin repudiated all this. He rode rough-shod over the entire 

eighteenth century genre system, and the personality which he exhibited, 

though there are still differences between the solemn manner of such poems 

as “The Waterfall” and the intimacy of “To Eugene. Life at Zvanka” or the 

Epicureanism of “The Bath of Aristippus,” is still recognizably the same, 
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and is not dictated by the kind of verse he is writing. The first intimation 

of this significant revolution may be found in a poem of 1779: “On the Birth 

in the North of a Porphyrogennete Child. 

In the notes which Derzhavin wrote many years later for an edition of 

his works which did not materialize, he makes this significant statement 

about this poem; he, it appears, like several other poets, wrote an ode to 

commemorate the birth of the prince who was to become Alexander I, “but 

in a style not in conformity with the author’s gifts, but in that of Lomono¬ 

sov, for which he felt himself unsuited; this ode accordingly has not been 

printed in his works, and the present one was written later.”^ The “ode in 

the style of Lomonosov” has apparently not survived; the existing verses 

were published in the St. Petersburg Herald in 1779, with a full title which 

explains the poetical device which the poet employs in constructing his piece: 

“Verses on the Birth in the North of a Porphyrogennete Child on the Twelfth 

Day of December, on Which the Sun Begins his Return from Winter to 

Summer.” Alexander Pavlovich was born December 12, 1777 OS, equiva¬ 

lent to December 23 NS; the winter solstice is on December 22, so the 23rd 

is in fact the date “on which the sun begins his return from winter to sum¬ 

mer.” Whether the original ode utilized this device is unknown; in any case 

the inflated, pompous style of Lomonosov, “for which” Derzhavin “felt 

himself unsuited” was rejected, and a poem written in a style as different 

from it as possible. The meter is not the iambic tetrameter of the ode, but 

trochaic tetrameter, traditionally associated with songs and Anacreontics; 

there is no strophic division, and the rhyme scheme is a simple alternation: 

aBaB. Most significantly, the poetic mask of the author is almost playful 

rather than solemn and prophetic. The poem begins with a fairly realistic 

description of a northern winter, with, however, some oddly incongruous 

mythological elements in the classical style: thus the white-haired, gray- 

bearded Boreas makes all nature tremble: 

The earth is turned to stone by his chill hand; the beasts have fled into holes, the fish 

have hidden themselves in the depths, the choirs of birds dared not sing, the bees have 

huddled in their hives; out of boredom the nymphs have fallen asleep amid caves and 

rushes, and the satyrs have gathered around fires to warm their hands. 

At the moment of the birth of the “porphyrogennete child,” how¬ 

ever, “Boreas ceased to roar.... and the beautiful sun turned back toward 

spring.” Around the child’s cradle gathered various “genii” in classical style 

to confer their gifts-wealth, the glory of the purple, joys and delight, peace 

and repose, etc. Finally the last genius, Virtue, gives the crowning gift: “Be 

master of your passions, be a man [“chelovek”] upon the throne!” 

The poem shows clearly the classical inheritance-the allegory of 

winter, the intrusive mythology, etc.; at the same time it flagrantly trans¬ 

gresses the classical canons of style by employing a light, dance-like meter 
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for a “lofty” subject. Other poems of the same year 1779, which Derzhavin 

himself considered the turning-point in his search for a style of his own, 

show the same combination of classical and anti-classical elements. 

Such a poem is “The Spring” (“Kliuch”),7 with its three rather oddly 

assorted and not very harmonious elements. It begins with a neo-classical 

picture, which Professor I.Z. Serman,8 certainly rightly, regards as sug¬ 

gested to Derzhavin by the writings of his friend N.A. Lvov on sculpture: 

Seated, crowned with sedge, in the shade of branching trees, leaning with one hand on 

an urn, showing the face of the heavens-such is the beautiful spring which I see. 

The pose of the figure and its attributes-the urn, the crown of sedge- 

are precisely those of the conventional classical allegory of the fountain. 

Then comes a description, beautifully realized of a real, not allegorical 

fountain: 

When upon your silvery arcs the red dawn gleams, what fiery purples and flaming roses 
roll, burning, with the fall of your waters! 

Your bank becomes purple when the sun is descending from the heavens; your crystal 

is set afire by his rays; in the valley the forest begins to turn blue, and a sea of mists 
spreads out. 

Here we may see, incidentally, an early example of Derzhavin’s wonderful 

sense of color and an anticipation of the gorgeous description of “The Water¬ 

fall. But by the eighth strophe of “The Spring” we become dimly aware 

that there is more to this fountain than meets the eye: 

Burning with a poet’s passion, I come to you, O rill; I envy the fortune of the bard who 

has tasted of your waters, [the poet] crowned with Parnassus’s laurel. 

Give me to drink, give me to drink of you, and I shall sing similarly, and my 

thought in songs shall be comparable with your pure stream, and [my] lyre’s voice 
with your striving. 

May your honor pass through all barriers, as echo from the mountains through 

the slumberous forest: sacred fountain of Grebenevo, you have given the creator of 

the immortal Rossiad [Mikhail Kheraskov] to drink of the water of poetry. 

It is with some shock that we finally recognize that the prettily described 

fountain is no other than Castalia, in a Russian disguise! Awkwardly as 

the elements of sculptural emblem, realistic description and classical allegory 

are combined, they show clear evidence of Derzhavin’s impatience with the 

classical prescriptions that would keep them isolated. 

The greatest of the 1779 poems and one of Derzhavin’s masterpieces 

is “Ode on the Death of Prince Meshchersky.”^ Here we are closer to the 
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traditional form: the meter is iambic tetrameter, in eight-line strophes, 

rhyming AbAbCddC. The theme is one of the commonest of classical themes, 

although significantly, not one found in Lomonosov—the inevitability of 

death, which brings poor and great to the same end. Two famous poems of 

Horace (Odes I, 24 and II, 14) are almost the canonical examples of it, and 

Derzhavin’s poem follows the Horatian construction so faithfully that one 

wonders if he had not been by this time introduced to the great Latin poet— 

the more so as “The Spring” has such an obvious similarity with Horace’s 

O forts Bandusiae (III, 13). The Derzhavin ode, however, is powerfully 

original, even when it makes use of the trite allegory of Death as “the grim 

reaper”; Edward Young’s Night Thoughts, especially his First Night, played 

a part in Derzhavin’s development, but, as we shall see, a chiefly negative 

one. 

O word of time!10 Metallic peal! Your dread voice confounds me; Your groan calls 

me, calls me, calls—and brings me nigh to the grave. Hardly have I seen this light, when 

Death gnashes his [ “Death” in Russian is feminine, but it seems best in translating 

to follow the gender familiar in English] teeth; his scythe flashes like lightning, and cuts 

down my days as grass. 

None escapes from his fatal claws, no creature. Monarch and captive are food 

for the worm, the grave’s malevolence devours the elements; time gapes to blot out 

glory; as swift waters pour into the sea, so days and years pour into eternity; greedy 

Death swallows kingdoms. 

* * * 

Only the mortal thinks not to die, and fancies he is immortal; Death comes to 

him like a thief and of a sudden steals his life. Alas! where we fear it least, there may 

Death soonest appear; no more swiftly do the thunders fly down upon proud mountain 

peaks. 

And so the great chant goes on, every stanza marked by the word “death” or 

a related idea. The words are solemn and the solemnity is heightened by 

the echoes of Scripture: “Cuts down my days as grass”; Death comes to him 

like a thief, etc. Ideas are pounded home by constantly repeated words: 

Zovet menia, zovet tvoi ston, zovet—i k grobu priblizhaet (strophe 1), or 

I ves’, kak son, proshel tvoi vek, Kak son, kak sladkaia mechta,” etc. 

(strophes 8 and 9) [“And, like a dream, all your life has gone by, Like a 

dream, like a sweet vision”] .And then, suddenly, at the end, following im¬ 

mediately upon the superb line: “la v dveriakh vechnosti stoiu,” “I stand 

at the door of eternity,” comes a strophe that seems to clash most dissonant- 

ly with all that has preceded: 

To die, today or tomorrow, Perfilev, is of course the destiny of us all. Why then torment 

yourself and mourn that your mortal friend did not live eternally? Life is heaven’s 

momentary gift; arrange it for your own repose, and with your pure soul bless the 

blow of the fates. 

388 



Such an Epicurean admonition after the magnificent picture of all-conquering 

death is disconcerting, to say the least-but perhaps not more so than the last 

two lines of Horace’s ode on the death of Quintilius (I, 24), which follow 

four strophes that reiterate with all manner of mythological examples the 

notion that Death is inexorable: “durum, sed levius fit patientia quidquid 

corrigere est nefas”-“It’s hard; but patience makes easier whatever cannot 

be corrected.” Horace’s example was probably in Derzhavin’s mind in ending 

his poem thus; almost certainly he was also in a way engaging in a polemic 

with Edward Young. The English poet’s deep dejection at the omnipotence 

of death leads him to admonish his reader to think only of the inevitable end 

and abandon concern for the ephemeral pleasures of life that are so soon to 

be snatched away. For Derzhavin’s lusty, life-affirming nature such an atti¬ 

tude was intolerable, and he adds his final strophe almost as an act of 

defiance. 

The year 1779 marked a turning point in Derzhavin’s verse; but the 

poems of that year, fine as they are, still show certain awkwardnesses and 

uncertainties. The poems of 1782, however, are fully and triumphantly 

mature, and usher in the series of odes on which Derzhavin’s fame securely 

rests. The first of these is an example of a familiar eighteenth-century genre, 

the “paraphrase of a Psalm.” In this case the Psalm is No. 81 (82 in our 

numeration).I* Dissatisfied with his first version, he made two others: the 

final one was published in the St. Petersburg Herald in 1780. The issue in 

which it appeared, however, was ordered suppressed, and a new page substi¬ 

tuted for that which contained the poem. Derzhavin was put to some trouble 

to convince the authorities that “King David was not a Jacobin,” and that 

the paraphrase was perfectly innocent. It was not issued for the public until 

1787. The paraphrase is headed: “To Potentates and Judges” [“Vlastiteliam 

i sudiiam”] : 

The Most High God has arisen to judge the gods of earth [i.e., kings] in their 

assembly: “How long,” He says, “how long shall you continue to spare the unrighteous 
and wicked? 

Your duty is to maintain the laws, to regard not the faces of the mighty, not 

to leave orphans and widows without aid, without defence. 

Your duty is to save the innocent from tribulation, to give shelter to the unfor¬ 

tunate; from the powerful to protect the powerless, to snatch the poor from [their] 
chains.” 

They do not heed! They see, and do not realize! Their eyes are covered with 

lucre; evil-doers make the earth to tremble, unrighteousness rocks the heavens. 

Kings! [“Tsari”] I deemed ye were mighty gods, no one a judge over you; but 

ye are moved by passion, even as I, and likewise mortal, even as I. 

And even as I, ye fall, as the withered leaf falls from the tree! And ye die even 
as your lowliest slave dies! 

Arise, O God! God of the just! And give ear to their prayer; come hither, pass 

judgment, chastise the crafty, and be sole king of the earth! 
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The paraphrase is in fact very close to the original, but Derzhavin has in a 

few places allowed himself to interpret a somewhat obscure text; thus the 

first verse of the original reads: “God arose in the assembly of gods; amid the 

gods he has pronounced judgment.” The phrase “earthly gods” as a synonym 

for “kings” is an eighteenth-century commonplace, and comes very naturally 

here, whatever the Hebrew may have meant. The original of the third verse 

contains only an imperative; Derzhavin has added the phrase, doubtless 

offensive to Catherine: “your duty is.” In the fifth verse “their eyes are 

covered with lucre [“mzdoiu,” “reward,” that is, “bribe”] corresponds to 

the original “they walk in darkness.” Finally, in verse 6, the line “but you are 

moved by passions, even as I, and likewise mortal, even as I,” is entirely a 

Derzhavin interpolation; the original reads: “I said: ye are gods, and sons 

of the Most High, all of you.” 

Whatever embarrassment his “Jacobin” version of the Psalm may have 

caused Derzhavin was erased by the signal success of his “Ode to Felitsa” 

of 1782, which found such favor with Catherine that the poet was presently 

promoted and most handsomely rewarded. Since this is Derzhavin’s most 

famous poem, and shows with particular clarity the decisive break between 

his poetical system and the norms of classical usage, it will be well to consider 

it in some detail. 

The background of the “Ode to Felitsa”^ is the following. In 1782 

there appeared, in a restricted edition, a didactic fairy-tale for children 

which Catherine II had written for her little grandson, Prince Alexander 

Pavlovich—the “Porphyrogennete child” of Derzhavin’s earlier poem. “The 

Tale of Prince Khlor”^ describes the mission of the Prince (Alexander) 

to discover “the rose without thorns.” He accomplishes his task through the 

aid of Queen Felitsa of “the Kirghiz-Kaizak Horde” (the tale is laid in the 

East). Felitsa, in Catherine’s allegory, represents “Reason,” by whose assis¬ 

tance the young prince at last finds at the top of a mountain “the rose with¬ 

out thorns, i.e., Virtue. Doubtless Felitsa in Catherine’s intention is also a 

disguise for herself: her flatterers habitually called her “Minerva.” Der¬ 

zhavin’s bold and original idea was to utilize this tale of Catherine’s own 

making in order to eulogize her in, as it were, an Oriental masquerade. His 

secondary, and even more revolutionary, idea was to compose his eulogy 

of the Empress—“Felitsa”—by the device of contrasting her virtues with the 

weaknesses of the great noblemen of her entourage, whom he calls “murzas,” 

in accord with the assumed Oriental location of Queen Felitsa’s realm. Thus, 

in the ode form most commonly used by Lomonosov and associated with 

solemn panegyric in exalted style, Derzhavin, assuming as his own poetic 

mask the person of one of Queen Felitsa’s “murzas,” describes the Queen’s 

hard-working, beneficent, abstemious mode of life as a contrast to the idle¬ 

ness, luxury and parasitism of her courtiers. Not only is the device of an 

Oriental masquerade in an ode unheard-of, but by the admixture of the 

accusatory elements of satire in the picture of the “murzas” the inflexible 
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classical prohibition against genre mixture is broken. Further to affront the 

classicist, the hierarchic distinctions of language levels is also broken: in the 

passages which concern “Felitsa,” i.e., Catherine, Derzhavin’s language be¬ 

longs to the level classified as “middle” by Lomonosov, while in the “murza” 

passages it is decidedly “low,” with the startling appearance of an everyday 

vocabularly undreamed of before in an ode—“tobacco,” “coffee,” “fools” 

(a card game), etc. Less obtrusive, but still a decided break with tradition is 

the intrusion of the poet’s own personality, even though disguised under the 

mask of a “murza,” and the half-playful, light tone of the whole. Derzhavin 

had indeed performed the perilous feat of “pouring new wine into old 

bottles,” and with brilliant success. A few strophes of the long ode (260 lines), 

will illustrate the various novelties just discussed. The poem begins with a 

strophe that at once sets the tone: 

Godlike queen of the Kirghiz-Kaizak Horde! Whose incomparable wisdom re¬ 

vealed the true path to young Prince Khlor, to ascend to that lofty mountain where 

grows the rose without thorns, where Virtue dwells-she captivates my mind and spirit: 

let me find her counsel. 

Give [me] , O Felitsa! instruction: how to live both splendidly and justly, how 

to tame the agitation of the passions, and be happy in the world! Your voice arouses me, 

your son [i.e., Khlor] leads me on; but I am [too] weak to follow him. Confused by 

life’s vanity, today I am master of myself, but tomorrow I am a slave to caprice. 

The contrast between Queen and courtiers is immediately drawn, and the 

language descends a level accordingly; the “common” words are under¬ 

lined: 

Not imitating your murzas, you often walk on foot, and the simplest food is usually 

on your table; not valuing your ease, you read, write at your desk, and from your 

pen pour out happiness for all mortals. You do not, like me, play cards from morning 

to morning. 

Presently the satiric element takes over entirely, and strophes 5-10 take the 

form of confessions by the murza-poet of the frivolous ways in which “he” 

wastes his time. Actually, the descriptions of these several kinds of dissipa¬ 

tion fitted individual magnates of Catherine’s court so precisely—as they were 

meant to—that it is said that the Empress took pleasure in sending each of 

those described a marked copy of the poem! Potemkin, naturally, occupies 

first place, followed by Alexei Orlov, Peter Panin, Semen Naryshkin and 

Prince Vyazemsky. It scarcely needs to be said that the Empress’ delight in 

the new ode was not shared by her courtiers, and Derzhavin’s popularity 

with his fellow peers, never very great, disappeared in a wave of indignant 

outrage. A good example of the homely, “vulgar” but realistic pictures which 

the poet paints is strophe 6: 
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Or I am at a sumptuous banquet, where they are giving a feast for me, where the table 

glitters with silver and gold, [and] where there are thousands of different dishes: there 

is the famous Westphalian ham, there are the slices of Astrakhan fish [i.e., sturgeon], 

there stand pilau and pasties, I wash down waffles with champagne; and I forget every¬ 

thing on earth, amid the wines, the sweets and the perfumes. 

The picture of imperial virtues which Derzhavin sketches hardly conforms 

to the notion of later generations about Catherine the Great, but was 

probably at this date in the poet’s life quite sincere (he became disillusioned 

later): 

To you alone, O Queen, it belongs to create light out of darkness: dividing Chaos 

harmoniously into spheres, to strengthen the entirety by union [supposed to refer 

to Catherine’s creation of the administrative districts called “governments”] ; from 

discord, harmony, and from greedy passions you alone are able to create happiness. 

Thus the helmsman, sailing over the deep, catching the roaring wind in his sail, is skilled 

to guide his ship. 

You alone do not offend, do no one an injury; you look through your fingers 

at foolishness—evil alone you do not tolerate. You correct faults with indulgence, you 

do not oppress people as a wolf does sheep, you truly know their worth. They are sub¬ 

ject to the will of kings, but yet more to the just God who lives in their [i.e., the kings’] 

laws, (strophes 13-14). 

As he nears the end of his ode, the poet, who has for some time forgotten 

his Oriental locale, returns suddenly to it, and asks (strophes 25-26): 

But where in the world does your throne gleam? Where, O heavenly branch, do 

you bloom? In Baghdad, Smyrna, Kashmir? Hearken, wherever you live—in noting 

my praises of you, do not suppose that I wanted hats or jackets from you for them. 

To feel the charm of good, such is the wealth of the soul, the like of which even Croesus 

did not amass. 

I pray the great prophet that I may touch the dust of your feet, and delight 

myself with the most sweet flow of your words and the sight of your face! I pray the 

heavenly powers that, spreading out their sapphire wings, they may invisibly keep 

you from all sickness, evils and sorrow; that the noise of your deeds in posterity may 

shine forth like the stars in the heavens. 

The device of flattery which Derzhavin hit upon in “Felitsa” he made 

use of several times again, it seems not without Catherine’s prompting. In 

1783 he wrote his “Thanks to Felitsa”1’1 for her munificent rewards, and 

in the same year or the next “The Murza’s Vision,”15 in which “Felitsa,” 

now in the pose and costume of Levitsky’s famous painting of Catherine II, 

appears to her faithful courtier in a dream of the night. In the same year, 

probably at a hint from Potemkin, he wrote “To Reshemysl,”16 using the 

second of Catherine’s children’s stories, “Tale of Prince Fevei,” in which 

Potemkin appears in the guise of the wise Reshemysl. In 1789 he wrote 

another long ode (464 lines), “Portrait of Felitsa.”17 Thereafter, however, as 

he notes in his autobiography, he was unable to find inspiration in the subject 
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again, and dropped it, despite Catherine’s hints that she would like it revived. 

The “Verses on the Birth in the North of a Porphyrogennete Child” 

are, in form, a radically novel variation on a common classical genre, the 

congratulatory ode. The poem “To Potentates and Judges” is a Psalm para¬ 

phrase differing from others of its kind only in its boldly denunciatory 

language; “Felitsa” is in form a perfectly classical ode, but in content a 

completely unorthodox combination of eulogy and satire. In 1784 Derzhavin 

laid hands on another favorite eighteenth-century genre, the religious ode, 

with results hardly less innovative. The ode entitled “God”18 utilizes, as did 

“Felitsa,” the Lomonosov stanza—ten lines of iambic tetrameter, rhyming 

aBaBccDeeD. It begins, in quite orthodox fashion: 

O thou, infinite in extension, living in the motion of substance, eternal by the 

flow of time, without person, in three persons of Godhead! Being spirit everywhere 

and unique, who has neither place nor cause, whom no one has been able to reach, who 

fills everything with himself, embraces, creates, preserves—whom we call God. 

Then the poet proceeds through five further stanzas to emphasize the infini¬ 

tude of God and the insignificance of all creation in comparison—a theme 

already familiar from Lomonosov’s “Meditations.” In strophe 6 comes the 

word which stands as a pivot in the whole composition—“nothing”: 

As a drop lost in the sea is all this firmament before Thee. But what is the uni¬ 

verse that I behold? And what, before Thee, am I? In that aerial ocean worlds multi¬ 

plying other worlds by the hundred million-and this, when I dare compare it with 

Thee, will be but a pin-prick; and I, before Thee-am nothing. 

The next strophe begins with the same word—“Nothing!” But now the em¬ 

phasis is shifted: man is God’s image, and God lives in him—so he is not 

“nothing,” but shares in the divine infinitude: 

Nothing! But Thou shinest in me with the magnitude of Thy goodness; in me 

Thou dost reflect Thyself, as the sun in a tiny drop of water. Nothing! But I feel life, 

with a certain unsated soaring I am ever flying aloft; my soul trusts in Thy existence, 

probes, thinks, reasons; I am—and so Thou are too! 

Thou art!—my heart knows the order of nature, proclaims this to me, my reason 

affirms, Thou art—and I am no longer nothing! I am a particle of the entire universe, 

set, it seems to me, in that honored center of existence where Thou didst end Thy 

bodily creation, and where begin the heavenly spirits, and with me Thou didst link the 

chain of all beings. 

I am the connector of worlds everywhere existing, I am the utmost step of matter, 

I am the midpoint of living things, the initial stroke of Godhead; I moulder with my 

body in the dust, [but] in mind I give orders to the thunders. I am king, I am slave, I 

am worm, I am God! But being so wondrous, whence have I come? It is unknown; 

but of myself I could not exist. 

Thy creation I am, O Creator! I am the creature of Thy wisdom, Thou source 

of life, giver of good, soul of my soul and king! Thy justice would needs have it so, 

that my immortal being should traverse the abyss of mortality; that my spirit should 
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be clouded in mortality and that through death I should return, O Father!—into Thy 

deathlessness. 

Inscrutable, unfathomable! I know that my soul’s imaginings are powerless to 

sketch even Thy outlines; but if blessing be one’s duty, then for weak mortals it is 

impossible to honor Thee by any other means than only for them to raise themselves 

to Thee, to lose themselves in [Thy] measureless diversity, and to shed tears of grati¬ 

tude. 

This ode represents just as drastic a departure from classicism as 

“Felitsa,” but here the novelty is in the thought rather than the form. The 

theme of man’s insignificance in comparison with the Infinite is a Biblical 

one (e.g., the Book of Job), and traditional to the religious ode. A good deal 

of the matter in Derzhavin’s 8th and 9th stanzas on the human paradox 

was borrowed, as his contemporaries were quick to note, from Edward 

Young’s Night Thoughts. Compare Young’s “Night First,” lines 68-82:^ 

How poor, how rich, how abject, how august, 

How complicate, how wonderful is man! 

How passing wonder He who made him such! 

Who centered in our make such strange extremes! 

From different natures so marvelously mix’d, 

Connexion exquisite of distant worlds! 

Distinguish’d link in being’s endless chain! 

Midway from nothing to the Deity! 

A beam ethereal, sullied and absorb’d! 

Though sullied and dishonor’d, still divine! 

Dim miniature of greatness absolute! 

An heir of glory! a frail child of dust! 

Helpless immortal! insect infinite! 

A worm! a god!—I tremble at myself, 

And in myself am lost! etc. 

But there is nothing essentially unorthodox in the famous theme of “the 

great chain of being. The development, which would, I think, have startled 

the good English clergyman as much as it must have Derzhavin’s country¬ 

men, is unorthodox. I exist, therefore God exists! The traditional reasoning 

could hardly be more boldly violated. Where is “faith” in this meditation? 

Everything is subjected to reasoning-and reason declares that I-the human 

being-have only one duty: to raise myself to divinity! Presumption unheard- 

of! Where is the doctrine of original sin, of the essential imperfectability 

of man? Where is the redemption? Where is grace? Derzhavin is reasoning 

like a man of the enlightenment, not a Christian. Man is perfectible, and 

his purpose in life is to make himself divine. Deistic optimism is triumphant. 

One of the eighteenth-century varieties of the lyric most frequently 
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cultivated by Lomonosov and his imitators, such as V.P. Petrov, was the ode 

in commemoration of great military victories. Derzhavin wrote a few such 

odes, grandiose and inflated in style, such as the one “On the Capture of 

Izmail” (1790 or 1791).They seem to be evidently concessions to popular 

taste, and show little of Derzhavin’s originality, although in the Izmail ode 

there are traces already of Ossianic influence. Much more characteristic, 

indeed, one of his best poems, is the 1788 ode “Autumn During the Siege of 

Ochakov”.^ It was written while Derzhavin was governor of Tambov, in 

the neighborhood of which was the estate of Prince S.F. Golitsyn, who was 

actively engaged in the siege of Ochakov, a Turkish fortress west of the 

Crimea, guarding the approaches to the Dnieper River. The ode was com¬ 

posed early in November; Ochakov fell to the Russians in December. It is 

notable in this very unorthodox ode that it is neither General-in-Chief Po¬ 

temkin, who was nominally in charge of operations in the Crimean campaign, 

nor Golitsyn, who was the actual commander at Ochakov, but the ordinary, 

anonymous Russian soldier who is glorified—and far less space is devoted 

to “the siege of Ochakov” than to attendant circumstances: the autumn at 

Tambov, where Derzhavin and Princess V.V. Golitsyna, the General’s wife, 

were anxiously awaiting news from the front; and the domestic picture of 

the General’s family. In this poem, as in so many of Derzhavin’s, the eight¬ 

eenth century conventional “description through mythology” stands in 

incongruous juxtaposition to actual, realistic genre scenes of Russian life, 

not entirely unlike the masterly sketches of autumn and winter in Eugene 

Onegin. Such a medley would have been unthinkable to Lomonosov or 

Sumarokov, or indeed to any of Derzhavin’s own contemporaries. The ode 

begins: 

Gray-haired Aeolus has let Boreas loose from his iron chains out of the caverns; 

spreading wide his fearful pinions [“krile”—accusative dual number! an unexampled 

Slavonicism, said to have been suggested to Derzhavin by the poet 1.1. Dmitriev] , the 

doughty warrior [“bogatyr”] has flapped over the world; he has driven the blue air 

in herds, he has thickened the mists into clouds; he has pressed, and the clouds have 

settled, rain descended and drummed. 

Already ruddy Autumn is carrying the golden sheaves to the threshing-floor, and 

luxury with greedy hand is demanding the grapes for wine. Already the flocks of birds 

are crowding, the feather-grass is silver on the steppes; rustling red and yellow leaves 

are scattered everywhere on the paths. 

The picture of the autumn rains is wholly mythological, but with the curi¬ 

ously unlikely identification of the Greek wind-god Boreas with a Russian 

bogatyr! The second strophe begins with a quite conventional personifica¬ 

tion and a classical description of autumn activities. The “golden sheaves” 

may answer to Russian realities, but most certainly the grapes do not; as 

Belinsky impatiently notes:22 “Beautiful verses too—but where they take 

us, God knows!” The excuse that Derzhavin is describing the natural scene 

at Ochakov, where grapes might grow, is ingenious, but unconvincing. The 
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rest of his description is obviously north Russian. The flocks of birds ready 

for migration, the feather-grass and the autumn leaves fallen on the paths 

belong to the real world of Russian experience. Noteworthy once again is 

Derzhavin’s keen sense of color—he even creates the compound adjective 

“red-yellow” [“krasno-zheltyi”] to describe the leaves. The third strophe 

moves us entirely into Russian reality, with no classical conventions and with 

a homely vocabulary startling in a formal ode: “On the forest edge lies the 

swift-footed hare, having settled like the spoonbill; the hunting-horns re¬ 

sound, and the baying and clamor of hounds peals out. The peasant, having 

laid in his store of bread, eats good cabbage-soup [“shchi”] and drinks 

beer; enriched by generous heaven, he sings the happiness of his days.” The 

next strophe once more brings in Boreas and personifications of Autumn and 

Winter; then another genre picture: “On the carpets of the green fields the 

white down lies scattered; deserts and dales mourn, and hungry wolves 

howl in them”; then another strophe (No. 6) which combines the two dis¬ 

parate elements: “The reindeer has gone out into the mossy tundras and 

the bear has lain down in his den; in the villages the loud-voiced nymphs [here 

obviously just the village girls] have stopped singing in round-dances; the 

houses smoke with gray smoke [“dymiatsia serym dymom”], the traveler 

hastens on his path; the Mars of the heavens [not war-god, but the Star] 

has laid aside his thunders, and lain down in the mists to rest.” Mention 

of Mars is introduced in order to bring in, in strophe 7, “The Russian Mars, 

Potemkin,” the Crimean campaign and the siege of Ochakov; but Potemkin 

has no great place in the ode (nor had in the siege); after this polite reference 

he disappears, and at Ochakov it is “the invincible Russian [soldier]” who “in 

the frost reaps green laurels, scorns the gray storms, flies against ice, against 

trenches, against thunder, [and] amid water and fire thinks: he will either die 

or win victory.” Derzhavin then, in two strophes (9 and 10) addresses the 

Russian heroes directly: “Be men, you Russian Achilleses, sons of the north¬ 

ern goddess [i.e., Catherine] ; though you were not dipped in the Styx [as 

the Greek Achilles was], yet by your deeds you are immortal.” Then he 

turns to his friend General Golitsyn with the exhortation: “Bring back to 

your home the laurel with the olive.” The mention of Golitsyn’s home then 

at once introduces his anxious wife and family: “When with warmth you 

shall embrace your seven sons, you will cast tender glances at their mother 

and in your joy seek no words.” The tender scene of husband and wife re¬ 

united is then elaborated with homely details extraordinary in a classical 
ode: 

Hasten, husband, to your faithful wife, be joyful yourself and give her joy; she 

is thoughtful, sorrowful, in simple attire, her hair scattered over her brow in disarray, 

she sits on the sofa at a little table, and her light-blue [“sveto-golubye”] eyes are always 

shedding tears. 

There are fifteen strophes in Derzhavin’s ode “Autumn During the Siege of 
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Ochakov,” and of these four are devoted to the siege and military exploits, 

while two others refer to the delights of listening to tales of prowess at the 

hero’s home-coming-surely a quite extraordinary proportion for a “tri¬ 

umphal ode!” 

Derzhavin’s universally recognized masterpiece is the great ode en¬ 

titled simply “The Waterfall,”23 written during the years 1791-1794. The 

ode was occasioned by the sudden death in 1791 of the most spectacular 

magnate of Catherine’s reign, Grigory Potemkin. Derzhavin of course knew 

Potemkin and had very ambivalent feelings about him. Unnamed, but identi¬ 

fiable by unmistakable allusions, he is the first of Catherine’s “murzas” 

to be satirized in “Felitsa”; and he appears often enough elsewhere in the 

poems, but never with any great adulation. Even in “Reshemysl” the portrait 

of the ideal courtier is evidently not meant to be identified with Potemkin. 

The man was an enormous force in his time; a magnificent, magnetic, over¬ 

powering personality, devoured by ambition and obsessed with the most 

visionary and fantastic schemes, such as the recovery of Constantinople 

for Christianity and the reestablishment, under a Russian protectorate, of a 

Greek “Byzantine Empire.” But he was capricious, vain, petty, and an in¬ 

triguer; he was inordinately fond of luxury and extravagance, and in the last 

decade of his life, when he was dominant over even the Empress and perhaps 

actually her morganatic husband, he was a ruthless tyrant. And yet with all 

his negative qualities, Potemkin was such a titanic figure that the ordinary 

criteria of morality seemed hardly to apply to him-or so it appeared to 

Derzhavin. 

The ode on Potemkin’s death is dominated by the image of the “water¬ 

fall,”—a very real waterfall, in fact, which Derzhavin had encountered during 

his Olonets governorship; it is called Kivach and is on the Suna river, which 

flows into Lake Onega, northeast of St. Petersburg. The ode opens with a 

splendid, realistic description of the cataract itself, with Derzhavin’s usual 

eye for color: 

A mountain of diamonds pours down from the height in four cliffs [i.e., the 

waterfall makes four successive leaps] ; an abyss of pearl and silver boils below, and 

beats aloft in hillocks; a dark-blue hill of spray stands high, and the roar thunders afar 

through the forest. 

The noise goes up, and then is lost in the depths amid the thick woods; the sun’s 

ray glances quickly through the torrent; beneath the pliant vault of trees, as though 

roofed with a dream, the waves pour quietly, drawn together in a milky stream. 

The stupendous power of the waterfall is then briefly noted, and the terror 

which it inspires in three symbolic animals that visit its bank—the wolf, 

fallow-deer and horse (malice, meekness and pride, Derzhavin tells us). Then 

comes an Ossianic vision: an old man, with spear and shield and helmet at his 

feet, sits under a low-hanging cedar tree, on the bank overlooking the water¬ 

fall, and meditates. An unmistakable allusion in a simile of the “red” 
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[“rumianoi”] sunset identifies this spectator as General Peter Alexandrovich 

Rumiantsev (1725-1796), hero of the Seven Years War and of the first of 

Catherine’s wars against Turkey. Rumiantsev, whom the envious Potemkin 

had intrigued to disgrace, was universally regarded at this time as the model 

of self-effacing, patriotic heroism. Watching the noisy waterfall the old man 

is moved to make it a symbol of human life: “Is it not thus that time pours 

down from heaven, the torrents of the passions seethe, fame spreads abroad, 

the fortune of our days flashes past, whose beauty and joy are darkened by 

griefs, sorrows, and old age.” Again the theme of universal death emerges, 

with the same kind of development as in the “Verses on the Death of Prince 

Meshchersky”: 

Into this maw does not king fall from throne, and friend of kings? They fall — 

and, commander invincible, Caesar fell in the Senate House amid his praises, at the 

very moment when he desired the diadem—and covered his face with his cloak. [His] 

projects, hopes disappeared, and the eyes covetous for a throne were closed. 

So far in the ode everything has been general and there has been nothing to 

hint at Potemkin’s death—but the exemplum of Julius Caesar, followed by 

that of Belisarius, unmistakably points to another mortal of insatiable 

ambition, cut down at the moment of triumph by inexorable death. Then, 

after some melancholy reflections on his own vanished glory and present 

frustration: “[My] strength weakened, the tempest wrenched the spear from 

my hands, and hale though my spirit is still, fate has deprived me of vic¬ 

tories, the old man falls asleep. His dream of his own glorious career is 

suddenly interrupted—and again the influence of the dark Ossianic poetry 

is very apparent—by natural signs that portend some ominous event: 

He listens: the fir-tree is riven, the company of ravens awakes, the stony hill 

breaks in a terrible fissure, the mountain with its riches falls, echo rumbles through the 

mountains, like thunder rolling upon thunder [“kak grom gremiashchi po gromam”] . 

Culminating the ominous dream comes a vision of a black-clad woman with a 

scythe-Death. Awakened from his vision, the old man proclaims: “Surely, 

some chieftain has died! Then follows a strophe that could hardly have been 

interpreted as unqualified praise of the “chieftain” Potemkin: “Blessed is 

he if, in striving after glory, he has maintained the general good, been merci¬ 

ful in bloody war, and spared the lives of his very enemies; blessed among 

later ages be this friend of men!” The next strophe ends with the line “if.... 

he did not seek for false glory!” This leads to the comparison which is the 

central theme of the ode: 

° glory< g|ory in the world of the mighty! You are exactly this waterfall. By the 

torrent of its abundant waters and the noise of the pouring coolness it is magnificent, 

bright, beautiful, wondrous, mighty, thunderous, clear; 
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It gathers people about it in crowds for constant admiration; but if with its water 

it does not give all to drink comfortably, if it bursts its banks and if there is no profit 

from its swiftness—ah! would it not be better to be less famous, but more useful? Like 

the charming little brooks to sprinkle fields, meadows, gardens, and from a distance 

with gentle murmur to attract the notice of posterity [“potomstvo”:cf. Potemkin] ? 

The old man’s speech ends with another guarded benediction for the still 

unknown hero: “Oh! Be immortal, warlike knight, if you have maintained 

all your duty!” 

Then again an Ossianic passage, as the poet, now in his own person, sees 

a great shade “hastening over the clouds to mansions aloft.” “The wind is too 

slow to flow by his paths; he surveys the kingdoms round about, he clamors, 

and glitters like a star, and scatters sparks in his wake.” A vision of the 

corpse on the steppe, and the poet cries: 

Whose bier is the earth—whose baldequin the blue air, whose palace the sights of 

the desert about you-Are you not the son of Fortune, son of Glory, magnificent Prince 

of Tavrida? Was it not you who from the summit of honors fell suddenly amidst the 

steppes? 

The last portion of the ode is largely a fairly conventional glorification 

of the dead hero, mourned by his army, by Catherine herself, by poets and 

preachers: 

A single hour, a single moment are capable of smiting kingdoms, a single breath 

of the elements of converting giants to dust! Their places are sought, but not found, 

and the dust of heroes is trampled upon. 

Of heroes? No! But their deeds gleam forth from the dusk and the centuries; 

[their] memory uncorrupted, their praises fly forth even from ruins; their tombs blossom 

like hills. Potemkin’s labor shall be recorded. 

At last, as though almost against his intention, Derzhavin, returning 

again to his key metaphor, sees in the noisy waterfall now only beauty: 

Roar, roar, O waterfall! Touching the regions of the air, gladden hearing and 

sight by your torrent, bright, noisy, and in mankind’s memory live hereafter only by 

your beauty. 

Most of Derzhavin’s poetical work from his debut in 1779 until about 

1795 was public and monumental—great odes, commemorative poems, satires 

such as “The Magnate” (1794)^4 and the like. These poems, as we have noted, 

were for the most part highly innovative and stylistically quite far from the 

models created by Lomonosov and Sumarokov, but they nevertheless be¬ 

longed to the same class of public document, the utterances of a Russian 

patriot speaking as the mouthpiece of the people. In the latter part of his 

life, however, Derzhavin came more and more to dissociate himself from such 
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public themes and to speak increasingly in his own personal quality. It has 

been noted before that he was attracted to the so-called poems of Ana¬ 

creon, especially after a translation of these had been published by his close 

friend Nikolai Alexandrovich Lvov (in 1794). Derzhavin of course had no 

knowledge of Greek, but using his friend’s version (in unrhymed verse) as 

a point of departure, he “translated” quite successfully some of the Ana- 

creontea. More significantly, he began to imitate “Anacreon,” and in 1804 

published a collection of translations and imitations which even contained 

some of his earliest songs, written long before he had even known of the 

Greek poet.2^ The concerns of this Anacreontic persona are entirely private, 

like those of his model—chiefly Epicurean delight in the innocent pleasures of 

eating, drinking and love-making. A healthy, life-affirming hedonist by 

temperament, Derzhavin felt a natural affinity for such themes. 

Other private concerns, however, make their appearance in Derzhavin’s 

later poetry. Mention has been made earlier of the evident influence of 

Horace on such a poem as “Verses on the Death of Prince Meshchersky.” 

The Roman poet is almost the only writer from classical antiquity, except 

the spurious “Anacreon,” who seems to have had a genuine influence on 

Derzhavin. One of Horace’s most famous poems, the last of the first pub-, 

lished collection of Carmina (III, 30) is the confident proclamation of his 

poetical immortality: “Exegi monumentum aere perennius”—“I have reared 

a monument more enduring than bronze.” In 1795 Derzhavin wrote his imi¬ 

tation of this Latin ode; it is entitled simply “Monument”;2^ it may be 

remembered that Lomonosov had translated the same poem. 

I have reared me a monument wondrous, eternal; it is stronger than metal and 

higher than the pyramids. Neither tempest nor swift thunder shall break it, and the 

flight of time shall not destroy it. 

Yes! I shall not wholly die, but a great part of me, escaping corruption, shall 

live after death, and my fame shall grow, unwithering, as long as the universe shall 

honor the race of the Slav. 

• • * 

For I first, in entertaining Russian style, dared to proclaim the virtues of Felitsa, 

in sincere simplicity to converse about God, and with a smile to tell the truth to kings. 

The odes Felitsa” and “God” evidently constitute the poet’s chief claim to 

immortality in his own opinion, and whether we share this opinion or not, 

Derzhavin’s contemporaries certainly did. 

In 1794 Derzhavin’s beloved first wife died. They had been married in 

1778, and the poet and his “Plenyra,” as he affectionately disguised her in 

his love poetry, had been a model couple. The little six-stanza poem which he 

wrote On the Death of Katerina Iakovlevna [Bastidon], Occurring on the 

15th Day of July, 1794”27 he never published; it was evidently too personal 

a revelation. Professor G.A. Gukovsky published it in 1933, in his selection 
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of Derzhavin’s verse. The poem has a strong flavor of Russian popular verse, 

with its lines of irregular metrical structure and frequent dactylic rhymes; 

the very fact of its lack of polish makes it more effective. The emblem of 

the swallow has a connection with a poem, published in 1792, called “The 

Swallow,”28 to which, after his wife’s death, Derzhavin added two wistful 

last lines. The unpublished poem “On the Death of Katerina Iakovlevna” 

reads as follows: 

No longer the sweet-voiced swallow, the household [guest] .from the eaves-oh! 

my dear one, my beautiful one, she has flown away—and my joy with her. 

The moon’s pale radiance does not shine from the cloud in the terrible dark¬ 

ness-oh! her body lies dead, like a bright angel in sound slumber. 

The dogs are digging the ground, of a sudden they begin to howl, the wind howls, 

the house howls; they do not waken my dear one. The thunder shatters my heart! 

O you, gray-winged swallow! You will return to my house in the spring; but you, 

my wife, my dear one, will be seen with me no more forever. 

My loyal friend is no more, my good wife is no more, my priceless comrade is 

no more—oh! they are all buried with her. 

Everything is desolate! How can I bear life? Great anguish has devoured me. 

Farewell, the half of my heart, the half of my soul! The coffin planks have hidden 

you. 

Derzhavin’s Epicurean outlook on life and at the same time his sharp 

break with eighteenth-century decorum that barred from poetry such vulgarly 

specific items as foods and drinks may be seen in his “Invitation to 

Dinner”2^ of 1795. It begins: 

The golden sterlet of the Sheksna, clabbered cream [“kaimak”] and borsht 

are already standing [in preparation] ; in the carafes wine and punch allure, one sparkling 

with ice, the other with flame; from the censers pour perfumes; fruits are smiling in 

baskets, the servants do not dare even to breathe, as they await you around the table; 

the shapely young mistress [Derzhavin’s second wife, Daria Alexeevna Diakova, whom 

he married early in 1795] is ready to stretch out her hand. 

The banquet, like Horace’s, is to be “a feast of reason and the flow of soul,” 

not a vulgar drinking-bout; but the poet, again like Horace, is moved to 

admonish his guests to enjoy themselves while they can: 

To my friends I dedicate this day, to my friends and to beauty; I know the 

value of merits, and I know this, that our life is a shadow; that scarcely have we passed 

our childhood when we have already arrived at old age, and death is peeping at us 

through the fence. Alack! Then why not become philosophers, garland ourselves, if but 

once, with flowers, and leave off our gloomy looks! 

Even kings, it appears, are not always happy—“He that is eternally on duty 

is as pitiable as a poor sentryman!” The final strophe of the “Invitation” 

ends with the perfectly Horatian sentiment: “Happiness is not in the gleam 
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of purple, nor in the savor of foods, nor in the delight of the ear; but in 

soundness and repose of spirit; moderation is the best banquet.” It may be 

noted that the “Invitation to Dinner,” in marked contrast of its form to the 

homely vocabulary and easy, unconstrained tone, is in the strictest ode 

form: Lomonosov’s ten-line iambic tetrameter strophe, rhyming aBaBcc- 

DeeD! 

One of Derzhavin’s masterpieces, and the most complete example of 

his delight in the beauties of life and his consummate ability to enshrine 

them in vivid word pictures is the epistle: “To Eugene. Life at Zvanka.”^ 

The addressee was Derzhavin’s close friend Bishop Eugene Bolkhovitinov 

(1767-1837), a learned historian, archaeologist and literary critic. Zvanka 

was Derzhavin’s fine estate in Novgorod province on the Volkhov river, to 

which he retired in 1803. The epistle, written in 1807 and published in the 

same year, is quite long (252 lines), in four-line strophes which consist of 

three Alexandrines followed by a four-beat iambic line; the rhymes are al¬ 

ternate masculine and feminine: AbAb. The strophic division is irregular 

for an epistle, which is normally in straight Alexandrines. 

The poem describes what presumably might be a typical day at Zvanka 

during the summer, from the moment of rising to the reveries of evening. All 

the pictures are sharp and clear: 

I hear close at hand the call of the shepherd’s horn, and at a distance the dull 

drumming of grouse, “lambs in the air” [i.e., snipe, which have a bleating call like 

lambs] , the whistling of nightingales in the bushes, the lowing of cows, the thundering 

of woodpeckers and the neighing of horses. I note how the swallow twitters on the 

roof-and from the house is wafted the vapor of Manchuria [tea] or the Levant [coffee] . 

I go to the round table: and there there is a chattering about dreams, the gossip of the 

city and of the peasants. 

From the cow-barns, bee-hives and ponds I look at gold covered with leaves- 

now of butter and now of honey-comb; at the purple of berries, the velvet down of 

mushrooms, and the silver of threshing bream. 

* * * 

The hour of midday strikes, they run to serve at table; the mistress with a chorus 

of her guests goes to the dining-room. I inspect the table-and see a flower-garden of 

various dishes, set out in a pattern. 

Pink ham, green cabbage-soup with the yellow of egg, reddish-yellow pasty, 

white cheese, red crayfish, caviar like pitch or like amber-and there the varicolored 

pike with blue fin—beautiful! 

I 
* * * 

Or standing we note the sound of the green and black waves; how the plow 
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mounds up the turf; how the ripe heads of the hay fall under the scythe, the gold of 

the cornlands under the sickle—and how, full of aromas, the wind takes flight amidst 

the rows of nymphs [i.e., the reaping women] . 

Or we watch how beneath a black cloud the shadow races over the ricks, over 

the sheaves, over the yellow-green carpets; and how the sun descends to its lowest 

step toward the blue-black hills and groves. 

As usual, the precise color words, often compound adjectives put together as 

a painter might mix his paints on a palette, are prominent in these scenes; 

the still-life of the dining table is justly famous. But the other senses are not 

neglected; there are more precise words describing bird sounds—drumming, 

whistling, thundering, twittering—then are to be found in all Russian litera¬ 

ture before Derzhavin; and indoors we hear “the thunder from the reso¬ 

nant harp, that penetrates the soul, the soothing, melting tones” that “flow 

from the strings of the piano-forte [“tikhogrom”] 

The gentle, pastoral repose of “Life at Zvanka” is interrupted here 

and there by meditation; the poet retires in the forenoon to his study, and 

perusal of history shows him “nothing but the self-love and wrangling of 

men.” “ ‘All is vanity of vanities,’ think I, sighing; but casting my eyes on 

the radiance of the noon-day sun—O how beautiful is the world! Why should 

I burden my soul? The universe is in the Creator’s keeping.” As the day 

wanes, melancholy returns: “What is our worthless life? My fragile lyre? 

Alas! Even the dust of my bones Saturn will sweep away with his wings from 

this world of corruption. This house will be torn down, forest and garden 

will wither, nowhere will there be even a remembrance of the name of 

Zvanka; but the fire-green eyes of hoot-owls and barn-owls [will peer] from 

the hollows, and perhaps smoke will roll up from a mud hut.” But at the last 

the poet reminds himself that his younger friend Eugene will not let his name 

pass into oblivion: “Waking with your pen our descendants from slumber, 

near to the capital of the north, you shall whisper in the wanderer’s ear, like 

quiet thunder in the distance: ‘Here lived the singer of God—and of Felitsa.’ ” 

The peculiarities of Derzhavin’s linguistic practice have been pointed 

out in nearly every poem discussed, and it need only be remarked, by way of 

summary, that he treated the hierarchies of language with as little respect as 

he did other eighteenth-century poetical conventions. Champagne, playing 

cards, tobacco, Westphalian ham in an ode, side by side with solemn Slavoni¬ 

cisms—a bewildering medley. Nor is his grammar always conventional, al¬ 

though it would be too difficult to document this for an English reader. 

Pushkin, much too harshly, remarks in a letter to his friend Anton Delvig:^ 

“So help me, this genius thought in Tatar—he hadn’t the time to be bothered 

with Russian grammar.” Actually, Derzhavin’s deviations are not so much 

grammatical solecisms as a tendency, seen also in vocabulary, to employ the 

language of the common people.^ 

Much has also been said about his use of meter. Most notable, probably, 

is the appearance in so many of his poems of a perfectly classical form, as for 
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example the Lomonosov strophe, in a thoroughly uncanonical ode, such as 

“Felitsa” or “Invitation to Dinner.” But he is also experimental in metrical 

matters: the use of a slightly irregular “popular” line in the poem on his 

wife’s death has been noted. A much more determined—and published— 

effort in the popular direction is his “Maiden-Tsar” [“Tsar’-Devitsa”] ^ 

of 1812, written in the spirit of a popular ballad, and employing the quasi- 

popular four-line stanza of trochaic tetrameter rhyming aBaB. But perhaps 

his greatest metrical experiment, and an extremely successful one, is the 

famous “Gypsy Dance”^ of 1805. This is written in six stanzas of six lines 

each, of which the last two lines in each stanza constitute an ever-repeated 

refrain: “Set souls aflame, hurl fire on hearts from [your] swarthy face.” 

The first four lines are amphibrachic trimeters, with alternating feminine and 

masculine rhyme. Zhukovsky and the romantic poets came to use this triple 

measure quite extensively, but the amphibrach is a great rarity in Russian 

verse before this time. Derzhavin’s metrical tour de force was intended to 

transfer to verse the curious syncopated beat of gypsy music. A metrical 

analysis of the first strophe will make this clearer: 

_ / / / 

BosbMH, erwiTHHKa, rirrapy, 

YAapb no CTpyHaM, BocKjimjaif; 

HcnojiHHCb cjiaAOCTpacma acapy, 
_ ' / 

XBoen Bcex iijisickoh BOCxHmaw. 

JKrw flyuiy, orHb Spocafl b cepaua 
/ / 

ot CMyrjioro Jirnna. 

Take the guitar, Gypsy maiden. 

Strike on the strings, cry out; 

Filled with voluptuous fire, 

Entrance all with your dance. 

Set souls aflame, hurl fire on 

hearts, 

From [your] swarthy face. 

Our discussion of Derzhavin’s lyric poetry has emphasized throughout 

the simultaneous presence in it of elements characteristic of the classical 

system of verse composition, and of elements antithetical to that system. 

Let us now attempt to summarize these disparate elements in Derzhavin’s 

style, beginning with the classical inheritance. 

It hardly needs to be said that much of Derzhavin’s verse is, as Belinsky 

quite unjustly said of it all, rhetoric. So, of course, is Lomonosov’s or Suma- 

rokov’s. In an age when verse composition was regarded as a form of intel¬ 

lectual exercise, and reason its guide, all poetry, with rare exceptions, tends 

to take the form of rhetoric. Too often for modern tastes the best efforts of 

a poet become merely moral or philosophical discourse in metrical form. 

What else is there, indeed, in the verse of Pope, or of Voltaire? Derzhavin’s 

verse is, however, in this as in most other respects, transitional-and his 

poetical theory, as we shall presently discover, equally vacillating. “The 

Waterfall,” “God,” “The Magnate,” etc., are indeed rhetoric, versified reason¬ 

ing, with little basis in or appeal to the emotions. “Life at Zvanka,” “On the 

Death of Katerina Iakovlevna,” “Gypsy Dance,” and many other of the 

smaller lyrics are, however, no more rhetorical than, let us say, the lyrics of 
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such pre-romantics as Batiushkov or Zhukovsky. But in the prevalence of 

rhetoric in his verse Derzhavin is truly a representative of his age. 

In another regard too we may consider Derzhavin typically classical— 

his didacticism. Classical theories of poetry always assume that art must 

teach, must be aimed primarily at inculcating a lesson. Very typical of this 

side of Derzhavin’s verse is the short piece called “The Peacock.”35 It begins 

with a minute and sharply observed description of the gorgeous bird, with 

Derzhavin’s usual painterly eye for color: 

What proud creature, spreading his tail magnificently, displays, sparkling, the 

black-green feathers with loose fringe behind his scaly body, like some proud and won¬ 

drous shield? 

Azure-gray-turquoise shadowy circles on the end of each feather, new waves of 

undulating gold and silver; he bends—and emeralds glitter! He turns-and sapphires 

burn! 

Then follow the ironically phrased expectations aroused by the peacock’s 

beauty: 

Is not this the famous feathered king? Is not this the paradisal Fire-bird, whose 

so rich adornment inspires creation with wonderment? Where he steps, rainbows play! 

Where he stands, there is radiance around! 

Surely in his wings are the strength and soaring of eagles, in his sweet mouth 

the trumpet’s voice, the song of the swan-and the pelican’s virtue in his heart and 

soul! 

The last strophe pounds home the, by now obvious, “message” of the poem, 

with all the insistence of a schoolmaster: “But what an extraordinary pheno¬ 

menon! I hear a sort of strange screech! This Phoenix has suddenly lowered 

his plumes at sight of the ugliness of his feet. O magnificence! How you 

blind [people] ! A witless nobleman [“baryn”] is a peacock.” 

There is a good deal of didacticism in Derzhavin, not often as obtrusive 

as this. Many also of the habitual classical procedures of verse description 

may be found in his poetry; they must have been almost automatic. Such is 

the mythological ornamentation: late autumn or winter is ushered in by 

Boreas, the god of the North-wind (“Verses on the Birth in the North of a 

Porphyrogennete Child”; “Autumn During the Siege of Ochakov”); nymphs 

and satyrs inhabit the woods; Mars presides over battles, Venus over scenes 

of love, etc. But this convention is so deep-rooted in European verse from 

the Renaissance on, that it is not even wholly accurate to call it merely 

classical. In this connection it is worth noting that some Russian eighteenth- 

century poets, uncomfortably aware of the incongruity of a Greek pantheon 

in the Slavic world, but still feeling the indispensability of mythology as a 

poetic instrument, tried to find a native substitute, and faute de mieux, to 

create one. Such is the love-god Lei’, assumed to be identical with Cupid, 

whom Derzhavin sees in a vision in the poem “The Cupid of Falconet”.36 
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The classical elements in Derzhavin’s style are unobtrusive and omni¬ 

present—but it would be a great mistake for this reason to regard him as a 

typically classical poet. Too many features of his verse are precisely anti- 

classical, as is his poetical theory, as we shall see. Two of these anti-classical 

elements have been frequently commented upon above—the naturalism of 

his descriptions and his disregard of genre distinctions. Classical theory 

required the elimination of all specific details in description: a group of 

trees is “a shady grove,” not “a clump of birch and alders!”; a table is set 

“with savory viands and sparkling wine,” not with “Westphalian ham and 

champagne,” etc. The goal is to make everything universal. We have seen how 

antithetical to this is Derzhavin’s practice. Especially, as has so often been 

pointed out, is this true of his use of color designations. Where the autumn 

leaves would perhaps be called “motley” or “varicolored” [“pestrye”] by 

a classical poet at his most specific, Derzhavin makes them “red-yellow.” 

His peacock has “azure-gray-turquoise” circles on his tail feathers, etc. This 

specificity is equally noteworthy in words denoting sounds—the peacock’s 

voice is “a strange screech,” the bleating call of the snipe makes them “lambs 

in the air,” etc. Derzhavin is a poet of the senses, and he refuses to blur the 

impressions which his senses bring him in order to create a universally intelli¬ 

gible picture. 

The genre distinctions which form the corner-stone of classical poetics 

are an inheritance from Greek antiquity, although in their original environ¬ 

ment they never were regarded with the veneration which they acquired 

in the eighteenth century. With the Greeks genre was simply a category of 

verse form, not a determinant of content. An elegy, for example, was a 

poem composed in the elegiac meter; its substance might vary all the way 

from an exhortation to bravery in battle to a description of a voluptuous 

erotic encounter to a narrative description of an old.woman’s supper prepa¬ 

rations. Derzhavin knew no Greek, and of course had no access to the meager 

remains of Greek lyric verse, which were still inaccessible to his age, with 

few exceptions. But he seems to have almost intuitively perceived the arti¬ 

ficiality of the compartmentalization of poetic types which classical theory 

evolved from a misunderstanding of Greek and Latin usage, and reacted 

against it, both in practice and in theory. We have noted how “Felitsa,” 

an ode in form, contains elements of satire, how another formal ode, “Invi¬ 

tation to Dinner,” is a friendly epistle in content, and how “Life at Zvanka,” 

a formal epistle has elements of both elegy and pastoral; and we have seen 

how, in all types of verse that he touches, it is not the prescribed classical 

persona of the genre who speaks, but Derzhavin himself. This is a radically 

anti-classical innovation. 

I have labeled such features of Derzhavin’s verse “anti-classical” with¬ 

out further definition, because they can better be appreciated as reactions 

against the prevailing style than as premonitions of the sentimentalist or pre¬ 

romantic styles which supplant classicism at the end of the century. But some 
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specific pre-romantic characteristics are to be found in Derzhavin’s verse, as 

previous discussions have indicated. Here the composite influence of Celtic 

and Scandinavian models is most prominent. The principal source for Rus¬ 

sians of this material was the work of the Swiss savant Paul-Henri Mallet 

(1730-1807),entitled: Monuments de la Mythologie et la Poesie des 

Celtes et particulierement des anciens Scandinaves pour servir de supple¬ 

ment et de preuve a L’lntroduction de Danemarc [i.e., the author’s earlier 

work of 1755]. This was the source in which Derzhavin’s friend Nikolai 

Lvov found the original for his Scandinavian “Song of Harald the Brave,” 

and in its Russian translation of 1785 was accessible to Derzhavin himself. 

It is worth noting that neither Mallet nor other scholars for many years made 

any distinction between Celtic (i.e., Ossianic) and Scandinavian; both ancient 

cultures were regarded as a single “northern” entity. This one may see with 

particular clarity in Ozerov’s tragedy Fingal. Celtic and Scandinavian color- 

wild and gloomy natural surroundings, mists and dark forests and ominous 

birds such as ravens and owls—marks Derzhavin’s “Waterfall” particularly, 

but may be found in other poems also, such as “The Capture of Izmail.” 

Another non-classical element characteristic of the pre-romantic style is the 

exploitation of native Russian, popular verse forms, styles and subjects. 

The most notable such piece in Derzhavin’s work is the narrative poem 

“The Tsar-Maiden” (1812).^ The subject is a Russian folk-story, and al¬ 

though the regular four-line stanza form is remote from popular usage, the 

poet attempts to convey a popular flavor by the occasional use of such ex¬ 

pressions as “zhila-byla,” “was once on a time,” or “they swam like cheese 

in butter” [“plavali kak v mask syr”] , i.e., “lived a very pleasant life.” 

Like most true lyric poets Derzhavin did not theorize about his art 

until quite late. It was not until 1811 that he began work on his “Disser¬ 

tation [“Rassuzhdenie”] on Lyric Poetry, or the Ode.” A portion of this 

theoretical treatise was published by Grote in his “Complete Edition” of 

Derzhavin’s works^** a good deal of it, however, remains still in manuscript 

in the Leningrad State Public Library. A few extracts from the unpublished 

portion have been made accessible in essays by L.I. Kulakova and others. 

Apparently a good deal of the complete treatise is relatively valueless, 

being chiefly a rehash of esthetic theories already obsolete in Derzhavin’s 

day. If one were to be guided by such entirely second-hand matter, Der¬ 

zhavin’s position as a classicist would be a certainty. But in his theories as 

in his practice, the poet held with no attempt at consistency to two quite 

different concepts of poetry. He had, as has been noted before, a knowledge 

of German which opened for him a good deal of pre-romantic theory that 

he might not have had access to readily in Russian. Herder is one of these 

theorists, and another is Edward Young, whose Conjectures on Original 

Composition (1759) were published in German as early as the 1770s. An¬ 

other pre-romantic whose influence on Derzhavin is obvious is Johann Georg 
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Hamann (1730-1788); his famous dictum on primeval poetry: “Poetry is 

humanity’s mother tongue, just as silviculture is older than agriculture, 

painting older than literature, singing older than declamation, the apologue 

older than the syllogism, barter older than commerce,”^1 is echoed by 

Derzhavin early in his treatise: 

Lyric poetry makes its appearance from the very cradle of the world. It is the most 

ancient [kind of poetry] with all peoples; it is the outpouring of the enflamed spirit, 

the echo of touched feelings, the ecstasy or effusion of the rapturous heart. Man, arisen 

from the dust and entranced by the wonders of the world, must first have uttered the 

voice of his joy, wonder and gratitude in lyrical exclamation. Everything surrounding 

him: sun, moon, stars, seas, mountains, forests and rivers filled [him] with lively feel¬ 

ings and wrung utterances from him. Here is the genuine and original source of the 

ode; and for this reason it is not, as some think, merely the imitation of nature, but 

inspiration by it, whereby it is distinguished from other poetry. It is not science, but 

fire, heat, feeling.^ 

Says Young: “An Original [that is, a work of inspiration] may be said 

to be of a vegetable nature; it rises spontaneously from the vital root of 

genius; it grows, and is not made; imitations are often a sort of manufacture 

wrought up by those mechanics, art and labour, out of pre-existent materials 

not their own.”^ 

Classical theory held that the poet must imitate: the unapproachable 

models for all subsequent writers are the poets of Greece and Rome. The 

modern composer of odes must model himself on Pindar, Horace and Ana¬ 

creon. Young’s Conjectures decisively reject this notion: imitation leads 

to second-rate work; only “original composition” is first rate, and origi¬ 

nality of composition springs from “genius.” Direct inspiration by nature, 

not imitation of models, was the procedure of the ancients, and the modern 

poet must imitate, not the work, but the method of the ancients. This is 

precisely what Derzhavin says in his “Dissertation,” and a more radical break 

with classicism can hardly be imagined. 

Continuing on the subject of inspiration, the poet contemptuously 

jettisons the classicist’s dictum that poetry is the creation of the all-powerful 

reason: 

Inspiration is born by the contact of chance with the poem’s passion, as a spark in ashes 

which is animated by the breath of the wind.... In genuine inspiration there is neither 

connection nor cold reason; it even shuns them, and in its lofty soaring seeks only 

lively, engaging presentations. From this it is that in superior lyric poets every word 

is a thought, every thought an image, every image a feeling, every feeling expression, 

now lofty, now fiery, now powerful, or possessing in itself its own peculiar color and 

attractiveness.... 

Loftiness [i.e., what English eighteenth-century theorists call “the sublime”] is 

of two kinds. One is sensual and consists in the lively presentation of things; the other 

intellectual, and consists in the display of the activity of a lofty spirit.... The first belongs 

to the lyre, the second to the drama. * 
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It is perhaps because Derzhavin’s own inspiration is precisely what he calls 

“sensual,” and hence, in his theory, essentially lyric, that he failed quite 

decisively in the drama, which requires, at least in its eighteenth-century 

versions, an “intellectual” inspiration. 

Still on the subject of inspiration, he emphasizes its non-voluntary, 

almost divine character: 

Inspiration is nothing else but a lively feeling, the gift of heaven, illumination from 

divinity. The poet in the full intoxication of his feelings, enflamed by that fire that 

comes from above, or to speak more simply, by imagination, goes into a rapture [Lo¬ 

monosov’s “vostorg”], seizes his lyre and sings what his heart commands him. 1 

Later in his essay, returning to the topic of what he has called the 

sensual “presentation of things,” which as we have constantly noted, plays 

such a very large part in his poetical practice, he speaks of: 

Brilliant, lively pictures, that is, views taken from nature, which instantly strike the 

imagination of tender or sensitive people and produce before their very eyes a fantasy 

(dream) or fanciful feelings. These pictures in lyric poetry (not to speak of epic) must 

be short, sketched with a fiery brush, or with a single stroke of terror or delight, magni¬ 

ficently.^2 

Part of the classical striving toward universality concerns the question 

of “taste.” If every literary or artistic genre has its model marked out, one 

and unchangeable; and reason has laid down the rules by which this model is 

to be imitated, then esthetic appreciation (“taste”) must be identical in all 

educated people. If “nature” and not humanly created models is followed, 

then it is not what we might call “raw” nature, which always is “imperfect,” 

but “nature with its insufficiencies removed,” “elegant nature,”—the formal 

garden and not the wilderness. In any case, reason decrees that there can be 

only one “true taste.” 

This position, of course, came under attack as soon as the uncondi¬ 

tional veneration of classical precept and practice began to come into ques¬ 

tion, and the individual personality of the artist began to assert itself. The 

complete rejection of the classical notion of “taste” belongs to developed 

romanticism, but intimations of it are to be found considerably earlier. In 

her introduction to the “Poet’s Library” edition of the poems of Mikhail 

Nikitich Muraviev (1757-1807), Professor L.I. Kulakova, using the unpub¬ 

lished archive of Muraviev now in the Leningrad State Public Library, writes 

as follows 

“Letters” [“pis’mena”].... are called beautiful [i.e., “Belles lettres”] for this reason, 

that they pursue and represent beauty, which is different in all the creations of nature 

and the works of man” (3, 31)—of this Muraviev is firmly convinced, just as he is that 

“the true and tender feeling for beauty in nature and the arts is called taste” (3, 128). 

In further defining taste he contradicts himself. Now, in accordance with the dictates 
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of classicism, he recognizes a certain unitary and unchangeable “model of taste,” the 

legislators of which are Aristotle, Horace, Boileau; now, abandoning classicism, he shows 

that “the beauties of a poem or painting recoil from the rigor of proof” (3, 131), speaks 

of the “inexplicable attractiveness” of a poetical work, discusses “original compositions 

marked with the imprint of the popular mental outline” (3, 121), explains the difference 

in writers by time and national peculiarities (1, 178-179), rejects every kind of rational¬ 

ism in poetry: 

Reflection does not create 

By its counted and measured course, 

But feeling by its all-powerful madness 

Hastens the birth of miracles [State Public Library, No. 3] 

and in the final analysis arrives at the romantic theory of genius. 

Muraviev was a brilliant and highly cultured man, and associated in a literary 

way with the circle centered on Nikolai Lvov, Derzhavin’s close friend. 

Although most of Muraviev’s work remained unpublished, it no doubt circu¬ 

lated in manuscript among his friends, and was quite possibly known to 

Derzhavin. At any rate Derzhavin too rejects the classical definition of 
taste: 

“True taste” is not the traditional following of “the rules,” not the “rectification of 

nature s insufficiencies, not the imitation of elegant nature,” the obligatory char¬ 

acter of which is still maintained even after Derzhavin. No, it is: “the observance of all 

the circumstances that relate to man-time, customs, religion et al.”44 

In both Muraviev and Derzhavin, in the passages quoted above, may be 

noted the beginnings of a historical view of art and literature, again totally 

at variance with the dictates of classicism, one of the basic principles of which 

is the universality of human experience. Differences of environment, cultural 

inheritance, etc., are irrelevant human nature is always and everywhere 

the same. Derzhavin repudiates this position very sharply in one passage: 

Climate, location, religion, custom, degree of education and even temperament have 

their influence on every poet. But it is observed in general that the more barbarous 

a people was, the more fiery was its imagination, the more abrupt and curt its style, 

the less connection, development and consecutiveness in ideas, but the more picturesque 

nature in images and the more imagination. On the contrary, with cultured societies, 

there is more diversity, development, charm, brilliance in thoughts and loftiness in 
language.45 

What he has to say here about abruptness of style and lack of logical develop¬ 

ment of ideas applies precisely to the Scandinavian poetry and the verse of 
Ossian. 

One of the classical pedantries which evidently annoyed Derzhavin 

particularly was the minute classification of lyric verse into subject categories, 

such as German theorists were fond of. In the unpublished portion of his 
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“Dissertation” quoted by Kulakova^ he writes: 

But I shall say that [even] if the names do not lend things an importance without their 

real deserts, yet one must agree with me that they, that is, those designations, or particu¬ 

lar divisions of songs, are rather an oversubtlety, or pedagogues showing off their know¬ 

ledge of antiquity, than a genuine necessity; for while one speaks in them on one subject, 

he may with propriety also mention another. 

Derzhavin submitted his “Dissertation” in manuscript to his friend Bishop 

Eugene Bolkhovitinov, a very learned literary historian, who was scandalized 

by this lack of respect for genre classifications which he declared in a letter 

to Derzhavin were by no means mere scholastic subtleties, but originated 

from nature. The classification which Derzhavin proposed as a substitute, by 

individual poets—odes would be “Pindaric” or “Sapphic” or “Horatian,” 

etc.—he declared would simply not do. His friend bowed to the superior 

erudition of Bishop Eugene, but with reluctance: “I have no great respect 

for the pedantic divisions of lyric poetry, but in order not to bring the whole 

mob of the schools down on my head, I’ll change [the text] merely touching 

on the matter a little. 

At the advice of Eugene Bolkhovitinov Derzhavin suppressed his dislike for “pedantic 

divisions,” but he prepared the ground for their abolition by referring to the ode ballads 

and romances and stanze and songs, with the categorical assertion that eulogies must be 

accompanied “by an Attic power of moral instruction or satire,” by the practical em¬ 

bodiment of this thesis in odes which destroyed the customary views on genres and the 

unity of style, obligatory for classicism. In the unpublished portion of the “Dissertation” 

was maintained also the theory of the “mixed ode,” which completely justifies the 
40 

system of Derzhavin’s odes. 0 

From all that has been said it should be obvious that in theory, at 

least, Derzhavin was at so many points in direct opposition to classical poetics 

that there is nothing surprising in his being sometimes hailed as a pre-roman- 

tic, divorced altogether from classicism. 

In his declining years the great lyric poet, to everyone’s surprise, 

turned his talents to the writing of drama, a type of literature which by his 

own definitions required a completely different kind of inspiration from 

his own. Of the numerous pieces—tragedies and operas—which he composed 

between 1804 and 1816, only one, Herod and Mariamne, was ever staged, 

and this with no marked success. This is also the only one of his plays which 

has been published since the Grote edition of Derzhavin’s Complete Works.^ 

Derzhavin was particularly intrigued by the lyrical and semi-operatic 

dramas of the Italian Metastasio (1698-1782), and in his first dramatic 

efforts attempted to follow the same direction: Dobrynia, an opera based 

on the famous folk-tale bogatyr (1804), and Pozbarsky, or the Liberation of 

Moscow (1806). It is worth noting that Derzhavin, in treating historical 

themes, paid meticulous attention to the “facts” of history; he was highly 
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critical, for instance, of such an anti-historical extravaganza as Ozerov’s 

Dmitry Donskoy. Two later dramas—Eupraxia (1808) and The Dark One 

[i.e., Vasily II “the Dark,” i.e., “Blind”] (1809), and an opera The Terrible 

[i.e., Ivan IV], or the Subjugation of Kazan employ subjects from Russian 

history. He also wrote a “children’s comedy in one act, with choruses” 

(1806), and a couple of comic operas, of which the one called Miners has 

considerable interest from its realistic scenic presentation of a mine and 

its pioneering use in literature of an industrial theme. On the whole it appears 

that Derzhavin’s success with the drama was slight, but until more of his work 

in this area is made generally available, a final verdict were better withheld. 

The tragedy Herod and Mariamne, the only one of his dramatic works 

to be actually staged, is said to have been quite coldly received, although 

some authorities dispute this. A chilly reception seems not unlikely, in view 

of some features of the drama, which must have shocked the conservative 

theater-going public. 

In the first place, the plot is drawn from a source doubtless not very 

familiar to a Russian audience. Sumarokov’s tragedies, and those of most 

of his successors, including Kniazhnin, have plots based on either classical 

legend or Russian history. There are a few exceptions—Sumarokov’s Hamlet 

or Ozerov’s Fingal—but even these have relatively familiar plots, for Vol¬ 

taire s detailed analysis of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which was Sumarokov’s 

source, and Ossian’s “epic” on the tale of Fingal were familiar to any literate 

audience of the time. But how many people were intimately acquainted 

with chapters xxii-xxxiii of Flavius Josephus’s Jewish War? It was from this 

source that Derzhavin drew his material for Herod and Mariamne, and with 

him it was not merely a question of lending historical names to the conven¬ 

tionalized and abstract figures of classical tragedy-the jealous tyrant, the 

wronged and loving wife, the ambitious plotter, etc.-but of a geniune at¬ 

tempt to reconstruct, with some freedom, to be sure, the historical and com¬ 

plex facts of a historical action. It is quite safe to say that even with Der¬ 

zhavin’s abundant expository material no reader or listener would have been 

able to understand the play without a prior knowledge of Josephus’s story. 

And the history of Herod the Great, his relations with the Hasmonaean house, 

with Mark Antony, with Cleopatra, with Julius Caesar and with Augustus, 

to say nothing of his own family, are exceedingly complicated and con¬ 

fusing even when one has the historical text before him. This feature of the 

play in itself would account for its want of success. 

In this connection one may note another aspect of Derzhavin’s non- 

classical feeling for history. His characters are given a savagery and violence 

that transgress all the bounds of classical propriety—because, as he explains 

in a note to the published text, the historical Jews of the first century were in 

fact barbarians! So, of course, were the Russians of such a remote period as 

the ninth century A.D., yet Kniazhnin’s Vadim of Novgorod pictures a cul¬ 

tured and sophisticated society indistinguishable from the tragic portrayals of 
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Athens, Rome or Moscow! Derzhavin did not want his first-century Jews and 

Idumaeans to resemble French marquises! 

But in developing the characters of his tragedy, Derzhavin goes even 

far beyond the indications given by Josephus—and in this respect he is cer¬ 

tainly under the influence of the Sturm und Drang dramaturgy of the German 

pre-romantic movement. Family feuds, rivalries between brother and brother 

or father and son, murders of kin, and especially, incestuous relationships 

were favorite plot devices of the Sturmer und Dranger. Derzhavin knew 

German, and may have been acquainted with some of the dramatists of that 

group whose later lives were passed in Russia, such as J.M.R. Lenz and 

Maximilian von Klinger. In any case, in his tragedy Derzhavin makes Anti¬ 

pater, who was actually a son of Herod by his first wife Doris, whom he had 

divorced to make way for the Princess Mariamne, a man of very ambiguous 

birth indeed. In the dramatis personae he is called, quite properly, “Herod’s 

son by his first wife Doris”; but Salome (Russian Solomiia) is called “Herod’s 

sister, who is called Antipater’s mother!” And the text of the play does 

nothing to clarify this ambiguity. Antipater clearly believes that he is 

Salome’s son, and even when in the fourth act Salome proposes that he marry 

her, and he quite reasonably objects that public opinion would be shocked at 

a marriage between mother and son, she does not really disabuse him, al¬ 

though in pointing out that there is only a five-year difference in their ages, 

she would seem to be hinting either that she could not really be his mother— 

or else that she has had a remarkably precocious sex life! Derzhavin is ob¬ 

viously leaving this ambiguity with deliberate intent, so that uncertainty 

remains as to whether Antipater is really the child of a liaison between 

brother and sister, and in his assent to a marriage with Salome is actually 

about to compound incest by a union with his own mother! Russian au¬ 

diences were not used to this kind of titillation. 

In characterizing his persons, Derzhavin follows Josephus quite care¬ 

fully, with one exception. Herod is made the insanely suspicious and jealous 

husband, passionately devoted to Mariamne, but ready to murder her at 

every hint, however unfounded, that she might be unfaithful to him. In 

developing this character, the poet shows him in several reversals of feeling, 

as Salome’s plots seem to cast suspicion on Mariamne, and she succeeds in 

demonstrating her innocence—until the last occasion, when the cup-bearer 

accuses her of trying to poison him. Herod is thus shown constantly vacil¬ 

lating in his feelings toward Mariamne; and when, in the final act, she volun¬ 

tarily drinks the poison and dies before the entire plot of Salome and Anti¬ 

pater is revealed, Herod is depicted in a frenzy of rage ordering his son and 

sister to be cut into little pieces and burned in a slow fire! The villains of the 

piece, Salome and Antipater, are depicted throughout as cold, scheming, hypo¬ 

critical and devoid of all feeling for Herod, despite their close relationship 

to him. 

The one major change in characterization from the original is that of 
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Mariamne. Josephus makes her hate Herod as passionately as he loves her, 

because of his murder of her brother Aristobulus and her grandfather Hyr- 

canus. With Derzhavin she is deeply in love with her husband, even though 

she fears him and fully recognizes the danger she runs from him. Falsely 

accused and reproached by Herod, she reacts with dignity and reasonable¬ 

ness; but seemingly at the last calumny she loses hope and patience, and re¬ 

signs herself almost willingly to death in order to escape the constant un¬ 

certainty of her life. Both Herod and Mariamne are complex and credible 

characters. 

According to Josephus Herod had five children by Mariamne; Derzhavin 

gives him two sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, 12 and 11 years old respec¬ 

tively. Actually these two sons survived their mother’s murder by many years, 

lived to manhood and themselves had children, before they fell victim at last to 

their half-brother Antipater’s plotting. Derzhavin condenses this, and makes 

their situation more pathetic by reducing their ages.But it cannot be said that his 

depiction of the children is lifelike in any degree. They weep and despair at 

their mother s misfortune, and claim that life holds nothing for them without 

her-but their language is that of all the rest of the characters, and there is 

no attempt to make them childlike, or to individualize them. They are as 

much alike as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and as little like children. 

And in this connection one more remark may be made about Der¬ 

zhavin s dramatic composition. We have seen how boldly he treated the lin¬ 

guistic conventions in his lyric verse, introducing <llow” and even colloquial 

words into genres for which convention required the “high style.” There is 

nothing of the kind in his dramatic verse. He employs the usual Alexandrine 

verse in the dialogue, and a style that, even if not hyper-Slavonic, is marked 

by such quantities of inversions, hyperbata, and such generally unnatural 

word order that comprehension is made exceedingly difficult. Very often 

nothing short of a complete rearrangement on paper of a period into its 

natural order will render his verbal puzzles intelligible. This is in the sharpest 

contrast to the “choruses” which appear from time to time to greet the 

returning Herod, enliven Mariamne’s garden retreat, or lament her fate at the 

Sanhedrim. The language of the choric passages, which are in lyric meters, 

is perfectly natural, simple, free of bombast, essentially the same as that of 

all Derzhavin’s non-dramatic lyrics. One is bound to wonder why the poet 

should have reverted in his dramatic verse to the pompous incomprehensi¬ 
bility of Trediakovsky! 

It is a pity that Derzhavin s dramas proved so unsuccessful, for in much 

he was ahead of his age. Certainly his feeling for history in the drama cannot 

be paralleled before Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. His characterization and the 

construction of his tragedy are dramatic, and should be effective on the 

stage. Even the sensationalism of the Antipater-Salome sub-plot would not 

detract from its effectiveness. The chief defects of Herod and Mariamne are 
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certainly the antiquated language and style, and the use of a plot requiring 

so much background knowledge to render it intelligible. It would be interest¬ 

ing to see if he overcame any of these defects in his later plays. 

Gavriil Romanovich Derzhavin was certainly the greatest poet of the 

age of Catherine II. It was perhaps not entirely clear to contemporaries, 

nor indeed to Derzhavin himself, to what a degree his work was no longer in 

harmony with that age. Yet it is always evident in this enigmatic poet that 

the classicism in which he grew up has had its day and is about to be dis¬ 

placed by something new. What this “new wave” is to be cannot yet be clear¬ 

ly discerned in Derzhavin’s works, but there are numerous hints: the rejection 

of dictatorial “rules”; the dethronement of “reason” as the fundamental 

ingredient in poetry; the repudiation of classical universality; the emergence 

of the individual; the first glimmerings of realism, and the rest. We know, 

looking back, that these elements were all to become parts of that complex 

movement inadequately called “romanticism.” To a contemporary Der¬ 

zhavin probably looked like a merely eccentric and self-willed genius who 

quarreled more cantankerously than most with the system of which he 

nevertheless remained a part. To us he looks like a premature herald of 

an entirely new system. Derzhavin must always remain uneasily poised 

between two ages, belonging wholly to neither one. 
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CHAPTER XIV 

NIKOLAI ALEXANDROVICH LVOV AND THE “LVOV CIRCLE” 

A. Nikolai Alexandrovich Lvov as a Poet 

In the discussion of Derzhavin mention was made quite frequently of 

the influence upon the great poet during the early years of his literary activity 

of the so-called “Lvov Circle”—Nikolai Alexandrovich himself and his friends 

Mikhail Nikitich Muraviev, Ivan Khemnitser and Vasily Kapnist. Derzhavin 

was, of course, too original and powerful a figure to remain permanently 

under the tutelage of these highly cultured but less gifted friends, and al¬ 

though he continued for the rest of his life and theirs to solicit their criticism, 

he quite frequently ignored it. As for the group itself, all of them made a 

mark in eighteenth-century Russian literature, less indeed than Derzhavin’s, 

but by no means to be disregarded. 

Nikolai Alexandrovich Lvov (1751-1803),! a native of the Torzhok 

district north of Moscow, belonged to an old noble family, and at the age of 

sixteen entered military service as a cadet in the Izmailovsky Guards Regi¬ 

ment. One does not ordinarily associate such service with educational oppor¬ 

tunities, but gentlemen officers in eighteenth-century Russia were given a very 

broad and liberal training. Lvov learned foreign languages and acquired a 

lifelong interest in French philosophy and the fine arts, particularly archi¬ 

tecture. A young man of extraordinary brilliance and breadth of interest and 

capacity, Lvov exercised a personal attraction which quickly made him the 

center of a circle of friends, some of them also cadets, of similar interests. 

Among these was the young raznochinets Ivan Khemnitser, who fell into 

Lvov’s orbit in the 1770s, and in 1774 dedicated to his friend his translation 

of Dorat’s “Epistle of Barnwell to Truman from.Prison” (a fictitious herois 

based on Lillo’s drama The London Merchant)? By this time Lvov had left 

the military service, and was living with his kinsman M.F. Soimonov, then 

director of the “Mining Institute.” In 1776-77 Soimonov, accompanied by 

Lvov and Khemnitser, made a journey to western Europe, where they visited 

Germany, France and the Low Countries. Khemnitser kept a journal of 

their pilgrimage, which records the many enthusiasms of the friends and 

their exposure to the drama, poetry and fine arts of the west. 

Returned to Russia, Lvov entered the Foreign Office, where he quickly 
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became the right-hand man of Chancellor Bezborodko, at whose house he 

lived for a time. It was at this period that he became friendly with P.V. 

Bakunin, then a councillor in the Foreign Office, and with his nephew, 

Alexander Mikhailovich Bakunin (1768-1854), father of the future anarchist, 

Mikhail Alexandrovich Bakunin. 

Lvov had been from his earliest years attracted to the fine arts. He 

learned to sketch, as did so many of his contemporaries, and on his several 

trips to western Europe, especially Italy, on the affairs of the Foreign Office, 

he familiarized himself with the monuments of classical and Renaissance 

architecture, as well as with the theoretical writings on art, such as Winkel- 

mann’s Geschichte der antiken Kunst. He also studied attentively the con¬ 

temporary esthetic writings of Denis Diderot devoted to the Paris exhibitions 

of paintings—the “Salons.” As a result of these tastes and experiences, Lvov 

became Russia’s foremost authority on architecture, and designed a con¬ 

siderable number of buildings, both public and private, including the Neva 

Gateway to the fortress of Saints Peter and Paul and the St. Petersburg Post 

Office. 

In connection with his architectural interests Lvov studied the possi¬ 

bilities of using pounded earth as a material for constructing peasant houses; 

such a mode of construction would eliminate the omnipresent danger of fire. 

His ideas appealed greatly to the Emperor Paul, who commissioned him to 

attempt to teach his methods to a peasant village. Although the experiments 

were successful, and some of Lvov’s “earthen houses” were built, and are 

indeed still standing, peasant conservatism and the death of Paul brought the 

project to an end. Paul was also interested in utilizing Russia’s fossil fuel, 

and the polymath Lvov, who was among other things an amateur geologist, 

was sent to explore northern Russia for deposits of hard coal. In this too he 

was successful, but again the emperor’s death brought an end to the project. 

Lvov in 1799 published anonymously a treatise entitled “On the Usefulness 

and Utilization of Russian Coal.” 

Poetry, architecture, geology, diplomacy—surely Lvov’s interests were 

those of a genuine Renaissance Universalmensch. But the list is not yet ex¬ 

hausted. Acquaintance with the German preromantics of the Sturm und 

Drang, and especially with Herder’s collection of European folk poetry 

(“Stimmen der Volker”) led Lvov to attempt a similar collection for Russia. 

Collection of Russian Popular Songs, with their Melodies, issued anony¬ 

mously by Lvov and the musician I. Prach in 1790, is the completest and 

most scholarly compilation of its kind in the century. It may be noted 

incidentally that in his comic opera Coachmen at the Relay Station (lam- 

shchiki na podstave) (1788) Lvov used some of the genuine popular coach¬ 

men’s songs which he later incorporated in his collection.^ 

Nikolai Lvov was a person of such varied and dazzling talents that he 

made an indelible impression on his friends and contemporaries. The por¬ 

traits of him by the great portraitist Dmitry Grigorievich Levitsky (1735- 

417 



1822) show an extremely handsome young man with a very sensitive face— 

and reminiscences of Derzhavin and Kapnist, who were his long-time friends 

and brothers-in-law (Lvov was married to Maria Alexeevna Diakova [1780] , 

Kapnist to her sister Alexandra [1781] and Derzhavin, after his first wife’s 

death, to the youngest sister Daria [1795] ) show a man of the greatest 

charm. Derzhavin writes: 

This man belonged to the select few, because he was endowed with that decided sensi¬ 

tivity to the beautiful, which, with the rapidity of lightning filling the heart sweetly, 

is often manifested by a tear, stealing away words. With this rare, and for many, in¬ 

comprehensible feeling, he was filled with intelligence and knowledge; he loved sciences 

and the arts and was distinguished by a fine and elevated taste, from which no fault 

and no excellence in a work of art or literature could remain concealed.^ 

The conspicuous ease with which Lvov mastered the many diverse subjects of 

his interest amazed and mystified Derzhavin: “He always possessed an easy 

and pleasant gift, so that when he began anything, it seemed to be without 

any labor, and as though the Muses themselves were producing it.”6 

Poetry was for Lvov, as one can readily see, never more than a minor 

avocation, and although he wrote verse all his life, he published very little 

of it. No complete collection of his works has ever been made, and ap¬ 

parently a considerable amount of manuscript material exists; the nearest 

approach to a collected edition is the section devoted to him in the “Poet’s 

Library” volume Poets of the Eighteenth Century, edited by G. P. Mako- 

gonenko and I.Z. Serman (Volume II, pp. 191-257). Lvov evidently circu¬ 

lated manuscript copies of his verse among his immediate family and friends, 

and apparently wrote most of it only for such an intimate audience. It bears 

the marks accordingly of what is sometimes called “occasional verse,” and is 

probably more casual and off-hand than it would have been if intended for 

the eyes of a wider and more critical public. In many respects it stands rather 

closer to the poetry of Derzhavin than any other. 

Of the published works which the “Poet’s Library” editors have col¬ 

lected, the earliest appear to be two fables, “The Lion’s Decree” and “The 

Monkey Passed Over in Promotion,” which Khemnitser included in his own 

volume of Fables and Stories of N.... IV.... (1799). Neither of these shows 

any particular distinguishing quality.6 The first piece of any length or genuine 

interest is the one entitled “The Russian Year 1791.”7 This was published 

separately in the year 1791, and later, anonymously, in 1796 in the periodical 

Muza. It is preceded by a dedication to the poet’s wife, in “free iambics,” of 

which the following is the concluding portion: 

My springtime verse would not so pride itself, were it not adorned with your praise. 

That pursuer of wicked vices and zealot of the truth, that friend of simple nature, dear 

Khemnitser, has dedicated his talent as a sacred pledge of friendship-he has consecrated 

to you as protection the blazing candlestick of truth [Khemnitser’s Fables were dedi- 
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cated to Maria Alexeevna Diakova (1779), who in 1780 became Lvov’s wife] But I, 

treading in his path, although not plucking the same flowers, nor inspired by the same 

zeal, yet encouraged by your affection, rapturously devote my toil. Not with temples 

nor altars nor aromatic herbs is the sacrifice great and glorious: it is with zeal it burns. 

The body of the poem, 400 lines long, is entitled “Winter,” and is a 

very interesting evocation of the beauties and interests of that season, done 

in the pseudo-popular style of a skazka. Exceptionally for light and semi- 

humorous verse, it employs the four-beat trochaic line, with a free and un¬ 

predictable rhyme scheme. The poem begins: 

On ivory skis, over the spreading porcelain [i.e., the snow], all in silver attire and 

precious stones, his beard waving and his white hair gleaming, in boots of fine morocco, 

amid clouds of coral, in haste the brisk crier comes from the crystal chambers, and takes 

out of his wallet a proclamation from Queen Winter: “That all are to prepare them¬ 

selves, dress themselves, deck themselves, for a masquerade in her [palace] ; but who¬ 

ever refuses this, shall not be glad of his life: he shall lose either fingers or nose or 

heels.” Here all meet the crier, one with laughter, one with tears; they harness their 

brisk trotters, dress themselves in fox-fur, dress up as wolves, or as a bear, or as beavers— 

Everyone in accordance with his purse. 

The “tale” then continues with the appearance of Queen Winter herself and 

with the jollification attendant on her reign: 

In the houses and on the streets the fires are already gleaming; all [the people] are 

riding around in fine attire; some are dancing in parlors, others on the street, without 

music—where some are beating golden mittens in honor of the winter days. Amid spicy 

confections the sweet aromatic wines exhibit through drunken eyes a blissful lot. In 

the midst of joys and pleasures the old [man] has made his peace with time and striven 

toward youth through the foggy fumes of wine; he even forgets the years, manifests new 

cheerfulness, covered over [as he is] with a warm fur coat, and with nimble step he 

hurries, blushing a little, after a red-faced young girl. 

In the description Lvov shows an interest characteristic of the late eighteenth 

century in the superstitions and magical practices of the common people, 

which he describes in detail. The skazka ends with the inevitable retreat of 

Queen Winter and the end of her court. The poet, however, offers con¬ 

solation: 

Don’t, however, suppose, my dear reader! that a single kind of happiness constituted 

the Golden Age. The brilliant before one’s eyes allures with its beauty because it has 

various fires. And we do not regret the beauties of winter for the reason that other 

beauties have matured in Russia’s joyful regions. The warm influence of [the sun’s] 

rays has given us the promise that the bare look of diamonds is changing into emeralds. 

Their beneficent power promises us a new world, and teaches [us] by the change that 

everything is going for the best. 

“Winter” exhibits several facets of Lvov’s poetic originality: first of all, 

419 



his light, ironic attitude of never taking himself or his subject very seriously. 

This is true not only of this, in itself humorous, poem; L.I. Kulakova, in her 

chapter on Lvov in Volume IV of the Academy of Science’s History of 

Russian Literature, quotes a few lines^ from the end of Lvov’s “Triumphal 

Ode in the Taste of Archilochus on the Capture of Warsaw,” which show, 

even in a serious poem, the same kind of self-irony—which is indeed “in the 

taste of Archilochus,” the Greek satirist who was quite capable of making 

fun of himself: 

Here the poet would have raised his tone: 

Under the cedar the laurels are green, 

New Achilleses mature in it, 

Troy city has fallen. But I am not he. 

Although Lvov lacks Derzhavin’s marvelous color sense, and the descrip¬ 

tion of winter scenes have nothing of the brightness of e.g., “Life at Zvanka,” 

nevertheless they are not merely conventional and abstract—witness the street 

dancers’ “drunken eyes,” or the “golden mittens” of the cabbies—a badge of 

their trade under Catherine II. Of course, the fairy-tale character of the scene 

precludes much naturalism, but it intrudes, nonetheless. The poem is quite 

decidedly anti-classical, and a worthy forerunner of Pushkin’s skazki. 

In 1793 Lvov published anonymously a free translation of a supposed¬ 

ly original Scandinavian poem, from P.A. Mallet’s Histoire de Dannemarc 

(1763). The Russian title of this poem almost eliminates the need for anno¬ 

tation: “Song of the Norwegian Hero Harald the Valiant, from the ancient 

Icelandic Manuscript of the Knitlinga Saga, copied by M. Mallet and placed 

in his ‘Danish History’; paraphrased in Russian in the manner of ancient verse 

on the example of ‘It is not a star that shines far off on the clear plain...’ 

The poem purports to be the actual song of the eleventh-century Viking 

Harold the Brave, who loved and eventually married Elizabeth, daughter of 

Yaroslav the Wise, Prince of Novgorod. The text actually is a couple of cen¬ 

turies younger, and a rather inferior product of Old Norse literature, but it 

enjoyed a great vogue in eighteenth-century Russia, being “translated” 

(from the French, of course) by numerous poets besides Lvov. The case is 

instructive: the connection, in this case historical, between the world of 

the Scandinavian Vikings and Kievan Russia, reflecting the—probably un- 

historical-legend of Riurik and his two brothers as founders of the princi¬ 

pality of Kiev; and the great vogue in the last quarter of the century of 

“northern” atmosphere and mythology, an uncritical anti-historical amalgam 

of Scandinavian and Celtic (Ossianic) elements. Lvov, evidently believing 

in the “Norman” background of Russian civilization, and in the appropriate¬ 

ness of Russian popular verse forms to translate the kindred Scandinavian 

poetry, utilized the so-called “Russian line” as his metrical unit—a line of 

four or five unpredictably placed beats, without rhyme, but usually ending in 
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a dactylic foot. Such a line is the first of the popular song specified in the 

poem’s title: “ne zvezda blestit daleke vo chistom pole” (“It is not a star 

that shines far off on the clear plain”). The song, however, is rather arbi¬ 

trarily divided into six-line strophes, each ending with the refrain line: “a 

menia ni vo chto stavit devka russkaia” (“But the Russian maiden counts me 

for naught”). It is an interesting, although incomplete attempt, to utilize a 

purely popular or “folk-lore” form for artistic purposes. 

A similar, and much more ambitious, attempt of the kind is the frag¬ 

ment of an epic poem, “Dobrynia,” composed in 1796 and published post¬ 

humously in 1806 in the periodical Friend of Enlightenment. ^ The frag¬ 

ment was to have been the first canto or chapter of an epic based on the 

popular ballad or bylina on the career of the bogatyr Dobrynia Nikitich. 

In a foreword to the published poem the editor of Friend of Enlightenment 

makes a very revealing comment on the origin of the piece: 

Some ten years earlier he [i.e., Lvov] , discoursing in a certain circle of his friends in 

general on the superiority of accentual over syllabic versification, asserted that Russian 

poetry also would have more harmony, diversity and expressive movement in a free 

accentual type of verse, than in servitude to trochees and iambs alone; and that it would 

even be possible to write a whole Russian epic in perfectly Russian taste.^ 

The fragment was evidently composed as an experiment to verify such an 

assertion; the lines are of irregular lengths, varying from two to five beats, 

without rhyme, and frequently ending in a dactylic foot. The language at 

times echoes the familiar formulas of bylina verse, e.g., “Okh ty goi esi, 

russkii tverdyi dukh (“Ho, you stout Russian spirit!”), but the poet is not at 

all averse to mixing styles; in a digression on Lomonosov he writes, in a 

manner that could hardly be more remote from the “popular”: “To be sure, 

we had a son of might, and he overpowered difficulties with a supernatural 

gift. He made the impossible easy, by the power of Russian eulogy.” There 

is a certain grotesque quality in some of the effects, as for example in the 

attempt to transpose into “popular” phraseology the boast of Horace (III, 

30) to have brought “Aeolian song into Italian measures”: “Svat Kvintino- 

vich, metry grecheski Perestroivshi na latinskii lad Kak Kistrin budto, vzial 

bessmertie” (“Kinsman Quintinovich [i.e., Quintus (!) Horatius Flaccus], 

having transposed Greek meters into a Latin mode, captured immortality as 

if it had been Kustrin!”). There is also a touch of Lvov’s habitual self-irony, 

in, for example, the description of the poet’s fright as he wanders through 

the dark forest, and in the effects of his first attempt to play the “fiddle” 

(“gudok”) left by the personified “Russian spirit”: “I took the fiddle I 

know not how; it began to screech in a strange fashion, like an ungreased 

cart!” The content of what would apparently have been an introduction 

to the epic itself is largely polemical and whimsical: the poet, seeking a 

genuine Russian theme, rejects Bova Korolevich—“I don’t want to sing him— 

no Russian he. He’s from the town of Antona, son of a certain Gvidon, king 
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of macaroni!” He imagines himself meeting with derision from his fellow 

poets: “No, give me such a hero as, in the wondrous age of Volodimir, was 

the lowly son of Strap-makers [i.e., Ivan Usmovich] , as was Polkan or as was 

Lazarich [i.e., Eruslan Lazarevich] or Potania—But what’s this, comrades! 

Why are you making faces? With what have you sealed up [your] sugary 

lips? [an expression from popular oral tales] .You have cast down your bright 

eyes; I suppose the bogatyr speech is too low for you? Or is the Russian word 

out of place for you? You have clambered around on trochees; without a hex¬ 

ameter, it’s as painful for you to step with your own tread as if you were 

barefoot. But friends! in our language it’s impossible to place many necessary 

words in tight foreign frames.” 

The attempt to naturalize for artistic verse the accentual meter of 

popular Russian balladry, abandoning the syllabo-tonic versification which 

had been the sole mode of verse composition since Trediakovsky, was a bold 

experiment, not to be seriously tried until the twentieth century. Both 

Radishchev and Karamzin made partial and half-hearted experiments along 

this line a few years after Lvov’s, and much less successfully. Lvov was 

probably not entirely serious in his effort; at least it is certain that he would 

either not have published his “epic” canto at all, had he lived, or would have 

freed it of many of the awkwardnesses that mar it in its present form. 

Nikolai Lvov began his poetic career by following in the footsteps of 

Sumarokov in the area where that master was almost unrivaled-the song. 

Some of Lvov’s “art songs” were printed in the Collection of Popular Songs 

which appeared, anonymously, in 1790. Many of the songs were written in 

perfectly conventional metrical form, with syllabic definition and rhyme; 

such is this,13 in trochaic trimeter, in quatrains rhyming aBaB. 

The precious sun [“solnyshko”] is setting, the day grows dark, from the flowery 

mountains the shadow is cast on my heart. 

With flattering dream slumber beguiled me, with the morning’s dew I freshened 
my path. 

Nina seemed to me only a flattering dream, as though she were waiting there 
beyond the brook. 

Through some sort of force, through mountains and forest, somehow beneath 
me my toilsome path disappeared. 

Shadow and rustle, movements I took for Nina; in every sensation I met with 
Nina. 

But if waiting is so sweet, is it possible to grieve? Only so there be someone to 
wait for! 

But many also, like his epic attempts, are in “popular” metrical form, and 

with a phraseology modeled on that of the genuine popular songs. Such is 

No. 103; it is divided into regular quatrains, which does not often happen 

with genuine popular songs, but employs the free accentual line without 

either rhyme or prosodic definition: 
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Now, it seems [“byvalo”] you, darling, beautiful sun, are running away from us 

in the dark autumn! We all grieve over you, we sorrow, we mourn over your rays. 

But now run, beautiful sun, to all four quarters; we all without boredom are 

glad to wait for you until the very spring, the green one. 

For another sun is rolling toward us, a beautiful sun, our own, our unchanging 

quiet, bright moon [“nash tikh svetel mesiats”] on wings of love is coming to visit us. 

Hurry, hurry to us, our darling, our own beautiful sun, our unchanging, quiet, 

bright moon, descend to us, your children. 

We have all been longing for you; let us gaze on your face; let us listen to your 

words, all of us, from young to old. 

One of the characteristic features of the anti-classical revulsion of 

the end of the century usually known as sentimentalism, is the abandon¬ 

ment of the solemn ode (or its transformation, as with Derzhavin) and the 

substitution for it of a less pretentious and more intimate type of lyric. 

Theorists of the time usually call this “light verse,” or sometimes, following 

the French nomenclature, “fugitive verse.” Its models were French poems 

written by a host of minor versifiers—Dorat, Bernis, Leonard, Berquin, etc.— 

mostly ignored in French literary histories, which tend to leave in oblivion 

everything that cannot be properly regarded as a masterpiece. Mikhail Mura¬ 

viev, one of Lvov’s friends, was an early experimenter with such verse; one of 

his collections he called Pieces fugitives. For such “light verse” the classical 

archetype was of course Anacreon, or what passed for Anacreon in the 

eighteenth century. Horace’s odes occupied a kind of middle ground: inti¬ 

mate and deceptively “light” and personal in subject matter, they were 

actually the most elegant and studied of all ancient verse in style. We have 

noted Derzhavin’s fondness for Horace; Kapnist, another of the Lvov circle, 

translated (from prose versions, for he knew no Latin) many of the Hora- 

tian odes, and freely imitated and paraphrased others. As for Anacreon, he 

had been popular in Russia throughout the century. As we have seen, Kante¬ 

mir translated some of the Anacreontea, Lomonosov made versions in his 

“Conversation with Anacreon,” and imitations of Anacreon’s meters, and 

sometimes of his themes, had been composed by Kheraskov, Bogdanovich, 

Dmitriev, and several others. Nikolai Lvov and his friend Mikhail Muraviev 

had learned Greek when they were still cadets in the Izmailovsky Guards 

Regiment, and although Lvov apparently distrusted his competence in the 

language (he used an interlinear Russian translation by a friend as his 

“pony”), he knew enough to sense the rhythm and word positioning of the 

poems. In 1794 Lvov’s Poems of Anacreon ofTeos^ was issued, anonymous¬ 

ly as usual. The sixty-odd pieces of the Anacreontea are faithfully rendered 

into unrhymed Russian verse, in the same meters as the originals. These ver¬ 

sions of Lvov’s were, as we have seen, the originals from which Derzhavin 

made his rhymed “translations” of the old Greek verses. 

As we shall presently see, Lvov’s friend Vasily Kapnist, besides his 

Horatian experiments, composed numerous pieces in perfectly conventional 
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ode form, but on such highly unconventional subjects as “Slavery,” “Hope,” 

“Happiness,” etc. Indeed, where Lomonosov and the other great ode writers 

of the first half of the century had employed the form almost exclusively 

for the celebration of military victories, anniversaries of monarchs, the 

signing of peace treaties and similar public events, Kapnist, Muraviev and 

other poets of the end of the century made it the vehicle for entirely per¬ 

sonal utterances; thus Kapnist writes an “Ode on the Death of [My] Son.” 

Such an ode is Lvov’s “Music, or Septemtonia.”^ Such a theme is no great 

novelty in English verse—one may think of Dryden’s “Ode on St. Cecilia’s 

Day”—but the ode in Russian had a narrower province. The “sentimentalist” 

inspiration of Lvov’s ode on music may be seen in the first strophe: “My¬ 

sterious word of heaven! Only the heart understands thee; the first of thy 

marvels the reason scarce dares to believe. Potent music! Pour out thy sweet 

and holy balsam upon my lonely days, upon my ardent friends!” One cannot 

but note the quite explicit dissociation of music from reason and the intel¬ 

lect—the sources of all esthetic pleasure for the rationalistic classicist. For the 

“sentimentalist,” esthetic enjoyment is a matter of the emotions, not the 

reason—and of all the arts, music probably fits this definition most aptly. 

Lvov goes on (strophe 4) to denounce the unfeeling—and therefore essen¬ 

tially evil—men who are insensitive to music: “Unknown to me forever be 

that cruel, cold, ill-starred, morose, pitiable man, adversary of harmonious, 

sonorous might; bliss he will not know, he will not meet a friend with rap¬ 

ture, he will not honor with a heart-beat either the applause of happiness or 

the groan of grief.” 

One of the fullest expressions of Lvov’s sentimentalist position is in a 

lengthy “Epistle to A.M. Bakunin from Pavlovsk, June 14, 1797.”17 The 

first portion of this epistle is headed “Fortune.” In making the rather stereo¬ 

typed contrast between the rich and famous “son of Fortune” and such a 

humble but contented person as himself, the poet writes: 

I am truly convinced, my friend, that if Fortune’s favorite (in whom the heart had not 

become completely hardened) should have a look at us in Nikolskoe [Lvov’s estate], 

how, having finished our day s task with a song, we get ready to take a rest in the summer 

evening on the lawn under the lime tree, surrounded by the household life, by a healthy 

handful of children, a cheerful gang of people that love us, he would say: “How they 

are blessed, and their good luck doesn’t turn [i.e., with Fortune’s wheel] ! Mine is always 

whirling, their happiness lies still. Over my happiness with my anxieties I always have to 

stand guard, like faithful Fido [ Lyzha—a favorite dog’s name] ; their happiness chases 

after them everywhere, it knows no weariness, it works and hums a song, and on a 

holiday dances as they order-it does not drowse even while they sleep! Why, if I dozed 

off, Fortune would fall asleep. No, it’s evident, Lady Luck, you’ve deceived me, for 

I sought you, Madam, for happiness, but you deafened me with an empty alarm call, 

you fed me opium [“durmanom”], you lit me with fox-fire, I haven’t tasted happiness! 

but I’ve already grown gray and feeble. I’ve become with you like that soldier who 

earned his bread up to old age with that hard trade, war; but has come to eat it without 

teeth, without hands, and blind. I too acquired everything-acknowledged-with which 
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to seem happy and content. But I’ve lost the feeling (“chuvstvo”] with which a man 

knows how to have pleasure even in poverty. What has my life been? A mist. What my 

happiness? A dream. What my office, the first of the important ones? Vanity. It has 

gripped my reason with fear and forbidden genuine joy access to my soul. The rapture of 

love has not watered me with the drop of a tear, and friendship has not warmed my 

blood with a spark. In changing everything for everything, I’ve worn out my heart, and I’ve 

lost even belief in virtue. Coldness has to such an extent enveloped my heart that I have 

done good deeds only by example and without satisfaction. But I was born good and I 

deserve to be happy. O Orthodox people! I adjure you by this holy virtue, whose sweet 

voice is surely not strange to you: take what you wish, but give me shelter in humanity 

and, opening feeling, unburden my heart, reconciling me with nature. 

Perhaps, when spring shall return with love, I too shall acquire sensitivity [“chuv- 

stvitel’nost’ ”] once more, my gloomy spirit shall come alive, and communicate to my 

heart the warmth of nature, whose charms I even now recall! I have not yet lost the 

impressions, how in rustic simplicity with love alone I was unable to embrace gladness. 

My voice, my look, my step expressed that in the heart, and not the mind, I nurture 

happiness. Now I desire to sigh; but on the contrary, I yawn amid honors, amusements, 

as though I had not slept for an age! 

The sentimentalist poets often seem to suffer from a kind of fin de 

siecle world-weariness, and one of their pervasive themes is the horror of 

losing “sensitivity.” Muraviev, in 1779 and 1780 was, to judge from both his 

verse and his letters, profoundly depressed by encroaching age (he was 

twenty-two or three at the time!). It was not physical infirmity which he 

feared, but rather the loss of his capacity to feel (see his “Regret for Youth,” 

1780). in this high value placed on feeling, and the corresponding depre¬ 

cation of intellect one may see the influence of Rousseau, whom Lvov and his 

circle idolized. It may be noted that the “Son of Fortune” pointedly com¬ 

plains: “And yet I was born good [that is, for a Rousseauist, “endowed with 

a sensitive soul”] and I deserve happiness.” It is, of course, the abrasions 

from “the world,” that is, the haut monde of society and the court, that 

destroy sensitivity; it is axiomatic that “nature,” the simple country life, 

restores and fosters the all-important capacity to feel—to throb with pure 

love, unselfish friendship and dedication to humanity. All of this one may 

sense in the complaint of the “Son of Fortune.” 

“Nature poetry,” best exemplified by James Thomson’s The Seasons, 

enjoyed particular favor among the sentimentalist poets. Sensitivity to inani¬ 

mate nature was considered a mark of refined feeling, and hence of a natural¬ 

ly good heart. Botanical excursions were especially in vogue; Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau’s Meditations d’un promeneur solitaire, although in prose, un¬ 

doubtedly contributed largely to this fashion. Lvov paid his tribute to this 

sentimentalist genre in a work entitled “Botanical Excursion to Dudorova 

Hill” [“Botanicheskoe puteshestvie na Dudorovu goru”] . This is not re¬ 

printed in the “Poet’s Library” anthology and is therefore inaccessible; but 

the title indicates the general contents. 

A final example of Lvov’s verse is the extraordinary “Night in a Finnish 

Hut in the Open Plain.The poem, first published in the Literaturnoe 
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Nasledstvo, 9-10, 1933, was generated by an experience which Lvov narrates 

in a letter to his wife:^ 

Now, my dear, when you had left, and the Sovereign [i.e., Paul I] had sent me to con¬ 

struct a pounded earth house in a Finnish village, 1 was living there all alone, in a hut 

in the midst of the open plain such that for all my short stature, it was never possible 

for me to stand upright. The weather, moreover, was hellish—the wind, and at night 

the unceasing howl of the wolves so stirred me with melancholy that I had the feeling 

that they were children. I couldn’t last through a single night, but the wolves would 

always be howling. I imagined that they had devoured a young girl, and I should now 

write a funeral song for her. None of this would have happened, if you hadn’t left— 

the night would have been left to itself, and we to ourselves. Now when I come to you 

at Nikolskoe, I’ll give you notes for the wolves; let them sing as they may, it will seem 

to me a concert by Paisiello. 

The poem (No. 96 in the Makogonenko collection) is in the unrhymed 

“Russian line,” with four or five irregular beats to the line. L.I. Kulakova, in 

her chapter on Lvov in Volume IV of the Academy of Sciences History of 

Russian Literature,21 calls the piece a ballad, “one of the first in Russia.” 

This is certainly a mistaken classification: the poem narrates an experience 

in the first person, whereas a ballad is always, by definition, in the third 

person. The form, moreover, is entirely unlike that of a normal ballad, which 

is strophic; Lvov’s poem has several natural divisions, but is not strophic. 

It is, in other words, one of those quite unclassifiable pieces which become 

increasingly common as the eighteenth century genre system begins to break 
down. 

The poem begins with a description of the situation: 

The wolves are howling-the autumn night, surrounding with a black darkness the 

shelter of my tumble-down hut amid the dead open field, multiplies horrors-and I 

am alone! Having passed in toil the day’s foul weather, I hoped to find rest in my lonely 

bed; but rest flies from the hut, where gloom is broken only by the whistle of the 

stormy wind! I open the window, look out-isn’t there a glimmer of dawn far off? 

Don’t I hear a cheery bird, waking folk to their labors? Is not the herald of dawn crow¬ 

ing? The wolves are howling-the rainy night has enveloped the whole face of the earth 
with cold and horror—and I am alone! 

Cold, horror and gloom, cruel children of solitude, have entwined me, like a 

cold snake, and in their tormenting embraces hold my breast tightly bound; sluggishly 

the blood flows in my veins; my heart beats, wants to jump out; it is seeking, it seems, 
a companion with whom to share the misery. 

Then the poet, as in his letter, thinks how the presence of his wife would put 

an end to the gloom and terror of the night: “Storm, darkness, wilderness, 

hut-in ardent, close embraces, beneath the wing of tried love, would mul¬ 

tiply our happiness.” But his loved one is far away, and the dreadful night 

still oppresses him. He determines to go outside and “meet the night face to 

face.” “The storm has torn an old oak tree up by the roots, the roof of my 
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hut has tumbled in; the dark storm has saved my life; surely it was for this 

that it called me out, out from my cozy resting-place.” Then the hallucina¬ 

tion begins: the poet seems to hear a human voice calling out—a girl’s voice, 

“dying, torn to pieces, the youthful victim of the ravening, malicious, howl¬ 

ing pack!” Imagination pictures vividly the victim’s father and mother, 

gathered around the supper table, waiting for their daughter who will never 

return. The father sees a white-sheeted wraith ascending to heaven, and 

cries: “My beloved daughter is dead, and sorrow has entered my bitter 

house.” Then the girl’s lover sets out to meet his “Nina,” heedless of storm 

or darkness. The poet addresses him in spirit: “Far away is your heart’s 

guest, and your hours of happiness are engulfed in the abyss of eternity.” 

The piece ends with a quasi-popular lament for the dead girl and her hapless 

lover: “Do not rise, beautiful sun, continue, night of horror.... perhaps the 

wind’s whistle in the cracks seemed to me in my wild solitude to be a girl’s 

voice.” 

To whatever category one may assign this poem, there is no denying 

its pre-romantic characteristics: the somber, Ossianic vision of loneliness, 

night, storm, darkness, the terror of elemental nature; the echoes of the 

phraseology of the folklore dirge; and above all, the entirely personal, indi¬ 

vidual coloring of the episode. This is nothing that could be generalized into 

the experience of common mankind, in the classical manner; it is a unique, 

unrepeatable hallucination. 

Nikolai Alexandrovich Lvov is a minor poet, to be sure; but very often 

minor poets are surer indicators of literary movement than their greater 

contemporaries. Lvov’s verse has much in common with that of his friend 

Derzhavin; but in many respects both he, and, as we shall see, Mikhail Mura¬ 

viev, go considerably beyond Derzhavin in their revulsion from the rigid 

canons of classicism. The way they point leads to the nineteenth century and 

such genuine romantics as Zhukovsky and Batiushkov. 

B. Ivan Ivanovich Khemnitser (1745-1784)^2 

Russia’s most significant fabulist before Krylov was the son of a 

German army doctor, Johann Chemnitser. Destined by his father for an 

uncongenial medical career, the boy at the age of thirteen enlisted in the 

Noteborg Infantry Regiment as a private soldier, by concealing his age. He 

continued his military service for twelve years, undergoing the hardships 

and dangers normal to that career. He retired in 1769 and took a civilian 

post with the “Mining Institute” [“Gornoe Uchilishche”] , with whose 

director M.F. Soimonov he soon became friendly. At this time Khemnitser 

made the acquaintance of the brilliant young poet, artist and architect Niko¬ 

lai A. Lvov. Lvov was the center 01 a literary circle which included the 
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Ukrainian-born poet V.V. Kapnist and Gavriil Derzhavin, soon to be recog¬ 

nized as Russia’s leading poet. Under the influence of Lvov and Kapnist 

the young man began to write—two satires, which he never tried to publish, 

and a series of fables and satirical short narratives which were published in 

1779. During most of the year 1777 Khemnitser, together with his friend 

Lvov, accompanied Lvov’s kinsman and Khemnitser’s chief, M.F. Soimonov, 

on a grand tour of western Europe—Germany, France and Holland—which 

familiarized him with many aspects of the cultural life of his age which were 

missing from Russia. Khemnitser kept a diary of this pilgrimage, from which 

it appears that he and his friends were assiduous habitues of the theater in 

Paris, and of various museums, especially in Dresden. It was at this time 

that Khemnitser became an ardent admirer of Rousseau, and in his own 

thinking began to follow the enlightenment philosopher. 

Upon his return to St. Petersburg Khemnitser continued for a few more 

years in close association and friendship with the Lvov circle. Unfortunately, 

however, his patron and friend Soimonov left the service in 1781, and Khem¬ 

nitser was obliged to follow suit. Poor and with no powerful connections, 

he was obliged to accept a not very congenial post which Lvov and Kapnist 

were able to procure for him, the Russian consulship in the Turkish port of 

Smyrna. He took up this position in 1782; during this year also his second 

book of fables was published. He devoted himself energetically to his consular 

duties, and maintained an active correspondence with his friends, but soon 

succumbed to the unhealthy climate of Turkey and died in March, 1784. 

Khemnitser’s verse belongs almost entirely to what Chernyshevsky 

called “the satirical direction” of Russian literature-fable, satire, parody 

and epigram. Of other types of verse he left a few very feeble serious odes, 

and some occasional pieces addressed to his friends on anniversaries or the 

like. Besides a considerable number of epigrams in Russian, he composed 

others of exactly the same kind in German—sharp and caustic social and 

literary comment.^ 

His Fables and Tales (Basni i Skazki) were the only pieces published 

during his lifetime: Part I in 1779, Part II in 1782; a third edition, with 

some additions and alterations was issued in 1799 by his friend Kapnist.24 

The scholar la. K. Grote published in 1873 a complete edition, including 

much of the manuscript material, the diary of the 1777 travels, letters, etc. 

Grote s edition of Khemnitser’s complete works contained, among 

much previously unpublished material, a number of “Satires,” both complete 

and fragmentary, from the poet’s manuscripts.25 The date of composition 

of these pieces is uncertain, but one, at least-“Epistle to Mr. K[apnist], 

Author of Satire I”-belongs certainly to 1780 or very shortly after, when 

Kapnist s Satire First—and Last” was published and aroused much fierce 

criticism. Of Khemnitser’s manuscript satires the one numbered “I” is headed: 

On Bad Judges,” number II has the rather wordy title: “On the Bad Condi¬ 

tion of the Service, and that even Posts are Distributed for the Satisfaction of 
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Covetousness.” Apparently Satire II was elaborated for a possible publication 

after another piece, originally given the same number, had been abandoned; 

this, possibly incomplete and rather short satire, is labeled: “Against Gain- 

Seeking Poets.” There is also a short and probably incomplete “Satire Against 

Compliments” [“na poklony”—that is, the custom of making formal visits 

of congratulation on festivals, anniversaries, and the like, to all the influential 

persons of one’s acquaintance]. Besides a few other very short satirical frag¬ 

ments, there is an “Epistle” written probably to N.A. Lvov on the eve of 

Khemnitser’s departure for his post in Smyrna,and a very vivacious and 

interesting parody ode (in one of the common ode-forms, the 8-line iambic 

tetrameter stanza, rhyming aBaBccDD) entitled “Na Pod’iachikh,” which 

may be approximately rendered as “On Pettifoggers. 

In these satirical pieces Khemnitser follows the Sumarokov model: 

the verse form (except for the odes) is the approved Alexandrine, the lan¬ 

guage belongs to the “middle style,” without either Slavonic or vulgar admix¬ 

ture to any great degree, and the subjects are mainly social evils. The satire 

“On Bad Judges” describes quite realistically various types: there is the 

ignoramus whose knowledge of geography leads him to assert that “Tagan¬ 

rog is in France, and Peking in the neighborhood of Moscow,” and who 

queries, when someone mentions the plague [“iazva morovaia”] : “What 

kind of beast is the iazva morovaia—a. butterfly or a cricket or some other 

kind of creature?” The ignoramus is a bad judge largely because all he knows 

how to do is to say “good” to anything his secretary proposes, and the secre¬ 

tary actually makes the decisions. Then there is the rascal “who disgraces 

his office with his villainy and makes himself a scourge to the people.” 

Everyone in his office, from the judge to the guard, takes and expects bribes: 

“Just walk into such an office: they all stand to attention and look only to 

fleece the petitioners.... you don’t dare so much as put your hand in your 

pocket for a handkerchief without their thinking immediately that they’re 

getting a tip.” At this point a possible objection is raised—doesn’t the govern¬ 

ment do anything about graft? Yes, but the government can’t be everywhere, 

and even when it catches up with an offender, he can always say to himself: 

“Suppose someone else is to have this position, what I have in my pocket 

won’t be lessened. I shan’t have any reason to worry about the future; 

enough, it’s time now to live for myself, it’s time for me to live snugly in 

repose after my labors. I have, thank God, enough now to live on.” Then 

the imaginary objector calls for proof—it’s not enough to write satire— 

you must prove the man a thief. It’s proof enough, the poet thinks, that 

from an estate of fifteen “souls” he has come to one of five hundred! After 

the ignoramus and the rascal comes the turn of the honest, well-intentioned 

judge, who doesn’t know his way around, but leaves everything to his secre¬ 

tary, who for the gift of a gold watch will be glad to procure one a place that 

will bring in a thousand a year. The last examples which Khemnitser gives 

of “bad judges” are the lazy fellow who decides all cases, as we would say 
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“by a flip of a coin”—in this case by a chance sneeze at an appropriate spot— 

and the conscienceless judge, who makes up his mind firmly before hearing 

the evidence and is moved by no arguments. At the end of the satire, the 

poet realizes the futility of his invective: “No one, it seems, can touch them. 

Satires are written for fun, as it were, and not to correct manners.” 

Despite the apparent difference of subject—“bad judges” and “the bad 

condition of the service”—Satire II largely repeats the charges of venality 

made in Satire I, except that the bribe-takers are now officials of the “ser¬ 

vice” rather than judges. The poet, doubtless from bitter personal experience, 

describes the petitioner’s futile efforts to gain the ear of an important person¬ 

age, whose anteroom he has to frequent day after day, only to be told that 

the great man is busy or “not receiving.” Like Kafka’s petitioner who gets to 

know “the very fleas in the beard” of the Guardian of the Law, Khemnitser’s 

alter ego says: “You’ll get to know all the mice in his house, but yet not have 

the luck of seeing the master.” and if, at long last, contact is made, all the 

great man will say is: “I shall try to help you,” without even waitingrto find 

out what is wanted! “If you don’t have with you a letter from those who are 

his friends, your repetition will be in vain, though you have ten thousand 

merits.” If you expect to get anywhere, have plenty of bribes ready, even if 

it means mortgaging your estate; and don’t make the mistake of stopping with 

one bribe.- when the recipient says: “I’ll see-I’ll try to help you,” what he 

means is: “I’ll see-whether you come through with some more cash.” 

Satire, the poet remarks to his friends, puts these things in an amusing 

light, “but if you enter upon these transactions with feeling, there’s nothing 

to laugh at, but rather to shed tears over.” Indignation overcoming him, the 

satirist turns to the Almighty Himself: “O God! How is it that your throne 

in heaven is not shaken, when justice is being sold for bribes! Shall your 

people long be oppressed by this evil, and shall not your thunder forthwith 

take vengeance for the righteous!” 

“The service” apparently in Khemnitser’s meaning embraces all of the 

civil bureaucracy-and it is all equally tainted. Rhetorically he asks his friend: 

“Do you think to find much good in it? Don’t you also think that it is full 

of violence and underhandedness and trickery? Oh, you make no mistake if 

you think so, and judge the service, alas! to be such.” “Know this: to serve 

with success, one must be a rogue, and not an honest man, and must try to 

find all underhanded means; but if you are not such, you won’t escape the 

consequences.” “All the thieves will be enraged at you because you aren’t 

a thief, when all in the service thieve.” To hope to bring any of these rascals 

to justice however, is the height of futility: if the culprit will share his ill- 

gotten gams with the judge, he will escape even the gallows. At the end of 

his pessimistic picture the poet reiterates his own determination: “No, no, 

I’ve said already and I repeat again, that I am abandoning search for a posi¬ 
tion—and the city.” 
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The other satiric fragments are rather uninteresting, with the exception 

of the unnumbered “Satire on Compliments,” which has some vividly realistic 

passages describing the absurd custom of dashing madly from house to house 

to pay one’s compliments to the great on festal occasions, often only to find 

that the great man has gone himself to greet someone still higher in the social 

scale! The poet’s conclusion to all this nonsense is a declaration of indepen¬ 

dence: “I live for myself and for my friends.” 

The “Ode on Pettifoggers” may be called “indirect satire”: the despised 

and abominated tribe of pod”iachie, whom the eighteenth century frequently 

referred to as “nettle seed,” are praised in this parody ode for all the good 

they do—for thieves and scoundrels. “If one goes to a horse-fair and buys a 

horse, the law decrees that he pay an excise-tax. But if the horse happens to 

be expensive, he will of course be ruined by the tax. Straightway the petti¬ 

fogger will give the advice: a hundred-ruble horse will go down as bought for 

a ruble.” It should perhaps be explained that the pod’’iachii is actually one of 

the petty government recording clerks found in every office; miserably paid, 

and having in his hands as recorder the opportunity for endless small changes, 

like this, in the record; it is not surprising that he took advantages of his 

chances to make a dishonest penny. But, of course, he never took bribes, 

as the poet is quick to point out: “The law prohibits bribes and sternly 

searches them out; and the pod’iachie punctually observe the strictness of 

these laws: it is impossible to take bribes as bribes (this is explicitly forbid¬ 

den), but to take presents given in friendship—they see no law against this.” 

The poet ends his panegyric with the exhortation: “So, take refuge with the 

pod”iachie, you whom the knout threatens hereafter, and give them bribes 

as much as possible: they are your shield and salvation; they will be a pro¬ 

tection to you all your life, and will not forget your friendship, as long as 

life remains in them and their tribe endures.” 

It is not hard to see why Khemnitser should have made no effort to 

publish his “satires.” Catherine II did not like to have the corruption of her 

regime exposed, and though doubtless the pod”iachie were hardly influential 

enough as a class to make trouble for a hostile satirist, the “bad judges” and 

bribe-taking department officials certainly were, as the experience of Khem- 

nitser’s friend Kapnist showed: both his “First—and Last—Satire” and his 

terrifying “comedy” Iabeda (Chicane), which attack exactly the same classes 

of people as Khemnitser’s satires, brought their author into serious diffi¬ 

culties—and he was a “gentleman,” and moderately wealthy; Khemnitser 

had neither rank nor fortune. 

The model which Khemnitser took for his Fables and Tales was the 

similarly titled volume of the German poet Christian Furchtegott Gellert, 

Fabeln und Erzahlungen (1746-47).Gellert was strongly imbued with the 

didactic ideal of classicism, and his “fables and tales” are narrated to serve as 

moral lessons. The “fables” are Aesopic allegories in which human foibles 
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are satirized in animal guise; the “tales” are short anecdotes about human 

beings, usually, in classical fashion, abstract and devoid of localization in 

either place or time. Khemnitser follows his model in these respects, and in 

some cases actually translates Gellert, although the majority of his pieces are 

original. Less than half of the Fables and Tales are what one would strictly 

call “fables,” that is, animal stories masking human manners; these are usually 

fairly short. The “Tales,” on the other hand, often run to two or three pages. 

Usually the “moral” is explicit and given either at the beginning or the end 

of the poem; sometimes too the author gives his own comments throughout. 

Least common is the case where Khemnitser lets his narrative speak for itself, 

without editorial comment. 

The subjects of the Fables and Tales are scarcely classifiable—general 

human stupidity and ignorance, marital infidelity, oppression of the small by 

the great, the rascality of lawyers and tax-collectors, the arrogance and 

inhumanity of the aristocracy, and the like. Khemnitser’s outlook on life is 

generally pessimistic: most of the pieces end with a wry twist and a cynical 

remark. A good example is the short tale “The Dying Father”:^ 

There was a father, and he had two sons: one son was intelligent, the other son was 

stupid. The father’s end approaches; and seeing his end, the father is distressed, and 

mourns because he is leaving his intelligent son in the world, and he does not know his 

future fate. He says to him: “Oh! my beloved son, with what anguish do I part from you, 

because I am leaving you in the world, intelligent! And how will you get along, I don’t 

know. Listen!,” he continued, “I am leaving you the sole heir of all my property, and 

your brother I am cutting off from the inheritance; he has no need of it.” The son was 

in doubt and did not know what to think of his father’s speech; but finally he puts 

his brother’s case to his father: “But how is my brother to live, if I alone, to his hurt, 

am to receive the property as inheritance?” “There’s no reason to worry about your 

brother,” said the father. “A fool always finds means to be happy in this world.” 

As has been noted earlier, the Lvov circle was strongly imbued with 

the enlightenment ideals of citizenship and ideologically, although never 

actively, was opposed to the autocracy of Catherine II. Echoes of this oppo¬ 

sition are audible in some of Khemnitser’s animal fables, in which, as by 

tradition from Aesop’s time, the lion figures as the monarch. Particularly 

caustic in its implied reference to th<; “vel’mozhi,” “magnates,” or leading 

aristocrats, is the fable entitled: “The Lion Who Created a Council”:30 

The Lion instituted a Council, of what sort is not known; and while seating in the 

Council elephants as members, added to them a large proportion of asses. Though for 

elephants to sit with asses is out of place, the Lion was unable to pick the number of 

elephants which should rightfully have sat in that Council. So what then? What though 

the whole number were insufficient, surely this would not prevent carrying on business. 

No-but what about its transgressing the decree? Though they might be fools, the judges, 

at least there would be the right number of them. But, moreover, when the Lion 

instituted this Council, this is how he reasoned and flattered himself: “Really now, 

won’t the elephants’ intelligence bring the asses to intelligence?” However, when the 
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Council opened, events turned out in a quite different way: the asses robbed the ele¬ 

phants of tbeir intelligence. 

The Lion himself is not a flattering picture of a monarch, even when he is 

better than the usual run of lions: 

A certain lion once on a time resolved to inspect his whole realm, to see his people and 

how they live. This lion, you must know, was better than many lions—not that he 

spared the animals and didn’t flay the hides from them. But he was considered good 

because, though he himself flayed hides, he permitted none besides himself to do any 

flaying. (“The Lion’s Pilgrimage”)^1 

The poet notes with particular distaste the proclivity of “lions” to make 

war:-’-6 

A certain dog chanced to come to live in lions’ country; though he had heard about 

lions, he had never set eyes on any, and still less knew about their way of life. How he 

came to mingle with lions I am unable to say, without lying. Enough: the dog chanced 

on the lions and lived among lions. The dog sees how a life of craft obtains among the 

lions; there is no friendship among them, the lions know no justice; they flatter one 

another to their faces, and tear each other apart inwardly. Having been accustomed to 

live among dogs in mere simplicity, knowing neither craft nor any malice, he is amazed 

at such a life and reasons with himself: “Though dogs squabble together and even, 

maybe, fight, yet their life otherwise is without any guile and malicious thoughts, not like 

that of lions.” Such a life annoys the dog, and he leaves the lions’ abode. The dog, 

having run home, tells the [other] dogs: “No, it is a punishment to have to live with 

lions, where every moment each one is glad to kill another-and the whole reason for 

it, if you ask the lions, is that each lion wants to be the big lion.” 

The fable “The Two Neighbor Lions” ^ is even more explicit, with a perti¬ 

nence that would be hard to miss in a land where the “lion” (or “lioness!”) 

had systematically made war on every one of her neighbors: 

Two lions, neighbors to each other, went to war with one another—for what reason, 

to what end, no one knows; this was their pleasure, it is said. Besides, when they merely 

take the notion—just as happens with human kings, as it chances—they can find more 

than one reason for waging war. These lions were different from them only in that, 

when they declared war on one another, they had no need of breaking a treaty of eternal 

peace, which sometimes doesn’t serve for even a week, as is, they say, often the case 

with human kings—for the reason that lions don’t ordinarily have such documents. So, 

one of the lions captured both the realm and the people of the other. Habit and preju¬ 

dice have their own reasoning: although, as I heard it, the life of the animals under this 

lion, in comparison with the former one, was in no way worse (I don’t know what the 

past was like!) yet every animal was a secret foe, and kept only this in mind, how he 

might go about it so as to be again under the old [lion] .As in the world everything goes 

by turns, the old lion, recovering, began to consider how to regain by war what he had 

lost by war. The animals were only looking for the chance to betray the new lion, 

and waited for no other occasion; the lambs, as the saying goes, even became wolves. 

Arid what advantage did that former lion gain, when he went to war against the other 

lion? In warring he lost his own animals and did not solidly conquer the others for 
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himself. That is what war is like: you lose what belongs to you, and what you have 

conquered you cannot call your own. 

Another favorite theme of Khemnitser’s “Fables,” also common to the 

Lvov circle, as we have seen in Derzhavin, is the foolish pride of birth, backed 

by no personal merit. The classical expression of this is the fable “The Riding 

Horse”: 

A proud riding horse, seeing a nag in the fields working with a plow, and not in the kind 

of luxury and not in the adornment and not in the kind of grooming which the proud 

horse had from his master, looked with disdain at the nag, capered in front of the pea¬ 

sant’s nag, and boasted, put on airs and bragged of this and that. “What,” says he to the 

nag, “Have you ever had on you such adornment as you see on me? And do you know 

how everyone respects me? Everyone who meets me, makes way for me. Everyone 

talks about me and everyone praises me. But who in the world knows you?” The horse’s 

arrogance was unbearable to the nag. “Go on, braggart,” he answers him. “Leave me in 

peace. Can you count yourself with me and make fun of me? You wouldn’t be able to 

brag, if you didn’t eat the oats of my labor.” 

But Khemnitser’s themes are not always political: he is very prone to 

mock at love and marriage (it may be noted incidentally that he never ex¬ 

perienced the latter, at least). Some of the little tales (“skazki”) of his title 

are cynical jokes straight out of medieval fabliaux, such as “The Fortunate 

Husband”35-a young man who sells, not his soul, but only three years’ 

labor, to the Devil in order to win a certain beauty for his bride. “Although 

the Devil ordinarily lies, in this case he kept his word,” and the young man 

got the girl—only to plead urgently with the Devil in a few weeks to take her 

back again, for the price of no matter how many years of labor. “Though it’s 

a hard thing to be the Devil’s servant, yet it’s still easier than living with a 

cursed wife.” The skazka cynically entitled “A Happy Marriage” extols the 

idyllic bliss of a couple who lived their whole married life in complete love 

and unselfishness, and whose last kiss, when they were dying, was as pas¬ 

sionate as the one when they were first wedded.” “And how many years 

did their life last? How many years? About a week and no more. But for 

this it would have been like a fairytale.”36 Both these pieces, incidentally, 

are versions of originals by Gellert. 

Bad poets and critics also come in for some of Khemnitser’s satire. 

The very first poem in his first collection, after the dedication, is entitled 

“The Writer”—again after a Gellert original (“Der Maler”-the Russian 

“pisat’,” of course, is ambiguous, meaning both “to write” and “to paint,” 

but the latter meaning, in spite of the German, seems excluded here).37 

The writer, doubting the merits of his own work, offers it to an ignoramus 

for criticism. The critical decree is: “See, here it is low! There ignoble! In this 

place the thought is dark! There there isn’t any at all! This place is unlike 

the truth! Here there is no art!” and so forth. The writer’s final comment to 

himself is: “Now I have hopes that my labor has not failed.” “The Nightin- 
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gale and the Crows”38 reflects a literary dispute of the ’70s, with the enemies 

of the Lvov circle in the guise of envious crows who try vainly to drown out 

the song-bird. “The House-Spirit” [“Domovoi”] , again patterned on Gellert 

(“Das Gespenst”),3^ tells of a man who suffers from a domovoi, which in this 

case appears to be a sort of Poltergeist. The victim’s brilliant solution is to 

invite in a literary friend on several successive evenings to read some of his 

“tearful comedies.” The cure is effective: the domovoi leaves the house, 

never to return. 

One pointed fable, “The Dancing Bear,”^ is evidently directed at 

conservative and unappreciative audiences. A dancing bear escapes from 

captivity and returns to his native forest, where he is warmly greeted by all 

his old friends and relatives. When telling of his adventures, “Mishka” shows 

how he can dance. The audience is at first impressed, praises his art and tries 

to imitate him, but for all their efforts are unable even to stand on their hind 

legs. “Then they flew at Mishka, and envy and malice blackened all his art; 

they all raised an outcry against Mishka: ‘Away! Away from here at once! 

What a beast is this who wants to be cleverer than we!’ And they fell on 

Mishka, gave him nowhere to go, and began to chase Mishka until Mishka 

was compelled to flee.” 

Some of Khemnitser’s last fables were not published in his lifetime, and 

were considerably softened or even omitted entirely when Kapnist edited his 

friend’s work for the 1799 edition. One such is the bitter political satire 

“The Privilege”;41 

A certain lion thought to publish an edict that the animals might henceforth, without 

fear, throttle and flay anyone that any is able. What could be better than such a per¬ 

mission for those who flay even without it? This decree didn’t need to be read twice for 

it to be known. Now what a festivity there was! And the hide, whoever could from 

anyone, he flayed without more ado, and praised the edict. What lives, what lives 

perished there, one may count, but never come to the end! 

To the fox, however, it seemed strange that such permission should be given; by 

edict to give the animals freedom at will to flay the hides from one another! The fox 

found it very dubious in her own thinking, and that of all the beasts. “The lion should 

be warned!” said the fox, and asked His Leonine Highness, not directly, no—but as 

questions are put to lions, in fox-like fashion, weighing the significance of the words, 

craftily, all with circumlocutions, all in smooth courtly words: “Will it not be to His 

Highness’s hurt for the animals to receive such power?” The lion, however, answered 

her neither yes nor no. 

But when, according to the lion’s calculations, the decree had had enough effect, 

then, at His Supreme Highness’s pleasure, the lion ordered all the animals to appear 

before him. 

All those which appeared fatter than the rest never found their way back again. 

“Here’s what I meant,” said the lion to the fox, “when I issued such a decree about 

freedom. Since it was trouble for me to collect fat from the animals in scraps, I may 

better let it accumulate. The Sultan, you know, also allows his pashas to flay the people 

privately, and himself later flays the pashas in piles; and so I resolved to take an example 

from the Sultan. ” 

The fox would have liked here in reply to speak her own mind on the matter, 
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and to explain to the lion the bad consequences—but imagined that she was talking to 

the lion. 

But I would like here, I must confess, to say a little word about the excisemen, 

that they also belong to the number of the pashas; but I too think I’ll keep quiet, in the 

fox’s fashion. 

The reference to the excisemen [“otkupshchiki”] is doubtless a hit at Cath¬ 

erine’s edict of 1767 which allowed the liquor dealers to charge whatever 

they would for spirits—a decree which, as may be remembered, moved 

Maikov to compose his “Elisei, or Bacchus Enraged.” 

“The Privilege” illustrates very well one of the facets of Khemnitser’s 

language—the popular element. Expressions such as “uzh to-to bylo pir- 

shestvo (“now what a festivity there was!”) or “dush, dush pogiblo tut, chto 

ikh schitaiut, ne sochtut” (“what lives, what lives perished there, one may 

count, but never come to an end!”) are idiomatic popular expressions of the 

common people. This, however, is not to be taken as a particularly char¬ 

acteristic feature of Khemnitser’s style—on the contrary. Whereas Suma- 

rokov, it would seem, took delight in availing himself of the license which the 

“low style” of the fable sanctioned, to use the vulgate extensively, the coarser 

the better, Khemnitser’s language belongs rather to the “middle style,” and 

such excursions into common language as those in “The Privilege,” or in the 

fable called “Freedom and Captivity”^ (a version of La Fontaine’s Le Loup 

et le Chien) are rather uncommon. Indeed, contemporary writers were some¬ 

what shocked and puzzled by Khemnitser’s abandonment of the Sumarokov 

tradition. 

In spite of a somewhat heterodox use of language levels, however, 

Khemnitser remains a thorough classicist. His subjects for the most part 

are abstract and generalized, with no Russian color whatsoever. This is par¬ 

ticularly the case when he is translating or adapting a tale of Gellert—but 

even when he is being original, Russian national features do not appear in 

his fables, as they do so strongly in Krylov’s. Moreover, he makes no attempt 

to individualize his persons. Animals or humans, they all speak essentially the 

same language—a smooth, cultured, bookish Russian, with very rare Slavoni¬ 

cisms—an almost Karamzinian language. In the same connection, and again 

in sharp contrast with Krylov Khemnitser almost completely ignores the real 

characteristics, the “psychology” as it were, of the animals he writes about. 

It might indeed be expected that his lions would not be very lifelike—the lion 

is not a familiar animal in Russia. But except for very obvious cliches of fable 

characterization—e.g., the fox is cunning and the ass is stupid, etc.—there is 

no effort at individualization. Certain creatures are taken as symbols for 

human classes—the lion is a monarch, the wolf is a nobleman, the sheep is a 

peasant, etc.-and quite without regard for the actual relations of animals 

with one another, the symbols are given the characters of the humans they 

represent. This is all entirely in keeping with eighteenth-century tradition- 

indeed it is Krylov who is the iconoclast in this regard. The fable is by 
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tradition an essentially didactic genre, and lifelikeness is decidedly a second¬ 

ary consideration. Not all fabulists are as careless of this as Dmitry Ivanovich 

Khvostov (1757-1835), who made himself a laughing-stock by providing his 

crows with teeth and his asses with claws, but the difference is only a matter 

of degree and not basic. 

Structurally, Khemnitser’s Fables and Tales are also conventional. He 

employs the “free iambic verse” which has been the vehicle for Russian fable 

since Sumarokov, with its unpatterned alternations of short and long lines. 

He habitually provides his pieces with an explicit moral comment, which 

may come either at the beginning or at the end. He is needlessly long-winded, 

although far less so than Maikov; he makes use of the exceedingly tiresome 

convention established by Sumarokov and faithfully followed by his succes¬ 

sors, of elaborate disclaimers of knowledge regarding trivial points in his 

narrative, as though his imagined audience were importuning him for exact 

information on places and times! 

Khemnitser’s position in the history of the Russian fable is an inter¬ 

mediate one, in style as in time. Inheriting much from Sumarokov and from 

the German classical fabulists, he nevertheless shows considerable indepen¬ 

dence and originality, and the line leads directly from him to Dmitriev and 

Krylov, whom he anticipates in many regards. 

C. Mikhail Nikitich Muraviev (1757-1807)42 

In the year 1774 Gavriil Derzhavin, at the age of 31, still an officer 

fighting the rebel Pugachev, published anonymously his first, extremely 

derivative and unimpressive volume of verse, Poems Translated and Com¬ 

posed at Chitalagay Hill. In the same year a boy of 17, a cadet in the Iz- 

mailovsky Guards Regiment, published his fifth book of verse; in the follow¬ 

ing year a collection of his Odes saw the light—the last volume that Mikhail 

Muraviev, then 18, was ever to publish. He had begun at the age of 14 with 

his Fables: Book I (1773). 

This precocious youth was the son of a military engineer who, with 

his family, had lived in a number of provincial Russian towns. Young Mikhail 

had been enrolled as a cadet in 1772. His literary interests had led him to 

acquaintance with Vasily I. Maikov, who assumed the direction of the boy’s 

poetical development, and with Mikhail Kheraskov. He naturally gravitated 

also into the circle of that other Izmailovsky cadet, Nikolai A. Lvov, who was 

six years his senior. Through Lvov he met Ivan Petrovich Turgenev, Ivan 

Khemnitser and other literary men. Lvov and he studied Greek together, and 

Muraviev translated one of Sappho’s odes—using, however, a French transla¬ 

tion of Longinus’s Essay on the Sublime in which the poem is quoted.43 in 

association with the Mason Kheraskov he naturally met N.I. Novikov and 

others of the Masonic order, but did not himself join. Among his other 

437 



literary associates may be mentioned the actor I.A. Dmitreevksy, Vasily 

Kapnist, Yakov B. Kniazhnin, the official ode-writer V.P. Petrov, and after 

about 1777, Gavriil Derzhavin, who was by then a poet of consequence. 

Muraviev’s association with the literary life of St. Petersburg lasted for 

about thirteen years—1772-1785. In the course of this time he had acquired 

a phenomenal education, mastered not only French, German and Latin, but 

also Spanish and English and a considerable amount of Greek. He also de¬ 

veloped a great interest in mathematics and the physical sciences, and at¬ 

tended lectures at the Academy of Sciences. It may be noted that Mikhail 

Lomonosov was one of his idols. 

In 1785 the Empress Catherine II, having learned of Muraviev’s extra¬ 

ordinary attainments, appointed him to tutor the second of her grandsons; 

and soon the elder, Alexander (later Emperor) also came under his care. 

From this date Muraviev’s time was too completely occupied with his educa¬ 

tional duties to permit much literary activity. His tutorial career terminated 

in 1796. In 1800 he became a senator, and in 1803 curator of Moscow Uni¬ 

versity, in which capacity he made strenuous efforts to improve the curricu¬ 

lum, with especial attention to the teaching of Latin and Greek. He died at 

the age of 50, on July 29, 1807. During his later years he had continued to 

write verse, which he published occasionally in periodicals, but did not col¬ 

lect into a volume. He wrote some prose stories, including a fantastic “histori¬ 

cal” tale entitled Oskold on the career of the Varangian Askold, who, accord¬ 

ing to the Primary Chronicle, was the first prince of Kiev. 

Muraviev’s Complete Works were published in three parts in 1819- 

20;44 kut deSpjte the title, the collection is far from complete. A very con¬ 

siderable amount of his verse remained in manuscript and was first pub¬ 

lished in the “Poet’s Library” edition, edited by L.I. Kulakova, in 1967. Any 

estimate of the poetical quality and literary position of Muraviev made before 

this date is accordingly virtually valueless. It should be noted that the editor 

of the Complete Works was K.N. Batiushkov, who was a kinsman of Mura¬ 

viev, lived for a time in his house, and was an admiring poetical disciple of 
his. 

It is an ironical fact that Muraviev’s six volumes of published verse, 

written, as we have noted, before the age of eighteen, are poetically insigni¬ 

ficant; his only important verse is that which appeared occasionally after 

1775 in periodicals such as Novikov’s Morning Light, or Karamzin’s Aonides, 

or sometimes failed altogether to see the light in his lifetime. In the juvenile 

published material he is a classicist a contre-coeur; in the later pieces he is 
a rebellious pre-romantic. 

It was highly unfortunate for Muraviev’s development that he fell early 

into the hands of Vasily Maikov. Maikov, as we have seen, was a servile 

imitator: in the ode, of Lomonosov; and in the fable, of Sumarokov. The 

only area in which he exhibited any originality was in the parody epic-and 

this area, apparently, had no appeal for his pupil. Neither did the “ode,” 
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as Lomonosov, Sumarokov and Maikov composed it. Perhaps least of all was 

the sensitive young man attracted to the kind of project which his poetical 

mentor foisted upon him—a didactic poem on “The Art of War!” He faith¬ 

fully followed instructions, however, and wrote odes, e.g., “On the Victories 

Won by Russian Arms in the Course of the First Turkish War” (1773), and 

a “War Song” and a “Temple of Mars” (same year),which are little more 

•than tedious recountings of Russian military successes, from Oleg to Cath¬ 

erine II! Poetically, this material is worthless. Even more emphatically must 

this be said also of his Fables^—but the work of a fourteen-year-old is hardly 

likely to be of great poetical merit. 

Muraviev’s natural bent, fostered doubtless by assiduous reading of such 

German poets as Klopstock and Hagedorn, and such English pre-romantics as 

Thomson and Gray, was “sentimentalist.” He throbbed with lofty ambi¬ 

tions to give his life to the good of mankind, and, in the sharpest contrast 

with Enlightenment notions, he saw his highest spiritual qualification not 

in the acuteness of his intellect, but in the sensitivity of his soul. In an entry in 

his journal following his promotion to the rank of Lieutenant in the Guards, 

he writes: “My greatness is in my soul, not in production, not in ranks, not in 

the opinions of my friends.” “But to serve mankind, one’s society, is one’s 

real nobility.”47 It went against his grain to be associated in the society of 

the capital with frivolous, self-seeking wastrels, and he retreated so much the 

more eagerly into the narrow society of his serious literary and philosophical 

friends. The cult of friendship, which is such a marked feature of sentimen¬ 

talist literature, makes an early appearance with Muraviev. From the year 1770 

probably, when the poet was thirteen (!) comes a fragment in Alexandrines 

addressed to Ivan Petrovich Turgenev, then eighteen, entitled “Friend¬ 

ship.”48 In this piece Muraviev declares: “I sing not mighty war, not shep¬ 

herds’ contentions—I shall chant before you the feeling of hearts which holds 

us captive and will subsist forever, this sister of love, or rather [this] daughter 

of heaven: of friendshp before you I mean now to be the herald.” A few lines 

later he announces his fitness for his subject in the words: “It [i.e., friend¬ 

ship] is familiar to me: I was born to feel.” 

Bound to his very affectionate and understanding father, and to a younger 

sister, Fedosia Nikitishna Muravieva (born 1760; later the wife of S.M. Lunin) 

by remarkably close ties, the poet seems not to have experienced any of the 

usual juvenile love affairs. The heroines of his so-called “love poetry” are 

conventional and shadowy abstractions, with names such as Nina, Aglaia, 

etc., borrowed from French “light verse.” 

Friendship, affection for family, the “simple life”—such are the themes 

dearest to the sentimentalist poet. The thirteen-year-old Muraviev pays his 

respects to the third of these themes in another fragment ambitiously entitled 

“Rustic Life,”49 jn which he disclaims any intention of writing epic (“the 

trumpet that calls the soldiery in the hour of battle”) and declares: “The 

rustic life I sing, I sing the green of meadows and the pleasant declivity of the 
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summits of cloudy mountains.” As though he were a world-weary habitue'of 

court festivities, the boy announces: “Already I am abandoning the city’s 

sumptuous occasions, which the people esteem, but now I despise; for me 

everything which is desirable there—diversions, banquets—has become cold 

before the spectacle of all nature; I do not dwell in those spacious palaces 

where often I seek myself, but do not find.... the luminary of beautiful days 

does not fall straight within, winter is not winter there, nor summer summer; 

on the coldest days their dwelling is heated, and in their sumptuous houses, 

within those thick walls neither in autumn nor in spring have they any 

change.” Apparently the youngster from Archangel did not care for central 

heating! 

Exposure to the literary demands of classicism, as set forth by Maikov, 

forced the temporary replacement of Muraviev’s sentimentalist themes by 

those public pieces—panegyrics, etc.—which classical standards demanded. 

Among the poems composed during this period are nine odes, quite classical 

in character, although not always in form: “Third Ode,”50 for example, is 

composed in six-line trochaic strophes, and “Sixth Ode”51 jn six-line iambic 

strophes. The subjects are chiefly didactic and moralistic—the brevity of life, 

the vanity of human efforts, and the like. In 1775, however, Muraviev wrote 

three pieces—two sonnets and a “Tenth Ode”—in which he makes a decided 

break in his approach to poetry. Two of these pieces are addressed to his men¬ 

tor Maikov; the third, a “Sonnet to the Muses,” seems to indicate a briefly 

held resolution to abandon verse altogether in favor of a military career. It 
reads as follows: 52 

Disappear, O dreams that have held me captive! My mistresses, and now my foes! All 

your beauties turn dark before me; leave me forever, goddesses of Permessus! 

It is impossible for me to celebrate with a single mouth both the wrath of the god 

of battles, and your benefactions, and it does not behoove me with the same fingers to 
touch the sword and your sanctuary. 

And how should I now play upon the strings! Phoebus does not dwell in war-like 

encampments; here are no Permessian waters, nor the winged horse. 

I do not touch the lyre with reeking hand; needful for verses are both time and 

quiet, while my torment is my only reward for my labors! 

This pessimistic utterance, fortunately, does not represent the young poet’s 

final word, nor probably even a very seriously held resolution. In his “Sonnet 

to Vasily Ivanovich Maikov” (1775)53 he pays tribute to the elder bard, but 

hints at his own inability to follow his lead: 

I am now, O Maikov, captivated by the harmony of your lyre, with which I 

learned to tune my own. The sonorous strings of this lyre no barren places hear, and 

Fate has decreed that Moscow shall take pleasure in their voice. 

You are fortunate, O Moscow! Your Zephyrs, as they blow, will mingle their 

lovely song with the sound of the groves, [and] beneath the shadow of the monarch’s 

purple the trees of Permessus [i.e., the laurel] will adorn your head. 
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But the god of the Neva is sorrowful: shall he not hear that trill which the pipes 

dear to him of a sudden put forth, and whose sweet song he so loved to listen to? 

I thought: on these shores I sang with warlike trumpet, so I might now—but, 

Maikov, that song I sang with you. Without you I am afraid that I have given rude 

offense. 

Maikov answered this rather ambiguous sonnet with one of his own, the 

final tercet of which quite pointedly warns his young protege not to deviate 

from the classical canons, as he evidently showed signs of doing: 

If you, Muraviev, are captivated by the voice of this lyre, with which you learned 

to tune your own, follow it, and sing: the places will not be barren, which you, after me, 

shall make rejoice. 

Moscow beneath the shadow of the monarch’s purple will here attend to a re¬ 

doubled song, if, blowing over her, the cool zephyrs shall, with our [i.e., my] tones 

make your tones too resound. 

And the god of the Neva, though he will not, methinks, forget us [i.e., me], will 

yet not for a long while sorrow for song, if you shall use your zeal. 

So that your style may be like the style of pleasing singers, as Sumarokov showed 

the way to this for all—then, believe it, you will not give rude offense with your songs. ^ 

Fortunately for poetry, young Muraviev refused (politely) to follow 

Maikov’s fatuous adivce. His “Tenth Ode,”^ also from 1775, and also ad¬ 

dressed “To Vasily Ivanovich Maikov,” has the thoroughly unclassical title 

“Spring.” The classical ode was, of couse, always devoted to grandiose public 

themes—military victories, peace treaties, royal name-days, anniversaries 

of succession, and the like. But “spring” can hardly be placed in such a cate¬ 

gory! And the development, moreover, is markedly unclassical—the natural 

background, although enlivened by the habitual population of the pseudo- 

classical Olympus, has startling marks of a northern, purely Russian, land¬ 

scape. Thus, for example, in the second and third strophes, “Neptune with 

his trident strikes from out the Baltic waves against the thick ice,” “the 

springs roar, the bays groan, and the mossy silt is full of their flow; full-fed, 

the banks sink in the fresh water in the inundation of their waves. Already 

on the fields the rivulets are winding; gurgling through the rushes, with 

hundred-fold bends, the streams are forcing their way. Coming out, the 

plowman digs ditches for them, and the water gives way to force, pouring 

into new channels.” Here are no pallid echoes of Virgil or Theocritus—the 

landscape is unmistakably and unclassically Russian. The mixture of ele¬ 

ments, however, is awkward, and sometimes almost grotesque. Thus (strophe 

6): 

The raindrops have watered the fields, hardly grown warm; the meadows at night have 

drunk up the dew and the earth has become enriched. But meanwhile, as the rain 

splashes, the maiden [daughter] of Thaumas [i.e., Iris, goddess of the rainbow] gleams, 

the rain’s beautiful companion; and becoming a new dawn, shows us azure and gold and 

purple in her rainbow. 
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The mythological intrusion here is a bit startling, amid the realistic picture 

of the spring rains! 

The poem’s final strophe is, in some respects, Muraviev’s “declaration 

of independence.” He has learned the techniques of classical verse—but hence¬ 

forth he will use them, not as Maikov would wish, but on entirely different 

themes: 

I strike my lyre, O Maikov, which you tuned for me, and I repeat the resounding tones, 

as I sing the beauties of spring. Formerly I sang of clamorous battles, but now I have pro¬ 

claimed succulent vegetation and the springs that well up in the fields. You admonished 

me to sing of battles—but for you I have composed this poem, as a sign of a sensitive 

soul. 

There seems to be no record of Maikov’s reaction to his pupil’s rebellion, his 

bizarre decision to eschew “clamorous battles” in favor of the rustic beauties 

of nature. But the break was final. Only rarely in his verse written after 

1775 does Muraviev deviate from the repertory appropriate to “a sensitive 

soul.” 

An interesting piece, composed a few years after the “Tenth Ode” is 

“The Grove” [“Roshcha”] of 1778.56 For the first time in Russian literature 

since Trediakovsky’s Tilimakhida this poem is composed in hexameters, 

rather heavily loaded with Slavonic forms. It is short and largely descriptive, 

the pictures, like those of “Spring,” being specific and Russian, rather than 

conventionally classical. The sentimentalist concept of nature as the refuge 

of the virtuous, inaccessible to wicked men, is prominent in the beginning, 

followed by a realistic depiction of the sunrise: 

With gaze attentive I shall accompany the cultivator. 

The moon is setting, and, it seems, falling from the sky; 

Light is pouring into the atmosphere; the waves of the east have 

become red.... 

Oh! I have beheld the moment when the morning light has arisen. 

The charms of the young immortal [i.e., the goddess of the 

dawn] have renewed my sensibilities, 

The quiet brightness embraces my touched soul 

Like the transparent cloud in which the sun is resting, 

Only washed in the waves.... 

The sun reaches the zenith, and the peasant’s labor halts for a bit: 

The sun lords it over nature, and all nature without activity 

Is idle at that moment when the sun has reached 

The mid-point of the heavens’ vault. End your toil, O plowman! 

You have succeeded in turning up a great deal of the corn-land 

this morning. 
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See how, reflecting the sun’s rays, the plow-share glistens. 

Behold, the cultivator unfastens the yoke from the steaming horse 

And himself turns aside to the quivering shade of the branching 

oak. 

With handkerchief he wipes from his brow the streams of sweat, 

Throws aside his hat and lies face down, hugging the ground. 

Meanwhile, while the plow is at rest, plunged into the soil, 

The horse, freed from his bridle, rolls, transfigured, 

Spreading his mane on the grass; the air, smitten 

By the sound of his neighing, after a moment, gives an answer 

back. 

Now see, sated with playfulness, he raises his head briskly, 

And braced with one knee on the ground, he exerts himself to 

place the other hoof 

So as to move his whole weight with this, 

And thence lifts himself up, if at once he jumps to his feet. 

The hair from his neck falls on his back, 

His nostrils are distended, and the steam spreads out in the air. 

The description of the horse’s movements, obviously the result of careful 

observation, is particularly notable; any such detailed realism might be found 

in a genuinely classical source, such as Hesiod or Virgil, but never in an 

eighteenth-century pseudo-classical work. The picture of the noonday siesta 

is finished by the arrival of the farmer’s wife with his meal, and of the affec¬ 

tion of the young pair, which the poet modestly refrains from describing, on 

the grounds that “Only that heavenly singer, only Milton can do this,” as he 

did in describing the “innocent passions” of Adam and Eve. 

“The Grove” is a concentrated epitome of sentimentalist themes— 

the feeling for external nature (the sunrise), the sympathetic depiction of 

the peasant and his labor-loving existence, and the glorification of family 

affection. We shall find exactly the same themes in that pre-romantic classic, 

Zhukovsky’s translation of Gray’s “Elegy in a Country Churchyard,” where 

they belong with equal right to the original and his Russian translator. 

Muraviev, as has been mentioned, fell into the Masonic orbit during 

the 1770s, and although he never himself became a Mason, he was attracted 

to the order’s program of self-perfection and meditation. He undertook such 

a program with enthusiasm, and confided to what he called a “Sentimental 

Journal” many of his thoughts and meditations. Some of this journal he even 

published, in Novikov’s Masonic vehicle Morning Light. Many of the same 

subjects became the themes of poems written during these same years, which 

often bear the designation “Odes.” These were collected by the poet under 

the general heading of “New Lyrical Experiments,” in 1776, apparently 

with the aim of publication; they were circulated among the poet’s friends, 

but never published during his lifetime. 
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The term “ode,” as Muraviev employs it in this collection, has lost all 

specific meaning, and signifies no more than “lyric poem.” This is a symptom 

of the general breakdown of the classical genre system, for many of these 

poems could have been, and in an earlier period certainly would have been, 

classified as epistles, elegies, or the like. Such are “Sorrowful Verses to 

[N.A. Lvov],” 1776,^7 which, although composed in the ten-line strophe 

of the classical ode, is elegiac in content; “Longing for Winter” (1776),58 

which might be classified as a pastoral; “To Khemnitser,”59 which is cer¬ 

tainly an epistle, etc. The themes of these lyrics are almost all personal, and 

reflect the poet’s inner life. Note, for example, the contemplative and 

moralistic content of the poem “Time” (1775):60 

Stop, my friends, and let us contemplate fleeing time: 

Not long since the sun’s light sank, strengthless— 

And see, thrown on the corn-land, the seed has come into ears, 

And is calling for the reaper. 

Yesterday I followed the sun to the evening waters. 

“Rest! For you too it is pleasant to lie in the waves,” 

I exclaimed; but he, having circled the antipodes, 

Has just rekindled the day. 

However, thought I, the moment reposes. 

Already I have passed two years beyond the third lustrum [I am 

seventeen years old] . 

O happy life! Alas! You have been thrown into oblivion. 

Is not one’s whole lifetime a dream? 

In time we are able to capture only one point. 

The minute which one has lived is longer than a year of sleep. 

And the butterfly, whose life is bound to the leaf, 

Is still not closely confined. 

Every moment has its peculiar color, taken from the heart’s 

condition. 
It is dark for him whose heart is heavy with evil; 

For the good it is golden. 

All the seasons of the year have delights; 

In every time of life there is a happiness of its own; 

But the height of wisdom is the art of maintaining 

Pleasures for life. 
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Repentance is a gall which spreads its repulsive grief 

In the fair weather of time. But time at last 

Wipes from the heart’s tablet 

This alien rust. 

If you have saved your heart amid the waves from shipwreck, 

What though it should finally please Fate to darken 

The brightness of your days—if much comfort 

Yet remains in you? 

Not all, indeed, of the lyrics collected into his “New Experiments” 

are capable of classification at all on classical principles. One that completely 

eludes classification is “Journey” [“Puteshestvie”] ^ composed in the first 

half of the 1770s, which is a poetical record of an actual journey of Muraviev, 

from Vologda and the embraces of his “tenderest of fathers and his incom¬ 

parable sister” to the capital city. The poem might be called, in fact, a “Senti¬ 

mental Journey” in verse. Another unclassifiable piece is “Complaint to the 

Muses,”62 which begins: “O you, who were my first passion, you, whose 

delightful voice I have grown accustomed to listen to—forgive me, O Muses, 

I have a complaint against you—Oh, no, I weep tears because you have for¬ 

gotten me! It is hard to endure coldness from one’s friend, but to see him 

[turned] away from you is the hardest of all.” 

Muraviev’s early reading must have included a good deal of Horace, 

for the themes and even the wording of the Latin master appear with great 

frequency in the early poems. In his “Essay on Writing Poetry” [“Opyt 

o stikhotvorstve”] ^3 (1775; 1780), after paying tribute to an interesting 

assortment of classical models from Homer and Sophocles to Tasso and 

Lomonosov (!), he calls on his poet to “garland the wine with Horace, with 

the fragrant rose and the lily’s whiteness, and with him also, laying aside 

amorous vanities, in epistles scatter for us the flowers of philosophy [“mu- 

drosti”] .” These lines, of course, allude specifically to Horace’s “Odes,” 

which celebrate, often enough, wine and love; and his later, moralizing 

“Epistles.” On the model of the latter is, for example, Muraviev’s “Epistle 

to N.R.R.”64 [i.e., Nikita Romanovich Rozheshnikov] (1776), which the 

nineteen-year-old moralist begins with the declaration: 

Happiness, which is so alluring for us, dear friend! is incommensurable with this life. 

In vain do philosophers grasp at it with the mind: fools are just like them, as far as 

happiness is concerned. The prisoner, whom chains weigh down all his life long; the 

haughty fellow who in shame conceals his tears in vain—why hide from us? Such is 

man—and happiness? No, he does not know it forever. Let Seneca and Epictetus dispute 

on this subject with me—it’s a rare man who is comforted by their counsel. 

His conclusions are entirely in keeping with Horace’s: “In a word, the man 

whose soul is in repose—he alone is wise, and always free, even in chains.” 
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One of the 1776 “Odes”^^—written, like Horace’s, in a succession of 

identical quatrains, and in no way resembling the classical Russian ode either 

in theme or in form—begins with a line that almost verbally echoes Horace’s 

“Eheu fugaces, Postume, Postume labuntur anni” (Carmina II, 14): “Fleeing, 

fleeing, O friends, is irrecoverable time [cf. Virgil’s irreparabile tempus] ; is it 

long since the zephyrs here softened the fierce frost? The seed only just came 

up, after being dug into the ground—and the hour of reaping has come.” 

“Frustra cruente Marte carebimus Fractisque rauci fluctibus Hadriae, Frustra 

per autumnos nocentem Corporibus metuemus Austrum,” sighs Horace in 

the fourth strophe of his ode (“In vain shall we shun bloody Mars and the 

hoarse Adriatic’s broken waves; in vain through the autumns shall we be 

fearful of the South-wind that harms bodies”). Each line of Muraviev’s 

fourth strophe begins with “votshche” (“in vain”); “In vain shall the sword 

rust and be returned into the scabbard; in vain shall we hide ourselves from 

the furious waves; in vain shall we be cautious of foul weather-we shall all 

descend into the dark grave.” Muraviev’s development, of course, departs 

from Horace’s in many respects; he meditates on whether death is sleep or 

a waking into another life, and takes the Christian alternative. “Happy am I,” 

he announces, “If gray hair shall cover my head, if it shall be my lot to guide 

my steps with a staff, and yours, my friends, to say [to me] amid quiet 
conversation, ‘Farewell.’ ” 

It is apparent that Muraviev s ideal of the “ode” was changing at this 

period from the pseudo-classical, basically “Pindaric” form, which Maikov 

and his revered model, Lomonosov, composed, to the lighter, more personal 

Horatian variety. His “Sixth Ode. To D[mitrievsky] ” (1776)66 contains 
some revealing lines: 

The citizen [ grazhdanin”] of Lesbos walked in streams of blood and sailed 

the waves; however, that man of war used to celebrate the pure Muses and, along with 
Bacchus, the mother of love. 

The flooded river, with deep swiftness, tears away and whirls off the bank- just 

so Pindar, soaring out of eyesight, flies with magnificent speed. 

But whoever, heedless, directs his audacious flight after him, that one plaits for 

himself wings of wax, and falls noisily into the sea. 

I, a weak pupil of Glycera’s lover, laboriously gather the honeycomb, and, con¬ 

cealing myself in the soft retreat of a cave, turn away from the heights. 

The citizen of Lesbos” is of course Horace’s principal Greek model, Alcaeus, 

whose favorite poetic themes, as tradition has it, were war, love, and wine! 

The picture of Pindar as a swollen river, carrying away its banks, and the 

caution that any would-be imitator of the great master is a foolhardy Icarus, 

flying on waxen wings, comes from Horace (Odes IV, 2): “Pindarum quis! 

quis studet aemulan”-“Whoever is zealous to rival Pindar, O lulus, is relying 

on Daedalus’s skill, on waxen wings-destined to give his name to the glassy 

sea. Like a river that rushes down from the mountain, which the rains have fed 
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above its familiar banks, Pindar seethes, unbounded, and rushes with deep 

mouth, destined to be rewarded with Apollo’s laurel,” etc. The last strophe 

quoted of Muraviev’s ode (st. 6) quite pointedly announces the poet’s resolu¬ 

tion not to try to follow Pindar (and Maikov and Lomonosov) but rather 

“Glycera’s lover,” i.e., Horace. 

Quintus Horatius Flaccus and Edward Young make a strange pair- 

the genial Roman Epicurean and the gloomy, death-haunted English divine; 

but Muraviev seems to have been oblivious of the incongruity. His poem 

“To Khemnitser”59 (1776) begins with Horace’s “Otium divos rogat in 

patenti” (Odes II, 16) and follows the themes faithfully through several 

strophes: 

The mariner longs for repose, seeing a storm; and even the hero, coming to 

loathe war, longs to enter quiet. But their confused souls long for that in deception, 

which it is possible for them to purchase, O Khemnitser, with neither silver nor gold. 

The torturer cannot escape from disquiet either into castles that rise to the 

clouds, or into the gardens of Alcinous; and the whole crowd of his confused slaves is 

unable to banish the cares that flit about his gilded ceilings [cf. Horace’s “curas la- 

queata circum Tecta volantis”]. 

Horace ends his “hymn to repose” with the admission: “To me the Fate, 

free from deceit, has given small fields and the subtle spirit of the Greek 

Muse, and to scorn the malignant crowd.” Muraviev pays his respects to the 

Muse, but suddenly at the end injects a discordant note—the “graveyard 

theme” of Young’s Night Thoughts: 

I shall sing to the pipe by this sacred wave, and you shall accompany the voice of 

my song on [your] gilded lyre; and let my day come; you shall lull me to rest here and, 

perhaps, hereafter come with tears to the ashes of your friend. 

If you and Lvov shall come together, and begin to strew flowers above my grave, 

suddenly shaken, I shall adjure you: “Stay! Do not flee,” and embracing one another in 

silent agitation, you will say: “Lo, here lies our friend!” 

In 1780, for reasons concealed from a later age, Muraviev’s verse sud¬ 

denly introduces a theme not derived from Horace or any other literary 

source, but from personal experience. This is despondency over what the 

young poet feels as a progressive loss of “sensibility,” of the ability to 

respond throbbingly to all the beauties of nature, human virtue, and the 

other stimuli of the “sensitive soul,”—and accordingly, as an encroaching 

poetical impotence. Other poets, e.g., Lvov, of Muraviev’s circle, were 

troubled by the same concern, but it reduces Muraviev almost to despair. 

At the same time his journal and his letters, as well as his verse, reveal that at 

this period he was, for the only time in his life, feeling the attractions of the 

life of “society”; and it is evident that the loss of sensibility is in his mind 

connected with the artificial and “worldly” life he is leading, and the conse¬ 

quent feelings of shame and compunction over his disloyalty to the “Muse” 
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exacerbate his gloom. The new theme is first introduced in a lengthy elegy 

entitled “Regrets for Youth” (1780).67 After passing in review the signi¬ 

ficant spiritual events of his youth—enchantment with the beauties of Virgil’s 

verse, the first impulse to create poetry of his own, the first excitement 

at the expanded horizons of life in St. Petersburg, initiation into the beauties 

t of Italian verse, acquaintance with Maikov and Kheraskov and their poetry, 

etc., he comes at the end to the pessimistic view of his own capabilities: 

But my spirit is unworthy of your [i.e., Kheraskov’s] inspiration: in the shadow of 

your banners the last warrior, fearing to follow after you, I now remain in inglorious 

sloth. Oh, shall it be long, long, that I am thus to weary myself, wasting my days away 

in reprehensible idleness? O reason, come [to the aid of] my stagnant life! 

Probably of the same year or the year before, is a short “Fragment,”^ 

addressed to the poet’s close friend V.V. Khalikov. This is worth quoting 

entire: 

Ashamed of idleness, I break its chains; I long to feel that I have a soul. From this pro¬ 

tracted non-being into the abyss of which my life is sinking, I long, trembling, to save 

myself to your embraces, and by your name to dispel the gloom of conception. Do you 

hear the wail of my heart in your own, and will you give my utterance the loan of 

[your] feeling? No, colors of such darkness do not exist, as might represent the ap¬ 

pearance of my life. Confined in a meager circle of feelings and ideas, reduced to the 

enticements of animals, I look on my passing life without regret. Everything moves 

ennui, which alone is awake in my heart. But, in painting the sequence of my reproaches, 

I am using shadow more than light, and hence, because all confessions are cruel, I am 

striving to encircle all vices with [one] line. This gift, which I dare not name, the art of 

blowing the quiet pipes, has departed. And so it has become oppressed by vice. Oh! 

Of virtue scarce has so much been left me as to regret its loss! Oh, would that my brush 

might be found false! 

Similar despairing cries are found in Muraviev’s “Epistle to Feona”^9 (his 

sister) of 1781: “Now, my dear one, I amuse myself with the idea that I 

am thinking, if I put some [verse] feet together. Everything is eroded which I 

confided to memory, and, in losing everything, I have lost tears. But in this 

loss what most afflicts me—your beautiful image is disappearing from my 

heart. O guardian of my thoughts, inclinations and feelings, I have seen 

them fleeing from my heart. They dwell only with virtue. Together with 

virtue, even the Muses fly away!.... O Feona! I implore your return! Increase 

for me the depth and strength of feeling, and in my memory renew the 

features in which you appeared to me in better days.” 

A poet’s spiritual biography is of course impossible to follow, and in¬ 

deed it is dangerous even to take all such utterances as Muraviev’s despondent 

laments as entirely personal-they may belong not to the man but to the 

poet, his alter ego. In any case, the themes of despair and self-flagellation 

disappear after a year or two. They are, of course, part and parcel of the 

sentimentalist glorification of sensibility, which appears in Muraviev’s poetry 
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in its quintessential form in “Letter to * * *” (1783):70 

1 recall the days spent with you, occupied with dreams and sweetened by them, as, 

believing that in vain thoughts we were listening to the heart’s voice, we used to love the 

wisdom that fled from us. I recall those happy moments as, making to each other mutual 

revelations, with the fire of youth, with the sincerity of [our] years, we used to show 

one another the trace of good deeds. Quietly, mitigating the winter cold with a fire, we 

met with happiness, not expecting to find it. Now the man of Britain in his “Nights” 

[i.e., Edward Young] portrayed the world to us with a picture in which the gloom 

devours the feeble light, as he wept the funerals of his beloved children; now we read of 

Berenice [heroine of Racine’s tragedy of that name] as she made reproaches to the hero 

[Titus] who was pitiless only to himself. We judged that Racine was superior to those 

dark traits of the poet who, for tears, left the banks of the Thames. We delighted in 

feeling the sighs of Heloise [Rousseau’s heroine] ; we paid the tribute of esteem and tears 

to that place where Rousseau, who pierced the breast of mortals with mysterious gaze, 

sees spectacles of a better heaven and delights in the conversation of the wise. 

These dreams, the voice of sensibility, will they come again and delight us? Have 

they not once and for all rolled by in our hearts, having dried up the spring of the saving 

thirst (!) to be moved, to sigh, to delight oneself in sympathies, to exist living? Those 

palpitations, which you feel at sixteen, will you find place for them in your heart when 

you have passed twenty? When already, thrown from dream to dream, you have seen 

the dark and measured the height of the waves and felt your soul slipping into the abyss 

of death; when you have given your heart’s reality to be effaced by violent feelings and 

furious passions, those thieves of virtue and happiness? Without virtue, where shall the 

heart find rest? Without happiness, you destroy all that you think to build. And vulgar 

egoism, having taken possession of you, swallows up in its maw all the sentiments of 

love. You will look upon your best friend without rapture, and the lovely companion 

of your tender days will appear in your eyes a simple maiden. You have died-and why 

does the beating of your heart continue? The blood in your veins will not cease circula- 

tion-but farewell beauty, love and rapture! You will still have sight, but everything 

which you see is dead, and everywhere you will meet crude matter. Come, sensibility! 

And resurrect the unfortunate, thou giver of potent quickening; inflame life in him, 

return to him wakefulness, open the overgrown paths of feeling. Let the poor man sigh, 

recognizing nature once more, and weep for joy [at] having been reckoned with the 

race of mortals. He will be son, father, lover and husband—he will tell his children of 

the disease that has passed, his own alienation [“ottorzhenie”], the loss of sensibility, 

and will beg them, in payment for his love, that their young hearts may never be severed 

from feeling, by which alone man is happy. Blessed, my good friend, are you, if, true to 

yourself, severe only to yourself, kindly to all others, you freely pay the dues of life, 

the zealous guardian of your own sensibility. 

With all allowances for a horrendous mixed metaphor, and some rather awk¬ 

ward phrasing, this is an eloquent and quite moving confession, a veritable 

“hymn to sensibility.” 

In 1783 Muraviev composed a lengthy “Epistle on Light Verse, to A.M. 

Br[ianchaninov] .”71 This is his most significant verse work on poetical 

theory. It would appear that as he matured, he became more and more at¬ 

tracted to a type of verse scarcely represented in Russian before him, the 

model for which he found in eighteenth-century French poetry. He calls this 

“lighf verse” (French poesie legere) or “fugitive verse” (French poesie fugi- 
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five), or even sometimes “society verse” [“obshchestvennye stikhi”] (French 

vers de societe). Unfortunately for historians of comparative literature, 

French literary history is habitually written as a history of masterpieces and 

masters; the forest giants alone appear, as in a European woodland, all the 

undergrowth having been assiduously cleared away. Such a picture is in the 

highest degree misleading; very often the literary masterpiece is entirely un¬ 

typical of an age, the real picture of which can be obtained only by study of 

precisely the “undergrowth” which has been eliminated. So it is with 

eighteenth-century French poetry. The writers of the “light verse” which 

Muraviev so admired are poets whom even the most detailed French literary 

history passes over with obliterating scorn. Their very names are ignored, 

and their works, having never been reprinted, are almost totally inaccessible. 

They are Charles-Pierre Colardeau (1732-1776), Claude-Joseph Dorat (1734- 

1780), Framjois-Joachim de Bernis (1715-1794), Jacques-Charles-Louis de 

Malfilatre (1732-1767), Stanislas-Jean de Bouflers (1737-1815) and others. 

The general verdict upon them all is that of Larousse on Dorat: “type de 

frivolite e'legante et manie're'e.” This verdict is not undeserved: of itself their 

verse is indeed very “light weight” and insignificant, except that it marks the 

beginning of a revolt against serious, heavy, “civic” or philosophical verse— 

and this revolt is important, and when it does appear on the literary scene 

in most handbooks it is with unexplained suddenness, as though from one 

generation to the next the leading poets with remarkable unanimity aban¬ 

doned reason for sentiment as their guiding light. 

It is probable that Muraviev, in his enthusiasm for Dorat, for example, 

saw in his cold and lifeless verse qualities which were not there—spontaneity 

and insouciance—with which he endeavored to invest his own “light verse.” 

It is even possible, as A.N. Brukhansky claims,72 that in translating the 

French phrase pieces fugitives with ubegaiushchaia poeziia (literally “fleeing 

poetry”), he was misunderstanding the French: his simile (in the poem 

Society Verse 7^) of the poet, “as the butterflies in the luxuriant summer 

fly suddenly aloft, alight on the flowers, but cannot stay on one object,” 

makes it appear that he claimed the butterflies’ license to flit mconsequently 

from one subject to another as the whim took him. In any case, the poetical 

ideal which replaced in young Muraviev’s mind both Horatian moralizing and 

Youngian gloom, was that of an airy, elegant, musical, and quite unprofound 

verse, with a prevailingly amatory content. It was no bar to the writing of 

such verse that the poet in his personal life seems to have been singularly 

“fancy free”-he could always sigh on paper for some shadowy Algora or 

Zila or Aglaia. His “Epistle on Light Verse” begins with an address to his 

legal friend Brianchaninov which he would probably have regarded, with 

complaisance, as equally applicable to himself: “O chronicler of your own 

amorous playfulness.” He questions his friend whether he still remains peri¬ 

lously balanced between blonde and brunette, and whether “in busying your¬ 

self still with literature, you exalt them in verse to the flattering rank of 
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Lesbia and Corinna,” (Catullus’ and Ovid’s mistresses respectively). 

Following his sportive introduction, Muraviev introduces his first 

serious theme:^ “Listen to the interpretation of my heresy: the means with 

which I desire that the rhymester shall win the name of a writer of love. The 

two different titles—‘lover’ and ‘poet’—are fused into one and cannot be 

separated.” After proclaiming Colardeau, Dorat and Bernis his models, and 

indulging in a rhetorical query on why such poets are not to be found in 

Russian verse, he turns to a bit of autobiography: “I would at once have 

started on two different paths, that diverged far apart: I wanted to provide 

myself with qualities such as to be [both] a poet and a man of the world 

[“svetskim chelovekom”], and keep in a certain harmony philosophy and 

the taste for dissipation. With both I went wandering into impassable wilder¬ 

nesses. The ways of society are chains on the thinker, and he who in society 

has passed the test, yawns in the converse of the Muses.” 

Mention of Voltaire in this connection leads to a lengthy characteriza¬ 

tion of that “centenarian rascal,” who was able to do what no imitators of 

his work should ever dare to try. “Voltaire could do all this. And he had a 

glorious old age, with envy at his feet, above praise, above reproach.” 

In the last but one section of his “Epistle” Muraviev turns to some, 

perhaps not entirely sincere, self-criticism. “But judgment is proper for all: 

it is a difficult art. Let us pass ourselves in judgment, knitting our brow. 

Alack! I have not gathered roses without thorns. My merit is to write prose in 

rhyme, without imagination, in defiance of the language, falling hourly under 

the critic’s rod. Has comparison been left between me and the virtuoso who 

captivates the ear with the movement of his bow? His art is beautiful, noble; 

mine is handy to all and disagreeable to the ear. In order to rise, poetry must 

be compounded of painting and music. Ariosto deserves to walk with Pai- 

siello—but the rustic buffoon has fallen to my lot, who having been obliged 

to scratch on the fiddle, hinders the peasants from singing in tune.” The self¬ 

characterization is certainly unfair, but the insight that “poetry must be com¬ 

pounded of painting and music” is brilliant; and in his best “light verse,” 

e.g., “To the Goddess of the Neva,” Muraviev’s own poetry fulfills this ideal. 

The final section of the “Epistle on Light Verse” contains some of the 

poet’s most mature observations on his art, and implicitly, some of the most 

telling criticism of the classical fashion of composition which he had out¬ 

grown: 

For feeling, deeply rooted, for a style full of ideas, for a painterly eye, for charms of 

intellect and mastery of writing the honor of poets should not be extinguished forever; 

but not for having an abundance of rhymes and being able to clothe a worthless matter 

in them. In a lame verse a good idea falls—but a verse is no more than sound, if there is 

no idea in it. To write is something common to all—to write like a master is rare. It is 

for this reason that we see that the trifles of minds such as Horace was are the delight of 

the ages; while books in folio corrosive Time devours, or else lets live to the shame of 

their creators. Paint, you into whose hands nature has placed a brush, and given spirit 
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to fly about the measureless circle of learning [“nauki”] —paint without fear that envy 

will gnaw—your transports are your warranties of success, the beauty of the universe is 

your gain. 

It should be noted that the Russian verb “to write” [“pisat’ ”] means also 

“to paint,” and Muraviev’s use of the verb is purposely ambiguous. It is also 

significant that the first element for which he considers a poet’s honor to 

deserve immortality is “feeling, deeply rooted”—an element which a classical 

theorist would probably have placed last or ignored altogether. 

A typical example of the “fugitive verse” which Muraviev composed 

at about this time is the following four-stanza piece of uncertain date en¬ 

titled “The Dear Child” ;7^ like most of its kind, it is in trochaic tetrameter— 

a light, dancing meter appropriate to the content: 

You give me greetings, you dance gaily with me, and in all the amusements of 

childhood I am always your comrade. 

You do not keep silent with me, you sing me your songs, you reproach me for 

my absence, and do embroidery with me. 

But when my bold tongue begins to express passion, at once you become grave— 

and I do not dare continue. 

Ah, Rozana, you’re a rogue, you have already emerged from childhood. A cold 

appearance is one trick—and Cupid laughs at it. 

The finest, and most admired, of all Muraviev’s “light verse” is the 

poem “To the Goddess of the Neva.”76 This is familiar to Russian readers 

from the circumstance that Pushkin, in a stanza of Eugene Onegin, alludes to 

its last quatrain.77 The pictorial and musical qualities of Muraviev’s best verse 

are very apparent in this delightful piece, which might well, as the critics like 

to point out, have been composed by Muraviev’s admiring pupil, the romantic 

Konstantin Batiushkov: 

Flow on quietly, evenly, proud Neva, past the famous buildings of sovereigns and 

shadowy islands! 

You connect with the seas the stormy Russian lakes, and flow around the ashes of 

Great Peter. 

In the heart of the Mediterranean Sea your nymphs are celebrated; as far as Paris 

and as Lemnos their streams have swept; 

Greek rivers are ashamed, recalling their lot, that now by their current are re¬ 

flected bostanii and kizlar-aga [Turkish court ranks] , 

While you repeat the image of sportive graces, casting the tributes of the nations 

before the feet of Beauty. 

From the Thames and from the Tagus sweeps a flock of ships, and your kindred 

water is spread beneath it [i.e., the flock] . 

I love your bathing places, where Chloe’s beauties are covered with the clothing 

of the modest bedroom, and the Loves stand guard. 

Your evening is full of coolness-your bank is in motion with the crowds, and as 

of a magical serenade the voice of your wave is wafted. 

You bid the mists gather-a thin haze covers your billows, and you yourself 
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lean favorably to the deceits of love. 

At the hour when you dispatch mortals, weary with their happiness, you rise up 

like a fine vapor to the surface of your waters. 

You do not weigh down the smooth waters with the running of a swift chariot, 

and the Sirens around their Queen hasten to a round-dance. 

With waking eyes the enraptured poet beholds the favoring goddess, as he passes 

his night unsleeping, leaning against the granite. (1794) 

Throughout his poetical career Mikhail Muraviev was an experimenter 

and innovator, always sensitive to new currents of fashion and ready to meet 

them in practice. Two of the newer fashions in verse, which by the last 

decade of the century had already become prominent in the West and had 

begun to reach Russia, were the Ossianic craze and the vogue of ballads. 

The ballad as a popular, folk-lore genre was earliest brought into the ken of 

literary poets by the famous collection of Bishop Percy, Reliques of Ancient 

English Poetry (1765). Gottfried Burger’s poem Lenore (1773), an adapta¬ 

tion of Percy’s ballad “Sweet William’s Ghost,” made a European sensation, 

and popularized the ballad form in Germany. Karamzin’s “Raisa—an Antique 

Ballad” (1791) is usually credited with being the first Russian example of 

the genre, but it is probable that Muraviev’s “Boleslav, King of Poland,”78 

although published only in 1810, may antedate it. The subject, taken from 

the history of twelfth-century Poland Muraviev had utilized in the 1770s 

for a tragedy which he never completed. By the time the ballad was pub¬ 

lished, the form, so assiduously cultivated by Zhukovsky, was of course 

no longer a novelty to Russian readers, and Muraviev’s poem passed unnoticed. 

The form is the simple octosyllabic quatrain with alternating rhymes aBaB, 

so common in genuinely popular ballads. Zhukovsky, of course, very often 

and very effectively employs a more elaborate and musical form. The ballad 

recounts how Boleslav “Wry-mouth,” King of Poland (c. 1139) fell in love 

with the princess who was betrothed to his rebellious brother Zbigniew; how 

the King was victorious over Zbigniew and his Czech allies and captured 

their leader, whom he failed to recognize because the vizor of his helmet 

was drawn. Seeing the captive fallen suppliant at the feet of the princess 

whom both brothers loved, Boleslav plunged his sword into his unrecognized 

rival’s heart, only to discover his brother when the vizor was raised. Appalled 

at his unintentional fratricide, Boleslav tried to kill himself, and when his 

courtiers prevented this, he became a monk and thought to atone for his 

crime by confessing it to everyone he met. 

The Ossianic craze was begun by James Macpherson’s publication 

(1760-63) of several poems purportedly translated from ancient Celtic epics 

composed by the bard Ossian. We have already seen how some of the features 

of this “northern” type of verse were assimilated by Derzhavin—notably in 

“The Waterfall” (1791-94), and by other contemporaries such as Lvov. The 

most notable example of Ossianism in Muraviev’s verse is a late piece, com¬ 

posed in 1804, the year before his death, and read at a session of the Russian 
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Academy; the poem is entitled: “Romance, Paraphrased from the Caledonian 

Tongue.”79 According to a laconic note in Kulakova’s edition of Muraviev’s 

verse “Only the names are borrowed from Ossian.” The “romance” is com¬ 

posed in the same octosyllabic quatrain as the ballad of “Boleslav”; it is an 

instructive example of Muraviev’s ability to combine various heterogeneous 

elements into a harmonious whole: 

The sacred wood motions from its lofty summits. It seems as though it were 

calling: “Ossian, Fingal’s son! 

Rise, bring [your] plumed helmet and golden armor. Standing here, your winged 

charger is dropping tears upon the grass.” 

You are calling—[but] Fingal’s son does not heed your call. His hand will not 

tear aside the cold shroud of death. 

Ah, unfortunate Malvina, here at the midnight hour you seek your beloved, but 

fate is not indulgent to beauty. 

He has drooped; as the flower just now enlivened by the morning dew, is mown 

down by the scythe, so he has fallen in the flower of [his] years. 

Here an invisible barrier holds your beloved. Tears-they are your comfort- 

tears will reach him. 

Or, better, direct your tearful gaze to the circle on high. Behold, soaring with the 

cloud, behold his radiant spirit— 

So, even as once, storming away from the northern shores, he thundered upon the 

eastern mountains amid his foes, 

As the youthful hero gave counsels to wise old men, or accompanied with sweet 

voice the strings of [his] harmonious harp. 

He has finished the course of his days-[but] the current of life agitates us. 

Sound, O strings, in negligence. Cruel destiny carries everything away. 

Although it would be an exaggeration to claim that Muraviev is one of 

Russia’s greatest eighteenth-century poets, he certainly does not deserve the 

virtual oblivion into which his name had fallen during the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. His principal interest remains his restless, experi¬ 

mental spirit. At its worst his poetry is rough, pedestrian and ordinary; at its 

best, it is fresh and elegant, musical and with the kind of “plastic” quality 

which is so much admired in his greater pupil, Konstantin Batiushkov. Mura¬ 

viev was a poet, one might say by avocation—his principal concerns being 

always in other areas of life. Yet he was certainly marked by a profound 

poetical culture almost unrivalled in his age-the English poets, from Shake¬ 

speare, Milton and Waller to Young and Macpherson, the Germans of the 

Sturm und Drang, the bevy of French creators of “light verse” as well as 

Voltaire and Beaumarchais, and the Renaissance and seventeenth-century 

Italians, from Petrarch to Ariosto, Tasso and Metastasio-to say nothing of 

all the Russian poets from Feofan Prokopovich to his own contemporaries- 

these were all his familiars. If his knowledge and use of Greek verse were 

small, he had a rare mastery of Latin, as his imitations of Horace, Lucan, and 

even Petronius (he translated the “Civil War” fragment from the Satiricon80) 

attest. Too restless and uneven to be truly great, he is by these very qualities 
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one of the most interesting poets of his age. 

D. Vasily Vasilievich Kapnist (1758-1823)81 

The fourth and longest-lived poet of the Lvov circle was Vasily Vasil¬ 

ievich Kapnist. The son of a valiant officer who lost his life in 1757 at the 

battle of Gross-Jagersdorf, before his youngest son was born, Vasily was 

brought up by his mother (or step-mother, for there is a family tradition 

that his own mother was, like Zhukovsky’s, a captive Turkish woman^), 

on his father’s Ukrainian estate. His grandfather, Peter Kapnisi, was a Greek 

from the island of Zakynthos, who had been forced to leave his native land in 

1711. 

Young Vasily Kapnist had a good private education at home, where he 

learned French and German, and studied later in St. Petersburg in the school 

of the Izmailovsky Guards Regiment, in which he had been enrolled in conse¬ 

quence of his father’s services. Later he was transferred to the Preobrazhen¬ 

sky Regiment, where he met Gavriil Derzhavin, who in 1773 had hardly 

begun his poetical career. It was at this time that he also became acquainted 

with Nikolai Lvov and Ivan Khemnitser and the brilliant circle of literary 

men, actors, painters and musicians of which Lvov was the center. In 1781 

he married Alexandra Alexeevna Diakova, whose sister Maria Lvov had 

married the year before. After his first wife’s death, Derzhavin in 1795 was 

to marry the youngest of the Diakova sisters. The three poets were according¬ 

ly united by ties not only of friendship but of family. 

In 1775 Kapnist left the uncongenial military service and began to 

devote himself to literature. His first sensational publication was (1780) 

“First Satire.”84 The storm of hostile criticism which this met with drove 

the poet into retirement to his estate of Obukhovka, and a poetical silence of 

several years. He served as an elected official in his native province and in 

1783, on the occasion of Catherine’s decree transforming the free Ukrainian 

peasants into serfs, wrote his famous “Ode to Slavery,”85 which was of 

course not published, but nevertheless caused Kapnist some unpleasantness 

from the government. 

The comedy Iabeda (the usual translation of this title is the French 

Chicane^—there is no single-word English equivalent) was written in 1791, 

and although neither published nor played in Catherine’s lifetime, became 

known to her, to Kapnist’s embarrassment. It was dedicated to Emperor Paul 

and published (and performed) in 1798. The legend that the author was as a 

result sentenced to exile in Siberia but recalled at once is baseless. Kapnist 

enjoyed the favor of Paul, and was appointed by him director of the imperial 

theaters of St. Petersburg. Upon Paul’s assassination Kapnist retired again 

(1801) to Obukhovka, where he remained until his death in 1823. 

Kapnist’s position in Russian literature has been too frequently deter- 
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mined by what Marxist critics usually refer to as his “denunciatory” or “un¬ 

masking” style—the works, that is, in which he follows the eighteenth-century 

satirical tradition, either in the comedy (Iabeda), the ode (“Ode to Slavery”) 

or the satire itself (“First—and Last—Satire”). Unquestionably these three 

works are impressive productions and would, without anything else, make 

a poet’s reputation. But to concentrate all attention upon them is to ignore 

an entirely different, and no less important, side of Kapnist’s genius. His was 

a contradictory personality, and while the vehement indignation which char¬ 

acterizes his “denunciatory” pieces is the mark of one side of his literary 

heritage, the gentle, sorrowful pessimism and brooding melancholy of much 

of his lyric verse is no less a part of him, and by its close connections with 

Russian sentimentalism (e.g., Karamzin and Dmitriev) and early romanticism 

(Batiushkov and Zhukovsky) is even more significant in the history of 

literature. 

Iabeda has already been considered in some detail, in the section of this 

work dealing with the late classical comedy. Of the other “denunciatory” 

pieces the first is the satire entitled in its first version (published 1780 in the 

St. Petersburg Herald) “First Satire, by Mr. K.*,” and in its revised form 

(published 1783 in the Sobesednik liubitelei rossiiskogo slova) demonstrative¬ 

ly designated “First-and Last-Satire.”84 The first version contained a 

couple of lines referring to contemporary poets by slightly disguised but 

easily identifiable names. Such a storm of angry protest was aroused against 

the poet that the republication, under his own full name, contained in its 

title the implicit promise that nothing further of the kind would follow. 

This promise was kept. 

The “First—and Last—Satire” has as its ostensible theme the ignorance 

and stupidity of all conditions of men. Actually “ignorance and stupidity,” 

which are presumably excusable faults, outside the control of the will, mask 

the less venial sins of avarice, pride, and general inhumanity. The poem opens 

with a paragraph which states the theme: 

Whomever it may anger, I shall begin to rail: with rascality, with human stupidity I 

cannot live. Everywhere debauchery shows its impudent face; there’s dishonor in honor, 

shame has gone out of fashion. Almost with whomever I meet, with whomever I begin 

conversation, I encounter either ignorance or vice. Wherever you turn, there’s no help 

for it: that man is honest, and so is a fool; another is intelligent, and so a rascal, hypo¬ 

crite, deceiver, flatterer; in a word, in this world Aristideses [the Athenian Aristides 

was nicknamed “the Just”] are as rare as smooth verses in the poet of the Tilimakhida 
[i.e., Trediakovsky]. 

This quotation is from, the revised—and milder—version; there are 

several differences in the two texts, most notably in the presence in the 

earlier of unflattering and quite unmistakable references to contemporary 

poets, which the later version eliminates. 

The rascals and fools whom the Satire pillories all seem to have one 
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quality in common: they are ostensibly one thing, but actually quite another. 

They constitute a universal masquerade: 

And all in this world, as in a free masquerade [see notes on Lukin’s Sbchepetil’nik), 

in costumes not the usual and not their own, hiding themselves with masks, show a 

false appearance, until all shame is finally obliterated in them, [lines 53-56] 

They include the well-meaning but inept judge, the arrogant newly ennobled 

parvenu, the official contemptuous of lesser ranks, the respected but thieving 

judge, the self-righteous hypocrite, the gambler who pretends to be your 

bosom friend in order to lose your bank-roll at cards, the boastful know-it- 

all, the pompous rhymester, the smooth-talking hypocritical friend who will 

stab you in the back, the seemingly incorruptible judge, to whom you don’t 

dare offer a bribe—and so lose your case to an opponent who has no such 

scruples, etc. The poet considers the reasons why hypocrisy and “false 

fronts” should so flourish, and concludes: “To be right in everything we have 

discovered two means: one is to put ourselves above what people say; the 

other is to melt every kind of evil into good talk.” [lines 128-130] 

Naturally, such a sweeping indictment of Russian society must cast 

considerable discredit on the autocrat whose influence should be all-power¬ 

ful. Kapnist attempts to neutralize such an impression by a passage of ad¬ 

miring description of Catherine’s noble efforts toward combatting the evils 

which he has enumerated—efforts ineffectual, because “Villainy is destroyed, 

but stupidity remains.” “It would be easier to subdue the universe by force 

than to extirpate fools from the number of mankind.” Catherine is an ener¬ 

getic patroness of the arts and sciences, but—“The sciences have matured, 

the arts flourish, authors are born—but stupidity is there just the same.” The 

poet then refers to some of his own early, and unsuccessful, efforts to cele¬ 

brate the greatness of Catherine’s reign. “Would that I might have had a 

strict master,” he sighs; “he would have saved me from the number of fools.” 

If only the government could pass laws to make fools into men of sense— 

but, alas, even the law is powerless to cure stupidity—or bad poetry! Here the 

castigation of fools in general passes to the particular, and a famous couplet 

in the first version, dropped from the second, names with slight disguise a 

group of poetasters who “roil with their snouts the pure Castalian waters”: 

Kozelsky, Nikolev, Vladykin, Frezinovsky, Ablesimov, Khvostov, Verevkin 

and Kantorovsky. Except for Nikolev, Ablesimov and Khvostov, these por¬ 

cine poets are mere names to us. Indignantly the satirist exclaims: “Punish¬ 

ment threatens evil-doers, and the strictness of the judge; contempt and 

Shame are curbs on scoundrels—but to commit stupidities everyone has 

license without obstacle.” Satire, however, should be able to accomplish what 

the law cannot—it is a mirror held up to fools, which may shock them into 

changing their ways. They should not be angered at the satirist, who is only 

writing for their own good. He is not aiming at individuals—“My quarrel is 
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not with men, but with vices.” 

The “First—and Last—Satire” is in the tradition of Kantemir and Suma- 

rokov, and is quite as outspoken as any of its predecessors. Kapnist’s descrip¬ 

tions are in many cases very realistic, and in two instances—his portrait of a 

judge who by peculation is able to buy himself an estate and become the 

friend of noblemen; and the vivid little account of the poet’s discomfiture in 

a law-suit—there are notable similarities with the comedy Iabeda. The lan¬ 

guage of the satire is normal and readily intelligible—Lomonosov’s “middle 

style.” 

On May 3, 1783, Catherine II issued a decree which declared that 

henceforth all the peasants in three Ukrainian provinces should be counted 

as the serfs of the landowners for whom they were working. The anomaly of a 

free peasantry in areas closely contiguous to the Russian provinces where 

serfdom was most firmly established and the peasants were most decidedly 

“slaves,” was thus at one stroke removed. Kapnist, a Ukrainian landowner, in 

a mood of sorrowful indignation, forthwith composed his famous “Ode to 

Slavery.”85 It was of course impossible to publish the ode during the reign 

of Catherine and her son; it saw the light, somewhat altered and softened in 

expression, in the second edition (1806) of Kapnist’s “Lyrical Poems,” during 

the temporary relaxation of the censorship in the first years of the reign of 

Alexander I. 

The “Ode to Slavery” is a good example of the change in the concept 

of the “ode” and the break-down of the classical system of genres in the last 

years of the eighteenth century. As we have seen, many of the poems of 

Muraviev which carry the designation of “ode” would be, in an earlier period, 

“elegies,” “epistles,” or other categories of lyric. Kapnist’s ode is composed 

in the canonical ten-line strophe introduced by Lomonosov, but the content 

is in the highest degree irregular for a classical ode. This is apparent in the 

very title: “Ode to Slavery,” beside such triumphal titles as “Ode on the 

Victory at Khotin,” “Ode on the Capture of Ochakov,” or even “Ode to 

Felitsa” or “Ode on Happiness,” sounds bitterly ironical. “Slavery” is scarce¬ 

ly a subject for celebration! Moreover the tone of indignation which pervades 

the poem is appropriate rather for a satire than an ode. In addition, the scene 

depicted in strophe 4 (strophe 3 in the revised and printed version) is marked 

by an Ossianic coloring, such as we have remarked in, for example, the setting 

of Derzhavin s Waterfall, and belongs to the atmosphere of sentimentalism. 

The “Ode” begins with an allegorical allusion to Kapnist’s poetical 

silence since the harsh reception of his “First Satire” of 1780, and the reasons 

which impel him now to break it: 

Taking up the lyre that I had forgotten, I wipe away the dust that lies upon it; 

extending the hand that is weighted with the burden of iron chains, I tune [the lyre] 

for songs of lamentation; and, concordant with my grief, I pour forth a somber, weary 

sound from strings that are washed by a river of tears; I shall sing the enslavement of my 
beloved country. ’ 
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[Orpheus! If thou didst sigh to the lyre for Eurydice lost, and drew after thee 

lifeless trees and savage beasts in sympathy, give ear to me: I call to thee. It is not to a 

wife that I call; I have greater right to bring even rocks to sympathy; I shall sing the 

enslavement of my dear native land.] ^ 

But Thou, who dost alone possess all the realm beneath the sun, and dost incline 

to mercy the souls of kings beloved by Thee, and dost preserve them from malicious 

slander! Bring it about that the world’s lords may heed my unflattering utterance; may 

they mildly give ear to the voice of truth, and against evil-doers alone raise up the 

sword Thou has entrusted to them. 

Sunk in sorrowful thought I shall go, I shall withdraw myself from mankind to 

a hill shaded by trees; I shall turn aside into a thick grove; beneath a dark and mossy 

oak I shall sit down. There to my sorrowful gaze everything reveals a sorrowful aspect: 

the rivulet, roaring, digs into the hill; the wind howls gloomily among the pines; as it 

flies from the trees, the foliage makes a languid rustle. 

Wherever I turn my eyes, bathed in a torrent of tears, everywhere I see my native 

land here, like a sorrowful widow; disappeared are the pastimes of the village, the play¬ 

ful sportiveness, the dances, the laughs; the voice of gay song is silent; the golden corn- 

land is desolate; the fields, meadows, forests are empty; sorrow lies upon them like a 

cloud. 

Throughout the poem the figure of “iron chains,” which weigh down 

the despondent villagers just as they do the poet’s own hand, serve as a vivid 

symbol of the “enslavement” of the land. Indignantly the poet turns to the 

Empress herself, whose fateful decree has brought about such desolation: 

You see, Tsaritsa—here your people is keeping festival, groaning in bonds. See, 

it is rapturously celebrating your thunderous ascent to the throne. Its heavy yoke it 

wears mildly, and beseeches heaven for your good, wiping its misery from its thought; 

but you burden it: you put chains upon the hands that bless you! 

The monarch is like a stern mother who disciplines her children and refuses 

to heed their pleadings. The poem ends with a fervent plea that Catherine 

realize the harm her decree has done and revoke it, and so bless the land 

of which she is “the mother.” 

Catherine, of course, did nothing of the sort; but she did, in a very 

typical act, attempt to give herself credit for doing something which she 

would have found impossible in reality. In 1786 she issued a decree abolish¬ 

ing a humiliating and vexatious item of court etiquette. Hitherto all peti¬ 

tions addressed to the throne had to be subscribed by the petitioner’s name 

and the words “Your Majesty’s slave” [rab] .” Rightly considering this usage 

demeaning to the nobility, Catherine eliminated it. The act, of course, did 

nothing toward eliminating the actual condition of slavery in which most of 

the country’s peasantry languished. Kapnist, however, chose to interpret it 

as the abolition of slavery, and greeted it with his “Ode on the Abolition in 

Russia of the Condition of Slave by Catherine the Second, on the 15th of 

February, 1786.jn his ocje Kapnist, who was certainly not so naive as to 

believe for a moment in the reality of such an “abolition,” spoke out forth- 
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rightly in deprecating the “condition of slave” which Catherine was supposed¬ 

ly ending for all time; and in this way he was enabled, under cover of a lauda¬ 

tory ode to the Empress, to which she could hardly take exception, actually 

to denounce the institution itself. Catherine is reported to have remarked, 

when she read his ode: “Why, you want [the abolition of slavery] in reality... 
the words are enough!”89 

When Kapnist published his collections of Works in 1796 and Lyric 

Works in 1806, he divided them, in accordance with the fashion of the times, 

by categories of genre, and modern editions have quite reasonably followed 

this division, although it obscures to some extent the chronology of the poems 

and hence the author’s literary development. Most of the “Solemn Odes” 

belong to Kapnist’s earlier work; the “spiritual odes,” which are all para¬ 

phrases of the Psalms, belong to the first years of the nineteenth century, 

and the “didactic and elegiac odes,” with two exceptions, to the last years 

of the eighteenth century. The “spiritual odes” are of little poetical merit, 

but to the “didactic and elegiac odes” belong some of Kapnist’s best work. 

It should be noted that the very title of this section of his Works is revolu¬ 

tionary: the ode and the elegy, by classical convention, are two entirely 

separate genres of verse, and the fusion implied in Kapnist’s title is a breach 

of convention. A closer look at some of the “odes” in this group will reveal 

more clearly their unclassical character. Thus, the “Ode to Hope” (1780),90 

while in the canonical ten-line strophe of Lomonosov, is entirely personal 

and elegiac in content. The poetical persona of the piece, as of many others 

of the group, is a gloomy, pessimistic poet, persecuted by fate and looking for 

repose [“pokoi”] only in the grave—a common sentimentalist pose. Even 

contemporaries pointed out the curious anomaly—Kapnist’s poetry was very 

often profoundly melancholy, while gaiety and good humor were notable 

qualities of the man himself. The Ode to Hope” opens with a conventional 

contrast of nature with inner mood, and then turns, in the second strophe, 

to a characteristic apostrophe to fate: 

O destiny! O cruel judge! Inexorable king of time! How long shall I continue to 

pour forth floods of tears, condemned by you? How long, hiding my sorrows in my 

heart, shall I continue to seek my former repose, groaning in misfortune? Either end 

the time of my woes, or else at once, gathering together the burden of all disasters, 
hurl them on me! 

At the beginning of the fourth strophe the poet looks back over his past 

life and exclaims: “From [my] youngest years I already felt the burden of 

the cruel power, and began to feel misfortune from the moment when I began 
to feel [at all].” 

The tenth strophe turns at last to the subject promised by the title: 

if everything in the world is changeable, why not a change for the better? 

“Perhaps the time is already hastening on when she [i.e., fate] , tearing away 

from me the heavy burden of misfortunes, may in their stead with generous 
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hand arrange my days for repose, turning sorrow into blessedness.” The long¬ 

ing for “repose” [“pokoi”: Latin “otium”] , it may be noted, is common to 

the verse of both Derzhavin and Kapnist. With the former it seems to have 

more biographical justification, in view of his really quite turbulent career; 

with Kapnist one may conjecture that it is rather a literary echo, from his 

beloved Horace. 

In 1784 Kapnist’s year-old son Alexei died, and the bereaved father 

began the composition of an “Ode on the Death of [my] Son,”91 which 

was published in 1787. Again the subject is too personal to fit gracefully 

into the classical conception of an “ode,” even though the form, like that 

of the “Ode to Hope” is the Lomonosovian ten-line strophe rhyming 

aBaBccDeeD. The tone of the poem is typically sentimentalist: one is re¬ 

minded quite forcibly of Gray’s “Elegy” by, for instance, strophe six: 

Never again will you look at me, curving your lips with a tender smile, and stretch 

out your arms touchingly, begging for [your] mother’s embrace; you will not, emulat¬ 

ing us in everything, as you play with her and kiss her, learn to repeat my name; you will 

not, as you sit between us, entwine our necks with your tender arms. 

In its original version the “Ode” consisted of 26 strophes; the revision pub¬ 

lished in Works has only 17. Some of the omitted strophes are of interest 

as revealing Kapnist’s complex personality. Thus, strophe fifteen and sixteen 

of the extended version seem directly inspired by the somber, “graveyard” 

atmosphere of Young’s “Night Thoughts”: 

I feel a sweet consolation in this common lament [i.e., in the autumn mood of 

nature]. Gazing up at the mass of dark clouds which cut down the grain with solid 

rain: —at the wind, that carries the leaves from the trees, at the frost, that kills the vege¬ 

tation, at the water-course that has dressed itself in a crust [i.e., of ice]. I am com¬ 

forted in my griefs, that I am not alone in bereavement, that my lot strikes all things. 

Yet their portion is not so dreadful. Though autumn today kills the flowers, yet 

soon the lovely spring will give them all their former beauties. The trees will once more 

dress themselves in leafage, the streams will break out of their shrouds, everything will 

suddenly come alive with spring. My unhappiness is irrevocable: death will not be able 

again to lead my son back to the light. 

Strophes 18-21, which contain the father’s consoling thoughts of all the 

sorrows which his dead son has been spared, have almost a “denunciatory” 

character reminiscent of the “Ode to Slavery.” Strophes 20 and 21, for 

instance, read: 

Is it possible, seeing evil guile leading righteousness into a deadly net—vice 

seeking by detraction to wipe out [“sotret’ ”] upright merit—seeing conceit trampling 

upon shame, injustice holding the scepter, flattery crawling at the feet of magnates— 

is it possible, without loathing them, without shuddering away from the sight of them, 

to endure their vileness and malice? 

But if you had plainly arrayed you: self against their throng, you would have 
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dragged out a life of unhappiness; with the union of common forces their malice would 

have gnawed your days; from this not even the door of the tomb would have protected 

you. Envy, like a venomous snake, would not have ceased to stir even your ashes, hidden 

in the dark urn. 

The “Ode on the Death of My Son” is a curious medley of elements: a 

touching, personal sorrow, a great deal of literary reminiscence, some rather 

cold and unconvincing reasoning, and an obsolete and pompous vocabulary 

and style. There is a significant number of Slavonicisms in the piece—even 

that particularly bizarre and flagrant bit of archaism, the dative absolute, makes 

its appearance. One gets the impression that as Kapnist grew older, he con¬ 

sciously turned away from the light, easily intelligible Russian which had 

begun to come into vogue at the end of the century, and is associated pri¬ 

marily with Karamzin and Dmitriev, in favor of something not far removed 

from Lomonosov’s “high style.” This may be seen, for example, in the “trans¬ 

lations” of Horace, which were mostly written around 1814, in contrast with 

the far better, more fluent and melodious “paraphrases” of Horace, which 

were published for the most part in 1806, and written often ten years earlier. 

We will return to the Horatian poems shortly. 

The “Ode on Happiness” (1792),92 again in the canonical ode form, 

resembles in content a classical satire-its subject is that of Juvenal’s Tenth 

(Johnson s Vanity of Human Wishes). Man “in the circle of empty hopes 

and dreams passes both night and day; estranged from simple, natural goods, 

wandering in a labyrinth of vanities, he grasps after the mere shadow of 

happiness.” Instances: the military man, who “flatters himself, in redden¬ 

ing his hands, that the blood-sodden field of battle will grow for him an 

everlasting laurel”; the moneymaker; the pleasure-seeker. All quests for 

happiness seem poisoned by attendant miseries-where does real happiness 

dwell? Even the monarch on his throne is not happy. Yet God intended 

man to be happy; our fault is in pursuing what we really have always with 

us. True happiness is inner, and comes from faith. “Elected from death to 

eternity, crowned with a crown incorruptible, they live the heavenly life.” 

“But here virtue alone is the source of inexhaustible goods, the creator for 
us of the purest delights.” 

Kapnist was, as has been frequently mentioned, a devoted friend of 

Derzhavin. His eldest son was even named Gavriil for the great poet. When in 

1794 Derzhavin’s beloved first wife died, many of the master’s friends, 

including Dmitriev and Kapnist, wrote commemorative poems. Kapnist’s 

“Ode on the Death of Plenira”93 (Plenira was Derzhavin’s pet name for 

Ekaterina Yakovlevna Bastidon), like his “Ode on the Death of My Son,” 

was published (in Works, 1796) in a longer version of 25 strophes, which 

he reduced in his Lyrical Works of 1806 to 14. Again, the omitted strophes 

have a particular interest-in this instance for the light they shed on Kapnist’s 

later reversion to a stricter classicism. In the original text of the ode, which 

consists largely of a sympathetic picture of the bereaved husband as he 
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wanders through the desolate house where everything reminds him of his 

dead wife, there is a strophe (No. 8) in which the poet with more than usual 

realism refers—in very general terms, of course—to the window drapes which 

“Plenira” had sewed: 

In that mansion, adorned by her skillful hand, in the chamber dedicated to 

friendship [i.e., the salon] , where the gay swarm of attractions in her train provided 

delights; where amusements, gaiety, laughter turned night into day-there he in hateful 

sorrow, by the rays of the gloomy moon sees with terror his own shadow. 

Evidently the picture thus drawn struck the poet of 1806 as too particular, 

wanting in that universality which classicism demanded; the strophe was 

accordingly dropped, as was also the next (No. 9), with its reminiscences- 

of Homer and Aeschylus: 

If slumber closes his weary eyelids, he sees his beloved; he presses her in his 

enamored embrace, but she flees from it. He calls her, grasps after her; waking, he does 

not find her, and.... realizing then his dream, rolls back with terror on his couch. The 

cold sweat drops from him, and his hair stands on end. 

Obviously such a realistic depiction of terror is unsuited to the atmosphere 

of classical calm which pervades the “consolation” of the final strophes. 

But despite the prospect of a reunion with Plenira in a blissful hereafter, 

which Kapnist holds out to his friend, his own view of life is blackly pessi¬ 

mistic: 

But what is life? In childbirth, torture; in childhood, the oppression of servility; 

in youth, the turbulence of passions; in manhood, the toil of vanities. Old age is a return 

to childhood; death is the heritage of birth. This is life—behold, a harvest of ills! Death 

sows and reaps, turns the earth into a grave, and the grave into his own dark throne. 

Kapnist’s “Ode to Dejection” [“Oda na unynie”] is the classical 

example of “graveyard poetry” among his works, perhaps even in Russian 

literature as a whole, and deserves quoting in its entirety 

Days of happiness! Where have your brightness and beauty hidden themselves? 

The bright hours of old have been overshadowed by the darkness of grief. Everything 

takes on in my eyes a hateful, weary look; sorrow in my dejected soul kills the feeling 

of joy. 

How attractive bloomed the morning of bright, youthful days! At noontide 

a cloud overshadowed the horizon of my life. The dusk thickened around me, the 

storm-cloud with the thunderstorm moved in, the whirlwind rose in a pillar to the 

cloud, the thunder pealed above my head. 

Life of mortals! O how terrible is the ebb and flow of evils! In happiness you 

go to sleep free from danger, but awake [to be] unfortunate. 

Thus, amidst delights, amidst repose, the abyss of woes opened up for me. Sorrow 

with keen scythe mowed down the flower of my days. 
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Adorning the springtime meadow, the flower bloomed in the dawn; breathing 

fragrance, it lures the lickerish bees; the butterfly alights on it, sporting with its beloved 

mate, and the wayfarer is gladdened by its early beauty. 

But of a sudden the despised worm gnaws the little root beneath; the stem wilts 

and the green leaf, the flower bows its head, grows pale, dries up and dies. The wanderer 

stands in astonishment, wonders, pities: “Why did it fade so early?” 

Thus I too languish in longing, heavy sorrow oppresses my soul, but wheresoever 

I look, there is none who sympathizes; and to whose breast soever I lay my love-thirsty 

heart, everywhere I find only cold feeling, or betrayal. 

Oh, if only I might for a moment be transported to a wild region, where the* 

deep and dusky forest had never beheld the trace of man, where the smoke of habita¬ 

tions had never spread, the cry of the hunter never been heard, where only the ravening 

beast wandered, and in caverns howled with the tempest. 

There on a rocky crag, washed by the wave below, seated beneath a dark and 

mossy pine, I would unite my dejected voice, my wail, my comfortless groaning with 

the groan of the tempest, and would reproach no one with cold insensitivity. 

But wheresoever I might strive to hide myself, sorrow will everywhere follow 

me. Where is it possible to defend oneself from the oppression of cruel woes? Where, 

but in the bowels of the earth? The world is a difficult, sorrowful journey; only in the 

confining and darksome grave shall we be able to have rest. 

Hasten, O comforting death! Be touched by my sorrow; let your cold right 

hand quickly close my eyes. You, O damp earth! Be softened, permit my step into 

eternity. Bosom of darkness! Be parted, and hide my ashes from sorrow! 

It is odd to associate the writer of such gloomy lines with the genial 

life-loving Horace or the sensualist “Anacreon”—but Kapnist is a thoroughly 

contradictory poet. One section of his published lyrics consists of “Ana¬ 

creontic Odes,” and another, very extensive one, of paraphrases and transla¬ 

tions of Horace. The Anacreontics have little of their Greek model but the 

meters-, they are “songs,” but seldom indeed about wine or love. Some of 

them are translations of French light verse; one famous one (“The Siskin” 

[“Chizhik”] 95)-the paraphrase of a Ukrainian poem by the eighteenth- 

century mystic Skovoroda. A typical example of Kapnist’s “Anacreontics,” 

with its obvious and typically sentimentalist “moral” is the three-strophe 

poem “Butterfly” (1796):9^ 

Upward the lark spirals, above his head the hawk soars, above the clouds and 

toward the sun is borne the daring eagle; but over the ground, from soft grass to flower 
flies the butterfly, laden with delicate golden dust. 

So for me also has a lowly bound been eternally ordained by fate. In Destiny’s 

urn, to be sure, my lot is heavy. Howsoever chance may shake the urn, there is never 

any success; however she may stir it with her wand, my lot always falls lowest. 

So be it—let the proud oaks stand on the heights, the tempest’s winds do not hurt 

the low vines in the valley. And if Destiny is malicious even there, what is left? En¬ 

durance! The fortunate one is more afraid than the unfortunate of dying. 

The best known and certainly the best of Kapnist’s “Anacreontic Odes” is 

typically remote from the traditions of Anacreon. It is a simple four-strophe 

elegy, which was actually to become accepted as a folk-song, entitled “On the 
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Death of Julia” ;^7 in its first, anonymous, publication it bore the title 

“On the Death of a Daughter.” Kapnist’s daughter Julia died in 1788; the 

poem was written between that date and 1792, and is thus one of his earlier 

pieces: 

Already with the gloom of night quiet has been spread abroad. From behind the 

wood the sorrowful moon steps out. Wearily I tune my lyre to sing the sorrow that has 

enfolded my spirit. Come hither to grieve with me, O moon, friend of the sorrowful! 

By this cold tomb, under the shade of thick trees, you hear my mournful wail 

and the groaning of my sighs. Here are buried the dear ashes of lovely Julia. I am con¬ 

demned to pour over them forever a flood of tears. 

Like a tender rose you bloomed, Julia! In this tumultuous life you were my 

friend, my everything. Now, losing you, it is left me to end my life or, lacerating my 

breast with sorrow, to keep dying every hour. 

But I must break off the moan of this tearful song; wet with tears, the lyre’s 

sound is muted. With wordless longing the spirit is more strongly oppressed. Come and 

grieve with me, O moon, friend of the sorrowful! 

Kapnist’s collection of Lyrical Works contained a section headed 

“Horatian and Anacreontic Odes.” In thus lumping together what may be 

classified as “non-Pindaric” odes, Kapnist was apparently conscious of the 

less solemn and grave character of the former, although, as we have seen, 

lugubrious themes are not wanting even among the Anacreontics. In a rather 

lengthy essay written to accompany the “Horatian” odes,^8 Kapnist dis¬ 

closes the peculiar method which he employs in writing them. They are 

“paraphrases” or “imitations” of the Latin originals, often quite free, in 

which the Russian poet makes an effort to render allusions, proper names, 

and the like, which for a Russian of his age could have been intelligible only 

with a commentary, by analogous and perfectly intelligible contemporary 

replacements. He makes no attempt to render the Latin with literal exacti¬ 

tude; indeed, as he confesses, he does not even know the language, and has 

to rely on a careful interlinear translation made by one of his friends. The 

results of this odd system are surprisingly excellent. Horace in Russian dress 

is an attractive figure, with no loss of the essential qualities of his verse. One 

side of Kapnist’s complex personality seems to have been genuinely attuned 

to Horace’s. It may be noted that the “Imitations,” eighteen of them in the 

1806 edition, are drawn from the lighter and less gravely didactic of Horace’s 

odes. A good example of Kapnist’s method is the ode entitled “To my 

Friend,which freely paraphrases Horace’s Book I, ode ix. A comparison 

of the two poems will show Kapnist’s skill in replacing the Roman “local 

color” with Russian. Horace’s ode reads as follows (“Vides ut alta stet nive 

candidum—”): 

You see how [Mount] Soracte stands white with deep snow, while the toiling 

forests po longer hold up the weight, and the streams have halted because of the sharp 
frost. 
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Dispel the cold by generously piling logs on the hearth-fire; and pour our quite 

abundantly, O Thaliarchus, the four-year-old wine from the Sabine jar. 

Leave [all] else to the gods; as soon as they have laid to rest the winds that 

battle with the seething sea, the cypresses and old ashtrees are tossed about no longer. 

Shun seeking what is to be tomorrow, and whatsoever days Chance shall give 

you, set down as gain. Do not, while a boy, spurn sweet loves and dances, 

So long as morose white hair is far from [your] green youth. Now there is the 

Campus [Martius] and exercise grounds, and let soft whispers at nightfall be repeated 

at the appointed hour, 

And the pleasant laugh of the girl lurking in the deep of a corner, and the keep¬ 

sake snatched from arm or finger that puts up but slight resistance. 

In its Russian version this becomes: 

See how, covered with snow, the peaks of the high mountains shine; how the 

pines, bent with the frost, and the streams, burdened with ice, stand, benumbed, in 
their banks. 

Now, sitting at the hearth, make us forget the frosts; according to seniority of 

years and rank bid the Hungarian wine be served, and leave all else to the gods. 

Snowstorms, tempests and frosts when they [i.e., the gods] are minded to pacify, 

then neither lindens nor birches nor the supple year-old vines dare to rustle a leaf. 

What you shall meet with tomorrow do not trouble yourself to learn; make use 

of the moment’s time, and the day allotted by fate learn to count a gift. 

In your unruffled youth do not lose an hour with dances and games, and taste 

the fruit of fortunate love as long as your hair has not been silvered by grumpy old 
age. 

Now promenades call you, the theater, concerts, the masquerade, and those assig¬ 

nations where tender whispers at evening make secret assurances of love; 

When the involuntary laugh discloses the beauty in a dark corner, who loses a 

ring as a pledge, and only feebly defends it on the hand that is tenderly pressed. 

Note how “Hungarian wine” replaces the “wine from the Sabine jar,” north¬ 

ern “lindens and birches” the “cypresses and old ash-trees,” and “prome¬ 

nades, the theater, concerts, the masquerade” Horace’s references to the 

youthful pleasures of the wrestling mat and the parade ground. The 

“moral”—enjoy youth while you still have it-remains the same, and even the 

vivid picture at the end, of the evening tryst and the ring snatched as a keep¬ 
sake. 

Kapnist s interest in and affection for Horace did not abate as he grew 

old, but his later versions, composed from 1814 to 1821, are verse transla¬ 

tions, not paraphrases. As such they are good, but lacking in the freedom 

and spontaneity of the “Imitations.” The satirical and “denunciatory” as¬ 

pect of Kapnist s verse often comes to the fore in his choice of Horatian odes 

or epodes to be translated; particularly noteworthy are “On Sumptuous 

Habitations” (Horace II, xv); “The Nullity of Riches” (III, i); “On De¬ 

pravity of Morals” (III, vi); and “Against Acquisitiveness” (III, xxiv). It often 

seems that in these later translations a portentous solemnity destroys the 

light self-irony of the Latin original, as in “The Poet-Swan” (II, xx), “To 
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Maecenas” (I, i), “To Pyrrha” (I, v), “The Lover’s Revenge” (Epode xv) 

and “Curses on the Tree” (II, xiii). 

The 1806 volume of Lyrical Works of Vasily Kapnist was the last 

collection of his verse to be published during his lifetime. Besides the trans¬ 

lations of Horace, a number of other poems which were composed during 

the last years of the poet’s life (1806-1823), and a few “non-lyric” poems 

which for this reason or another were not included in his published works, 

remained to be gathered together after his death. Of the latter class are three 

experiments, very reminiscent of pieces by Kapnist’s friends N.A. Lvov and 

M.N. Muraviev—the lengthy paraphrase of portions of Macpherson’s “Ossian,” 

entitled by Kapnist “Karton,”101 and composed between 1792 and 1816; 

and two short pieces imitating Russian popular verse—“Fragment of a Russian 

Popular Tale, Paraphrased in Verse,” and “Fragment of a Tale of the Escape 

of a Slavic Warrior from Captivity.”102 The latter are composed, quite au¬ 

thentically, in the accentual verse characteristic of the byliny, and not “regu¬ 

larized” as are, for example, similar experiments of Karamzin. The “Karton” 

paraphrase, which narrates the fatal duel of father and son, in which the hero 

Fingal unwittingly kills his son Karton, is written in numerous sections of 

varying meters, alternating long and short lines. Since the metrical form of 

the original Gaelic, in so far as Macpherson’s “Ossian” had an original, was 

not preserved in the English “translation,” nor of course in any of the nu¬ 

merous versions in French, German and Russian, which had to serve Kap¬ 

nist, he was free to invent his own form, which he seems to have done with 

some vague knowledge of the varying meters sometimes encountered in the 

Norse poems of the “Elder Edda.” 

Of other experimental compositions of Kapnist one of the most in¬ 

teresting is the “Vision of a Russian Lamenting Over Moscow, 28 October, 

18i2_”103 The Qf coursej refers to the capture and subsequent burning 

of the old capital during the Napoleonic invasion. Kapnist’s poem was written 

on his Ukrainian estate of Obukhovka, far from actual contact with the fallen 

city. Like “Karton,” this is composed in an irregular, rhapsodic form, with 

lines of varying lengths employed presumably to harmonize with the content 

of the several sections. The “weeping Russian” laments the fate of old 

Moscow, and even reproaches the Almighty for letting the pagan triumph. 

He sees a vision in which God reveals to him that the calamity has happened 

because of Russia’s sins and the breakdown of true religion. 

The “Poet’s Library” edition of Selected Works of Kapnist, edited by 

Ermakovna-Bitner and D.S. Babkin (Leningrad, 1973) contains (pp. 270- 

293) two previously unpublished collections of short verse aphorisms, some 

of them “cautionary verses” to children, such as: “If you go into a strange 

house, show affection for the children and old women—so you will be dear 

to all and a friend.” Not all of these jottings are on quite so low a poetical 

level as this, but Kapnist was no Rochefoucauld. Typical of the “Random 

Thoughts from Experience of Life” is this gem: “I have seen many people 
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who were able to bear easily the wrath of stern fate, but could not endure 

good fortune.” It can hardly be said that the publication of these collections 

enhances Kapnist’s poetical stature. 

Several of the later poems are odes, either so defined in the manuscript, 

or identifiable as such by the ten-line strophe. The “Poet’s Library” edition 

separates these on the basis of their form from other pieces of the same 

period. 104 This separation is justified by the greater solemnity of theme 

and style of the odes, which are often on subjects of more public than private 

concern. The language also, with its abundant Slavonicisms and unnatural 

word order, shows the same reversion to the standards of the first half of 

the eighteenth century. Here also Kapnist’s prophetic and denunciatory 

tone predominates, as in the odes “On Poets’ Flattery,” “On the Death of 

Napoleon” (1822) and “Murder” (1822). Two odes of 1816 were occasioned 

by the death in that year of Kapnist’s great brother-in-law: “Ode on the 

Death of Derzhavin” and “A Handful of Earth on the Tomb of Virtue.” 

Both odes are expressions of personal as well as of public grief, but at the 

same time, composed as they are in the strictest eighteenth-century tradition, 

give an impression of coldness and impersonality. By far the most impas¬ 

sioned of the later odes is “A Call to the Aid of Greece,”105 wrjtten early 

in 1822 at the outbreak of the Greek revolt against the Turks. Here the 

heavily archaistic style seems more in keeping with the theme than elsewhere. 

Note, for example, strophe 3, with its contorted period (all ten lines form a 

single sentence) and the Slavonic “dlan’ ” (“hand”), “spiry” (“companies”), 

“vesi” (“villages”) and “prichet” (“clergy”): 

But the foe, for three centuries drinking the blood of this by him oppressed 

victim, having gathered companies, bringing vengeance, has spread forth his wicked 

hand over her, defiles the consecrated temples, murders the innocent clergy and drags 

wives and maidens to shame; burns villages, destroys cities, and the corpses of all the 

citizens piles in masses mountain-high on the pavements. 

In addition to the Slavonic vocabulary, it should be mentioned that the part¬ 

iciples “bringing” [“nesushchi”] and “consecrated” [“sviashchenny”] ap¬ 

pear in their un-Russian apocopated forms (instead of the Russian “nesu- 

shchii” and “sviashchennye”). 

The appeal is addressed first to all Christian nations-“You mighty 

realms that have sworn to serve the cross”; but then specifically to Alexander 

I, victor over the “tyrant” Napoleon: 

And you [ “ty”] whose thunders have long been ready to fall upon tempestuous 

pride, who are accustomed to break foreign chains and humble the tyrants’ power! 

Hasten, and from your thunderous chariot, with the stroke of your mighty right hand 

smash the brow uplifted-strike, destroy the nest of evil-doers and shatter the Achaeans’ 
heavy chains like brittle glass. 

To you it has been ordained by fate to come, to see, to conquer [like Caesar!], 

and with the hand that saves thrones to restore the order of the east. God himself ad- 

468 



monishes to the righteous path; He knows that not the lure of glory, not reward is the 

goal of your soul, that the peace of empires is your joy, the bliss of subjects your reward, 
the cross’s victory your trophy. 

In Kapnist’s later poems, as everywhere in his work, one may see con¬ 

tradiction. The reedited “Ode on the Death of Plenira” eliminated, as we have 

seen, the modest amount of realistic detail which the original version con¬ 

tained. In the best of the pieces composed from 1816 to 1822, exclusive of 

the formal and archaistic “odes,” there is more of this realistic detail than 

anywhere else in his lyrical work. Note, for example, the third strophe of 

the charming poem “An Old Man, Awaiting Spring,”106 begun in 1814 

and revised in 1821: 

Whether in the house I drag out hours of boredom-the house smells already of 

desolation; here’s the garden; as old age has done to my hair, so does the hoar-frost 

powder it. There the elm is bent on its fragile stump, as the years bend an old man; 

and as the blood in me is cold under a fur coat, so are the waters cold beneath the 
ice. 

The old man notes regretfully that even when spring comes, it will not 

restore his lost youth as it does the flowers; but the mood of gloom passes, 

and at the poem’s end he cries: “But no—come, spring! Scatter flowers on the 

green sward; though you cannot straighten my back, bent like a crook; al¬ 

though it is no longer possible for me to enjoy my own happiness in the 

world—then I will comfort myself with that of others, and remember the 

past.” 

Generally acknowledged as the crowning achievement of Kapnist’s 

later lyric production is the poem “Obukhovka” of 1818.107 In this delight¬ 

ful description of his beloved Ukrainian estate Kapnist almost rivals Der¬ 

zhavin’s “Life at Zvanka”; some even of the greater poet’s famous color sense 

adorns the charming picture—and some certainly of Horace’s placid delight 

in his peaceful “Sabine farm.” The poem begins: 

At peace with neighbors, with kinsmen, in harmony with my own conscience, 

in love with my lovable family, here with joys alone I measure out the course of my 
quiet days. 

My comfortable house beneath its thatch in my eyes is neither low nor high; 

there’s a corner in it for friendship, and to the door, unknown to the noble, laziness 

has forgotten to fasten the latch. 

Protected from the north by a hill, it stands on a grassy knoll, and looks into the 

grove, into the distant meadow; and the Psel, winding like a snake before it, is noisy as 
it rushes toward the mills. 

The woods that surround the house are then described, and the modest 

“temple of Moderation” that stands on an artificial hillock: 
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Moderation, O heavenly friend! Be forever my way-companion; you lead people 

to happiness, but your altar, not known to all, is hidden from the mob [“cherni”] of 

the wealthy. 

From my youthful days you taught me not to seek honors and gold, not to fly 

aloft without wings, and not to point out to the world as a marvel, a luminary in a 

glow-worm! 

The poet then takes his reader on a walk through the estate. He comes to the 

mill on the Psel: 

There coolness reigns forever and freshens the feelings, the mind; and the quiet, 

never-ceasing sound of the tumbling waterfall brings slumber amid sweet meditations. 

There twenty wheels are turning at once, circle hurries after circle, diamonds 

from the glittering arches, opals, sapphires rain down; and under them pearls spray in 

a mist. 

From the lively, noisy mill the poet guides his reader to a place of repose: 

Let us go, before evening falls, to the nearby island to rest. A covered path leads 

to it, where even the sun’s rays do not dare to slip through amidst the dark leafage. 

There I shall sit down under a mossy birch tree, leaning against the sturdy trunk. 

Alas! Not for long will its branching summit spread its hospitable shade for me. 

Already it has bowed its forehead to the water that washes the foot of the steep 

bank, already it is looking into the dark depth; and soon, in a season of storm, it will 
be hurled uprooted to the bottom. 

The fate of the old birch tree, as we shall presently see, is the subject of one 

of Kapnist’s last and most personal poems. 

At the end of the poetical tour of his estate, the old man reaches the 

family graveyard: 

Afar I see a mingling of open glades and groves that-have covered the crests of 

the hills. Before me the bushes of tender roses, and beneath the curtain of branching 
trees, crosses white as marble. 

O Piety! Mute, the eloquent speech of objects says: “You behold your pre¬ 

decessors. Blessed is this corn-land of the Lord. You must yourself lie down on it!” 

The poet greets the dear ones who lie in the little graveyard, and imagines 

a wayfarer who comes by in a few years and reads his own epitaph on the 

modest stone: Kapnist lies hidden by these clods; he was a friend of the 

Muses, a friend of his native land. He found comfort only in this, that in 

serving [her] he labored all he could-and only here found rest.” 

“Obukhovka” was written in the summer of 1818; the birch tree 

that he loved so much fell into the Psel in the spring freshets of 1822, and 

had to be cut to pieces with the axe and removed. In the same meter as 

Obukhovka and repeating one entire strophe of the earlier poem (lines 41- 

45: his prediction of the tree’s fate), Kapnist wrote his elegy “To the Memory 
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of a Birch Tree.”1^8 He remembers the old tree’s welcome shade: 

Ah! How many times in the sultry summer days, pursued by boredom or grief 

I came beneath its thick vault, seeking sweet repose—and sweet repose I found. 

From storm, from rain, from hail it was for me a reliable shelter; and softer than 

silken carpets in the shade, where coolness was spread beneath it was a carpet made 

ready for me. 

There, in the moment of sacred inspiration, I thought to hear the Muses’ voice; 

there I often flattered myself with the dream that the benevolent genius of Horace 

hovered above my head. 

The necessity of clearing the wrecked tree for the safety of boats on the river 

afflicts the poet: “Even your fate has come, O birch! At your root the axe is 

already lying! O grief! But how change [your fate] ? Evil destiny has deter¬ 

mined to wipe you out—you, innocent inhabitant of the world—and I must 

be your murderer!” The last strophe of the poem promises the birch tree: 

“You often granted me repose—in you shall my ashes rest.” In her “Remi¬ 

niscences” the poet’s daughter S.V. Kapnist-Skalon writes:109 “jvty father 

loved this tree so much that without our knowledge he ordered it to be 

hauled out of the river after its fall, sawn into boards and these kept for his 

own coffin, which was done.” 

Vasily Kapnist is one of the most engaging and sympathetic poets of 

the Russian eighteenth century. A curious and contradictory combination of 

indignant satirist and melancholy elegist, of old-fashioned classicist and 

pre-romantic, he mirrors in his poetry the confused and transitional condition 

of Russian literature at the end of the century. In some of his verse and 

in his comedy he harks back to Sumarokov and even Kantemir; but in his best 

lyrics he foreshadows Batiushkov and Zhukovsky—and even gives hints, here 

and there, of Alexander Pushkin. 
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CHAPTER XV 

MINOR VERSE WRITERS OF THE SECOND HALF 
OF THE REIGN OF CATHERINE II 

A. Yury Alexandrovich Neledinsky-Meletsky (1752-1828)1 

The vogue of “light verse” among the literary men of the final years of 

the eighteenth century has been commented on above. The pompous and 

elaborate ode, which may be designated as “heavy verse” par excellence, had 

retired more and more into the background, and continued to be cultivated 

by only a few arch-conservatives such as V.P. Petrov. The literary public of 

1783 certainly agreed with the satirical jingle penned by the dramatist 

Kniazhnin in his “Epistle to Princess Dashkova”:2 

I know that bold odes, which have by now gone out of fashion, are extremely capable 

of causing irritation. In a senseless chase after a rhyme, they were always comparing 

Catherine [Ekaterinu] with a Paradisal lily [ “raisku krinu”] , and assuming the rank of 

prophets and hobnobbing with God as with a brother, and with no misgivings turning 

with their pen the universe topsy-turvy in their borrowed rapture [“vostorge”] , they 

would loose their paper thunder from here to the gold-rich lands [of America]. 

Derzhavin’s remarkable rehabilitation of the ode, initiated by his “Felitsa,” 

with its bold mingling of the light and the serious, the “high style” and the 

“low,” was too idiosyncratic to be readily copied. Most writers of lyric verse 

from the ’80s on turned to such new “sentimental” genres as the elegy, or 

to Anacreontic verse (e.g., Derzhavin, Lvov et al.) or its French imitations 

(e.g., Muraviev). One of the minor poets of the age most successful in this 

genre is Yury Alexandrovich Neledinsky-Meletsky. 

Neledinsky-Meletsky belonged to an ancient' aristocratic family (the 

second of his hyphenated surnames derived from a Polish ancestor who 

defected to Muscovy in 1425). He was brought up by a grandmother whose 

house was frequented by Catherine’s son Pavel Petrovich, and he moved all 

his life in the highest social circles. His career was in the army, in which he 

attained the rank of colonel, and after his retirement in 1785 he was em¬ 

ployed by both Catherine II and Paul I in the civil service, becoming in 1800 

a senator. He was never at any period of his life primarily a man of letters, but 

turned out his charming songs and romances as a gentleman’s avocation, often 
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anonymously. He never published a collection of his verses, but in a “Pocket 

Songbook”^ edited by 1.1. Dmitriev in 1796 a considerable number of them 

was collected and given wide currency. 

Nedelinsky’s verse is fairly varied: in the selection published in Vol. II 

of the “Poet’s Library” edition of Poets of the Eighteenth Century (Lenin¬ 

grad 1972) may be found an “Ode to Friendship”4 in the canonical Lomono- 

sovian form, an “Ode to His Excellency Prince Nikolai Vasilievich Repnin 

on the Victory Won by him over the Turkish Forces Beyond the Danube on 

June 28, 1791,”^ a sportive “friendly epistle” in iambic “free verse” to A.V. 

Saltykov,^ translations of several of La Fontaine’s Fables and a few miscel¬ 

laneous vers d’occasion. But the bulk of these pieces (16 out of 32) consists 

of songs or poems which may be described as “romances,” too long to be 

actual songs, but purporting to be the utterances of lovers in various circum¬ 

stances. Some of these, e.g., No. 128 [“vyidu ia na rechen’ku”] 7 are modeled 

on actual popular songs, but thoroughly regularized, with rhyme and the 

usual strophic division. Most however, are songs, of the usual classical 

variety, in which the background circumstances of the singer are left com¬ 

pletely vague and abstract. These songs, however, many of which are ad¬ 

dressed to a lady whom the poet calls Temira, of unknown, but real, identity, 

reveal a depth of personal feeling quite alien to such conventional pieces as 

Sumarokov’s songs. The meter of all these pieces is simple and easy, usually 

trochaic tetrameter, and the language a perfectly normal and simple Russian, 

free of all the ornamentation expected of more pretentious poetry. 

One of the earliest pieces, “To Temira” (1782)8 is exceptional in form, 

being composed in Alexandrine verse, without strophic division. It would 

probably be classed as an elegy, in the original Graeco-Latin meaning of the 

term—a love poem. It begins: 

I would wish that I might have the whole world in my power, in order to see you as the 

mistress of it, to melt together into one all crowns for your head, and receiving from 

your beloved mouth gentle laws, to be the instrument of your generosity to [your] 

subjects, and to see that through you the whole race of mortals might be happy. 

The hyperbole of passion in the piece is altogether alien to the usually 

moderate conventions of eighteenth-century love lyric: 

What though souls and bodies were captivated by your beauty, and every one of your 

slaves were my competitor—love for you would not sow enmity amongst us: we would 

all love you with harmonious hearts. It is your lot to attract all souls to you; with one 

smile you can confer happiness; one look, but one of yours, one only word of yours is 

each time a benediction for all. In your presence there is no room for grief; where you 

are, there the dark itself is converted into light; Temira, repose of the suffering soul, 

receive the heartfelt sacrifice of all my feelings. No—in you I see nothing mortal; in your 

form I behold my God. Whatever I might wish in Him, I find in you, and in my soul I 

do not separate you from Him. 

473 



This is a personal utterance, as very evidently some of the “songs” may be 

taken to be, of which No. 122^ is a good example: 

You bid me be indifferent, O beautiful one, to you; if you want to see me 

obedient, give me another heart. Give me a heart that may be able, though knowing 

you, to be free. Give me such a one as may be willing to live not by you alone. 

That one, in which dwells your incomparable image, that heart that suffers through 

you, that one is also moved by you. In it there is no longer any other feeling, and in it 

no other life; in the gloom of evil torment you are life, comfort for me, and light! 

Should I break faith with you? You received my first sigh! You gave me to feel 

that I possess a soul. You put the soul in me, and I offer your own gift to you; but 

[since] you have forbidden sacrifices, I shall not allow myself to offer them. 

Only do not torture me by desiring that I should cease to be yours; with what, 

with what can I anger you by suffering in silence? Surely you cannot count it a trans¬ 

gression that I gaze on your heavenly aspect, am plunged into confusion, and in help¬ 
lessness—endure? 

Sometimes Neledinsky-Meletsky’s love songs are very much like the 

quasi-artless Alexandrian epigrams of the Greek Anthology, though the simi¬ 

larity is almost certainly accidental. No. 12410 is one such: 

My love was sitting yesterday under a bush by the brookside; she was singing a 

little song, [and] I was listening from afar. A nightingale from the near-by grove chimed 

in with my love. My love’s voice rang out, and was echoed in my soul. 

The zephyrs from time to time brought me her words; from time to time the trees 

that rustled round about drowned out her words. Be silent, everything! Stop interfering, 

you envious nightingale! Let my love’s voice alone resound in my soul. (1795) 

Following the tried and true formula of the classical love-complaint, 

but with a delicacy of expression and an intensity of feeling seldom en¬ 

countered is No. 125;H 

The days of happiness have passed, the days of [my] pleasant dream, in which 
[my] feelings were delighted-when you loved me. 

The remembrance of the days that are past has become a torment beyond [my] 

strength; the more unbearable is the suffering, the happier one has been. 

You swore to be faithful to me; I heard this with rapture, and plunged fearlessly 
into sincere love. 

I see now to no purpose, that I have let myself into a disaster. Fly away, O time 
of tears! Carry away my passion. 

When you found delight in my loving you, you asserted to me: “My dear one, 
you shall be beloved by me until death. 

Our world shall change before your beloved does; the sun shall darken his light, 
before I forget you!” 

Everything in nature has remained constant, there is no change, the sun is still 
undarkened—but already I am forgotten by you! 

Neledinsky-Meletsky is a minor poet, with basically only a single string 

to his lyre-but on that single string he is an incomparable player. 
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B. Ermil Ivanovich Kostrov (1755-1796) 12 

If Neledinsky-Meletsky’s lyre can be said to have had but a single string, 

the same reproach cannot be levelled at his contemporary, Ermil Kostrov. 

Rather, if anything, the contrary: Gukovsky^ recognizes in Kostrov’s verses 

no less than four separate styles, adopted in rapid succession. The poet, it 

seems, could serve by himself as a kind of miniaturized history of eighteenth- 

century verse from about 1773 to 1795. He was a sort of stylistic chameleon, 

always taking on the color of his surroundings. 

Ermil Ivanovich Kostrov^ was a peasant by birth, from the remote 

northern area of Viatka. His father was an “economic” peasant—that is, 

attached originally to monastery land, which Catherine II secularized in 1764. 

Young Kostrov was educated for the priesthood in Viatka seminary, but never 

took orders, and in some fashion succeeded in being admitted to Moscow 

University, from which he was graduated in 1779. Henceforth he signed him¬ 

self “Baccalaureate of Moscow University.” His talents as a versifier led to 

recognition as a sort of official university poet, in which capacity he turned 

out a great many congratulatory odes to Catherine II and some of her mag¬ 

nates on such state occasions as birthdays, accession anniversaries and the 

like. He apparently never held a salaried position, but lived precariously as 

a dependent of various prominent people, including 1.1. Shuvalov and M.M. 

Kheraskov, both curators of the University. He was evidently an “original,” 

and numerous legends grew up around his name, to one of which Pushkin 

refers: ^ “When festal days came around, they used to hunt all over town for 

Kostrov to compose verses, and usually find him in a tavern or at the house of 

a deacon—a great drunkard- with whom he was on very friendly terms.” 

One of Kostrov’s idols was the great general Suvorov, and the general is said 

to have preferred Kostrov’s verses on the capture of Izmail to Derzhavin’s 

poem on that subject. ^ 

Kostrov is decidedly a minor talent, but as in many such cases, a better 

literary barometer than many poets of greater gifts. He is first known for a 

poem published in 1773, addressed to Ioann Cherepanov, archimandrite of 

the Novospassky Monastery in Moscow. The eighteen-year-old poet repre¬ 

sented himself as already plagued by misfortune; “Fortune has been playing 

with me for a long time; long since she harshly informed me: ‘I am pursuing 

you, and I shall keep pursuing you forever. Who ever slips out of my hands, 

you despicable fellow? Who will defend you from me?’ 

The young poet’s first model was, understandably, Lomonosov. Not 

only was Lomonosov in the 1770s still the acknowledged master of the ode, 

but in his career (he was, it will be recalled, also of peasant birth, and a north¬ 

erner) an inspiring parallel for Kostrov to emulate. The earliest poem in the 

collection published in the “Poet’s Library” anthology Poets of the Eight¬ 

eenth Century^ is decidedly Lomonosovian in style. This is addressed, in 

a pompous and prolix heading, to Ivan I. Shuvalov on the occasion of a visit 
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of that magnate to Moscow. Shuvalov, it may be remembered, was one of the 

favorites of Empress Elizabeth, and had been a powerful protector of Lomo¬ 

nosov in the latter’s skirmishes with the Holy Synod. Shuvalov had been in¬ 

strumental in obtaining the Empress’s approval of the project of establishing 

a university in the old capital, and was thus regarded as in a sense its “found¬ 

ing father.” Kostrov’s ode is irregular in form, showing perhaps the influence 

of Petrov, who, conservative in everything else, did introduce some metrical 

innovations in ode-writing. Kostrov’s strophes (18 in number) are of ten lines 

each, but of these seven are Alexandrines, while lines 7-9 are of 8/9 syllables; 

the rhyme-scheme is aaBBccDeeD. 

The opening strophe will show clearly enough the cliches of Lomono¬ 

sov’s style- the classical mythology, the customary allegory of the lyre, 

the exclamatory and interrogative sentences, the “rapture,” and the rest: 

What is the spirit of the enraptured Muse celebrating, or the new Phoebus [i.e., 

day], as it enlivens me, bringing into being? What radiance is being poured into my 

zealous breast, revealing the grassy path to bright Parnassus? And lo, I already behold 

its gates thrown open! Touch the lyre-strings, touch [them] , my fingers! Whom shall I 

now sing? What shall be the object of [my] gladness? Who is this, whom before all the 

world, as I climb Parnassus, I shall proclaim with rapture? 

The strophe ending the ode gives evidence of the derivation of Kostrov’s 
inspiration: 

Realize at last the fire of the zealous Muse, who has broken in your honor the 

bonds of her silence! Though I may not possess Pindar’s wings, to fly aloft to the height 

of your praises; [though] I am powerless to thunder with Lomonosov’s tone-he was 

inspired by the wondrous Apollo and sang the fame of your goodness-yet I am afire 

with zeal, and consecrate [to you] my feeble lyre: accept, great man, accept such verse 
as is in my power. 

Kostrov had a good classical education, and had doubtless encountered such 

a familiar Pindaric ode as the Second Olympian, that begins: “Hymns, lords 

of the lyre, what god, what hero, what man shall we celebrate?” It is of 

course also Pindar’s example ultimately that Lomonosov and most other ode- 

writers of the century are copying when they use the trite cliche'of the lyre: 

“But take from its peg the Dorian lyre,” Pindar exhorts himself (First Olym¬ 

pian) as he begins his ode to Hiero of Syracuse. Lomonosov had carried on 

the Pindaric convention, and hence Kostrov’s pairing of his two great pre¬ 

decessors in the final strophe. 

A personal idiosyncrasy of Kostrov’s style may be noted in this ode, 

which persists in later poems even in quite different styles-a tendency to 

the emphatic repetition of words or phrases: e.g., here, “touch the lyre- 

strings, touch [them], my fingers,” or “accept, great man, accept,” etc. In 

strophe 2, line 3 comes the phrase: “extend to me, extend your gentle ear”; 

in strophe 11, line 7 Elizabeth is represented as saying to Shuvalov: “give 
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heed, give heed to my words,” etc. 

Mikhail Kheraskov, as we have seen, was a great force in Moscow Uni¬ 

versity almost from its foundation, and it is not surprising that an impression¬ 

able undergraduate should fall under the influence of such a man, who was 

always on the look-out for poetical talent and extremely generous when he 

found it. Kostrov’s second poetical period, which can be said to extend 

through the later ’70s up to 1783, the date of publication of Derzhavin’s 

“Felitsa,” is dominated by Kheraskov. The odes of this period are less pom¬ 

pous, less “thunderous,” and contain some rudimentary attempts at the 

ethical didacticism so dear to Kheraskov. Kostrov is not a thinker, and such 

ethical or political philosophy as may be found in his verse is of the most 

obvious kind. He is, however, a facile and agreeable writer, who makes up in 

fluency what he lacks in originality. His “Birthday Ode” to Catherine II in 

1780 may exemplify his “second style.” This is an orthodox Lomonosovian 

ode in form—the 10-line iambic tetrameter strophe—but rather longer (310 

lines) than is usual with Lomonosov. But the opening is quiet and low- 

keyed in the Kheraskov manner: ^ 

Tender lover of the spring days, sleepless singer, O nightingale, at the cool and 

tranquil hour before the rising dawn you strain your delightful voice, and with it greet 

her rising; captivated by the beauty of the sleeping nymphs, you kiss their breasts and 

hands, and pouring your sweetest sounds into their ears, bid them break their nightly 

repose. 

Your voice, carried aloft to the Muse’s ear, has aroused her from sweet slumber; 

Morpheus’s bonds are cast off; she rises, entranced, flies to the hills of Helicon, and is 

minded with the sound of the lyre’s tone to sing, in a chorus of bright festivity, not 

the rising of the morning’s dawn, but the day of the Tsaritsa’s birth—of her who 

the mortal nature. 

Catherine of course is a “goddess” [“boginia khladnykh stran polnochnykh”] , 

whose possession of the Russian throne is the result of the Almighty’s direct 

intervention: “To the good fortune of the Russian realm, in order to establish 

righteous judgment [“sudy pravy”] , to fulfill the promise of the Most High, 

to tear out the root of greedy malice, and scatter the snares of the guileful— 

you were born on the earth this day.” In the course of the ode Catherine is 

even summoned by God to Mt. Sinai—now, as the poet hastens to say, no 

longer covered (as in Moses’ time) with thick darkness—and receives from the 

Creator new “tables of the law!” Then suddenly—Kostrov’s sense of structure 

is less than perfect—the spotlight is shifted to Prince Paul, the object of Cath¬ 

erine’s maternal solicitude (!), to his goddess-wife Maria, and their infant sons 

Alexander and Constantine! Again an abrupt shift, and beginning with 

strophe 21 it is the University of Moscow, twenty-five years old, and the 

Empress Elizabeth, its founder, that are celebrated. Kostrov gets back in the 

final two strophes to his original subject, and the poem ends with patriotic 

hurrahs for Catherine, Paul, Maria, Alexander, Constantine—and the victori¬ 

ous Russian army and navy! 

477 



One original element in all this rather derivative and awkwardly ar¬ 

ranged material is the obtrusive Biblical coloring—doubtless the lingering 

traces of Kostrov’s seminary training. Thus, in stanza 7, Catherine’s Russia is 

a land where “meadows and riverbanks drink the sweet honey, the drops of 

milk” (cf. the “Promised Land” in Exodus II, 8); in strophe 8, in the turmoil 

of the First Turkish War “the hills are levelled with the valley” (cf. Isaiah 

XL, 3); and in strophe 19 the royal grandchildren are “a hundred times more 

lovely than the lily of the field” (cf. Matthew VI, 28). In this connection may 

be mentioned the even more striking example in strophe 4 of the ode written 

in the same year 1780 for the anniversary of Catherine’s ascension to the 

throne:^ “You [i.e., Catherine] , having displayed the helmet of salvation, 

and protected by the shield of faith, and resplendent in the full armor of 

righteousness” (cf. Ephesians VI, 14-17). Kostrov’s later verse shows much 

less of this element. 

In 1783 Derzhavin’s famous ode “Felitsa” shattered forever the con¬ 

ventions of ode-writing. Kostrov reacted immediately, and from Moscow 

dispatched to St. Petersburg an “Epistle” [“pis’mo”] of 120 lines, greeting 

rapturously the dawn of a new style. The “Epistle to the Creator of the Ode 

Composed in Praise of Felitsa, the Kirghiz-Kaisak Queen”20 is composed in 

a style that apparently tries to emulate Derzhavin’s. Kostrov’s earlier verse 

is strongly Slavonic in vocabulary and morphology; Slavonic forms are not 

wanting in the ‘ Epistle” (nor are they in “Felitsa”), but vocabulary of a 

quite “low” and common sort makes its appearance for the first time, and the 

word order is far more simple and direct. It should be noted that though an 

“epistle” by title, the poem employs Lomonosov’s rhyme-scheme aBaBccDeeD, 

but with Alexandrines substituted for the iambic tetrameters in lines 1-4, 

7 and 10; it is thus a “quasi-ode” in form. 

After a general greeting from the Muscovite poet to the bard of “Petro- 

polis,” comes a particularly significant strophe (2): 

Please say, how without lyre, without fiddle (“skripitsy”] , and moreover without 

having saddled the Parnassian runner [i.e., Pegasus] , you celebrated sweetly the doings 

of Felitsa, and the life-giving radiance of her crown? Evidently, on the summit of Pindus, 

and in the rich valley of the pure Muses, you have traversed all the little roads and by¬ 

ways [“ulitsy”] through and through; and in order to celebrate the Queen thus-to de¬ 

light, rejoice and entertain her-you have discovered a new and untrodden path. 

Divested of its conventional allegory, this would mean; “How, without all 

the trite cliche's of classical style, did you come to write ‘Felitsa’?” Kostrov 
continues: 

You did discover [it], and on a run you rush successfully along it; neither stump 

nor stone has harmed your feet. Everything seemed to you just like a grassy field-no- 

where did you catch your coat (“kaftanom”] on the thorns. 

478 



One may note in the “Epistle” thus far scarcely any specifically Slavonic 

words, and several decidedly “common” terms, such as “fiddle,” “runner,” 

“little roads,” “by-ways,” and particularly, “coat”-words that Derzhavin 

himself might have used. The tone changes with strophe 4, and in keeping 

with the subject, as often in “Felitsa,” Slavonicisms become abundant and 

“common” words disappear: 

With hair [“vlasy”] adorned with corals, hair let down from the head [“glavy”] 

upon the shoulders [“ramenam”!, fondling a red-and-white [“belo-rumianu”—a com¬ 

pound color adjective like Derzhavin’s! 1 breast with their cheeks [“lanitimi”], choirs 

[“liki”] of lovely nymphs have emerged from the Neva. Rocking gently on top of 

the surges, they have hearkened to you attentively, praising the lovely novelty of your 

verse; and [then] , as a sign of their zealous tribute, after clapping their hands [“dlani”] 

with rapture, they sink once more into the crystal depths. 

This pretty mythological picture is followed by a quite prosaic ac¬ 

count of the reception of “Felitsa” in Moscow: 

By light post [“pochta”] Felitsa’s praise reached Moscow also, to the rapture of 

all hearts; she moved all who read to give you honor, and all who know what taste is 

have woven you a crown. All have read her a hundred times; but they keep listening 

eagerly, attentively, in case someone should again begin to read her in their presence; 

they cannot so delight their spirits, sate their ears so taken captive, as not once more to 

attend to the diverting toys in her [i.e., the poem] . 

In strophe 7 Kostrov confesses that “thunderous” odes have become tire¬ 

some and the public has welcomed a change: 

Our ears have been almost deafened from the thunderous lyric tones, and, it 

seems, there has been enough of flying beyond the clouds, only, in defiance of the 

laws of equilibrium, to fly [down] from the heights and break our arms and legs. How¬ 

ever much we shall try to elevate ourselves in our flight, Felitsa’s deeds are revealed to 

be higher than we. She is pleased with simplicity in style, so it were better for us to travel 
this path modestly and raise our voices to her. 

Then, most significantly, the poet describes his own previous efforts to eulog¬ 

ize Catherine as failures (st. 8): 

Sojourning in company with the nymphs of Parnassus, I used to let my fingers 

run over the resounding harp, as I celebrated the Kirghiz-Kaisak Queen—but only ob¬ 

tained cold praises; everyone then glorified my verses, flattering me, and diverted him¬ 

self thereby; but now they[i.e., my verses] have the honor of lying in oblivion. It must 

be acknowledged, evidently, that soaring odes have already gone out of fashion. You 

have been able, by simplicity, to elevate yourself amongst us. 

It is worth noting that Kostrov here even employs the same rhyme (“ody”— 

“mody”) as Kniazhnin in his well-known verses to Princess Dashkova. 
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The “Epistle” ends with encouragements to Derzhavin to keep on in his 

novel course, writing letters to his neighbors, invitations to dinner, praises 

of the Greben’ fountain, and celebrating the incomparable Felitsa. “For him 

who has thus glorified Felitsa, and established a new taste in verses, there is 

honor and praise from sincere hearts.” 

From the only verse of Kostrov at present accessible—the selection in 

the Poets of the Eighteenth Century volume—it is impossible to judge how 

much Derzhavin’s example actually profited him: the only ode of a date later 

than 1783 printed in this anthology is one of 1789 “To His Excellency Count 

Alexander Vasilievich Suvorov-Rymniksky.”^ This ode, however, does ap¬ 

pear to be considerably less inflated and bombastic than those of his first 

two periods. It is unconventional in form: twelve eight-line strophes, each 

of six Alexandrines followed by a pair of short lines of 6/7 syllables. The 

rhyme-scheme is AbAbCdCd, and the final lines of strophes 1 and 12 have the 

refrain: “Great, great [is] Suvorov!” The language is moderately Slavonic, 

even when the poet introduces Suvorov’s soldiers as speakers, and the usual 

classical conventions of allegory are observed—a “genius” hands the poet his 

lyre, with directions to celebrate the hero, etc. The eulogy is put first in the 

mouths of Suvorov’s foes, the Turkes, who find even their prophet and his 

Koran of no help against the great general; and then in the mouths of his 

own soldiers, who say: 

Where Suvorov is, there is the might of an all-powerful arm; there hearts have no 

fear, and fate itself can be stormed. In his right hand [“desnitsa”] the sword is our 

bright cloud by day, our pillar of fire by night (cf. Exodus XIII, 21), directing against the 

foe [“sopostaty”] the shadow of various deaths and winged thunderbolts.... (strophe 5) 

What is the reason for these victories? Our hero sleeps little; he is filled with 

love for the fatherland and with faith in God. He is quick, tireless, he has foresight and 

fore-feeling. He accomplishes [“zizhdet”] everything quietly; he devises measures. 

He is loved by his subordinates, he is solicitous for their needs, he shows them toils 

as though they were some sort of amusement. He is alien to vulgar greed, and a zealot 

for Russians’ glory, (strophe 7) 

There is a combination here of the “simplicity” which Kostrov admires in 

Derzhavin’s verse, and which his own older efforts conspicuously lack, and 

a moderately elevated style. The picture of Suvorov as his soldiers see him, 

incidentally, is perfectly true to life—an almost' unique instance in the eight¬ 

eenth century laudatory ode! 

The final transformation of Kostrov’s style belongs to that phase of 

the sentimentalist mode which is represented by “light verse.” A number of 

the verses of the poet’s final years are songs, often with a conventional pas¬ 

toral coloring, elegant love poems addressed to “Aneta” or “Lizeta.” From 

the end of “Verses to Aneta”22 come these typically sentimentalist lines: 
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Hundred-fold happy is that rill, deserving of envy that stream, in which Aneta 

shall choose to look at her own face; and that grove will appear dressed in new greenery 

where the noonday heats bids her seek repose. O joy of hearts, return more speedily- 

ah, return, O month of May! I shall say to my heart: “be joyful”; I shall say: “Here is 
Aneta—my soul, begin to sport!” 

As a final example of this trend, and one scarcely distinguishable from similar 

verses of Muraviev or Dmitriev, may be cited “To a Butterfly”:25 

Lovely butterfly, do not tarry, fly hither; the spring is calling you, beautiful May 

is calling. See, already the flowers are sprinkled with dew, and the zephyrs have made 

friends with them. The zephyrs caress them-do not you be modest, do not be bashful, 

shamefast. Be inconstant, do not be firm, faithful—and so you will be forever happy. 

Fly away, and kiss with tenderness the pinks, then leave [them] and triumph over the 

chastity of the rose and the lily. From them go down to the violet on your way, and 

forget not to embrace the forget-me-not. Always keep changing such lovely whims, lead 

your life in delightful betrayals, and know—just such counsel I myself would give myself, 
if I had not seen charming Lizeta. 

One aspect of Kostrov’s literary accomplishment deserves final men- 

tion-his translations. The first of these, published in 1779, was a short 

satirical poem of Voltaire’s, entitled “Tactics.”24 In 1780-81 appeared what 

is said to be an excellent version of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, or The Golden 

Ass-the only one in Russian until the twentieth century. Two sentimentalist 

French works by Baculard d’Arnaud were translated in 1779-the poem 

Elvire and the prose tale Zenothemis. But the really significant, and highly 

successful, translation, dedicated to Catherine II in 1787, was a version of the 

first six books of the Homeric Iliad. It is possible that Kostrov did the whole 

first half of the poem, for books VII, VIII and part of IX were discovered 

in manuscript after his death and published in 1811. Until superseded by 

Gnedich’s translation of the whole poem in accentual hexameters (1815), 

Kostrov s was the only Russian version of the Iliad, and it long continued to 

enjoy popularity, even beside the more accurate and complete translation of 

Gnedich. 

Gukovsky25 characterizes Kostrov’s Iliad thus; “Kostrov’s translation 

was carried out in strict conformity with the traditions of classicism. Kostrov 

interpreted the Iliad as an epic in the spirit not so much of the Aeneid as of 

the Henriade and even of Kheraskov’s Rossiad. His translation was written 

not in hexameters, but in the rhymed Alexandrines traditional to the epic 

and dramatic verse of classicism. This alone would have given it the coloring 

of a poetical work of the eighteenth century. However, Kostrov evidently 

did not set himself at all the task of rendering the genuine ancient tonality of 

the Greek epic: his approach to the text was altogether devoid of histori- 

cism.” Such strictures as this inevitably recall those levelled by nineteenth- 

century critics (e.g., Matthew Arnold) against another eighteenth-century 

translation of the Iliad, and Richard Bentley’s famous quip; “It is a pretty 
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poem, Mr. Pope, but you must not call it Homer.” A close examination of 

Kostrov’s Russian, however, beside the original Greek reveals far greater 

fidelity than Gukovsky’s remarks would lead one to expect. For purposes of 

comparison, chosen more or less at random, note the speech of Priam to 

Helen in the Teichoskopia (Book III, 162-170); literally rendered, the Greek 

reads: 

Come hither, dear child, sit before me, so as to see both [your] former husband and 

allies and friends—you are not at all to blame in my eyes; it is the gods who are to blame 

in my eyesj who have roused up against me the tearful war of the Achaians—so may you 

name for me this giant man, whoever he may be, this Achaian man goodly and great; 

others indeed are even taller by a head, but one so beautiful have I never beheld with 

my eyes, nor [one] so stately; for he has the look of a king. 

This, again literally rendered, becomes in Kostrov’s Russian the following:^ 

Dear daughter, come, sit down before me, to behold [your] former husband and friends. 

Not you, but the gods [are] for me the authors of all the misfortune; through them 

this grievous destiny weighs me down in war. Inform me, who is this man, this Greek 

so wondrous both in height of stature and strength of shoulders? I see many taller 

than he among these tribes, but one so stately, so beautiful has never been beheld by 

my eyes among mortal heroes; verily he is in everything like a king. 

The principal inaccuracies in this version are: (1) a needless expansion and 

interpretation of “eus te megas te” as “wondrous both in height of stature 

and strength of shoulders”; and (2) the “padding” of “among these tribes” 

and “among mortal heroes.” In this connection Pope’s version may be cited— 

surely no closer to the Greek! 

Approach, my child, and grace thy father’s side. 

See on the plain thy Grecian spouse appears, 

The friends and kindred of thy former years. 

No crime of thine our present suffering draws. 

Not thou, but Heaven’s disposing will, the cause; 

The gods these armies and this force employ, 

The hostile gods conspire the fate of Troy. 

But lift thy eyes, and say, what Greek is he 

(Far as from hence these aged orbs can see) 

Around whose brow such martial graces shine, 

So tall, so awful, and almost divine! 

Though some of larger stature tread the green, 

None match his grandeur and exalted mien: 

He seems a monarch, and his country’s pride.^ 

Pope has succeeded in spinning out nine Greek hexameters into fourteen 

iambic pentameters, including one (the parenthesis in the ninth line of the 
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quotation) unwarranted by anything whatever in the original! Kostrov’s 

translation, incidentally, is only one line longer (10 instead of 9) than the 

Greek. 

A quite different kind of translation, not from the original, as was 

the Homer, but itself from another translation, is that of Macpherson’s 

“Ossian.” This was published in 1792 under the title: “Ossian, son of Fingal, 

a bard of the third century: Welsh (!) [“gal’skie”] verses.” Apparently 

Kostrov was unaware of any distinction between Welsh and “Caledonian,” 

as Scotch Gaelic was usually called at this time. The version was made from 

the French translation of LeTourneur (1776). Gukovsky remarks:28 “His 

translation was made not from the original, but from the French translation 

of LeTourneur; hence it is not altogether exact. But Kostrov succeeded in ren¬ 

dering the romantic color, the gloomy poetry, the emotional intensity of 

Ossian, its fierce energy. His translation was a major triumph of preromanti¬ 

cism in Russian literature.” Since the “Ossian” of Kostrov is at present in¬ 

accessible, Gukovsky’s appraisal must be accepted without further comment. 

Certainly Ermil Ivanovich Kostrov can hardly be rated as an outstand¬ 

ingly original poet, but his verse, exactly because of its derivative character, 

shows better than that of almost any contemporary, the whole stylistic 

gamut which Russian poetry traversed during the last quarter of the eight¬ 

eenth century. 

C. Alexander Nikolaevich Radishchev (1749-1802)2^ 

Among the minor versifiers of the end of the eighteenth century 

Alexander Radishchev is particularly interesting for the variety of the poetical 

experiments in the rather small body of his verse. Radishchev is of course 

primarily a writer of prose, and the importance of his famous Journey from 

St. Petersburg to Moscow will be considered presently; but his verse output, 

although small, cannot be ignored. 

Because of his radical political views, Radishchev is usually given a 

place in Soviet Russian literary histories out of all proportion to his literary 

merits, and this disproportion in turn is likely to prejudice a non-Marxist 

critic in his disfavor. Political views of course are irrelevant to a writer’s 

achievement as a writer, although they have to be considered along with the 

other themes that he treats; but there is enough of the innovative in Radi- 

shchev’s technical approach to poetry to justify, if not a large place, at 

least more than a cursory mention in a literary history. 

Alexander Nikolaevich Radishchev was a nobleman’s son from the 

Saratov district; after enrollment in the Pages’ Corps, he was sent abroad for 

education, and returned to Russia with a degree from the University of 

Leipzig in 1771. He took a position in the civil service, and became acquaint¬ 

ed with Nikolai Novikov, for whose periodicals he translated some French 
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articles. After a short time in military service, he retired, took another civil 

position with the Commerce Department, and busied himself with economic 

theory. In 1790 he printed, privately and without official authorization, 

his revolutionary Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow. Arrested by 

Catherine and interrogated, he was sentenced to death for treason, but the 

sentence was later commuted to ten years exile in Siberia. Catherine’s death 

in 1796 and the accession of Paul terminated his exile, and he even returned 

briefly to the civil service in 1801 with Alexander’s accession, but unex¬ 

pectedly took his own life in 1802. 

In the years 1781-83, inspired by the success of the revolution of the 

American colonies against Great Britain, Radishchev composed his ode 

“Liberty,which was subsequently printed as an appendix to his Journey. 

This ode appears to be the earliest of his poetical efforts. It is extremely 

long—54 ten-line strophes—and written in the Lomonsovian form and lan¬ 

guage. 

An analysis of the ode’s content will indicate the course of the thought 

development: the first six strophes hail “Liberty” and, following Rousseau’s 

theory of the social contract and the general will, describe an allegorical 

temple to “the Law.” Then follows in strophes 7-12 an allegorical descrip¬ 

tion of religious fanaticism; then a long development is devoted to a descrip¬ 

tion of the coming revolution and the dethronement and punishment of 

“the king” (strophes 13-34). In the next section (34-38) he hails the Ameri¬ 

can revolution and General Washington. The final strophes (49-54) rather 

pessimistically prophesy that tyranny will follow civil war once again and 

Liberty be laid low—but only to rise once more at the bidding of Nature 

and Nature’s God. 

Radishchev’s political theory, as the ode reveals it, is Rousseauist: 

he sees the “people” as the ultimate source of authority, the “king” as a 

brazen usurper. But he also sees a dialectic in history: “liberty” will be 

eclipsed and extinguished by self-seeking and internecine strife, and then 

again returned through revolution, presumably in eternally recurring succes¬ 

sions. He evidently fears for the fate of liberty even in America; Rousseau’s 

belief that republican government can succeed only in a small state seems to 

be behind his remark (st. 49): “But the more distant the source of authority, 

the weaker the union of the members.... The ray that streams from the 

sun is accompanied by both radiance and strength; in space it loses its 

power.” 

In the content of Radishchev’s ode there is novelty, even quite startling 

novelty. To poeticize abstract political theory is not easy, and in the effort 

Russian ode-writing shows no precedent. The execution, however, is another 

matter. Stylistically, the ode is a monstrosity, replete with all the faults of 

classicism in their most flagrant form. It is, to begin with, perversely abstract 

and allegorical. Beginning with the presentation of the temple of the Law 

(strophe 4)-“In the midst of the grain-rich valley, amid corn-fields heavy 
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with the harvest, where tender lilies bloom, among peaceful olives beneath 

the shade, whiter than Parian marble, brighter than the rays of clearest day, 

stands a temple visible everywhere”-and ending with the Creator’s final 

establishment of Liberty” (strophe 54)—“the bright light has sent forth its 

ray, and having trodden under foot the false scepter of servitude, having 

chased away the thickened murk, it has brought to birth the radiant day from 

the clouds —the poet clothes all his thought in cold and distant allegorical 

form. Every image involves some form of metaphor-and the inevitable result 

of this plethora is the wildest and most absurd mixing of metaphors, which 

reaches its climax in strophe 51: “From the recesses of the enormous ruin 

[i.e., of a government of liberty] , amid fires, rivers of blood, dark festering, 

which the cruel spirit of authority has kindled, small luminaries shall rise up; 

they will adorn their unshakeable rudders with the garland of friendship, 

they will direct their boat to the profit of all, and will crush the ravening 

wolf which the blind one had deemed [to be] his father!” 

Even when he avoids such enormities as this, Radishchev remains every¬ 

where true to the outworn Lomonsov tradition of rhetorical utterance. He 

declaims, in the tones of an ancient prophet; thus (st. 25) he hails the coming 

revolution: 

Tempests of a sudden have begun to sound, breaking the peace of quiet waters. 

Even so the voices of freedom have begun to thunder, [and] every people runs to the 

assembly [“veche”]. It [i.e., the people] destroys the iron throne as of old Samson 

shakes the temple filled with falsehoods, and builds with law the foundation of nature. 

Great, great art thou, spirit of freedom, creative as is God Himself! 

And not only is his mode of utterance that of fifty years before his time, 

so also is his language. Scarcely even Vasily Petrov’s odes can rival Radi¬ 

shchev s in the number and unintelligibility of his Slavonicisms; one can 

almost say that whenever a Slavonic word can be used, the Russian equiva¬ 

lent is scorned. Add to this a pervasively Biblical coloration, sometimes even 

directly echoing a Bible passage, e.g., in st. 22: “Behold, thine evil hath gone 

over [“prevzyde”—an archaic Slavonic aorist tense] thy head,”—and the 

result is a language which can frequently be understood only by the kind of 

minute textual analysis usually accorded to the most abstruse Latin or Greek. 

Moreover, the periods are exceedingly awkward and confusing: the poet’s 

tendency is to construct each strophe as a single unit, and then fill the first 

three-quarters of it with gerunds or participles, presumably to be understood 

with the subject, which does not appear until nearly the end of the strophe; 

thus st. 26, which reads literally, line by line: 

Having smashed the resistance of spiritual authority, 

And with the hard hand of vengeance 

[he] rent despotism in pieces, 

which [had been] raised by sanctified falsehood; 
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darkening the triple tiara 

and shattering the rod of sanctity, 

[he] quenched the lightnings of anathemas; 

mocking at the imaginary interdiction, 

Luther lifted up the ray of enlightenment, 

[and] reconciled heaven with earth. 

Here the first colon (lings 1-4) is constructed with a past gerund and a past 

masculine indicative [“rastorg”] , but with no subject; the second (lines 5-7) 

of two present gerunds and another subjectless masculine past indicative 

[“utushil”] ; the last colon [8-10), after another present gerund, at last intro¬ 

duces the subject, “Luther,” in line 8, with two more masculine past indica¬ 

tives. 

At times, to add to the bewilderment, the dependent participles change 

reference suddenly within a period, a change indicated only by their gender, 

but unaccompanied by a subject. Thus, in the idyllic picture of the free 

peasant’s marriage, contrasted with that of the serf (st. 32): 

Having accomplished [past gerund] the cycle of the day’s labor, 

The free man hastens home; 

[his] innocent heart, without worry 

sleeps in [his] wife’s embraces. 

Not by the hand of an arrogant lord 

given [feminine past passive participle] to him for punishment, 

in order to multiply innocent victims [i.e., slave children] ; 

guided [masculine present passive participle] by tender love, 

he has taken up marriage hopeful to his heart, 

chosen a helper for himself 

The ungrammatical nature of such a period, with two distinct, but implied 

subjects, is obvious. 

In a laudable but misguided effort at compression the poet sometimes 

leaves lines that can scarcely be made to yield sense, or can yield more than 

one: thus (st. 34): 

Behold upon the boundless plain, 

Where stands the army that has wiped out savagery; 

Not cattle there driven against their will, 

Not the lot gives [them] valor; 

Not a host [that] presses forward by the rules-[i.e., a regular 

army] 

There every warrior sees himself a leader, 

He seeks a death of glory. 

O warrior unshakable, 
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You are and have been unconquerable 

Your leader—freedom, Washington! 

The entire strophe clearly is intended to refer to the American colonial 

army, but ambiguity persists. Most texts of the poem contain an indefensible 

error in the second line—sterta (past passive participle) instead of stersha 

(past active participle, correctly restored in Zapadov’s edition). This would 

make it necessary, in order to make sense of the line, to take “sterta 

zverstva” as a kind of genitive absolute, “where savagery [i.e., the British!] 

has been wiped out.” But no emendation will remove the awkwardness of 

three negative clauses, each with a different subject, all loosely referring to 

“army” [“rat’ ”] : “not cattle-," “not the lot-," “not a host-" And 

finally there is the, perhaps intentional, ambiguity in the last three lines.- 

Does the voin (“warrior”) in line 8 whom the poet addresses refer to the 

colonial soldier, and the last line accordingly mean “your leader is freedom 

[and] Washington!” Or does “voin” refer to Washington himself, and is the 

last line to be construed as.- “Your leader, O Washington, is freedom!” Either 

construction is grammtically admissible, since there is no clear indication of 

where the “ty” of line 9 is meant to refer. 

The ode “Liberty” is decidedly not a poetical success, however noble 

its sentiments and however “progressive” Radishchev’s political ideology. 

It shows the same kind of stylistic archaism in verse as the Journey exhibits 

in prose, but with far less justification. 

Fortunately, some of Radishchev’s later verse is both more experi¬ 

mental and intrinsically more poetic. Always quoted in anthologies is the 

small, almost epigrammatic, piece supposed to have been composed when the 

poet was asked his identity by someone while on his way to his Siberian 

exile: 

You want to know who I am? What I am? Whither I am going? 

I am the same as I have [always] been, and shall be all my life! 

Not cattle, not tree, not slave, but Man! 

To lay out a road where there was no trace [of one] , 

For swift, bold spirits, both in prose and verse; 

To the terror of sensitive hearts and the truth 

To Ilimsk prison I fare.3 1 

According to Radishchev’s son, Alexander Nikolaevich learned English 

in the early 1780s and soon came “to understand Shakespeare and Milton.” 

The poem “The Creation of the World,”32 which was included in one version 

of the Journey as “an example of how to write verse without using iambics 

alone,” is strongly influenced by the seventh book of Milton’s Paradise Lost. 

It is a kind of oratorio, composed in a combination of meters—dactyls, 

trochees, iambics and anapests. 
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During the 1790s, while in exile, Radishchev composed a fairly lengthy 

epic poem on the subject of the popular tale “Bova Korolevich.”33 of what 

amounted to an original eleven cantos or “songs,” only the introduction and 

first canto are extant, together with a long prose summary of the rest. The 

poem is of considerable interest from several points of view. It is, in the first 

place, an attempt to utilize for literary purposes a well known and much 

loved popular story; Karamzin’s “Ilya Muromets” (1795) is an experiment 

along the same lines. “Bova” is also strikingly different in tone from such 

serious pieces as “Liberty” or “The Creation of the World”: it is ironical, 

satirical, and bawdy. In the third place, it is, like several of Radishchev’s 

later poems, a metrical experiment. In the “Introduction” the poet pretends 

that he is about to present the story as he heard it from his old peasant 

“uncle” Peter Suma. He then, more seriously, refers to the two poets to 

whom his tale is most indebted: 

Peter Suma, come to [my] assistance and with the sweet stream of your eloquence, 

enliven my tale. Without rhyme or reason, it will follow in the footsteps of the poet 

of the Tavrida—but can there be any comparison with him? 

O Voltaire, O most famous man! If it were possible for Bova to be like in any 

respect to Jeanette, the valiant maiden whom you sang of; to be worth even so much as 

her little finger-if it were possible for [people] to say that Bova is only the thin shadow 

of her—enough! this would be a shadow of Voltaire, and my carved image would nest 
in the Pantheon! 

Semen Bobrov’s Tavrida (1798), to which we shall presently come, is a 

descriptive poem in unrhymed verse, largely modelled on James Thomson’s 

The Seasons. Since there is no similarity of subject, it must be the verse form 

and language of Bobrov’s poem which Radishchev has in mind. Tavrida, 

however, is composed in iambic tetrameter unrhymed, while “Bova” uses the 

so-called “Russian meter,” an octosyllabic line of two strong beats and one or 

two weak ones, basically trochaic in rhythm. It is not, as N.D. Kochetkova 

asserts,333- the same meter as Karamzin’s “Ilya Muromets,” which almost 

always has a dactylic clausula, as Bova” never has. The meter inevitably 

suggests to an American Longfellow’s Hiawatha, which is trochaic tetrameter 

acatalectic, and very similar; and since Longfellow’s use of the meter, and 

indeed some of the episodes in his poem, come, by his own admission, from 

the Finnish Kalevala, one may wonder if Ra4ishchev had encountered 

Karelian or Estonian prototypes of the ballads which Dr. Lonnrot collected 

to put together the Kalevala. In any case, “Bova” is an excellent illustration 

of Radishchev’s theory that verse can be composed “not in iambics alone,” 

and without rhyme-a view which, as we shall see, was also held by his con¬ 

temporary Karamzin. 

The connection with Voltaire’s La Pucelle, on the other hand, is evi¬ 

dently one of plot and characterization. The fortunes of “The Maid of Or¬ 

leans,” and hence of France, are, in Voltaire’s ribald treatment, dependent on 
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Joan’s virginity, against which most of the male characters of the poem are in 

constant combat. It may be that Radishchev envisaged a similar development 

for his Bova; in the extant fragment the naive youngster, fleeing from his 

malevolent mother, is befriended with more than maternal solicitude by an 

old woman, the cook of the ship on which he is making his escape. She takes 

him into her galley, they crawl up for warmth on the stove, and there Bova 

starts relating the story of his parents, which has not come even to a climax, 

when the first “Song,” and with it the extant poem, comes to an end. At the 

point where the distraught Meletrisa is minded to hang herself on a stout, 

thick wooden peg on which her mother hangs her furs, the old woman breaks 

in, outraged, and evidently identifying this peg with a similar object of other 

uses, launches into a rhapsodic hymn to her god Phallus, “who gives beautiful 

life to the world! Through whom everything lives and is joyful.... because 

Phallus is that wondrous axis on which the world turns!” She exhibits to 

Bova a clay image of her deity, but— 

He is astonished.... He does not know, has not read in history the ancient tale of peoples, 

to him our words are unintelligible. And Bova, although he sees, does not know what 

he sees. Thus in the eye the sensitive retina, when it has become weakened or injured, 

loses life and sensitivity, and that magnificent miracle, the beautiful sense of sight- 

is suddenly darkened, clouded, put out, and the objects of the bright world plunged in 

a mist of gloom.... In a word, blind is he who does not see! So, not knowing history, 

our Bova did not recognize Phallus, and was blind in his cognition.^ 

It is evident from passages such as this in “Bova” that, despite the 

markedly indecent nature of the treatment, there is intended an esoteric 

secondary meaning, the nature of which can hardly be made out certainly 

from the meager fragment we possess. 

The style and language of “Bova” are, as might be expected, easier 

and more popular than in the serious poems. Slavonicisms are numerous, 

but not extreme, and the construction of the periods is far closer to the 

norms of ordinary speech. An attempt at conveying epic or popular color 

is evident in the use of “constant epithets,” such as “sonorous guzla,” “dark, 

slumbrous forests” [“lesa dremuchi, temny”] , “burning tears,” and the 

like. An almost burlesque tone is conveyed by the juxtaposition of pseudo¬ 

epic allegory and common-place detail, as when dawn is described in terms 

of the pseudo-Slavonic mythology which Popov invented to replace the 

Homeric, and Dawn’s horses have a prosaic breakfast: 

The rosy-fingered Zimtserla [Popov’s Dawn-goddess, replacing Aurora] had not yet 

hitched her shining steeds to Znich’s caleche [Znich was supposedly a god of fire, and 

thus here replaces HeliosJ, and in Apollo’s livery the fire-storming nags [“klachonki 

ogneburny”—a Lomonosovian epithet with a “low” substantive] were eating their 
ethereal oats, when, etc.^ 

This is, of course, the heavy-handed travesty familiar from Maikov’s Bacchus 
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Enraged. Radishchev’s sense of humor is rudimentary and anything but 

subtle—note the ponderous scatology of his digression on the Dalai Lama. 

“Bova” is, like most of his verse, an interesting, but only moderately success¬ 

ful experiment. 

Radishchev exhibits in his small body of poetry a strong proclivity 

toward ternary meters, especially dactyls, and unrhymed verse. A good 

example is the “fable,” as he calls it, entitled “Cranes” (1797-1801),36 

translated from an original of Ewald von Kleist. The German poem is un¬ 

rhymed and in blank verse (iambic pentameter); Radishchev’s uses dactylic 

tetrameter unrhymed, alternately acatalectic and catalectic; his first two lines 

are scanned: osen’ listy oshchipala s derev (‘x ‘xx ‘xx ‘x); inei sedoina travu 

upadal ( xx xx xx ). The poem is an allegory, which Radishchev undoubted¬ 

ly understood of his own fate: 

Autumn has plucked the leaves from the trees, the hoar-frost has fallen on the grass; a 

flock of cranes has gathered to fly away to a warm, distant land, to live beyond the sea. 

One poor crane, mute and despondent, sat in sadness; a hunter had broken his leg with an 

arrow. He does not augment the cranes’joyful crying, [and] his brisk brothers mocked 

at him. “I am not to blame that I have become lame; I aided our kingdom [even] as you. 

You ought not to laugh at me, or despise [me] , seeing my misfortune. How can I fly? 

My grievous infirmity takes away the possiblity, [my] valor, [my] strength; the waves 

will be the grave of wretched me. Ah, why did not the fierce hunter cut short my life?” 

Meanwhile, the wind blows, the flock circled aloft and with swift flight hastens at once 

to fly away across the sea. The poor injured one remains behind. Often over the leaves 

that float on the waters he sighs, grieves and moans. Sorrow and sickness eat away all 

the heart in him. Having delayed long, flying little by little, he got sight of the land 

that his soul longed for, the clear sky and the quiet haven. There the Almighty healed his 

injuries, to live in happiness as reward for his toils; but many mockers fell into the water. 

O you, who groan under the heavy hand of misfortune and woes! Filled with 

anguish, you curse life and the world; lovers of the good, is there no hope? 

Another experiment with the dactylic meter, certainly inspired also by 

German models, is the poem “The Eighteenth Century,”37 composed in 

1801. It is an unfinished piece of 79 lines, ending abruptly with the first 

line of a couplet. The meter is an accentual version of the classical elegiac 

distich—that is, the odd-numbered lines are dactylic hexameters, the even- 

numbered are the so-called “pentameter”-actually, catalectic hexameters 

with a pause at the medial caesura. The scansion of lines 5-6 will help to 
clarify the meter: 

Ne vozvyshalsia tam ostrov, ni dna tam lot ne nakhodit [‘xx ‘xx ‘xx ‘x ‘xx ‘x] 

Veki v nego protekli, v nem ischezaet ikh sled, [‘xx ‘xx ‘xx ‘xx ‘] 

The meter is seldom used in English, although naturalized in German (cf. 

Goethe’s Romische Elegien); an English version (by Longfellow?) of a couplet 

of Schiller’s is often used to illustrate its effect: 
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In the hexameter rises the fountain’s silvery column, 

In the pentameter aye filling in melody back. 

The flexibility of the classical quantitative dactylic verse, in which a spondee 

can be substituted for a dactyl anywhere in the hexameter except in the fifth 

foot, is lost in the accentual version, although occasionally, as in the fourth 

foot of the hexameter above, a trochee may take the place of a dactyl. 

Trediakovsky, in his treatise “On Russian Versification, Ancient, Middle and 

Modern” (1755) had given some painful examples of the meter, but it had 

not been used previously for an entire poem in Russian. 

“The Eighteenth Century” was apparently intended to be a sort of 

official piece glorifying Alexander I; the fragmentary last line reads: “May 

Alexander be ever among us the guardian genius.” The “century” is described 

as a contradictory period: “No, you will not be forgotten, century witless 

and wise; you will be cursed forever, forever an object of wonder to all.” 

“Blood in your cradle, your lullabies the thunders of battle; ah, soaked in 

blood you are descending into the grave.” Part of the century’s contra¬ 

diction is that, filled with wars and bloodshed as it has been, it was also a 

time of great advances in knowledge—and Radishchev exclaims: 

O unforgettable century! You give to joyful mortals truth, liberty and light, a con¬ 

stellation bright forever; the pillars of mortal wisdom you, having demolished, created 

anew; kingdoms were ruined by you, like a ship that is wrecked; kingdoms you create; 

they will flourish and fall once more; whatsoever a mortal creates, all will be destroyed, 

all will be destroyed, all will be dust. 

Then he reviews the discoveries of the age: “Out of the Ocean waves new 

peoples and lands” [the voyages of Cook, Bougainville and others] ; “you 

count the stars, as a shepherd his gamboling lambs; you summon the Comet 

once more by the thread of motion; the ray of light was cut off by you; you 

called up new suns” [Halley’s comet, eclipse, and Herschel’s discovery of the 

planet Uranus] ; “even flying vapors you imprisoned in a yoke; you enticed 

the lightning of heaven into iron bonds on the earth” [Franklin’s feat of 

collecting electricity from lightning in a Leyden jar] and “bore mortals to 

the sky on aery wings” [Montgolfier’s balloon] . In less specific terms he 

lauds the thinkers who have laid phantoms to rest and freed men’s minds: 

“but your strength was insufficient to banish all the spirits of hell which 

have been spewing flaming poison through many thousands of years.” “Shall 

peace not return forever, that gives the peoples happiness?” “But no—cast 

off despair! Hope, O mortal. God lives—suns in their rising flourish and they 

grow pale with their setting. Eternal is Providence only.” 

The poem is impressive, but uneven; the hexameters are awkward, 

sometimes unmetrical, and too much—too many ponderous words—are often 

crowded into a single line. Nonetheless it is the first experiment of its kind, 

and would undoubtedly have been revised and improved had the poet lived. 
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The only perfectly satisfactory metrical experiment of Radishchev, 

and a quite charming poem in its own right, with which we shall leave him, 

are the “Sapphic strophes” of 1801.38 The Sapphic meter, so named from 

the great poetess who invented the form in the sixth century B.C., was known 

to the eighteenth century in two of her poems—the “Hymn to Aphrodite” 

and the untitled masterpiece that begins “phainetai moi kenos isos theoisin” 

(“That man seems to me like the gods—”), translated by Catullus as Ille mi 

par esse deo videtur. Horace also employed the Sapphic strophe in some of 

his finest odes. It was the only classical lyric meter to survive into the middle 

ages—some Latin hymns are composed in accentual Sapphics. Simeon Polot- 

sky composed some heavy-handed accentual Sapphics, and Trediakovsky’s 

metrical experiments include this meter, but the form was still unfamiliar 

in Russian. The Greek meter is logaoedic, that is, a combination of trochees 

and dactyls: the first three lines are scanned: ‘x ‘x ‘xx ‘x ‘x—that is, a five- 

beat line, with a solitary dactyl midway between two pairs of trochees; the 

final line, sometimes grammatically “run on” with the third, is an adonic: 

‘xx ‘x. Radishchev’s experiment, put into an English attempt at the same 

meter, is the following: 

Cool the night was; bright in the sky above us 

Stars were shining; quietly flowed the fountain, 

Gentle winds were blowing, the poplars rustled 

Leaves in the darkness. 

You made solemn oath to be ever faithful, 

Gave me night’s own goddess herself as witness. 

Only once the north-wind has blown more Strongly- 

Vanished your pledged word. 

Ah, what need to perjure yourself? Much better 

Be forever cruel—the heart more lightly 

So will suffer. Luring me on with passion 

Feigned, you’ve destroyed me. 

End my life, O Destiny, cruel, ruthless! 

Or inspire in her to be true to sworn oaths. 

But be happy, you, if you can be happy 

Being without love. 

D. Semen Sergeevich Bobrov (1763-1810)39 

At first sight it may appear strange to associate together the poetry 

of Alexander Radishchev, born 1749, and that of Semen Bobrov, fourteen 
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years his junior. Actually, however, the two poets, as poets, were more con¬ 

temporary than their dates would indicate. Radishchev’s “Liberty” dates 

from 1781-83, and most of his other verse from around 1797-1802; Bobrov’s 

first considerable ode, “The Kingdom of Universal Love” was composed 

in 1785, and his poem Tavrida, considered his masterpiece, was published in 

1798; his collected works appeared in 1804, only two years after Radi¬ 
shchev’s death. 

The two men are indeed worlds apart in philosophical and political out- 

look—Radishchev an eighteenth-century deist, a republican, and Russia’s 

first revolutionary”; Bobrov an apolitical, semi-mystical philosopher-poet, 

with a scientific bent. What brings them together is their common approach 
to the poet’s art. 

Bobrov was a priest’s son—a raznochinets whose earliest education was 

in a seminary. He was thus from childhood immersed in the old-fashioned 

religious atmosphere and the language and literature that belong to it, as were 

none of the gentry writers of his time. Religious usages, beliefs and especially 

the Slavonic language were an organic part of the life of a priest’s son; for a 

“gentleman,” however sympathetic he may have been to these features of the 

indigenous, inherited, Russian tradition, they always remained external, 

something that had to be learned and appropriated. As Professor Gukovsky 

points out, even Sumarokov was unable to compose a Church Slavonic 

sentence grammatically, while Radishchev, whose literary theory relied 

heavily on retention in prose of a Slavonic vocabulary and syntax, knew the 

language itself so inaccurately that what he evidently regarded as authentic 

Slavonic expressions are often neologisms of his own invention! For Bobrov, 

the language and the religious ideas associated with it were an organic part 

of his life. 

He entered Moscow University in 1780, was graduated in 1785, and 

entered the civil service. During his Moscow years he became closely asso¬ 

ciated with Nikolai Novikov and contributed to his Masorfic journal The 

Lover of Labor at Rest (Pokoiashchiisia trudoliubets). In 1792 Bobrov, still 

in government service, left Moscow for the south, where he remained for 

about ten years; it was during this period that he became familiar with the 

newly acquired, wholly Oriental, region of the Crimea, which became the 

subject of his most successful poem. He returned to St. Petersburg in the 

early 1800s, but died in 1810 of tuberculosis, aggravated apparently by heavy 

drinking. His literary opponents frequently at this period referred to him as 

“Bibris,” from the Latin “bibere,” “to drink.” 

Bobrov’s verse has a somewhat anomalous position in the literature of 

the late eighteenth century. Like Radishchev’s, it is, in language, extremely 

traditional and even archaic. He employs a Lomonosovian “high style” that 

bristles with Slavonicisms, and in this regard he approaches the literary ideals 

of Admiral Shishkov and the famous Beseda group, whom the Karamzinists 

liked to label the “Old Believers” of literature. On the other hand, again 
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like Radishchev, his literary direction is decidedly in the sentimentalist 

traditions, although where Radishchev is political and an activist, Bobrov is 

an introspective mystic with strongly Masonic leanings. Bobrov cannot be 

convincingly pigeon-holed with any other writer of his time, and for this 

reason has the misfortune of being misunderstood and derided by both sides. 

Only Radishchev appears to have appreciated him as the really original and 

significant poet that he is. 

The only more or less complete edition of Bobrov’s verse is that which 

he issued in 1804, under the paradoxical title of Rassvetpolnochi, The Mid¬ 

night Dawn-presumably meaning the “Aurora Borealis.”40 This has never 

been republished, and the only representative and accessible selection of his 

verse is that which Professor Lotman includes in his “Poet’s Library” volume 

Poets of the Years 1790-1810,43 In this selection are a number of odes, 

of traditional form, but, like those of Kapnist and other “sentimentalists,” 

of a private and generally ethical content. The earliest in date of these (1785) 

is “The Kingdom of Universal Love,”42 of a strongly Masonic color; the first 

two strophes set the tone: 

The worlds were not yet turning about the sun in the regions on high; these hang¬ 

ing spheres were still concealed in chaos, when thou, O Love, didst receive the law and 

give life to their beginnings; as the spirit diffused in their sprouts, the might of thine 

empire has from antiquity until now maintained its laws in these worlds. 

Issuing from the dreadful abyss the assemblage of these heavenly luminaries 

would have been once more a disharmonious confusion, if thou hadst been deprived of 

power; thou, rocking [ “zyblia”] incandescent arrows didst shoot them into remote 

realms. The fire forges [“kuiet”] so many of them that thou doest penetrate all creation, 

when all-powerfully thou fliest through the great world and the little world. 

The expression in the ode is strange and strained, as very often in Bobrov, 

but the mystical idea of love as the universal principleof harmony, operating 

both in the macrocosm (“the great world”) and the microcosm, or “man” 

(“the little world”) is impressively expressed. Bobrov’s preoccupation with 

the generation of the cosmos appears here; he is especially fascinated, as we 

shall see, with its dissolution. Indeed “scientific” concerns, if ideas so strong¬ 

ly mystical can be called “scientific,” mark a great deal of Bobrov’s verse. 

Another ode, from 1789, is entitled “The First Hour of the Year.”43 

In an allegory reminiscent of some of Radishchev’s in “Liberty,” time be¬ 

comes an immense and mysterious abyss, and the years animate beings 

ascending and descending there: 

The hour has struck, the spacious grave has opened, where lies the sequence of 

sleeping ages; thither the year just past, summoned, flies on decrepit pinions. Mists 

accompany hun, and wet his path with tears; the scythe does not glitter in the hand 

[ dlam ] , but, sated with the blood of mortals, and blunted by their bones hangs 
amid the cypresses. 6 

The son of mysterious [‘W’iasnimoi”] eternity [i.e., the new year] , suddenly 
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breaking free from the abyss, furnished with the wings of youth, flies into the dim 

circle of mortals; the daughters of Themis [i.e., the Horae, or “Seasons”] revive and 

play before his face. Spring hastens to strew before him the beauties that had died, 

and is zealous to introduce hours of repose in January instead of storms. 

The poem is dedicated to Bobrov’s friend, the minor poet Pavel Pavlovich 

Ikosov (1760-1811) and ends with a strophe which, with its sentimentalist 

exaltation of friendship and its extraordinary but thoroughly classical my¬ 

thologizing of Christianity (Jesus becomes Phoebus, Mary is Latona!), is 

typical of the mingling in Bobrov’s verse of quite unharmonious elements: 

If indeed the Parcae respect the Muses whom you deify, and mollify their sharp 

scissors so as not to cut short our union—then I shall say, enraptured: “O Phoebus, 

born of Latona! Give us still more new years, that we may continue our days in tender 

friendship, until our untroubled life-span silvers the hair upon us!” 

One of the most characteristic of Bobrov’s poems, in its extraordinary 

and almost grotesque mingling of pagan and Christian elements, and in its 

grandiose pictures of universal destruction, is “The Fate of the Ancient 

World, or the Deluge” (1789).44 The piece is composed in quatrains of 

iambic tetrameter. It begins as a vision: “I see a vision-[my] lyre trembles; 

I see, from the grave of nature the shade of the dead [“usopsha”] world 

arisen, [she] who has been overthrown by divinity.” This shade is repre¬ 

sented in a classical pose of mourning, “leaning with her elbow on an urn,” 

and lamenting the fate of “the ancient world.” Her lamentation begins: 

“Where is hidden the blasphemous host of giants that strove audaciously to 

stride through the clouds to the divine house?” This would naturally conjure 

up the legend of the Titans, who tried to overthrow Zeus and the Olympian 

gods; but presently the narrative takes on a more Biblical coloring and we 

remember (Genesis VI, 6): “And there were giants in those days.” In any 

case, the “universal flood,” which is a legend both Greek and Hebrew, is a 

punishment for human presumption: 

Alas! O stiff-necked generations! Forgetting Who hurls the hail in tempests, 

and the noisy rain with the threatening thunder [“groznym gromom’’-Bobrov is fond 

of alliteration!] , you went astray a hundred-fold in thoughts! 

Went astray—and at this moment He opened the heavens in wrath, and waking 

the cruel element, hid in the abyss mountains, valley, forests. 

In a typical miscegenation of Christian and pagan, the flood is described: 

“The husband of silver-footed Thetis [Bobrov means “Ocean,”—but that 

deity was the husband not of Thetis, but of Tethys!] , with a frown on his 

azure face, raised with stern right hand the realm of the waters higher than 

the mountains of Ararat!” Again, with a fusion of Hebrew and Greek myth, 

Noah s rainbow appears—but is called Iris! At this point utter confusion 

overtakes the mythology: 
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O Pyrrha [wife of Deucalion, the Greek Noah] ! Sing praise to Him who sits upon 

the slope of this arch of peace! Kiss the almighty hand which holds the elastic reins of 

the elements! 

But, O blessed daughter of Iris! I fear for your sons! Their flesh shall die, con¬ 

sumed with fire, as formerly thy flesh in the waves. 

From the context and from what follows it would appear that Pyrrha (i.e., 

the mother of post-diluvian mankind] is intended by the phrase “Iridy 

dshcher’ blazhenna” (“blessed daughter of Iris”); but Iris, of course, as a 

Greek goddess, had no daughter, and Pyrrha was the daughter of Epimetheus 

and Pandora! 

The second portion of the poem is a prophecy, with considerable bor¬ 

rowing from the Apocalypse, of the Last Day. In its bizarre power and ori¬ 

ginality it is one of Bobrov’s most successful pieces, and is worth quoting 

entire: 

When in the world on high the flame-streaming Ocean shall be thrown in turmoil, 

the spheres in the ether shall be thrown in turmoil, blazing with fire on every hand. 

Pyrois, Phlegon [horses of the Sun], plying their wings, and darting amid the 

suffering planets, will breathe on them with fiery mouths, will burn the whole firma¬ 

ment-will burn the whole world. 

There the mountains will melt like wax from the face of the ravening fire, there 

the darksome abysses will moan, there the brimstone will neigh, sighing [!] . 

Changeless Cynthius [i.e., Apollo] will not boast of his youth, nor Pan of his 

seven-fold pipe, nor Flora of the brightness of spring days. 

The winged daughters of Themis [i.e., the Seasons] shall fly up to the Father 

at the appointed hour, throw wide heaven’s door—throw it wide for the last time. 

Only the voice of the thunder-born [“gromo-rozhdennoi”] trumpet will sound 

from the north to the distant south: the astonished tongue will be silent, the world’s 

glory will suddenly be silent. 

The laurel of heroes, the crown of kings, and the palm flower of their singers, 

the lines of Homer and Maro [i.e., Virgil] -all their deathlessness will die. 

As a hair in the stove flares up, crackling; as the powder of sulphur flashes in 

the fire and disappears, in smoke after the blaze-so their eternity flashes-and is not... 

Only the inalterable Word will cast His triumphant glance abroad, and from the 

clouds pronounce unerringly the last sentence upon the world. 

And while earth-born man is consumed in the flame, heaven-bom man will 

take wing, soaring on subtle pinions forever. 

The worlds will fall from their great axles, the spheres be shaken from their 

places; but He, amid the desolate ruins will tread on the smoking ashes of stars. 

O world, in posterity renewed! Give heed to [this] ancestral shade, who speaks 

her own fate accomplished, and thy coming day of tears! 

Having spoken, the world spirit disappeared; behind her sighs resound; from 

the hands falls the trembling lyre-and I pronounce in terror: “Holy is God!” 

Bobrov’s intense preoccupation with time is everywhere apparent; 

it was his fortune to witness the changing of the centuries, and there are 

several poems that deal with this occurrence—“To the New Nineteenth 

Century,” “Century Song,” “Interrogation of the New Age,” and “Premoni- 
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tory Response of the Age.”4-* Of these the longest and most successful is 

the Century Song [“Stoletniaia pesn’ ’’—Horace’s “Carmen saeculare”] , 

with the subtitle: “or, Triumph of Russia’s Eighteenth Century.” The poem 

seems to be a metrical experiment: the five-line strophes of iambic tetra¬ 

meter have alternating rhymes in the first four (aBaB), but the fifth line is 

unrhymed, and ends with a down-beat. 

The “Century Song” is not a greeting to the new age, but, like Radi- 

shchev’s “Eighteenth Century,” a look back at the old, and as the subtitle 

suggests, a glorification of the age in the poet’s native land. After his usual 

allegorical description of a long, dimly illuminated hall, where the centuries 

are lying, the poet encounters the two-faced god Janus, who, looking back¬ 

ward, launches into a description of the past century in Russia. It begins with 

mention of Halley’s comet, which appeared in 1682, and was widely believed 

to portend the end of the world; instead, it heralded an unheard-of blessing 

for Russia, for it was in that year that Peter I became Tsar. Of the poem’s 

67 strophes, 30 are devoted to a fervent exaltation of the great Tsar and his 

transformation of Russia—one of the greatest panegyrics since Lomonosov’s. 

Russia is his graven image [“vaianie”] , his monument, the price of [his] labors; 

she is his immortal construction [“zdanie”] ; she is half a planet, where he was her 

divinity. 

Being everywhere present and glorious, he divided all of himself for all things; 

he, methinks, was many-natured [“mnogosostavlen”] , as a giant of measureless strength, 

or as the great Prometheus. ^6 

It is significant of Bobrov’s political outlook that after the magnificent 

eulogy of Peter the Great, he devotes two strophes to Catherine I, Peter’s 

loyal wife, skips Peter II and Anna Ivanovna without mention, gives another 

two strophes to Elizabeth, Peter’s daughter, skips Peter III altogether, allows 

six strophes to Catherine II, whom he calls “the heaven-eyed Athena” 

[ nebookaia Afina”] , skips Paul I altogether, and ends his survey of the 

Russian eighteenth century, as Radishchev does, with Catherine’s grandson: 

“Thus the famous age among the Russians flew in the midst of glory and 

beauty; thus its stalwart end and the golden age of Petropolis is glorified in 

thunder by Alexander.”47 

Like so many of his contemporaries, Bobrov was familiar with, and 

strongly influenced by, eighteenth-century English poetry. The “graveyard 

school,” and primarily Edward Young’s Night Thoughts are readily seen 

behind such poems as “Walk in the Twilight” [“Progulka v sumerki”] 

(1785),48 “Midnight” [“Polnoshch’ ”] (1804)49 and “Night” [“Noch’ ”] 

(between 1801 and 1804).^ The first of this group, “Walk in the Twilight,” 

subtitled, “or Evening Instruction to Zoram,” is pervaded by Bobrov’s astro¬ 

nomical and cosmological interests: “Already in the other hemisphere, which 

has awakened, the flaming luminary is chasing away the dark of nocturnal 

clouds, while we from behind the forests see in the thickening vapor his dying 
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evening ray. ”48 As we gaze at the darkening sky, we see there “bright fires, 

like sparks”: “Not sparks are they—but worlds are quietly revolving, which 

are just as great as the Earth. Ever since they issued harmoniously from the 

depths of chaos, they have been coursing across the fields of fire.” (st. 4) But 

the universe will have an end, as it had a beginning—and once more we have 

Bobrov’s obsessive picture of world cataclysm: “But the fates inform us 

that sometime the trembling Earth will sink in waves of flame, and frail 

creation, burning with fire, will groan, and will come out of its bark 

f“kory”] , shaking off the dust.” But this time the picture does not end 

with world destruction, but as in “Universal Love,” envisions a new order, 

rising out of the ashes like a Phoenix, evoked by “universal love.” 

“Midnight” begins with a Youngian description, and an invocation: 

O darksome Night! Where didst thou derive thy beginning? From what father 

or mother dost thou come? Art thou not the hoary daughter of that primal darkness 

which once issued forth over the hidden abyss, to rock the cradle of tender nature?49 

The poet s meditations are interrupted by an ominous thunder-storm, which 

he imagines as the apocalyptic approach of the Heavenly Bridegroom to exe¬ 

cute the Last Judgment. From heaven he hears the dread voice of the Judge, 

exhorting mankind in the terms of the gospel parable of the wise and foolish 
virgins: 

Tremble, if this Bridegroom shall realize that the oil in thy lamp is scanty, 

and heaven’s lively fire dies within thee! Thou art disorderly, thou art not wise—awake! 

Come with me! I shall reveal where Providence builds its mansion; on these mossy 

graves, where the peace of heaven blows! Come! Learn!” 

The storm has passed-the moon shines red... 

The third of the trio, “Night,”50 is quite different from the others 

in its dramatic setting. It begins with the customary atmospheric descrip¬ 
tion: 

The bronze sounds in the tower it is the hour of night; the languid voice groans 

in the darkness. All are asleep—only the gaunt Parcae are weaving. Ah, the night of the 

grave has covered us! Everything is quiet around, only, trooping together, methinks, 

like quiet winds over the water, the Shades are whispering in the misty stillness. 

Then, rather startlingly, The golden cupolas of Petropolis waver, as it were, 

amid dreams; there moan ominous birds, sitting aloft on the crosses.” The 

atmosphere of dread and foreboding is built up; the omens are compared 

with those that attended the death of Julius Caesar. The cock crows—it is 

midmght-and the Angel of Death descends from heaven: “Viking [“Variag”] , 

awake!—Now is the cruel hour; thou sleepest, while there.... a long-drawn 

sound; dost thou not hear in these moments the bell’s groan of death? How 

it shatters the air here! And thou dost not heed it! Again, again it strikes— 
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dost thou awake? Ah, he is no more!” It is by now evident enough that 

the Varangian” whom the Angel of Death has taken, is Emperor Paul, 

murdered during the night of March 11-12, 1801. The dead emperor’s ca¬ 

reer is reviewed briefly and without a trace of sympathy, and in the final 

strophe he is represented as saying: “Farewell, earth! The end has come! 

I see, there the supreme throne shines red!.... the Creator calls me, calls 

me!” 

Among the poems of Bobrov which Lotman’s anthology includes are 

two rather unclassifiable semi-dramatic pieces. The first, which the poet 

labels a “ballad,” although it hardly fulfills that description, is entitled “The 

Tomb of Ovid, Glorious Favorite of the Muses” (written between 1792 and 

1800).51 As is well known, the poet Ovid (Publius Ovidius Naso: 43 B.C.— 

A.D. 17?) was exiled by Augustus to the remote town of Tomis on the Black 

Sea, the modern Rumanian Constanta in the Dobrudia. This region has never 

been part of Russian territory, but several Russian poets, including Pushkin 

in “The Gypsies,” have been inspired by the region’s nearness to the Russian 

south and the similarity of Ovid’s fate to that of Russian exiles, to write 

sympathetically of the Roman’s unhappy lot. V.G. Tepliakov’s “Second 

Thracian Elegy” (1829) is entitled “Tomis,” and, like Bobrov’s poem, intro¬ 

duces the ghost of “Naso” telling his own story to the sympathetic Russian 

bard. Bobrov’s “ballad” describes Ovid’s unjust banishment, using some of 

that poet’s own verses in the Tristia and Epistulae ex Ponto as a source, 

and then, in the 23rd stanza, begins a direct monologue of the Roman ghost 

to his interlocutor, in which he bids him: “Mourn not, singer of later eons! 

Amid the vales of heaven I behold neither the threatening looks of authority, 

nor the false accusations of favorites, nor shameful dependence on their am¬ 

biguous smile.” The poet’s fame is everlasting, but as for the emperor who 

exiled him—“What is Octavius, who swallowed up the whole world? The self¬ 

same worm and pestilence eat him as now crawl over me.” 

The second piece of a semi-dramatic nature is headed: “The Voice of 

the Resurrected Olga to Her Son Sviatoslav” (between 1801 and 1804).52 

Olga, Grand Duchess of Kiev, was, it may be recalled, a Christian, while her 

son Sviatoslav son of Igor remained a pagan. Bobrov utilizes this situation 

to construct an unhistorical parallel with a more recent dissension in a 

Russian royal family. In his poem Olga, who speaks from the tomb, repre¬ 

sents Catherine II, her disloyal and hostile son Sviatoslav represents the 

Emperor Paul I, whose murder is figured by Sviatoslav’s death in a Pecheneg 

ambush. Most of the poem consists of Olga’s admonitions to her grandson 

Vladimir, who of course represents Catherine’s grandson Alexander I. The 

framing portion of the poem, which introduces an “Old Man” and a “Young 

Man” as witnesses of Olga’s resurrection, is composed in unrhymed iambic 

tetrameter, while Olga’s admonition utilizes rhyme in an irregular fashion. 

The framing device is somewhat reminiscent of Dmitriev’s “Ermak” (1794). 

Bobrov was not a “gentleman,” as were most poets of his age, and 
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hence had no estates and serfs to supplement his scanty income from the 

government service. His precarious financial condition was apparently relieved 

from time to time by the generosity of his superior in the service, Admiral 

N.S. Mordvinov. Three interesting autobiographical pieces of a type not 

familiar in Russian are among those in the Lotman anthology, “A Tribute 

to Virtue,” “Song of an Unfortunate Man on the New Year, to Virtue” 

(1795/1804), and “A Setting Forth of the Life of the Talentless Vorbab” 

(1801-1804).53 “Vorbab” is of course an anagram for Bobrov. All three 

poems are addressed to Mordvinov and are appeals for financial assistance; 

the third contains some specific autobiographical information. 

Quite unique also is the poem “Against Sugar” (1804).54 After enu¬ 

merating all the good qualities of sugar, its use in tea, etc., he suddenly 

turns to some of its bad effects: “But if the nerves in us weaken, and scurvy 

gets the upper hand, or our teeth blacken from you [i.e., sugar], and a repulsive 

stench breath issues from our mouth; after your heavenly sweetness, a hellish 

stench comes in its wake—what shall I say? O deceptive nectar! In you lies a hid¬ 

den poison!” But these are not the worst features of sugar: to produce it, the 

unfortunate blacks of Africa are kidnapped, enslaved, and forced to toil to 

their death on American plantations; this revolting picture is probably drawn 

from Thomson’s “Summer,” which served Bobrov as the principal model for 

his poem Tavrida. If we would be less luxurious in our tastes, such inhumanity 

might cease. The poem ends: “How shameful for the golden age to glitter 

with an iron barbarity, and to the eternal reproach of the sciences, to tickle 

a capricious taste!” 

The last Lotman selection is one of the earlier in point of time, a por¬ 

tion (the seventh canto) of a long ten-canto descriptive poem—the first of its 

kind in Russian called in its 1798 version Tavrida, and in the revision in¬ 

cluded in the complete works (Rassvet Polnochi, Part IV), Chersonida.55 

Both names are of course classical designations of the Crimea. The 1798 

publication is entitled in full: Tavrida, or My Summer Day in the Taurian 

Chersonese. An extended description follows the title in the 1804 version: 

“A lyrico-epical song composition [“pesnotvorenie”] , newly corrected and 

augmented, with a sequel of certain small works of translation and imitation 

and composed in verse and prose, relating in content to objects in the Cher¬ 

sonese and other localities.” 

The model of Tavrida was Part II ( 'Summer”) of James Thomson’s 

The Seasons. Bobrov s poem, in part VII, describes “a thunderstorm over 

the Taurian mountains,” and utilizes a number of Thomson’s themes, e.g., 

the description of a person struck by lightning—in Thomson’s poem the 

lovely Amanda, in Bobrov’s the scientist Richman, killed in the course of an 

electrical experiment reproducing Franklin’s. But Bobrov’s poem has a good 

deal that is original and not borrowed from Thomson, especially in the “local 

color of the Crimea. After the long description of the thunderstorm, the 

Tatar princess Tsulma is suddenly introduced, love-sick for her absent lover 

Selim, and trying to console herself with a luxurious bath and the songs 
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of her attendant maidens. Tsulma is not identified in Lotman’s notes, but 

presumably her story must have been begun in an earlier portion of the poem. 

Radishchev s citation of the Tavrida as one of the models for his 

Bova has been mentioned above; the Bobrov poem is in iambic tetrameter, 

and like “Bova,” is unrhymed. There is otherwise no similarity between the 

heavy-handed burlesque of a popular tale and the magnificent descriptive 

richness of Tavrida. As an example of the poem’s style, and at the same 

time of its meter, is offered this brief passage: 

But hark! There sounds about the village 

A noise of weather-boding birds— 

The goose’s honking, raven’s cawing! 

And hark! The cock is loudly crowing! 

This harbinger of woe most surely, 

His head turned toward the coming tempest, 

Is warning us of heaven’s anger, 

The tearful hour of nature’s suff’ring! 

And hark! The cock repeats his warning! 

Most surely have the powers of heaven 

Concluded now their dreadful counsel 

To send down storms with thunder rolling 

Beneath Jehovah’s fire-red throne! 

All, all is helpless now, bewildered, 

Is mute and shudders, is a-tremble! 

But suddenly a blinding blaze 

Flashes, and cleaves the distant south, 

The brighter as the murk is thicker. 

Are such the flaming cherubim 

In their supernal realm of light? 

Bobrov’s style, in all his verse, is the veriest antithesis of the “light 

verse” of his contemporaries, such as Dmitriev, Karamzin, Lvov or Kap- 

nist. It is archaic, heavy with a Slavonic vocabulary, sometimes awkward 

in sound or even at times unmetrical. It is also what Schiller termed Gedan- 

kenlyrik, almost the first of its kind in Russian, “thought poetry,” not 

poetry of sentiment. In most of these respects it is closer to the verse of Radi¬ 

shchev than to that of any other contemporary. But Bobrov is a far greater 

poet than Radishchev, whose verse is mostly metrical oratory. Bobrov’s 

bizarre but powerful and unexpected combinations of ideas are often remini¬ 

scent of the English metaphysical poets. To contemporaries, especially of 

the Karamzinist school, whose literary ideal was a smooth, mellifluous, 

crystal-clear utterance, in verse or prose, Bobrov was a scandal, and it is not 

surprising that Batiushkov picked him as one of his candidates for oblivion 

in “Vision on the Banks of Lethe.” In this satire Bobrov is made to say:^ 
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I am the vinous genius. I have written three poems and a hundred odes, where every¬ 

where there was night, everywhere shades, “where the neighing grove of muskets neighs” 

[“gde roshcha rzhushcha ruzhii rzhet”—Batiushkov comments in a note: “This line is 

taken from the works of Bobrov: I have no desire to lay claim to it.” The line actually 

reads:-*? “se rUzhei rzhushcha roshcha mchitsia.”] 

Neither Bobrov’s difficult and archaic style nor his horror-haunted visions 

of universal cataclysm were congenial to Batiushkov and his Arzamas asso¬ 

ciates; but many of the later romantics admired him, and even Pushkin 

admits to having “purloined” a line from the Tavrida for his Fountain of 

Bakhchisarai. To a modern generation, more attuned to the metaphysical 

style, Bobrov seems a truer poet than many of his more acclaimed contempo¬ 

raries. Even the cacophony that Batiushkov ridicules is not unacceptable 

to a modern poet—compare Andrei Bely’s line “kak vzropshchut, ropshchut 

roshchi” (“How the groves begin to grumble, grumble!”).58 

E. Vasily Lvovich Pushkin (1770-1830)59 

If Russia’s greatest poet had never existed, his uncle’s name would 

probably have a greater place in literary histories than it does at present. 

A luminary of the first magnitude tends to eclipse lesser lights. But Vasily 

Lvovich, brother of Alexander Pushkin’s father, is an interesting and quite 

original poet, and was recognized as such by his more brilliant nephew. 

His verse spans the turn of the century, and belongs in most respects to the 

early romantic movement; but at least in the satires of the 1790s he ap¬ 

pears as the faithful continuator of the eighteenth-century traditions of 

Kantemir, Sumarokov, Kapnist et al. We shall confine our discussion of his 

work at this time for the most part to this material. 

V.L. Pushkin was the son of a wealthy landowner and received an 

exceptionally good education at home. After a term of service with the 

Izmailovsky Guards Regiment he retired, settled in Moscow, married, and 

began to lead the life of a gentleman of leisure. He made the extended tour 

of western Europe in 1803-04 which is recorded in his friend 1.1. Dmitriev’s 

Epistle to be discussed later. He had begun to publish verse as early 

as 1793, but his most productive period came in 1810-11. The Napoleonic 

invasion of 1812 dislocated his life: he was obliged to flee from Moscow to 

Nizhnii Novgorod, his house and library were destroyed in the Moscow fire, 

and he was desolated. After his return in 1814 he became involved in the em¬ 

bittered literary controversy between the Karamzinist supporters who even¬ 

tually formed the club which they named Arzamas, and the conservative 

group headed by Admiral A.S. Shishkov which is known under the abbre¬ 

viated title of Beseda. The story of this controversy belongs to the history of 

Russian romanticism, and is irrelevant here. V.L. Pushkin’s latest literary 

work of note is an unfinished narrative poem, semi-parodistic in intent, called 
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Captain Khrabrov, inspired in part by the success of his nephew’s Eugene 
Onegin. 

V.L. Pushkin’s verse was published in his lifetime (1822), and a more 

complete collection in 1893, including the work of his last years. A great 

deal of the complete oeuvre consists of insignificant “light verse” such as 

songs, madrigals and epigrams. He followed Dmitriev in writing a number of 

fables and “tales” [“skazki”] of no particular merit.The most significant 

work of his best period is a group of “friendly epistles” discussing literary 

matters; since these largely concern the Arzamas-Beseda dispute, they will not 

be considered here. Of the work that remains two satires, “To My Hearth” 

(1793) and “An Evening” (1798), the “Epistle to 1.1. Dmitriev” (1796) 

and the ribald narrative poem “A Dangerous Neighbor” (written in 1811, 

but not published until 1855) are the most significant. 

In 1804, after his return from his trip abroad, V.L. Pushkin wrote, and 

read at the home of M.M. Kheraskov at a meeting of a private literary club, 

a short poem called “To the Favorites of the Muses,” which he designates 

as “an imitation of Horace.The imitation is not very close, but pre¬ 

sumably concerns Odes I, ix (Vides ut alta stet nive candidum). The poem is 

programmatic and deserves quotation in full: 

The summits of the enormous mountains are white with snows; everywhere are 

mist and darkness, the rivers are covered with ice; dejected are the groves and vales. 

Where is the golden goblet? Let us sit before the fire. Let Zeus govern the universe as 

he pleases! He has spoken and created. Everything is subject to him; he plays with the 

thunder, the lightning. 

The storms, the tempest are obedient to Zeus alone. The favorite of the Muses 

is happy at all seasons of the year; he makes use of what he sees before him. Friends, 

for us Nature 

Even in her terrors gleams with beauty! Where is the lyre? Let us begin to sing. 

Phoebus unites us; the Virgil of the Russian lands [i.e., Kheraskov] by his presence 

breeds [in us] a fire for learning. 

He who lives with the Muses, joys are always with him! Long since have the 

Graces adorned you with crowns—you must sing, friends! Both Dmitriev and Karamzin 

with beautiful verses 

Captivate, instruct us—and I alone am silent! No, no! I too desire, like you, to 

thunder on the lyre: I fly toward glory, your spirit is afire in me, and I too shall be 

famous in the world! 

O joy, O rapture! I too—I too am a poet! 

This naive utterance, with its gentle Epicureanism, its adulation of the “pro¬ 

gressive” poets Kheraskov, Dmitriev and Karamzin, and its childlike delight 

in the thought of belonging to such a company, is characteristic of the man. 

The “Epistle to 1.1. Dmitriev,written in iambic “free verse,” con¬ 

tains more of V.L. Pushkin’s literary ideals and animosities. It is largely a 

mockery of the overworked themes and attitudes of the sentimentalists. 

We tend, of course, to think of Karamzin and Dmitriev as the twin cory¬ 

phaei of the sentimentalist fashion, but to a contemporary it was their 
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second-rate imitators whose names are now hardly known that represented 

the movement, and so consequently Vasily Lvovich feels no inconsistency 

in addressing his satrical epistle on sentimentalism to Dmitriev himself! He 

begins, as though directly replying to a previous epistle of his “correspon¬ 

dent”: 

You’re right, my dear friend! All our verse-makers want to win glory with a 

lachrymose lyre! Always their doves are flying to their pretty mates [cf. Dmitriev’s 

own famous—and lachrymose!—song about the doves] ; always swallows are hovering, 

and it’s always the same fancies; they all snivel and bawl, and all their thought is the 

same: now the moon is suddenly introduced, in pale yellow porphyry; now he [i.e., 

the poet] has been left all alone in the world—his dear one, his precious one is no more: 

she is buried ’neath a gray and mossy stone; and now under the branching oak-tree 

the owl begins to hoot dismally; a violent wind begins to howl, the lover flees, and a 

little tear drops on his [lyre-] strings. Then a host of exclamations-and dots make their 

appearance. There’s no use of this. He imagines he’s clever and has been brought into 

the world to be a poet; that he can be compared with Derzhavin, with you; that out 

of envy for him even our Sterne [i.e., Karamzin] gnaws his fingers. O, the wretched 

snivellers! To me their lot is pitiable! They do not realize at all that where eagles soar, 

there beetles do not fly. 

Then the poet, who has obviously been demolishing imitators, admits that 

of itself imitation is permissible: 

We can imitate without spoiling the style of others: thus Gessner imitated Bion [the 

Greek pastoral poet] ; thus, you, our amiable singer, by following in the footsteps of 

Anacreon, received a crown from the Graces. Thus our bard [i.e., Derzhavin] sings 

a eulogy to Felitsa [and] to God; thus dear, tender Karamzin has laid the way to the 

temple of taste; and thus, a zealous, loyal son of the fatherland, twanging on his re¬ 

sounding lyre for us, Kheraskov has sung of battle [i.e., in the Rossiad] , imitating 
Homer. 

Abruptly personal comment interrupts the literary criticism, as Pushkin 

sighs that he has not the talent of such great masters; then he consoles him¬ 

self that anyhow his whole soul is so devoted to “Temira” (possibly his 

wife?) that literary glory doesn’t matter. 

The satire “My Hearth” [“Kamin”’] of 179364 is V.L. Pushkin’s 

earliest known verse; it was published anonymously and at one time falsely 

attributed to Dmitriev. In the tradition of eighteenth-century classical satire 

it introduces a series of unflattering, “typical” portraits under the usual 

conventional “speaking names.” The young poet addresses his own beloved 

hearth, where he can be at ease and do as he pleases without meeting the 

despicable crowd who make up the beau monde. There is Glupomotov 

(“stupid spendthrift”), who squanders all his patrimony-but what do I 

care? There is Bezmosglov (“brainless”), who is arrogant. “But what is he? 

A stupid beast [“skot”] who, despising his native tongue, finding his bliss 

in satin dressing-gowns, arrays himself like a doll, and admires himself, 
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fancying that he is captivating hearts with a French head.” But let him be a 

fool—it’s no concern of mine. “There are plenty of fools here, have been, 

and will be.” For example, Prygushkin (“hopper”—i.e., “dancer”), who prides 

himself on his dancing ability, on his fashionable clothes, and the number of 

society people who come to call on him. But neighbor Pustiakov (“empty”) 

is still worse—he imagines that he has the qualifications to be an ambassa¬ 

dor! And Zmeiad (“snake-poison”), who has piled up an estate by chicanery, 

wants respectability. Nizkopoklonov (“low bow”), though a graybeard, 

thinks it a great honor to kiss Katya’s hand, even though Katya’s father 

polishes floors! “A poor man, though intelligent, is despised, persecuted; 

a Skotinin [cf. Fonvizin’s The Minor\, a perfect blockhead, is respected by 

all—and is betrothed to Liza.” Liza, poor girl, for all her repugnance to such 

a marriage, is forced into it by an avaricious mother. Then the satirist moral¬ 

izes: “We are given intelligence neither by famous family, nor luxury, nor 

rank, nor store-houses—intelligence can’t be bought with millions! But gold, 

perhaps, gilds vices, and dear Liza’s mother reasons exactly thus.” Plutov 

(“rascal”) abruptly interrupts the poet: “Hold on! Is it for you to judge how 

we ought to conduct ourselves and live in this world?” Plutov is a person of 

note and wealth, the poet poor and unknown; consequently even if Plutov 

got all his wealth by wrongdoing, he is right. The poet ends with his own 

determination, despite all, “to be honorable, respect the laws, serve my 

fatherland, love my friends, and love solitude—my heart’s real delight!” It 

may be noted, incidentally, that the persona which Pushkin here assumes 

is the one that conventionally belonged to the satirist since at least Juvenal— 

he is poor, hates worldly ostentation, and loves the solitary life. None of 

these qualities belong to Pushkin the man. 

“My Hearth” is conventional and traditional, a simple parade of ob¬ 

noxious types, and is not greatly different in character from many other 

classical satires—e.g., those of Nikolev. On the other hand,“An Evening” 

[“Vecher”] written five years later, has a character of its own and is a 

Hogarthian sketch of a modish supper party. The theme is set by the first 

words: “I’ve no more strength to bear it! Wherever you stick your nose, 

there are disputes and gossip and deceit and stupidity and discords!” The 

poet has just been to an evening party; he describes his hosts: “The master 

talks about nothing but music; the mistress plumes herself that their daughter 

dances famously; and the daughter, wearing her sash just under her neck, 

cries that a fashionable count has just driven up in a caleche.” The count 

arrives, supposedly a suitor of Grushenka, whom he ignores however to make 

polite conversation with her mother, Vetrana (“veter,” “wind”). Another 

guest arrives, Stukodei (“noise-maker”), “an insufferable talker,” who knows 

all the latest gossip and airs his views on literature. “In his opinion, Nadutov 

(“inflated”) captivates everybody, while Dmitriev.... Karamzin composes 

trifles; Derzhavin, for example, would write exceptionally, but he also, ex¬ 

cept for his odes, is worth no praise.” An unnamed old man, standing beside 
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the poet, comments about the speaker that fools are often amusing, and 

“ridiculous censure is a writer’s crown, a poet’s praise.” The hostess then 

approaches with an invitation to make a fourth at bridge (“boston”): “the 

orchestra blares, the count minces, Stukodei yells, and Zmeiada (“snake- 

poison”—a female here!) abuses everyone, and curses over the game.” 

Dancing has begun, and the hostess remarks on how well Grushenka and the 

count do the waltz. To the poet’s grief, a certain fat Beliza (“white”) comes 

and sits beside him and begins to gossip about the family: 

“So help me God,” she says, “here’s a wonderful family! The host spends all his time 

with the flute, his wife is exceedingly stupid and bores everybody. And as for Gru¬ 

shenka, believe me, she’ll never be any good. But no matter for that: you’re an intelli¬ 

gent man; you re at Skopidonov s house every day—you know all his tricks and every¬ 

thing about him. Isn’t it true that he finds an enemy in his wife, and that she puts horns 

on him? Nakhalovl insolent ] is often with her at the theater and pleasure-garden; 

yesterday he danced two polonaises with her at the ball, and afterward saw her to her 

carriage. But unfortunate Skopidonov bought his own sorrow: God rewarded him with 

a beautiful wife! Yes, enough, the fool himself is the cause of all [her] pranks.” 

She goes on to cite Buianov (“brawler”), who at forty married a little flirt; 

she forthwith ran away with a Frenchman. The poet escapes at last from the 

gossip, listens to a conversation on the merits of a certain Lizeta’s cutlets 

vs. her waffles, and finally gets to the supper table-only to find himself 

seated next to Vraliev ( ‘vral’ ’’—“nonsense” or “lies”). The old man prattles 

on about his hopeless son: “The youngster is already twenty, but he does 

nothing but read books; he doesn’t look for rank, or want happiness.” The 

father picked out a rich bride for the boy, but the ungrateful wretch refused, 
saying: 

“I’m not going to marry for money at all; I’ll take a wife when I’ve 

come to love her!” “How it will end with him I don’t know-but I feel this, 

that he 11 be a poor man, and nothing more. This is what your damned 

learning has done! He has no use for gold! If I could get my hands on Jean- 

Jacques [Rousseau] !” But the terrible infection of scorn for money, it 

seems, has spread even to the old-and Vraliev is off on the story of Prince 

Milov ( dear, pleasant ), fifty and more, with a marriageable only daughter— 

and the old fool is determined to let her marry a mere major whom she 

happens to love, who has only his officer’s rank and an honorable name, 

but no money! Milov claims that since he is rich, his son-in-law doesn’t have 

to be, “that being honorable is worth a hundred times more than being 

famous.” “And that, my dear friend,” concludes the old man in disgust, 

“is how they reason nowadays! And nowadays these are called men of 

sense!” The poet reassures his interlocutor: there aren’t very many like 

Prince Milov, and the love of lucre doesn’t appear to be in danger of dying 

out. The supper ends, the poet flees and returns full of relief to his own 

hearth, unafflicted with knaves and fashionable fools. 
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From the lively and humorous realism of “An Evening” it is no far 

step to V.L. Pushkin’s notorious sketch “A Dangerous Neighbor.”^ This 

piece, which had a wide underground circulation and was well known and 

much appreciated among the poet’s friends, could not, of course, be pub¬ 

lished in his lifetime in Russia because of its risque' subject. It is supposed to 

have been first issued in lithograph form in Munich in 1815, but no copies 

of this first edition are known to survive. It is a narrative poem, in perfectly 

conventional Alexandrine verse and quite neutral language of what purports 

to be a personal experience of the poet. 

The scenario, in brief, is as follows. Speaking as though to an assembled 

group of friends, the narrator relates his experiences of the previous evening. 

A neighbor, Buianov (“Brawler”) called on him to show off his new horses, 

and then described with relish a particularly handsome new girl at a local 

brothel, and suggested a visit there. The narrator, who describes himself 

as a pushover in such matters, agreed, and Buianov and he drove to the locale 

in question. This is described in some detail—the exterior, the madam, the 

girls and the patrons. Buianov appropriated the new sixteen-year-old beauty 

and began drinking with the other patrons, while another girl lured the nar¬ 

rator upstairs. Suddenly a terrific brawl began below—Buianov and one of the 

other patrons were in mortal combat, which presently involved everyone 

below stairs. The noise attracted the police, who broke in and began interro¬ 

gating the disturbers of the peace. The narrator, terrified, fled by a back 

door, leaving behind his purse and his watch. Pursued by stray dogs and 

floundering through mud and darkness, he finally reached home, resolved 

never again to have any dealings with his “dangerous neighbor.” 

The effectiveness of the piece depends on the piquant juxtaposition 

of a “low” subject with a conventionally proper presentation. The language, 

although colloquial, is not vulgar—the word “whore” [“bliad’ ”] does occa¬ 

sionally appear, modestly indicated by its first and last letters—and to add to 

the effect, the conversation of the madam and the other denizens of her place 

of business turns on literary subjects! This, of course, gives Vasily Lvovich 

an opportunity for a particularly murderous hit at his literary opponents 

of the conservative Beseda. If this kind of treatment were carried to an ex¬ 

treme, we would have of course such a parody epic as The Rape of the Lock 

or Boileau’s Le Lutrin or Maikov’s Elisei. The charm of “A Dangerous Neigh¬ 

bor” is precisely that it is not carried to the point of a parody. The general 

effect is rather like Henry Fielding’s use of pseudo-Homeric language to 

describe the battle in the churchyard between Molly Seagrim and a crowd of 

envious villagers (Tom Jones, Book IV, ch. viii). 

A good deal of the poem’s popularity was probably due when it was 

written to the topicality of the incidental literary polemics, which now have 

to be laboriously explained. Thus, in describing his and Buianov’s drive to 

the brothel, the narrator has occasion to mention the team, which he calls 

a “two-some” [“dvoitsa”] —a neologism formed from the Russian “two” 
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[“dva”] ; he then exclaims: 

Deign, O Varangian-Russ, our gloomy singer, the Slavophil’s god-father [Admiral Shish- 

kov, of course], to take this word as a model. Hitherto, tongue-tied and wallowing in 

our ignorance, in calling a “two-some” a “pair” [“para”—a French borrowing] in 

Russian, we have been writing so as to be understood. Well, to the devil with intelli¬ 

gence and taste! Just write, in good time! 

This is of course aimed at the Beseda group’s hostility to the use of foreign 

borrowings and their attempt to replace them with native Russian or Slavonic 

coinages. 

At this point the equipage—whether a “pair” of a “two-some”—reaches 

its destination, which is thus described: 

A little house, shaking like a reed in the wind, with a wicket-gate fastened with hooks 

presented itself to our view. Khers and Pokois were coupled on the walls [another hit 

at the Besedists: kher and pokoi are the Church Slavonic names of the letters called in 

modern Russian kba (kb) and pe (p), here undoubtedly standing for the words khui 

and pizda; the collocation of the solemn ecclesiastical alphabetic names and these un¬ 

printable obscenities is particularly startling]. 

“Who’s there?” a rude, hoarse voice inquired of us. “Open up briskly, or else—” 

yelled Buianov, “my fists are ready for the rascal’s teeth!” And he kicked the door; 

all the hooks flew apart. Stooping our heads, we entered a sort of closet. What now? 

A parish deacon was playing pitch with a merchant. Punch, beer and tobacco stood on 

the table. The madam was sitting there, with a broad behind, pimples on her forehead, 

and all stinking of garlic and vodka, and with her the famous beauty. Sultan Selim, 

Voltaire and Frederick II in their frames hung meekly over a sofa. Two burly patrons 

were laughing, conversing, and lauding “The New Sterne” as a marvel. Genuine talent 

finds defenders everywhere! [This barbed thrust concerns an anti-Karamzinist comedy 

by A.A. Shakhovskoy]. And here’s a lackey serving coffee; there stands the noseless cook 

in a padded jacket; chamber-pot, samovar and cups on a little bench. “Here I am,” 

announced bully-boy Buianov. Everybody shuddered-the deacon, the madam and 

the merchant-but they all, standing up, gave us a polite bow. “Don’t anyone move,” 

continued my imperious Neighbor. “Don’t anyone move! All are equal in a bordello 

with the whores! We haven’t come to offend any of the honorable people here. Pan- 

kratievna [the madam], sit down; give me a kiss, Variushka [the beauty]. Let’s have 

some punch; drink, deacon.” And the drinking party began. 

The cause of the battle royal which presently ensues is recounted in a solemn, 

moralistic fashion: 

Here is what was the cause of this dreadful combat. The deacon, the merchant and 

Neighbor were drinking punch over their game, wanting to display their knowledge 

of the world. Variushka was trying to pour for all the guests; nothing disturbed the 

decorum. But Bacchus has proved more than once to be the beginning of calamity. That 

foe of innocent diversions, that lover of malicious tricks, Satan, does not sleep on such 

occasions. The merchant felt a hankering for Variushka (and a whore, there’s no dis¬ 

puting it, is common property). In sitting down beside Aspasia [the madam], he gave 

the deacon a shove. Scowling, the deacon shoved Buianov. Buianov, impatient of this 
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greeting, let the deacon have it in the face, without a word; the deacon, summoning his 

courage, hit the merchant in the nose; the merchant seized from the table a bottle and 

tray, hurled them at his friends—and Satan was delighted! In this vale of tears, alas, 

mourning is always close to laughter! On swift pinions joy flies away, and sorrow is 

there—and how! 

The solemn and quasi-epic tone of the narration is intensified in the narrator’s 

account of his escape: 

Of shaggy Cerberi the most horrendous band, 

The spawn of hell at once arise before my face 

And bark and howl resound of hungry hounds in chase. 

Needs must my great-coat go, a sop for them to tear. 

Wet snow and piercing wind! O woe without compare! 

In anguish, in despair, and rain-soaked to the bone, 

As midnight tolled, at last, wounded and woe-begone, 

I dragged myself, my friends, to my poor cottage door. 

The naturalism of “A Dangerous Neighbor” is somewhat surprising, so 

early in the nineteenth century, but it must be remembered that it is, in 

V.L. Pushkin’s work, an isolated instance, and adopted for a very specific 

purpose, just as is the naturalism of parts of Radishchev’s Journey from St. 

Petersburg to Moscow. Furthermore, of course, as a work of an unpublish¬ 

able nature it is exempted from the canons that would otherwise apply. It 

belongs, however, to the eighteenth-century system of genres just as much 

as does the lachrymose elegiac pose that Vasily Lvovich ridicules. It is still 

a very long way from the genuine realism of the nineteenth century, of which 

A.S. Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin is the first important example. 
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CHAPTER XVI 

THE SENTIMENTALIST SCHOOL IN VERSE 

A. Ivan Ivanovich Dmitriev and the Genres of Fable and Tale 

Literary reputations have a way of quite suddenly evaporating with 

the passage of time, and a reader of a later age may wonder in utter per¬ 

plexity what was seen in the work of a once famous poet to make him 

famous. Such is the case with Ivan Ivanovich Dmitriev (1760-1837),1 whose 

renown as a poet completely eclipsed that of his friend Nikolai Karamzin, 

and indeed rivalled that of Derzhavin himself. To a twentieth-century 

reader his satires, especially “Other Folks’ Chatter,” and his verse tales, such 

as “The Fashionable Wife” still offer considerable interest; but his “Fables” 

which some nineteenth century critics seriously considered superior to 

those of Krylov, appear dull and tedious, and his songs, once so highly re¬ 

garded as models of lightness and elegance, seem to our age cold and vapid, 

not to be compared with those of Neledinsky-Meletsky. 

Dmitriev’s career as a writer had a rather slow start. Educated in a 

rather desultory way, partly at home, he was enrolled by his father at four¬ 

teen in the Semenovsky Guards regiment. Here he remained for twenty-two 

years, in a service that he thoroughly disliked, rising slowly from rank to rank 

until his retirement as a colonel. With the accession of Emperor Paul he trans¬ 

ferred to the civil service, becoming in 1797 Ober-Procuror of the Senate- 

a very high and responsible rank. After an interval (1799-1806) of retire¬ 

ment he reentered the Civil Service under Alexander I and was made a mem¬ 

ber of that monarch’s State Council and Minister of Justice. His final retire¬ 

ment from service occurred in 1814, after which he left the capital for 

Moscow, where he resided until his death. 

During the long years of his military service Dmitriev, by assiduous 

reading, gradually overcame the deficiencies of his early education, and 

through association with Nikolai Novikov and others turned his thoughts 

toward a literary career. In 1783 he became associated with young Nikolai 

Karamzin, six years his junior, who had already composed some verse. The 

two young men, both from the Simbirsk area, found a good deal in common, 

but Karamzin after a year in military service in St. Petersburg, resigned and 

retired first to the estate of his recently deceased father, and then to Moscow, 
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where he too became an intimate of Novikov. Dmitriev and Karamzin did not 

meet again until 1789, at the end of Karamzin’s eighteen-month European 

pilgrimage (recounted in his Letters of a Russian Traveler), at which time the 

younger man had formed the project of founding a literary journal. The pro¬ 

ject was carried out by the issuance in 1791 of the first number of the Mos¬ 

cow Journal, to which Dmitriev became a constant contributor. By this time 

Dmitriev had published a number of poems in the journal Morning Hours, 

and had made the acquaintance of Russia’s foremost poet of the day, 

Gavriil Derzhavin. When Karamzin in 1794 published the collection Aglaia, 

and in 1797-99 the annual “almanac” Aonides, both he and Dmitriev 

were extensively represented. In 1794 Karamzin’s first volume of verse 

appeared under the rather affected title My Trifles. Not to be outdone, 

Dmitriev issued in the following year (1795) his collection My Trifles, Too 

(I moi bezdelki). Six editions of Dmitriev’s verse, counting this first, ap¬ 

peared during the poet’s lifetime, from 1795 to 1823. 

Dmitriev’s first great literary idol, according to his own account, was 

Abbe Prevost, whose six-volume novel Memoires et aventures d’un homme 

de qualite was his first independent reading in French. This is an early ex¬ 

ample of the psychological novel with a distinctly “sentimental” tone. A 

later French writer of considerable influence on Dmitriev is Louis-Sebastien 

Mercier (1740-1815), a writer of sentimental bourgeois dramas. Although 

Dmitriev did not himself seriously attempt drama, his verse is marked 

throughout by the sentimental stamp. In this, as in much else, he and his 

friend Karamzin were entirely in accord. 

Of the pieces classified by the poet himself as “lyric verses,” there are 

a few of some formal interest, such as “To the Volga,”2 a nine-strophe poem 

in the classical ode form, but of content completely outside the pale of 

the classical ode. We have seen in Kapnist’s work similar cases; they typify 

the break-down at the end of the century of the entire genre system of classi¬ 

cism. Dmitriev’s “To the Volga” resembles a travelogue more than an ode. 

In two imitations of Horace he experiments with, first an entirely novel 

strophic form with which to reproduce Horace’s Alcaics; and second, with 

a rendering in iambic “free verse” without strophic division (for Horace 

Carmina I, iii).3 Neither piece is comparable to the Horatian versions of 

Muraviev and Kapnist. A much later “Imitation of Horace” (1810)4 is ab¬ 

surdly labeled “from Ode vii of Book XIII”! Whether this is Dmitriev’s 

attempt at a joke is uncertain; the poem is a paraphrase of Carmina II, xvi. 

The classical ode, with its pomposity and straining for effect, lent itself 

/ery readily to parody, and we have seen how even Sumarokov indulged in 

writing “nonsense odes.” Among Dmitriev’s 1792 pieces is a “Hymn to 

Rapture,’’^ which is in its way a good parody of the ode style, although its 

"orm has nothing in common with that of the ode, being both monostrophic 

and only twenty-four lines long. It is worth quoting entire: 
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Rapture [Lomonosov’s “vostorg”], rapture of the poet’s soul! Thou rushest on daring 

pinions over all the bounds of his world! Through thee he is now on the waves, and 

blows up mountains of foam; through thee he has soared in a moment to Aurora’s 

palace, like a swift fly—and in a moment he falls headlong into the dale, where there 

are no flowers save the lily [“krinu”—a reference, of course, to the hackneyed “Ekaterinu- 

krinu” rhyme of the ode-writers], wherein the Ganges flows together with the Neva. 

And at that same moment—I tremble and thrill!—betwixt ether and earth, from the 

crests of the Caucasus, the mountains of ice, to which the eye cannot reach, through 

the frozen clouds he prophesies—like the maw of Aetna, he neighs, he belches! The voice 

is no longer a mortal’s, every word there is enormous [“golemo”—an obsolete Slavonic 

word], inscrutable, thunderous, novel—Pegasus himself is spraying him! The lyre’s 

strings are heard no longer, but only blazing thunder-bolts, tempest, tumult, roaring, 

whistling, glitter, crashing, thunder, ringing [“vikhr’, shum, rev, svist, blesk, tresk, 

grom, zvon”—a nonsense line made up of nothing but monosyllables!] and slumber 

[or dream] covers all [men] with its wings! 

That he was aware of the absurdities of the classical ode did not, however, 

prevent Dmitriev from writing some himself. His poem “The Death of Prince 

Potemkin” (1791),^ although not so titled, is a perfectly regular ode, some¬ 

what shorter than most such effusions (it has only nine strophes) but not 

otherwise unusual. There are three other pieces, each titled “Verses on—,” 

which are also regular odes, and among the worst of their kind: “Verses on 

the Joyous Birthday of Her Imperial Highness” (1795),^ a most repulsive 

example of the congratulatory ode, replete with every variety of bad taste; 

“Verses on the Annexation of the Polish Province of Courland and Semigalia 

to the Russian Empire” (1795),^ a servile glorification of the infamous 

Third Partition of Poland; and “Verse to His Imperial Highness Paul I on His 

Ascension of the Throne of All the Russias” (1796).^ An extract from this 

murky monstrosity, full of Slavonicisms, sounds as much like a parody as 

the “Ode to Rapture”: 

Russia blooms like a garden [“vertogradom”], is radiant with the light of gladness! 

Village [“ves’ ”] vies with village, city [“grad”] with city in their plenty, in their pri¬ 

macy. All, all the treasures of nature that are within the earth, that the waters cover, 

I see risen up before Paul! And the mountains exhale gold, and the oceans spew forth 

Leviathans in tribute to the Tsar! 

Dmitriev, it seems, was not comfortable with the ode, and did very badly 

with it. He never mastered Derzhavin’s unique system of coupling the high 

style lightly with the low. His unpretentious “sbngs,” however, are far better, 

and in some cases come close to those of his contemporary. Neledinsky- 

Meletsky. Certainly not much can be said for the most famous of these, 

the saccharine little ditty that begins: “The little gray dove is moaning” 

[“stonet sizyi golubochek”], with its pseudo-popular diminutives, which used 

to elicit the copious tears of sentimental maidens by its affecting picture of 

the death of the heart-broken bird: “He lays him down on the grass [“travke”] ; 

he has tucked his little bill [ nosik ] in his feathers; he moans no more, sighs 
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no more; the dove.... has fallen asleep forever.”1*3 Better is the three-stanza 

“peasant woman’s song,”11 which Dmitriev assures his readers in a note 

is an exact imitation of an old song of the common folk”: 

Ah! If I had known before that love gives birth to woe, I would not with gay 

heart have met the midnight star! I would not have cast, unknown to all, a golden 

ring! I would not have looked in sweet hope upon the beloved flatterer! 

For the warding off of the blow in my cruel, malevolent fate, I would have cast 

for myself light little wings of the heated wax, and taken wing to the birth-land of my 

beloved; tenderly, tenderly I would have looked at him, if but once only. 

And then I would have flown away with tears and longing; brooding, head in 

hand, I would have sat down by the highroad; I would have sobbed, I would have wailed: 

“Good people! How can I live? I loved an unfaithful one.Teach me not to love.” 

The vogue of “light verse” at the end of the century is closely associ¬ 

ated with the popularity of “Anacreon,” that is, of the Alexandrian and 

Byzantine Greek songs believed at that time to be the genuine works of the 

poet of Teos. How Kheraskov perverted the Anacreontic meter and form by 

making them the vehicle for didactic moralizing we have seen. A less violent 

but still quite considerable distortion of the genre appears in Dmitriev’s 

“Stanzas to N.M. Karamzin” (1794).^ Here the regular Anacreontic meter 

is employed as the medium for an elegy. The poem begins with two con¬ 

ventionally “Anacreontic” strophes: “Begone from me, Cato, Seneca, begone, 

gloomy Epictetus! Without joys, the world would be empty, unbearable for 

man. Youth doesn’t come twice. Happy is he who, while young, strews his 

path with flowers, without a foresight of stormy days.” These are then fol¬ 

lowed by the poet’s remark that thus he used “to tune his lyre” in the days 

of his heedless youth; but now, as he listens to the mournful nightingale, 

he feels only despondency: “The morning of my days has become darkened, 

and will not bloom again; my heart has said farewell to happiness, and the 

dream of springtime years.” The poet appears to be in exile, and speaks 

wistfully of once more casting his “filial gaze” on the Volga, and of reclining 

under the shade of the trees of his home. The poem ends: “There was a time 

when we played here under the thick shade. You [trees] are blooming.... 

we have faded! Give repose to old age.” 

Closer to the spirit of Anacreontic verse, although not in the traditional 

form, is a rousing drinking-song of 1795, which begins:13 “Friends! Time is 

swiftly-moving, and you don’t see how it flies! We shall not be young for¬ 

ever—old age will be on us in a moment. What’s to do? Very well, we’ll 

drink while waiting.” The usual Epicurean “moral” is drawn—“the best 

means of living in friendly fashion is: talk less nonsense, and drink more.” 

It is the melancholy autumn—what can we do to lighten our gloom? “Drink 

more often punch and brandy.” “O brandy, wondrous brandy! You have 

restored the spring to us; you have warmed us, like lovely May, covered our 

cheeks with roses—in what way can we do you honor? By drinking twice, 
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three times as much!” 

Another song of 1795 begins “Having tuned my languid [“tomnu”] 

lyre—This can be profitably compared with Neledinsky-Meletsky’s 

“My love was sitting yesterday—” [“Milaia vchera sidela”] where the 

Neledsinky-Meletsky piece is artless and naive in its impatience with nightin¬ 

gale and rustling trees that interfere with the poet’s enjoyment of his be¬ 

loved’s song, Dmitriev’s relies for whatever point it has on the conventional 

mythological picture of the love-god with his enamoring arrows: 

Having tuned my languid lyre I was singing a song, and delighting with my playing 

hand my beloved Elvira. 

She was looking at me with a tender smile. The lovely one’s angelic look! I was 
confused at heart. 

Then she struck up a song-even the nightingale fell silent! My soul burned with 
passionate love for her. 

Hiding beneath a little bush Love, sporting, made a noise; approaching us silently, 

he was minded to loose an arrow. 

“In vain, god of the universe, are you minded to pierce my breast,”—said I, 
enchanted. “In vain you are minded to tear my heart! 

It is subject to my beloved, subject to her alone; it burns for Elvira: it is not in 
your dominion.” 

Just as Dmitriev saw the ridiculous side of the classical ode and com¬ 

posed parodies, even while continuing to write odes seriously, so he did 

also with the sentimental song. His 1796 piece beginning with the delight¬ 

ful line: “I would be a pug-dog” is contemporary with his best serious 

songs: 

I would be a pug-dog, so as to snore forever; no matter if I should take to barking, 
and sing no longer. 

In one warm dress-coat I would go the year around, and I would pay off the great 
Dane with contempt for his barking. 

I would see no denial from an English puppy at receptions by Clymene, when I 
visited her house. 

I would lick her little hands always on a par with him [i.e., the puppy] , and all 
little bitches would be equally lovable to me. 

If a pug-bitch should be unfaithful, I would attach myself to a toy poodle; I 
wouldn’t waste ink or write elegies. 

But to turn myself into a pug-dog is impossible for me forever, so why flatter 
myself to no purpose? Let me stay on being a man. 

Although the elegy as a genre was recognized by the classical legislators 

(we have seen it employed by Sumarokov and by Rzhevsky, among others), 

it is more characteristic of the romantic poets of the nineteenth century, 

and of their sentimentalist predecessors. Dmitriev’s 1803 elegy “Grief”!? 

[ grust ] sounds less artificial than most, and may well be genuinely per¬ 
sonal: 
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Led on by despondency [“unyniem”—a typical sentimentalist and pre-romantic 

word, a favorite of Zhukovsky] of heart, 1 shall go with my lyre to those places where 

Nature bestows eternal slumber, where sleep both sorrow and vanity. 

There over the dust of virtuous Elvira I shall shed tears, and with the quiet sound 

of my languid [“tomnoi”] lyre I shall sing to the unspeaking shades: 

“Eternal peace be yours! Taste the sweetness of repose in a haven free from woe; 

now for you both grief and sadness are nothing any longer; for you they exist no more! 

No longer terrible for you are the blows, the inflictions of the wicked; neither 

their secret snares are perilous, nor their open persecution. 

No longer can anyone with dishonorable judgment poison your soul, make the 

pure, the righteous, guilty, and plunge a sharp sword in your heart. 

No! The heart beats in you no longer, it is quiet for all time; it is no longer 

responsive even to the best-loved voice. 

O sensitive one [“chuvstvitel’nyi”] ! Taste comfort, having accomplished the 

course of stormy days; do not fear the sweet poison of bewitching eyes; 

Fear no more contempt and cutting reproaches as a reward for your meekness, 

for the simplicity of a gentle heart. 

Ah! Shall it be long for hapless me, a wanderer here, to drag out my journey? 

When shall I have passed the terrible plain? It is time, it is time to rest at last!” 

When we pass from what may be lumped together as the subjective 

lyrical varieties—ode, song, elegy, etc.—and come to the objective kinds, we 

find ourselves more unmistakably in the classicist’s realm. But even here 

there are differences, as we shall note especially in the fable. One of the 

quite unclassifiable pieces from this area is the semi-dramatic poem “Ermak” 

(1794),one of Dmitriev’s most frequently anthologized pieces. It is com¬ 

posed in iambic tetrameter, and consists, between the poet’s own utterances 

at beginning and end, of a dialogue imagined between two Siberian shamans, 

an elder and a younger. The two are pictured as sitting beside the banks of 

the Irtysh and mourning antiphonally the defeat of their khan Kuchum and 

his forces at the hands of the Russian Cossack Ermak (A.D. 1581). The elder 

shaman prophesies the ultimate subjection of all Siberia to Ermak’s com¬ 

patriots, and tells of a voice he has heard from heaven, proclaiming: “Siberia, 

who hast rejected my law! Remain forever, groaning, weeping, the bond- 

slave of a white tsar!” The elder shaman ends his prophecy with the words 

“Woe to us!” which his younger colleague echoes as the two rise and dis¬ 

appear in the mist. The poet then addresses the shade of the hero Ermak, 

for whom he in turn prophesies an eternal fame: “The radiance of your 

glory shall be eclipsed when the light of the sun is darkened, when the 

heavens fall in ruins with a crash, and time falls to the scythe!” The poem’s 

gloomy atmosphere, and especially the description of the wild and savage 

landscape where the colloquy of the two shamans takes place are evidences 

of the Ossianic influence, much as these may be seen in Derzhavin’s nearly 

contemporary “Waterfall.” 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century the “ballad,” popularized 

by German pre-romantics, had become established in Russia. We have seen 

some examples among the late verses of Muraviev, and we shall presently note 
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Karamzin’s “Raisa” (1791) as the supposedly first published Russian example. 

Dmitriev has one fairly late poem (1805) entitled “Old-Time Love.”19 Its 

quite conventional theme coincides with that of Zhukovsky’s “Castle of 

Smalholm,” though Dmitriev’s setting purports to be medieval Russian. 

The beautiful daughter of a “great chieftain” in “white-stone Moscow” falls 

in love with a singer, is imprisoned by her outraged father, and dies of grief 

when she sees the body of her murdered lover. Breaking the tradition of a 

proper ballad, the poet introduces a good deal of subjective comment in intro¬ 

ducing his subject, instead of letting the story speak for itself. 

The fable is one of the most ancient of literary types: East Indian 

collections exist, and in Greece the “Fables of Aesop,” a Phrygian slave of 

the sixth century B.C., to whom legend attributed a collection of prose 

mythoi, served as the origin for subsequent literary versions—the Latin verses 

of Phaedrus, of the first century B.C., and the Greek choliambics of Babrius, 

of the second century A.D. The medieval beast fable, e.g., the stories about 

“Reynard the Fox,” contributed its part to the growth of the genre, which 

first acquired “classical” status in the hands of the great French master, 

Jean de la Fontaine. Fontaine’s Fables are the model acknowledged and imi¬ 

tated by all Russian fabulists of the eighteenth century from Sumarokov to 

Krylov. 

The characteristics of the fable as a classical genre are readily defined: 

brevity, simplicity, and didacticism. From the servile status associated with 

the genre’s founder Aesop, the literary type in its beginnings is assigned to 

the “low” style—that is, words and expressions of the ordinary vernacular 

language, especially proverbs, are admissible in it, indeed almost obligatory. 

Sumarokov, the first Russian poet to publish a collection of fables, employed 

in it a far more colloquial style than, for example, in his comedies. 

A word of explanation about the Russian names for the genre is re¬ 

quired. The word pritcha is the oldest term: it is a Biblical word, serving to 

designate both the book which we call the “Proverbs of Solomon” in the Old 

Testament, and the “parables” of Jesus in theNew. What these quite different 

kinds of composition have in common is a strongly didactic purpose and a 

more or less popular tone. The Aesopic fables translated into Russian in the 

seventeenth century and Sumarokov’s collection of literary verse versions of 

the eighteenth are both entitled pritchi: the designation marks them first and 

foremost as moral and edifying short narratives, in allegorical form. The word 

basnia more specifically denotes a story in which beasts play human parts; it 

has a slightly more derogatory tone and implies nothing of a moral nature. 

Basnia is the term used for their collections by Khemnitser and Dmitriev. 

The Greek “apologue” (Russian “apolog”), sometimes rather loosely applied 

to any form of fable, properly denotes a very brief and epigrammatic form, 

in which neither narrative nor characterization has place, but merely a brief 

statement of situation and a moral: Dmitriev published a collection of apo- 

516 



logues in quatrains.20 

From its inception the fable was essentially a didactic genre. The teach¬ 

ing, however, was not necessarily or originally ethical, but rather what might 

be termed “worldly wisdom.” The narrative would serve to illustrate a 

supposedly normal and constant feature of human nature and conduct—and 

this feature would be underlined by an explicit and unmistakable statement, 

placed either at the beginning of the fable, or, more emphatically, at its end, 

following the illustrative narrative. This “moral” was the essential and indis¬ 

pensable portion—the “narration” illustrating it might be reduced, as in the 

apologue, to the very barest skeleton; neither narrative nor moral in the earliest 

history of the type admitted much elaboration or ornamentation; the moral, 

however, always tended to be given with a certain epigrammatic concision. 

Sumarokov’s Fables are strictly and uniquely classical—brief, un¬ 

adorned, in a deliberately “low” and common language, and always didactic 

in purpose. Many of them are on themes from the traditional Aesopic collec¬ 

tion, or from La Fontaine’s Fables; some are of Sumarokov’s own invention. 

As with Aesop, the personnel of Sumarokov’s Fables are not always animals— 

human beings play their part as well. 

Many other Russian writers between Sumarokov and Dmitriev pro¬ 

duced fables (e.g., Kheraskov and Maikov), but only Khemnitser achieved 

much renown and made any essential changes in the type. As we have seen, 

Khemnitser’s language, with rare exceptions, is elegant and upper-class 

Russian—more or less identical with Lomonosov’s “middle” rather than his 

“low” style. Khemnitser’s models are very frequently the German verses of 

Gellert—and, as we have noted, Gellert’s collection bears the designation 

Fables and Tales. La Fontaine, too, had composed “tales (“contes”), but these 

were not combined with his fables in the same book, and are entirely indepen¬ 

dent creations, most emphatically non-didactic. Most of them are mere amusing 

anecdotes, many derived from Boccaccio’s Decameron. Khemnitser, follow¬ 

ing Gellert, entitled his collection Fables and Tales, and many of the pieces 

contained in it belong to the latter category—that is, they are devoid of moral 

instruction, the emphasis is entirely on the narrative, which becomes quite 

extended, and the place of the “moral” is taken by a “punch line”; thus, the 

poem entitled “The Dying Father” (see above, p. 432). This is a mere narrative 

of how a father at the point of death left all his property to his intelligent 

son, disinheriting the fool altogether. The “punch line,” spoken by the father 

when the intelligent son pleads for his stupid brother, is : “Don’t be con¬ 

cerned about him: a fool will always get along in this world.” There is ob¬ 

viously no “moral” in this, and the poem is a “tale” rather than a “fable.” 

The combination of the two genres in the same collection, however, leads in¬ 

evitably to ambiguity and confusion, and with some of the pieces the dis¬ 

tinction is not easy to make. Khemnitser’s practice with both types is to 

give greater prominence to the narrative and less to the “moral” or its equi¬ 

valent than classical precedent sanctioned. 
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The final step in this direction was taken by Dmitriev. The fable by its 

nature as a genre primarily directed toward inculcating a lesson, whether of a 

strictly moral nature (as usually with Kheraskov) or of mere worldly wisdom, 

was always in its earlier examples satirical in its approach—that is, the narra¬ 

tion tended to expose the follies or inequities of man’s existence, either directly 

or in the traditional allegorical form of the “beast fable.” Thus, for example, 

Khemnitser’s fable of “The Dancing Bear” exposes in allegorical form the 

natural human tendency to feel impatience and irritation with anyone who 

shows an attainment superior to one’s own. This satirical element in the fable 

is linked with its status as a “low” genre. But Khemnitser raised the fable 

from its “low”position in the stylistic hierarchy and approximated it to 

the “middle style.” With Dmitriev, whose collection Fables and Tales2* 

(Basni i Skazki) was published in 1798, the style is raised still further. Ac¬ 

cording to the well-known critique of Merzliakov, “Sumarokov found 

[fables] among the simple, low folk; Khemnitser brought them into the city; 

Dmitriev opened the door for them into enlightened, cultivated societies, 

distinguished by taste and language.”22 

Khemnitser had also lessened to a great extent the traditional didacti¬ 

cism of the genre. Many of his fables are quite devoid of a “moral,” while in 

some cases the place of a “moral” is taken by a wry personal comment, not 

intended to be universally applicable, as the moral of earlier fables had always 

implicitly been. Here too Dmitriev carried to its final point a trend that his 

predecessors had initiated. Dmitriev’s fables are almost entirely non-didactic. 

Instead of the traditional moral he often appends, or intrudes into his narra¬ 

tive, a personal lyric note, more appropriate, perhaps, to the elegy; an ex¬ 

ample is the early fable (1792): “The Bee, the Bumble-bee and I,”2^ where 

the subjective comment even enters the title: 

The Bumble-Bee, rummaging in the dung, remarked about the clever Bee, which had 

lighted far away on a rose: “Why is she so much praised, in such honor and so fashion¬ 

able with all? I too puff and pant and pour my sweat, and also give people honey; but 

for all that I am as it were a zero in nature, known to none hitherto.” “Mine is the same 

sort of fate, Bumble-Bee,” said I to him, sighing. “It’s ten years since a malign fate 

inflicted me with a passion for verse. I, following after the best singers, keep writing, 

writing, toiling, sweating, and setting down rhymes precisely. But all the same I’m not 
rich in readers, and I find no path to glory.” 

In the fable “The Two Doves,” imitated from La Fontaine’s “Les deux 

pigeons,”24 the “moral” at the end is the following: 

Love, believe me, will replace everything for you. I myself have been in love; then I 

would not have exchanged marble palaces or kingdoms in the sky or the solitary meadow 

that my darling’s presence brightened!.... Will you return again, moments of gladness, 

moments of ecstasy? Or shall I live by remembrance alone? Has the time of such dear 
enchantments gone by, and have I had my all of loving? 
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The fable consists essentially of three elements: the narrative, the 

characterization, and the moral. Of these, as has been noted above, the moral 

is the raison d’etre of the genre When thi is lost or devalued, the purpose of 

the genre disappears, and it becomes simply another variety of narrative 

poem, marked only by the allegorical element (the animal disguise, where 

this still subsists). The fact that collections, such as those of Gellert and 

Khemnitser, lumped together “fables and tales” made it easier for the two 

types to merge. Shorn of its moral, the fable developed the narrative, which 

often reached a length approximating that of the tale, and the poet ex¬ 

pended a great deal of his ingenuity in presenting the “characters” of his 

narrative—human or animal—in psychologially plausible portraits. Taken 

together with the trend, from Khemnitser on, for the fabulist to drop the tradi¬ 

tional “low style” of the genre in favor of the colorless “middle style,” and it 

is evident that the fable as a distinctive literary type has had its day and is on 

the way to disappearance. 

The effect of Dmitriev’s changes in the fable may be appreciated from 

his imitation of La Fontaine’s Le chene et le roseau (Dub i trost’: 1795):^ 

An Oak once entered into conversation with a Reed: “I pity,” said the Oak, bending 

his dignified gaze upon her [i.e., the reed] , “little Reed, I pity your lot! I suppose, for 

you a sparrow is a burden. The lightest breeze, that scarce ruffles the water, is as terrible 

for you as the storm in bad weather, and it bends you to the ground, while I am tall and 

spreading, and not only cut off Phoebus’s rays to a great distance, but even despise the 

tempest and the thunder. I stand and listen tranquilly to the cracking and groaning 

around me. Everything for me is a zephyr, everything for you is a northern gale. Happy 

would you be if you had grown up with me; beneath my thick shade you would not 

fear the storms. But Destiny decreed for you to grow, instead of upon the grain-rich 

plain, upon the swampy banks of Aeolus’s empire. I’ faith, your lot has inspired even 

me with sorrow.” “You are very sympathetic,” replied the Reed to the Oak. “But, in 

truth, I have never sighed about myself—indeed, there is nothing to sigh over. The winds 

are less dangerous for me than for you. Though their terrible blasts have not hitherto 

been able to shake you, yet let us await the end.” With this word a storm of a sudden 

began to blow from the north, and the sky was darkened; a terrible wind struck; it 

destroys and sweeps away, the foliage flies and whirls. The Reed bends, the Oak stands. 

The wind, redoubling its efforts, struck with all its might—and he, t whose top the eye 

could hardly see, who almost reached to heaven and to hell—fell! 

The poem is a very close imitation, almost a translation, of the French ori¬ 

ginal; neither provides an explicit moral; in both cases the principal em¬ 

phasis is on characterization—the condescending benevolence of the magnate 

(the Oak) and the sturdy independence of the commoner (the Reed). Dmitriev 

achieves a more epigrammatic effect in his conclusion than does La Fontaine, 

with the abrupt and startling single-word line: “Kto ada i nebes edva ne 

dostigal—Upal!” 

Dmitriev’s fables enjoyed a most enviable reputation in his own time, 

chiefly, it seems, because of his elegant style, so different from the deliberate¬ 

ly coarse and “common” tone of Sumarokov. It was this style which led 
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Prince Peter Vyazemsky to declare Dmitriev’s fables superior to those of 

Krylov— ° a verdict totally incomprehensible to a modern reader, to whom 

they seem rather light and flimsy, vapid pieces, devoid of either satire or local 

color. They are, to be sure, sometimes short and simple enough to be almost 

epigrammatic, and hence effective. Such is “The Traveler” (1803):22 

A traveler, finding a monastery on his way, asked the brothers for permission to go up 

into their bell-tower. He climbed and began to praise the various sights which the height 

revealed to him. “What enchanting places!” he exclaimed. “Around me 1 see mountains, 

forests, lakes and valleys! Is it not so?” he asked one of the brothers who stood with 

him. “Yes,” the man of toil, sighing, answered him, “for a traveler.” 

One may note here, incidentally that belfries are not a feature of Russian 

monasteries, nor mountains of the Russian landscape. 

The fable “Father and Son” (1805)2^ is a lively dialogue, with an epi¬ 

grammatic point: 

“Tell me, daddy, how to attain happiness,” a son asked his father. The latter said to him: 

“There’s no better road than to toil with body and mind, serving father-land, your fellow- 

citizens, and to be most often with pen and book, if we want to be good for something.” 

“Oh, that’s hard! Isn’t there an easier way?” “By intrigue, to worm one’s way like a toad 

or a snake toward one who will rise through Fortune at court....” “But that’s low!” 
“Well, then, simply-be a fool. That’s how many succeed!” 

Although beast-fables of the traditional Aesopic kind constitute a sub¬ 

stantial portion of Dmitriev’s work in this genre, they are the least original 

and the least interesting. Many of his fables are translations or reworkings, 

usually from the French. One quite impressive example is “The Book of 

Reason” (1803),29 from a minor French fabulist named Auber: 

At the beginning of the world, when the council of the gods, without demanding either 

lambs or flowers [i.e., as sacrifices], forestalled the desires of all creatures—at that time, 

as report has come down to us in tradition, Jupiter at a merciful hour gave man a book, 

which could take the place of a library. Its title: “Reason”; and it had been composed 

by Minerva herself, with the end that in it all ages might recognize the road to virtue and 

become happier. However, in this heavenly gift little profit was found on earth. In read¬ 

ing the work childhood saw only the pictures in it, youth only errors, maturity, belated 
regret; and old age—tore up the pages. 

The modifications which Dmitriev, following Khemnitser, had intro¬ 

duced into the fable, and principally the elimination of the didactic purpose 

of the genre, disturbed the literary conservatives. Dmitriev’s position as one 

of the chief followers of Karamzin and foes of the classical system of rigid 

genres enhanced the indignation aroused by his cavalier abandonment of what 

had been traditionally the principal identifying mark of the fable-its 

“moral.” The chief spokesman for the traditional point of view was Count 

Dmitry Ivanovich Khvostov (1757-1835). Khvostov was a quite prolific writer 
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of what the Karamzinist group of literati ridiculed as extremely bad verse. 

Actually, the bulk of his verse is neither better nor worse than that of many 

of his contemporaries. His Select Fables (Izbrannye pritchi: 1802), however, 

contain some particularly grotesque absurdities which his adversaries made 

the most of. Thus, for example, the adventurous pigeon, in the first version 

of his fable “The Two Pigeons,”^ subsequently modified, escapes from the 

net he has fallen into in a fashion quite surprising for a pigeon: “Somehow 

he gnawed through the cords with his teeth and gained his freedom.” The 

shelter-seeking ass, in “The Ass and the Rowantree”^ tries to climb into the 

tree like the birds, “and firmly grasps the tree with his paws [“lapami”] .” 

Khvostov, however, quite simply had no concern about the details of natural 

history; his interest centered entirely on the moral implications of his fables. 

When the Arzamas crowd made fun of his ass with paws and pigeon with 

teeth he replied indignantly:^2 “It is possible to know natural history, to 

be a Buffon, and still offend against natural morality.” In his verse epistle 

“About Parables” (i.e., “Fables”),^ he writes: “See to it that from the 

parable a lesson to us emerges,” and again, “Admonition is your prime busi¬ 

ness.” In his 1819 essay: “Some Thoughts on the Nature of the Fable” he 

adverts to another of Dmitriev’s innovations—detailed characterization of 

the persons of his fables. For Khvostov one of the principal merits of the 

genre is that the animals always represent the same qualities and no others: 

“unlimited extension of the rights of the allegorical genre may destroy it 

completely.” The wolf in fable is “the powerful and wicked man.” To elabo¬ 

rate the wolf’s character by making him cunning or stupid is to nullify 

the moral lesson, fable’s only purpose.^ 

Khvostov’s fable “The Crow and the Cheese” (“Vorona i syr”)^ is a 

typical example of his own style as a fabulist; his notes declare that he took 

it from “Aesop, Phaedrus and La Fontaine.” The subject is that of the French 

fabulist’s Le Corbeau et le renard, but the simplicity of Khvostov’s treatment 

belongs entirely to Aesop: 

Once after a banquet a crow was carrying away a small piece of cheese. With her booty 

in her lips (“gubakh”—another of Khvostov’s anatomical boners!] she settled without 

delay upon a walnut-tree bough. 

A fox hurried to the cheese, and as usual, began to sing her flattery (it was im¬ 

possible to take the cheese by force): “I presume your voice is charming and tender and 

lofty.” The stupid crow in her joy dreamed that she had become a Catalani [a famous 

Italian soprano], and opened her maw [“past’ ”] —out fell the cheese, which seizing, 

the sly fox said forthwith: “Never believe praise, sister. The world praises the crow when 

she happens to have some cheese.” 

Needless to say, both the “lips” and the “maw” of the crow aroused the 

mirth of the Arzamas crowd. Apropos of the latter Khvostov in his notes 

remarks:^ “I say ‘opened her maw.’ What though the student of natural 

history may say that a crow has a mouth or a bill [while] ‘maw’ is used only 

with animals. But I mean here in a transferred sense, a ‘wide mouth,’ and am 

521 



picturing an incapacity for beautiful song. The common folk say of a person: 

‘See now, he’s opened his maw!’ ” 

There is no need at this point to pursue further the history of the fable 

as a genre, or the fortunes of the conservative and progressive literary circles 

represented by Khvostov and Dmitriev. The final resolution of the problem 

belongs to the nineteenth century, with A.E. Izmailov and Ivan Krylov as the 

chief figures. Suffice it to say that as with all attempts to turn history back¬ 

wards, the effort to maintain the fable as a didactic vehicle failed, and the 

genre itself, having no further reason for existence, disappeared after the 

middle of the nineteenth century. 

Among Dmitriev’s My Trifles, Too, the most trifling are surely his 

numerous “apologues, inscriptions and epigrams.”36 Much admired in his 

day, they seem to a modern reader merely tedious and silly, when not wholly 

incomprehensible through our ignorance of the circumstances that generated 

them. His best epigram, entitled “Inscription for a Portrait of Mr.-”37 is 

also the shortest and most pointed; it is in full, in Russian and English: 

H 3to lenoBeK? And this is a man? 

O BpeMeHu! O Ben! Oh the times! Oh the age! 

The verse tale [ skazka ] was, as we have seen, almost a Siamese 

twin of the fable.38 The Russian term translates the French conte and the 

German Erzahlung, and, like its European model, is a very ill-defined concept. 

As Izmailov commented, there are more excellent examples of the genre 

than there are adequate definitions of it.” For some theorists the distinction 

from the fable lies in the nature of the actors.- the fable is allegorical, its 

“persons” being animals, birds, fish, flowers, trees, etc., while the “tale” 

introduces only human beings, gods or the like. This, however, would ex¬ 

clude from the fable such Aesopic examples as “Death and the Peasant.” 

Other definitions of the tale” stress the every-day, realistic character of the 

scene-but this again would exclude such a “tale” as Dmitriev’s “Notional 

Girl [ Prichudnitsa ] ,3^ in which a fairy godmother transplants the heroine 

into a land of magical riches and beauty. Certainly one of the most distinctive 

features of the “tale., as opposed to the “fable” is the total absence of the 

didactic element in the former, which, as we have seen, constituted the real 

essence of the latter. Whatever the “tale” may be or do, its purpose is not to 

instruct, but to amuse. Of course, when the fable loses its distinctive didactic 

aspect, it becomes almost, if not quite, indistinguishable from the “tale.” 

Even the writers of “tales” are often uncertain of the proper classification 

of this or that narrative poem: Dmitriev, for instance, shifts some of his 

poems from one to the other category in the different editions of his com¬ 

plete works. Under such conditions, the blanket designation “Fables and 

Tales, ’ employed by Khemnitser, Dmitriev and later (1818) A.E. Izmailov, 

is a very convenient one, saving the poet the embarrassment of having to’ 
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pigeon-hole his work. 

Jean de la Fontaine was the author, as is sometimes forgotten, not only 

of the immortal Fables, but of a series of short and entertaining, sometimes 

rather ribald “stories” (“contes”) in verse. Some French eighteenth-century 

poets, including Voltaire, continued this minor genre. As composed by La 

Fontaine and his followers the conte has in common with the fable the verse 

form, known in French as vers libre—verse, that is, that is “free” in the sense 

of having no fixed length of line or rhyme scheme. In Russian this becomes 

the so-called “free iambic,” utilized by all writers of fables and tales from 

Sumarokov on, and otherwise most conspicuously by Bogdanovich in his 

Dushenka, which may be classified as in some sort an over-grown “tale.” 

Dmitriev, who had translated and imitated La Fontaine’s Fables, tried 

his hand at the “verse tale” [“skazka”] likewise, with remarkable success. 

His light, ironic, tongue-in-cheek style and elegant language lent themselves 

admirably to the telling of a racy anecdote in such a way as to be enter¬ 

taining without shocking. Of his skazki the best is the 1791 tale, “The 

Fashionable Wife.”40 The original of this tale is novel VI of the First Day of 

the Heptameron of Marguerite of Navarre, itself borrowed from one of the 

Cent nouvelles nouvelles (novel 16— Le Borgne aveugle). The subject is a 

“wandering plot” known even in the East Indian Panchatantra (Book I, 

fable vi). 

Dmitriev’s skazka recounts how an aging, one-eyed bureaucrat takes a 

young wife and suffers the supposedly inevitable consequence of his uxorious 

folly. The “hero” is thus described: 

Prolaz [the name means “rascal”] through the course of half a century had always been 

crawling and crawling and humbly petitioning, and finally, by such innocent arts had 

crawled up to the rank of a person of note—that is, he had got a name for himself 

(I’m speaking, of course, as the world speaks), that is, he had begun to drive a carriage 

with six horses [since only the first four in the “table of ranks” had this privilege, it 

appears that Prolaz had attained the civil equivalent of a generalship!] 

Prolaz took a wife who was “pretty, knew how to live, was clever, adroit, 

and wrapped the old fellow around her finger.” “One day his wife was— 

here’s my trouble! I can’t find words to express it better—not quite ill, but 

not quite well, and so neither the one nor the other, not up to sorts, as it 

were. She says to her husband: ‘Listen, dear heart, I need some new things 

for the holiday. Please, buy me a turban at Mme Bobrie’s; and listen, darling: 

I would like a screen for my fireplace. You know, it’s only a step from her 

place to the English shop—and if it’s still there—but no, it’s too expensive! 

But it’s just terribly [uzhast’J nice!’ ” This broad hint has, of course, the 

desired effect, and Prolaz is soon off on an errand to get his wife an ex¬ 

pensive shawl that has captivated her. No sooner is he out of the house than 

a fashionable “ladies’ man” [“ugodnik damskii”], Milovzor, makes his ap¬ 

pearance, and a modish conversation ensues, full of double entendres; in this 
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metrical tour de force Dmitriev’s astonishing skill in handling the iambic free 

verse is fully displayed: 

“Oh! I was just thinking—! How nice!’r “Your humble servant.” “But I’m alone.” 

“Alone? So much the better! Where’s he?” “Who? My husband?” “Your tender 

Cupid.” “I’ faith, whata railer you are!” “At the least, I’m an adorer of all nice persons. 

However, this is no lie, you know, that my friend is just a little like him.” “That is, 

he’s just as old, though not as handsome.” “No! I’ll prove it to you.” “Oh! that’s labor 

in vain.” “No joking, listen. The one [i.e., Cupid] is blind, and he’s one-eyed; then 

aren’t they alike?” “Oh, what a wicked tongue you have!” “Forgive me, I’ll stop.... 

Yes, do show me your divan [i.e., boudoir]. You know, I haven’t seen it in its adorn¬ 

ment; by now it certainly must be a temple! A temple of taste!” “You’ve guessed it.” 

“Of course—and.... of love?” “Alas! I don’t know yet. Would you like to look at it?” 
“Please, with all my soul!” 

The poet then discreetly leaves his tale for a brief look at the unfortunate 

husband, who, having successfully made his purchases, is hurrying home to 

surprise his doting wife. The alarm is given by faithful Fido, Premila’s “most 

reliable friend,” and Milovzor has just time to hide behind the boudoir 

door. Prolaz finds his wife just waking from sleep, and a most beautiful 

dream, as she informs him, which she hates to give up for reality. She has 

dreamed, she tells her fatuous “Cupid,” that his blind eye has regained its 

sight—and she hastens to see if the dream is true by putting her hand over 

his good eye, and saying: “Now, can you see, my light?” The husband an¬ 

swers.- “No!” “Not even a little bit?” “Not at all; it’s never been as dark as 

now.” “You’re joking!” “No, really; let me see again.” “Beautiful dream!” 

Lucretia cried.... How I wished that your one eye were like the other!” In the 

interval of Prolaz’s “total eclipse,” of course, Milovzor has slipped out, and 

there is nothing left but for the innocent wife to be presented with her 

coveted shawl. 

Satire, according to the left-wing nineteenth-century Russian critics, 

was Russia’s native and unexcelled literary forte. Most eighteenth-century 

poets tried their hands at the genre, in one way or another; as we have seen, 

even such a melancholic sentimentalist as Kapnist began his career with a 

“First-and Last-Satire.” Dmitriev’s essays in this area are varied and rather 

disappointing. He published in 1798, when he was already in middle age and 

a distinguished senator, a translation of Alexander Pope’s “Epistle to Dr. 

Arbuthnot.”41 Still later, in 1803, he published what the title announces as 

“An Abbreviated Translation of Juvenal’s Satire on Noble Birth”42 (that is, 

Juvenal, Satire VIII). Pope’s epistle is largely directed against bad poets, 

and Juvenal’s against puffed-up and parasitic noblemen; both subjects had 

Russian pertinence, but the reader had to “read between the lines” and men¬ 

tally translate English and Roman originals into figures familiar to him-a 

rather laborious task. Much more successful as a piece of satire is the original 

poem, from 1794, called “Other Folks’ Chatter” [“Chuzhoi tolk”] 43 Like 
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Pope’s “Epistle,” this too is aimed at bad poets—but, by a piquant and ori¬ 

ginal device, is put in the mouths of one of them and of an anonymous critic 

of their kind of verse. This device is carefully clarified by the adjective of 

the title, “chuzhoi,” “belonging to others.” The poem begins abruptly, 

with only quotation marks to make it clear that it is “another” and not 

Dmitriev who is speaking: “What a strange thing! Twenty years have already 

passed, as we, straining our minds, knitting our brows, have been writing 

and writing odes with utter devotion—yet nowhere do we hear praises either 

for ourselves or them!” It is the classical ode, then, which the “certain old 

man of the time of our grandfathers,” who is the speaker, sees as having 

undergone a strange and puzzling transformation; and it is the ode which the 

unnamed “Aristarchus,” presently introduced, ridicules in its senescent form. 

The poet’s notes assure the reader of his satire that not all odes are en¬ 

visioned, and of course not those of Derzhavin, Kheraskov or Petrov! It is 

certain, however, that it is precisely Petrov whose inflated style is the chief 

object of the ridicule, with Nikolev a close second. 

The naive descriptions put in the mouth of the “grandfatherly” scrib¬ 

bler of the first part of the satire point to the differences between the pseudo- 

classical “Pindaric” ode and the genuinely classical odes of Horace and the 

Greeks. The latter, by comparison with the “two-hundred-stanza” effusions 

of “our” poets are absurdly short: “there’s nothing to read in them! A page, 

or maybe three.” And then they are such easy reading “that you seem to be 

just flying along!” The poets of the Horatian kind seem to have merely tossed 

off their verses without labor—“But you know, when our poet begins to 

write, away goes all fooling! He’ll sit a night long over a couple of verses; 

he sweats, meditates, scrawls—and burns up his paper; and sometimes he’ll 

take on such spirit that he’ll sit a whole year over one ode!” But the old man 

admits with perplexity, these enormous odes, written according to all the 

rules, describing a battle in all detail—“where it was, how, and when”—are a 

dreadful bore! “They’re fine—but I yawn!” Then there are the solemn festival 

odes to royalty—and he quotes notorious tag-ends of pompous verse, all iden¬ 

tifiable in the actual odes of Petrov: “There you’ll find what an unstable 

mind would never think up in an age: ‘dawn’s purple fingers,’ and ‘Paradisal 

lily,’ and ‘Phoebus’ and ‘the heavens opened!’ So sonorous, so lofty!.... But 

no, it doesn’t give pleasure and it doesn’t, so to speak, stir the heart at all!” 

The author himself then injects a short comment, and immediately 

begins to quote another bit of “other folks’ chatter”—the “frightful verdict” 

of “a certain Aristarchus” (i.e., a very severe critic). There are various reasons, 

he begins, for the inferiority of the contemporary ode-writers; for one thing, 

“the greater part of them are: a corporal of the Guards, an Assessor, an 

officer, some pettifogger or other, or an antique specimen from the Kunst- 

kammer [i.e., Peter I’s museum of curiosities],” etc.—a seedy bunch! And 

then, they never have uninterrupted time to hammer out their verse—there 

are always social engagements to be met or the theater, or the masquerade! 
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Then there is the very different purpose for which the ancients and 

the moderns composed their odes: 

“Horace, for example, feeding his breast with rapture-what did he want? Oh! He— 

he didn’t aim high: immortality through the ages, but in Rome only a crown of laurel 

or myrtle, so that Delia might say: ‘He’s famous and through him I too have become 

immortal!’ But the goal of many of our poets is reward with a ring, and often a hundred 

rubles, or friendship with a princeling who never in all his life read anything but some¬ 

times the Court Monthly, or a eulogy of his friends.” 

Then the critic tries to show by example how different are the aspects of 

those poets (i.e., the ancients) and “ours.” Ours scorn training: they say: 

Nature makes a singer, not learning; he is learned without being taught.... 

the resources needed are: boldness, rhymes and fire.” “ ‘And here’s how one 

of nature’s poets would write an ode”: 

The cannon s thunder will have just given the people the joyous news that the Alcides (i.e., 

Hercules] of Rymnik [i.e., General Suvorov] has smashed the Poles, or Ferzen has cap¬ 

tured their chief Kosciusko, when he’s forthwith to his pen, and in a moment has in¬ 

dicted: “Ode.” Then he’ll append: “on such and such a day and year.” Then what? — 

1 sing.... or no, that’s old-fashioned. Wouldn’t this be better: ‘Give me, O Phoebus!’... 

or like this: ‘Not thou alone hast fallen under the heel, O turbaned Porte!’ But what can 

I rhyme with this, except ‘Devil’ [‘chert’] ? No, no, it’s no good; I’d better go for a stroll, 

and illuminate myself with the open air.” So he would go out, and on his way conclude 

in his thoughts: “The beginning never affrights singers; grind out what you please! 

Here’s a sticker, how should the hero be praised? I don’t know whom to compare him 

with. With Rumiantsev, or with Greig, of with Orlov? What a pity that I never read the 

ancients! With moderns, it’s all a bit awkward. Why, I’ll simply write: ‘Rejoice, O hero! 

Rejoice, thou Hero,’ I’ll exclaim. Capital! That’s something like! Here’s rapture for you! 

I’ll say: ‘Who has tom away for me the veil of eternity? I see the lightning’s flash' I 

hear from the world’s heights-this and that.’ And then? Of course: many years! Bravissi- 

mo! Both plan and thought, all here! Long live the poet!” It remains to sit down for a 

bit and just write it out, and then print it boldly! 

After the Aristarchus has finished his devastating critique, the poet himself, 

as though the criticism touched him, too, exhorts his fellow poets: “Com¬ 

rades! To your desks, to pens! Let’s be avenged, let’s inflate ourselves, press 

hard, strike, smite! Let’s write against him a mighty long satire, and with 

this justify the thunderous Russian lyre!” 

“Other Folks’ Chatter” is a first-rate satire, and cleverly and novelly 

constructed; it is also most penetrating criticsim of the second-rate odes 
of the classical epigoni. 

One other work of Dmitriev must be mentioned as representing a side 

of his talent not otherwise prominent-his ability to catch character in an 

almost dramatic fashion. In 1803 Dmitriev’s literary friend Vasily Lvovich 

Pushkin (uncle of Alexander Sergeevich) left Russia on an extended journey 

to France and England. Dmitriev composed and printed privately in an edi¬ 

tion of only 50 copies for his own and Pushkin’s friends, an “epistle” osten- 
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sibly from Vasily Lvovich himself on his western tour.44 Alexander Ser¬ 

geevich Pushkin thus characterizes this gentle mockery of his uncle:4^ “The 

‘Journey’ is a gay, good-humored spoof of one of the writer’s friends; the 

late V.L. Pushkin set off for Paris, and his childlike rapture gave occasion for 

composing a little poem, in which with marvelous exactitude is portrayed 

the whole of Vasily Lvovich. It is a model of playful lightness and a light and 

harmless humor.” 

Dmitriev’s “Journey of N.N. to Paris and London, written three days 

before his journey” begins: 

Friends! Sisters! I’m in Paris! I’ve begun to live, not [just] breathe! Sit down closer 

to each other, to read my little journal. I’ve been in the Lyce'e, in the Pantheon, to 

make my bow to Bonaparte! I stood quite close to him, hardly believing my good 

fortune. Yesterday Prince Dolgorukov introduced me to the charming [Mrae.l Re- 

camier, etc. 

The second part of the epistle shows the eager traveler watching out of the 

window of his lodgings at the traffic in the Paris streets, while “on the table, 

where the coffee stands, are scattered the ‘Mercure’ and the ‘Moniteur,’ 

and a whole bundle of play-bills is lying.” Vasily Lvovich, who was famous 

for his witty epigrams—“couplets”—is made to remark: 

I myself am ready, if you wish, to admit my weaknesses: I love, for example, to be 

always reading my couplets, whether they’re listened to or not; and I love to play 

the swell with a strange costume, if it only be in style. But would I want to hurt anyone 

in word, in thought, even in look? I’m kind, really! And with all my soul ready to 

embrace and love the whole world! 

The third part purports to come from London; Vasily Lvovich has had a 

stormy channel crossing, has visited Westminster Abbey to pay his respects 

to the tomb of Pope, and watched “through the windows a skirmish of Pitt 

with Sheridan.” He is soon to return to his friends, however: “Today I’m 

sending to the ship all, all my acquisitions in two most notable countries! 

I’m beside myself with rapture! In what boots shall I appear to you! What 

frock-coats! What pantaloons! Fashions the newest to everyone! And what 

a beautiful selection of books!” (Vasily Lvovich was renowned for his magni¬ 

ficent library, which was destroyed in the Moscow fire of 1812). A list of his 

newly acquired books takes up five lines of the poem: “Buffon, Rousseau, 

Mably, Cornelius [Nepos] , Homer, Plutarch, Tacitus, Virgil, all of Shake¬ 

speare, all of Pope and Hume, the journals of Addison and Steele.... and all 

of Didot and Baskerville” (two publishers, one French, one English). 

We have met Vasily Pushkin among the minor poets of the period, and 

can see, from some of his own writings, how accurately his friend has hit him 

off in this delightful little picture, with his naive self-satisfaction and childlike 

delight in life. 
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B. Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin^ 

The place of Nikolai Karamzin (1766-1826) in Russian literature is 

chiefly determined by his prose work, to which we shall shortly return. 

As a poet he is neither very original nor very inspired, but none the less 

by his contribution to the literature of sentimentalism deserves considera¬ 

tion. He is temperamentally a curious figure: the enthusiastic defender of 

“sensibility” as virtually a synonym for virtue, he is himself, for all his 

“outpourings of the heart,” singularly cool, calculating and almost indifferent 

in his “moderation.” His verse especially seems flat and tame to a modern 

reader, perhaps by the unfortunate contrast that involuntarily obtrudes it¬ 

self with the genuinely moving verse of his contemporary Zhukovsky. We 

must remember, however, that even Zhukovsky, by his own admission, 

considered Karamzin his “gospel,” and certainly learned a great deal from 

him—more, indeed, in the area of language and verse technique than in 

theme and sentiment. 

Nikolai Karamzin was, like his friend Dmitriev, the son of a land- 

owner in the Simbirsk district on the middle Volga. He lost his mother in 

infancy, and his father in adolescence, while he was briefly in military service 

in one of the Guards regiments in the capital. It was during the period of this 

service that he and Dmitriev first became acquainted. His father’s death left 

the boy, at the age of eighteen, the master of the family estate, to which he 

promptly returned. The next year (1785) he took up residence in Moscow, 

where he gravitated into the orbit of Nikolai Novikov and the Masons. For 

some years he collaborated with Novikov as a translator (largely from the 

German, which Karamzin had learned early and very well) and writer for the 

journal Reading for Children. This apprenticeship, as we shall see, had a great 

influence on his innovative prose style. He departed in 1789 for an 18-month 

journey to western Europe-Germany, Switzerland, France and England- 

which he was later to describe for Russian readers in his Letters of a Russian 

Traveler in the Years 1789-1790. Upon his return to Moscow he began publi¬ 

cation, with Dmitriev s collaboration, of the literary periodical Moscow 

Journal (1791-1792), and after a few more years, of the almanacs (that is, 

annual collections of poetry, his own and others’), Aglaia (1794-95) and 

Aonides (i.e., The Muses), annually from 1796 to 1799. In 1794 Karamzin’s 

first collection of original poems appeared, under the title My Trifles (Moi 

bezdelki). As we have seen, his friend Dmitriev followed suit the next year 

with My Trifles, Too! The years of Paul’s reign (1796-1801) were a period of 

literary inactivity for Karamzin, which the poet explained as follows: “Cen¬ 

sorship, like a black bear, stands athwart the path and removes all desire to 

take up the pen. With the accession of Alexander I Karamzin resumed his 

journalistic activity with the publication of The European Herald (Vestnik 

Evropy, 1802-03), but soon abandoned the venture and thenceforth devoted 

himself until his death to his monumental prose work, A History of the 
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Russian State. Three editions of Collected Works of N.M. Karamzin (1803, 

1814 and 1820) were issued during the author’s lifetime, of which the verse 

in each case constitutes Volume I; with very few exceptions, however, Karam¬ 

zin’s poetry was all composed before 1804. 

It is probably most reasonable to begin a consideration of this poetical 

work with a very early piece (1787) entitled “Poesy” [“poeziia”] 47 which is 

a program poem of Karamzin’s earlier period. Typically, it is prefaced by an 

epigraph from Klopstock, one of the German pre-romantics whom the poet 

most admired: “Die Lieder der gottlichen Harfenspieler schallen mit Macht, 

wie beseelend.” Like many of Klopstock’s poems, “Poesy” is composed of 

unrhymed iambic lines—in this case, hexameters with alternating ultimate 

and penultimate accent—unrhymed Alexandrines, in effect. The first section 

begins with the creation of Man, “that proud lord of the world,” whose first 

feeling is of the greatness of the Creator. This sentiment he at once pours 

forth in a “tender hymn, striving to fly to the Father.” “Holy poesy!” ex¬ 

claims the poet, “Behold, thou art in his mouth, in thy fountain-head, in 

lofty simplicity! Holy poesy! I bless thy birth!” Karamzin was probably in¬ 

debted to Herder for his fancy that the earliest poetic utterance was a hymn 

of praise to the Creator. The fall of man brought with it the fall of poetry, 

but the tradition of song lingered even among Adam’s descendants, and angels 

sometimes descended to teach men to sing, “with heavenly hand tuning their 

lyre—feelings were expressed in more lively fashion, songs resounded more so¬ 

norously, men soared more speedily to the Creator.” With the passage of time 

“holy poesy” was degraded and poets “celebrated matter, the soulless 

planets!” One race, however, remained faithful: “Thus the royal poet, born 

a shepherd, but enlightened in soul, played praises to the Creator and charmed 

the peoples with his song. Thus in Solomon’s temple the song of God re¬ 

sounded!” 

Thus the first poet whom Karamzin recognizes is David; there follow 

in succession: Orpheus, Homer, Sophocles and Euripides, Theocritus, Bion 

and Moschus (Karamzin showed a great predilection for Gessner’s pastoral 

verse, hence the prominent place accorded to the quite inconsquential bu¬ 

colic poets Bion and Moschus). Next comes “Augustus’s poet, the shepherd 

of Mantua,” Virgil, who seems a reincarnated Homer and Theocritus; then 

Ovid—obviously regarded only as the poet of the Metamorphoses. Pointedly 

skipping France altogether in his “progress of poesy,” Karamzin then pro¬ 

claims: 

Britain is the mother of the greatest poets. Her oldest son, Fingal’s somber son, would 

mourn his friends, the heroes fallen in battle, and summon their shades from the grave. 

As the noise of the sea-waves, borne in the wildernesses far from the shore, engenders 

gloom in the hearts of those who hear—so the songs of Ossian, filling the weary spirit 

with tenderest longing, attune us to sorrowful imaginings; but this grief is precious and 

sweet to the soul. Great art thou, Ossian, great, incomparable! 
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Here must be pointed out a whole constellation of pre-romantic “mood 

words”: “mrachnyi” (“somber”); “unynie” (“gloom”), “nezhneishaia” 

(“tenderest”), “tomnyi” (“weary”), “pechal’nyi” (“sorrowful”). 

Shakespeare, Nature’s friend! Who better than you has understood the hearts of men? 

Whose brush portrayed them with such art? In the soul’s depth you found the key to all 

the great mysteries of Fate, and with the light of your immortal mind, as with the sun, 

you gilded with morning the paths of night in life! 

The cloud-cap’d towers, the gorgeous palaces, 

The solemn temples, the great globe itselfe, 

Yea, all which it inherits, shall dissolve, 

And like the baseless fabric of a vision, 

Leave not a wrack behind,* 

But you, great man, shall abide unforgotten. [* Karamzin translates Shakespeare’s lines 

(Tempest, Act IV, sc. i, 152-6), but gives the original (rather freely) in a note, with the 

exclamation: “What holiest melancholy inspired these verses in him?”] 

After Shakespeare, with shorter treatment, come Milton, Young— 

“friend of the unfortunate, comforter of the unfortunate!’’-Thomson, 

poet of The Seasons, and then the scene shifts to Germany. First of Karam¬ 

zin’s Teutonic poets is “The Alpine Theocritus, sweetest singer!” (i.e., Salo¬ 

mon Gessner): “In rapture you sang to us of innocence, the ways [“nravy”] 

of shepherds, and with your pipe charmed tender hearts.” Klopstock follows, 

glorified as the poet “instructed in that great mystery, how God became 

man, ’—the poet, that is, of the epic Messias. Karamzin cites the words of an 

old man departing to the life of bliss,” who “pronounced in rapture: ‘O 

incomparable Klopstock!’,” and then goes on: “Still the great man adorns 

the world-still his great spirit has not left this earth! But no! He has long 

since been living in heaven-here we see [only] the shadow of this most holy 

poet.” (Klopstock, who died in 1803, was of course still alive when Karamzin 

wrote “Poesy”). 

The poem ends with an address to Karamzin’s countrymen; they have 

not yet, it seems, produced any poets (!), but their day will come-and it is 

quite apparent that the modest young author expects himself to be the 

bringer of light: 

O Russians! The age will come, in which poesy with you too will begin to shine like the 

sun at midday. The dark of night has vanished-already Aurora’s light is gleaming in 

[Moscow-the word is obvious, but replaced by asterisks in the printed version] , and 

soon all peoples will hasten to the north to kindle the torch, even as in fables'Pro¬ 

metheus went to fiery Phoebus to warm and illuminate the cold, dark world. 

The significance of Poesy can hardly be mistaken. It ignores in the 

most contemptuous fashion all representatives of classicism. The dramatists 

recognized are precisely the genuine classical poets Sophocles and Euripides, 

not the “pseudo-classical” Corneille, Racine and Voltaire-and Shakespeare’ 
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whom Voltaire regarded as an uncouth barbarian, is glorified almost in the 

rank of Klopstock! The poets of sentiment, Ossian, Young and Thomson are 

given prominent place, but the great lyric poet of classicism, Horace, whom 

other Russian sentimentalist writers such as Muraviev and Kapnist so much 

admired, is accorded no mention. The very minor genre of pastoral verse, 

perhaps precisely because it enjoyed little classical esteem, is very highly 

ranked; all its genuinely classical representatives—the Greeks Theocritus, 

Bion and Moschus and the Roman Virgil—are recognized, and the Swiss 

Gessner brought in as the recreator of the genre in modern times. And finally, 

there is the typically sentimentalist penchant for religious verse—Milton and 

Klopstock, to say nothing of David! 

Composed a year after “Poesy” is another program piece which 

deserves comment: “To Dfmitriev] .”48 Metrically it is an innovation, com¬ 

posed of unrhymed quatrains, of which the first and third lines are made up 

of two adonics ('xx ‘x // 'xx ‘x), the even lines of dactylic trimeters catalectic 

( xx xx ). The lyrical persona of the piece is represented as passing in review 

several genres of non-dramatic verse, and mourning over the present lack of 

poets; he is suddenly comforted by apprehending the strains of a new singer 

from St. Petersburg—Ivan Dmitriev, to whom the epistle is addressed: 

“Many bards, having tuned their lyres, play boldly [and] sing. The sounds of their 

lyres, the voices of their songs course through the groves and are loud. 

Many bards, raising their tones, sing of terrible battles. In the sounds of their 

songs are heard the blows, the groaning of those smitten to death. 

Many bards, lowering their tones, sing of rustic gladness-the ways f’nravy”] 

of innocent, humble shepherdesses, the sighs, the delights of love. 

Many bards in noisy rapture sing to us the praises of wine, calling on all to ex¬ 

tinguish with it tedium, worries and sorrow. 

Do all their songs touch the heart, bring the soul to rapture? Are they all Homers, 

Gessners, Kleists? Where is there a second Anacreon? 

Few great bards are left.” Thus I sighed as I sang. Tears coursed gently from my 

heart, the lyre fell from my hands. 

Swiftly the zephyrs from the Neva’s banks, swiftly are borne to me-they are 

wafted, they pour forth sweet songs, tender songs in my ears.... 

I am enchanted! In heart-felt joy I call out, I sing: “The bards of old have poured 

forth their spirit into the Neva’s new bard!” 

The poets and the poetical genres which this piece specifies are all significant 

of the new trend: the first strophe probably refers to the rustic verse exem¬ 

plified by Thomson’s The Seasons, of which Ewald von Kleist’s Der Fruhling 

was a popular example; the second, of course, refers to Homer, more or less 

rediscovered through Heinrich Voss’s translation of the Iliad and the Odyssey 

into German hexameters; the third obviously celebrates the pastoral poetry of 

Karamzin’s favorite Gessner; and the fourth the convivial songs of “Ana¬ 

creon”—significantly, there is no “second,” i.e., modern, representative of 

his verse, as there is none of Homer. Implicitly, the epic of Homer is con¬ 

trasted with and preferred to that of Virgil, the “classical” epic poet, as the 
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lyric of Anacreon is to that of Pindar or Horace. It is perhaps worth noting 

that Karamzin makes no mention, in connection with the epic, of Kheraskov; 

the Rossiada was already, by 1737 (ten years after its publication) an old- 

fashioned curiosity. 

As these two poems give evidence, Karamzin during the early period of 

his poetic activity experimented a good deal with metrical innovations. 

He preferred unrhymed to rhymed verse, and frequently made use of ternary 

meters, dactyls chiefly, often combining them with trochees, as in “To 

Dfmitriev].” After 1793 or thereabouts such metrical experiments become 

much rarer in his works and rhymed verse almost entirely replaces unrhymed. 

But during his innovative period he introduced a significant number of metri¬ 

cal and thematic novelties, usually derived from German pre-romantic verse. 

In a poem entitled “Anacreontic Verses to A.A. P[etrov] ”^9 (1788?) 

Karamzin tries his hand at this popular form, using the genuine Anacreontic 

measure, unrhymed iambic trimeter with dissyllabic ending. As we have 

seen, N.A. Lvov’s translations of Anacreon employed this meter. Unlike the 

“Anacreontic verses” of Kheraskov and some others, which are totally 

remote in spirit from the original, Karamzin here takes a theme from “Ana¬ 

creon’s” first ode—the poet’s inability to carry out his poetical intentions— 

and enlivens it with a new twist: he determines, as he says, to be a Newton, 

but finds that “it is impossible for me to penetrate the wondrous make-up 

of the world”; he determines to be a philosopher, but “the spirit of these 

philosophers does not dwell in me”; he determines to be a Thomson, “but, 

ah! I had at once to admit to myself that I cannot have Thomson’s voice at 

all.” “Now I wander in the fields, mourn and weep bitterly, sensing how 

little talent I possess.” We may be highly doubtful of the sincerity of this 

self-deprecation, but it does appear to be biographically true that Karamzin 

was at one time attracted to all the goals which his verses suggest. 

In 1789, perhaps during his sojourn in Weimar, Karamzin encountered 

a collection of Spanish and Portuguese romances translated into German 

by Friedrich Justin Bertuch, the translator of Cervantes’ Don Quixote. His 

attention was particularly drawn to an old romance which Cervantes quotes 

in his novel, about the captivity of Count Guarinos, and he proceeded to 

translate this into Russian, using Bertuch’s German version, since he did not 

know Spanish. This translation is of considerable interest, since it antedates 

by a number of years the general European interest in medieval Spanish 

popular literature. Following, of course, the German version, Karamzin 

divides the poem into quatrains, which he leaves unrhymed, but with alter¬ 

nating paroxytone and oxytone line endings. The lines are regular trochaic 

tetrameter. This is, in fact, the standard German and English “ballad meter,” 

and Bertuch had by his use of it implicitly assimilated the Spanish romance 

to the ballad genre. The original Spanish poem, Romance del cautiverio de 

Guarinos,50 is in the usual romance meter, a three-beat unrhymed line with 

syllables varying from seven to nine. This original meter, which Bertuch’s 
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translation regularizes, was of course unknown to Karamzin, but might have 

impressed him by its similarity to the native Russian folklore meter of the 

byliny, which he later attempted to use in his unfinished poem “Ilya Muro- 

mets.” 

Another metrical experiment is the elegy “Autumn,”51 written in 

1789 in Geneva. Here the quatrains are again dactylic: the odd-numbered 

lines trimeter catalectic (‘xx ‘xx ‘x), the even lines dimeter catalectic. The 

somber mood of the poem is reminiscent of Edward Young’s “Night 

Thoughts: 

The winds of autumn are blowing in the dark wood; rustling, the yellow leaves 

are heaped on the ground. 

Field and garden are desolate; the hills are mourning; song in the groves is stilled— 

the little birds have disappeared. 

Belated geese in a flock are hurrying south, borne with fluid flight in the regions 

aloft. 

The gray mists whirl in the quiet valley; mingling with the smoke in the village 

they rise up to heaven. 

The stranger, standing on the hill, looks with despondent gaze at the pale autumn, 

sighing wearily. 

Mournful stranger, be comforted! Nature withers for only a little time; it will 

still be revived, 

Still be renewed by the spring; with proud smile once more Nature will arise in 

bridal garments. 

The mortal, ah! withers forever! The old man in the springtime feels the cold 

winter of his decaying life. 

“Count Guarinos,” in Bertuch’s German and Karamzin’s Russian, is 

assimilated to the ballad form, which the European world had quite recently 

become familiar with through Bishop Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English 

Poetry. British and Scottish ballads are most commonly in quatrains, with 

alternating iambic three and four-beat lines (e.g., “Chevy Chase”), and some 

German imitations copy this meter, although Burger’s famous Lenore uses 

a longer strophe. The exact relationship of Karamzin’s “Raisa: an Antique 

Ballad”^2 with German models is uncertain; it was first published in the 

Moscow Journal in 1791. The collection of Balladen by Goethe and Schiller, 

in which subjects from antiquity (e.g., Schiller’s Die Kraniche des Ibykus) are 

prominent did not appear until 1797. Karamzin’s “Antique Ballad” may have 

been suggested, however, by some earlier poems of Schiller, with whose work 

he was very familiar. Some scholars claim that Burger’s ballad Des Pfarrers 

Tochter von Taubenhain, which has a somewhat similar subject, may have 

been Karamzin’s inspiration. “Raisa” is in any case one of the first examples 

in Russian of the ballad genre. The subject is typically romantic: the heroine 

of the title rushes through a savage Ossianic landscape to the top of a preci¬ 

pice overlooking the sea, where she hurls reproaches at her faithless lover 

Kronides, who, like Theseus with Ariadne, has abandoned her in a wilderness 
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and sailed away while she slept. At the end of her narrative of his desertion, 

“Raisa... hurled herself into the sea. The thunder pealed: with this heaven 

announced the destruction of him who had destroyed her.” In his ballad 

Karamzin employs the iambic quatrain of four beats, with alternating paroxy- 

tone and oxytone endings—but unrhymed. 

Perhaps Karamzin’s experiments with the ballad, in “Raisa” and 

“Count Guarinos,” and his familiarity with Herder and his theories on folk 

poetry may have turned his attention to Russian folk literature. There had 

already been a considerable interest in eighteenth-century Russia in the 

popular tales of bogatyrs, and collections of prose retellings, such as Levshin’s 

Russkie skazki had made these tales of “Slavonic chivalry” familiar, although 

the actual byliny themselves had not yet been collected and published. In 

1795 Karamzin published in Aglaia what purported to be the “first part” 

(no other was ever composed) of a bogatyrskaia skazka entitled “Ilya Muro- 

mets.It is written in an irregular unrhymed meter which approximates 

trochaic tetrameter with a usually dactylic clausula: thus, the first line ne 

khochu s poetom Gretsii is scanned as 'x ‘x *x *xx. This meter was known 

chiefly from anonymous soldier songs, and was mistakenly believed to be 

that of the popular byliny. It was evidently Karamzin’s intention with this 

to create a ‘native Russian” epic, but one ostentatiously remote from the 

canons of classicism. His models, except for the metrical form, were quite 

evidently the chivalric romances of the Renaissance, such as Pulci’s Morgante, 

Boiardo’s Orlando Innamorato and Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso. Probably 

Wieland’s Oberon (1780) furnished a more immediate example of the type. 

The integration of knightly prowess in battle with amorous episodes, which is 

the principal thematic characteristic of the Italian chivalric romances and of 

their German copy, is to be assumed for Karamzin’s poem, although in the 

fragment which exists, the famous warrior Ilya Muromets appears only as 

a languishing lover, who encounters a sleeping ipaiden of incomparable 

beauty, whom he gazes at for a full week without daring to disturb her! It 

may be presumed that his warrior prowess would have been exhibited in later 

episodes. The chief stylistic feature of the chivalric romance is the light, 

ironic tone of the narrative, reinforced by the poet’s frequent direct address 

to his reader, as though the story were being told in an intimate, oral fashion. 

This convention, too, Karamzin faithfully copies. Thus he writes: 

Here, dear readers, it will be necessary for me to explain myself to you, to annihilate 

the imaginings of strict, pale-faced critics: “How could Ilya, even though a Muromets 

[i.e., a native of Murom], even though a knight [“vitiaz’ ”] of ancient Russia, sit for 

a whole week, without getting up, in one place...?” 

The programmatic rejection of classical models for his “epic,” with 

which the poem begins, is also part of the convention of the genre: 
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I do not intend with the poet of Greece [i.e., Homer] , in the sonorous voice of Calliope 

[Muse of the epic] to sing the enmity of Agamemnon and the valiant grandson of 

Jupiter [i.e., Achilles] ; or, following Virgil, to sail from Troy destroyed with the cunning 

son of Aphrodite [i.e., Aeneas] toward the grain-rich shores of Italy.... 

I do not intend to ascend Parnassus. No! Parnassus is a lofty mountain, and the 

path to it is not smooth. I have seen how our knights, our verse-and-rhyme makers, 

drunk with ode-singing, crawl to the summit of Pindus, stub their toes and fly down¬ 

ward, not with crowns and not with laurels, but—ah!—with asses’ ears, to be the mockery 

of scoffers! 

Finally, in his whimsical introduction, Karamzin invokes, instead of the 

Muse, another goddess: 

Thou, who art visible and audible everywhere beneath the sun; thou, who, like the god 

Proteus, assumest every form, canst sing with every kind of voice, dost amaze and amuse 

us—dost proclaim everything, except—the truth;.... thou, who, along with Liudmila, 

said, with tender and trembling voice to me: “I love you!”—O goddess of this wide world 

[“sveta belogo”—a familiar phrase from popular verse] , O Falsehood [“Lozh”’] .Untruth 

[“Nepravda”] , phantom of truth! Be now my goddess, etc. 

Karamzin’s “Ilya Muromets” was very favorably received, and it is 

surprising that he never returned to it. It is, however, very far from being 

an “ancient folk tale.” Ilya has lost all his epic character and is a pink-and- 

white-faced youth from an eighteenth-century salon; on one occasion the 

poet interrupts his narrative to remark: “The knight did not read Gessner; 

but, having a tender heart, he admired the beauty of the day”—he is, it seems, 

endowed with a properly sentimentalist “sensitive soul.” The “popular” 

character of the tale is supported by nothing but the meter and occasional 

tags such as the “sveta belogo,” mentioned above, or such cliches as “solntse 

krasnoie” (“beautiful sun”) or “kop’ie bulatoie” (“steel spear”). Neverthe¬ 

less, such an experiment as Karamzin’s has to be considered as one item in 

the genealogy of such a masterpiece as Pushkin’s Ruslan and Liudmila. 

Karamzin’s familiarity with Schiller’s early verse is evidenced by an¬ 

other poem of 1791, “A Song of Peace” [“Pesn’ mira”] ,^4 the external 

occasion for which was the conclusion of peace in December 1791 between 

Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Karamzin at this period was an ardent paci¬ 

fist, and an adherent of some of the notions about “eternal peace” which 

were in the air in the last years of the century (cf. Kant’s Von ewiger Friede, 

1795). “A Song of Peace” is a free reworking of Schiller’s An die Freude 

(1785). It employs the identical form of the German poem—eight-line 

strophes of four-beat trochaic verse, alternating feminine and masculine 

rhymes, followed each by a “chorus” of four lines. The rhyme scheme of 

the “chorus” differs slightly from Schiller’s: Karamzin follows a couplet 

with feminine rhyme by a couplet of masculine rhyme, where the German 

encloses a masculine-rhymed couplet between two lines with feminine rhyme. 

The thought development is of course quite different in the two poems— 
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Karamzin’s is dedicated to “peace,” Schiller’s to “joy”-but occasional paral¬ 

lelisms appear even so. Thus, the “chorus” following the third strophe of the 

“Song of Peace” reads: “Let the millions exult! Let the millions triumph! 

Age of Astraea, revive! With the whole world we are in love!” The first two 

lines are forcibly reminiscent of Seid umschlungen, Millionen! Diesen Kuss 

der ganzen Welt! Karamzin’s final strophe returns to Schiller’s assertion: 

Briider—iiberm Sternenzelt Muss ein lieber Vater wohnen,” which is a 

theme not earlier touched on: 

Form a chain, ye millions, children of one Father! To you are given identical (“odni”] 

laws, to you are given identical hearts! Embrace in tender, brotherly fashion, and swear— 

to love! Swear in feeling [“chuvstvom”], in thought [“mysliiu”] : eternally, eternally 

to live in peace! 

The chorus replies: “We swear, all with sincere hearts to live eternally in 

peace with our brothers! Father! Dost hear Thy children’s oath? We repeat it 

a hundred-fold.” “A Song of Peace” is not, by classical definition, an “ode,” 

but it is notable that it stands out quite prominently for the number of its 

Slavonicisms, and its “high” vocabulary, amid the usually very direct and 

simple Russian of Karamzin’s verse; thus “chado” (“child”), “Idas” (“corn- 

ear”), “zlatyi” (“golden”), “otche” (“O Father!”), etc. 

The ode, in its cold, official form, celebrating great (or artificially 

puffed up) public events was deeply repugnant to Karamzin and the other 

sentimentalists ; but, as we have seen, they could on occasion turn it to 

far more personal and universal subjects-even to such a subject as “slavery.” 

Often juxtaposed with Kapnist’s “Ode to Slavery” is Karamzin’s “To 

Mercy”55 (1792). Both pieces were bold and indignant protests to Catherine 

II occasioned by high-handed acts of hers, Karamzin’s by the arrest and im¬ 

prisonment of Nikolai Novikov in 1791. Karamzin, not himself a Mason, 

was sympathetic with the humanitarian ideals of the order, although not with 

its mystical tendencies. He had great respect and admiration for Novikov, 

and the ode is a veiled, but unmistakable outcry against the injustice done 

him. In To Mercy the form is an eight-line strophe, less common for the 

ode than Lomonosov’s ten-liner. Boldly Catherine is herself identified with 
Mercy, and so addressed: 

What can be holier than thou, O Mercy, daughter of the kindly heavens? What 

more beautiful in the world, what more dear? Who, without heartfelt tears, without joy 

and exultation, without a sweet agitation in the blood, can contemplate thy charms? 

What night is not illumined by thy sun-like eyes? What rebellion is not quieted 

by thy smile alone? Thou speakest, and the thunders are mute; where thou steppest, 

there flowers are scarlet, and bliss pours from heaven. 

Love caresses thy footsteps and calls thee tender Mother; love crowns thee upon 

the throne, and gives the scepter into thy right hand. They come, they come, the tribes 

of earth, as the swift waters from high mountains, beneath the shade of thine empire. 

Happy, happy the people who live in thy spacious realm! Happy the singer who 
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sings thee, in the heat, in the fire of his soul! As long as thou shalt be Mercy, as long as 

thou forgettest not the right with which man is born; 

As long as the contented citizen [“grazhdanin”—an almost revolutionary word at 

this date!] can go to sleep withou fear, and fthy] subject-children are free to dispose 

of their lives according to [their ] own ideas, everywhere to enjoy Nature, everywhere 

to adorn themselves with learning, and to celebrate thy charms; 

As long as malice [“zloba”], daughter of Typhon, shall remain banished to the 

darkness, afar from thy gold-bright throne; as long as truth is not a thing to be feared, 

and the pure of heart is not affrighted to reveal himself in his desires to thee, the mistress 

of his soul; 

As long as thou givest freedom to all, and dost not darken the light in [men’s] 

minds; while trust in the people is evident in all thy deeds—so long shalt thou be 

esteemed sacred, deified by thy subjects and celebrated from generation to generation. 

The quiet of thine empire nothing can disturb; for thy children there is no greater 

glory, than to preserve [their] loyalty to [their] Mother. There the throne is unshaken 

forever where it is guarded by love, and where upon its throne—thou art seated. 

Karamzin was perfectly justified in the high regard which he had for this 

poem, which he placed first among the verse in his Collected Works. It is cer¬ 

tainly, both in conception and execution, the highest point of his poetical 

composition—dignified, eloquent, and fearless. It is also consummately 

adroit: the Empress who is so flatteringly apostrophized as Mercy incarnate 

can scarcely take exception to the implicit menace that lies behind the several 

“as long as” clauses. The conjunction implies that at the present the “citizen” 

is able to go to sleep without fear, etc.—and as long as this happy condition 

continues, Catherine’s throne will remain unshaken. Lurking unspoken be¬ 

hind the last three lines of the poem is the terrible example of France, where 

the throne had obviously not been “guarded by love.” 

Karamzin’s verse seldom treats political matters or public events. A 

deplorable exception is the long, bombastic “Ode on the Occasion of the 

Oath of the Inhabitants of Moscow to His Imperial Highness Paul I, Autocrat 

of All the Russias.”^^ He later also composed an official ode “On the solemn 

Coronation of His Imperial Highness Alexander l”57 (1801). Most of his 

Trifles are of a personal nature. A good many of them reflect the poet’s pen¬ 

chant for philosophizing, as for example the “Epistle to Dmitriev, in Answer 

to his Verses in Which He Laments the Shortness of Happy Youth”^ (1794). 

Such philosophical or moralizing pieces, however, are almost never overtly 

didactic, as were, for example, those of Kheraskov. In fact, they are some¬ 

times even light and jocular, as for example portions of the “Epistle to 

Alexander Alexeevich Pleshcheev”^ (1794); the poem begins: 

My friend! As you enter the noisy world with a lovable, sincere soul, in the springtime 

flower of your young years, you desire in a free hour to converse with my Muse about 

what men are looking for in the world; what is man’s eternal object; about which the 

learned, the philosophers and the ignoramuses, the rich in golden garments and the poor 

in a wretched shirt—upon thrones surrounded by glory, and in humble rustic cottages— 

are permitted to pass judgment; that which in every earthly clime constitutes the hope of 

mortals, [which] is always seducing hearts, but, alas! is not to be seen in one! 
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“I am speaking of happiness,” the poet sums up; and then adduces the com¬ 

monplace that there are as many definitions of happiness as there are philo¬ 

sophers: 

My friend! Will you believe me, that there have been ten thousand opinions, of learned 

philosophical debates in the archives of hoary antiquity, about the means of living 

happily in the world, about the means of finding repose? But that’s just the way it is, 

my friend; there’s no mistake in this figure. Thales, Chilon, Pittacus, Epimenides, Crito, 

the Bions, the Simmiases, the Stilpos, the Aeschineses, the Hermeiases, the Zenos, in 

the Lyceum, in temples and gardens, in tubs [like Diogenes!] and dark garrets have been 

talking about the highest good and pointing mortals to happiness with their beggar’s 

staff, swearing by their sanctified beards that the fruit of earthly perfection grows in 
the garden of their philosophy. 

A long discussion follows, and every way in which men have attempted to 

find lasting happiness is reviewed and found wanting. Finally come the poet’s 

own conclusions: 

He who is able to be content with a little, [who] is not fettered in his feelings, is free in 

spirit, is not a flatterer of rank or wealth; is as straight in soul as in carriage; does not 

seek goods beyond the ocean, does not wait for ships from the sea, does not quail before 

noisy winds, possesses his little house in the sunshine, lives this day for this day, and 

does not stretch his thoughts to a distance; he who looks all men straight in the eye; 

he in whose food the tear of the unfortunate does not pour poison; to whom work is 

not hard, a walk in the fields not boring, and rest in a sultry hour pleasant; he who is 

sometimes useful to his neighbor with hand or mind; who is able to be an agreeable 

friend, a beloved, fortunate husband and a good father of dear children; he who out of 

tedium invokes the Muses, and the tender Graces, their companions; who amuses him¬ 

self, his household and strangers with verses and with prose; who laughs out of a pure 

heart (laughing, surely, is no sin!) at everything which seems laughable-that one will get 

along in peace with the world, and will not cut his days short with the keen steel or 

poison; for that man the world will not be a hell; that one will make his path bloom with 

roses amid life s pricking thorns, and will find comfort in sorrows, will meet the evening 

hour with a smile, and at midnight fall asleep in quiet slumber. 

This is unquestionably a portrait of the poet himself as he sees himself- 

rather idealized, no doubt. Karamzin is not a metaphysician, and his philoso¬ 

phy is eclectic, with the ethical element always dominant. When we come to 

the Letters of a Russian Traveler, we shall find him enthusiastically seeking 

out during his European pilgrimage philosophers as various as Kant, Lavater 

and Bonnet, and shedding sentimental tears over the grave of Rousseau. 

In common with most eighteenth-century thinkers, Karamzin identifies 

human happiness with the “life according to Nature.” Nature-either Priroda 

or Natura, but usually with a significant capital letter-plays a prominent 

part in his verse. His “Song to the Deity”60 (1793) begins with the qua¬ 

train: Lord of Nature, infinite, creator of unnumbered worlds, eternal 

source of being, father of sensitive hearts”; his impassioned “Prayer for 

Rain” 1 (1793) is addressed: “Lovable Mother, Nature!” In his “To a Poor 
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Poet”^2 (1796) he adjures the addressee: “Gaze at the thick, green forest 

and hearken to the song of the nightingale. Poet! Nature is all yours. In her 

lap, dear to the heart, you are a king on a magnificent throne!” Nature is so 

often personified and endowed with human attitudes that one Russian 

critic^ finds elements of pantheism in his thought. In any case, although he 

vehemently rejects atheism (his “Song to the Deity” has the note: “Com¬ 

posed on that occasion when the madman Dumont in the French Convention 

said: ‘There is no God!’ ”), he also is no Orthodox believer—at least at the 

period when his poetical work was done. 

Philosophical meditations, even in as light a key as some of Karamzin’s, 

may seem to be scarcely “my trifles.” Much closer to the spirit of his title 

are the genuine “trifles” which occupy a considerable place in his book, and 

exactly parallel a similar group in Dmitriev’s verse. Such are the ephemeral 

vers d’occasion sometimes called “album pieces,” that is, more or less ex 

tempore effusions which could be inscribed by their author on the virgin 

pages of a young lady’s “album”—many of them metrical tours de force of 

French or Italian derivation, such as madrigals, rondeaux, triolets, and the 

like. Very similar are the numerous epigrams, whose “point,” if any, has been 

woefully blunted by time; and the “inscriptions,” a once popular form of 

“trifle” composed, like many Greek epideictic epigrams, ostensibly to adorn 

a portrait or statue of a famous person. In these poetical games the object is, 

of course, to say something with memorable, “lapidary” wit and incisiveness. 

Karamzin’s “Chloe”^^ (1795) is quite comparable in point, though not 

in brevity, to some epigrams of the Greek Anthology or of Martial: 

What though the malicious world assert that there is no constancy in Chloe; that every 

day Chloe changes the object of her love! It isn’t true; Chloe always adores one object, 

prefers it to everything. “Whom? Surely not you?” Oh, no... Herself! 

Sometimes, as Lotman astutely points out in his preface to the “Poet’s 

Library” edition of Karamzin’s complete poetical works,^ the poet’s urge 

toward classical brevity can be followed in several versions, and leads to a 

truly impressive result; thus, in writing an epitaph for a “tender mother” 

whose two-year-old daughter had died, Karamzin composed five different 

versions, the first a quatrain, the next three distichs, and the last—and best— 

a single line. The first reads: 

A heavenly soul has returned to heaven, 

To the source of all, into the Father’s embraces. 

She had not yet been sullied here by vice; 

She captivated all hearts with her innocence. 

The final version is: “Rest, beloved dust, until the joyful morning!” 

“Album verses” and their ilk form one branch of the “light poetry” 
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which poets of the sentimentalist fashion opposed to the classical ode. A 

much more poetically significant branch is the “song,” as we have seen it 

cultivated by such poets as Muraviev, Neledinsky-Meletsky and Dmitriev. 

Karamzin paid his tribute to this branch also; most of his songs are, as tradi¬ 

tion demanded, amorous in content. The first of “Two Songs,” from 1794-66 

begins.- “We wished it—and it has been accomplished.... Liza! Heaven loves us. 

Constancy has been rewarded: You are mine!—O blessed hour.” The lover 

of another “Song” of 17956? is less fortunate; in the chorus, five times re¬ 

peated, he vigorously “swears off” profitless love: “No, enough, enough! 

Henceforth I shall not continue to flatter myself with empty hope, and I shall 

forget you, [my] beauties. No, no! What profit is there in loving?” In the 

verses the persona of this song recounts his numerous misadventures with 

fickle and mercenary maidens, and concludes in the final one: “Ah! better to 

wander in the forests, to wallow in the snow with the Laplander, and to sail 

the seas in a little boat, than to be a snivelling Celadon, to keep repeating 

‘alack!’ in mournful tones, and serve as your amusement forever!” 

One of the best of Karamzin’s “light verses,” and an excellent example 

of the kind, is “Retirement” [“Otstavka”] ofl796;68 

“So, you’re released for retirement!... What’s to do, tender shepherd?” Take hat and 

crook in hand, say thank you, I’ve had enough!” Go, and not shed tears. 

I go, wishing dear Chloe a happy time with her new lover. Freedom’s a golden 

thing, freedom in thought and in love. A minute inflames the feelings, a minute puts 

out the fire in the blood. The hearts of lovers are attached not with a chain, but with a 

fine hair; if there should sigh a sportive breeze, if a butterfly should dart between them- 

all s at an end, and there’s no bond! Why torment one another with empty reproaches? 

The wide world goes on with its own order forever. All love, Chloe, and fall out of 

love; they swear, and transgress their oaths; where is there judgment for flightiness of 

hearts? What is now dear to the sight, to the feelings, that will be hateful to them to¬ 

morrow. Now it’s a philosopher you like, in an hour you’ll be liking a fool, and often the 

god Apollo (antiquity is the witness of this) was replaced in love by a woodland satyr. 

Under the scepter of the murderer Kronos what constancy could there be? Where time’s 

the king, there all has an end, and it will scarcely be necessary for you in eternity to 
love one eternally! 

So, look me boldly in the eye; I’m not angry, Chloe, truly. To make a fuss is the 

act of unbearable men. The lover sees-and is silent; he’ll be shown the door-and, with a 

bow, he’ll close it behind him. Without quarreling with the new Celadon, he’ll go home- 
and write verses. 

I lived with you in Arcadia, not for an hour, but a whole forty days! It’s enough- 

the finest nightingale sings no more than in the spring!.... I also, Chloe, sang of you!.... 

And you in rapture listened to me; with your hand you wrote on the sand: “I love—I 
love—I’ll die loving!” 

But your old friend will not forget that he who will keep remembering what is 

old, loses his eyes, like the Cyclops;* what though my broad brow, Chloe, shall some¬ 

times be adorned with horns:-so that I have at least my eyes. [‘Karamzin explains this 

point by citing in a note the Russian proverb: “He who recalls what is old, loses his 
eyes” [“Kto staroie pomianet, tomu glaz von”] 
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Hardly a trifle in scale—it occupies eleven pages in Lotman’s edition— 

and quite original in conception is Karamzin’s “Epistle to Women”^ of 

1795. In this extended “free verse” epistle are combined many varieties of 

verse—the personal autobiography, the philosophical meditation, literary 

criticism, the “art of love,” and much else. The poet recalls his callow youth 

when he dreamed of military glory, with a kiss instead of the laurel as his 

hoped-for reward. Thereafter, he confides: “Having come to hate rank among 

proud men of rank, I put my sword in its scabbard. (‘Russia, be triumphant,’ 

said I—‘without me!’).... and instead of the keen blade, I took in hand sheets 

of paper, ink-well and pen, in order to be a writer, a creator, agreeable for 

you, O beauties!” The reward which he imagines is a chorus of women, 

saying: “He’s really nice, and faithfully translates everything dark in hearts 

into a language clear to us; he finds words for subtle feelings!” Amid the 

light self-irony of the poem, this is certainly a serious, and quite accurate, 

evaluation of his own literary contribution. We shall see how his modernized 

and Frenchified prose style was conceived as a language such as ladies might 

use and understand in conversation with each other—the “salon style.” 

Passing from the literary to the philosophical, Karamzin propounds 

his doctrine: “Three passions rule the world: one has honor as its object, 

the second gold, and by the third we live for your bright eyes.” The first 

produces Sullas and Attilas, bloodshed and horror. The man who pursues 

gold “is always crawling like a worm in the dust, and is always living in a 

terrible fright.... he hides, like an owl, in the shadow of dismal night.... this 

madman passes all his days with anguish, on the watch!” Naturally, it is 

the third passion which brings men happiness. Typical of the sentimentalist 

elevation of the emotions as contributing to happiness more than does the 

reason is this passage: 

Let that stern man Zeno [the Stoic] in his moroseness cry that we must live in the world 

without passions, have only the name of men, but have a stone for a heart—this doc¬ 

trine should be left in the archives, and not enter hearts forever; Nature and truth have 

not sanctified it with their zeal. This reason, which the kindly fates have bestowed on us, 

about which philosophers are all the time talking to us, is it not a vain gift without 

the heart’s inclinations? 

Why, even the baby is animated by love of a woman—his mother; and the 

poet digresses to tell of his own early bereavement and his re-creation of his 

dead mother as a kindly shade watching over his later life. Returning to his 

subject, he enumerates some of the goods that women are responsible for, 

but gives up in despair—“But he who would recount everything in which 

you are profitable to the world and to the heart, would have to be a second 

Euler [the great mathematician] in the science of counting.” Surprisingly, 

at the end of the poem, the twenty-nine-year-old poet cries: “Bloom on, 

O tender sex! And heap your flowers on us! For me alluring dreams have 

vanished. No longer can I captivate you with beauty, nor with my youth: 
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my spring has passed—I see autumn before me, and autumn, they say, is 

tiresome and not nice.” But none the less, “your glance remains my comfort 

and sweet reward.” In the final lines the poet queries: “What shall truth with 

her own hand write on my tomb? ‘He loved: he was the tenderest friend of 

tender women!’ ” 

Letters of a Russian Traveler were published in 1791-92, and most of 

Karamzins prose stories by 1803. In 1804 he began the immense project 

which was to occupy him for the rest of his life, the monumental History 

of the Russian State. After the publication of the first edition of his Works, 

in eight volumes, Karamzin wrote little more verse, and this little is mostly 

official and of very slight interest. 

Among Karamzin’s prose, which will be considered later, are a number 

of pieces of considerable importance as statements of literary theory. Here it 

may be said as a general comment that his actual poetical practice lagged 

considerably behind his theories. Karamzin seems to have developed more 

and more conservative tendencies in all regards from about 1793, and his 

poetical practice shows this as well as his political theory. He began with a 

strong predilection for unrhymed verse, even in places, such as the Alexan¬ 

drine, where it was quite startling. This was of course not a discovery of his 

own—other poets, such as Radishchev, were experimenting with unrhymed 

verse at the same time; but after 1795 most of Karamzin’s poems are conven¬ 

tionally rhymed. The same may be said of his metrical innovations: most of 

the pieces composed in dactylic or dactylo-trochaic meters were written 

before 1793. His one experiment with amphibrachs, “To Lila,”70 which 

begins, ty plachesh , Lileta (x x x‘x), belongs to 1796, and is quite iso¬ 

lated. In 1789 Karamzin could write71 in his Letters of a Russian Traveler 
(Weimar, July 20): 

Herder, Goethe, and their like, having appropriated to themselves the spirit of the 

ancient Greeks, have been able to approximate their own language to that of the Greeks, 

and make it the richest language and most suitable for poetry; and for this reason neither 

the French nor the English have such fine translations from the Greek as those with 

which the Germans have now enriched their literature. Homer with them is Homer; 

the same artless, noble simplicity in language, which was the soul of antiquity, when 

queens went to fetch water and kings knew the count of their own sheep. 

Yet when in 1795 he undertook to put into Russian one of the noblest 

pasages of the Iliad, “The Parting of Hector and Andromache,” from Book 

VI, he translated, not Heinrich Voss’s German version, which is in un¬ 

rhymed accentual hexameters, and is certainly closer to the original than any 

other translation then existing in any European language, but chose the 

French perversion of Mme. Andre Dacier, in mincing Alexandrines, and 

padded with non-Homenc lines of his own invention. Karamzin, to be sure, 

did not know Greek; but his Letters show that he did, at least in 1789, under- 
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stand and appreciate the Homeric spirit. His “translation” shows a most re¬ 

grettable lapse in the direction of literary conservatism. 

Consideration of Karamzin’s language may be postponed, for at its 

best his poetical usage differs little from that of his prose—indeed, contem¬ 

poraries complained that his verse sounded prosy. It is, to be sure, the work 

rather of a “versifier” [“stikhotvorets”] than of a genuine poet [“piit”] — 

a distinction he always maintained; but it has a significant place in the history 

of Russian poetry, none the less. 
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CHAPTER XVII 

RUSSIAN PROSE OF THE LAST QUARTER 
OF THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

A. Generalities 

The eighteenth century in France and England is preeminently the age 

of prose; in Russia it is the age of verse. Until the last decade of the century 

the only significant prose writer, amid a multitude of poets, is Fonvizin. 

The balance begins to be redressed with the appearance of Radishchev and 

Karamzin. And prose, as a literary and not merely expository medium, means 

primarily narrative prose with a plot-the novel, the short story and related 

genres. 

The novel, as a genre, has had a very late recognition. Classical literary 

theory ignored it. The only varieties of artistic prose admitted on an equality 

with verse were history and oratory. The prose narrative with an invented 

plot had at first to masquerade as the former in order to be acceptable- 

a state of affairs reflected in the English word “story,” an abbreviation of 

history. The narrator was always at pains to represent his work as an au¬ 

thentic happening, to himself or another. If to another, the details of the 

narrator’s acquaintance with the facts must authenticate the story’s truthful¬ 
ness. 

In the classical and neo-classical theories of literature, oratory and 

history, as recognized prose genres, were assigned appropriate styles. Seven¬ 

teenth-century prose oratory (e.g., Bourdaloue, Bossuet), being entirely 

religious and usually addressed to royalty, employed the most lofty of prose 

styles; history (e.g., Bossuet’s Essai sur I’histoire universelle or Voltaire’s 

Essai sur les moeurs) made use of a style neither colloquial nor excessively 

elevated; and it was this middle style” which was deemed appropriate for 

the varieties of novel derived from history. 

One variety of the novel with a very venerable background (perhaps 

the earliest extant example of it is Xenophon’s Cyropaedeia) is the pseudo- 

historical didactic narrative. Its most prestigious European representative 

in the eighteenth century was Fdnelon’s Telemaque. Dealing as this does with 

characters and events from the legendary past of the Trojan War it was assi¬ 

milated to the epic. This association and the fact that the didactic novel deals 
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habitually with kings, princes, and the most serious political and philosophi¬ 

cal concepts, made it requisite that it be written in a lofty style approxi¬ 

mating that of epic verse. 

Another variety of the novel with an almost equally remote ancestry is 

the picaresque. Although its earliest representative in modern European 

literatures dates from the sixteenth century, the Satiricon of Petronius 

Arbiter (first century A.D.) is its antique prototype. The picaresque novel 

by definition (“picaro” is usually translated “rogue”) deals with low life, 

and is always narrated in the first person. It is therefore usually couched in a 

style at the opposite extreme from that of the pseudo-historical didactic 

novel—either in the vernacular or in a somewhat conventionalized modifica¬ 

tion of it. 

There was thus in classical theory no generally accepted single style, 

nor indeed even a generally accepted single name, for the literary varieties 

which we classify as “novel” or “short story.” Any style, from the highest 

to the lowest, might be employed, according to the content or narrative 

convention of the story. 

The first, rather hesitant and awkward, beginnings of Russian narra¬ 

tive prose have been discussed earlier. Fedor Emin, it may be remembered, 

must be considered, for all his serious literary limitations, as one of the 

founders of the Russian novel; he composed works in the genres of the 

pseudo-historical didactic novel (“The Adventures of Themistocles”), the 

pseudo-historical adventure story (“Inconstant Fortune, or the Voyage of 

Miramond”), and even of the new sentimental epistolary novel (The Letters 

of Ernest and Doravra). Chulkov, a better writer than Emin, created in 

The Comely Cook Russia’s first example of the picaresca. But both Emin 

and Chulkov, as has been pointed out before, represent not the gentry class, 

dominant in literature as in social life, but the newly literate middle class. 

Emin’s attempt at a “high style” in “The Adventures of Themistocles” is 

so bad as to be almost parodistic; it is left to Mikhail Kheraskov (in “Numa 

Pompilius,” “Cadmus and Harmonia,” etc.) to endow Russia with didactic 

novels in genuine (gentry) versions of the “high style.” 

In western Europe the eighteenth century saw born a new variety of 

the novel, distinguished not by criteria of form but of auctorial attitude. 

This is what we usually designate as the “sentimental novel.” Its prototype 

is Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (1740). Following on 

the heels of Pamela came Clarissa Harlowe (1751) and Sir Charles Grandison 

(1754). The new fashion reached France with the publication in 1761 of 

Rousseau’s Julie, ou la nouvelle Heloise. England contributed several other 

landmarks to the sentimentalist trend in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy 

(1760) and A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy (1767), and in 

Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield (1766). Germany’s chief monu¬ 

ment of sentimentalism in the novel is Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen 

Werth&rs (1774). Of all these works it can be said that, however different 

545 



in details they may be, their authors show in common certain traits which 

serve as criteria for the sentimental fashion in general, and the sentimental 

novel in particular: first, emotion and sentiment take precedence over reason as 

the characterizing element in human nature, and as the chief guarantor of 

virtue; the analysis of sentiment, accordingly, becomes the novelist’s chief 

device. Secondly, the abstract and generalized figures of classical fiction 

are replaced by living, actual, flesh-and-blood men and women located in 

a perfectly concrete place and time—in other words, sentimentalist fiction 

introduces a degree of realism unknown before. Thirdly, the actors and 

actresses in most of these novels are men and women of the middle class, to 

which most of their authors belong by birth, and exhibit the ways of thinking 

of the middle class and particularly its suspicions and prejudices against the 

gentry. Fourthly, with the exception perhaps of Sterne, all the novelists 

cited attempt in one way or another to convey a moral lesson—a distinct 

reaction against the sceptical amoralism of the “age of reason.” A final char¬ 

acteristic, shared by them all but most prominent in Sterne, is the veritable 

flaunting of the author’s own individuality, which tends to eclipse all other 

concerns in Tristram Shandy. 

Emin s Letters of Ernest and Doravra (1766) is, as has been remarked, 

Russia s first attempt at a sentimentalist novel—in this case awkwardly 

modeled on Rousseau’s La nouvelle Heloise. This pioneering effort remained, 

however, isolated for over two decades, although some works translated from 

the French (e.g., Fonvizin’s Sydney and Silli) can be cited. The reasons for 

this time lag require explanation. 

Themes, construction, fictional devices-such things are readily enough 

appropriated by one literature from another; thus Emin can construct his 

novel as a series of letters, on the models of both Rousseau and Richardson, 

and present his hero and heroine as analyzing their sentiments in these letters. 

What cannot be readily appropriated from one language to another is style— 

and this is precisely where Emin fails most miserably. The Russian which he 

used, even if he had had a more native command of it, would have been in¬ 

adequate to his task because of several deficiencies in it, unknown to the lan¬ 

guages of western Europe. 

From the very beginnings of Russian literacy a situation had evolved 

without parallel elsewhere in Europe: the literary language which the church 

employed (and nearly all literate Russians in the early ages were churchmen) 

was not vernacular Russian, but a South Slavic dialect nearly related to 

Russian. The result of this was that literature was from its genesis separated 

by a wide gulf from the vast majority of the Russian population. In the 

course of time, as we have seen, secular learning grew more prevalent, and 

with it the proportion of Church Slavonic admixture in the literary language 

decreased in relation to the native element. With Lomonosov’s literary and 

linguistic reforms at the beginning of the eighteenth century a kind of modus 

operandi was imposed, which remained in force unchallenged until the last 

546 



quarter of the century. By it the use of a more or less slavonicized Russian 

was linked up with the type of literature being composed: for matter con¬ 

sidered of a lofty nature, such as epic poetry, the solemn ode or the tragedy, 

a poetic vocabulary of words supposedly intelligible to all Russians of the 

educated classes, but never used in anything except church writings or 

secular literature of the “high” genres, was obligatory; for matter of a comic 

or satirical nature, on the other hand, it was appropriate to use a language 

almost entirely devoid of Slavonic elements, and approximating at times even 

to the common vernacular. Between these extremes lay a middle style, which 

might utilize Slavonic elements where these were identical with Russian. 

This theory of the “three styles,” formulated by Lomonosov, took very 

little account of prose, and none at all of prose as a medium for imaginative 

narrative. It was natural therefore that Russian varieties of narrative prose 

should gravitate into the channels defined for such varieties by western 

European usage; thus Kheraskov’s philosophical and didactic novels assumed 

the “high style,” Chulkov’s the “low,” and such a piece as the junior Emin’s 

Play of Destiny (1789) the “middle.” The equivalent of the Lomonosovian 

“three styles,” however, in western literature involved no such extraneous 

element as the Church Slavonic component of the Russian high style; to any 

literate Frenchman, for example, Malherbe’s odes or Bossuet’s funeral ora¬ 

tions, in the highest of high styles, were perfectly intelligible. Not so to a 

Russian the highly slavonicized productions in prose or verse in the equivalent 

style. The well educated Russian of the upper class, for whom they were 

written, would have little difficulty, but the man of the middle classes would 

find them beyond him. And the novel and the short story were precisely the 

literary fare which the Russian middle classes, in so far as they were literate, 

preferred. Certain varieties of imaginative prose were accordingly almost or 

entirely inaccessible to a growing segment of the reading public. 

For a Russian > writer still another linguistic factor, unknown to the 

writers of western Europe, complicated the situation. From Kantemir on 

throughout the eighteenth century nearly every Russian satirist or writer of 

comedy inveighs against fashionable gentlemen and women who use French so 

exclusively that they can either not communicate at all in their native tongue, 

or else use it awkwardly and inaccurately, larding it with a half-digested 

French vocabulary and translating French idioms literally into Russian. 

There is doubtless considerable exaggeration in such pictures, but we must 

remember that when Lev Tolstoy was endeavoring to draw an accurate pic¬ 

ture in War and Peace of gentry society in the period 1806-12, he at first felt 

bound to write about half of his dialogue in French! It can be readily under¬ 

stood that such a situation must have severely inhibited the full development 

of the Russian language for literary purposes. If resort must be had to a 

foreign language to express certain ideas, and this language is always available 

and universally understood, there will be no incentive to augment the re¬ 

sources of one’s own language. The turning point comes when the foreign 
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language is not universally understood—and this is increasingly the case at the 

end of the eighteenth century. 

From at least the age of Peter the Great Russian literature, especially 

verse literature, was created by and for men of the gentry class. In the course 

of the eighteenth century literacy began to spread more and more widely 

among two other groups of the population—the urban bourgeoisie of mer¬ 

chants, craftsmen, and the non-noble officials in the lower ranks of the 

bureaucracy; and women. Even women of the gentry class were seldom as 

well educated as their male counterparts, and seldom had the opportunity, 

as the men did, of making lengthy pilgrimages to western Europe to learn 

French, German or English at first hand; and if this applied to the women 

of the gentry class, so much the more to the wives and daughters of the bour¬ 

geoisie. It was for the benefit of these two groups primarily, to whom neither 

Church Slavonic nor French were readily intelligible, that the revolution in 

Russian linguistic and literary usage was carried out in the last years of the 

eighteenth century. 

Tolstoy’s Anna Pavlovna Scherer speaks for many of the gentry class 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century when she complains that, un¬ 

patriotic athough it may be, there are some things she can say only in 

French-Russian simply doesn’t have the words for them. This embarrassment 

of course was felt only by the gentry class, whose ideas themselves were 

largely derived from a western education. The Russian peasantry and the 

lower strata of the bourgeoisie, who were usually second generation peasants, 

felt no difficulty in expressing anything which they needed to say in the 

Russian language. The question may arise: why could not the Russian verna¬ 

cular be as well employed by the gentry as by the peasantry? And why could 

not this vernacular be discreetly enriched by new coinages and the like to the 

point of equality with the western literary languages? Two factors chiefly 

militated against such a solution. In the first place, speakers of a language 

usually take the course of least resistance, and confronted with an idea not 

expressible at once in their own language, borrow a foreign term outright 

instead of laboring to create a native substitute; thus in English such terms as 

fin de siecle or Lebensraum or Zeitgeist have acquired full currency although 

English equivalents could be devised with no great difficulty. The Russian 

spoken language since Peter’s time had been crammed with foreign borrow¬ 

ings; and when attempts were made to coin native equivalents, they usually 

involved the use of Slavonic, which was no less a foreign language. But 

the principal hindrance to the general use for literary purposes of the Russian 

vernacular was social. When the cultivators of the soil, who constituted some 

nine-tenths of Russia’s population, were degraded during the eighteenth- 

century to a position not greatly differing from slavery, their language 

was degraded too in the eyes of the upper classes of society, and could be 

utilized in literature only patronizingly, in comic or deliberately vulgar 

material. Even as late as the first quarter of the nineteenth century critics 
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could exclaim in horror at Pushkin’s use of certain “peasant words” in 

Ruslan and Liudmila—inconceivable in a serious work of literature. Here 

again, the situation in Russia had no parallel in west European countries, 

because the Russian social structure itself had no western parallel. 

For all the reasons mentioned: the want of a firm classical prescription 

of a medium proper to narrative prose; the serious inadequacies of all the 

three Lomonosovian styles for this purpose; the stultifying dominance of 

the French language among the upper classes; the social stigma attached to 

the Russian peasant vernacular; and above all, the existence of a growing class 

of readers for whom Church Slavonic and French were equally incompre¬ 

hensible—when at the end of the eighteenth century western models of 

imaginative narrative prose began to be seriously imitated in Russia, the first 

order of business had to be the development of a native prose style as a 

vehicle. Two men, Alexander Radishchev and Nikolai Karamzin, met this 

challenge at about the same time with two completely different and contra¬ 

dictory solutions, to which we must now turn. 

B. Alexander Radishchev (1749-1802)1 

Alexander Radishchev has already been twice encountered in this sur¬ 

vey, once as a journalist and once as a poet. It is unnecessary to recapitulate 

the facts of his biography. It will be recalled that he collaborated with Nikolai 

Novikov in some of the latter’s journalistic ventures, and that there is ex¬ 

tremely good reason to believe that the two articles published in issues 5 

and 14 (1772) of the Portrait-Painter under the title: “Fragment of a Journey 

of I— T— to —” is the work of Radishchev. According to the headings of 

the two sections in the journal, the “Fragment” constituted part or whole of 

Chapter XIV; if this is not merely a literary device, and the pieces were ac¬ 

tually portions of a much larger whole, the “Journey” must have been a very 

extensive work, comparable in scope to the Journey from St. Petersburg 

to Moscow of almost twenty years later. At the beginning of the first extract 

the author (Mr. I— T—, according to the editor), informs us that his purpose 

in making the journey is precisely to study the condition of the peasantry:^ 

On my departure from this city I stopped at almost every village and hamlet, because all 

these alike attracted my curiosity; but in the three days of this journey I have found 

nothing worthy of praise. Poverty and slavery have met me everywhere in the image of 

the peasants.... I did not pass up a single settlement without inquiring about the reasons 

for the poverty of the peasants. I listened to their answers, and to my great sorrow, 

always found that their landlords themselves were reponsible for this. 

It is evident from the fragment that we have even here, in 1772, a piece 

modeled on Sterne’s Sentimental Journey of 1767: 
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O humanity! They know you not in these settlements. O sovereignty! You tyrannize 

over men of your own likeness. O blessed virtue, love of neighbor, you are employed 

for ill: the stupid landlords of these poor slaves exhibit you rather to horses and dogs 

than to men! With a great quivering of a sensitive heart I begin to describe certain ham¬ 

lets and villages and their landlords. Begone from me, flattery and partiality, the low 

qualities of base souls: truth guides my pen! 

The fragments belong to the literature of exposure, like most of the 

articles in Novikov’s journals—that is, their primary purpose is not literary, 

but propagandistic. They are directed toward the immediate aim of opening 

the eyes of readers possessed, like the author, of “sensitive hearts,” to the 

evils of serfdom and of effecting some reform. They are, however, interest¬ 

ing) quite apart from the politico-social aspect, for two literary qualities. 

Earlier, in the discussion of Novikov and the journals, the portions of Mr. 

I_ T-’s journey were cited which describe the hamlet which he calls “Ruin¬ 

ation [ Razorennaia”]. The description of the filth and squalor of a peasant 

hut, and of the three abandoned babies, tormented by hunger, heat, flies, and 

uncomfortable bedding, is a realistic masterpiece, not unparalleled, but cer¬ 

tainly not common in literature of the classical period. Furthermore, the lan¬ 

guage of the fragment, while not entirely free of Slavonic vocabulary, and 

occasionally employing a word order that violates that of the spoken lan¬ 

guage, is for the most part remarkably simple and straight-forward. Both these 

characteristics must be explained by the purpose of the piece: if the author’s 

intent is to expose most effectively the horrors of a serf’s existence, the usual 

classical abstraction and generalization will not do; he must present a picture 

as specific and detailed as possible. And if he is to make his point to the largest 

possible circle of readers, he must employ the simplest and most normal 

kind of language, free of extraneous rhetorical embellishment. This is exactly 

what Mr. I- T- does. The strange thing is that Radishchev’s masterpiece, the 

Journey of 1790, which had exactly the same purpose, follows its earlier 

prototype in only the first of these respects: linguistically it reverts to a style 

that must have made it widely incomprehensible, or at the least repellent to 
the ordinary reader. 

Presumably to the middle 1770s belongs an extraordinary piece of 

writing by Radishchev which was discovered and published after his death. 

It is entitled “Diary of a Week” [“Dnevnik odnoi nedeli”] ,3 It would be 

hard to find its like in any literature, Russian or foreign-but nothing can 

better illustrate what is meant by that treasured sentimentalist quality “sensi¬ 

bility.’ It purports to be the entries made from one Saturday to the second 

following Tuesday, a period of eleven days, and is a record of the emotional 

ups and downs of the writer (not to be unconditionally identified, of course, 

with Radishchev himself-this is a work of fiction) during the absence of the 

“friends of his soul.” In a fashion most typical of the classical elegy, all 

concrete details in the piece are avoided: the causes of the diarist’s torment 

are never referred to except as “my friends”-how many of them there are, 
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of what sex, what their relation is to him, he never reveals. He is equally in¬ 

definite about his “duty” and “business”—he merely reminds himself once 

that on it “depends the well-being or detriment of your fellow-citizens.” The 

reasons for his friends’ departure and return are never hinted at. All these 

background matters the author evidently considers irrelevant, possibly even 

damaging, to his main purpose, which is to depict the agonies and contra¬ 

dictions in his own soul caused by loneliness and longing. 

The ordeal begins with the entry of the first Saturday: 

They have left, the friends of my soul have left, at eleven o’clock in the morning.... 

In the wake of their departing carriage I strained my eyes, that kept involuntarily drop¬ 

ping to the ground [the Russian of the last phrase reads literally: “strained the falling 

against my will to the ground gaze”-a good example of the unnatural word order, 

based on Latin or German, which is a prominent feature of Radishchev’s prose style!. 

The swiftly turning wheels dragged me with their whirling behind them-why, why did 

I not go with them?.... 

According to my habit, I went for the peformance of my duty. In vanity and pre¬ 

occupation I did not think about myself. I remained in forgetfulness, and the absence of 

my friends was unfelt. Two o’clock already; I return home; my heart beats with gladness; 

I kiss my beloved ones. The door opens—no one comes to meet me. O my beloved ones! 

You have left me. Everywhere empty—O delightful silence! Longed-for solitude! With 

you I once sought refuge; in grief and dejection you were my fellow-travelers, when 

reason sought to pursue truth; now you are unbearable to me! 

I could not endure to be alone, I ran headlong out of the house and, wandering 

for a long while through the town without any goal, I returned home at last in sweat 

and weariness. Hurriedly I lay down on the bed and—blessed insensibility! Hardly had 

sleep closed my eyes, than my friends presented themselves to my gaze, and, although 

asleep, I was happy all night long; for I was conversing with you. 

In the succeeding days the diarist’s sufferings only increase; he is tormented 

that his friends’ departure may be a sign that their affection for him is only 

slight. He tries to apply reason to his despair—but “is man such a slave to 

his sensibility that even his reason scarce speaks when it is urgently required? 

O proud insect! Touch yourself, and acknowledge that you are able to 

reason only because you feel, that your reason has its beginnings in your 

fingers and your bare skin.” He tries to find distraction in going to the 

theater and sees a performance of Beverlei (a lachrymose drama of Saurin: 

1706-1781): “Beverley is in prison—ah! How hard to be deceived by those 

in whom we place all our hope!—He drinks poison—what is it to you? But 

he is himself the cause of his misfortune—and who is my surety that I too 

shall not be my own evil-doer?” By Tuesday he is so completely prostrated 

that he is unable even to get out of bed. There is an abrupt change on 

Wednesday: one of the most remarkable and unclassical things about this 

essay in self-analysis is its contradictoriness. Here is no monolithic classical 

personality, “given” and unchangeable: 

The agitation in my blood has lessened—I spent the whole morning sitting at home. I 

was cheerful, I read—what an unexpected change! What is the reason for it? O my 
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beloved ones! I read the lively representation [presumably in earlier pages of his own 

diary] of what went on each hour, each moment, when you were with me. O revery! 

O bewitchment! Why are you not lasting? I am called to dinner—me to dinner? With 

whom? Alone! No! Leave me to feel all the weight of separation—leave me. I want to 

fast. I shall offer to them as a sacrifice.... Why are you lying to yourself? There is no 

merit in this. Your stomach has grown weak along with your strength and does not re¬ 
quire nourishment. 

On Thursday he goes, in proper sentimentalist fashion, to a graveyard and 

contemplates the possibility of his own end—but he is not ready for it—his 

friends may be returning. He hurries home, but no one is there. His Friday 

meditations begin in utter despair-but he suddenly reminds himself-and 

startles his reader!-that his friends are to return on Sunday! But at once 

he upbraids himself for the thought: “O you, who can measure your separa¬ 

tion from the friends of your heart by time! O you villain, barbarian, cruel 

serpent! Away with such cold-bloodedness-the heart feels within me, and 

you reason!” This, it seems, is a particularly revealing entry: “sensibility” 

deliberately rejects reason in order to wallow in its own emotions. 

The week’s record works towards its climax: Saturday is full of joyful 

anticipation. Sunday comes-and the joyful reunion does not take place. The 

friends do not appear, and, disappointed and hurt by their failure, he con¬ 

cludes: “They have forgotten me. Let them forget! I shall forget them....” 

They have still not arrived on Monday, and he resolves to leave town so that 

they may wait for him. The last entry is Tuesday’s: 

Good-bye, promise-breakers, good-bye, heartless ones, good-bye. Where are you [singu¬ 

lar ty, addressed to himself] going, unfortunate? Where can there be happiness, if you 

do not find it in your own home? But I’m abandoned, but I’m alone-alone-alone! 

A carriage has stopped-they’re getting out-O joy, O bliss! My beloved friends! 
It is they, it is they! 

To an unsympathetic modern reader such untrammeled effusion of feel¬ 

ing can hardly be taken seriously, even when he reminds himself of the para¬ 

mount position of friendship in sentimentalist and romantic literature. But 

exaggerated and ridiculous though the “dairy” must seem to a less “sensible” 

generation, there is no denying that it is an extraordinary feat of self-analysis, 

a psychological study almost without contemporary parallel. It is, of course,' 

something else too-a bold and unsparing revelation of self, for the analysis 

is obviously intended not merely for the writer’s eyes. It is these qualities 

which make Diary of a Week” a most important document in the history of 

Russian sentimentalist prose; we shall see the same kind of self-analysis and 

self-revelation a decade and a half later in Karamzin’s Letters of a Russian 
Traveler. 

In 1789 Radishchev published a short biographical sketch entitled 

“Life of Fedor Vasilievich Ushakov.”4 The subject of the biography was a 

talented young man who had been one of Radishchev’s companions and 
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closest friends during his student years in Leipzig; he died in 1770. The bio¬ 

graphy, which purports to be, and is, chiefly reminiscences of the Leipzig 

years, and dedicated to another former student, A.M. Kutuzov, is largely 

concerned with a “student revolt” which the author and Ushakov had large 

part in. It has some interest as an indication that Radishchev’s political radi- 

cialism may date even from the 1760s, when he was in Germany, but it is not un¬ 

likely that, writing twenty years later, he may be retroactively attributing 

to himself and his fellows in their student days ideas which he did not in fact 

adopt until much later. In any case, Radishchev’s political ideas are of minor 

literary concern. More significant is the fact that in the “Life,” which was 

published at the time when he was in the midst of writing his Journey from 

St. Petersburg to Moscow, his style is, not surprisingly, the same archaic and 

unwieldy instrument as in the Journey. 

In May 1790 there appeared in St. Petersburg an anonymous publica¬ 

tion entitled Journey [Putesbestvie] from St. Petersburg to Moscow. ^ It was 

accompanied by the usual declaration that it was printed “with the per¬ 

mission of the Department of Public Morals.” The work was dedicated, like 

the “Life of Fedor Vasilievich Ushakov,” to A. M. Kutuzov, and this fact and 

a few references in the text made it easy for Catherine’s police to track down 

the author. Radishchev readily admitted that the work was his; the imprima¬ 

tur was falsified—only a portion of the Journey had been seen by a censor, 

and Radishchev had printed it himself on a private press of his own. He was 

promptly arrested and condemned to death for circulating subversive litera¬ 

ture. In August the celebration of Russia’s peace treaty with Sweden (Treaty 

of Verela) gave occasion for a general amnesty, and Radishchev’s sentence 

was commuted to a ten-year banishment to Ilimsk in eastern Siberia. His 

powerful and devoted friend, Count Alexander Romanovich Vorontsov, 

by a series of judiciously placed bribes, procured relatively good treatment 

for the exile, and permission for his sister-in-law with his two younger 

children (his wife had died in 1783) to join him. She later married him and 

they had three children born in Siberia. 

The harsh treatment which the Journey brought on the author should 

have been no surprise to him. The entire purpose of the work was very clear¬ 

ly to protest the institution of serfdom and the autocratic despotism which 

supported it. In this purpose the Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow 

was identical with the “Extract from the Journey of I— T— to —” of eighteen 

years earlier. That the later Journey brought a stronger reaction from Cath¬ 

erine than its predecessor may be explained by two factors: the extracts 

published in 1772 in the Portrait-Painter, caustic and outspoken as they 

were in their criticism of the inhumanity of gentry landlords, were short 

and relatively inconspicuous; the later Journey was an entire book, and the 

cumulative effect of the various devices marshalled to demonstrate the 

author’s point was overwhelming. And secondly, the timing was singularly 

inopp6rtune. Rebellion had flared up in the British colonies across the 
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Atlantic, and been successful; and the contagion had spread to France, where 

Louis XVI, “king by the grace of God,” had been dethroned by the “people” 

and was soon to be executed. These developments filled Catherine II with 

consternation and horror, and Radishchev’s open admiration for Washington 

(parts of the ode “Liberty” were incorporated into the Tver’ episode of the 

Journey), Mirabeau and other revolutionaries led her to believe that he 

contemplated a similar revolution in Russia. He was, as Catherine’s secretary 

heard her exclaim, “a worse rebel than Pugachev.” Actually, it is doubtful 

if Radishchev was a true revolutionary, although any Soviet critic would ve¬ 

hemently dispute such a conclusion. He envisaged the abolition of serfdom 

most certainly, and a government guaranteed against despotism by some 

kind of constitution; but these reforms in his view were to come about paci¬ 

fically, without armed violence. To Catherine, however, the thought of any 

limitation on her powers was intolerable. 

Radishchev’s actual political views are the concern of a social or intel¬ 

lectual history of his times. The devices which he employs in the Journey 

to inculcate these are the business of a literary historian. In this instance the 

principal device is the “sentimental journey,” a new genre of narrative prose 

introduced by Laurence Sterne and hitherto unrepresented in Russian litera¬ 

ture. Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy (1767), 

which is the archetype of the genre, sets the form: it is ostensibly a travel 

journal, written in the first person, recording the writer’s impressions and 

experiences as he moves over a concrete geographical course during a con¬ 

crete period of time. Sterne’s Journey starts with its author debarking at 

Calais, and ends abruptly with him somewhere in Savoy, after some rather 

haphazard touring of the lie de France and Brittany. He never does get to 

Italy, despite the title’s promise. In general the stops which Sterne makes 

serve as a mere framework for recording his encounters with people and the 

impressions which they make on him; he is little concerned about the history, 

economic aspect or other concrete features of the country he traverses. 

The Sentimental Journey could be almost anywhere geographically; it can be 

said without exaggeration to be really a psychological journey through 

Sterne’s own sensibilities. 

Radishchev’s Journey does not lack this introspective character, but is 

a great deal more concrete, and is motivated by a compelling purpose— 

the exposure of serfdom—which Sterne’s lacks. It has a definite geographical 

beginning and end, noted in the title, and its course can be plotted on a map. 

It is a journey by post-carriage over a well-known stretch of the Great Russian 

countryside, and its chapters are each headed by one of the twenty-four 

“stations,” or post stops, on the route. But this concreteness is really quite 

illusory; like Sterne’s, this Journey is not recorded in the manner of a 

travelogue, but is a hodge-podge of material of every sort loosely held toge¬ 

ther by the fictional thread of an actual journey. Most of the incidents re¬ 

corded could be localized as well in one as in another of the “stations”; only 
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perhaps at Novgorod is there any pertinent connection between the place and 

the traveler’s account of his stop there. The material is of every possible 

kind—visual impressions, conversations with peasants along the way, stories 

told to the traveler by acquaintances whom he meets on his journey, medi¬ 

tations on means of bettering the grievous lot of the population, a detailed 

and symbolic dream in which the traveler is a tsar, whom Truth in person en¬ 

lightens—all united by two factors: the traveler’s “sensitive heart,” as with 

Sterne; and the paramount object of exposing serfdom as a malignant evil, 

politically, morally and even economically inexcusable. He describes en¬ 

counters with all sorts of peasant types—care-worn and hopeless old people; 

brisk, still optimistic youngsters; families being torn apart by the iniquitous 

separate sale of serfs; peasant girls being forcibly married to husbands picked 

by their masters; only sons being sold to the army for the usual twenty-five 

year term of service, etc. He meets friends along the way, men of his own 

kind, who relate their own experiences to him, e.g., of a heartless governor 

whom his servant dares not wake from his nap even to save a boatload of 

drowning countrymen, or of an idealistic young judge thwarted in his sincere 

efforts to dispense justice by a senior colleague who decides cases on the basis 

of bribes. He inveighs against the bigotry and intolerance of the clergy, who 

connive with the gentry to oppress the peasants, in defiance of the Gospel 

injunctions to love one’s neighbor; he criticizes the Russian school system, 

which to him is based on the methods of the medieval scholasticism outgrown 

by the West for centuries. The chapter “Torzhok,” the longest in the book, 

is devoted to a well-documented and bitter attack on Russian censorship, 

some of the material form which he may have derived from Milton’s Areopa- 

gitica. The chapter “Tver’ ” quotes substantial portions of the author’s own 

“Liberty,” and the final chapter Chernaya Gryaz’ is largely taken up with a 

long eulogy of Mikhail Vasilievich Lomonosov, who was, it may be remem¬ 

bered, peasant-born, although not a serf. 

The material is disparate enough, but chosen primarily in every instance 

to reinforce the one leading idea of the whole work: serfdom is an intoler¬ 

able evil, a cancer in Russian society, and the autocracy which maintains it 

by putting unlimited power into the hands of a debased and irresponsible 

gentry must be abolished. It is the leading idea which gives inner unity to 

what would otherwise be but a congeries of unrelated impressions. 

Even in the construction of the individual chapters there is no formal 

unity, and subjects appear in the most haphazard order. Roderick Page 

Thaler, in the introduction to his edition of Wiener’s English translation 

of the Journey^ notes as an example: “From Zaytsovo to Tver’ he takes up, 

in order, the Service, the abuse of peasants by landlords, calling on great per¬ 

sonages, the Service, education, calling on great personages, venereal disease, 

an admirable peasant girl, the emancipation of the serfs, the abolition of the 

Court Service, censorship, an auction sale of serfs, and prosody.” This arbi¬ 

trary and whimsical illogicality is evidently an attempt to copy the same 
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qualities in Sterne’s work, where they are justified by the entirely subjective 

character of the work: Sterne’s only overriding idea is the revelation of his 

own personality in all its contradictoriness. 

Radishchev is certainly not as “sentimental” in his work as his model, 

and the seriousness of his social concern saves him from some of the excesses 

of Sterne’s “outpourings of the heart.” But he too is prone to interrupt his 

sober exposition with sudden emotional outbursts, usually apostrophes. 

Typical is this, from the chapter “Vyshnyi Volochok”; he has been busy 

watching the barges plying the canal, loaded with grain bound for the capital, 

and at first the sight has delighted him—but then he remembered under what 

conditions this grain has been raised 

And you, O inhabitants of St. Petersburg, who nourish yourselves with the surplus of 

the fertile regions of your fatherland, at sumptuous banquets or at a friendly dinner, or 

alone, when your hand raises the first morsel of bread that is destined for the satisfac¬ 

tion of your hunger, stop and think. Can I not say to you the same about it as my friend 

said to me about the products of America? Have not the fields on which it grew been 

fattened with sweat, tears and groans? Blessed you are, if the morsel of bread you hunger 

for was drawn from ears that were born on a field that is called crown-land [“kazen- 

noiu”], or at least on a field that pays its landlord quit-rent. But woe to you if its 

dough was composed of grain that has lain in a nobleman’s granary. Upon it have lain 

sorrow and despair; upon it is branded the curse of the Most High, when in His wrath 

He spake: “Accursed be the earth in her works.” 

At an opposite extreme from such solemn eloquence are the occasional 

passages, e.g., in the chapter “Edrovo,” where the narrator engages in a more 

or less natural conversation with a peasant. In this chapter his carriage over¬ 

takes a peasant girl who is carrying a load of newly washed clothes home 

from the river on a yoke over her shoulders. He accosts her and the conver¬ 

sation runs as follows:^ 

“Isn’t it hard for you to carry such a heavy load, my dear-I don’t know your name? 

“My name is Anna, and my load isn’t heavy. And even if it were heavy, I wouldn’t ask 

you, sir, to help me.” “Why such severity, Annushka, darling [“dusha moia”] ? I wish 

you no harm.” “Thank you, thank you. We often see such big-mouths [“shchelkunov”] 

as you. Please be on your way.” “Really, Annushka, I’m not such as I seem to you, 

I m not such as those you re talking about. They, I suppose, don’t begin a conversation 

with peasant girls except with a kiss. But I, if I had kissed you, it would certainly have 

been just as though it were my own sister.” “Don’t come near me, please. I’ve heard such 

stories. If you aren’t thinking any evil, what do you want of me?” “Annushka, darling, 

I wanted to know whether you have a father and mother, how you live, rich or poor! 

whether you’re cheerful, whether you have a bridegroom?” “And what’s that to you! 

sir? This is the first time in my life that I’ve heard such talk.” “From this you can judge! 

Aniuta, that I’m not a good-for-nothing. I don’t want to insult or dishonor you. I love 

women because they have a make-up that corresponds to my tenderness. But I love 

country women or peasants girls even more, because they are still ignorant of pretense, 

they do not put on the masks of pretended love, and if they love, they love with their 
whole heart, and sincerely...” 
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The reader would doubtless share Annushka’s suspicions if the traveler had 

not elsewhere revealed himself so entirely above frivolous thoughts; and he 

can certainly sympathize with her bewilderment at these tender sentiments, 

borrowed with some awkwardness from Sterne’s Yorick, and scarcely likely 

to be intelligible to a Russian peasant girl. 

The Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow is a profoundly humani¬ 

tarian document that reveals a most noble soul; it is also one of the earliest 

and most significant monuments of sentimentalist prose in Russia, and the 

earliest example in the language of the genre of the “sentimental journey.” 

However, as Mr. Thaler remarks with considerable understatement, “Radi- 

shchev’s style is not the best thing about the Journey.” It would be hard, in 

fact, to imagine a style less suited to the subject matter and the sentimentalist 

ethos than that which Radishchev deliberately and purposefully sets out to 

create. If one were to try to translate Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey 

into the language of Sir Thomas Browne’s Hydriotapbia, he might get an 

approximate notion of the effect. 

In the literary hierarchy of the “three styles,” such a work as Radi¬ 

shchev’s would probably have been bracketed with the private letter and 

assigned to the “low style”; Lomonosov says that this style should be used 

“in comedies, humorous epigrams, songs, and in prose letters to friends and 

descriptions of everyday doings.”9 The vocabulary of the “low style” is to 

be drawn from words that are common to both the Church Slavonic and 

Russian dialects, and words which are in good Russian usage but never found 

in Church Slavonic. It would exclude “mean words, which it is not appropri¬ 

ate to use in any style.” The “low style,” however, carries with it an informal 

atmosphere which Radishchev judged to be inappropriate to the seriousness 

of his subject. Instead, however, of settling for the “middle style,” which is 

in effect what his contemporary Karamzin did, in his Letters of a Russian 

Traveler, he vaulted directly into the “high style,” which Lomonosov restricts 

in prose to “orations on important matters.” The lexical marks of the “high 

style” are: words in Church Slavonic which are never used in Russian, but still 

intelligible; and words which exist in both dialects. The category of words 

which are in good Russian usage but not found in Church Slavonic is ex¬ 

cluded altogether. Along with the use of an unfamiliar vocabulary never em¬ 

ployed in actual speech went the use of Church Slavonic inflectional forms 

and syntactical usages. Thus, for example, verb forms which in Russian have 

developed into gerunds, that is, sentence modifiers without inflectional 

endings, such as “nosia,” “carrying” or “mysliv,” “having thought,” are pro¬ 

vided with endings in Church Slavonic and function as present and past active 

participles respectively, alongside the ordinary participles of these tenses, thus 

“nosiaia” or “myslivyi.” Radishchev often uses these remotely archaic forms, 

utterly unintelligible to any but a highly educated reader. But perhaps the 

most prominent characteristic of the Lomonosovian “high style,” of which 

Radishchev is very fond, is a stylistic d'stortion of the normal word-order of 
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the language. Russian is of course a highly inflected language, with endings 

in noun and adjective and pronoun for gender, case, and number. If an adjec¬ 

tive, for example, is separated from its noun, it can be mentally brought into 

its intended relationship by the identity of its ending with that of the noun; if 

an object precedes a subject, its case will still identify it as an object, etc. 

But the fact remains that the language has a logical, normal, sequential order, 

which is the same as that of English: modifier—subject—modifier—predicate- 

modifier—object. If, for purely stylistic purposes, this natural order is vio¬ 

lated, comprehension of the sentence is impeded. The violation may be justi¬ 

fied by the special emphasis conveyed, or by a particularly harmonious collo¬ 

cation of sounds, or the like; but in extreme cases, as in some of Trediakov- 

sky’s verse, it may be necessary for the reader to proceed to a complete 

rearrangment of the words before any sense can be made of it at all. Yet an 

early nineteenth-century (1805) stylistic treatise quoted by Professor Vino¬ 

gradov11* actually recommends such a distortion in specific terms: “Just like 

the Greeks and Romans we are able to enliven our discourse by separating 

adjectives from substantives and pronouns from their nouns, and by placing 

the verb at will at the beginning or the middle or end of a sentence, depend¬ 

ing on the movement of emotion and on the propriety of style.” That such 

violence done to language in the name of “propriety of style” had come to 

be regarded as objectionable by the end of the eighteenth century may be 

gathered from a remark which 1.1. Dmitriev makes in his autobiography:11 

“Elagin, I recall, begins the third book of his ‘Russian History’ thus: 'Neiz- 

merimoi vechnosti v puchinu otshedshii Kniazia Vladimira dukb....’ [literal¬ 

ly: “Of eternity into the gulf the departing of Prince Vladimir spirit...”]. 

Maintaining the natural order in the placing of words, this should have been: 

‘The spirit of Prince Vladimir, departing into the gulf of eternity fathom¬ 

less...’ Although arranged in this fashion part of the period would be inflated 

and intolerable to an educated taste.” A nineteenth-century writer, N.I. 

Grech, quoted by Professor V.V. Vinogradov12 writes of Lomonosov’s 

Rhetoric: “Lomonosov does not speak of the proper Russian construction, 

i.e., the order and placing of words proper to the Russian language. From this 

omission has arisen the strange and absurd rule of later writers on grammar: 

‘place your words wherever you please.’ ” There is no historical warrant 

for this so-called “free order” of words in early Russian; it is an “ornament” 

entirely derived from foreign models, chiefly Latin and German. To this same 

source may be traced Lomonosov’s penchant for placing the verb at the end 

of a periodic sentence, which his imitators also copy. 

This, then, is the kind of style which Radishchev consciously adopts a 

as the vehicle for his pioneering Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow. 

As Professor Lotman has pointed out, however, Radishchev as a nobleman 

never had what one might call a “native command” of the Church Slavonic 

language, which nevertheless forms such a large part of his vocabulary; he 

actually created numerous back-formations on the basis of Russian which had 
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never existed in Slavonic, and a large number of quasi-Slavonic compounds. 

Of such a category would be a word which he uses in the sense of “warmth”— 

“the warmth [“sogreniie”] of rhy friendship.” Both “sogrevanie” and “so- 

gretie” in the literal sense of “warming” exist, but he presumably felt the 

awkwardness of using one of these in a transferred sense, and so resorted to 

a coinage. 

Russian prose in general is rather chary of conjunctions, but Radishchev 

loads his long sentences with Slavonic connectives such as “ibo” (“because”), 

“iako” (“as”), “daby” (“in order that”), “neby” (“if not”), “amo” 

(“where”), “dondezhde” (“until”), and the like. He even occasionally uses a 

notoriously antique Slavonic construction, the dative absolute, e.g., “ve- 

shchavshu sie startsu,” “when the old man had said this”; although of native 

origin, this usage is certainly an imitation here of the Latin ablative absolute. 

In another rather conspicuous way also Radishchev deviates from the 

language of his time, following Church Slavonic usage—the use of the verb 

“to be.” The present tense of the copula does not exist in modern Russian; 

occasionally the third person singular may still be found, usually as a sub¬ 

stantive verb: “est’,” “exists.” In the ancient language, however, the verb 

had all six forms: “esm’ ” (“I am”), “esi” (“thou art”), “est’ ” (“he, she, 

it is”),- “esmia” (“we are”), “este” (“you are”), “sut* ” (“they are”). Radi¬ 

shchev uses them all, although they are made unnecessary by the develop¬ 

ment in the modern language of a specialized form of the predicate adjective. 

But the “high style” which Radishchev affects is by no means pure, 

and one of the most disconcerting things about it is the incongruous juxta¬ 

position of Slavonicisms with elements of the ordinary, colloquial language; 

thus, the narrator’s friend, telling his story about the governor who con¬ 

sidered drowning people none of his business, ends thus: “okonchati ne mog 

moeia rechi, pliunul pochti emu v rozhu i vyshel von.” The first clause is 

perfectly formal, even to the non-Russian form “moeia” (Russ, “moei”); the 

second is almost vulgar: “I could not finish my discourse, I almost spit in his 

mug, and got out.” “Rozha” is a demeaning peasant word for “face.” Some¬ 

times the contrast between style and subject is quite certainly intentional, but 

none the less grotesque. At the end of his chapter “Podberez’e,” for no very 

obvious reason, he tells a story for which he gives Pierre Bayle’s Diction- 

naire^ as his source: 

Said [Slav, “veshchal”] Akiba [a Jewish Talmudist] : “Having gone behind [“po steze”: 

Russ, “vosled”] Rabbi Joshua into a hidden place , [i.e., a privy], I came to know a 

three-fold thing. I came to know, firstly: not to the east and not to the west, but to the 

north and the south it behooveth thee to turn [“obrashchatisia dovleet”]. I came to 

know, secondly: not while standing on thy feet, but sitting it befits thee to defecate. 

I learned, thirdly: not with thy right hand, but with thy left hand [“desnitseiu, shuit- 

seiu”—obsolete Church Slavonic words of the most poetical sort] is it proper to wipe 

thy behind [“zadniaia”—a Slavonic use of the plural].” To this retorted Ben' Hazas: 

“Hast thou [“esi”—Slavonic second singular of “to be”] to such a degree [“dotole”— 
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Slavonic] emboldened thy brow toward thy teacher, so as [“da”] to observe him defe¬ 

cating?” He replied: “These be [Slav, “sut’,” third plural of “to be”] mysteries of the 

law, and it was necessary that [“da”] I do what was done and come to know them.” 

Finally, Radishchev’s style is sometimes absolutely ungrammatical; he is 

guilty time and again of the fault which in English grammar goes under the 

name of “dangling participle.” This in Russian would have to be augmented 

by a “dangling gerund,” as in these absurdities: “Lying in the kibitka, my 

thoughts turned to the infinity of the world”; “having lived quietly to 62 

years, the Devil inspired her to get married”; of course, since the gerund is 

uninflected, the effect is somewhat moderated; but Radishchev does not 

scorn even the participial construction, which does have inflection: e.g., 

“borne by the waves” [“nosimye,” nom. plu., referring to “we”], suddenly 

our boat [neut. sing.] remained motionless”; or “converted [nom. plur. 

masc., referring to “soldiers”] by the punctiliousness of military discipline 

into puppets, even the will [fern. nom. sing.] to move is taken from them.” 

Radishchev’s style was consciously devised, and its purpose was without 

question to dignify and elevate the prose narrative to a literary level equiva¬ 

lent to that of the solemn ode. We have already seen that in his ode “Liberty” 

he was also deliberately rejecting the sentimentalist innovations in that genre, 

and attempting to revive a style somewhat more antiquated than even Lomo¬ 

nosov’s. His intentions were reasonable, and the means he resorted to were 

in perfect accord with this purpose. Unfortunately, however, the results of 

his experiment were, from a literary point of view, deplorable. What he 

achieved was a startlingly incongruous combination: a radical, almost revolu¬ 

tionary and intensely serious content; a literary vehicle borrowed from 

Sterne, and characterized in the latter’s use of it by the most capricious 

kind of subjectivism, entirely alien to Radishchev’s literary approach; and a 

linguistic medium that is archaic, poetical, and altogether remote, with a few 

glaring exceptions, from the everyday language of any class of Russian. A 

well-developed sense of humor, which is also a sense of the fitness of things, 

might have kept him from some of these extravagances—but as we have seen 

before, Radishchev lacked this saving grace. His experiment with Russian 

prose went exactly counter to the natural direction of the language. In the 

early nineteenth century Admiral Shishkov and his followers of the Beseda 

made a similar attempt to reverse the course of linguistic history. Neither 

effort achieved any lasting results, although in modified form the archaism 

of the Beseda made considerable contribution to the language and style of 

certain romantic poets. Radishchev’s experiment was, quite fortunately for 

Russian prose, still-born. 
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C. Ivan Krylov and the Parody Encomium^ 

Ivan Krylov’s comedies have been considered earlier in this study, and 

his greatest literary contribution, the Fables, belongs not to the eighteenth 

but the nineteenth century. His prose sketches, which belong in the tradition 

of Nikolai Novikov and the journalism of the first half of Catherine’s reign, 

are important in the history of Russian satire, and in particular his exploit¬ 

ation of the device of the “parody encomium” marks a new departure in that 

history and the appearance of a new genre in Russian prose. 

As was pointed out earlier, Ivan Krylov’s first literary essays were in 

the dramatic genres—comic opera, tragedy, and comedy. Lack of success 

in this area—partly due, no doubt, to Krylov’s plebeian origin and the snob¬ 

bery of the aristocratic guardians of the drama—led to his temporary aban¬ 

donment of this line of endeavor and the attempt to revive the satirical jour¬ 

nal as this had been current during the period 1769-1772. The first of his 

journalistic ventures, the Spirits’ Post (Pochta dukhov) of 1789, had its 

name and its satirical device from a short-lived earlier periodical of Fedor 

Emin, called Hell’s Post, the contributors to which were devils. Krylov’s 

correspondents are “spirits,” of the four Rosicrucian orders familiar to 

English readers from The Rape of the Lock— gnomes, sylphs, salamanders 

and undines. These observant immortals post letters to the human “master,” 

the magician Malik-ul-Mulk (Arabic: “King of kings”), whose secretary the 

journal’s “editor” becomes after finding him in a run-down and abandoned 

house which magic transforms into a luxurious palace for those who live in 

it. It is usually said that Krylov got his hint for this device from a prose work 

of Rene Le Sage, Le Diable boiteux, itself reworked from the Spanish—but 

there are actually few resemblances. Le Sage’s “Lame Devil” exhibits to the 

Spanish student who has liberated him from incarceration in a magician’s 

bottle the stupidities and rascalities of mankind by the simple expedient 

of flying to some high observation point and unroofing the houses of the city 

without the knowledge of their inhabitants, and then explaining to his 

companion what is going on. Several fairly lengthy and independent novellas 

form part of the contents of this melange. Of the forty-eight letters that 

Krylov published in the year’s issue of his Spirits’ Post, a few contain rudi¬ 

mentary stories of the Lesage sort, but for the most part they are simple 

prose satires, moralistic discourses on particular human weaknesses. Typical 

is letter XX,15 headed “From the sylph Dalnovid [“Far-Seeing”] . Dis¬ 

course on Certain Sovereigns, who by their behavior have caused great harm 

to man.” Dalnovid, incidentally, is the most long-winded and tiresome of 

Malik-ul-Mulk’s correspondents. A good deal of the substance of these letters 

appears to have been lifted from the proletarian French writer Sebastien 

Mercier and his Songes philosophiques (1768) and Mon bonnet de nuit 

(178^-86), which Krylov probably knew from a translation made by his 

associate I.G. Rakhmaninov.16 As works of art, the spirits’ letters cannot be 
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accorded very high rank. Soviet critics are fond of dwelling on them, but for 

reasons unrelated to literary values: they “unmask” such social evils as 

conspicuous consumption, parasitism, Gallomania and contempt for things 

Russian—and above all, of course, that evil of all evils, serfdom. The Spirits’ 

Post sketches, however, are so inferior in an artistic regard to the pieces of a 

few years later which Krylov printed in The Spectator and The St. Peters¬ 

burg Mercury that they may be passed over in favor of the latter. 

The forty-eight letters which make up the Spirits’ Post were all, so 

far as we know, written by Krylov himself. The case is different with The 

Spectator (ZriteT) (1792) and The St. Petersburg Mercury (1793), which 

were published by the company of which Krylov was only one of the four 

partners. He still did a great deal of the writing, but the other owners and 

contributors from outside the partnership assisted. To the first of these 

perodicals belong some of Krylov’s most pungent and effective satire, of 

which the unfinished tale “Nights” [“Nochi”] 17 is the earliest. 

“Nights” opens with some satirical meditations of Krylov’s narrator, 

a young poet of the capital, as he ponders the manner in which various 

frauds and hypocrisies are unmasked by the coming of night. His reveries 

are interrupted by a visit of the goddess of night herself, who explains her 

coming by a long-winded story of a dispute arising among the gods at a 

dinner-party given by Momus, god of folly, the up-shot of which is that Night 

must compete with Phoebus, god of day, in a scientific effort to find out 

whether men commit more follies by day or night. She drafts the narrator 

into her service, and he sets out on his quest. Probably Krylov’s intention was 

to use this framing device to introduce a series of unrelated stories, each 

illustrating some human foolishness. As it is, only two “nights” were pub¬ 

lished, and these both develop the plot of one story. The narrator, wandering 

through the dark streets of the city, stumbles upon an “abduction” in pro¬ 

cess: a young nobleman and his servant are getting ready to carry off a certain 

Jeannette, the assistant in a French fashion-shop. The narrator (Mirobrod) 

decides to intervene, and succeeds in a manoeuvre whereby he takes the ab¬ 

ductor’s place and drives off in a hired carriage with the girl-only to find that 

the supposed French beauty is a certain charming Masha whom he has known 

before! Explanation of past relations with Masha is never made, because the 

coachman whom Mirobrod has hired for his purposes, and who has evident¬ 

ly been employed earlier by another party, abruptly drops the narrator into 

the hands of a murderous thug and races off with Masha—who does not re¬ 

appear in the story. Mirobrod is conducted by his abductors to a mysterious 

house, and ushered by a lady’s maid into a woman’s dressing-room, where in 

the dark an enamored and presumably beautiful unknown visits him. It is 

evident that he is being taken for the young nobleman who was originally 

plotting elopement with Masha, and whose name appears to be Vertushkin. 

The beautiful unknown, still supposing the narrator to be her faithless lover, 
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explains that her husband is asleep in the next room, so that love-making is 

out of the question, but makes an assignation with him at the masquerade 

next evening, explaining the signs by which he will recognize her in her 

disguise. At the appointed hour and place (Night II) Mirobrod, in domino, 

is waiting for his charmer when he is unexpectedly addressed by a dancer 

dressed as a devil, who has recognized him—it is his old friend Tratosil. The 

presence of thi^ friend is embarrassing, but the impatient lover fobs him off 

and tells him to call at his house next day. When Mirobrod and the unknown 

lady, who is dressed as a soldier, finally get together, they hurry at once to 

Mirobrod’s apartment—only to find Tratosil already there, asleep on the 

sofa. What is more, he is the lady’s husband! She is appalled to find that her 

companion is not Vertushkin at all, but an unknown man—but explanations 

are impossible, because Tratosil awakes from his drunken sleep, and thinks 

that he recognizes his wife—only to be assured by that imperturbable lady 

in her officer’s costume that she is actually Obmana’s young officer brother 

Khvatov! The husband is delighted to make the acquaintance of this charming 

brother-in-law, and proposes an all-night drinking bout to celebrate. The last 

Mirobrod sees of the pair, they are headed in a coach for Tratosil’s house— 

and the narrator has no idea how the imbroglio is likely to turn out! 

There are elements of satire in “Nights,” but they are incidental-the 

French proprietress of the fashion shop seems to be a “madame” on the side 

(her name is “Plut-en-ville,” “plut” being the Russian word for rascal): she 

knows all about the “abduction” of her assistant, and indeed is abetting it 

(the theme is reminiscent of the plot of Krylov’s comedy The Fashion Shop)-, 

the masquerade is described as being a prime hunting ground for seducers, 

etc. For the most part, however, Krylov seems to have been carried away by 

the possibilities of his story, to the neglect of the satire. It is a pity that 

he never finished the piece. 

Of all satirical devices, the one which Krylov employs with the greatest 

skill and effect is parody. We have seen an example of this in his Podshchipa, 

which is a moderately amusing spoof of the classical tragedy. Early in the 

career of The Spectator he hit upon a mechanism for parody which he found 

so successful that he tried it several times, until he quite ran it into the 

ground. This was the parody encomium. It was not by any means an original 

notion, but it is doubtful if Krylov was acquainted with Lucian’s “Praise of 

the Fly,” or perhaps even with Erasmus’s Encomium Moriae. The technique, 

however, is simple and scarcely calls for a model: the orator, with a straight 

face, “praises” the qualities in his subject which to any right-thinking per¬ 

son are most reprehensible. Krylov’s first essay in this genre is: “Speech 

Pronounced by a Scape-grace in an Assembly of Fools.”18 “Speech in Praise 

of the Science of Killing Time”19 and “Speech in Praise of Ermalafid,”20 

which we will consider later, are only moderately successful. The best of the 

group is “Eulogy to the Memory of My Grandfather.” This is, indeed, one of 
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the highest points of eighteenth century satire. 

The full title of the piece is: “Eulogy to the Memory of My Grand¬ 

father, Pronounced by His Friend in the Presence of His Associates over a 

Bowl of Punch.The speech begins: 

Dear Listeners! 

Exactly a year has passed since the dogs of all the world lost their best friend, 

and this district its most intelligent landowner. It is a year ago, to the day, that while 

intrepidly coursing a hare, he tumbled into a ditch and shared the mortal cup wit his 

dappled horse in right brotherly fashion. Fate, respecting their mutual attachment, 

was unwilling that one of them should survive the other, and the world thereby lost 

the best of noblemen and the finest of horses. Which of them should we mourn the 

more? Which praise the more? Neither of them yielded to the other in merits; both were 

equally useful to society; both led lives of equal worth, and at the last died an uniquely 

glorious death. 

The orator hastens to point out to his listeners that the late Zvenigolov’s 

merits were not solely those of a hunter: 

Besides this he had a thousand other capital gifts, essential to us noblemen: he showed us 

how a man of noble birth should spend in a week what two thousand commoners sub¬ 

ject to him earn in a year; he furnished notable examples of how these two thousand 

people can be flogged with profit two or three times a year; he had the gift of dining 

on his estates sumptuously and luxuriously, when it looked as though on these estates 

Lent were being observed, and with such an art he used to afford his guests pleasant 

surprises. Thus, gentlemen, it often used to happen that when we would be riding to 

his village, to have dinner, as we saw all his peasants pale and dying of hunger, we would 

be afraid of dying ourselves of starvation at his table; looking at each one of them, we 

would conclude that for a hundred versts around his estates there wasn’t a crust of 

bread or a consumptive chicken. But what a pleasant surprise! Sitting at his table we 

would find a wealth that seemingly was unknown there, and an abundance, not the 

shadow of which existed in his possessions. The most skilful of us could not compre¬ 

hend that he was still able to squeeze anything out of his peasants, and we were 

compelled to think that it was out of nothing that he created his magnificent 
banquets. 22 

The eulogy proper begins with due account of the nobility of the sub¬ 

ject’s birth; the speaker indignantly rejects the notion that noblemen and 

peasants can both be descended from Adam. If such is indeed the case, it is 

a grave mistake of Nature! The nobleman should have had at least an extra 

finger to distinguish him—as it is, he has to wear a sword for this purpose. 

The young hero of the eulogy showed his superior merits early, by 

scratching and biting his peasant nurses. He grew quite adept also at admini¬ 

stering cuffs and boxes on the ear. His enraptured father decided to give him 

a companion—not a peasant, naturally, but a dog, more suitable for a noble¬ 

man’s associate. Accustomed to bite, scratch and beat his human servants, 

the child tried this on his dog-and Zadorka bit him! Stunned and resentful, 

he complained to his father, and got this answer: 
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“My boy,” said his unexampled parent, “aren’t there enough slaves around for you to 

pinch? Why must you touch Zadorka? The dog isn’t a servant, you know; you must be¬ 

have more circumspectly with her, if you don’t want to be bitten. She is unintelligent: 

you can’t take her and force her to endure without opening her mouth, as you can a 

rational being.”'63 

The young Zvenigolov starts his education: 

In five months the pupil was better than his teacher and could rattle off with him the 

civil alphabet. Such success frightened his father. He was afraid his son might learn to 

read fluently and with understanding, and might get the idea of making himself some¬ 

time into an academician; and so with the last page of his primer he finished his course 

in literature. “This is literacy enough for you,” he told him, “you should be ashamed 

to know more. I intend you to be a noble lord, so it is unseemly for you to read 

books.”2^ 

Following this fatherly admonition, our hero banishes all books from his 

establishment—with one exception: Rousseau’s work “on the damage from 

learning” (“The First Discourse,” presumably!). He does not read it, of 

course, but it is on his table to be recommended to visitors. 

Zvenigolov’s career in the “service” is the usual stereotype: he buys on 

credit and reneges on payment; he gambles away his property; he haunts low 

taverns, and shuns intellectual society. A penurious uncle leaves him a for¬ 

tune, and he retires to his estates, where he declares a relentless war against 

all the hares in the neighborhood. Of course the constant trampling of dogs 

and horses over their fields ruins the peasants—but what of that? In a few 

years he would have left nothing for the hares (or the peasants!) to eat. “What 

an intellect, gentlemen!” exclaims the orator. “Did anyone ever have such a 

great and audacious enterprise? Nero burned magnificent Rome to extirpate 

a small band of Christians.... Caesar.... Alexander.... they killed people in 

order to win glory, he killed them in order to extirpate hares. But Fate, 

envious of great deeds, did not permit him to finish his underfaking.” At the 

end of his peroration, the orator observes his audience all asleep around the 

punch-bowl, and concludes that this is the final tribute to his hero. 

This masterpiece needs little comment. The sarcasm is absolutely de¬ 

vastating, and infinitely more telling than either indignant diatribe or moral 

preachment. But other attempts along the same lines are far less successful. 

One of these, “Eulogy of Ermalafid, Pronounced in an Assembly of Young 

Writers”20 has a purely literary subject, and is usually taken to be directed 

against Karamzin. Ermalafid (the word means something like “great talker,” 

“wind-bag”), however, is a composite picture, and by no means to be iden¬ 

tified with Karamzin. He is the sentimentalist writer in general, and some of 

the characteristics attributed to him in the “eulogy” are contradictory and 

entirely inapplicable to Karamzin, who, for example, never wrote either 

tragedies or comedies, which are among Ermalafid’s successes. He is praised 

for the overwhelming quantity of his work, in all categories—even though 
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his books gather dust on the bookseller’s shelves until they are demoted to 

become wrapping paper! He is disdainful of “rules”; he refuses to read others’ 

writings before composing his own: 

Accustomed as we are to writing without thinking, such an enslavement of literature 

will be, of course, dreadful for us. And where do these inexorable critics put the freedom 

of the literary sceicnes, if they imagine that the writer must follow rules or read authors 

in order to imitate their beauties? No, my dear listeners, the great intellect never follows 

anything. He has no use for either the rules of the ancients or their works.26 

Ermalafid’s declaration of independence, however iconoclastic it may have 

sounded to Krylov’s contemporaries, has today an almost matter-of-fact 

sound: 

If I am going to write, then when shall I have time for writing [i.e., if I have to study 

past writers?] No, it is my intention to teach, not to be taught. For me it is a low thing 

to acquaint myself with what others are thinking; I would rather have the whole world, 

in reading me, try to guess what I am thinking. The republic of letters has suffered too 

long under the oppression of rules. I was born to destroy them, and for this purpose 

I want to unshackle young minds; I want to write without rules, and demonstrate in 

very fact that literature is a free science, possessing no laws save liberty and imagina¬ 
tion.26 

The romantic would say “amen!” to this without a cavil. Perhaps, to a 

modern reader, the sarcasm of such passages falls rather flat, accustomed as 

we have been since the romantic era to accepting exactly such dicta as per¬ 

fectly valid. 

His repudiation of “rules” of course leads Ermalafid to the literary enor¬ 

mities that Sumarokov used to inveigh against—the “tearful comedy” and the 

bourgeois tragedy. Indeed, in writing even non-dramatic verse, Ermalafid 

often, after writing up to half of his composition, still did not know whether 

it would be an ode or a satire; but the most amazing thing was that both the 

one and the other designation was appropriate; and perhaps, with time, all 

his compositions will rouse warfare among academicians on the question 

of the genre to which they belong.” Could Krylov have been thinking here of 

Derzhavin? Certainly there are many who would consider “Felitsa” at least 

as much a satire as an ode! 

Of a similar inspiration to the “parody eulogies” and of the same period 

is Krylov’s “Thoughts of a Philosopher a la Mode, or a Method for Seeming 

Intelligent, Without Having a Drop of Intelligence.”27 The “philosopher” 

explains his purpose in his first paragraph: 

Dear Brothers!... In respect for your noble zeal for appearing intelligent in society, 

while at the same time preserving your hereditary adherence to ignorance, I have under¬ 

taken to be of assistance to you, and to give you a method, flattering for present-day 

education, an enviable method-for seeming intelligent, without having a drop of intel¬ 
ligence. 
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Krylov’s misogynistic bias is at once apparent in this piece: “Let us make 

women our exemplars, and learn from them: they have no science for being 

beautiful, but for seeming beautiful—this is the one art at which many of 

them labor up to seventy—and often with success.” To have a healthy, 

naturally ruddy complexion, is of course fit only for a peasant wench: 

Leanness, pallor, languor—these are her [i.e., the woman of fashion’s] merits. In the 

present enlightened age taste in everything is approaching its apogee, and the woman 

of the world is like a Holland cheese, which is good only when it is spoiled... The same 

can be concluded also about our learning: genuine learning is suitable only for low 

persons. Learning, to the satisfaction of fashionable little gentlemen, is brought to the 

level of the other crafts, and here Newton and Euler are of course less respected than 

Brautigam and Heck [presumably modish St. Petersburg tailors or cobblers!] ; but the 

art of pretending to be learned—here is one merit appropriate to the nobly born person, 

and which makes him a favorite in the eyes of society! Women themselves, open haters 

of books, love to hear their discussions, because these do not lower their own self¬ 

esteem. For a woman it is very pleasant to see, when a man of some forty years dis¬ 

courses as entertainingly as a fifteen-year-old girl, and with such beautiful adroitness 

conceals twenty years of his age. Tell me, my friends, isn’t a man’s first duty to be 

pleasing to a woman? But what,-for her fastidious and calculating taste can be more 

delightful than a young man, with clean-swept mind, who, without insisting on any¬ 

thing, tries to talk about everything; who, with his discussions of important matters, 

is as entertaining and well-grounded as a little girl with her dolls. 

Concluding his preliminary remarks, the philosopher’s statement of his 

intentions gives Krylov an opportunity to hit at another of his favorite 

dislikes—the Frenchman: 

By now it is clear how great are your advantages, the prime importance of which con¬ 

sists in dazzling with your wit. The dandy who doesn’t know how to pretend to be in¬ 

telligent is unable to play a brilliant part in high society; but for this purpose certain 

rules are necessary, which bring things into order.... This is the object of my labor! 

I devote it to you, my friends, and I shall be content if one of those Frenchmen, who 

prepare us for the world and teach us the difficult science of thinking nothing-if one 

of those Frenchmen, I say, in reading my rules, shall say that they are in agreement 

with the model by which he has been educating our nobly born youth. 

The philosopher’s rules follow—seven of them. They can be briefly 

summarized: (1) always remember that you are a gentleman, born to eat 

the bread that the labor of others provides you, and be a happy drone; 

(2) learn to make fun of whatever your elders have considered sacred; (3) to 

be entertaining in high society you must iearn to kill time, and the best 

way is to play cards—no one is acceptable in society who doesn’t play! 

(4) Laugh as much as possible, but not at obviously ridiculous people and 

things; “the wit of the present age must shun such a fault, and sharpen 

his tongue at the expense of important and respected people.” (5) Pick an 

author, learn his name and his works, and defend him against all others, 

although of course you have never read a word of any of them! “Nothing is 
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more delightful than to see two young fops disputing about their authors, 

without having read them; I have often been witness of how Rousseau’s 

epigrams had the victory over Young’s ‘Night Thoughts’—a victory that 

always remained on the side of the defender with the healthier throat.” 

(6) “Learn to talk without thinking; thinking is suitable to the man of learn¬ 

ing, but learning is not for the dandy, and you must beware of saying any¬ 

thing intelligent.” (7) “Beware of being modest, or you will make people 

think that you have nothing to say—and that is a great defect.” Returning 

at the end to his “Frenchman,” the satirist winds up his discourse with: 

Make use of [my rules] ; I know that many Frenchmen will be envious that others have 

written what they have been teaching orally; but I am not ambitious, and I readily 

acknowledge that these admirable rules are not inventions of mine, and that we are 

obliged for them to those condescending Frenchmen, who, after finishing on the galleys 

their course in philosophy, have migrated hither to mold our manners. ^ 

Of a cjuite different genre is Krylov’s only other important prose piece: 

“Kaib, an Eastern Tale.”^ The “eastern tale” enjoyed great European vogue 

after Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, and Voltaire’s Zadig; under the palpable 

disguise of Oriental names of persons and places the initiated reader would 

have no difficulty in detecting a reality much closer to his own place arid 

time. Krylov had, indeed, sketched something of the sort in Letter XLV of 

the Spirits’ Post, in which the court of the Great Mogul bears a remarkable 

resemblance to a certain Russian court. “Kaib,” however, utilizes the Oriental 

masquerade not for satirical purposes, but simply as a means of distancing 

and abstracting the moral substance. 

Kaib (the name is said to be Arabic for “the hidden one”) is an Oriental 

caliph of fabulous wealth and legendary happiness. The splendors of his 

palace, the beauties of his harem are glowingly described; all the court poets 

reiterate to him that he is the happiest of monarchs-but Kaib is bored. He 

tries to find satisfaction with a few new wives, and then with a career of 

military conquest, but to no avail. At last one night, alone in his bedroom, 

he observes his favorite cat playing with a mouse. The mouse jumps on to 

his bed, he protects it—and it turns into a beautiful fairy, who at once offers 

him his heart’s desire as a reward—only Kaib doesn’t know what he desires! 

The fairy understands, gives him a magic ring and a book of odes which are 

a sure cure for his insomnia, and advises him to take a journey. 

The chief satirical episode of the tale is the account of Kaib’s “divan,” 

or advisory council: one of his councillors owes his high place to the length 

of his beard; a second, directly descended from Mohammed, was born wearing 

a white turban; the third is a cobbler’s son, who has wormed his way by 

bribery and flattery to his present eminence. Kaib presents to his council 

the problem: how can he go on the recommended journey without his ab¬ 

sence being noticed? The councillors suggest various absurd and inhuman 

methods, all of which he rejects. He solves the problem himself by simply 
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walking out in disguise one early morning. His first encounter is with an 

impoverished poet who gives him a night’s lodging and discusses the technique 

of writing laudatory odes for those whose lives offer no grounds for praise. 

Next morning Kaib continues his way into the country, where the sight of a 

flock of sheep excites his intense interest. Here is the opportunity he has 

always wanted, of seeing the pastoral golden age in its glorious reality! 

The caliph looked for a little brook, knowing that a clear spring of water is as dear to a 

shepherd as the antechambers of the noble are to the intriguer of fortune; and indeed, 

having gone a little further, he caught sight on the bank of a little stream of a tattered 

creature, burned by the sun, and covered with dirt. The caliph had some doubt whether 

this was a human being; but, by his bare feet and beard he was soon convinced that he 

was. His looks were as stupid as his outfit was poor. 

“Tell me, friend,” the caliph asked him, “Whereabouts here is the happy shep¬ 

herd of this flock?” “That’s me,” replied the creature, and at the same time wet in the 

brook a hard crust of bread so as to chew it more easily. “You the shepherd!” exclaimed 

Kaib with astonishment. “Oh! You must play beautifully on the pipe.” “May be; but, 

being hungry, I haven’t much liking for songs.” “At least, you have a shepherdess; 

love consoles you in your poor condition. But I marvel, why your shepherdess isn’t 

with you?” “She’s gone to town with a load of wood and our last chicken, so that, 

by selling them, we may have something to clothe ourselves with, and not freeze in the 

winter from the cold morning frosts.” “But for this reason is your life not very en¬ 

viable?” “Oh! anyone who is eager to die of hunger and freeze with cold might burst 

with envy, looking at us!”^ 

Disillusioned, the caliph resolves never again to believe poets’ descriptions. 

After this pointed jibe at pastoral poetry (and it should be emphasized 

that the conventions ridiculed are not any more those of the sentimentalist 

school than those of the strictest classicist, e.g., Sumarokov), Krylov carries 

his hero further on his journey until one evening, overtaken by twilight at 

a distance from any habitation, Kaib has to spend the night in a graveyard, 

perched on an elaborate tombstone, for protection against wild animals. 

During the night the wanderer is aroused by a ghostly apparition: it is the 

owner of the tombstone, a mighty conqueror of 20,000 years ago, whose 

cruelties, as he explains, were so great that he must undergo punishment in 

the after-world until such time as he performs one good deed! After all this 

time, he has at last redeemed himself by saving Kaib from being eaten by 

bears, and by giving him a salutary warning for his own royal conduct. 

In the morning Kaib continues his journey, and comes on a solitary 

hut, near which an enchantingly beautiful fourteen-year-old girl is distracted¬ 

ly searching in the grass for something lost. This turns out to be a locket with 

her mother’s portrait. Kaib finds it, is rewarded with a kiss, and urged to 

stay the night with the girl, Roxana, and her old father. Then begins a happy 

idyll for the caliph, who becomes more and more infatuated, until one day 

Roxana confides to him that she loves him as much as she hates Kaib. The 

caliph, it seems, listening to calumny from his viziers, has disgraced her 

innocent father, an upright judge, and threatened him with death, from which 
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he has escaped into the present solitude. This is the signal which the wanderer 

has been waiting for: the fairy had promised him that he would find what his 

heart desired when he should find one who loved and hated him at the 

same time. Kaib suddenly disappears from the rustic abode; but soon a 

sumptuous procession wends its way thither, with a decree from the caliph 

restoring Roxana’s father to all his estates and dignities, and summoning 

father and daughter to the capital. There, to Roxana’s bewildered delight, 

she recognizes in caliph Kaib her lover Hasan. “The caliph lifted Roxana to 

the throne, and those two, husband and wife, were so faithful and loved each 

other so much that in the present age they would have been considered mad, 

and people would have pointed at them with their fingers.” 

As with “Nights,” Krylov in “Kaib” became so engrossed in telling a 

story, with didactic overtones, to be sure, that he dropped the satirical 

element almost entirely. What there is is fairly conventional—against the 

hypocrisy and sham of court life, against such literary “sitting ducks” as 

eulogistic odes and saccharine pastorals, against economic inequalities. But 

nowhere does this good-tempered, whimsical story with its fairy-tale “happy 

ending,” approach the savage, bludgeoning sarcasm of “Eulogy of My Grand¬ 

father,” which indeed stands out as one of the most powerful pieces of 

eighteenth-century prose satire. 

It is a somewhat difficult matter to assess the importance of Krylov’s 

contribution to Russian prose style. Unquestionably the language and style 

of the Fables, which lie outside the purview of this survey, had a tremen¬ 

dous and salutary impact on the verse style of Griboedov, Alexander Pushkin 

and Wilhelm Kuchelbecker, as the latter noted. “Last night I dreamed about 

Krylov and Pushkin,” writes Kuchelbecker in his Diary}2 “I told Krylov that 

he was Russia’s first poet, and by no means aware of it. Then, very seriously, 

I proposed the same theme to Pushkin. I called Griboedov, Pushkin himself, 

and myself pupils of Krylov.” Krylov’s style in the Fables, however, is at 

no great remove from that of the best of his prose-in the comedies “The Pie,” 

“The Fashion-Shop” and “A Lesson for Daughters,” and in “Eulogy of 

My Grandfather, Nights” and “Kaib.” It is an un-self-conscious style, 

pungent, flexible and close to ordinary speech, at equal distances, it seems, 

from the stilted and archaic prose of Radishchev and the mincing and man¬ 

nered Karamzinian medium. Krylov was a commoner by birth, and was never 

quite fully accepted into the charmed circle of gentry writers. Karamzin’s 

triumphant reform of Russian prose, as we shall see presently, was based on 

the usage of the gentry, especially of noble ladies, in everyday conversation. 

Inevitably, of course, such a class dialect was too narrow to serve the needs 

of Russian literature indefinitely. As Kuchelbecker expresses it in his article 

“On the Direction of Our Poetry”:33 “From the Russian word, rich and 

powerful, they [i.e., the Karamzinists] are striving to extract a tiny, 
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decorous, saccharine, artificially attentuated tongue, adapted to the few— 

un petit jargon de coterie. ” Krylov doubtless did not speak this petit jargon— 

he certainly did not write it—and his prose and his Fables are closer to the 

common speech of the Russian people than the prose of Karamzin and the 

other sentimentalists. As long, however, as literature remained the prero¬ 

gative of the gentry class—that is, until about the middle of the nineteenth 

century-it was the “salon style” of Karamzin that more directly answered 

the needs of the Russian writer than the more broadly based idiom of Krylov. 

Krylov’s influence lies quite far in the future; Karamzin’s is immediate. 

D. Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin (1766-1826)^ 

At almost the same time as the publication of Radishchev’s Journey 

another Russian writer was making an epoch-making “journey” abroad. 

This was Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin, who traveled in 1789-1790 through 

Germany, Switzerland, France and England. Karamzin was a nobleman, with 

a good education, and rather unusually for his time, one that was concen¬ 

trated on German and English rather than French culture. He was not very 

much interested in real philosophy, but had a dilettante’s avidity for mystical 

and pseudo-philosophical moonshine. As we have seen from his early poem 

“Poesy,” he had acquired a taste for most of the pre-romantic English writers, 

including, of course, Laurence Sterne, and he had translated into prose parts 

of James Thomson’s then famous The Seasons. Perhaps by way of his German 

reading he had come to Shakespeare, whose Julius Caesar he had also trans¬ 

lated. This taste for the “romantic” drama of England almost inevitably imp¬ 

lied a distaste for French classicism and its paler reflections in other litera¬ 

tures, and we have noted that in “Poesy” he contemptuously leaves seven¬ 

teenth-century French drama out of account altogether. Above all Karamzin 

had an observant eye and an ostentatiously sensitive and palpitating heart. 

With this miscellaneous equipment he set out on his pilgrimage, intent on 

piling up as many “agreeable” impressions as possible. These impressions 

he recorded in a journal which he published in part, doubtless considerably 

reworked, upon his return to St. Petersburg. It made an instantaneous 

success. 

The content of the Letters of a Russian Traveler in the Years 1789- 

1790^5 follows the model for all such writings, Laurence Sterne’s A Senti¬ 

mental Journey Through France and Italy, but is considerably less capri¬ 

cious and whimsical than the original. Karamzin wanders overland from 

St. Petersburg, through the Baltic provinces, into Prussia and Saxony, thence 

to Switzerland, then across the border into France, and finally to England, 

from which he returns to St. Petersburg by sea. His impressions he transmits 

in the form of letters to unnamed friends in the homeland, rather than as 

entries in a fictitious “journal,” in the manner of Radishchev. He visits 
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celebrities along the way, particularly his favorite Swiss “philosophers,” 

the physiognomist Lavater and the “divine” and “incomparable” Bonnet, 

whose pseudo-philosophical mysticism held the greatest attraction for the 

rather emotional young traveler. He stopped off at Konigsberg to visit Im¬ 

manuel Kant, a celebrity whose works he admittedly had not read; he met 

Herder and Wieland in Weimar, but missed meeting Goethe, whose noble 

Grecian figure he admired from the street in front of his house. When he ar¬ 

rived in France, he discovered himself in the midst of the Revolution; the 

bonne compagnie of French intellectuals and society leaders, as a French 

nobleman sadly informed him, had been dispersed to the winds, and all 

he could find in Paris was chaos and relics of the glorious past. In England, 

on the contrary, he found a society and political system which in its moder¬ 

ately aristocratic character greatly appealed to him, and a literature with 

which he was already familiar and which he greatly admired. 

Naturally he visited along the way all the places rendered significant 

by historical connections and literary associations; he carried his favorite 

reading material along with him, and read selections in appropriate places— 

Ossian, Haller, La Harpe, etc. When near Vevey he visited the scenes immor¬ 

talized by Rousseau’s La nouvelle Heloise,-36 

You can understand the sensations which these objects awakened in me, knowing how 

much I love Rousseau and with what pleasure I read his Heloise with you! Although 

Heloise contains much that is artificial and exaggerated-in a word, much that is ro¬ 

mantic—yet no one else has portrayed love in the French language with such brilliant, 

vivid colors as Heloise—Heloise, without which there would be no German Werther\ 

Naturally he also visited the He de St. Pierre and indulged in melancholy 

meditations over the tomb of Rousseau. 

His taste for the English “romantic” theater already formed before his 

journey began, he looked with a very critical eye on the classical French pro¬ 

ductions which he attended in Paris, and in connection with them wrote a very 

important pronouncement on the nature of the theatrical art of France,37 

which was to influence the course of Russian romantic criticism. In another 

letter38 he compares the French classical theater with Shakespeare and his 

German imitators, whom he finds—Schiller preeminently—incomparably 

superior to the French: 

Even now I have not changed my opinion about the French Melpomene [i.e., Muse of 

tragedy]. She is noble, majestic and beautiful, but she will never move and trouble my 

heart as does the Muse of Shakespeare and some (only a few, to be sure) Germans. 

The French poets have a fine and sensitive taste, and in the art of writing they may 

serve us as models. But as regards the gift of invention, fire, and a deep feeling for 

nature, they must-forgive me, you hallowed shades of Corneille, Racine and Voltaire!- 

take second place to the English and Germans. Their [i.e., the French] tragedies are 

filled with elegant pictures, on which colors are very artfully matched to colors, shadows 

to shadows, but I admire them for the most part with a cold heart. Everywhere is the 
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mingling of the natural with the romantic; everywhere mes feux, ma foi; everywhere 

Greeks and Romans a la Franqoise, who melt in the raptures of love, sometimes philo¬ 

sophize, express a single thought with various selected words, and losing themselves in 

the labyrinth of eloquence, forget to act. The public here [i.e., in Paris] requires from 

the author fine verses, des vers a retenir; these give a play fame, and for this reason 

poets endeavor in every way to increase their number, and are concerned more with this 

than with the significance of incidents, than with novel, extraordinary but natural 

situations, forgetting that character is revealed above all in those unusual chances from 

which even the words borrow their force. 

It is worth noting that the points in which Karamzin sees the superiority of 

the English and German dramatists—fantasy (the “gift of invention”), fire, 

and a deep feeling for nature—are precisely the aspects of emotional express¬ 

iveness which the new movement of sentimentalism was bringing into promi¬ 

nence. The French drama is too intellectual, too rigorously controlled by 

tradition and convention; the drama of Shakespeare appears to be “freer” 

and more natural. This was to be the line of the romantic school everywhere, 

first in Germany, then in Russia, and finally even in France itself, the strong¬ 

hold of classicism, when Victor Hugo, De Vigny and De Musset begin de¬ 

fiantly to imitate (as they imagine) Shakespeare on the Parisian stage. Much 

of what Karamzin has to say on the subject will be repeated some thirty years 

later by Stendhal in Racine et Shakespeare. 

The Letters of a Russian Traveler, as has been mentioned, became at 

once a great literary success. The reason for this lay not entirely in the novel¬ 

ty—for Russians—of the literary form and in the pleasant, dreamy, slightly 

melancholy persona of the traveler; it lay also in the revolutionary innovation 

of his style. Radishchev, writing a document not dissimilar in outward form, 

had transferred to prose the stilted and extremely old-fashioned style of the 

Lomonosov ode; Karamzin wrote as society spoke, particularly, as he was 

later to admit, as ladies of good society spoke—when they spoke Russian 

at all. This “salon style,” as it was somewhat contemptuously dubbed by the 

adherents of the Lomonosov conventions, eschewed all Slavonic words in 

so far as these were not naturalized in actual Russian speech; it attempted 

to enrich the Russian vocabulary with the introduction of new compound 

words intended to translate concepts familiar in French or German, or to 

employ existing words in novel meanings—thus, for example, in the extract 

quoted above he uses the word polozheniia and follows it by the French 

situations in parentheses; and it made use, to a very limited extent, of Russian 

of a colloquial character. Notably, however, Karamzin was at great pains to 

avoid anything that might sound “low” or common. Actually, while Radi¬ 

shchev employed Lomonosov’s “high style” (that is, an exclusively bookish 

idiom, absolutely alien to the spoken language), Karamzin composed his 

prose in the “middle” or literary colloquial style, avoiding the “low” or 

vulgate., He did not, therefore, as has sometimes been erroneously asserted, 

demolish the whole system of the three styles. But it should be noted that the 
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peasant speech, which was perhaps the real living Russian language of the 

time, remained untapped. Critics of Karamzin’s style point to many Galli¬ 

cisms in it; despite his general orientation toward German and English, it 

was French from which he tried to enrich his native language. Many turns of 

phrase or novel uses of words may be traced directly to French models. It 

is not surprising that such “unpatriotic” usage should arouse the wrath of 

the ultra-nationalists, who came to associate together in a rather extra¬ 

ordinary melange of ideas the old Church Slavonic vocabulary and syntax; 

Orthodoxy; Russian national pride; and social and political conservatism, 

while the contrary notions of a modern colloquial idiom, French atheism, 

and political radicalism formed a complex which they attributed in toto to 

their opponents. Needless to say such associations were most arbitrary; 

Karamzin, who in his youth and before personal exposure to the French 

Revolution, had been mildly progressive politically, was after 1793 a staunch 

conservative; and as we have seen, Radishchev, whose political ideas were the 

most advanced of his time, set these forth in a prose medium of the most 

exemplary conservatism. The ultimate effect of the new Karamzinian style 

was greatly to lighten the specific gravity of Russian prose. A comparison 

between the almost contemporaneous “journeys” of Radishchev and Karam¬ 

zin reveals what seems like a century-long time gap; the Letters read like 

European writing of the same, or even a later, age; the Journey sounds like 

something from the age of Tsar Alexei. 

The style of Karamzin’s Letters immediately came under heavy criti¬ 

cism from certain arch-conservatives-Admiral Shishkov and his group, whom 

the literary progressives were later to dub “the Old Believers.” Although 

they had no significant prose writer to put forward as an alternative (Radi¬ 

shchev was out of the question, as a political radical and in penal exile), 

they inveighed against the abandonment of Slavonic, which Shishkov er¬ 

roneously believed to be an older form of Russian, and the introduction 

of new-fangled French words and turns of phrase. One of Karamzin’s earliest 

defenders was P.I. Makarov, editor of the journal The Moscow Mercury, 

who wrote an article in 1803 in which he acutely hit on the crucial points of 

the new style: it was an attempt to bring written usage into conformity with 

the spoken language, and thus accessible to all classes of the people; the 

high style” was entirely bookish, and the exclusive possession of a small 
elite class: 

Fox and Mirabeau spoke as representatives of the people and before the people or 

their deputies in such a language as everyone, if he knows the language, can speak in 

society; but we cannot speak in the language of Lomonosov, and should not even if we 

could. Words which have passed out of use will appear strange, and no one will have 

patience to listen to a period to its end . . . [bookish language] has become a sort of 

consecrated mystery, and everywhere that it has existed, the writing of literature has 
remained in the hands of a small number of people. ^ 9 

574 



It might be remarked that certainly even Lomonosov did not speak as he 

wrote; the very concept of a “literary language” implies that it differs from 

the spoken one—but the differences need not be so extreme. Karamzin’s 

reform of Russian prose reduced them by a great deal, but still left much to 

do. 

As was noted at the beginning of this chapter, there was, at the end of 

the eighteenth century, neither a well-defined form for the Russian novel, 

nor an accepted linguistic idiom in which it might be composed. Some degree 

of order began to be achieved, however, when the English novel, which had 

crystallized as a literary genre during the century, began to be translated. 

Fielding’s Tom Jones, itself an offshoot of the picaresque form, Joseph 

Andrews and Jonathan Wild made their appearance in Russian dress; Smollett 

was translated; The Vicar of Wakefield appeared in 1786 and was followed 

shortly by Pamela!, 1787) and a spate of imitations of Richardson. In an 

attempt to prove that his country also had virtuous maidens of Pamela’s ilk, 

Pavel Lvov (1770-1825) wrote A Russian Pamela (1789). In the meanwhile 

some of the continental European sentimental literature of Richardsonian 

inspiration had made its way to Russia: Rousseau’s La nouvelle Heloise 

had inspired Fedor Emin’s Letters of Ernest and Doravra as early as 1766; 

Elagin translated Abbe Prevost’s Memoires et aventures d’un homme de 

qualite, including the famous Manon Lescaut; and Goethe’s Werther here 

as elsewhere established a veritable cult. But it remained for Karamzin to 

give the novel a viable linguistic medium by utilizing his newly evolved 

“salon style” for this purpose. 

When Karamzin returned to Russia after his European jaunt, he at once 

obtained permission to publish a literary periodical, The Moscow Journal. 

This ran for a year (1791-92), and again a few years later from 1801-1803. 

In it was published the first partial version of Letters of a Russian Traveler 

in the Years 1789-90. Several of Karamzin’s short narrative pieces, written 

during these productive years, saw the light in the same periodical: “Poor 

Liza” (1791), “Frol Silin” (1791), “Natalia a Boyar’s Daughter” (1792); 

two of them, “The Island of Bornholm” (1794) and “Sierra Morena” (1795) 

were published in his “almanac” Aglaia. These represent a variety of narrative 

types. “Poor Liza” is told by the author in the first person as a real event, 

knowledge of which he has gained by later association with one of the chief 

actors. “Natalia” has a most unusual origin, according to the author’s fore¬ 

word 

It is my purpose to communicate to my dear readers a piece of life [“byl”l or history 

which I heard in the region of shades, in the kingdom of the imagination, from my 

grandfather’s grandmother, who in her time was considered extremely eloquent and 

almost every evening used to tell stories to Tsaritsa NN. 

“The Island of Bornholm” purports to be an actual experience of the author 
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during his return trip by sea from England to St. Petersburg, while “Sierra 

Morena,” written in the first person in the form of a confession, is uncon¬ 

nected with Karamzin’s fictional personality altogether. The life which forms 

the background in “Poor Liza,” “Frol Silin” and “The Island of Bornholm” is 

contemporary and presumably realistic, however idealized and romanticized; 

that of “Sierra Morena” is contemporary, but spatially remote—the scene of 

the story is Spanish Andalusia; while “Natalia,” although Russian, is laid in 

a remote past. In these several fashions Karamzin experimented in techniques 

of setting forth his narrative. It may be noted that although earlier Russian 

fiction had utilized pseudo-historical backgrounds in novels of the didactic 

and philosophical sort, such as Emin’s Adventures of Themistocles or Kheras- 

kov’s Numa Pompilius, Karamzin seems to have been the first to delve into 

the romantic past of his own country for such a background. The use of 

Russian history for the plots of tragedy, e.g. by Sumarokov or Kniazhnin, 

may have furnished the suggestion. He was to do this again somewhat later 

with his tale of old Novgorod, “Martha the Burgomaster’s Wife” [“Marfa 

Posadnitsa”]. 

The earliest of Karamzin’s tales is “Poor Liza,”41 and it remains the 

most famous. The theme is one of the commonest in contemporary western 

literature (one may think of Faust Part /)—the seduction of a girl of the lower 

classes by a young nobleman. Poor Liza, however, is the first Russian maiden 

of literary fame to have suffered this fate. She is represented as a peasant 

girl, although Karamzin studiously avoids using the “low” word “krestianka”; 

she is apparently not a serf. Her home is in the environs of Moscow, on the 

banks of the Moskva River. Like Margarete, she lives alone with a widowed 

mother. The peasant life is portrayed in the most idyllic fashion, with little 

relevance to actuality. Liza does needle-work and knitting, and in the spring 

sells wild lilies-of-the-valley in the city. It is there that the young nobleman 

Erast (note the conventional eighteenty-century name) sees her and is capti¬ 

vated. Erast is described by the kindly author as having a good heart, but 

weak. He does not intentionally set out to seduce Liza, but in a thoroughly 

sentimental atmosphere deludes himself into thinking that he and his “shep¬ 

herdess” can recreate the age of gold without descending to carnal love. 

The event proves him wrong, and after a fateful evening “under the old oak 

tree, where most of the meetings between the two occur, Erast rapidly 

loses interest in Liza. He leaves her at last on the pretext of having to join 

the army. Later, on a visit to the city, Liza sees him on the street, follows 

him to his house, and is told that he has been forced to marry another woman 

and that she must leave him and attempt to be happy without him. Liza 

returns to her home and commits suicide by drowning herself in a deep pond 

near the fateful oak. It should be noted that Liza’s despair at losing Erast is 

the only cause of her suicide; she does not, like Margarete, have a child to 

expose her “loss of innocence.” 

Liza’s character is attractively portrayed, as that of complete unsophis- 
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tication. She is as simple and pure as though she did indeed belong to the 

age of gold. One wonders how a “peasant maiden,” brought up amid rather 

crude surroundings, could have retained such a virginal innocence, but the 

author makes no attempt to explain. He is intent on rendering his tale agree¬ 

able,” and of course the rustic background is perfectly ornamental. On only 

one occasion does Karamzin betray the least “social consciousness”-when he 

exclaims: “even a peasant girl can love!” 

The impressionable reading public of Moscow took poor Liza to 

their hearts, and many a tear was shed over her innocent sufferings. The pond 

near the Simonov Monastery, which was the fictional scene of her death, 

became a place of pilgrimage for the sentimental. The tale, even more than 

the Letters, triumphantly established Karamzin as the leading figure of the 

new sentimentalist fashion. 
“Natalia a Boyar’s Daughter”42 is, by contrast, a happy idyll, written 

with the maximum of “agreeableness.” Although mention is made of some 

“evil-doers,” everyone in the tale itself is noble and virtuous. Natalia, only 

daughter of the widowed boyar Matvei, a trusted friend and counsellor of 

an unnamed Tsar, sees a strange youth in a blue caftan while at mass one 

day, and loses her heart immediately. The youth returns two days later, and 

the two exchange tender and meaningful glances. Shortly the young man, 

whose name is Alexei, suborns Natalia’s old nurse to let him visit the girl at 

her home while Matvei is out; the two lovers exchange vows of eternal fidel¬ 

ity, and Alexei persuades Natalia to elope with him that evening. This she 

does; the pair are promptly and properly married by an old priest in a remote 

church, and go to live in Alexei’s home, a rude cottage in the midst of an im¬ 

penetrable forest, where he resides with a group of rough-looking retainers. 

He is the son of one Liuboslavsky, a boyar who has been exiled through the 

unjust machinations of his enemies, and has since died. Matvei, though deso 

lated by his daughter’s disappearance, is certain that she could not have 

eloped with any but a good man, and is ready to forgive her; in the mean¬ 

while he continues his philanthropic activities with the Moscow poor. The 

city is attacked by an army of Lithuanians, and at the news Alexei determines 

to join the defense forces in order to prove to the Tsar that he is loyal and 

should be returned to his father’s position. Natalia, unwilling to let her be¬ 

loved face war alone, puts on male disguise and accompanies him as his 

younger brother. A messenger returns to Moscow and reports to the anxious 

Tsar that the Lithuanians have been routed, the victory being largely the 

result of the valor of an unknown youth and his young brother; they are 

brought back to receive the Tsar’s gratitude, and of course everything ends 

with the past forgiven and forgotten, Alexei restored and Natalia returned 

to her doting father, who is delighted now to have a son as well as a daughter. 

The background of this piece, carefully sketched in attractive colors, 

purports to be historical, but there is as little authenticity about it as there is 

in Liza’s peasant existence. Karamzin, although evidently attracted to the 
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picturesque features of the Russian past, did not know as much about it at 

this time as he was to do thirty years later. The preface to the tale, however, 

is significant of an almost nationalistic attitude on the author’s part—Karam¬ 

zin, whom his literary foes accused of abandoning his Russian birthright for 

a lot of western fripperies! 

Who among us does not love those times when Russians were Russians, when they at¬ 

tired themselves in their own proper clothing, walked their own gait, lived in their own 

fashion, talked their own language, and in accordance with their own hearts-that is, 

talked as they thought? I, at least, love those times; I love on the swift wings of imagi¬ 
nation to fly into their remote obscurity. 

There is here an evident, though tacit, criticism of the author’s own times 

and their customs—an attitude that would somewhat later be called “Slavo¬ 
phil.” 

The Island of Bornholm”^ purports to be the experience of the 

author himself during his return by sea from England to Russia. While his 

ship is momentarily becalmed at Gravesend, he goes ashore and as he gazes 

out to sea becomes aware of a pale, emaciated young man with wild eyes, 

apparently mad, who presently sings a ballad in the Danish language (which 

the narrator conveniently knows) recounting his hapless love for a maiden 

named Lila. There are hints in this ballad which become meaningful only in 

the light of events in the later part of the story; the young man sings: 

The laws condemn the object of my love; but who, O heart! is able to oppose 
you? 

What law is more sacred than the feelings inborn in you? What power is more 
mighty than love and beauty? 

I love—I shall love forever. Curse my passion, you pitiless souls, cruel hearts! 

Holy Nature! Thy tender friend and son is guiltless before thee. Thou gavest 
me a heart; 

Thy kindly gifts made her beautiful-Nature! Thou didst intend that I should 
love Lila! 

It is apparent that the young man’s love for Lila was in some manner con¬ 

trary to the human law-but guiltless by natural law; still addressing Nature, 

he continues: “Thy thunder thundered over us, but did not strike us, when 
we were enjoying the embraces of love.” 

The sad song has enthralled the listener-but the wind rises, he has to 

return to his ship, and sails on, the haunting song still in his memory. Later, 

while sailing through the Baltic, the ship puts in on the Danish island of 

Bornholm, and there the author, curious to see something of the island, goes 

ashore and finds a night’s lodging in an old castle. His host is an elderly man, 

broken by grief, with an evidently mysterious and terrible past. During the 

night the narrator is awakened by a terrifying dream, and wanders about, 
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unable to sleep. In the moonlight he comes upon an underground chamber, 

fitted with an iron grating, in which he discovers incarcerated a young 

woman. He addresses her thus: 

What barbarous hand has deprived you of the light of day? Surely not for any grievous 

transgression? But your beautiful face, but the quiet heaving of your breast, but my 

own heart convince me of your innocence.^4 

The young woman answers his sympathetic question with the words: 

“Whoever you may be, by whatever chance you may have come here, stranger, I can 

ask of you nothing but compassion. It is not in your power to change my lot. I kiss 

the hand that is punishing me.” “But your heart is innocent?” “My heart may have been 

deluded. God forgives the weak. I hope that my life will soon end. Leave me, unknown 

stranger. ”44 

The narrator retires, but his host finds out that the prisoner has been dis¬ 

covered, and takes him back into the castle to tell him his “terrible story,” 

“a story which you shall not now hear, my friends; it shall remain for an¬ 

other time.” 

All this is the familiar apparatus of the “Gothic novel,” a variety of 

pre-romantic prose originating in England with Horace Walpole, and repre¬ 

sented in Karamzin’s own time by Ann Radcliffe, Clara Reeve and Matthew 

Gregory (“Monk”) Lewis. The “Gothic castle,” located in a gloomy natural 

setting and seen in the ominous glow of sunset is a commonplace of the 

type; Karamzin describes his “castle”: 

The crimson sunset had not yet been extinguished in the clear sky, its glow was spread 

over the white granite and in the distance, on a high hill, illuminated the sharp towers 

of an old castle. The boy could not tell me to whom this castle belonged. “We don’t 

go there,” he said, “and God knows what goes on there!” I redoubled my pace and 

soon drew near a large Gothic building, surrounded by a deep moat and a high wall. 

Everywhere silence reigned, in the distance was the roar of the sea, the last ray of 

evening light was going out on the bronze tips of the towers.^ 

The castle’s interior is again very like the interiors of “The Castle of Otranto” 

and many another Gothic locale: 

The gate clanged behind them, the draw-bridge thundered and was raised. Through a 

spacious court, overgrown with bushes, nettles and wormwood we came to an enor¬ 

mous building in which a fire was burning. A high arcade in the old style led to an iron 

porch, the steps of which rang under our feet. Everywhere it was dark and empty. In 

the first hall, surrounded on all sides by a Gothic colonnade, hung a lamp that scantily 

shed its pallid light on the rows of gilded columns, which were beginning to fall apart 

from age; in one place lay portions of a cornice, in another fragments of pilasters, in a 

third a whole fallen pillar. My guide looked at me for some time with penetrating gaze, 

but said not a word.^ 
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The natural expectation of a reader of the English “Gothic novel” would be 

to find the master of this castle an unnatural ogre, certain to threaten with 

horrid death anyone attempting to penetrate his “terrible secret.” Karam¬ 

zin’s mysterious old man deceives this expectation—he voluntarily recounts 

his story, and it is the narrator who withholds it. The reader, however, can 

readily surmise what it is. Incest is a fairly common theme in the German 

Sturm und Drang, and the English writers of Gothic novels employed it at 

times (e.g. Horace Walpole in The Castle of Otranto: 1764) to contribute 

an added “shudder” to their horror tales. In Lewis’ The Monk (1796) the 

incest is unwitting and is presented as merely part of the horrendous criminal 

fate of the monster Ambrosio. Sometimes, however, as in Sebastien Mercier’s 

L’Homme sauvage (1767) the theme is given another twist by being seen at 

first as an act sanctioned by nature, though later condemned by man’s law. 

This appears to be Karamzin’s approach, which becomes apparent when the 

ballad of the young man of Gravesend is put beside the utterances of the 

young woman in the underground prison. It may be presumed that the two 

are brother and sister, children of the old man of the castle, and that they 

both felt that their love was “intended by nature,” as the young man sings 

in his ballad. His punishment by exile has apparently not brought him to 

repentance; “Lila,” however, “kisses the hand that punishes her,” and admits 

that her heart “may have been deluded.” Artistically, leaving the story to be 

guessed by the reader is a very effective device. 

“The Island of Bornholm,” although it never enjoyed the same fame as 

“Poor Liza,” is certainly the best of Karamzin’s stories. It is well written, 

with an interesting contrast between the almost reportorial style of the 

framing account—the narrator’s life on shipboard—and the romantic central 

tale. It is also one of the first examples in Russian of the Gothic tale. The 

genre presently became very familiar to Russian readers through a spate of 

translations of English and French examples (e.g. of Charles Nodier), and 

Karamzin’s pioneering effort was forgotten.^? 

In all the stories so far considered (“Frol Silin” is a mere sketch, 

ostensibly from life, of a benevolent old peasant) love, and mostly unhappy 

love, forms the basis. This contrasts sharply with the quite varied thematic 

material of the earlier Russian prose narrative, which included military 

adventure, tricks and rascality, education in statecraft, and a great deal else, 

with a fairly minor part given to love. In his treatment of his subject, more¬ 

over, Karamzin shows considerably more sophistication than his predeces¬ 

sors. The typical hero of the older narrative—“Unfortunate Nicanor,” for 

example—is a mere plaything of fate. He is tossed from pillar to post by 

events which he neither brings about nor controls. He is far indeed from being 

the engineer of his own destiny or “the captain of his soul.” Indeed he is as 

passive as the hero of a Greek romance, from whom in fact he probably 

descends. The heroes and heroines of Karamzin, on the other hand, are the 

agents of their fates: Liza and Erast suffer their misfortunes directly as the 
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result of their conduct, whether this is to be interpreted as “the punishment 

of heaven” or not; Natalia and Alexei take active steps to achieve their happi¬ 

ness; Elvira and her nameless lover in “Sierra Morena” bring about the tragic 

denouement; and although the story in “The Island of Bornholm” is only 

hinted at, there can be no doubt that the tragedy is not the result of blind 

chance. But Karamzin’s philosophy is pessimistic; the unhappiness which 

results from the actions of his characters seems to be out of proportion to 

their misdeeds. It should be observed that he passes no moral judgment on 

Liza’s fall: when on the fateful night a frightful thunder-storm breaks over 

the lovers, the compassionate author is at pains to preclude the inference that 

this is the manifestation of heaven’s wrath: “It seemed,” he says, “as if all 

nature were lamenting Liza’s lost innocence.” In somewhat the same way 

the young Dane in his ballad emphasizes that he is guiltless before Nature: 

“Holy Nature! Thy tender friend and son is innocent before thee”; and al¬ 

though a thunderstorm, as with Liza and Erast, attended the consummation 

of his and Lila’s love, “the thunder did not strike us.” At the end of the same 

story the old man announces to the narrator: “You shall know [my story] , 

you shall know, young man, and your heart will be torn. Then you will ask 

yourself: Wherefore did Heaven pour out the whole cup of its wrath upon 

this weak, gray old man—an old man who loved virtue, and honored its 

sacred laws?” The tragic outcome of “Sierra Morena”^ even less than in 

the other tales seems explicable in terms of the misdeeds of its characters. 

Elvira, believing her first lover Alonzo the victim of a shipwreck, gives her 

heart to the narrator; on their wedding day Alonzo suddenly appears at the 

church, safe and sound, but finding that his sweetheart is faithless, kills 

himself. Elvira takes the veil and the narrator remains inconsolable. Karamzin 

thus appears to see tragedy as the working of a malign destiny; his characters, 

like Oedipus, bring their fate upon themselves, but it is a fate wholly dis¬ 

proportionate to their deserts. 

Karamzin’s early narratives are written in the same smooth, pleasantly 

readable style as the Letters. This mode of writing, as we have seen, was 

consciously adopted by the author in the expectation of making his work 

attractive and accessible to a largely female audience. He had had earlier 

experience which facilitated this: from about 1786 to the time of his depar¬ 

ture on his European Wanderjahr he had been employed by the eminent 

philanthropist and publisher Nikolai I. Novikov, for whom he had edited a 

journal for children entitled Children’s Reading,49 Karamzin, in writing for a 

juvenile audience, had quite properly learned to avoid the stilted and obsolete 

Slavonic vocabulary, and to write in short, crisp sentences. What he learned 

from this experience he readily turned to advantage in addressing himself 

to the ladies. But it should not be supposed that his style remains uniform 

for all his tales, even though he makes no apparent effort to differentiate 

character by level of speech in recording dialogue—Liza, the peasant girl, 

speaks the same elegant Russian as her upper-class lover. In this respect 
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Radishchev, curiously, is far in advance of Karamzin; his peasants speak 

quite colloquially, even when the enclosing narrative is composed in an 

archaic and bookish Russian. But in Karamzin’s tales there is, for example, 

a great deal more subjective and emotional coloring in “Sierra Morena” 

than elsewhere; and “Natalia” is not free from a certain amount of inno¬ 

cent archaizing, although the author admits in a note that lovers in olden times 

did not use the kind of language, which, to be intelligible to his modern 

audience, he attributes to them. The “salon style,” though reasonably uni¬ 

form in general, is capable of variations within limits. 

Karamzin’s early work—the Letters, the first Tales, and the poetry of 

My Trifles—is thoroughly in the tradition of European sentimentalism. But 

Karamzin was gradually becoming aware of some of the weak points of this 

literary mode, and in the productions around the turn of the century it is 

possible to find cautious experiments in a more realistic method.5° Particu¬ 

larly is this true in the author’s attempts at a more full-bodied psychological 

development of character. Typical of this trend is the sketch entitled “The 

Sensitive and the Cold Man”53 (1803), in which he endeavors to portray 

two persons, Erast and Leonid, as representatives of the two temperaments. 

The temperaments are described statically, as something “given,” the traits 

of which are exhibited fully, although of course in different manifestations, 

from childhood to maturity. He carefully defines his psychological termino¬ 

logy: “The basic capacity for receiving impressions is temperament; the form 

which these impressions give to the moral being is character. ”5^ In more 

modern terms, the “temperament” seems to be the inherited component, 

the “character” the environmental component of personality. The method is 

not unlike that of La Bruyere, and relies on an outmoded psychology, but 

the sketch reveals a remarkable power of observation. It is particularly notice¬ 

able that Karamzin is now beginning to treat the sentimental temperament— 

Erast, in this case—with a good deal of irony. Neither the “sensitive” Erast 

nor his “cold” friend Leonid emerges from the sketch as a very attractive 

figure. Erast’s “sensitive” feelings seem rather superficial; confronted with 

the infidelity of his first wife with his best friend, Erast “wept for two weeks, 

moped alone for two weeks in the outskirts of the city, and then, anxious 

to be busy with something, conceived the notion of becoming an author.”53 

As an author he attracted attention “because he was born a tender friend of 

humanity and portrayed in his works a soul passionate for the good of man.” 

In the first ardor of his success as a writer Erast meditates thus: 

O fame! Once I sought thee in the smoke of battle and on the bloody field; now, in 

a quiet study, I see thy shining image before me and dedicate to thee the remnant of 

my days. I have not been able to be happy, but I may be the object of admiration; 

myrtle wreaths fade with youth; a laurel wreath is green even to the grave|54 

When his dreams of fame are shattered by malignant critics, as his dreams of 

marital bliss had been by his wife’s fickleness, Erast flees to his friend’s 
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wedding, and shortly falls in love with the bride, Kallista. After the dis¬ 

covery of this liaison, and Erast’s humiliation and repentance, he falls into 

a melancholy from which he' is carried to an early grave. As for Leonid, 

the man of the “cold” temperament, his conduct at his friend’s death is 

characteristic: “Leonid did not go to see the invalid, because the doctors 

informed him that the disease was infectious; and he was not at the funeral, 

saying: ‘The lifeless body is no longer my friend!’ 

In the same year (1803-04) in which this psychological sketch ap¬ 

peared, Karamzin published in the European Herald thirteen chapters of what 

was evidently intended to be a full-length novel, with a promise, never ful¬ 

filled, of a conclusion to follow. This fragment is entitled A Knight 

[“rytsar’ ”] of Our Time. 56 it is on several counts one of the author’s most 

interesting prose works. The rest of his narrative prose (“Poor Liza, ’ “Nata¬ 

lia,” “The Island of Bornholm,” “Martha the Burgomaster’s Wife,” etc.) 

belong in that genre, the “tale,” which flourished in the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries in English as in continental literatures (e.g., Scott’s 

Tales of My Landlord, or Irving’s Tales of a Traveler), and which falls some¬ 

where between the modern genres of “short story” and “novel.” A Knight 

of Our Time is Karamzin’s only experiment with the novel—that is, with a 

work extensive enough to trace the development of character over a period 

of many years. At the same time the piece shows very evidently the in¬ 

fluence of two important foreign writers, both favorites of Karamzin, but 

in works which up to this point have affected him but little—Sterne in Tris¬ 

tram Shandy and Rousseau in Les Confessions. 

A Knight of Our Time, the author informs his reader, is to be not 

a historical novel (of the type of Kheraskov’s Numa Pompilius—Scott’s 

work was still in the future), but the life story of a contemporary, a friend 

of Karamzin’s, who is, in fact, still alive. Whether he was fully aware of the 

fact or not, Karamzin was herewith inaugurating the “psychological novel” 

in his native land, for it is not incident, which plays a rather small part in 

the extant chapters, but character depiction with which he is concerned. 

The early chapters are full of Sterne-inspired illusion-breaking whimsy, as 

the author turns from his story to address the reader directly. Thus, one 

chapter is headed: “Chapter IV, Which Is Written Only for Chapter Five,” 

and reads in full: ^ ^ 

Gentlemen! You are reading not a novel, but a piece of life l“byl’ ”1 : consequently 

the author is not obligated to give you an accounting of events. This is exactly how it. 

was .... and I’ll not say a word more. Is it pertinent? Is it in place? That’s not my 

affair. I am only following fate with my pen, and describing what she does in her omni- 

potence-what for? Ask her; but I’ll tell you in advance, you won’t get any answer. 

For seven thousand years (if we can believe the chroniclers) she has been performing 

her wonders in the world, and has never explained them to anyone. Whether we look at 

history, or observe what is going on around us: everywhere the riddles of the Sphinx, 

which even Oedipus himself can’t unravel .... The rose withers, the thorn remains; 
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the century-old oak tree, benefactor of wayfarers, falls to the ground from a stroke of 

lightning; a poisonous tree stands uninjured on its own root. Peter the Great, in the 

midst of ideas beneficent for his fatherland, grows cold in the embraces of death; a non¬ 

entity not infrequently passes twice from age to age. A lucky young fellow, whose life 

could be called a smile of fate and nature, is extinguished in a minute like a meteor; an 

ill-starred wretch, useless to the world, a burden to himself, lives on, and can hardly 

wait for his end— What can we do? Weep, anyone who has tears, and console himself 

sometimes at least with the thought that this world is only the prologue of the drama! 

This is, of course, the author’s apologia for the death of Leon’s mother in 

the following chapter. 

The only portions of the novel which Karamzin finished deal with 

the childhood of his hero Leon, who is eleven years old when the novel 

breaks off. Karamzin’s tale is the first example in Russian literature of an at¬ 

tempt to portray the psychology of a child. Part of his picture is certainly 

autobiographical; like Leon, he lost his own mother early and attempted to 

find a substitute in a beautiful and sympathetic older woman. But a great 

deal of the episode, which constitutes the bulk of the description of Leon’s 

childhood, is drawn from Rousseau’s glamorized and idealized account of 

his relationship with Mme de Warens. The last chapter written, significantly 

entitled “A New Actaeon,” relates how the eleven-year-old lad, who has been 

caressed and pampered by the virtuous and childless Emilia, wife of a wealthy 

neighbor, and taught French and other worldly accomplishments by her, 

goes bathing in a secluded stream where he knows Emilia is also accustomed 

to bathe in the early morning; is surprised by her arrival and has to hide 

himself in the bushes, at some distance from his clothes. Emilia disrobes, 

the boy watches, until her two hunting dogs smell him out and pursue him 

until she calls them off. The titillating undertone throughout the chapter, 

of awakening sensual instinct on the boy’s part and of the beginning of a 

change in Emilia’s feelings toward him from the purely maternal, is entirely 

in the tone of Rousseau’s highly ambivalent son-lover relationship with 

Mme de Warens. It is a great pity that this most promising beginning of a 

novel never had a continuation; Karamzin, of course, was too preoccupied 

after 1804 with his historical project to return to it. 

One of the most interesting auctorial digressions in A Knight of Our 

Time shows that Karamzin, although as we have seen from “The Sensitive 

and the Cold Man” he had apparently become somewhat disillusioned in his 

idealization of the “sensitive temperament,” nevertheless is still loyal to it 

in the main. His motherless young hero, Leon, learns to read with preco¬ 

cious ease, and thenceforward devours the library of his dead mother, which 

consists largely of novels, mostly translated from the French, but including 

Fedor Emm s Mirumond. Karamzin, probably here from personal experience, 

describes the boy’s sentimental day-dreams induced by this reading. He 

notes, among other bits of psychological observation, that at this age (Leon 

is now about ten years old) the love element in the novels he reads does not 
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interest him-it is action and adventure that he is enthralled with, and it is in 

the role of a hero that he casts himself in his fantasies: 58 

Despite my own slight weakness for novels, I admit that they may be called a hot-house 

for the young soul, which from this reading comes to maturity before its time; and 

this, if philosophical medicoes are to be trusted, is injurious—at least to the health .... 

Leon in the tenth year from his birth could already, for a couple of hours at a time, 

play with his imagination and construct Castles in the air. “Danger” and “heroic friend¬ 

ship” were his favorite dream. It is commentary enough to say that in dangers he al¬ 

ways imagined himself the saviour, not the person being saved—a sign of a proud, glory- 

loving heart! Our hero would fly in thought in the darkness of night to the cry of the 

traveler assaulted to the death by bandits; or he would take by storm a lofty tower, 

in which his friend was languishing in chains. Such Don Quixotish behavior quite early 

defined the moral character of Leon’s life. You, my quiet phlegmatics, doubtless have 

never dreamed thus in your childhood—you who are not alive, but drowse out your 

days in the world and weep only from boredom! And you, rational egoists, who do not 

attach yourselves to people, or hold fast to them only from motives of self-interest, 

as long as the tie is useful to you, and readily remove your hand the moment they might 

ask something of you! My hero takes his little hat from his head, bows low to you, and 

says politely: “Honored sirs! You shall never see me under your banners of egoism.” 

At about the same time as the two psychological pieces just discussed, 

Karamzin wrote his last tale, “Martha the Burgomaster’s Wife” [“Marfa 

Posadnitsa”] .59 Marfa Boretskaia was a real person, widow of a famous 

posadnik or burgomaster of the free city of Novgorod in the fifteenth cen¬ 

tury. She and her sons headed the opposition of the wealthy commercial 

nobility of the town to the encroachments of the tyrannical Tsar of Mus¬ 

covy, Ivan III. In her attempts to maintain the republican freedom of Nov¬ 

gorod, Marfa and her family even flirted with the King of Poland. The city, 

however, was forced to surrender when its rather ineffective volunteer levy 

was defeated by the Muscovite force, and the ancient free constitution 

abrogated; as a sign of this, the bell which used to summon the citizens to 

meetings of the veche, or town council, was transferred to Moscow. Marfa’s 

son Dimitry, the posadnik, was executed; she and her grandson were de¬ 

ported to Muscovite territory. This historical background—and little more— 

is preserved by Karamzin. His tale begins dramatically: “The tolling of the 

veche bell rang out, and hearts in Novgorod began to beat fast. Fathers of 

families tore themselves from the embraces of wives and children to hurry 

whither their fatherland was calling them.”59 The author from the beginning 

shows a certain ambivalence of attitude toward the contending forces; it 

would naturally be impolitic to portray Ivan III, the real founder of Russian 

autocracy, as a consummate villain; on the other hand, Karamzin’s sympa¬ 

thies are quite evidently with the freedom-loving people of Novgorod, a city 

which he seems to envision as a sort of Slavic Republic of Rome. Marfa s 

machinations with the King of Poland are unhistorically denied: the emissary 

of King Casimir is proudly told that Novgorod needs no assistance from him. 

Marfa’s sons disappear from the narrative; instead she is given a beautiful 
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daughter, Xenia, for whom she provides a husband in the glamorous (and also 

unhistorical) young Miroslav. On the advice of her ancient grandfather, the 

hermit Feodosii, Marfa, who seems, while occupying no official position, 

to be the Republic’s real ruler, puts Miroslav in charge of the city’s armies. 

Miroslav is killed in battle, the Novgorodians are obliged to surrender, Marfa 

is executed on the scaffold, Xenia dies of grief, and old Feodosii returns to 

his wilderness. Needless to say, the whole tale is in the highest degree un¬ 

historical; with the exception of Marfa herself, none of the protagonists 

has any historical existence. Nevertheless the colorful and exciting picture 

of the restless old republic, and the passionate patriotism and loyalty to the 

ideal of freedom which the people exhibit redeem Karamzin’s story from 

the banal. It shows the influence of the historical novels and poems of Sir 

Walter Scott, which were just beginning to become familiar to the Russian 

reading public, and perhaps does not much greater violence to fact than does 

Ivanhoe. The individual characters of the story, however, with the exception 

of the Posadnitsa herself, are singularly pallid; the tragic figures of Xenia and 

Miroslav are no more than lifeless puppets; only the mass effect produces a 

convincing sense of reality. One may wonder how it was possible for Karam¬ 

zin, after his genuine success in psychological portraiture in A Knight of Our 

Time and The Sensitive and the Cold Man” to revert to such unconvincing 

stereotypes. Indeed, the characterization even of “Natalia a Boyar’s 

Daughter,” several years earlier, is on a higher level than that of “Marfa 

Posadnitsa.” 

Martha the Burgomaster’s Wife” is the last important prose tale of 

Karamzin. After 1802 he began more and more to be preoccupied with 

other interests. He began in 1804 his twenty-one-year labor on the monu¬ 

mental History of the Russian State,60 In the years 1797-99 he put out 

three annual collections of poetry (“almanacs”) under the title Aonides (i.e., 

Muses), and during 1802-03 he edited the journal European Herald (Vestnik 

Evropy). In connection with all these activities he published from time to 

time essays on political and esthetic subjects and reviews of books, which 

had considerable influence in molding liberal opinion in his own and sub¬ 

sequent times. Of great interest is his preface to the second collection (1798) 

of the Aonides for its revision of some of his earlier theories on the nature 

of poetry. In “Poesy,” for example, it is evident that young Karamzin con¬ 

ceives of the art as first and foremost a means of escape from the real world 

into a realm of dreams, of the “ideal.” Such also seems to be the tenor of his 

prose tales, in spite of the irony with which Erast and A Knight of Our Time 

are treated. In 1793, still in the heyday of his sentimental period, Karamzin 

published in the almanac Aglaia a short piece entitled: “What Does an Author 

Need?” He seems to need just about what the “sensitive” Erast possessed 

when he sought auctorial glory ;61 

They say that an author needs talents and learning, a keen penetrating intelligence, a live¬ 

ly imagination, etc. This is correct-but it is not enough. He must possess also a good, 
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tender heart .... Vainly does the hypocrite think to deceive his readers and beneath 

the golden cloak of sumptuous words conceal a heart of iron; vainly does he speak to 

us of kindness, sympathy, virtue! All his exclamations are cold, without soul, without 

life; and never will the nourishing, ethereal flame pour forth from his creations into the 

tender soul of a reader. . . You desire to be an author: read the history of the misfor¬ 

tunes of the human race—and if your heart does not bleed, abandon the pen—or it 

will only portray for us the cold darkness of your own soul. ... In a word, I am con¬ 

vinced that a bad man cannot be a good author. 

This naive equation of the “sensitive” with the “good soul is no longer 

so convincing to the Karamzin of only a few years later. In the preface to the 

second collection of the almanac Aonides (1798), turning as editor to the 

general consideration of the merits and demerits of the contemporary poetry 

included in it, he writes:^2 

Poetry consists not in an inflated description of terrible scenes in nature [one may 

think of Bobrov!], but in liveliness of thought and feeling. If the poet does not write 

about what really preoccupies his soul; if he is not the slave, but the tyrant of his imagi 

nation, forcing it to chase after strange, remote ideas which are not his own; if he 

describes not those objects which are close to him and attract the imagination to them¬ 

selves by their proper force. . . . then in his productions there will never be any liveli 

ness, any truth. ... It is not necessary to imagine that only great objects can excite 

the poet and serve for the exemplification of his gifts; on the contrary, the real poet 

finds a poetical side in the most ordinary things; it is his business to apply lively colors 

to everything, to attach keen thought to everything, to reveal subtle shades which are 

hidden from the eyes of other people, to discover imperceptible analogies and like¬ 

nesses, to play with ideas, and, like Jupiter in Aesop’s fable, sometimes “make great 

what is small,” and sometimes “make small what is great.” 

Not grandiose dreams of an ideal humanity, therefore, but close observation 

of real life is what makes a poet; it will not be enough to have a “good, 

tender heart”-the poet must also have an acutely observant eye, capable of 

discovering hidden analogies. It is a pity that Karamzin did not succeed in 

practice in breaking away from his earlier esthetic manner as thoroughly 

as he did in theory. 
Although not strictly relevant to literature, the political thinking of 

Karamzin and its development need a few words of explanation. In the 

Letters, as we have seen, he reveals a rather cautious and neutral attitude 

toward the French Revolution; but from unpublished letters and other 

evidences not made public until much later it is apparent that at the begin¬ 

ning he was quite sympathetic with the aims of the revolutionaries. It was 

only after the bloody events of 1793 and the Jacobin period that he be¬ 

came thoroughly alienated from it. His political philosophy was largely de¬ 

rived from Montesquieu, with partial rectifications from Rousseau. Follow¬ 

ing the author of L ’Esprit des lois he came to the conclusion that the nature 

of a large state, such as that of France, required a monarchy, and that accord¬ 

ingly the attempt to alter the form of government to that of a republic was 
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a historical mistake, destined to failure; his conclusions were of course borne 

out by the career of Napoleon. Transferring the same thesis to his own coun¬ 

try, larger in extent even than France, he was forced to concede the same re¬ 

sults: Russia must remain an autocracy, and any attempt to impose republi¬ 

canism on the country would be wrong and foolish. When he saw, as he 

imagined, the Russian autocrat himself toying with dangerous republican 

experiments (Alexander’s liberalism was of course confined entirely to 

words), Karamzin was moved to compose his major political document, 

the “Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia,”63 written in 1811 and sub¬ 

mitted through the Emperor’s sister to Alexander I. This document has 

usually been interpreted as the utterance of the most ultra-conservative 

of reactionaries. In it the historian traces the history of Russian autocracy 

down to the years of Alexander’s own reign, and points out the mistakes 

of the earlier tsars. He is, of course, the firm opponent of any form of liberal 

thinking, and even champions the existence of serfdom as necessary for the 

stability of the autocratic government. He bitterly criticizes Alexander’s 

alliance with Napoleon and adherence to the disastrous “continental sys¬ 

tem ; but his chief object of attack is the reformation of the Petrine system 

of governmental “colleges,” which had been the major success of the liberal 

Speransky. The replacement of the older bureaucratic order by a series of 

expensive Europeanized Ministries” Karamzin views as only a paper reform, 

achieving no real reformation of the evils of red tape and detachment from 

the interests of the governed, and only augmenting the possibilities of graft 

and corruption. He accuses Alexander and Speransky of “throwing dust in 

the eyes of the Russian people by this measure. The criticism was entirely 

justified; Speransky was notoriously blind to realities and dogmatically 

obstinate in believing that a change of names must effect a lasting improve¬ 

ment in affairs. Yet Karamzin, for all his bitterness against this aspect of 

Speransky’s work, was not unaware of the importance of the one lasting 

achievement of the man, his great codification of the Russian law, a work 

with which Karamzin himself was briefly associated at the outset. The 

“Memoir” brought down upon Karamzin the wrath of Alexander, who was 

extremely cold to the historian from 1811 until the publication in 1818 of 

the first eight volumes of the History of the Russian State, upon which he 

became reconciled. Even then, however, the fearless critic was not minded 

to hold his peace, and in 1819 he again addressed the Emperor in a docu¬ 

ment entitled Creed of a Russian Citizen, ”64 which he read personally to 

his one-man audience. Again it was a strong and eloquent criticism of many 

aspects of Alexander’s later reign, especially his obsession with the “military 

colony” plan of the notorious Arakcheev. A heated argument followed the 

reading, and in a note appended to his copy of the “Creed,” Karamzin 

declares that he told the Emperor: “Sire! You have a great deal of self-love. 

I am not afraid of anything. We are all equal before God. What I am saying 

to you I would have said to your father. Sire! I despise the present-day 
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liberals, I love only that freedom which no tyrant can deprive me of. I am 

no longer pleading for your favor; I am speaking to you for perhaps the last 

time. ”64 Evidently Karamzin expected serious repercussions from his vigor¬ 

ous intervention; they were not, however, forthcoming, and for the rest of 

Alexander’s life Karamzin continued to enjoy the Emperor’s respect, al¬ 

though, as Karamzin’s notes show, his advice was never followed by the 

monarch whom he had undertaken to educate in the duties of an autocrat— 

not that Alexander’s deviations were in any sense in a democratic direction! 

Karamzin’s final work was the huge History of the Russian State, on 

which he labored for the whole of twenty-one years, from 1804 until a few 

months before his death in 1826. Earlier, in an essay entitled “On Events 

and Characters in Russian History Which May be Artistically Utilized ”66 
(1802) Karamzin had given evidence of the bias which he would have as an 

historian. He was animated by the patriotic notion that Russian history, as 

dramatically as the history of classical antiquity, could afford examples of 

great actions and heroic characters. His History, accordingly, is by no means 

a monument of scientific method; the earlier portions may be compared to 

the Histories of the Roman Livy, with their accent on patriotism, moral 

instruction, and the picturesque. The History is an artistic work, and should 

be judged as a work of literature just as much as should “Marfa Posadnitsa,” 

although the fictional element in the History is of course far less prominent. 

The final two volumes of Karamzin’s History reveal a slightly different at¬ 

titude on the author’s part; while the earlier volumes may be compared with 

Livy’s moralizing and patriotic account of Roman history, volumes nine and 

ten, which deal with the picturesque and tumultuous reigns of Ivan the 

Terrible and the usurper Boris Godunov, show more of Tacitus than of Livy, 

and are bitterly critical of the misdeeds of these “tyrants.” Unquestionably 

Ivan IV deserves much condemnation; but the uncritical rejection of his 

whole reign as an unrelieved and bloody madness is thoroughly misleading. 

Ivan IV was a capable and intelligent monarch, and his “terribleness” was not 

the result of madness or sadism merely—it had political purposes, which the 

“terrible” Tsar achieved. As for Boris, the whole picture which Pushkin so 

convincingly presents in his magnificent tragedy, of a criminal, however well- 

intentioned, who perishes of a weakness brought on by the pangs of con¬ 

science, is drawn directly from Karamzin’s pages. Boris is assumed by Karam¬ 

zin to have been the murderer of the child Dimitry; he may have been in fact, 

but there is no infallible proof of this, and his brief reign was, for the most 

part, a beneficial one, not a “tyranny.” Karamzin, with the instincts proper 

to a novelist but rather suspect in a historian, chooses the most colorful and 

dramatic interpretations, which also at the same time serve to bolster his 

political conviction that the autocracy must have the assistance of an en¬ 

lightened aristocracy in its rule. Obviously the oprichnina could not find 

favor with a thinker of this stamp, and in a contest between the representa- 
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tive of the old aristocracy, Vasily Shuisky, and. the upstart “Tatar” Boris 

Godunov, the historian’s sympathy must evidently be with the former. 

Much of Karamzin’s highly colored picture of these two reigns persists, 

and the less dramatic “scientific” presentations by Soloviev or Kliuchevsky 

fail to catch the popular imagination. 

As an example of Karamzin’s style as a historian, which differs con¬ 

siderably from his prose in the Tales, the following extract from the account 

of Boris Godunov’s encounter with the Pretender (the “First False Dmitry”) 

may serve:6? 

These rapid successes of seduction [that is, of the Pretender in winning away adherents 

of Boris] dismayed Godunov and all Russia. The Tsar apparently saw his mistake— 

and made another; he saw that he should not have deceived people with signs of a 

feigned contempt for the renegade, but should have beaten him back from our border 

with a prepared and powerful army, and not let him into the [Novgorod-] Seversk 

region, where the old Lithuanian spirit was still alive and where an accumulation of 

criminals, runaways and disgraced [government] service people naturally awaited the 

insurgent as a good fortune; where the common people and the military men them¬ 

selves, astonished by the Pretender’s unhindered entry into Russia, might, believing 

the insinuations of his [i.e., the Pretender’s] scouts, suppose that Godunov actually 

did not dare to oppose the genuine son of Ivan [i.e., Dmitry, son of Ivan the Terrible]. 

A new demonstration of how delusive is intelligence in a contest with conscience, and 

how craftiness, foreign to virtue, gets entangled in its own nets! Boris might still have 

rectified this mistake; have mounted his war-horse and led the Russians in person against 

the criminal. The presence of the wearer of the crown, his great-souled braverv and 

confidence would without doubt have had their effect. Though not born a hero, Go¬ 

dunov had nevertheless been from youth familiar with war; he had been able by the 

strength of his spirit to instill valor in men’s hearts and to save Moscow from the Khan 

[of the Crimea], when he was only a commander. In his favor was the sanctity of the 

crown and the oath of allegiance, the habit of obedience, the recollection of many bene¬ 

factions of his government—and Russia on the field of honor would not have betrayed 

the Tsar to the renegade. But confused by terror, Boris did not dare to go to meet the 

shade of Dmitry; he was suspicious of the boyars, and entrusted his fate to them, naming 

as commander-in-chief Mstislavsky, a conscientious, personally manful officer, but of 

greater renown than skill; he gave strict orders to the military, all without exception 

to hasten to Briansk—and as for himself, he hid, as it were, in the capital! In a word, 

God’s judgment was thundering over the imperial criminal. 

The historian will observe in this account the unabashed partisanship, the 

unsupported implication of motives, and the tone of moral judgment-all 

characteristics which “scientific” history rejects in principle. An observer of 

style will note the relatively long and balanced sentences. These are not 

“periods” in the Lomonosovian manner, with an artificial word order, the 

verb at the end in the Latin way; but at the same time they are far from the 

short, easy cola that characterize the style of the Tales, of which the follow¬ 

ing, from “Natalia,”is a good specimen;68 

The Boyar Matvei returned home late, and supposing that his daughter was already 

asleep, did not go to her terem. Midnight was approaching. Natalia did not think of 
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sleep, but of her beloved, to whom she had given her heart forever and whom she await¬ 

ed with impatience. The moon was still shining in the sky—the moon, in which formerly 

her eyes had always delighted, had now become hateful to her. Now our beauty thought: 

“How slowly you are moving over the round sky! Set more quickly, bright moon! He, 

he is coming for me, when you have hidden yourself!” The moon descended—already 

part of it had gone below the horizon—darkness thickened in the atmosphere—the cocks 

began to crow—the moon disappeared—and there was a tinkling of the silver ring at the 

boyar’s gate. 

There is as little admixture of Slavonic vocabulary and syntax in the History 

as in “Natalia” and the other tales, but the elegant, musical, slightly man¬ 

nered language of the latter gives place in the former to a more complicated, 

more sonorous, more dignified speech, as befits its more elevated subject 

matter. 

Before taking leave of Karamzin, we must consider once more briefly the 

significance of the prose style which he evolved and which was enthusiasti¬ 

cally adopted by other writers of the sentimentalist school and the early ro¬ 

mantics. This style was, as has been remarked, a drastic departure from the 

literary styles of the past. For perhaps the first time in Russian history, a 

writer was making a conscious effort to write as people spoke. That the 

people on whose speech Karamzin’s style was based were not “the Russian 

people” as a whole, but only that highly educated and westernized segment 

of the population that nearly monopolized literature—the gentry of the 

capitals—imposed a serious limitation on the Karamzinian reform. Karamzin’s 

style suffered also from a defect which exposed it very properly to the sneers 

and jibes of the conservatives—a fatal fondness for an unnatural, mannered 

indirection of language, which was supposed to be more “agreeable” than a 

simple statement. Perhaps upper-class Russian ladies did in fact speak such a 

language—we have the parallel example of the French precieuses to con¬ 

vince us—but certainly no one else did so, and the fashion was, very for¬ 

tunately, short-lived. Karamzin’s adoption of this periphrastic mode, how¬ 

ever, tended in considerable measure to nullify the merits of his use of the 

spoken Russian idiom; and as the periphrastic mode went rapidly out of 

fashion, Karamzin’s salon style went with it. An indication of what this 

style could be may be gathered from a passage in Admiral Alexander Shish- 

kov’s “Dissertation [“Rassuzhdenie”] on the Old and the New Style of 

the Russian Language”69_a hostile witness, to be sure, but not seriously 

exaggerated: 

We fancy we are .being Ossians and Sternes when, in discoursing about a child at play, 

instead of saying: “How pleasant to look upon your youth!” we say: “How edifying 

to gaze upon you in your burgeoning spring-tide!” Instead of: “The moon is shining,” 

“Pallid Hecate is casting wan reflections” . . . instead of: “Gypsy girls are coming to 

meet the village maidens” [we say] “The motley throng of rustic oreads are encounter¬ 

ing the swarthy bevies of Pharaoh’s fawning daughters.” 
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The simple, straight-forward Russian of Ivan Krylov’s prose came far clos¬ 

er than Karamzin’s to the ideal of a written language identical with normal 

speech. But Krylov was not a “westernizer”; Karamzin was, and one of the 

greatest merits of the new style was that it consciously and effectively, by 

the coinage of new words, the appropriation of western idioms, and the 

like, facilitated the Russian expression of ideas which were the common 

basis of European intellectual life. If the archaic and cumbersome style devised 

by Radishchev and later propagandized by the Beseda group had prevailed; 

or if at this date the Krylov style, relatively untouched by western influence, 

had prevailed, Russia might have continued to be isolated by an intellectual 

barrier from western Europe. It was Karamzin’s great accomplishment to have 

effected a workable compromise. The ‘‘salon style” was based on spoken 

Russian, not on a dead and artificial Slavonic, and was thus far more widely 

intelligible than the old bookish tongue had ever been; and it was hospitable 

to western vocabulary, syntax and idiom, without losing its Russian char¬ 

acter, and therefore reduced the dangers inherent in Russian dependence on 

French as a medium of communication. Like all compromises, it came under 

attack on both counts: by the conservatives who idealized the ancient Russo- 

Slavonic bookish language, and by the “Slavophil” element who idealized 

the Russian peasant and deplored the intrusion of western influence. But 

Karamzin’s compromise worked, and for a couple of generations Russian 

literature, both verse and prose, is dominated by it. 

While not a writer of the highest rank in Russian literature, Karamzin 

is one of the most important of mediators. He created a new and enduring 

style, and gave the death blow to the stilted archaism of the past; he intro¬ 

duced the attitudes of sentimentalism in artistically dignified new prose 

forms; and he gave Russia its first coherent political philosophy and its first 

artistic history. These are no mean contributions, which should not be lost 

to sight merely because Karamzin, to his misfortune, was so soon to be fol¬ 

lowed by Alexander Sergeevich Pushkin. 
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RETROSPECT 

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY IN RUSSIAN LITERATURE 

Like Radishchev, Bobrov and others who, as they entered a new century, 

turned to look back at the old, let us cast a glance backward and try briefly 

to summarize the literary developments of Russia’s eighteenth century. 

It began with a glaring contradiction between an inherited, basically 

ecclesiastical and Byzantium-derived medieval culture having few points 

of contact with the culture of western Europe, and the alien, secular, Latin- 

derived culture which Peter I attempted to impose on it from above. For 

nearly two generations this contradiction subsisted, rendering difficult, 

if not impossible, any genuine literary achievement. With Peter the Great 

the ecclesiastical domination of literature disappeared, never to be resumed, 

but the Russian language remained dominated by the Church Slavonic ele¬ 

ment, and was at the same time infiltrated by an influx of unassimilated 

western borrowings. The most striking single indication of changed orienta¬ 

tion in literature, and the genuine beginning of modern Russian literary 

achievement was Lomonosov’s codification of linguistic usage in the dogma 

of the “three styles,” and the rapid and complete replacement of the cum¬ 

brous old syllabic versification by the syllabo-tonic system which he and 

Trediakovsky inaugurated. With increasing political and cultural contacts 

between Russia and the West, the Baroque elements in Russian art and 

literature, still very evident in the poetry of Lomonosov and Trediakovsky, 

gave way to the classical mode of contemporary Europe, primarily of France. 

Classicism, of which Sumarokov became the principal spokesman and 

champion, dominated the entire period from about 1730 to 1775. The in¬ 

fluence of France during this era remained the paramount one, and the 

Russian classicists prided themselves on being “the Russian Racine,” “the 

Russian Moliere,” or “the Russian La Fontaine.” Nevertheless, with all the 

imitativeness which this attitude presupposes, Russian classicism began to 

show increasing divergencies from France. This was particularly noticeable 

in the genres of fable and satire, where the abstract and universalized ideal of 

classicism failed from the beginning (e.g. Kantemir) to oust the concrete 

and specifically Russian element; and toward the end of the undisputed 

sway of classicism a concretely Russian background had made its appearance 

even in comedy (Fonvizin). 
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During the period when French-inspired classical ideals dominated 

Russian literature, the system of closed genres, each with its own ethos and its 

own linguistic medium, was its self-evident concomitant. Tragedy and 

comedy were strictly differentiated; the fable, the elegy, the epistle, the 

satire, the pastoral, et al., each with an accepted classical (usually Latin) 

model divided the field of literature. Chief of the hierarchy were the epic 

(represented by Kheraskov), the tragedy (represented by Sumarokov) and the 

ode (represented by Lomonosov, despite his Baroque tendencies). Toward the 

1770s, this system of closed genres began to break down; the “tearful 

comedy,” a hybrid of tragedy and comedy, made its appearance; the ode 

began to take on a more subjective and personal character, and with Der¬ 

zhavin even to incorporate entirely disparate elements, such as satire. The 

strictness of the linguistic divisions between the “three styles” began to dis¬ 

appear and the “middle style” in effect to displace both others. 

Artistic prose, from very crude beginnings, had by the 1770s achieved 

an accepted place in literature. As a medium which classical theory had 

never fully accepted or legislated for, prose was from the beginning less 

restricted and regularized than verse. A wide variety of narrative prose types 

had arisen, only two of which (the pseudo-historical and philosophical 

novel, and the picaresque) had genuinely classical prototypes. In this area, 

earlier than elsewhere, the new wave of sentimentalism made itself felt in 

Russian literature (Fedor Emin). 

The break-down of the classical system, which began in western Europe 

even before the middle of the century, set in around 1775 in Russia. Classical 

acceptance of the reason as the dominant component of human character 

and the guide to virtue gave way, after Rousseau, to the exaltation of the 

emotions, or “sentiments,” in the same role. The individual began to replace 

the generalized, abstract “man,” and preoccupation with individual feelings 

and concerns led more and more to a kind of embryonic quasi-realism in 

literature. At this period prose narrative (tale and novel, e.g. Karamzin) 

came for the first time to take an important place in Russian literature, 

although verse remained still the dominant literary medium. 

Although Rousseau may be considered as the prime mover in the senti¬ 

mentalist development, his own impetus came from England, and his im¬ 

mediate influence was greater in Germany than on his own country. Accord¬ 

ingly during the last quarter of the eighteenth century in Russia the influence 

of English and German models came to displace to a large extent that of 

French, with the exception of Rousseau himself. The English novel (Richard¬ 

son, Sterne), the English “graveyard school” (Young), English “descriptive 

poetry” (Thomson) and English “popular verse” (Percy’s ballads, the poetry 

of “Ossian”); and parallel German preromantic developments (the Sturm 

und Drang drama, itself strongly influenced by Shakespeare and Lillo); the 

odes and religious epics of Klopstock; the pastorals of Gessner, etc.) took the 

place which French classical models had once occupied. At the same time a 
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significant linguistic development in Russia went hand in hand with the new 

“sentimentalism”: the old “high style,” replete with non-Russian and scarcely 

intelligible vocabulary, succumbed to the attractions of a new, easy, flexible 

style, modeled more closely than its predecessor on the norms of speech— 

a development parallel in time and similar in effect to Wordsworth’s reform 

of English poetic diction. 

With the triumph of the sentimentalist fashion (Dmitriev, Karamzin) 

we cross the boundaries between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

The old fashion—classicism—which had dominated most of the eighteenth 

century did not of course die abruptly with the advent of the new, but it 

had already been rendered an archaic anachronism. But sentimentalism 

itself was only a transitional phenomenon, and was destined soon to give 

way to the new trend of romanticism, many elements of which it antici¬ 

pates. Like all transitional movements, sentimentalism looks both ways, 

and in many of its aspects could as satisfactorily be associated with the 

nineteenth as with the eighteenth century. There are no clean breaks in 

cultural history. 

The eighteenth century in Russia has suffered principally from the 

stigma of imitativeness. From an age which sets a very high, and probably 

excessive, value on originality, little sympathy can be expected for an imi¬ 

tative age. But imitation characterizes Russian eighteenth-century literature 

not, as often used to be asserted, because it was juvenile, but because imi¬ 

tation of recognized classical models was one of the fundamental prescrip¬ 

tions of eighteenth-century literary theory—of French and German no less 

than of English and Russian. And even in genres where the existence of 

classical models of great authority, such as the epic and the drama, made imi¬ 

tation almost inevitable, a discerning eye will discover in Russian literature 

of the age a quite disconcerting degree of originality. Doubtless the Rossiad 

is unimaginable without Jerusalem Delivered as its model; but where is 

the model for the Bakbariana—or for that matter, for Vladimir Reborn? 

And yet Kheraskov is rated as one of the most derivative of eighteenth- 

century poets. Sumarokov’s comedies often seem pallid reflections of Moliere 

or Holberg, but the old people of The Imaginary Cuckold owe nothing to 

any literary model, and even the form and language of the comedy is un- 

classically original. Bogdanovich’s Dushenka is wholly sui generis. The imi¬ 

tativeness of eighteenth-century Russian literature has been much exag¬ 

gerated. 

Probably the most serious obstacle for a modern reader toward enjoy¬ 

ment of Russian eighteenth-century literature is the language. The century 

begins with the motley, archaic, Latinate Russian of Feofan Prokopovich. 

Even with the drastic changes initiated by Lomonosov in the linguistic field, 

it remains a heavy and cumbersome language. To the end of the century the 

Russian that is written, by poets and prose writers alike, is a different lan- 
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guage from that which is spoken, and of which only tantalizing glimpses are 

afforded by occasional scenes in comedy or dialogue in satire. With the 

Karamzinian reforms at the end of the century a greater degree of confor¬ 

mity is achieved between spoken and written language, but the dominant 

element is still only a class dialect—the self-conscious, affected idiom of the 

aristocratic salon. The Russian of the eighteenth century is in a very real 

sense not a single language at all, but a congeries of dialects, all somewhat 

artificial and remote from living speech. To this linguistic obstacle may be 

added a stylistic one: the prevailingly rhetorical character of the written 

language, of whatever stratum. Only rarely does one catch the intonations 

of normal speech amid the artificial embellishments imposed by the text¬ 

books of rhetoric. An obtrusive and irritating example is the omnipresent 

mythological allusion: eighteenth-century Russian writers of all classes, 

from the plebeian to the highest aristocrat, seem to be far more at home 

with the Olympian pantheon and all the minor creatures of Hellenic folklore 

than any genuine Greek writer, except perhaps Callimachus! A modern 

reader is likely to be quite put off by all this paraphernalia of dead and ir¬ 

relevant learning. 

But the modern reader, if he is honest, will have to confess that the 

eighteenth-century literature of his own language is no more congenial to 

him than that of Elizabeth’s or Catherine’s Russia. Where is the German 

who can read with patience the tragedies of Gottsched or the epics of Klop- 

stock? Are the pastorals of Haller and Gessner or the “novels” of Wieland 

any more accessible to the twentieth-century reader than the sentimental 

effusions of Kapnist and Karamzin? French readers, by the assiduous efforts 

of their own pedagogues, are spared the tedium of reading Delille and Parny, 

Saint-Lambert and J.-B. Rousseau, Ducis and Gresset, whom they are likely 

to know only by name, if at all. But even with the English reader, how con¬ 

genial are the novels of Richardson, the tragedy of Addison, Thomson’s 

The Seasons or Young’s Night Thoughts-even, indeed, Johnson’s Rasselas 

or Pope’s Dunciad—and yet these are the acknowledged masterpieces of the 

age. It is not the immaturity or unoriginality of Russian eighteenth-century 

literature, which have been greatly exaggerated, that make it hard for the 

modern reader to approach it—it is, quite simply, the general character of the 

age itself, which all European literatures share in common, and which re¬ 

quires a deal of adjustment of one entering it. Such adjustment, however, is 

possible, and once made will reveal a period of great diversity, brilliance and 

beauty, well worth the pains of making it. 

Esthetic fashions come and go, perhaps not as rapidly as fashions in 

dress, but just as inexorably; and if any sort of general law governs their 

succession, it has yet to be discovered. The Russian seventeenth century 

is dominated by the Baroque fashion, with some elements, it would seem, 

of the Renaissance which Russian culture in general by-passed. The earliest 

phases of the eighteenth century are still Baroque; but the classical mode, 
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dominant in western Europe, soon establishes itself in Russia also and remains 

authoritative even into the nineteenth century. The first half of the nine¬ 

teenth century—until about 1848—is the domain of the romantic fashion, 

to which the transitional vogue of sentimentalism forms a prelude. From 

1848 to about 1893 “realism” governs all aspects of Russian culture; after 

the turn of the century, chaos ensues, as realism (whether “critical” or 

“Socialist”) battles with various splinter factions of a neo-romantic character. 

In these successive fashions one may detect a quite indefinable similarity 

between Renaissance, classicism and realism on the one hand; Baroque, 

romanticism and “symbolism” and its congeners on the other. It must be 

emphasized, however, that such a similarity does not permit the critic to use 

without qualification, for example, the term “realism” for such an eight¬ 

eenth-century phenomenon as Fonvizin’s Minor or Smollett’s Humphrey 

Clinker; or the term “romanticism” for Bogdanovich’s Dushenka or Klop- 

stock’s Messias. Similarity is not identity, and both “realism” and “romanti¬ 

cism” are phenomena conditioned by specifically nineteenth-century fea¬ 

tures; they do not exist for the eighteenth century except by analogy. 

With this we may terminate this study, with the hope that it has served 

in some degree to illuminate a period and a literature that have for various 

reasons suffered neglect in the past. If eighteenth-century Russian literature 

is not as exciting as nineteenth, and has no giants of the stature of Pushkin, 

Dostoevsky and Tolstoy to show, it can still show a Lomonosov, a Der¬ 

zhavin and a Fonvizin—and these and their age deserve a sympathetic hearing, 

which we hope this study has made easier for the unprejudiced reader. 
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vin’s first wife) 400, 462 
Batiushkov, Konstantin Nikolaevich 

(1787-1855) 7,405,427,438,452, 

454, 411 
“Vision on the Banks of Lethe” 501, 

502 
Batrachomyomachia 283 
Bayle, Pierre (1647-1706) 108 

Dictionnaire historique et critique 

163,559 
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Beaumarchais, Pierre Augustine Caron de 
(1732-1799) 454 l 
Le Barbier de Seville 196, 349, 358 

“Beauty and the Beast” 304 
Beccaria, Cesare (1738-1794) 163 
Belinsky, Vissarion Grigorievich (1811- 

1848) 52,74,245,246,395,404 
Belisarius 398 
Belloy, Dormont de (1727-1775) 

Titus 335 
Belobotsky, Andrei 7 

Bely, Andrei [Boris Nikolaevich Bugaev] 
(1880-1924) 502 

Bentley, Richard (1662-1742) 481 
Berkov, P.N. 383 

Bernis, Francois Joachim de (1715- 
(1794) 381,423,450,451 

Berquin, Amaud (1747-1791) 423 
Bertuch, Friedrich Justin 

translation of Don Quixote 532 
translation of Spanish romances 532, 

533 

Beseda 493, 502, 503, 507,508,594 
Betsky, I.I. 328 

Bezborodko, chancellor 417 
Bibikov, General 381, 385 
Bible 

King James Version 80, 101 
Old Slavonic Version 100, 101 
Septuagint 102 
***** 

Apocalypse 496 

Ephesians 478 
Exodus 241, 478, 480 
Genesis 495 
Isaiah 478 
Job 89,394 
Matthew 478 

Proverbs [Pritchi Solomonovye] 138, 
516 

Psalter 35, 75, 80, 81, 82, 100, 389 
Bidloo, Doctor 27, 28 

Bion of Borysthenes 538 
Bion of Smyrna (3rd cent. B.C.?) 504, 

529,531 
Biron 10, 34 

“The Birth of Hercules” 25 
Bitaube', Paul (1732-1808) 

“Joseph” 220 

Blagoi, Dmitri Dmitrievich 194 

Bobrov, Semen Sergeevich (1767-1810) 
492-502, 587, 593 
“Against Sugar” 500 

“Century Song” 496, 497 

“The Fate of the Ancient World” 495 
“The First Hour of the Year” 494 

“Interrogation of the New Age” 496 
“The Kindgom of Universal Love” 

493,494 

“Life of the Talentless Vorbab” 
500 

“Midnight” 497, 498 

“The Midnight Dawn” 494, 500 
“To the New Nineteenth Century” 

496 

“Night” 497, 498 

Bobrov (cont.): 

“Premonitory Response to the Age” 
496 

“Song of an Unfortunate” 500 

“Tavrida” (“Chersonida”) 488, 
493, 500-501 

“A Tribute to Virtue” 500 

“The Tomb of Ovid” 499 
“The Voice of the Resurrected Olga” 

499 

“Walk in the Twilight” 497 
Boccaccio, Giovanni (1313-1375) 

Decameron 27, 517 

Bodmer, Johann Jacob (1698-1783) 
380 

Boehme, Jakob (1575-1624) 161 
Bogdanovich, Ippolit Fedorovich (1743- 

1802) 301-312, 423 

“Doubled Happiness” (“The Happi¬ 

ness of Nations”) 301,303 
Dushenka 247,263,292,295,301, 

303, 304-312, 335, 523, 595, 597 
“Fruits of Learning” 301 
Lyra 301, 303 

“Translation of Voltaire’s Verses on 
‘The Destruction of Lisbon’” 301 

Translation of Voltaire’s Nanine 301 
Boiardo, Matteo Maria (1441-1494) 

Orlando Innamorato 264, 306, 534 
Boileau, Nicholas Despreaux (1636- 

1711) 93,95,100,111,113,120, 
121, 182, 297, 305, 323, 345, 410 

“Art poetique” 96, 118, 119, 284, 
293 

“Discours sur 1’ode” 92 
Le Lutrin 285, 290, 507 

“Ode sur la prise de Namur” 57, 76, 
91, 92 

Satires 32, 35 

“Satire VIII (“On Man”)” 42 
“Satire IX” (A son esprit) 36 

Boleslav “Wry-Mouth,” King of Poland 
453 

Bolkhovitinov, Eugene (1767-1837) 334, 
402,411 

Bonaparte, Napoleon (1769-1821) 320, 
468, 502, 527, 588 

Bonnet, Charles (1720-1793) 538,572 
Boretskaia, Marfa 585 

Boretsky, Dmitry: posadnik of Novgo¬ 
rod 585 

Bossuet, Jacques-Benigne (1627-1704) 547 
Discours sur l 'histoire universelle 544 

Bouflers, Stanislas-Jean de (1737-1815) 
450 

Bougainville, Louis Antoine de (1729- 
1811) 491 

Bourdaloue, Louis (1632-1704) 544 
bourgeois tragedy 248,511,566 
“La Boutique de bijoutier” 211 
“Bova Korolevich” 4, 12, 119, 190, 488 

Bracciolini, Francesco (1566-1645) 304 
Breitkopf, B.T. 366 

Brianchanikov, A.M. 449, 450 

Browne, Sir Thomas (1605-1682) 
Hydriotaphia 557 
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Brueys, David-Augustin de (1640-1723) 

L’lmportant 349 
Brukhansky, A.N. 450 
Buff on, Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte 

de (1707-1788) 521,527 
Burger, Gottfried August (1747-1794) 

“Des Pfarrers Tochter von Tauben- 
hain” 533 

“Lenore” 453, 533 
Buturlin, A.I., brother-in-law of Suma- 

rokov 130 
Buturlina, Elizaveta Petrovna 133 
bylina 61,194,265,467,533,534 

Caesar, Gaius Julius (101-44 B.C.) 25, 

40, 42, 398, 412, 468, 498, 565 
Calderon de la Barca, Pedro (1600-1681) 

26 
Caligula (Gaius Caesar): Roman Emperor 

(37-41) 168 
Callimachus (c. 305-c. 240 B.C.) 596 

Aitia 293 
“The Bath of Pallas” 293 

Camoes, Luis Vaz de (15247-1580) 120 
The Lusiads 259 

Campistron, Jean Galbert de (1656- 

1723) 210 
Canon Law Book [Kormchaia Kniga] 

177 
Casimir IV, King of Poland (1444-1492) 

585 
Catherine I, Empress (1725-1727) 10, 

15, 497 
Catherine II “the Great,” Empress (1762- 

1796) 4, 10, 11, 54, 65, 75, 88, 97, 

113,114, 115, 116,117,118,127, 

132, 134, 157, 158, 162, 163, 182, 
186, 195, 196, 200, 203,207,219, 
230, 231, 243, 244,247,248,255, 
256, 257, 259,262,268,271,272, 

273, 274, 276, 277,278,281,286, 
301, 310, 319, 320, 325, 328, 333, 
334, 335, 338, 340, 358, 365, 366, 

381, 383, 391, 392, 397, 399, 415, 
420, 431, 432, 436, 438, 439, 455, 
457, 458, 459, 460, 472, 475, 477, 
478, 479, 481, 484, 497,499,536, 

537, 553, 554, 561, 596 
The Beginning of the Reign of Oleg 

218 
The Deceiver 217 
“Fact and Fable” 217, 244 
From the Life of Riurik 218,340,341 
Instruction [Nakaz] 114, 163, 164 
Mrs. Grumpy's Name-Day 216 
Mrs. Tale-bearer and her Family 216 
O the Times! [O vremia!] 172, 173, 

216 
The Seduced 217 
The Siberian Medicine-Man 217 

“The Tale of Prince Fevei” 392 
“The Tale of Prince Khlor” 390 

This is What it is to Have a Basket 

Full of Laundry! 218 
Cato, Marcus Porcius the Younger (95- 

46 B.C.) 513 
f 

Catullus, Gaius Valerius (c. 84-c. 54 B.C.) 

451 
“To Lesbia” (lie mi par esse. . .) 492 

Cent nouvelles nouvelles 523 
Cervantes Saavedra, Miguel de (1547- 

1616) 
Don Quixote 532, 585 

Chapelain, Jean (1595-1674) 120 

“character” 126, 233 
Charlemagne, King of the Franks (768- 

814) 194 
Charles VI, Emperor of Austria (1711- 

1740) 94,335 
Charles XII, King of Sweden (1682-1718) 

14, 23 
Chaucer, Geoffrey (c. 1340-1400) 

“Clerk’s Tale” 27 
Chernyshevsky, Nikolai Gavrilovich 

(1828-1889) 428 
Chemnitser, Johann 427 
Cherepanov, Ioann, Archimandrite 475 

Chikhachev 341 
Children’s Reading 581 
Chilon of Lacedaemon (6th cent. B.C.?) 

538 
chivalric romance 4, 5, 187, 193, 534 
Christian II, King of Denmark and Swe¬ 

den (1513-1523) 335 
Chulkov, Mikhail Dmitrievich (1743- 

1793) 5,187-193,268,547 
The Comely Cook 4, 21, 164, 188- 

190,545 
Dictionary of Russian Superstitions 

193 
The Mocker, or Slavonic Folk-Tales 

187,193 
Short Mythological Lexicon 193 

Verses at the Merry-go-round [Stikhi 

na kacheli] 190 
Church Slavonic language 12,32,78, 

546-547, 548, 549,557,559,573, 
574,581,591,592,593 

Cicero, Marcus Tullius (106-43 B.C.) 84, 

172 
Cicognini 26 
Cinna, Gnaeus Cornelius 335 
classical genre system 511, 520 
classicism 5-6, 111-114, 268, 279-280, 

404-406, 530, 569, 593-594, 596-97 
Cleanthes, Stoic philosopher (331-232 

B.C.) 108,109 
Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt (d. 30 B.C.) 

412 
Colardeau, Charles-Pierre (1732-1776) 

381,450, 451 
Colie', Charles (1709-1783) 210 
Columbus, Christopher (1451-1506) 109 

“Comedial Action about Kaleandra. . 

27 
comedie larmoyante 34, 120, 138, 208- 

209,224, 323, 379, 435, 566, 594 
comedy 4,24-28,120,128-131,138, 

208-218, 224-234,236-243, 250-251, 

323, 347-364, 367-379, 593, 594 
“Comedy about Don Juan and Don Ped¬ 

ro” 25 
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“Comedy about the Italian Marquis” 27 
“Comedy of the Beautiful Melusine” 27 
comic opera 195-208, 366, 561 
comic poem 116 

commedia dell’ arte 128 

Constantine Pavlovich (1779-1831) 477 

Conversational Journal of Lovers of the 

Russian Word 216, 244, 456 

Cook, Captain James (1728-1779) 491 
Copernicus (1473-1543) 82, 108, 109, 

159 

Corneille, Pierre (1606-1684) 6, 120, 

121,123,330,332, 340, 530, 572 
Le Cid 111,323,328 

Cinna 323, 328, 335, 343 
Heraclius 124 

Horace 111, 266, 323, 343, 344 
La Mort de Pompee 328,343 
Nicomede 282, 323 
Polyeucte 337 

Psyche 304, 335 
Rodogune 328 

Corneille, Thomas (1625-1709) 104 
Le Geolier de soi-meme 26 

Couaille, Abbe Gabriel-Francois 220 
Crevier, Jean-Baptiste (1693-1765) 

Histoire des empereurs romains 64 
Crito of Athens (5th cent. B.C.) 538 
Cronegk, Johann Friedrich von (1731- 

1758) 

The Distrustful Man 196 

“Curious History of the Valiant Prince 
Eudo..27 

Dacier, Mme. Andre (Anne Lefebvre) 
(1654-1720) 
Iliade 542 

Daniel, Metropolitan 261 

Dashkov, Georgy, Metropolitan of Ros¬ 
tov 32, 37 

Dashkova, Princess Ekaterina Romanov¬ 
na (1743-1810) 216,301 

Decembrists 64, 236 
Defoe, Daniel (c. 1660-1731) 

Moll Flanders 188 

Delille, Jacques (1738-1813) 596 
Delvig, Baron Anton Antonovich (1798- 

1831) 7,403 

Democritus (c. 460-c. 370 B.C.) 113 
Demosthenes (384-322 B.C.) 84 
Derzhavin, Gavriil Romanovich (1743- 

1816) 7,81,100,110,182,194, 
264, 345, 381-408, 415, 416, 418, 
423, 427, 428, 434, 437, 438, 455, 
461, 462, 468, 475, 480, 504, 505, 
510, 511, 512, 525, 594, 597 

“Anacreontic Songs” 385, 400 
“Autumn During the Siege of Ocha- 

kov” 395-397, 405 

“The Bath of Aristippus” 385 

“On the Birth in the North of a Por- 

phyrogennete Child” 386-387, 
390,393, 405 

“On the Capture of Izmail” 395 
407 

“The Cupid of Falconet” 405 

Derzhavin (cont.) 
The Dark One 412 

“On the Death of General Bibikov” 
385 

“On the Death of Katerina Yakovle¬ 
vna” 400,401,404 

Dissertation on Lyric Poetry, or the 

Ode 407,408 
Dobrynia 411 
Eupraxia 412 

“To Eugene. Life at Zvanka” 385, 

402-403, 404, 406, 420, 469 
“God” 393-394, 403, 404 
“Gypsy Dance” 404 

“A Happy Family” 254 

Herod and Mariamne 339,411,412- 
414 

“Invitation to Dinner” 401, 402, 
404,406 

“The Magnate” 399,404 
“Maiden-Tsar” 404, 407 
The Miners 412 

“Monument” 400 

“The Murza’s Vision” 392 

“Odes ... at Chitalagay Hill” 385, 
437 

“Ode to Felitsa” 142,215,325,382, 

390-392, 393, 397,403, 404, 406, 
458,472,477,478, 479, 566 

“The Peacock” 405 

“Portrait of Felitsa” 392 

Pozharsky, or The Liberation of Mos¬ 

cow 411 

“To Reshemysl” 392, 397 

“To Sovereigns and Judges” [Psalm 
81] 100,389,393 

“The Spring” 387, 388 
“The Swallow” 401 

“Thanks to Felitsa” 392 
The Terrible, or the Subjugation of 

Kazan 412 

“Verses on the Death of Prince Me- 
shchersky” 387-389, 398, 400 

“The Waterfall” 385, 387, 397-399, 
404, 407, 453, 458, 515 

Descartes, Rene (1596-1650) 114 
descriptive poem 380, 425 

Destouches, Philippe Nericault (1680- 
1754) 127, 209,224 
Le Dissipateur 213 
Le Glorieux 121 

L’Homme singulier 352 
Le Philosophe marie 121 

Diakova, Alexandra Alexeevna, wife of 
Kapnist 418, 455 

Diakova, Daria Alexeevna, second wife 
of Derzhavin 401,418,455 

Diakova, Maria Alexeevna, wife of N.A. 
Lvov 418,419,455 

didactic novel 544-545, 547, 576 

didactic poem 107,118-119,256,301 

didacticism 139,292,311-312,326 
340,516, 518,522 

Diderot, Denis (1713-1784) 4, 35, 111, 
120,159,160, 209, 215, 313 
Le Fils naturel 379 
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Diderot (cont.) 

Le Pere de famille 240 

Salons 417 

Didot, Ambroise-Firmin (1790-1876) 

527 

diminutives 512 
Dimitry Donskoi, Tsar (1359-1389) 87, 

131,259 

Dimitry Ivanovich, tsarevich (son of Ivan 

IV) (1581-1591) 589,590 

Diogenes of Sinope (413-323 B.C.) 538 

Dmitriev, Ivan Ivanovich (1760-1837) 7, 

245,326,381,395,423, 437, 462, 

473, 481, 501, 503, 504, 505, 510- 

527,528,531,537,540,595 

“Apologues” 516, 522 

Autobiography 558 

“The Death of Prince Potemkin” 

512 

“Epigrams” 522 

“Ermak” 499, 515 

“Fables” 510 

Fables and Tales 518 

“The Fashionable Wife” 510, 523 

“Grief” 514 

“Hymn to Rapture” 511 

“I Would I Were a Pug-Dog” 514 

“Journey of N.N. to Paris and Lon¬ 

don” 502, 526-527 

My Trifles, Too 511, 522, 528 

“The Notional Girl” 522 

“Odes” 511-512 

“Old-Time Love” 516 

“Other Folks’ Chatter” 510, 524-26 

“Satires” 524 

“Songs” 510, 512 

“Stanzas to N.M. Karamzin” 513 

“To the Volga” 511 

Translations 524 

Dmitriev-Mamonov, F.I. 

Translations from La Fontaine 305 

Dmitrievsky, Ivan Afanasievich 123, 

133, 365, 438, 446 

Dmitry Tuptalo, Archbishop of Rostov 

(Saint Dimitry Rostovsky, 1651- 

1709) 

Saints Calendar (Chet'ii Minei) 27 

“A Doctor Perforce” 25 

Dolgorukov, ambassador to France 527 

Dodsley, Robert (17037-1764) 

The Toy Shop: A Dramatic Satire 

211, 224 

Dorat, Claude Joseph (1734-1780) 381, 

423,450,451 

La Declamation theatrale 196 

“Epitre de Barnwell” 416 

Doris, first wife of Herod 413 

Dosioevsky, F.M. (1821-1881) 597 

Doughty, Charles Montagu (1843-1926) 

Travels in Arabia Deserta 80 

Dragyia smeiania 26 

drame 120,225,251,379 

The Drone 165, 167, 168, 169, 170, 

171,172,173,186, 196, 203 

Dryden, John (1631-1700) 

“Ode on St. Cecilia’s Day” 424 

Du Bellay, Joachim (1522-1560) 90 

Ducis, Jean-FranQois (1733-1816) 596 

Dumont, Louis (1759-1829) 539 

Eastern tale 568 

eclogue 132 

Edda 7,467 

Elagin, Ivan Perfilievich (1725-1796) 

211,221,223,231,276, 575 

A Russian Frenchman 202, 210, 212, 

224,227, 231 

Russian History 558 

Elchaninov, B.E. (1744-1770) 

The Feather-Brain Punished 210 

Virtue Rewarded 227 

elegy 48, 63, 121,133-134, 293-294, 

513.514.533.594 

Elizabeth (Elizaveta Petrovna), Empress 

(1741-1762) 10,34,54,66,75,82, 

84,86,87,88, 96, 97,103, 115, 123, 

127, 221, 247, 248, 262, 268, 269, 

270,276,476, 477, 497, 596 

Elizabeth, daughter of Yaroslav the Wise 

420 

Emin, Fedor Alexandrovich (1735?- 

1770) 5,165,166,182-187,190, 

268.561.594 
The Adventures of Miramond, or In¬ 

constant Fortune 4,183,545,584 

The Adventures of Themistocles 183, 

184,545, 576 

Constancy Rewarded. . . 183 

The Letters of Ernest and Doravra 

184,185, 186, 545, 546, 575 

“Moral Fables” 184 

“Path to Salvation” 184 

Polish History 184 

A Russian History. . . 184 

“The Sad Love of the Marquis of 

Toledo” 184 

Unfortunate Floridor 183 

The Vineyard of Love... 183, 191 

Emin, Nikolai Fedorovich (d. 1814) 

Play of Destiny 547 

Encyclopedia [Encyclopedic ou Diction- 

naire raisonne des Sciences, des Arts 

et des Metiers] (1751-1765) 159 

Enlightenment 159-60 

epic 120, 259, 283, 544-545, 594, 595 

Epictetus (c. 55-c. 135) 445, 513 

Epicurus (341-270 B.C.) 513 

epigram 121, 292, 539 

Epimenides of Crete (7th cent. B.C.) 538 

epistle 63,118, 478, 594 

Erasmus, Desiderius (1469-1536) 

Moriae Encomium (Praise of Folly) 

563 

Ermak, Conqueror of Siberia (d. 1585) 

515 

Ermakovna-Bitner, G.V. 467 

Eschenburg, J.J. 217 

Eudoxia, Tsaritsa (first wife of Peter I) 9 

Eugene of Savoy (1663-1736) 92, 94 

Euler, Leonard (1707-1783) Swiss math¬ 

ematician 567 

eulogy, prose 48 
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Euripides (480-406 B.C.) 122,332, 529 

530 

Alcestis 133 

Medea 367 

European Herald [Vestnik Evropy] 528 

583,586 

“Evdon and Bertha” 191 

Evening Light 181 

Evenings (1772-1773) 247, 248 

fable 4, 35,121,138-139, 431-432, 516- 

522,593, 594 

Falbaire, de 380 

Falconnet, Etienne Maurice (1716-1791) 

405 

False-Dimitry I (“Grishka Otrepev”) 

Tsar(1606) 590 

farce 128 

“The Fearful Representation of Our 

„ Lord’s Second Coming on Earth” 27 

Fenelon, Francois de Salignac de la 

Mothe (1651-1715) 65,220 

Les Aventures de Telemaque 54, 64, 

76, 182, 255, 544 

“Ode a l’Abbe de Langeron” 76, 92 

Ferzen, General 526 

Fielding, Henry (1707-1754) 

Jonathan Wild 575 

Joseph Andrews 182, 575 

Tom Jones 507, 575 

figures of speech 97, 98, 270 

Fleming, Paul (1609-1640) 143 

folk-tale 193 

Fontenelle, Bernard Le Bovier de (1657- 

1757) 

“Entretiens sur la pluralite des 

mondes” 82 

Fonvizin, Denis Ivanovich (1745-1792) 

5, 166, 182, 215, 217, 219-245, 292 

320,544,593 

Alzire 220, 221 

“Attempt at a Russian Thesaurus” 

79 

Biography of Count Nikita Panin 231 

The Brigadier 130, 136, 202, 213, 

224, 225, 227, 230, 231-234, 245 

346,357, 372 

Callisthenes 244 

Candid Confession. . . 239, 244, 245 

Choosing a Tutor 231,243 

Discourse on the. . . Laws of the State 

236 

Early version of The Minor 227-230 

233,236,237 

“Epistle to My Servants” 222-223 

234, 244 

Eulogy of Marcus Aurelius 231,235 

“The Fox as Panegyrist” 221 

General Court Grammar 243 

The Gentry in Commerce 220 

Heroic Virtue, or The Life of Seth 

220 
Joseph 220 

“Jupiter as Judge” 220 

Korion 215,224-227,231,233,345 
346,351,380 

Fonvizin, D.I. (cont.) 

“Moral Fables” 219 

The Minor 79, 176, 180, 210, 227, 

229, 230, 231, 233, 235,236-43, 

245, 345, 351, 363, 364, 505, 597 

. . . On the Freedom of the French 

Nobility 221 

Questions to the editor of Fact and 

Fable 166, 244 

Sidney and Silli 220, 223, 546 

“Speech on the Recovery of Prince 

Paul” 231 

Fonvizin, Ivan Andreevich 239 

Fonvizin, Pavel Ivanovich (1744-1802) 
219, 220 

Fox, Charles James (1744-1806) 574 
“Fragment from I— T—*s Journey to 

— ” 173,175,176,180,549-550, 
553 

Francis II, Emperor of Austria (1792- 

1835) 321 

Franklin, Benjamin (1706-1790) 491 
500 

Autobiography 74 

Poor Richard’s Almanac 74 

Frederick II, King of Prussia (1740-1786) 

10, 11, 87, 508 

Free Hours (1763) 247, 251, 277 

Free-Masonry 161-162, 217, 247, 248 

255,277, 291,380, 443, 494, 528 ’ 
536 

Frezinovsky, A.N. 457 

Friend of Enlightenment 421 

Friend of Honorable Men 243 

Fiirst, Otto 25 

Gabrielli, Diamante 304 

Galius, Cornelius (c. 69-26 B C ) 120 
293 

Gellert, Christian Furchtegott (1715- 

1769) 138,432,434,435,436,519 
Die Betschwester 173 

Fabeln und Erzahlungen 431, 517 
genre 6, 48, 79-80, 120-123, 246, 292, 

393, 406,411,444, 511 

genres, medieval 3, 4 

Gessner, Salomon (1730-1788) 504 
530,531, 535,594 

Idyllen 252, 380, 596 

Glazunov 341 

Gluck, Ernst 60 

Gnedich, N.I. (1784-1833) 

Translation of the Iliad 65, 481 

Godunov, Boris, Tsar (1598-1605) 124 
265,340,589,590 

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von (1749- 

1832) 542, 572 

“Balladen” (with Schiller) 533 
Faust, Part I 576 

Die Leiden des jungen Werthers 545 

572,575 

“Romische Elegien” 490 

Gogol, Nikolai Vasilievich (1809-1852) 

The Inspector-General [Revizor] 

208, 245, 364 

“Old-World Land-Owners” 131 
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Gogol (cont.) 

“The Overcoat” 194 

Goldoni, Carlo (1707-1793) 356 

Goldsmith, Oliver (1728-1774) 

The Vicar of Wakefield 379,545, 575 

Golitsyn, Prince A.M. 183 

Golitsyn, Prince S.F. 395, 396 

Golitsyna, Princess V.V. 395 

Goncharov, Ivan Alexandrovich (1812- 

1891) 189 

“Ivan Savvich Podzhabrin” 189 

Oblomov 376 

Good Intentions (1764) 247, 277 

Gorchakov, Dmitry Petrovich (1758- 

1824) 324 

Gothic novel 579-580 

Gottsched, Johann Christoph (1700- 

1766) 95,596 

Der sterbende Cato 122 

Versuch einer kritischen Dichtkunst 

76, 111, 122 

Gray, Thomas (1716-1771) 439 

“The Bard” 380 

“The Descent of Odin” 380 

“Elegy Written in a Country Church¬ 

yard” 380, 443,461 

Grech, N.I. (1787-1867) 558 

Greek Anthology 474, 539 

Greig, Admiral 256, 526 

Gregory, Johann Gottfried (d. 1674) 25 

Judith 24, 26 

Gregory Nazianzen, Saint (c. 329-390) 

84, 109 
Gresset, Jean-Baptiste Louis (1709- 

1777) 225, 596 

Sidney 224 

“Vert-Vert” 329 

Griboedov, Alexander Sergeevich (1795- 

1829) 7 
Woe from Wit [Gore ot uma] 245, 
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518,525,532,537,547,594 
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583 

The Persecuted 251 

The Pilgrims 263, 266, 311 
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Klopstock, Friedrich Gottlieb (1724- 

1803) 439, 529, 531, 594,596 

Messias 65, 263, 530, 597 

Klushin, A.L. 365 
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Kozitsky, G.V. 164, 215 

Krylov, Ivan Andreevich(1768-1844) 7, 

281, 364-377, 380, 427, 436, 437, 

510, 522,561-571, 592 
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“On the Direction of Our Poetry ” 

570 

Kuchum, Khan of Sibir 515 

Kulakova, Lidia 356,407,409,411, 

420,426,438,454 

Kunst, Johann 25 

Kurbsky, Prince Andrei Mikhailovich 

(15287-1583) 260,261 
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Marie-Antoinette, Queen of France 

(1755-1793) 181 

Marivaux, Pierre Carlet de Chamblain 

(1688-1763) 351 

Mark Antony (83-30 B.C.) 412 

Marmontel, Jean-Frangois (1723-1799) 

Belisaire 255 

Martial [Marcus Valerius Martialis] (c. 

A.D. 40-104) 539 

Matinsky, Mikhail Alexeevich (1750- ?) 

The St. Petersburg Fair 207-208 

Maupertuis, Pierre-Louis Moreau de 

(1698-1759) 34 

Maximov 

Grammar 61 

Mazarin [Giulio Mazarini] (1602-1661) 

39 

Mazeppa, Ivan, Hetman of the Ukraine 

(1644-1709) 23 

The Medley 164,171,184 

Medvedev, Sylvester (1641-1691) 7 

56 

Mehmet II “the Conqueror,” Sultan of 

Turkey (1451-1481) 282 

Menander (342-292 B.C.) 120, 345 

Menshikov, Prince Alexander Danilovich 

(1672-1729) 19, 39 

Mercier, Louis-Sebastien (1740-1814) 
380,511 

“L’Homme sauvage” 580 

Mon bonnet de nuit 561 

Songes philosophiques 561 

Mercure de France (1672-1825), weekly 

journal 527 

Merzliakov, Alexei Fedorovich (1778- 

1830) 262,518 

Metastasio, Pietro (1698-1782) 411 
454 
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Metastasio (cont.) 

La Clemenza di Tito 335 

Didone abbandonata 330,332 

Milton, John (1608-1674) 34, 120, 454, 

530,531 

Areopagitica 555 

Paradise Lost 263, 272, 443, 487 

Mimnermus of Colophon (late 7th cent. 

B.C.) 293 

Minin, Kozma 268 

Mirabeau, Comte de (1749-1791) 554, 

574 

Moiseeva, G.N. 18 

Moliere, Jean-Baptiste Poquelin de (1622- 

1673) 6,111,113,120,122,127, 

128, 134, 138, 173, 209, 223, 305, 

323, 352, 593, 595 

Amphitryon 25 

L’Avare 233 

Dom Juan 26 

Les Femmes savantes 355, 358 

Le Malade imaginaire 216, 233 

Le Medecin malgre lui 25 

Le Misanthrope 121, 233, 345 

Les Precieuses ridicules 26,372 

Psyche 304,335 

Sganarelle, ou le Cocu imaginaire 130 

Tartuffe 121,233,237,358,364 

Moniteur universel (1789-1869) official 

journal of the French government 

527 

Montesquieu, Charles-Louis Secondat, 

Baron de la Brede et de (1689-1755) 

34, 160, 163 

L 'Esprit des lois 587 

Lettres persanes 165, 568 

Montgolfier brothers (Joseph, 1740- 

1810; Etienne, 1745-1799) 491 

Monthly Compositions 300 

Mordvinov, Admiral N.S. 500 

Morning Hours 511 

Morning Light 162,181,438,443 

Moschus of Syracuse (fl. c. 150 B.C.) 

529, 531 

Moscow Journal 511, 528, 533, 575 

The Moscow Mercury 574 

Moscow Monthly 181 

Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus (1756-1791) 

Die Zauberfldte 377 

Mstislavsky, Prince Fedor Ivanovich 

590 

Miinnich, General Burkhard 10, 34 

Muraviev, Mikhail Nikitich (1757-1807) 

381,384, 409,410,416,423,424, 

425, 427, 437-455, 458, 467, 472, 

481,511,515,531,540 

“Boleslav, King of Poland” 453 

“Complaint to the Muses” 445 

“The Dear Child” 452 

“Epistle on Light Verse” 449-450 

“Epistle to Feona” 448 

“Epistle to N.R.R.” 445 

“Essay on Writing Poetry” 445 

“Fables” 437, 439 

“Fragment” 448 

“Friendship” 439 

Muraviev (cont.) 

“The Grove” 442 

“Journey” 445 

“Letter to * * ” 449 

“Longing for Winter” 444 

New Lyrical Experiments 443 

Odes 437,440,446 

Oskold 438 

Pieces fugitives 423, 450 

“Regret for Youth” 425,448 

“Romance, Paraphrased from the 

Caledonian” 454 

“Rustic Life” 439 

“Sentimental Journal” 443 

“Society Verse” 450 

“Sonnets” 440 

“Sorrowful Verses” 444 

“Tenth Ode: Spring” 440, 441 

“Time” 444 

“To the Goddess of the Neva” 451,452 

“To Khemnitser” 444, 447 

Muravieva, Fedosia Nikitishna 439, 448 

Musset, Louis-Charles-Alfred de (1810- 

1857) 573 

Muza 418 

Narezhny, Vasily Trofimovich (1780- 

1826) 190 

Naryshkin, Prince Semen 391 

Natalia Alexeevna, sister of Peter I 27 

Neither This nor That 164 

Neledinsky-Meletsky, Yury Alexandro¬ 

vich (1752-1828) 472-474,475,510, 

512,514,540 

“Epistles” 473 

“Odes” 473 

“Romances” 473 

“Songs” 474, 514 

“To Temira” 473 

Nepos, Cornelius (c. 100-c. 25 B.C.) 527 

Newton, Sir Isaac (1642-1727) 34, 88, 

532,567 

Nikolai I Pavlovich, Tsar and Emperor 

(1825-1855) 236 

Nikolev, Nikolai Petrovich (1758-1815) 

324-328, 346-349, 457, 525 

Constancy Put to the Test 325, 346 

The Executor 325 

Fenix 325 

“Fiddler’s Song” 326 

Lover-Sorcerer 325 

Nothing Ventured, Nothing Gained 

325,346 

Odes 325 

Palmira 325, 327 

Parody odes 325 

The Polisher 325 

Professor-Guardian 325 

Rozana and Liubim 200,325,346, 

366 

Satires 325, 505 

The Self-Loving Poet 324,328,346, 

347-349, 351 

Songs 326 

Sorena and Zamir 324, 325, 327-28, 

346,352 
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Nikolev (cont.) 

Sviatoslav 327 

The Triumph of Innocence... 325 

Nodier, Jean Charles Emmanuel (1780- 

1844) 580 

novel 4, 182-183, 544-545, 575, 583 

Novikov, Nikolai Ivanovich (1744-1818) 

4, 139, 143, 165-182, 186, 196, 203, 

217, 234, 247, 268, 291, 320, 437, 

438,443,483,493,510,511, 528, 

536, 549, 550, 561,581 

Essay at a Historical Lexicon of Rus¬ 

sian Writers 274 

Numa Pompilius, second King of Rome 

(741-671 B.C.) 255 

ode 22, 56, 57, 90, 92, 115, 251-252, 

254, 273, 277-278, 390-392, 395- 

400,411, 424, 441,444, 446,458, 

460, 472, 476, 478, 479, 484-487, 

511, 512, 525, 536, 540, 566,594 

Oleg, legendary Prince of Kiev 439 

Olga, Princess of Kiev (945-962) 39,499 

Oratory 14-16, 544 

Orlov, Alexei 9, 10, 11, 140, 256, 257, 

320,391 

Orlov, A.S. 65 

Orlov, Feodor 257, 258 

Orlov, Grigory (1734-1783) 159, 178, 

272, 273, 282,526 

Osipov, N.P. (1751-1799) 291 

“Ossian”: see Macpherson, James 

Ostermann, Baron Andrew 10, 34, 235 

Ostrovsky, Alexander Nikolaevich (1823- 

1886) 364 

The Bankrupt [Svoi liudi, . . soch- 

temsia] 208, 245 

Ovid [Publius Ovidius Naso] (43 B.C.- 

A.D. 17) 122,133,253,292,293, 
451, 499 

Am ores 294 

Epistulae ex Ponto 499 

Hero ides 132 

Metamorphoses 220, 367, 529 

Tristia 499 

Ozerov, Vladislav Alexandrovich (1769- 

1816) 335 

Dimitry Donskoi 266, 412 

Fingal 339,407,412 

Paisiello, Giovanni (1740-1816) 426 

451 

Palitsyn, Avraamy (d. 1626) 16 

Panchatantra 523 

Panin, Nikita I. (d. 1782) 158,161,230, 

231,235,236, 301, 328 

Panin, Peter I., General 144,158,301 

381,382, 391 

parable 516 

paraphrases of the Psalms 32, 35, 100- 

102, 116, 303, 389, 393, 460 

Parnassian Curio-Shop 193 

Parny, Evariste-De'sire' de Forges, Vicomte 

de (1753-1814) 596 

parody 98-99,312-313,325,369,429 
511,512 

parody encomium 561-571 

parody epic 121, 283-285 

pastoral 23,48,116,120, 531,569, 594 

Paul I (Pavel Petrovich), Emperor (1796- 

1801) 11,87,117,131,158,161, 

181,230, 236,256, 271, 276, 301, 

302,320, 329, 333, 369, 382, 417, 

426,455,472,477, 484, 497, 499, 

510,512,528,537 

Paus, I.V. 60 

Percy, Bishop Thomas (1729-1811) 

Reliques of Ancient English Poetry 

453,533,594 

period styles 5, 7 

periphrasis 591 

Peter I, “the Great,” Tsar and Emperor 

(1682-1725) 4,9,10,11,13,14,19, 

22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 31, 32, 33, 

35,38,40,51, 58, 74, 78,83, 86, 87, 

88,96,97,113,116,123,158,246, 

248,259,283,497,525,548,584, 

593 

Peter II, Tsar and Emperor (1727-1730) 

10.22.33.497 

Peter III, Tsar and Emperor (1762) 11, 

66, 86,88,97, 158,162,247,276, 

281.497 

“Peter of the Golden Keys” 119, 183, 

191 

Petrarca, Francesco [Petrarch] (1304- 

1374) 454 

Petronius, Gaius (Arbiter) (d. A.D. 66) 

Satiricon 139,454,545 

Petrov, Vasily Petrovich (1736-1799) 

110, 271-276, 291, 329, 395, 438, 

472,476,485,525 

Elegy “My Son’s Death” 275 

Enei (trans. of the Aeneid) 273, 274, 

287,290 

“Epistle from London” 274 

“Lamentation on the Death of Gri¬ 

gory Potemkin” 272 

“Ode on the Carousel” 271,272 

Solemn Odes 271, 273 

Phaedrus (c. 15 B.C.-A.D. c 50) 138 
280,312,516 

Fables 521 

philosophy 538, 571, 572 

picaresque novel 188-91, 545, 575, 594 

picaresque tale 4,182,187-88 

Pietsch, Johann Valentin 94,95 

Pilpai (legendary Indian fabulist) 280 

Pindar (518-c. 438 B.C.) 57,90,92,95, 

122,131,192,273,408,411, 446, 

447, 465, 525, 532 

“Epinician Odes” 90, 476 

Pitt, William, the Elder (1708-1778) 527 

Pittacus of Mitylene (c. 650-569 B C ) 

538 

Plato (428/7-347 B.C.) 37, 88 

Plautus, Titus Maccius (before 251-184 

B.C.) 134,345,347 

Plavilshchikov, Peter Alexeevich (1760- 

1812) 365 

Pleshcheev, Alexander Alexeevich 537 

Plutarch (46-c. 125) 108,527 
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political science 587-588 
Polotsky, Simeon (1629-1680) 27, 56, 

59, 63, 75,492 
“Parable of the Prodigal Son” 4, 24 

Pompignan: see Le Franc, Jean-Jacques 

Pope, Alexander (1688-1744) 34, 97, 
120,404, 482, 527 
The Dunciad 596 
“Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot” 524, 525 
“Essay on Man” 67, 268, 270, 271 
Rape of the Lock 285, 290, 507 
Translation of the Iliad 274 

Popov, Mikhail Ivanovich (1742-1790) 

203,489 
Anyuta 195-200 

Songs 196, 197 
Popovsky, Nikolai Nikitich (1730-1760) 

268-271, 291 
“Epistle on the Utility of the Sci¬ 

ences” 268-269 
Odes 269, 270 
Translation of Horace’s Ars Poetica 

268 
Translation of Pope’s Essay on Man 

67, 268-271 
The Portrait-Painter 172, 173, 175, 176, 

177, 178, 181, 235, 267, 553 
Pososhkov, Ivan Tikhonovich (1652- 

1726) 17 
On Poverty and Wealth 16 

Potemkin, Grigory Alexandrovich (1736- 
1791) 159,231,272,319,320,391, 

392, 395, 396, 397, 399 
Pozharsky, Prince Dmitry 266 

Prach, I. 417 
Pradon, Jacques (1644-1698) 119 

Ph'edre 279 
Praskovia Fedorovna, widow of Ivan V 

27 
Prayer, Book of Common 80 
Prevost, L’Abbe' Antoine Francois (1697- 

1763 
Manon Lescaut 210,511,575 
Memoires et aventures d ’un homme 

de qualite 575 
“Primary Chronicle” (Nestorian Chroni¬ 

cle”) 332,438 
“Prince Pickelharing, or Jodelet, Himself 

His Own Jailor” 26 

pritcha 516 
Profitable Diversion (1760-1762) 220, 

247,251,253, 254, 277, 291, 300 
Prokopovich, Feofan (1681-1736) 10, 

14, 34, 42, 120, 454, 595 
The Epinikion 14, 22, 57 
“Eulogy of the Russian Fleet...” 14 

“The Repentant Zaporozh Cossack” 

23 
Sermons 14 
“The Shepherd Mourns in the Long- 

Lasting Bad Weather” 23, 35 
“Speech of Praise on St. Catherine’s 

Day” 15 
“Speech on the Peace of Nystedt” 15 

“To the Composer of Satires” 32 
Tragicomedy of St. Vladimir 4,23,26 

Propertius, Sextus (c. 54/50-c. 16 B.C.) 

133,293 
prose (narrative) 162-194, 215-218, 544- 

592,594 
proverbs 516, 540 
psychological novel 583 
Pugachev, Emelian Ivanovich (c. 1744- 

1775) 158,173,182,196,200,265, 

277,322,381, 384, 437, 554 
Pulci, Luigi (1432-1470) 

Morgante 534 

The Purse 181 
Pushkin, Alexander Sergeevich (1799- 

1837) 7,110,145,345,382,403, 

471,475,502,526,527,570,592, 

597 
Boris Godunov 124, 414, 589 
Eugene Onegin 395, 452, 503, 509 
The Fountain of Bakhchisarai 502 

The Gypsies 499 
“Recollections of Tsarskoe Selo” 

382 
Ruslan and Liudmila 81, 194, 265, 

291,306,312, 535, 549 
“The Shade of Fonvizin” 245 
“The Station-Master” 194 

Pushkin, Vasily Lvovich (1770-1830) 

502-509, 526-527 
“A Dangerous Neighbor” 291, 503, 

507-509 
“Captain Khrabrov” 503 
“Epistle to 1.1. Dmitriev” 503, 504 

“An Evening” 503, 505-507 

Fables 503 
Friendly epistles 503 

Tales 503 
“To the Favorites of the Muses” 503 
“To My Hearth” 503-505 

Quinault, Philippe (1635-1688) 120, 

304 
Psyche 335 

Rabelais, Fran§ois(c. 1490-1554) 

284 
Racine, Jean (1639-1699) 6, 105, 111, 

113, 120, 122, 138, 209, 279, 305, 
323,332,530,5?2, 593 
Andromaque 104, 120, 323, 334 
Athalie 121 

Bajazet 121 
Britannicus 121, 327 
Iphigenie 120 
Mithridate 121,133,323 
Phedre 120,279,323 
Tite et Berenice 449 

Radcliffe, Ann (1764-1823) 579 
Radishchev, Alexander Nikolaevich 

(1749-1802) 4,115,162,166,181, 

320, 422, 483-492, 493, 494, 542, 

544,549-560, 570, 592, 593 
Bova 488-490, 501 

“Cranes” 490 
“The Creation of the World” 487, 

488 
“Diary of a Week” 550-552 
“The Eighteenth Century” 490, 491, 

497 
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Radishchev, Alexander (cont.) 

“Journey from St. Petersburg to Mos¬ 

cow” 166,173,483,484,487, 
509, 549,550,553-560, 571, 573, 
574, 582 

“Liberty” 484-487, 488, 493, 494, 554, 
560 

“Life of F.V. Ushakov” 552-553 

“Sapphic Stanzas” 492 
“You Want to Know Who I Am?” 

487 

Radishchev, Nikolai Alexandrovich 487 
Rakhmaninov, I.G. 561 

Razumovsky, Count Alexei 103, 133 
death of 133 

realism 59 7 

Recamier, Mme. (1777-1849) 527 
Reeve, Clara (1729-1807) 579 
Regnard, Jean Francois (1655-1709) 

210 

religious ode 103, 393-394 
Renaissance 596, 597 

Repnin, Prince Nikolai Vasilievich 473 
“Reynard the Fox” 516 
rhyme 65 
Riccoboni, Luigi 34 

Richardson, Samuel (1689-1761) 182, 
546,594,596 

Clarissa Harlowe 379, 545 
Pamela 183, 378, 545, 575 
Sir Charles Grandison 379, 545 

Richelieu, Armand-Jean du Plessis, Car¬ 
dinal de (1585-1642) 39 

Richman 500 

Riurik, Prince of Novgorod (after 862) 
420,499 

Robespierre, Maximilien de (1758-1794) 
319,320 

Rollin, Charles (1661-1741) 
Histoire ancienne 64 
Histoire romaine 64 

romance 473 

Romance del cautiverio de Guarinos 532 

romanticism 7,193,514,566,573,595 
597 

rondeau 63,121,539 

Ronsard, Pierre (1524/5-1585) 90 
Rousseau, Jean-Baptiste (1671-1741) 

92, 120, 596 

“Ode a la Fortune” 91,93 

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712-1778) 4, 
111, 235, 302, 425, 428, 484, 506, ’ 
527,538,568,587,594 

Les Confessions 244, 583, 584 
Le Devin du village 195, 197, 204 
Emile 175 

First Discourse 256,302,565 
Julie, ou la Nouvelle HeloTse 183, 

. 185,186,379,449,545,546,572,575 
Reveries d ’un promeneur solitaire 425 
Social Contract [Contrat sociale] 159 

Rozheshnikov, Nikita Romanovich 445 
Ruban, V.G. 164 

Rumiantsev, Peter Alexandrovich, Gen¬ 

eral (1725-1796) 273,398,526 
The Russian Theater 368 

Rzhevsky, Alexei Andreevich (1737- 

1804) 248,254,273,301,303,311, 
514 

Elegies 292-301 
The False Smerdis 294 
“Idyll” 298 

Sonnets 298, 299 
Stanzas 299-300 

Safa-Girey, Khan of Kazan 260 
Saint-Foix, Germain (1698-1776) 

Deucalion et Pyrrhe 196 

Saint-Lambert, Jean-Frangois de (1716- 
1803) 596 

St. Martin, Louis-Claude (1743-1803) 
On Errors and the Truth 161 

St. Petersburg Herald 386, 389, 456, 
562 

St. Petersburg Mercury 365 
Saint-Pierre, L’Abbe Charles-Irenee de 

(1658-1743) 

Projet de paix perpetuelle 303 
Saint-Remy 

Artillery Handbook 64 
Salome, sister of Herod the Great 413 
Sapphic stanza 63,162,492 

Sappho (bom c. 612 B.C.) 90,411, 
437 

“Hymn to Aphrodite” 492 

"Phainetai moi kenos....” 492 
Satire 4,48,121,253,329,428-431, 

456-458, 504-506, 524, 566, 593, 594 
satirical journal 162-182,561 
Saurin, Joseph (1706-1781) 

Beverlei 551 

Spartacus 341 

Scarron, Paul (1610-1660) 286,287, 
291 

Typhon ou la Gigantomachie 284 
Virgile travesti 284, 290 

Schiller, Johann Christoph Friedrich 

(1759-1805) 490,501,572 
“An die Freude” 535, 536 
Balladen (with Goethe) 533 

“Die Kraniche des Ibykus” 533 
Schwarz 217 

Scipio Africanus 25 

Scott, Sir Walter (1771-1826) 583, 586 
Ivanhoe 586 

Tales of My Landlord 583 

Selim, Sultan (III) (1789-1808) 508 
Seneca [Lucius Annaeus Seneca the 

Younger] (c. 4 B.C.-A.D. 65) 122 
338, 445, 513 

sentimental novel 545 

sentimentalism 7,111,115,183,187, 
252, 329,330, 344, 357, 371, 378-81, 
406-7, 424, 425, 439, 447-49, 504, 
514, 528, 531, 535, 541, 546,552, 
556,569,573,582,586,594, 597 

Serman, I.Z. 67,81,387,418 

Shakespeare, William (1564-1616) 120 
122,186,215,217,240, 454, 527, ’ 
530,572,573, 594 
Hamlet 412 

Julius Caesar 571 
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Shakespeare (cont.) 
King Lear 304 
The Merry Wives of Windsor 218 

The Tempest 530 
Timon of Athens 218 
Two Gentlemen of Verona 17 

Shakhovskoi, Alexander Alexandrovich 

(1777-1846) 
A New Sterne 508 
The Ravished Fur-Coats 291 

Shcherbatov, Prince Mikhail Mikhailo¬ 

vich (1733-1790) 3,162 
Sheridan, Richard Brinsley (1751-1816) 

527 
The School for Scandal 352 

Sheshkovsky, S.I. 328, 329 
Shig-Alei, Khan of Kazan 260, 261 
Shishkov, Admiral Alexander Semeno¬ 

vich (1754-1841) 13,493,502,508, 

560, 574 
Dissertation on the Old and the New 

Style.... 591 
Shuisky, Vasily Ivanovich, Tsar (1606- 

1610) 590 
Shuvalov, Ivan I. 75, 82, 87, 106, 107, 

109, 244, 269, 475, 476 
Silhouette 270 
Siuiumbeka, Queen of Kazan 260, 261 

Simmias of Thebes (4th cent. B.C.) 538 

skazka 419-420, 517, 522-524 
Skovoroda, H.S., Ukrainian mystic 464 

Slavophils 12, 508 
Smollett, Tobias George (1721-1771) 

575 
Humphrey Clinker 597 

Smotritsky, Melety 
Grammar 75 

Soimonov, M.F. 416, 427, 428 

Soimonov, P.A. 365 
Soloviev, Sergei Mikhailovich (1820- 

1879) 590 
song 116,121,411,422,480,481 

sonnet 63, 121, 292,299 
Sophocles (496-406 B.C.) 122,445, 529, 

530 
Electro 133 
Oedipus the King 248, 581 

Sparvenfeldt, I.G., Swedish ambassador 

to Moscow 1684-1687 60 
The Spectator (1711-1714) 164, 165, 

167 
The Spectator [Zritel’] 365, 562, 563 
Speransky, Mikhail (1772-1839) 382, 

588 
Spirits’Post 365,561,562,568 
Stanislaus I Leszczinski, King of Poland 

(1702-1715:1733-1735) 56 

Stanislaus II Poniatowski, King of Po¬ 
land (1732-1798) 319 

stanza 131,292,411 
Steele, Sir Richard (1672-1729) 34, 164, 

165, 527 
Stender-Petersen, Adolf 61 
Stendhal [Marie-Henri Beyle] (1783- 

1842) 
“Racine et Shakespeare” 573 

Sterne, Laurence (1713-1768) 504, 546, 
555,556,557,560,571,591, 594 
A Sentimental Journey.... 174, 379, 

545,549,554,557,571 
Tristram Shandy 217,379,545,546, 

583 
Stilpo, Greek philosopher 538 
Sturm und Drang (German pre-romantic 

movement) 413,417,454,580,594 

Sulla, Lucius Cornelius (136-78 B.C.) 

541 
Sumarokov, Alexander Petrovich (1718- 

1777) 6, 7, 24, 26,34,70,78,85, 
92, 95, 100,106, 110, 111-145, 160- 
162,186,190,191,209,224,233, 
246,247,248,252,253,265,268, 
273, 276, 277, 280, 290, 291, 292., 
294,300,313,322,323,324,325, 
330,332,345,346,347,348,357, 
380,384,385,404,412,422,429, 
436,437,438,439,441,458,471, 
493,514,516,518,519,523,566, 

569, 576, 593,594 
“Admonitions for Those Desiring to 

be Writers” 122 
Anacreontic odes 132 

Aristona 124 
Chorus for The Topsy-Turvy World 

132 
Comedies 128-131 
Demetriad 131,259,283 
Dimitry thePretender 123,124,125, 

126,323,367 

Eclogues 132 

Elegies 133 
An Empty Quarrel (Quarrel Between 

Husband and Wife) 127, 128 

Epigrams 131 
“Epistle on the Russian Tongue” 

118-119, 326 
Epistles 116,118,131 

Epitaphs 131 
Fables [Pritchi] 133, 134, 138-142, 

166,306,517 
The Guardian 127, 129 
Hamlet 105,116,122,124,125, 

217,412 
Heroides 132 
Horatian odes 132 

Idylls 133 
The Imaginary Cuckold 130,131, 

223,595 
Inscriptions 131 
Khorev 81,116,122,123,124,125, 

132 
“Letter to a Friend....” 114 

Madrigals 131 
Mstislav 123,124,126 

Narcissus 127 
“Nonsense Odes” 98-99, 132, 511 
“Notes on the Nakaz of Catherine II” 

114 
“Ode to Fortune” (trans. J.-B. Rous¬ 

seau) 91 
“On Household Management” 114 

Paraphrase of Psalm 143 116 
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Sumarokov (cont.) 

“Reply to the Ode of...Maikov” 279 

Satires 134-138, 141 

Semira 104, 124, 126 

Sinav and Truvor 123, 124 

Solemn odes 115-118 

Songs [Pesni] 142-145 

Sonnets, Rondeaux, Ballades 131, 

132 

Stanzas 131 

Tales 132 

Tragedies 123-128 

Tressotinus 130 

The Usurer 127, 130 

Vy sheslav 126 

Suvorov, Alexander (1729-1800) 321 
475, 526 

Sviatoslav Igorevich, Prince of Kiev (962- 

972) 87, 499 

Swift, Jonathan (1667-1745) 34 
syllabic verse 3, 24, 28, 53, 56, 58 

symbolism 597 

synonyms 78-79 

Tacitus, Publius Cornelius (c. 55-c. 120) 

527,589 

tale, prose 583 

“Tale about the Italian Marquis....” 27 

“Tale of the Founding of the Page’s 

Monastery of Tver” 4 
“Tale of Frol Skobeev” 4, 12, 190 

“Tale of Savva Grudtsyn” 4 

“Tale of the Spanish Nobleman Dol- 

torn” 18 

“Tale of Yorsh Yorshovich” 5 

Tallemant, Paul de (1642-1712) 72 

Voyage a I’isle d’amour 54,55 

Tasso, Torquato (1544-1595) 120 138 
260, 445, 454 

Jerusalem Delivered 6,259,262 305 
595 

Tassoni, Alessandro (1565-1635) 

La secchia rapita (“The Rape of the 

Bucket”) 284 

“taste” 409-410 

Tatishchev, Vasily Nikitich (1686-1750) 

3, 22, 34, 184 

Russian History [Istoriia Rossiskaia] 

16 

The Tatler (1709-1711) 164, 167 

The Teller of Amusing Tales 203 

Tepliakov, Viktor Grigorievich (1804- 

1842) 

“Second Thracian Elegy” 499 

Terence [Publius Terentius Afer] (195?- 

159 B.C.) 72, 134, 345, 347 

The Eunuch 66 

Terrasson, l’Abbe' (1670-1750) 

Sethos 220 

Thaler, Roderick Page 555, 557 
Thales (640-548 B.C.) 538 

Theater 123 

Theocritus (b. 320/300 B.C.) 441 529 
530,531 

Theophrastus (c. 370-c. 286 B.C.) 

Characters 42 

This and That 164, 190 

Thomas, Antoine-Leonard (1732-1785) 

“Panegyric Oration on Marcus Aure¬ 

lius” 235 

Thomas a Kempis [Thomas Hemerken] 

(c. 1380-1471) 161 

Thomson, James (1700-1748) 531,594 

The Seasons 380, 425, 439, 488, 

500,530,531, 532,571,596 

“The Thousand and One Nights” 196 

“three styles” 78-81, 85, 112, 436. 516, 

517, 518, 519, 544, 547, 557, 573, 594 

Tibullus, Albius (c. 54-19 B.C.) 133, 

293-294 

Titus Flavius, Emperor of Rome (79-81) 

335 

Tolstoy, Lev Nikolaevich (1828-1910) 
597 

War and Peace 547, 548 

tragedy 66, 103-106, 120-128, 264-266, 

281-283, 322-345, 411-414, 561, 

565, 594 

Trediakovsky, Vasily Kirillovich (1703- 

1769) 7,22,52,53,54-73,75,81, 

103,111,112,116,130,139,292, 

325,414, 422,492,558, 593 

Argenida 65, 72 

Deidamia 66, 72, 104 

“Epistle to Apollo” 70 

The Eunuch 66 
Fables 72 

A New and Short Method for Com¬ 

posing Russian Verse 53, 54, 58 

61,63,76,77 

“Ode in Praise of the Rose” 63 

On Russian Versification.... 63-64 

78,491 

Songs 60, 61 

“Spring Warmth” 71 

Tilimakhida 64, ©5, 72, 442, 456 

Theop tia [Feop tiia] 67,72 

“Triumphal Ode on the Capture of 

...Gdansk” 56,91,115 

“Triumphal Ode....” (Second version) 
58 

Voyage to the Isle of Love [Ezda v 

ostrov liubvi] 55, 58, 60, 72 
triolet 539 

Trissino, Giangiorgio (1478-1550) 

Sofonisba 25, 339 

Troepolskaia, Tatiana 133 

Trubetskoy, Prince Dmitry 266 

Trubetskoy, Nikita Yurievich 53, 247 

Turgenev, Ivan Petrovich (1752-1807) 

437,439 

The Twaddler 172, 234 

“Unfortunate Nikanor” 580 

unities, three 120,122,124-125 335 
363 

“Uruslan Lazarevich” 4, 12, 183 

Ushakov, Fedor Vasilievich 552-553 

Ushakov, Governor of St. Petersburg 133 

Utemysh-Girey, Khan of Kazan 260 

Vasco da Gama (1469-1524) 259 
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Vasily III, Tsar (1505-1533) 338 
Vega Carpio, Lope Felix de (1562-1635) 

Gatomaquia 284 
Verevkin 206, 457 
vers libre 133, 139, 143, 263, 273, 280, 

295,306,311,335,437,523,541 
versification 52, 53, 58-63, 76, 77, 103, 

144, 295, 421, 422, 488, 490, 491, 
492, 515, 529, 531, 532, 533,534, 

535,542 
Vigny, Alfred Victor, Comte de (1797- 

1863) 573 
Vinogradov, V.V. 558 
Virgil [Publius Vergilius Maro] (70-19 

B.C.) 6,122, 132,192,441,443, 

446,448,527,529,531,535 
The Aeneid 259, 274, 284, 287, 

288,289,330, 331, 332, 481 
Vladimir Sviatoslavovich, Saint, Prince 

of Kiev (c. 980-1015) 87, 262, 265, 

334,499, 558 
Vladimir Monomakh (1113-1125) 87 

Vladykin, I.A. 457 
Volkov, Fedor Grigorevich (d. 1763) 

123, 133,276 
Voltaire [Francois-Marie Arouet] (1694- 

1778) 6,34,82,97,108,111,120, 

122, 123, 138, 159, 160, 161, 163, 
181,215, 216,221,224,235,324, 
332, 404,412,451,454,508,523, 

530,531,572 
Adelaide Duguesclin 124 
Alzire 121,220,327,328 

Brutus 122, 341 
Candide 182 
Essai sur les moeurs 544 
“General Rules of the Theater” 126 

La Henriade 160, 259, 328, 481 

Mahomet 122, 323 
Merope 121, 332, 339 

Micromegas 182 
La Mort de Cesar 122, 341 

Nanine 301 
La Pucelle 488 
Sophonisbe 339 

“Tactics” 481 
“Verses on the Destruction of Lis¬ 

bon” 301 
Zadig 182, 568 

Vorontsov, Roman Larionovich 282, 

553 
Vorontsova, Elizaveta Romanovna 282 
Voss, Johann Heinrich (1751-1826) 

Ilias 531, 542 
Die Odyssee 531 

Vyazemsky, Alexander Alexeevich 

(1727-1793) 382, 391 
Vyazemsky, Peter Andreevich (1792- 

1878) 95, 98, 520 
Wagner, Richard (1813-1883) 377 

Lohengrin 304 
Waller, Edmund (1606-1687) 454 
Walpole, Horace (1717-1797) 579 

The Castle of Otranto 579, 580 
Washington, George (1732-1799) 484, 

487,554 

“westernizers” 12, 22, 23 
Wieland, Christoph Martin (1733-1813) 

596 
Oberon 264,534,572 

Wiener, Leo 555 
Winckelmann, Johann Joachim (1717- 

1768) 
Geschichte der antiken Kunst 47 

word order 69-71, 275 
Wordsworth, William (1770-1850) 595 

Xenophon (c. 430-after 359 B.C.) 

Cyropaedeia 544 

Yaroslav the Wise, Prince of Kiev (1019- 

1054) 39,420 
Yediger, Khan of Astrakhan 260 
Young, Edward (16817-1765) 389,449, 

450,454,530, 531, 533, 594 
Conjectures on Original Composition 

385,407, 408 
Night Thoughts 252, 380, 388, 394, 

447,461,497,498, 568, 596 

Zapodov, A.V. 283,487 
Zbigniew, brother of Boreslav “Wry- 

Mouth” 453 
Zeno of Citium (335-263 B.C.) 538, 

541 
Zhukovsky, Vasily Andreevich (1783- 

1852) 7,404,405,427,453,455, 

471,515,528 
“Castle of Smalholm” 516 
Translation of Gray’s “Elegy” 441 
Translation of the Odyssey 65 

Ziolkowski 266 
Zubov, Platon 319, 320 
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The development of the Barcque, f 

classicism, and Sentimentalisijjl in Ri 

are among Dr. Brown’s central conct 

He provides Russian and jcompar. 

Western European historical 

He gives careful readings of the most 

portant works by such writers as Lc 

nosov, Derzhavin, Karamzin, Fonv 

and Krylov, including in his text li 

translations of many works hereto 

unknown in English. Dr. Brown’s un 

qualifications as a Classicist enable hi: 

deal authoritatively with the clas 

sources which underlie much of the j 

ty and drama of the period. 

The tensions between authoi 

and writers which are typical of R 

later were also part of Russia 200 ) 

ago. Thus, while Catherine the Great 

responded with the philosophes an 

vited their liberal views, she could c 

an offensive poem burned—and \ 

Radishchev privately published his a. 

on serfdom, the book was destroyed 

he was sentenced to death. Similar st 

typify the age. And thanks to this 

tory by Dr. Brown, Russian culture 

fore Pushkin need no longer be 

incognita for the English-speaking w 

William Edward Brown was bo 

1904. He received his M.A. from Syr 

in 1925 and his Ph.D. from Yale. From 

until his retirement in 1973, Dr. Brown t 

at Lafayette College in Easton, Pa. His 

basic university training had been in Gree 

Latin, but at Yale he studied under M 

Ivanovich Rostovtzeff who inspired his 

sive study of Russian language and cultu 

Lafayette Dr. Brown taught in two d 

ments; besides the courses in Greek lanj 

and occasionally in Russian language, he 1 

in the History Department courses in Grei 

Roman, Russian and Byzantine history. V 

ture courses in Russian literature in 

lation were renowned among Lafayette i 

graduates for thoroughness of coverag 

amounts of required reading. Dr. Brown’s 

at Lafayette, where he became chairman 

Dept, of Modern Languages and repeatedl 

teaching aqa^E, were interrupted by 

War II, during which he served as an i 

in the Signal Corps, specializing in 

analysis. F'om 1969 he held the Smith Cl 

Greek; in 1974 he was awarded an hoi 

Doctorate of Humane Letters. After retir 

from teaching in I 1973 Dr. Brown d< 

himself to writing histories of Russian litc 

in the 17th, 18tH, and early 19th cen 



‘‘Professor Brown’s two books are epoch-making. The dif¬ 

ference between what was previously known to the non-Russian 

reader and what is now available is comparable to what was known 

before and after the invention of the microscope. Even the standard 

Russian histories are not as detailed as his, especially when it comes 

to readings of individual works. And he is free, while politics force 
all Soviet critics into patently false positions. 

Students will bless him for the many translations and sum¬ 

maries of works previously accessible only in Russian—very difficult 

and archaic Russian. Slavists will recognize that his lifetime of train¬ 

ing in classical languages and literatures gives him a tool which none 

of them have had-and one which is vital precisely for these periods. 

The 18th century is no doubt of more general interest. Quite 
aside from Russian literature, 18th-century studies are a well- 

developed field of scholarship, and anyone interested in the period 

as a period will find a wealth of material in this new history. Russia’s 

neo-classical literature was heavily dependent on Western literatures, 

so comparativists also have fresh areas opened to them. And finally, 

the 18th century is the beginning of modem Russian culture. The 

first professionals and first individual writers of true talent emerged 

in this period, and the lines of literary development from the 18th 

century until the present day are unbroken. There was no Dostoev¬ 

sky in the 18th century, but if one wants to understand Dostoevsky 

and Tolstoi, or Slavophiles and Westemizers, or any of the major 

concerns which have moved Russian minds, it is necessary to know 
about this period.” 

Carl R. Proffer 
editor, Russian Literature Triquarterly 

Also by William Edward Brown: A History of Seventeenth-Century, 
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