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Preface to the Second Edition

The fifteenth anniversary of publication offers a plausible, if
tardy, occasion for cleaning, renovation, and adding-on. In the
present case these take two forms: revisions, major and minor,
in the body of the verse, and the addition of some illuminating
critical commentary by Pushkin scholars to the small original
apparatus of introduction and annotation. Any significant ex-
pansion of the chapter notes beyond the modicum useful to non-
specialists was rendered supererogatory by the plethora of infor-
mation, opinion, and, at times, bizarrerie on and off Onegin
released in 1964 by V. V. Nabokov with his prodigious two-
volume commentary—probably his most enduring, certainly his
most endearing, opus. The present translation may be super-
abundantly complemented by the boundless learning of Mr.
Nabokov—who did not compliment it, however, except before
its publication.

The emendations accumulated since 1963 affect perhaps one-
third of the stanzas in some chapters, one-twentieth over the
whole. They were prompted in a few instances by little quantum
jumps in understanding of the poet’s intent or effects; more
often by long-felt distress over syntactic or metric gadgetry,
semantic evasions, lexical infelicities (not to mention some hardy
misprints, like the inglorious one of the bear in Tatyana’s dream
who has been on her zail—for trai/l—intermittently since 1963);
sometimes, not often enough, by newly perceived shortcuts
toward the simplicity and sparkle of the original. Eugene
Onegin was my earliest major venture (after parts of Mickie-
wicz’s Polish idyll, Pan Tadeusz) into verse translation in the
proper sense of the term; which is, of course, Umdichtung, “form-
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viii PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

true remaking” (from a single translator-poet’s familiar habitat
in both the old and the new linguistic medium) of the poem’s
seamless whole—its “shape-content continuum.” Twenty years
and several larger enterprises later I sense that I am a better
poet, certainly a more skillful and fastidious journeyman in the
intricate matching and meshing crafts involved. I hope it shows
here and there in the revision.

The inclusion of several essays by distinguished contemporary
critics and scholars should add very significantly to the reader’s
understanding of this unique work, its author, and the culture
in which it is so deeply and permanently embedded. I want to
express my warm thanks to Roman Jakobson, David Richards,
Thomas Shaw, and Sona Hoisington for their gracious willing-
ness to release their work for the present purpose; and to the
editor and publishers of Canadian-American Slavic Studies,
Charles Schlacks and Arizona State University; Messrs. Mouton,
publishers of Roman Jakobson’s “Marginal Notes on Ewugene
Onegin” in Pushkin and His Sculptural Myth; and Messrs.
Willem A. Meeuws, publishers of Russian Views of Pushkin,
edited and translated by D. J. Richards and C. R. S. Cockrell,
for granting their kind permission to reprint all or part of the
above pieces.

WALTER ARNDT
Hanover, New Hampshire
1978




Preface to the First Edition

Eugene Onegin, Pushkin’s own favorite and central in his
poetic output, is one of the outstanding and seminal works of
Russian literature. It is a brilliant evocation of its own time and
place, inaugurating realism in the Russian novel, yet it is also
intimately related to eighteenth-century French literature and to
Byronism. Extending to nearly 400 stanzas of sonnet length with
an original and unvarying rhyme pattern, it is made up in about
equal parts of plot, of delicate descriptions of nature and milieu,
and of digressions in the Byronic manner.

The novel is concerned, as Vladimir Nabokov has put it, with
“the afflictions, affections, and fortunes of three young men—
Onegin, the bitter lean fop; Lensky, the temperamental minor
poet; and Pushkin, their friend—and of three young ladies—
Tatyana, Olga, and Pushkin’s Muse.” The setting is Russia in
the 1820’s; the scene shifts from the capital to the country, to
Moscow, and back to St. Petersburg, with the author, by way
of comment and excursus, subtly moving in and out of the focus
of interest. There are superb vignettes of nature in various
seasons and moods and of the precocious hedonist’s cycle of
pleasures and dissipations, ending in disenchantment and emo-
tional aridity; there are the authentic physical and mental settings
of rustic squirearchy and metropolitan society; a dream, a duel,
and two climactic epistles celebrated in Russian literature; and a
wealth of autobiographical asides and varied digressions—liter-
ary, philosophical, romantic, and satirical—which add to the
multiplicity of moods, levels of discourse, and themes.

Four English verse translations have preceded this one in the
125 years since Pushkin’s death. Three appeared in or near the
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X PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

centenary year, 1937; only one, that by Babette Deutsch printed
in Avrahm Yarmolinsky’s voluminous Pushkin anthology, is
still in print. For the present new translation, no elaborate exe-
gesis was intended, and only enough chapter notes have been
provided to clarify references to literary and cultural matters,
private allusions, etc. It is not aimed primarily at the academic
and literary expert, but at a public of English-speaking students
and others interested in a central work of world literature in
compact and readable form.

I have consulted a variety of editions and used some arbitrary
discretion in including or omitting stanzas and fragments vari-
ously treated there. The original Chapter VIII, dealing with
Onegin’s travels in Russia, is not included despite its many
felicities, as I believe that in the interest of the harmony of
the whole, Pushkin was wise in omitting it from later editions.
This is even more true of the scattered and uncertain fragments
of the original Chapter IX concerning Eugene’s supposed in-
volvement with the Decembrists. I am indebted to several pre-
vious commentators and editions, English and Russian, especially
those by Professor Oliver Elton and Professor Dmitry éiievsky,
for note material. I also owe a debt of gratitude for helpful
comments to friends and senior colleagues in the field of Rus-
sian literature and prosody at Harvard University and elsewhere,
notably Roman Jakobson, Michael Karpovich, Renato Poggioli,
Hugh McLean, Boris Brasol, Ernest J. Simmons, Leon and
Galina Stilman, Ralph Matlaw, and Richard Gregg. Several
emendations were suggested by Vladimir Nabokov’s criticisms
at various times.

Acute accents are used to indicate stress in Russian names
that might otherwise be misread; elsewhere the iambic meter
should be the reader’s guide.

WALTER ARNDT
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Introduction

Eugene Onegin (1823-31) is to most Russian readers Pushkin’s
outstanding and most characteristic work, the title that first
comes to mind when Pushkin’s name is mentioned. Some critics
single out other, smaller works as gems of perfection, as Mirsky
does for Tsar Saltan, and certainly a strong case may be made
for several of these as unsurpassable highlights of genius. Yet in
Eugene Onegin the slow virtues of the novel so beguilingly com-
bine with the epigrammatic fire of the discursive poem, with
the pathos of a psychologically plausible affair of the heart, and
the charm of genre painting that it must be accorded the prize
even in a poetic output of such astonishing and sustained per-
fection. Eugenc Onegin was Pushkin’s own favorite; almost ten
years in the writing and revising, it reflects the author’s own
gradual growth in organic changes of literary mood which create
an extraordinary illusion of depth and perspective. Here was a
new art form in Russia—a novel, and, what is more, a novel in
verse, “which is a devil of a difference,” as Pushkin himself
remarked in a letter to Vyazemsky. The authorized version con-
tains eight cantos, or chapters, as Pushkin calls them, of fifty
stanzas each, totaling some 5,600 lines of verse. The invariable
14-line unit, celebrated as the Onegin stanza but rarely attempted
since, is a thing of intricate and varied beauty for which there
is no precise precedent in metrics. Its main constituents are
iambic tetrameters, a well-known metric unit in classical and
modern verse; but these units are combined and interlaced in a
sonnet-like stanza of a delicate and complex balance. The four
iambic feet of each line incorporate the compact or mellifluously
long, but predominantly single-stressed, Russian words in a con-
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xiv INTRODUCTION

stantly varying pattern, unlike any effect achievable in a language
with subsidiary stresses, and they follow one another in the
following intricate rhyme scheme:

IV. 41

-]

Through frigid haze the dawn resurges;
Abroad the harvest sounds abate;

And soon the hungry wolf emerges
Upon the highway with his mate.
The scent scares into snorting flurries
The trudging horse; the traveler hurries
His way uphill in wary haste.

No longer are the cattle chased

Out of the byre at dawn, the thinning
Horn-notes of cowherds cease the tune
That rounds them up again at noon.
Indoors the maiden sings at spinning
Before the crackiing pine-flare light,
Companion of the winter night.

o}
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Lower-case letters denote feminine rhyme; capitals, masculine
rhyme. Thus we discern three quatrains of differing rhyme
schemes, followed by a couplet which neatly rounds the stanza
off and invites some epigrammatic or aphoristic conclusion;
such epigrams or sardonic tag lines abound in the poem. One
may go further and say with C'IiEevsky that the typical stanza
contains in its microcosm a proposition, an exposition elaborating
or exemplifying it, and a peroration summing up the argument
with a final flash of wit or persiflage. Obviously a great deal can
be done with, and in, a stanza of this length and variety; and
Pushkin does it all.

Eugene Onegin spans Pushkin’s most creative years; it became
his magnum opus. Ten chapters were planned, the ninth to
deal with Eugene’s travels after the fateful duel, the tenth with
his part in the Decembrist conspiracy. Fragments of this last
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chapter are extant, written in Pushkin’s private cipher and not
completely decoded. The ninth chapter is fragmentary also, but
is often printed as an appendix to modern editions. The work
was published chapter by chapter at irregular intervals, the first
shortly after the southern exile in 1825, the rest, through Chapter
VI, in magazines and almanacs, with some fragments and indi-
vidual stanzas later omitted by the author. Chapter VII did not
appear in a separate edition until early 1832. In June 1833 the
novel was published as a whole for the first time, designated as
the second edition by modern count. The second complete edi-
tion, the third by our count, appeared shortly before Pushkin’s
death.

Pushkin originally called Eugene Onegin “a novel in verse
in the manner of Byron's Don Juan” and in the preface
referred to it as a satirical work. Later he denied in a letter
that it was like Don Juan or had anything satirical in it. This
reflects not so much inconsistency as the slow growth and
change of the novel over the years, the indefiniteness of the
original plan, and the quasi-spontaneous evolution of the pro-
tagonists under Pushkin’s hand. Tolstoy, in an anecdote told
at second hand, relates that Pushkin spoke to someone of his
“surprise that Tatyana turned Eugene down.” Another time,
when a sentimental lady expressed her hope that Eugene and
Tatyana would be reunited, Pushkin is reported to have scotched
the idea with the deprecating remark: “Oh no, he is not worth
my Tatyana!”

The plot of the novel is very simple, but the loose form
allows scope for a wealth of description and poetic excursus.
Eugene and Tatyana are the only extensively drawn characters;
the supporting couple, Lensky and Olga, are kept deliberately
sketchy and conventional as foils to the others. About one third
of the novel is concerned with the plot, another third with
descriptive passages, the last third with digressions, such as
Pushkin’s reminiscences of theater and ballet experiences, literary
or social polemics, gourmand revels, amorous recollections, and
soliloquies on literary craftsmanship. It is also interesting to
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follow what has been termed the successive incarnations of
Pushkin’s Muse—his St. Petersburg beauty, his Lenore, his
country miss.

The events of the novel are set in the time of Pushkin’s
young manhood, the early 1820’s; the settings are St. Petersburg,
the countryside of central Russia, Moscow, and (in the chapter
of travels omitted by the author) distant parts. After an abrupt
snapshot of the hero en route to his moribund country uncle, the
plot begins with a brief flashback, flippantly describing the
academic and mundane education of a playboy of the St. Peters-
burg jeunesse d’orée, his introduction to society with its elegant
dissipation and breathless round of pleasures, and his gradual
satiety and world-weariness, leading to his withdrawal to the
country estate he inherited. There he is drawn into the rustic
family circle of a typical squire of the period. The elder daugh-
ter of the house, the shy, bookish, unworldly Tatyana—a figure
to conjure with in Russian literature—falls in love with him
and writes him an ingenuous declaration, which is as enchanting
today as it was five generations ago. In it, overcome and con-
fused by a turmoil of feelings never before experienced outside
of novels, she throws herself upon his mercy. Eugene is moved,
but unresponsive. Too honorable to play her false, but too
jejune of mind and drained of emotional energy to respond to
her fresh ardor, he solicitously lectures her like a gentle older
cousin, sighing that for him the days of love are over.

Meanwhile, Eugene’s new neighbor and ill-matched friend,
Lensky, a young poet moonstruck by German idealism, has won
the volatile affections of Tatyana’s sister, Olga, and become
betrothed to her. After a party at which Onegin is playfully
familiar with Olga in order to tease Lensky, his callow friend
is deeply mortified and challenges him to a duel. Onegin, a
seasoned duelist, out of foolish pride accepts before he can
stop himself, and in the duel Lensky is killed. This tragedy
wrecks the brief idyll, and Eugene leaves the countryside in
greater disillusionment and self-torment than he had left the
capital.
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The plot now turns to Tatyana, her grief, her visit to Onegin’s
abandoned manor and library, and her family’s resolve to take
the despondent young misfit to the marriage market of Moscow,
where, one gathers, she will be cajoled into marriage with a
middle-aged dignitary. Onegin’s restless wanderings are de-
scribed in the original Chapter VIII, later excluded from the
work after a large fragment had already been published. The
new Chapter VIII, now the concluding canto, brings Eugene
back to St. Petersburg, years after the crisis of Tatyana’s re-
jection and the duel. At a brilliant ball he is stirred by the
sight of a regally poised society beauty—his hostess, as it turns
out; and in her he incredulously recognizes Tatyana. He is
swept off his feet, his desultory search for purpose and meaning
in life seems ended, and he implores her to renounce her mar-
riage and station for his sake. She candidly admits that she loves
him still, but despairs of turning back the clock, and steadfastly
declines to betray her husband. This ends the story of a love
out of phase and twice rejected, so curiously alien both
to Romanticism and to the New Sensibility; and here the
author wryly abandons his inadequate hero, the moody com-
panion of his most creative years.

A brief structural analysis may help to illustrate the artful
interweaving of plot, description, and digression:

Ch. I:  (Eugene’s early life, worldly education, pursuit of
of pleasure, satiety; his move to the country.)
18-20 Evocation of former glories of Russian theater and

ballet, woven into Eugene’s evening at the ballet and
night at a ball.

20-34 Author “fades in” with nostalgic recollection of by-
gone pleasures and a zest now lost, leading to the
famous lyrical digression on ladies’ feet; recalls brief
fictional friendship and kinship with Onegin, a shared
longing for foreign travel.

55-60 Dissociates himself from Onegin in rhapsodizing on
country life, which Eugene finds boring.



Ch. II:

6-:0

24-40

Ch. IlI:

I1-14

22-30

41

Ch. IV:

7-10

18-22

INTRODUCTION

(Eugene’s provincial life, his fastidious isolation and
resulting unpopularity; introduction of Lensky, Olga,
Tatyana; Lensky’s mentality, incongruous friendship
with Onegin, devotion to Olga; characterization of
Tatyana and her countrified family.)

German idealism parodied in description of Lensky’s
make-up.

Plot is arrested as Tatyana’s introduction affords
occasion for genre painting of the provincial squire-
archy.

(Onegin’s introduction at the Larins, Tatyana’s in-
fatuation, her letter, the confrontation with Onegin
in the garden.)

Digression on Russian reading tastes, playful pre-
dictions by the author of future ventures into idyllic
prose.

Tatyana’s fresh ingenuous feeling contrasted with
love’s distasteful forms in society women; Tatyana’s
typical inability to write Russian; playful remarks on
the linguistic controversy over the literary language;
lyrical apostrophe to a fellow poet.

Capricious suspension of plot at a crucial juncture:
author “feels like taking a walk.”

(Onegin’s lecture to Tatyana, her grief; change of
narrative focus, out of “compassion” for the author’s
beloved Tatyana, to the course of Lensky’s relations
to Olga; Eugene’s pastoral life on his estate, his in-
vitation through Lensky to Tatyana’s name-day
party.)

The Art of Love, its palling through surfeit and
tedium.

Eugene’s virtuous dealings with Tatyana; cynical di-
gression on the solaces of friendship, family affection,
love.




28-35

39742

5-24

36

Ch. VI:

47

28
35734

36—42

43-46
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Digression on ladies’ albums leading to imaginary
dialogue between critics and poets on controversial
literary genres and tastes; apropos of poets reading to
their ladyloves, author injects a vignette on his read-
ing to his nanny and flushing wild ducks with recited
verse.

Description of autumn in the Russian countryside.

(Tatyana’s prophetic dream; the name-day party,
Eugene’s stratagem and innocent flirtation with Olga;
the challenge to a duel.)

Description of Russian winter.

Narrative interspersed with vignettes on rural cus-
toms, folk traditions, Tatyana’s adherence to them.
Humorous interjection on author’s Homeric fond-
ness for banquets.

Evocation of “merry old Russia” through gusto and
abandon of old-style mazurka dancing, unspoiled by
“tyrannical Fashion.”

(End of party; Tatyana’s renewed hopes; delivery of
the challenge; Lensky’s last visit to Olga; preparation
and course of duel.)

Vignette on the domestication of a rake, Lensky’s
chosen second.

Awed comment on the folly of the duel.

Contrast between the frivolous mood of the chal-
lenger and the bitter remorse of the killer.
Pseudo-clegiac digression on the sad waste of Lensky’s
life and its ambivalent potential.

Pushkin’s nostalgic adieu to youth, new striving for
maturity and “stern prose.” Appeal to Inspiration to
save him from drowning in the swamp of worldly
mediocrity.
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Ch. VII: (Olga, soon consoled, marries; Tatyana visits One-
gin’s empty house; she is taken to Moscow, meets a
“fat general.”)

1-7 Description of springtime; reader taken to Lensky’s
tomb.
29-30 Another sketch of the changing seasons as Tatyana

takes leave.

33-38 The state of Russian roads; sarcastic five (hundred)-
year plan to improve them; the slow approach and
entry into Moscow, with evocation of its place in
Russian hearts and Russian history.

52 Tribute to an unnamed beauty who outshines all
others on the Moscow firmament.
55 Ironically belated invocation of the epic Muse.

Ch. VIII: (Eugene’s return from his travels; his love for a
transformed Tatyana; his letter, and her lecture re-
jecting him.)

1-6 Autobiographical sketch of author’s poetic career,
as he played Cicerone to his Muse.

9-T1I The original or Byronic Man in conflict with the
world of career men.

48-50 Onegin’s “fade-out,” farewell to the reader.

The claim of Eugene Onegin to be not only a unique mirror
of its author’s mind and time, but also the first modern Russian
novel, is by no means absurd. It had an inestimable formative
influence on the course and complexion of the novelistic output
of the century. Not only in its palpable genre painting but in
the balance and climate of the Eugene-Tatyana relationship, the
great poem became the matrix of a distinguished line of Russian
novels, through Lermontov, Turgenev, Goncharov, and Tolstoy
to later writers. The contrast between a disoriented or disil-
lusioned, though gifted and sophisticated, man and an earnest,

candid, sweet-tempered girl long haunted the Russian literary
scene.
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Pushkin treats his semi-autobiographical hero with gentle
irony and detachment, but also with empathy and compre-
hension, as well he might. He comes to the conclusion that
Onegin is to some degree the helpless child of his age,
although he never hints, as later interpreters have willfully
claimed, that Onegin was a member of a lost generation of
frustrated brilliance, whom the autocratic regime and the
failure of the Decembrist conspiracy had cheated of serious
outlets for their creative energy. In the fine scene in Chapter
VH where Tatyana visits Onegin’s abandoned manor and
tries to divine his character from his books, Pushkin sketches
for us a fascinating little inventory of the Russian Byronist’s
mental furniture. While no author except Byron is actually
named, we sense the presence of the literary ancestors of
the lishny chelovek, the “superflious man” of the Russian
nineteenth-century novel, in the shape of Chateaubriand’s
René and Benjamin Constant's Adolphe, not to mention
Werther. Not so much Tsarist repression as the ubiquitous liter-
ary mal du sitcle, the individual’s indolent disgust with society,
might be made responsible for Onegin’s failure and for the in-
effectual heroes of the Romantic generation.

The author in Eugene Onegin plays a triple role—that of
narrator, of an acquaintance of the hero, and of a character
in the poem. This makes for a variety of levels and attitudes
similar to that in Pushkin’s maiden work, Ruslan and Lyudmila,
and results in a lively interplay of plot, description, digression,
and confession. For the virtue of looseness Pushkin is no doubt
indebted to Laurence Sterne. As Byron had in Beppo and Don
Juan found his way out of the narrower mold of The Giaour
or The Corsair into Sterneian discursiveness, so Pushkin oper-
ates here deftly with constant shifts of focus and mood, with
much metalinguistic and metaliterary verse, that is to say, sly
discourse on lexical and poetic technique and on literary po-
lemics, often cast in the form of chitchat with the reader. Yet
Byron, with his outrageous rhymes and headlong descents
into bathos, more than once appears to mock poetry itself, rather
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than merely the heroic or romantic mood in poetry; while at the
core of Pushkin’s mind there is a deep seriousness about one
thing—verse—and an unremitting, though seemingly effortless,
insistence upon its utmost precision and purity. Furthermore,
Don Juan, of which Eugene Onegin has so often been mis-
termed an imitation, could not be imagined in a setting of
nineteenth-century London society; one major dimension of it
is the exotic background. Pushkin, for his part, shares with the
reader a well-known, sometimes shabby, reality. There is not
merely a sequence of anecdotes, monologues, and episodes strung
on the undulating cord of the author’s caprice, but also a real
novelistic plot and dynamic character development in the two
leading figures at least, and in miniature in many others.

Novels in verse were never achieved again, not even by
Lermontov (cf. his Sashka), who experimented with the Onegin
stanza; and the audacity of making everyday life into the stuff
of novel and poem at the same time won the lasting admiration
of the later realists, when they acknowledged their debt to
Pushkin in their works and their eulogies.

WALTER ARNDT

Chapel Hill, North Carolina
1963




Russian Views of Pushkin

D. J. RICHARDS

From a literary, let alone a psychological point of view Pushkin
is, like all great writers, a highly complex phenomenon. He was
magnificently unique, but also a transitional figure in the
development of Russian literature. His roots lay deep in the
aristocratic French literature of the eighteenth century, yet he
exercised a dominating influence on Russian nineteenthcentury
literature, of which he has been called the father-figure, even
though much of this literature evolved as a conscious reaction
against some of the poet’s most cherished aesthetic values. His
countrymen regard him as their national poet, yet outside Russia
he is relatively unknown. And even among those Russian critics—
the vast majority—who do not dispute Pushkin’s eminence, there
is a wide measure of disagreement over the precise nature of his
artistic achievement and of his role in the history of Russian
literature.

By descent, upbringing, and temperament Pushkin was an
aristocrat (albeit an impoverished one) and moreover a member
of the Russian aristocracy of the early nineteenth century when
that class was dominated by the cultural values of the French
ancien régime.

On his father’s side the family traced its descent from a
forebear who served with Alexander Nevsky in the thirteenth
century, while Pushkin’s earliest recorded ancestor on his
mother’s side, his maternal great-grandfather, the Ethiopian
Ibrahim Hannibal, was a distinguished servant of Peter the Great
who gave him among other rewards the country estate of
Mikhailovskoye, which eventually came into the poet’s posses-
sion. Although impoverished, Pushkin was no repentant noble-
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man. Throughout his life the poet possessed, it seems, an inborn
sense of social superiority. Although in his mature years he
would admit to having earlier adopted a somewhat exagger-
atedly aristocratic pose in imitation of Byron, he never felt
anything but pride and gratitude for his “60o-year-old nobility.”

From an early age Pushkin moved in the highest Russian social
and intellectual circles. As a young boy he had been allowed to
sit in at gatherings in his parents’ house of some of the leading
Russian littérateurs of the day. From the age of twelve to
eighteen he was educated at the newly founded Lycée in
Tsarskoye Selo where the most brilliant sons of the Russian
nobility were to be prepared for posts of high responsibility in
the service of the state. Even before leaving school he was ad-
mitted to membership of Arzamas, one of the leading literary
societies of the period. Later he married a beautiful and socially
eligible woman and, willingly or not, spent his last years in
close attendance at the court of Tsar Nicholas I.

Pushkin’s aristocratic background found expression not only
in his writing but also in the style and panache of much of his
way of life, from the precise elegance of his handwriting and
the more casual elegance of his attire to the dashing vigor of
his social life. In his youth Pushkin shared many of the young
Onegin’s foppish tastes and, like his hero, indulged himself in
that exhausting round of dancing, womanizing, gambling, and
dueling which was the fashion among young aristocrats of the
period. Tolstoy, it is true, called Pushkin “a man of letters”
[literator], assigning him disparagingly to the same class as Tur-
genev and Goncharov, in contrast with Lermontov and himself,
but for Gogol the poet was very much a highly disconcerting
man of the world who seemed to be frittering away his life and
his genius at society balls.

During the early years of the nineteenth century when
Pushkin’s literary values were formed, Russian literature was a
preserve of the aristocracy and Pushkin gladly associated himself
with the aristocratic standards and attitudes which held sway.
“We can be justly proud,” he writes, for instance, to Bestuzhev
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in 1825, “that though our literature yields to others in pro-
fusion of talent, it differs from them in that it does not bear
the stamp of servile self-abasement. Our men of talent are noble
and independent . . . our writers are drawn from the highest
class of society. Aristocratic pride merges with the author’s self-
esteem .. .” And in the same year he wrote in a similar vein to
Ryleyev: “Don’t you see that the spirit of our literature depends
to a certain extent on the social position of the writers . . . ?”

At the same time Pushkin’s early literary triumphs seemed to
reflect that effortless superiority which has been held to be one
of the supreme distinguishing characteristics and virtues of the
ideal aristocrat. All Russians know, for instance, how Derzhavin,
the great court poet of Catherine II, was enraptured by the
schoolboy Pushkin’s recitation of his Reminiscences of Tsarskoye
Selo and how five years later Zhukovsky, the leading poet of the
early nineteenth century, sent Pushkin his portrait inscribed with
the dedication, “To the conquering pupil from the conquered
master in memory of the notable day on which he completed
his poem Ruslan and Lyudmila, 1820, March 26, Holy Friday.”

By the middle of the following decade, as writers and critics
from other classes (most notably Gogol and Belinsky) came to
the fore, the social flavor of the Russian literary world had
changed quite markedly, causing Pushkin some discomfort.
“There was a time,” he writes, for instance, in 1834, “when
literature was an honorable and aristocratic profession. Now it
is a lousy market . . .” Though Pushkin was compelled to com-
pete in the lousy market in order to support himself and his
extravagant family, it is easy to sense where his literary and
social sympathies lay.

It is of course impossible to determine precisely the origins of
Pushkin’s (or anyone else’s) mature literary style. Doubtless
much derives from nature as well as from nurture—and neither
of these is susceptible to accurate measurement. However, if one
accepts that the values of his particular social environment exer-
cised an influence on Pushkin’s aesthetic judgments, then it
follows that the poet owed a considerable debt to France.
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In Russian polite society at the end of the eighteenth and

the beginning of the nineteenth century French aristocratic
manners were imitated. The French language was spoken
(many Russian nobles had only a defective command of their
native tongue), and among the cultivated the literature of
France was read more widely than that of Russia itself, while
moreover much Russian literature was produced in imitation of
French models. Pushkin was brought up to speak French as
well as Russian and throughout his life he continued the prac-
tice of reading French literature, which he had begun as a boy
in his father’s extensive library. The poet’s knowledge of
French—which he used for much of his correspondence—was
excellent, and indeed in a letter of July 1831 to Chadayev he
claimed it was a more familiar language to him than Russian.
According to Annenkov the poets dying words were spoken
not in Russian, but in French (“Il faut que j’arrange ma
maison”).
" The influence of the French language on Pushkin’s prose
was considerable. Gallicisms are found in his Russian and so
much of the structure of his sentences was conditioned by
French habits (and by a certain conscious imitation of Voltaire’s
style) that when Prosper Mérimée translated The Shot and
The Queen of Spades he found that entire paragraphs went
straight into his native language. “I think that Pushkin’s prose
construction is entirely French. I mean French of the eighteenth
century,” he wrote in 1849 to his Russian friend, S. A. Sobo-
levsky. “. . . I sometimes wonder whether you boyars do not
first think in French before writing in Russian.”

At the same time, Pushkin’s debt to France was much more
than a purely linguistic one. His immediate experience of
French classical literature and his indirect experience of the
culture of the prerevolutionary French aristocracy as it found
reflection in contemporary Russian society probably contributed
much to that formal grace and that classically aristocratic spirit

which are perhaps the distinguishing features of Pushkin’s ma-
ture style.l
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It is perhaps also worth noting at this point that Pushkin’s
knowledge of German was comparatively slight and, unlike many
subsequent Russian nineteenth-century literary figures, he was
not influenced to any significant extent either by the ideas or by
the style of the German metaphysicians whose writings con-
tributed so much toward shaping the cast of the Russian intellect
during the second quarter of the century. To be more precise,
he seems to have been actively hostile to this influence. “You
reproach me concerning The Moscorw Messenger and German
metaphysics,” he wrote to Delvig in March 1827. “God knows
how much I hate and despise the latter, but what can one
dofiay.”

In any event, whatever the precise origins of Pushkin’s style,
its essential characteristics are clearly marked and remain con-
stant through all the vicissitudes of the poet’s literary career and
through all the many genres in which his work appeared. As
Maurice Bowra put it:

Pushkin is in fact a classical writer . . . Pushkin’s Russian
was largely confined to the language of educated people
and conformed almost inevitably to the standards of ele-
gance which the eighteenth century had sanctified . . . Of
course, he made many inventions and greatly enriched the
language of poetry, but he remains a classical poet in his
finish, his neatness, his balance, his restraint.

The same point had been made earlier by Maurice Baring in
his Introduction to the Oxford Book of Russian Verse (1925):
“As to his form, his qualities as an artist can be summed up
in one word, he is a classic. Classic in the same way that the
Greeks are classic.” Russian critics of Pushkin also share this
view. Turgenev is by no means alone in speaking of Pushkin’s
“classical sense of proportion and harmony.”

It is clear too that Pushkin himself was consciously guided by
these classical stylistic canons. “True taste,” he writes, for in-
stance, in a note published in 1827, “consists not in the instinctive
rejection of this or that word or turn of phrase but in a sense
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of proportion and appropriateness.” And two years earlier we
read in his unpublished essay “On Classical and Romantic
Poetry”: * . . a difficulty overcome always brings us pleasure—
that of loving the measure and harmony characteristic of the
human intellect.” “Precision and brevity” Pushkin considered
“the most important qualities of prose,” and in a draft note of
1826 the poet describes “calm” (which he contrasts with ecstasy)
as “an absolute condition for beauty.”

Associated with this predilection for cool simplicity, harmony,
and elegance—this geometrical quality of mind—was a wonder-
fully light touch. More than any other writer in the history of
Russian literature (Lermontov is perhaps his only rival), Pushkin
possessed that facility of genius, the ability to make the most
complex exercise appear easy. No better illustration of this
supreme gift exists than Eugene Omnegin, in which the intri-
cately structured 14-line stanzas flow and dance with an ap-
parently total ease and naturalness. In this, as in other respects,
the comparison of Pushkin’s poetry with the music of Mozart is
still as valid as it is familiar. At the same time Pushkin was of
course highly intelligent, in the sense of possessing an agile
analytical brain, and the combination of this sharp mind with
his sense of elegance and light touch inevitably found expression
in those flashes of wit with which both his verse and his prose
abound.

Pushkin’s powers of observation, insight, and analysis are
almost proverbial (indeed some of his lines have become
proverbs), and this gift is reflected in that universal responsive-
ness and comprehension which have attracted comment from
Russian critics. Had he been born thirty years later and been
brought up in a different intellectual climate, Pushkin’s talent
for insight and analysis might have developed like Tolstoy’s but,
a true child of his age, Pushkin’s response to the world was
primarily an aesthetic one. The day when the artist would be a
preacher, a rebel, or even a pervert had not yet arrived. Toma-
shevsky, arguing against the common tendency to ‘“interpret”
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Pushkin, explains in an essay that “for Pushkin himself every
thought was to be judged as an artistic theme, from the point of
view of its aesthetic potential.” It was not literature’s function,
according to Pushkin, to serve moral or didactic ends. “The
aim of poetry is poetry,” he wrote to Zhukovsky in 1825 and
repeated the same view in a review essay published six years
later: “Poetry which by its higher and free nature should have
no goal other than itself . . .” Critics too, Pushkin asserted,
should be motivated, not by a variety of extraliterary considera-
tions, but by a pure love of art and by the disinterested desire to
discover the beauties and blemishes in works of literature. Even
if a little evidence exists that toward the end of his life Pushkin
was adopting a morally less neutral attitude toward literature, it
still remains incontrovertible that his aesthetic sensibility re-
mained, as always, far stronger than any moral impulse and that
this quality, more than anything else, distinguishes him from the
vast majority of Russian writers. “He possessed,” opined Tolstoy
in a conversation of 1900 recorded by A. Goldenweiser, “a more
highly developed feeling for beauty than anyone else.”

This amalgam of a classical sense of form, a light touch, a
sparkling wit, and a highly developed aesthetic sense, which
together with his self-confidence make Pushkin a truly aristo-
cratic writer, also mark the poet off from the subsequent Russian
nineteenth- and twentieth-century literary tradition. Pushkin—
perhaps the last of the great European aristocratic poets—
belongs to a past age in a way that Tolstoy and Dostoevsky,
for instance, do not, and the further that age recedes into the
past, the more difficult is the task of comprehending its spirit
and the harder it becomes to appreciate Pushkin on his own
terms.

In spite of all this, however, most literate Russians regard
Pushkin as their national poet. This judgment often comes as a
surprise to even the educated Western European who is likely to
be far more familiar with the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky



30X D. J. RICHARDS

or the plays of Chekhov than with any of Pushkin’s works; in-
deed, he may well have come across the latter’s name only in
connection with Tchaikovsky’s operas.

It is of course hard for foreigners to explain with any
confidence what a poet means to his compatriots, but some at-
tempt should be made to understand a little of what Russians
appear to have in mind when they think of Pushkin, “Russia’s
first love,” in the words of Tyutchev.

Pushkin’s right to the title of Russia’s national poet is justified
perhaps primarily by his unique ability to evoke deep emotional
responses from the Russian heart. For Russians, Pushkin is
something very special, possessing qualities which, they feel,
only a Russian can fully appreciate. As, for instance, an anony-
mous commentator quoted in The Sunday Times put it, “You
English cannot know what Pushkin is for us. He is our pride,
our hope and our love.”

At the beginning of his essay on Pushkin, Alexander Blok
emphasizes that the very name of Pushkin evokes pleasant
sensations. In spite of the dark aspects which can be found
in his work, Russians appear to associate Pushkin above all
else with gaiety, sunshine, springtime, and childhood innocence;
he evokes in them visions of a lost golden age when life was
simpler and happier. Russians turn to him for confirmation of
their hopes and for support in their sorrows, since he provides a
joyful counter to both the harsh reality of Russian life and the
Russian tendency to indulge in gloomy speculations. It is no
coincidence that Pasternak’s hero, Yuri Zhivago, for instance,
sheltering in Varykino from the horrors of the Russian Revolu-
tion and Civil War, should attempt to renew his faith in life
by constantly rereading Pushkin, whose optimism, openness,
and almost childlike directness he contrasts with the morbid
introspection of Gogol, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky.

It is clear that Russian critics (and among them perhaps
most notably Gogol, Belinsky, and Turgenev) tend to discuss
Pushkin’s status as the Russian national poet under two main
headings: first, the poet’s stature in comparison with the liter-
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ary giants of other nations, and sccond, Pushkin’s undisputed
ability to express in his work what might be called the essence
of the Russian national spirit.

Many Russian critics argue that Pushkin is the Russian
equivalent of other acknowledged national poets,® such as
Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe. Like them, it is true, he
assimilated previous literary traditions and achievements, added
to these his own unique genius, and laid the foundations for
subsequent literary developments in his homeland. He forged
much of the modern Russian literary language, set an un-
surpassed (indeed largely unemulated) aesthetic standard, and
introduced a tone of universal sympathy. Numerous Russian
men of letters—including writers as diverse in their style and
spirit as Gogol and Turgenev, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, or
Bunin and Zamyatin—have testificd to their indebtedness to
Pushkin and their admiration for him. Turgenev even went so
far as to proclaim that he would have sacrificed all his own
works to have written a certain four of the poet’s lines. Pushkin
has clearly been an extraordinarily rich source of inspiration for
his Russian literary successors, but it does not necessarily follow
from this (as some Russian critics are wont to maintain) that
without him there would have been, for instance, no Tolstoy and
no Dostoevsky.

If Pushkin’s stature swithin the Russian context cannot be
disputed, it is by no means obvious that outside this context he
possesses the same power to move the minds and hearts of men
of other nations as do his supreme international rivals, or even
as do the greatest of his Russian literary heirs. The argument
that Pushkin loses more than they do in translation is not fully
convincing: after all the highly individual poetry of Homer,
Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe survived even that ordeal. What
Pushkin appears to lack in comparison with them is the weight
and the obvious originality of the greatest minds. Interestingly
enough, the more cosmopolitan of the Russian commentators,
such as Turgenev, Solovyov, or Mirsky, for example, tend to be
less pretentious in their assertions about Pushkin’s international
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status. And indeed a claim like Stepanov’s that “Tke Captain’s
Daughter occupies a prime position in world literature,” by
distracting attention from Pushkin’s individual Russian genius,
may do the poet more of a disservice than Mirsky’s superficially
harsh judgment that “on the scale of world history Pushkin does
not mark a new step forward.”

For the majority of Russians, however—critics and ordinary
readers alike—the necessarily inconclusive debate about Pushkin’s
achievements in comparison with those of Shakespeare or
Goethe is largely irrelevant. For them Pushkin is “the father of
Russian literature,” “the founder of the Russian literary lan-
guage,” and, most important, the writer who, apart from pos-
sessing a captivating aura of gaiety and innocence, embodies for
Russians the essence of their national spirit.

Gogol’s assessment of Pushkin as the Russian national poet in
this sense of the term has rarely been disputed:

The countryside, soul, language and character of Russia
are reflected in him with the purity and the spotless
perfection with which a landscape is reflected through the
convex surface of a lens . . . From the very first he was a
national poet because the true expression of national spirit
rests not in the description of peasant costume, but in the
very spirit of the people.

In spite of the strong French influence to which he was subjected
in his upbringing—or perhaps that influence paradoxically
provided a firm platform and an appropriate perspective from
which he could observe Russia—Pushkin heard the Russian
language and saw Russian life with an unprecedented and un-
surpassed clarity.

Of course the time was ripe for this achievement. At the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century the belated development of a
Russian national consciousness was starting to gather pace. A
growing national pride which had been boosted by Russia’s role
in the defeat of Napoleon coincided with the fashionable
predilection of the European Romantic movement for examining
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each nation’s historical roots and cultural heritage. Born at the
very end of the eighteenth century, Pushkin was both a product
of this new national spirit in Russia and a leading contributor
to it in the field of literature.

Russian eighteenth-century literature could boast of little that
was purely Russian: like the rest of Russian aristocratic culture,
it limped behind European fashions, aping European genres, con-
ventions, poses, and idioms. With Pushkin, Russian literature sud-
denly found a new life. “In his verses,” wrote Dobrolyubov, “we
heard for the first time the living Russian language and saw for
the first time our authentic Russian world.”

Like a new Adam, Pushkin looked upon Russian life with a
penetrating and apparently innocent eye and described his visions
with a freshness and vigor which still charm today. Many of his
depictions and insights became topoi, not only for subsequent
Russian writers, but for countless ordinary readers, who find
their own experiences in Pushkin and see the world through
Pushkinian spectacles. A vivid account of this process is provided
in Bunin’s novel Arsenev’s Life. In a chapter devoted to de-
scribing the impact of Pushkin on his youthful imagination, the
semi-autobiographical narrator cites various verses from the poet
which struck deep chords within him and emphasizes the inti-
mate correspondence between his own reactions and Pushkin’s
lines: “How many emotions he evoked in me! And how often
my own emotions and everything amidst which and by which I
lived found a companion in him!”

Russian readers of Pushkin are struck by both the range and
the depth of the poet’s understanding of Russian life. In a
famous judgment for which Pisarev took him to task, Belinsky
described Eugene Onegin as “an encyclopedia of Russian life.”
Pisarev is right when he points out that Pushkin almost com-
pletely ignores the political and economic realities of the day, the
vital concerns of the peasantry and the growing urban middle
class, and the many serious intellectual debates conducted during
the period the work describes, but 1n spite of this Belinsky’s
remark is far from absurd: the poet’s novel in verse provides an
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astonishingly full gallery of contemporary portraits, interiors, and
landscapes, a lively account of numerous Russian habits, customs,
and beliefs, and an accurate record of the way many ordinary
Russians of the day lived and thought. More important than this
documentary quality of Eugene Onegin, however, is of course
Pushkin’s magical facility for discerning in Russian life and
embodying in a brilliant literary form those features which
strike fellow Russians (his readers) as both quintessentially typi-
cal and touchingly poetic.

The same facility informs not only Pushkin’s other works
set in contemporary Russia (including his lyrics) but also the
works he set in historical times, whether in dramatic form
(Boris Godunov), in verse (The Bronze Horseman), or in prose
(The Captain’s Daughter). Here the poet re<reates, in a wholly
convincing way for Russians, not merely the events but, more
profoundly, the underlying essence and the enduring spirit of
the Russian past.

Pushkin’s appreciation of the Russian national spirit is for
Russians further demonstrated by the poet’s feeling for the
Russian folk tradition, elements from which figure prominently
inter alia in the early Ruslan and Lyudmila and the later fairy
tales in verse.

In discussions of the latter (as, for example, in Slonimsky’s
essay) Russian critics usually refer to the poet’s nanny Arina
Rodionovna, from whom much of the poet’s knowledge of
Russian folklore is said to derive and who, more generally,
provided the boy Pushkin with his first insights into the
nature of the ordinary uneducated Russians who formed the vast
bulk of the country’s population. Soviet critics, who for political
reasons must exaggerate Pushkin’s alleged sympathies with the
“broad masses,” have naturally given particular prominence to
Arina Rodionovna’s role in the poet’s development—sometimes
to the extent that she has seemed to bear on her frail shoulders
almost the entire weight of Pushkin’s Russianness.

The subject matter, settings, and inspiration of Pushkin’s
works are, however, clearly not exclusively Russian: indeed, in
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his creative sympathies the poet ranges so widely that some
Russian critics extol primarily his universal responsiveness, his
ability to comprehend and re<reate the atmosphere and spirit of
other peoples, present and past. Critics who recognize and value
this gift but also want to preserve their image of Pushkin as an
incarnation of the Russian national spirit are then driven to the
curious and highly dubious argument propounded most passion-
ately by Dostoevsky. This argument—a plain assertion that a
single exceptional case is also typical—maintains that precisely a
spirit of universality is the uniquely Russian virtue and achieve-
ment; in other words, Pushkin, we have to believe, in both his
obvious Russianness and in his obvious non-Russianness is being
equally Russian!

Pushkin’s own opinions of his Russian homeland, like his
literary roots and inspirations, were characteristically complex.
On the one hand he seemed to feel an almost maternal affection
for his country’s language, its culture, its history, and its destiny,
but on the other he could write of his utter contempt, as in his
letter to Vyazemsky of May 1826:

Of course I despise my country from head to toe, but I
am irritated when a foreigner shares my view. How can
you, who are free to go wherever you like, stay in Russia?
If the Tsar grants me freedom, 1 won't stay a month. We
live in miserable times, but when I imagine London, rail-
ways, steamships, English journals or the theaters and
brothels of Paris, my remote Mikhailovskoye induces in me
a sense of melancholy and rage.

Pushkin’s relationship with the Tsar and his attitude to the in-
stitution of autocracy were ambivalent and he expressed at
various times during his comparatively short life liberal (if not
revolutionary) and conservative (not to say reactionary) views.
But Pushkin was not really a political animal; he was above all
and par excellence an artist and it is to his art rather than his
politics that attention must be directed.

The central paradox of Pushkin’s art remains the unique and
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remarkable relationship between its form and its content: even
those works which strike his compatriots as quintessentially
Russian are couched in a style which, perhaps French in in-
spiration, is markedly un-Russian in its formal elegance. It might
seem hardly unfair to claim that Pushkin’s works are Russian in
spite of their form, or that, conversely, they are un-Russian
in spite of their content; and indeed at least tacit support can
be given to such a formulation both by those many critics who
discuss the subject matter of Pushkin’s works without reference
to their form and by those (far rarer in Russia) who analyze the
poet’s formal structures and devices while ignoring his content.
Pushkin’s supreme artistic achievement, however, must be seen
to be his masterly integration of these two disparate elements
to create a wondrous higher harmony and unity. It is a harmony
and unity which make Pushkin’s work neither Russian nor (let
us say) French, but something greater than both, and in re-
sponding to his work, the reader is moved not only by its
Russianness or its Frenchness, not only by its content or its
torm, taken separately, not only by any individual component
elements (intellect or emotion, wit or worship, purity or ri-
baldry), but above all by that all-embracing aesthetic balance of
great classical art which soothes and uplifts because it reminds
man of his lost hopes and ideals and provides an earnest of their
possible realization.

Gogol’s celebrated remark that Pushkin “represents a stage to
which Russians will have developed in perhaps 200 years’ time”
is now annoying in its narrow chauvinism and poignant in its
naiveté: Pushkin’s work represents universal aesthetic ideals, but
ideals whose fulfillment is in the modern world becoming ever
less likely. On the other hand, as these ideals of harmony and
elegance lose their former power over the minds of men, those
who still value them turn with greater love and gratitude to
Pushkin.
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NOTES

1. In his book on Pushkin written while he was in England in
the 1920's, Mirsky suggests that “on the whole the French have
failed to appreciate Pushkin's work, probably for the very reason
that he excelled them in all the qualities which they regard as
peculiarly their own’!

2. Debates conducted in Russian about Pushkin’s status as a
national poet are apt to become complex, if not confused, because
of the semantic range of the two Russian adjectives watsional'nyi
and narodnyi. The latter in particular creates problems of compre-
hension (and translation) because in various contexts it refers to
at least three distinct but overlapping concepts: (1) the nation as
a symbolic entity; (2) the population of the nation as a whole; or
(3) the simple working masses, or “folk.”



Marginal Notes on Eugene Onegin

ROMAN JAKOBSON

“The Crimea is the cradle of my Onegin,”2 wrote Pushkin

shortly before his death. The poet considered the Caucasian and
Crimean trip that he took in 1820 with the Rayevsky family the
happiest moment of his life. Reminiscences of Pushkin’s secret
but unforgotten Crimean love, Maria Rayevskaya, have been
traced in his novel and not only in its lyrical passages but
also in several of Tatyana Larina’s features. In 1825, shortly be-
fore the Decembrists’ rebellion, Maria Rayevskaya had married
Prince Volkonsky, a man twenty years her elder, and she had
heroically followed him to a Siberian prison to which he had
been sentenced for his participation in this rebellion. Literary
historians have also found correspondences between Eugene
Onegin and Alexander Rayevsky, Maria’s brother and the famous
model for Pushkin’s “Demon,” a lyric poem of 1823. It was at
the Rayevskys’ in the Crimea that Pushkin became acquainted
with the works of Lord Byron, whose influence fades and is
overcome in Onegin. Pushkin takes the characteristic strophic
construction of Eugene Onegin and a whole strophe for its first
chapter, on which he began work in May of the following year
at Kishinyov, from his own sketches for Taurida (dated 1822),
an unrealized lyric novel on the Crimean theme.

He admits that he is satisfied with the beginning of the new
poem, which, he says, seldom happens to him. He persuasively
insists that it is his best work. When the first chapters gradually
appear, they meet with singular success. “They are the general
topic of conversation,” reports the Moskovsky Vestnik [Moscow
Messenger] in 1828, “women and girls, men of letters and men
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about town ask one another upon meeting: Do you know
Onegin? How do you like the new cantos? What do you say
about Tanya? About Olga? About Lensky? etc.” Likewise a
bulletin of 1840 announces: “They are reading it in every nook
and corner of the Russian Empire, in all the strata of Russian
society, and everyone knows several couplets by heart. Many of
the poet’s thoughts have become proverbs.” Leading Russian
critics found Onegin Pushkin’s most original book, and the
renowned Belinsky said: “To evaluate such a work means to
evaluate the poet himself in the whole range of his creative
activity.” 3 Both the praise and the negation of Pushkin’s legacy
have rested primarily on Onegin. And even if Onegin sometimes
makes more of a historical, museum-like impression upon the liter-
ary epoch which began with the Symbolists than, for example,
the ever more contemporary Bronze Horseman or Queen of
Spades, the assertion of one of Pushkin’s contemporaries is never-
theless still valid 110 years later: “Everyone is fascinated by Ta-
tyana’s dream—lovers of delirium, lovers of reality, and lovers of
poetry.” In this stifling and portentous dream, which Pushkin
created in the days when terror was oppressing the vanquished
Decembrists, the reality of delirium becomes visionary poetry that
suddenly brings the whole image of the impassioned Tatyana in-
credibly close to lyricism of today, and the arid sketch of her
ghostly visions comes incredibly close to a modern, unrestrained
grotesque of paranoiac tint.

In March 1824 Pushkin informed a friend from his place of
exile in Odessa: “I am writing the variegated stanzas of a
Romantic epic and am taking lessons in pure atheism.” 4 This
epic or “novel in verse” is Eugene Onegin. What ties it to
Romanticism? Modern literary-historical research rightly empha-
sizes that the motive force of this work is Romantic irony,
which presents the same thing from conflicting points of view,
now as grotesque, now as serious, now as simultaneously gro-
tesque and serious. This irony is the distinctive feature of the
hopelessly skeptical hero, but it outgrows its characterizing
function and, in fact, colors the entire plot of the novel, as if it
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were being seen through the hero’s eyes. A contemporaneous
reviewer appropriately compared Onegin to a musical capriccio
and grasped that “the poet is eonstantly playing, now with a
thought, now with an emotion, now with imagination; he is
alternately gay and pensive, frivolous and profound, derisive and
sentimental, spiteful and good-natured; he doesn’t let a single
one of our mental faculties slumber, but he doesn’t hold onto
any one and he doesn’t satisfy any one.” The cancellation of a
fixed order of values, the constant interpenetration of elevated
and lowly, even derisive, shots of the same object obliterates the
boundary between the solemn and the ordinary, between the
tragic and the comic. What is present here is the supreme art of
proprie communia dicere, which is what Mérimée and Turgenev
admired in Pushkin, and at the same time there is the art of
saying the most complex things simply, which is the feature of
Onegin that captivated the subtlest of the Russian Romantics,
Baratynsky. Pushkin’s linguistic devices produced the impress-
sion of words that were accidental, natural, casual and at the
same time supremely deliberate, disciplined, and close-fitting.
As Belinsky rightly pointed out, negation resembles admira-
tion in the poet’s novel. Thus despite a crushing image of Russian
society—whether that of the city or that of the country—in
Pushkin’s novel, critics who saw in it a welcome counter-
balance to a satirically pointed literature (Druzhinin) were not
mistaken. Indeed, even the poet himself gives contradictory
answers to the question whether there is satire in Onegin. The
elegiac stanzas on Lensky’s demise are altered by the suggestion
of another possibility—by a tentative happy ending, by the
negation of a senseless death, by a vision of that glorious future
which perhaps awaited the youthful poet; however, the opposite
possibility—Lensky’s gradual spiritual decay—is outlined im-
mediately thereafter. The reverent pathos of the preceding image
is canceled, and the youth’s tragic death acquires a certain
justification. Eugene’s supreme drama—his amorous infatuation
with Tatyana—is presented on two levels, one tragic and the
other farcical, while the action of the novel is confined to the
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comic situation of a suitor surprised by his love’s husband. The
action concludes, but the novel ends only with the evocation of
the two leading lyrical motifs of the whole work. These are, on
the one hand, the ideal image of Tanya and, in the distance, a
shade of the poet’s reminiscences, which from time to time
flicker behind her and, on the other hand, the theme of vanish-
ing youth, which is always irretrievable and which rejects every
substitute as blasphemy. This theme pervades the entire novel,
and the wise Herzen shrewdly perceived that Onegin kills the
ideal of his own youth in Lensky and that the aging Onegin’s
love for Tatyana is only a last tragic dream of irretrievable youth.
The image of youth and the image of Tanya create a thread of
pure lyricism in Pushkin’s novel.

The verse structure purposely calls attention to the poet-
narrator: “I am now writing not a novel but a novel in verse—
the devil of a difference,”® discloses Pushkin. Both the author
and the reader, as well as the true participants in the action, are
constant, active characters in Eugene Onegin. Their points of
view are intertwined in various ways, and the interpenetration
of subjective meanings creates the impression of the supra-
personal, Olympian objectivity of the work. Internal discrep-
ancies are a conscious component of the work, as Pushkin
acknowledges in accord with Romantic poetics; a certain oscilla-
tion of meaning must be allowed. Too much definitiveness would
have mortified the growth of the poem; on the contrary, the
impression of the vague range of a free, unplanned novel had
to be strengthened. The original preface to the first chapter
professed doubt as to whether the poem would ever be finished.

According to his own calculation Pushkin worked on
Onegin for seven years, four months, and seventeen days (May
9, 1823, to September 25, 1830); the final revision of the last
chapter took another year. During this period many events took
place in the lives of Pushkin and his friends, of the Russian
Empire and Europe. His position and outlook changed sub-
stantially. His conception of the novel and his relation to his
heroes also changed; the plot crystallized in new ways and
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took new directions. The poet’s age increased along with
Onegin’s chapters about squandered, vanishing youth. The
course of his life became the dynamics of his work; the change
in the writer’s views on life caused inconsistencies between
separate sections of the novel and enhanced its vitality. The
alternation of different points of view on one and the same
thing perfectly accords with Pushkin’s poetics, and thus Be-
linsky’s shrewd paradox proves to be true: the very defects of
Eugene Onegin constitute its great asset.

Each of Pushkin’s images is so elastically polysemantic and
manifests such an amazing assimilatory capacity that it easily
fits into the most varied contexts. Pushkin’s renowned power of
poetic transformation is also related to this fact. Hence the
features of Omnegin’s author are different beyond recognition
for diverse critics. In his famous invectives against Onegin
Pisarev maintains that Belinsky loved a Pushkin whom he
himself had created, but it may be said with equal justification
that Pisarev hated a Pushkin of his own fabrication, and the
same may be repeated mutatis mutandis about every attempt at
a unilateral interpretation of Pushkin’s work. If we realize, as
did the attentive Dobrolyubov, that Pushkin did not introduce
a unifying sense into his images, we shall comprehend the futility
of the endless arguments about how to interpret the multiplicity
of meanings of his novel epistemologically—as a wealth of content
or as a lack of content—and how to evaluate it ethically—as a
moral lesson or as a profession of amorality. We shall comprehend
how it is possible that Eugene Onegin is a manifestation of pow-
erless despair for one outstanding author and an expression of
profound epicureanism for another and how it is possible that such
contradictory judgments about the title hero as Belinsky’s eulogy
and Pisarev’s censure can occur. Tatyana’s meditation on Onegin
in stanza 24 of the seventh chapter with its chain of con-
tradictory, doubting questions is a telling example of Pushkin’s
oscillating characterizations. A similar bifurcation, which is,
however, motivated developmentally (“Uzhel’ ta samaya Tat’yana
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. . . Kak izmenilasya Tat’yana!”),® distinguishes the characteriza-
tion of Tatyana in the last chapter.

Either this kind of oscillating characterization evokes the no-
tion of a unique, complex, unrepeatable individuality or, if the
reader is accustomed to clearcut typification, he gets the im-
pression (let us cite several notable expressions of Pushkin’s
the hero is
the characterizations

time) that in the novel “characters are lacking,
only a connecting link of descriptions,
are pale,” “Onegin is not depicted profoundly; Tatyana does not
have typical traits,” etc. Later attempts by different commentators
to perceive Onegin as a type either attained results that quite
comically contradicted one another or produced such paradoxical
formulae as “a typical exception.” It is precisely the premise that
Onegin is primarily a historical type that leads to a common
error, which even the famous historian Klyuchevsky has repeated
after Herzen in a special essay: Oneginism has to be the result
of the unsuccessful December rebellion of 1825; Onegin, they say,
is a defeated Decembrist. Literary-historical scholarship has
shown, however, that according to the minute data of the novel
its action occurs in the first half of the twenties and its con-
clusion in the spring of 1825. Moreover, two-thirds of Onegin
had been written prior to the end of that year. As Ryleyev’s and
Bestuzhev’s letters to Pushkin eloquently attest, Eugene’s general
defeatism was entirely unacceptable and equally inopportune for
the future Decembrists, just as were his icy preaching to the
enamored Tanya and his profession of love to the “indifferent

”» €

princess,” and, actually—here Herzen is right,—as was Onegin’s
entire existence.

Attempts at an unambiguous appraisal of the social tendency
of the novel have also been unsuccessful. Pushkin begins Onegin
under the sign of impetuous rebellion. He informs his friends
of this in conspiratorial terms (in case of police inspection of
correspondence). He writes that he is choking on bile and that
“if the poem is ever printed, it will certainly not happen either
in Moscow or in St. Petersburg.” 7 From the beginning a mood
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of despair, which, owing to the mounting reaction at home and
the defeats of the revolutionary movement in Europe, over-
comes the Bessarabian exile, is associated with the rebellion. It is
reflected most vigorously in Pushkin’s lyric poetry of that period.
The despair mounts, the poet gradually conforms to the censor-
ship, his rebellion is more and more concealed. Finally, even
an unobjectionable sentence often becomes a tragic allusion in
light of the ominous events around December 1825. In the last
stanza of the novel a citation from Saadi, which not long ago
had seemed to be innocently ornamental, “Inykh uzh net, a te
daleche,”8 becomes a reminiscence of the executed and im-
prisoned Decembrists, and Lensky’s death is associated with the
imprisonment of his model, Kiichelbecker. The theme of
resignation intensifies with each chapter and culminates in
Tatyana’s final words: “No ya drugomu otdana;/Ya budu vek
yemu verna.” 9 In his renowned speech on Pushkin, Dostoevsky
—in opposition to Belinsky—finds in these words not a tragedy
of resignation before life but an apotheosis of resignation, and
he attempts to ground it esthetically and to extend it to Pushkin’s
entire work. But Tatyana’s thesis also recurs shortly after the
concluding chapter of Onegin (completed at the end of Sep-
tember 1830) in the poet’s prose—in The Blizzard (October
1830) and in Dubrovsky (1832-33)—as a naked expression of
resignation, and here it is not possible to apply Dostoevsky’s
interpretation ethically. Moreover, this motif is entirely alien
to the work of Pushkin’s youth: it is directly ridiculed in
Count Nulin (1825), and in The Gypsies (1823-24), to which
Dostoevsky refers, it is precisely the one seeking that eternal
fidelity who is harshly condemned.

If the author of The Possessed wanted to ascribe to Pushkin’s
work a resolute warning against a “fantastic” revolutionary
action, the antipode of Dostoevsky, Pisarev is also disposed, in
his polemics with Belinsky, to detect the same tendency: “The
whole Eugene Onegin is nothing but a colorful and flashy
apotheosis of the most hopeless and senseless status quo.”10
The recently decoded fragments of a further chapter of the
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novel patently reveal the erroneousness of this biased, one-sided
interpretation. This chapter, a compact survey of the Russian and
European revolutionary struggle against reaction, satisfied the
poet’s inner need: there could not have been any thought of
publishing such an openly incendiary and antitsaristic reflection;
indeed, even the circulation of the manuscript would have
threatened the poet with severe punishment. In October 1830 he
burned it for fear of a search of his house, and he kept only an
encoded record of the beginnings of several stanzas:

Vlastitel’ slabyi i lukavyi,
Pleshivyi shchégol’, vrag truda,
Nechayanno prigretyi slavoy,
Nad nami tsarstvoval togda, etc.n

The Decembrists’ rebellion was apparently to have been the
kernel of the chapter; the action of the preceding chapter ends
just several months before the rebellion. What kind of role
was Eugene to play in it? Was Princess Maria Volkonskaya’s
heroic part to fall to Princess Tatyana? Here we can actually
apply Dostoevsky's famous words about the great mystery that
Pushkin took to his grave and that we are now solving without
him.

NOTES

1. Translated from the Czech original, *Na okraj Eugena One-
gina,” Vybrané spisy A. S. Puikina 11, ed. A. Bém and R. Jakob-
son (Prague, 1937), pp. 257-64.

2. "C'est le berceau de mon ‘Onegin ... " (Letter of November
10, 1836, to N. B. Golitsyn; Polnoye Sobraniye Sochineniy X,
602).

3. V. G. Belinsky, Sochineniya Aleksandra Pushkina, ed. N. 1.
Mordovchenko (Leningrad, 1937), p. 385.

4. “. .. pishu pestrye strofy romanticheskoy poemy—i beru uroki
chistogo afeizma . . ."” (Letter of March 1824, to P. A. Vyazemsky
[?2]; N. V. Bogoslovsky, ed., Pushkin o litesature [Moscow-Lenin-
grad: Academy, 1934], p. 46).
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S. *. .. ya teper’ pishu ne roman, a roman v stikhakh—dyavol'-
skaya raznitsa” (Letter of November 4, 1823, to P. A. Vyazemsky;
PSS X, 70).

6. {"Is it really the same Tatyana (20) ... How Tatyana has
changed” (28)1].

7. “. .. esli kogda-nibud’ ona i budet napechatana, to verno ne v
Moskve i ne v Peterburge” (Letter of February 8, 1824, to A. A.
Bestuzhev; PSS X, 82).

8. ["Some are already no more, and the other ones are far
away.”] Earlier Pushkin had used this citation from Saadi as the
epigraph for The Fountain of Bakhchisaray.

9. ["But I am given in wedlock to another, and I will be faith-
ful to him forever.”] It is precisely this motif of hopeless resigna-
tion that Pushkin directly links in “Onegin’s Journey” with his
avowal of retreat from romanticism, which some Soviet critics
through a peculiar misunderstanding take to be a revolutionary
element in the poet’s development.

10. D. I. Pisarev, “Pushkin i Belinsky” (1865), Polnoye So-
braniye Sochineniy, 6 vols. (4th ed.; St. Petersburg, 1904), V,
p. 63.

11. [*A weak and insidious ruler, a bald-headed fop, a foe of
work, unexpectedly warmed by glory, reigned over us at that time”]
(PSS V, 209).




The Author-Narrator's Stance in Onegin

J. THOMAS SHAW

William Faulkner, in the foreword to The Mansion, the “final
chapter” of his Snopes family trilogy, acknowledged that
there are “discrepancies and contradictions” in the multivolume
work, which was written and published over a large number of
years. It was written from 1925 to 1959, published from 1940
to 1959; and its main fictional action extends from about 1916
to 1946. Faulkner attributed the “discrepancies and contradic-
tions” to the “fact that the author has learned, he believes, more
about the human heart than he knew [when he began it] thirty-
four years ago, and is sure that, having lived with them that
long, he knows the characters in the chronicle better than he
did then.”

Thus Faulkner attributed the “discrepancies and contradic-
tions” in the trilogy to his own growth and development during
the long period when he was writing these three novels. He
could have pointed out that within the trilogy the characters
also grow and develop in a fictional world which reflects the
real world, not only of the region, but of the nation and the
globe—including World War I, the Depression of the 1930’s, and
World War II and its immediate aftermath. One may well ask
what unity or consistency of stance behind such a multivolume
work can there be to allow for the author’s development, and
for his own and his characters’ reactions to large changes in the
real world after he began writing, and then after he began
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publishing it. In Faulkner’s trilogy, there is overlapping time of
writing, of publication, and of the fictional action. I leave to
Faulkner specialists the question of the unity of the author’s
basic stance behind the trilogy and what difference this may
make for understanding and appreciating it.

In almost every way, one would think, Pushkin’s novel in verse
is a work poles apart from Faulkner’s prose trilogy. Nevertheless,
Onegin presents a number of complexities for interpretation
and evaluation comparable to those we have just noted for
Faulkner’s trilogy. Here we shall focus on only one: the search
for the unity of stance behind the work which accommodates
the author’s development and reactions to the real world after he
began writing and publishing—in sections and at intervals over
a whole decade before it all appeared in one binding—a work
which likewise has overlapping times of writing, of publishing,
and of fictional action, and in which the characters and the
author develop while the novel is being written and published.
The time spans are much smaller than in Faulkner’s trilogy, but
the years comprise a period of crisis for Pushkin and for Russia.

Faulkner’s trilogy uses the third-person, omniscient-author
technique, so that any “discrepancies and contradictions” in the
implied author behind the omniscient narrator are largely con-
cealed. Pushkin’s novel in verse is narrated in the first person
by a poetic representative of Pushkin himself—who not only
has written Pushkin’s poetry, which it is assumed the reader
of this novel knows, but also has had Pushkin’s relevant life
experiences, which it is assumed the reader of the novel also
knows. Furthermore, the author-narrator is made a character
in the fictional action: briefly, in the first chapter, as a friend
of Onegin’s in St. Petersburg before Onegin and he go their
separate ways. This author-narrator allows himself the aston-
ishing expanse of almost one-third of the space of the entire
novel for “digressions” on themes suggested by the main action.
These digressions offer showers of apparent “discrepancies and
contradictions.” They are in a multitude of tones, from matter-
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of-fact comment to intense lyricism, and with many levels of
irony, often apparently contradictory, from the effervescent
playful to the mordant. In the massive scholarship and criticism
on Onegin the question of the consistency of the author’s stance
has been almost completely ignored. Insofar as an opinion on
this subject has even been suggested, the implication seems to
have been that such unity of stance may be lacking. This essay
will argue that there is unity of stance behind the author-
narrator and attempt to determine its nature.

The time of the fictional action in Omnegin extends from
winter/spring 1819/20 to spring 1825. It is important enough
to the author that he made it determinable within the work.
The first of these dates was supplied in the preface to the first
chapter, and the further events in the novel can be dated by
indications in it of the passing of time. The individual chapters
of the novel were published as separate small volumes from
February 1825 to 1832, before the entire work appeared in one
binding in 1833. The first chapter appeared as a separate book
about two months before the end of the fictional action of the
entire work. In publishing each of the first two chapters,
Pushkin made a point of indicating clearly the year of com-
position as 1823, thereby suggesting that as the time of narration
of those chapters.

Tone, phrasing, and internal evidence also indicate that the
reader is meant to consider the time of narration of the re-
maining chapters the same as the time of writing. Thus there
is an implied continual development of the author during the
writing of the novel proper, from 1823 to 1830. In addition,
when the author-narrator presents himself in the first chapter
as a character, it is his self of 1819/20 that he presents. Thus
the time of narration is 1823 to 1830, and the narrator presents
himself, additionally, as a character “as of” 1819/20.

One function served by the use of the author-narrator as a
character in the first chapter is to present him at the earlier
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moment and to imply that there may be significant develop-
ment in him between 1820 and the time of writing the first
chapter, 1823.

The time of the fictional action of the novel, 1820 to 1825, all
falls within the reign of Alexander I. The time of narration
(the same as the time of writing) includes the last two years
of Alexander I's reign, and extends some five years into the
reign of Nicholas I. The span of narration time in the novel
implies the narrator’s reacting to the events of the real world,
including, among others, the Decembrist uprising (December
1825), six months after the end of the fictional action of the
novel and five years before the end of the time of narration.
Political events never become explicit themes in Onegin; the
censor would not have allowed it, even if Pushkin had wished
it. Nevertheless, the narrator’s present-tense consciousness always
implies awareness of personal, social, and political life up to the
time of writing each of the individual chapters in turn.

The time spans of Onegin mark a time of crises—or at any
rate, great changes—not only in Pushkin’s way of looking
at the world but also in his mode of writing. The author-
narrator presented as a character in Chapter I is a representation
of Pushkin on the eve of being exiled for “subversive” (liberal;
Russians usually say ‘“revolutionary”) poems. Half the novel
(the first four chapters) was written during Alexander I's
reign. Readers of the first two chapters were made aware, as we
have seen, that they were written in 1823 while Pushkin was
in exile. Pushkin continued in exile while the next two chapters
(III and 1V) were being written in 1824-1825, and up to the
time of Nicholas I's coronation in August 1826. Between De-
cember 1825 (the time of the Decembrist uprising) and Nicholas
I's coronation, Pushkin wrote Chapters V and VI. The final
two chapters were written from 1827 to 1830, except for one
inserted “document,” Onegin’s letter, which was written in the
fall of 1831. Thus the narrational time of the novel’s final chap-
ters implies the narrator’s living under Nicholas I.

It is not surprising that in a country where, under the
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strict censorship, the use of “Aesopic language” has long been
the way for concealing or revealing true intent in literary
works, there have been continuing attempts to read between
the lines—and past the end—of the novel, to interpret its words,
characters, and story as containing concealed allusions . and
implied attitudes toward what could not be openly discussed
—such as the reigns of Alexander I and Nicholas I and the
Decembrist uprising and its aftermath. Half the novel had
been written and one chapter published before December 182s.
It can hardly be overemphasized that Pushkin not only managed
to continue and complete the novel but also to include in the
total work without any basic subsequent revisions all the
chapters he wrote while he was in exile.

Pushkin is always a craftsman, a builder of harmonious
literary structures, including the “free novel,” as he called
Onegin. It is always dangerous to assume that he did not know
what he was doing. By completing Onegin as he began it,
without basic revision of the early parts, he showed that to
his artistic consciousness there is adequate unity and con-
formity in the total novel in all aspects, including the basic
author-narrator’s stance. Thus the question is not whether
there is basic unity of the author-narrator’s stance, but what is
the nature of that stance? Perhaps the best way to approach
characterizing that stance is through a little lyric poem he wrote
in 1823, during the early stages of his work on Onegin.

Pushkin interrupted writing the early part of Omegin to
write “The Demon,” a lyric which was obviously closely con-
nected in his consciousness with his novel in verse. Indeed, he
w -te the only surviving manuscript draft of it on a manuscript
page of the first chapter of Onegin and he refers to it specifi-
cally in the last chapter of the novel (written seven years later).
The lyric is short enough to be quoted here: I shall give it in
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prose translation. The poem, as written, has two parts. The first
is as follows:

In the days when all the impressions of

existence were new to me—the glances of

maidens, the rustle of a grove, and the

singing of a nightingale at night; when sublime
feelings—freedom, glory, and love—and the inspired
arts were agitating my blood so strongly. . . .

It will be noted that this passage presents and brings to a
close a whole stage of “existence”: the poem expresses, in the
author-persona’s first person, the young poet’s ability to per-
ceive freshly and directly: beauty of appearance (girls’ “glances”
—that is, eyes; and, metonymically, all feminine beauty), of
sound (rustle of trees, singing of nightingales), and “sublime
feelings"—freedom, glory, love. All these impressions and feelings
provide inspiration for the poet. To this point, poetry has been
the poetry of perception, and in this sense youth may be
“poetic.”

The second part of the poem, continuing the same sentence,
describes what brought that stage to an end and replaced it:

Then, casting a shadow of sudden anguish,
a certain malicious genius began to visit
me in secret. Our meetings were sad:

his smile, his wondrous glance, his
wounding speeches poured cold venom
into my soul. With inexhaustible

slander he would tempt providence;

he called the beautiful a dream;

he contemned inspiration; he disbelieved
in love, in freedom; he looked on life
scornfully, and nothing in all nature

was he inclined to bless.

In this second stage, a supernatural being is presented as visiting
the youthful poet and casting “venom” on what he had experi-




THE AUTHOR-NARRATOR'S STANCE IN ONEGIN liii

enced and prized: beauty of sight and sound; inspiration, love,
freedom. The demon “blesses,” that is, accepts, nothing in all
“nature,” that is, existence. Thus the negative figure disparages
all the experiences of the poet-youth’s first stage. The implica-
tion is clear that the demon infected the youthful poet with his
own attitude, so that to the young poet his coming represents
the coming of a second stage—disenchantment with all that had
previously enchanted him. Here the poem, as written, stops.

To this day, this lyric has been interpreted as one of disen-
chantment, as presenting the poet-persona (identified as Pushkin
himself) as still in the stage of disenchantment. This interpreta-
tion suggests that Pushkin overcame the spiritual crisis of dis-
enchantment only later; just when has long been the subject of
disagreement among Pushkin specialists. I suggest that this
interpretation presents an inadequate understanding of the poem.
Lyric poems are in the present tense of the author-persona’s
perception of the state or experience presented in them. How-
ever, this poem as we have it is totally in the past tense. Hence
the present tense of the poem, the present-tense mood behind
the poem, is implicit rather than stated. What is this present-
tense attitude?

Among the things the demon conveyed to the impressionable
young poet was scorn of inspiration. However, the existence
of the poem shows that if the demon’s “visits” resulted in the
loss of inspiration, such loss of inspiration was only temporary. If
inspiration ceased, it has resumed, using as its subject the presence
and then the absence of what induced inspiration. This inspira-
tion sees through the negation, doubt, disenchantment of the
second stage to the positive qualities of the first stage (youthful
impressionability, perceptivity, inspiration) and presents them
vitally in the experience of the poem, so that the result is re-
enchantment with that experience and those qualities. This
reenchantment does not, however, deny the reality or even the
value of the experience of doubt and questioning; indeed, it
suggests that the values of youthful enchantment are revalued
after that experience. (Youth is too precious to waste on the
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young.) So that the “feelings” the demon has cast venom upon
are restored in value in spite of and also through their being
questioned.

Thus the poem, properly understood, implies a third stage.
After the first stage of youthful enchantment comes a second
stage of disenchantment with all that had earlier been enchant-
ing, and this second stage is followed by an implied stage of
mature reenchantment, the implied present tense of the poem.
This third stage is one of sophisticated naiveté, or ingenuous
sophistication. This third stage marks the climax and culmina-
tion of the poem, and represents the stance of the author-
persona of the poem. This stance is one that will permit further
maturing, with whatever experiences that may bring.

3

Nobody has ever doubted that the author-persona of “The
Demon™ is to be interpreted as being a poetic representation—
however stylized—of Pushkin himself. Neither has anyone ever
doubted that the first-person author-narrator of Onegin is to
be interpreted as a poetic representation—however stylized—of
Pushkin: as one who has written Pushkin’s previous poetry
and lived Pushkin’s relevant life experiences. A question that
has not been faced hitherto is the unity and nature of the author-
narrator’s stance in Ownegin. Neither has the related question
been adequately answered: the function served by “Pushkin”
as author-narrator presenting “himself” briefly as a character in
Chapter I of the novel.

It is my thesis that from the beginning of Chapter I of
Onegin the author-narrator’s stance in it is basically what I have
just interpreted as the author-persona’s implied present-tense
stance in the lyric “The Demon”: that of one who has gone
through a stage of youthful perceptivity and enchantment,
followed by a stage of disenchantment, followed by a third stage
(the implied present tense of narrating the novel) of mature re-
enchantment. In speaking in the first person as author-narrator
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and in making “himself” briefly a character in the novel,
Pushkin builds on the expectation that readers of Onegin will
be aware of his earlier published works and even of such a
major event in his personal life as his removal from St. Peters-
burg and the reason for it.

It cannot be an accident that Pushkin made it explicit  that
the fictional time of Chapter I is 1819/20, but the time of
writing is 1823, and the place of writing is Kishinyov and then
Odessa. Thus the time of narrating Chapter I, and hence
of the author-narrator’s stance in it, is made definite as being
1823. The author-narrator’s friendship with the fictional Onegin,
in 1819/20, was on the eve of Onegin’s departure to his uncle’s
country estate, where the main fictional action of the novel
begins, and on the eve of Pushkin’s exile to South Russia for
writing his early “subversive” (“revolutionary”) poems. Thus
Pushkin made certain that his readers could see that Chapter I
presents the way the poet-Pushkin in 1823 looked upon himself
as having been in 1820.

Pushkin’s readers were aware that in 1820, and before,
Pushkin had written poetry having the qualities of what we
have called the first stage of “The Demon,” poetry expressing
the young poet’s ability to perceive freshly and directly: beauty of
appearance, of sound, and “clevated feelings” of freedom, glory,
love. The readers of Onegin also knew that between 1820 and
1823 Pushkin had written and published lyrics with a disen-
chanted author-persona, and a long narrative poem, The
Prisoner of the Caucasus, which has a disenchanted hero with
whom, as Pushkin acknowledged, there is an essential identifi-
cation of hero’s and implied author’s stance. In short, readers
of Onegin were aware that Pushkin had experienced, in suc-
cession, the two explicit stages of “The Demon.” In the passage
in Chapter I, where the author-narrator is presented as having
been in friendly personal relationships with his hero Onegin in
1820, Pushkin makes it explicit that there is not such an identi-
fication of disenchanted hero and the author-narrator in this
novel. So that the chapter presents Onegin through a double-
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illumination of the author-narrator, as this author-narrator saw
him in 1819/20, and as Onegin appeared to him now, in 1823.

Chapter I of Omegin is made up chiefly of presenting a
typical day of Onegin’s, and then a brief passage of the friend-
ship of Onegin and the author-narrator just before both left St.
Petersburg. Onegin’s day presents him participating in the
social whirl, but as one whose youthful impressionability and
ability to perceive and feel have been prematurely chilled, as
one who has become prematurely disenchanted and so remains.
Onegin’s inability to feel is highlighted by the contrasting fresh-
ness and vitality of impression of the author-narrator. For ex-
ample, the author-narrator shows the enjoyment that the finest
ballerina of the time, Istomina, could arouse in him (I use
Walter Arndt’s translation, here and below):

There stands ashimmer, half-ethereal,

Submissive to the magisterial

Magician’s wand, amid her corps

Of nymphs, Istémina—the floor

Touched with one foot, the other shaping

A slow-drawn circle, then—surprise—

A sudden leap, and away she flies

Like down from Acol’s lips escaping,

Bends and unbends to rapid beat

And twirling trills her tiny feet. I.20

This may very well be the supreme example of motion-painting
in all Russian literature. In contrast to the author-narrator’s vital
experience, Onegin comes in late, tramps over everybody’s feet,
and after looking over the women and then the men, finally
glances absent-mindedly at the stage and yawns at the dancer
and the ballet.

A little farther on, the author-narrator starts Onegin off to a
ball, but does not bother even to present him there—because his
reactions, or his nonreactions, are predictable. Instead, in sharp
implied contrast to Onegin’s “chilledness” of feeling, he pre-
sents perhaps the most famous “digression” of the entire work—
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his own reminiscences on women’s feet—which has the central
passage:

I watched the storm-foreboding ocean,

With envy saw the waves repeat

Their onrush of tumultuous motion

To stretch in love about her feet;

Then of their touch how I was aching

With my own lips to be partaking! 1.33

Thus the disenchanted Onegin’s perceptions, or rather nonper-
ceptions, are contrasted with the vital memories of the author-
narrator.

The passage on the author-narrator’s friendship with Onegin,
toward the end Chapter I, shows the attraction Onegin had
held for him in 1820:

He who has lived and thought can never
Look on mankind without disdain;

He who has felt is haunted ever

By days that will not come again;

No more for him enchantment’s semblance,
On him the serpent of remembrance

Feeds, and remorse corrodes his heart.

All this is likely to impart

An added charm to conversation.

At first, indeed, Onegin’s tongue

Used to abash me; but ere long

I liked his acid derogation,

His humor, half shot-through with gall,
Grim epigrams’ malicious drawl. .46

The passage shows the appeal Onegin had had for him, but the
distancing comment in the middle (“all this is likely to impart
an added charm to conversation”) shows that, however appealing
Onegin’s disenchanted attitude may have been for him then,
by the time of writing the chapter he has outgrown it. This also
suggests that the fictional Onegin, at least in part, played the role
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of a “demon” to this author-narrator in 1820, but by 1823 this
“demon”-induced disenchantment is over.

This means that the author-narrator’s memories presented in
the digressions in Chapter I are vital experiences of youthful
enchantment relived through memory by one who has had an
intermediate stage of disenchantment; hence, that their narrator
is an author-narrator who has experienced mature “reenchant-
ment.” In turn, this means that the beautiful poetic digression
on freedom (seen in terms of an escape to Italy) represents a
“sublime theme” from “The Demon” seen from the point of
view of mature reenchantment. At the same time, the positive
qualities seen as present in Onegin in the passage on his friend-
ship with this author-narrator show that there were things worth
learning from Onegin.

Thus in Chapter I of Onegin the author-narrator’s vital
response to experience is in sharp contrast to Onegin’s disen-
chantment and inability to respond. The author-narrator is in
the third stage of maturing, a stage that provides the stance
which continues throughout the novel. This is not all. T should
like to suggest a point which I lack the space to develop here:
that the key to understanding the multilevel continuing play of
irony in Onegin has to do with how the author-narrator in the
third stage, mature reenchantment, reacts to earlier stages of
youthful enchantment and subsequent disenchantment and finds
meaning not only in the first stage but also in the second.

4

Our final topic is a brief consideration of the relationship
between the developmental stages of the author-narrator and
the basic characterization of the two chief male characters of
the novel, Onegin and Lensky. Though their characterization
is in no sense merely schematic or allegorical, they neverthe-
less represent two individuals at different stages of the maturing
process as seen above, with the implied question whether each
of them has the potential of reaching maturity. They are im-
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perfect, humanized, particularized representations of the “ideal”
figures of the “young poet” and the “demon” in Pushkin’s lyric
“The Demon.” Lensky is the enthusiastic, enchanted young man
of eighteen to nineteen, the exalted poet of love and friendship.
In terms of the novel his love for Olga is considered by our
author-narrator as being appropriate for his age. Indeed, at
Lensky’s age, Pushkin himself had been writing a long poem,
Ruslan and Lyudmila, in which the heroine (later spoken of
directly in the novel as having been an incarnation of Pushkin’s
Muse) is like Olga in her charming feminine flightiness com-
bined with feminine sensuality ready to be awakened. But he
presents Olga as acting negatively on Lensky as his living
Muse and suggests that for the poet to marry her (as permanent
Muse) would foreclose his possible maturing as a poet. Onegin’s
deliberate arousing of Lensky’s jealousy results for Lensky in dis-
enchantment with friendship, as regards Onegin, and, tempo-
rarily, with love, as regards Olga. Lensky’s temporary disen-
chantment with Olga is dispelled; his final poem, the night
before his fatal duel, presents with terrible irony, in the context
of the entire novel, the illusion of his trust that she will be
faithful to him or his memory. Thus, for Lensky Onegin plays
the role of “demon” and then of his actual slayer.

The novel had already suggested that Lensky is hardly
the “ideal” poet of the lyric “The Demon.” Pushkin always
thought that a poet should be first a man, and then a poet. At
first, Lensky is too much the poet—one who lives the role of
poet all the time—the poet of only the ideal, of abstractions
rather than perceptions. Then he becomes all too human, to the
point of dubious taste, as is shown by his saying to Onegin
of his affianced Olga: “ . . how splendid/Have Olga’s shoulders
grown, her bust!/ Ah, and her soul!” (IV.48). The author-
narrator gives two possibilities for Lensky if he had survived
the duel: He might have become a great poet with a “holy
insight” to reveal; or, perhaps, after marriage he might have
become an ex-poet, a cuckold, an idle landowner who would
die of the gout at forty. The total novel suggests that Lensky, to
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become a great poet, would have had to survive Onegin’s
“demonic” temptation—which would have required more depth
of character than he possessed. Thus he dies as poet because he
lacks the potentiality for poetic maturity.

Onegin’s characterization in the novel, from this point of view,
is more complex. For Lensky (as perhaps for the younger
author-narrator as fictional character in the novel), Onegin is,
however inadvertently, a “demon,” a tempter. For himself,
Onegin represents a man who is arrested at the stage of dis-
enchantment. There are definite suggestions that his disenchant-
ment came too soon and has lasted too long. The novel points
out a number of times that Onegin was no poet. At the same
time, there are continuing hints that his cold disenchantment
may not be permanent: in the brief passage of the liveliness of
memories he shares with the author-narrator in Chapter I in
his reactions to Tatyana, even though he rejects her love; in
his consciousness before the duel with Lensky, even though he
participates in the duel and kills his antagonist in it. Thus by
the final chapter of the novel we are prepared for the inevitable
surprise of Onegin’s recovering the ability to feel. In concen-
trated form, one stanza tells us what he feels, after he has
fallen in love with the now married and inaccessible Tatyana:

Imagination deals and shuffles

Its rapid motley solitaires:

He sees on melting snow-sheet dozing

A lad, quite still, as if reposing

Asleep upon a hostel bed,

And someone says: “That’s that—he’s dead . . .”

A rustic house—and who would be
Framed in the window? . .. Who but She! VIIL.37

Again, the themes or their inversions are love and friendship,
with Imagination centering on dead Lensky (betrayed friend-
ship) and Tatyana by the window of her rural home (rejected
love). The genuineness of Onegin’s love for Tatyana is manifest
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from the fact that the Tatyana he sees in Imagination is not the
grande dame in St. Petersburg, but the country miss. During
the novel there is a continuing implied question whether Onegin
will overcome his disenchantment. He indeed recovers the ability
to feel love, so that he reaches at least a partial stage three; any
further capacities for feeling Onegin may have gained or
regained at the end of the novel are not revealed. We are not
told what he may do with his new stage of maturity, when
Tatyana has rejected his love just as he had earlier rejected
hers.

Along with the theme of maturing in Onegin runs a central
theme of a time for doing and a time for being. The stages of
the author-narrator’s development are suggested as the “natural”
ones of the novel—youthful enchantment to twenty or so, then
a period of disenchantment to twenty-three or twenty-four, but
a mature reenchantment by that time. Lensky died at nineteen,
at the first breath of disenchantment (and still in his illusion
that Olga was his fated, faithful love). The precise time Onegin
became disenchanted is not made clear; we learn only that it
was “early.” In the novel, he is some three years older than
the author-narrator. Onegin first saw Tatyana in 1820, when
he was twenty-four or so; he fell in love with her too late, in
1824/25, when he was twenty-eight or -nine. Pushkin was first
“visited” by Tatyana as his Muse in 1823, when he was twenty-
four, about the same age Onegin was when he met her. In
terms of the developmental scale the novel presents, the unhap-
piness of both Tatyana and Onegin may be interpreted as re-
sulting, at least in large part, from his being, when he first saw
her, at a stage he should have already outgrown. Onegin did
not “deserve” Tatyana, Pushkin is reported as having told a con-
temporary. This is true within the novel, first, because Onegin
is no poet and hence did not deserve the “ideal” or Muse
of a poet, and second—and this is more basic but related—
because he prematurely succumbed to disenchantment and then
was enthralled by it too long and too completely.

Critics often comment about Pushkin’s moving toward prose
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in Onegin, and, indeed, he comments to this effect within the
novel. It is true that Onegin is not in a single, intense, “elevated”
style (unlike his Prisoner of the Caucasus) and that some of its
styles, while remaining poetic, suggest a poet’s prose. But the
prose of this style suggests Pushkin’s familiar letters, not his
“artistic prose.” And it is true that in his thirties, Pushkin indeed
wrote prose fiction—some of the finest in Russian—as well as
poetry in various genres. But by no means are all the varied
styles in Onegin prosaic in any sense. Pushkin never wrote poetry
more lyrical than that of numerous of the passages in Onegin.
An overemphasis on prose in interpreting the novel can, I think,
lead toward a misunderstanding of the novel’s attitude toward
poetry and prose. Actually, the entire novel suggests the impor-
tance of being poetic. A basic—perhaps zAe basic—underlying
question of the novel is not simply the stages of development,
but how a poet (or the poetic in man) can develop to maturity
and remain, or once more become, poetic. From this point of
view, both chief male characters of the fictional story fail to
“measure up,” in that each insufficiently manifests the genuinely
poetic. It is thus appropriate that the first great Russian novel
should be in poetry and have its author-narrator adopt a poetic
stance that can accept much that is usually considered prosaic and
turn it into poetry: poetry of mature reenchantment. The later
great nineteenth-century Russian novels were in prose, both in
style and in the author’s consciousness.




The Hierarchy of Narratees in Eugene Onegin®

SONA STEPHAN HOISINGTON

Works of literature are always directed toward an audience, yet
paradoxically—to quote the title of Walter Ong’s recent essay—
“the writer’s audience is always a fiction.”? Just as we dis-
tinguish between the author of a literary work and the image the
author creates of himself within a work, so must we distinguish
between the real individual who reads a work and the fictitious
person we become in the process of reading it. For, as Walker
Gibson points out, “every time we open the pages of another
piece of writing, we are embarked on a new adventure in which
we become a new person—a person as controlled and definable
and as remote from the chaotic self of daily life as the lover in
a sonnet. Subject to the degree of our literary sensibility, we are
recreated by the language. We assume, for the sake of the ex-
perience, that set of attitudes and qualities which the language
asks us to assume, and if we cannot assume them, we throw the
book away.”® A text then places certain demands on us; it
“imposes” a role on us. Successful reading depends upon our
assuming that role, on our taking on the character of what I
should like to call the “implied reader” created by the author.
This paper is addressed to the question of how we as readers
role-play, or, more exactly, how a text guides and manipulates
us so that we become the “implied reader.” The case in point is
Alexander Pushkin’s narrative poem Eugene Onegin.

As Gerald Prince points out in his study of the narratee, the
“reader” (chitatel’) is explicitly mentioned in Eugene Onegin,
and the references are both frequent and direct.> The narrator
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turns to the reader at the beginning of the work (“Onegin,
dobryi moy priyatel’, / Rodilsya na bregakh Nevy, / Gde mozhet
byt’ rodilis’ vy, / Ili blistali, moy chitatel’,” .2) and bids him fare-
well at the conclusion (VIIL49). At first glance it would seem
that we are asked to become this “reader.” Certainly in the
sentimental fiction of Pushkin’s predecessor Nikolay Karamzin
the “reader” so addressed within the text coincides with the
“implied reader.” ® But is this true of Pushkin’s work as well?
In order to answer this question let us examine the text of
Eugene Onegin, and let us begin with the final and most famous
address to the reader:?

My reader—friend or not, whichever

You were—now that the story’s end

Is here our mingled paths to sever,

I want to leave you as a friend.
Farewell. Whate’er you sought to capture
In my loose rhymes—Dbe it the rapture

Of reminiscence, pause from toil,

Lively tableaus, the piercing foil

Of wit, or bits of faulty grammar—
Please God you found here but a grain
To conjure dreams, to entertain,

To move the heart, to raise a clamor

Of controversy in the press.

Upon this note we part—God bless! VIIL49

Ostensibly, this is a friendly farewell. The narrator—and here
I should like to suggest that in Eugene Onegin the narrator is
synonymous with the “implied author” 8—appears deferential and
anxious to part with the reader on good terms. But then one
might ask why does he address the reader here as zy? Why
does he not use the more formal and also more respectful vy?
This is particularly puzzling in light of the fact that on every other
occasion the reader is addressed as vy (for example, in Chapter
L.2). Something else is puzzling here as well. The narrator says
with great deference that he hopes the reader is pleased with
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the work, that it in some “small way” meets his expectations. But
then in the catalogue that follows these expectations are in effect
reduced to absurdity, as the text shifts abruptly and without
warning from ostrye slova to grammaticheskiye oshibki, from
mechty to zhurnal’nye sshibki. Both this reduction—a device used
twice within a span of twelve lines—and the forced familiarity
the narrator assumes, insisting all the while that the reader and
he part as friends (significantly, priyatel’ is used here rather than
the more intimate form, drug, which we would expect), indicate
the ironic nature of this stanza. As implied reader we are
required to reject the literal meaning and to ‘“‘reconstruct” that
meaning.!® The “between-the-lines dialogue”!* which emerges
between implied author and implied reader might be paraphrased
as follows: “You and I know this reader is no friend of mine or
of my work. We recognize that he is a pompous ass and a
literary philistine. Imagine, approaching my work looking for
grammatical errors! You, on the other hand, share my values
and beliefs. You are a discerning person and a literary con-
noisseur. You are a true friend of my work and, therefore, my
true friend.”

From the above analysis it is apparent that the implied reader
should not be confounded with the “reader” so addressed within
the work, or what I should like to call the “mock reader.” 12 In
fact, there is a great gulf between them. The mock reader ad-
dressed so deferentially by the narrator (now he is chitatel’
blagorodnyi, 1V.20; now dostopochtennyi moy chitatel’, 1V.22;
now chitatel’ blagosklonnyi, VIL5) is associated paradoxically
with a whole set of values the implied author rejects. The im-
plied reader is the narrator’s real intimate, and a bond of intimacy
is created by means of irony.!® We find ourselves actively en-
gaged in a “mutual performance” with the implied author.!* The
author offers us an “unequivocal invitation to reconstruct,” and
we are required to make a series of precise judgments.!® This
engagement draws the reader close to the author. As Wayne
Booth puts it, “the author I infer behind the false words is my
kind of man, because he enjoys playing with irony, because he
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assumes my capacity for dealing with it and—most important—
because he grants me a kind of wisdom; he assumes that he
does not have to spell out the shared and secret truths on which
my reconstruction is built.” 16 We have a “strong sense of reject-
ing a whole structure of meanings, a kind of world that the
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