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Abstract

Multiplicity and Metaform:
Late Russian Romanticism as Literary Laboratory

by
Kathryn A. Pribble
Doctor of Philosophy in Slavic Languages and Literatures
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Lyubov Golburt, Chair

This dissertation traces the development of new literary forms in Russia between the
failure of the Decembrist uprising in 1825 and the ascendancy of proto-realism in the 1840s. |
argue that this period of intense experimentation with literary form—“form” here understood
broadly, as encompassing genre, device, and mode—was motivated by the late Romantics’
desire to expand literature’s capacity for embodiment, to push past material form’s perceived
limits to represent nonmaterial, ideal truths. I trace the aesthetic strategies devised to reconcile
with and/or provide alternatives to inherited Romantic dualisms (not only materiality/ideality,
but also presence/absence, wholeness/fragmentation, self/non-self) in texts of key prose writers
of the 1830s — Vladimir Odoevskii, Nikolai Gogol, and Mikhail Lermontov. Central to each of
these three writers’ experimental approach to form is their sense of lateness, of engaging in
literary creation at the temporal boundary line between Romanticism and an as-yet undefined
future epoch in Russian letters.

| demonstrate that all three writers employ metafictive interarts devices—what | call
“metaforms”—that draw on the realms of painting, music, and theatrical performance to encode
new formal possibilities in their texts. The three chapters examine major prose cycles and
collections—Odoevskii’s Russian Nights [Russkie nochi] (1844), Gogol’s Arabesques [Arabeski]
(1835) and Dead Souls [Mertvye dushi] (1842), and Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time [Geroi
nashego vremeni] (1840)—alongside a range of theoretical texts central to Romantic aesthetics
in Russia and Germany, including works by Vissarion Belinskii, E.T.A. Hoffmann, and Friedrich
Schiller. While my analysis is grounded in close reading and literary theory, I also draw on art
history, theater and performance studies, and music criticism to demonstrate that the Russian late
Romantics consistently appealed to non-literary artforms to organize or inspire their own literary
experiments.

Resisting the realist teleology dominant in Slavic studies to this day, my dissertation
redescribes the 1830s and 40s, not as merely “transitional,” but rather as a distinct moment
whose formal innovations lie outside standard accounts of either Romanticism or realism.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWIBAGMENES. . ... e e ii
10T 13 Tod 1 o] o 1

Chapter 1: Harmony, Fragment, Frame: Inhabiting Dualities in Odoevskii’s Russian Nights

Section I: Introduction and Philosophical Context..................ocoiiiiiiiiiiiinn.. 15
Section II: The Problem of Inspiration in Odoevskii’s Artist’s Tales........................ 19
“Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi”.................oooviiiiiiiiiiiinn... 20
“The IMProvVVISAtOTe” . ... ..ttt et et e e e e aaeeaens 25
“Beethoven’s Last Quartet”..........c.oiiiiiiiiiii i e 28
“Sebastian Bach”. ... ..., 38
Section I CONCIUSTON. .....euee e e 50

Chapter 2: Word, Text, and Image: The Sister Arts in Gogol

Section I: INTrOAUCTION. ... ..ot e e, 52
Section II: “The Portrait,” Arabesques, and the Gogolian Klnstlerroman.................. 58
Section I1I: “Rome,” Annunziata, and Visions of Totality.......................ocooenl. 68
Section 1V: “The Historical Painter Ivanov” and Dead Souls: Word vs. Narrative........ 80
Section Vi CONCIUSION. .. ... e, 89

Chapter 3: Embodying the Tragic Hero in Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time
Section 12 INtroduCtion........ ..., 92

Section Il: A Tale of Two Princesses: From Princess Ligovskaia to “Princess Mary”....99

Section III: Theatricality and Fate in “Taman” and “The Fatalist”......................... 120
Section 1V: ConcluSION. ... ... 125
WOIKS CIBA. ... 127



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Above all I want to express my gratitude to my dissertation committee. First, to the
committee’s chair, Luba Golburt, for being the most generous adviser | could have asked for. |
am thankful for her unfailing guidance and brilliant insight as the first reader of many sections of
this dissertation. | am grateful, too, to Harsha Ram, for his perceptive formulations and for
helping me keep this project grounded whenever | threatened to follow my authors into the realm
of metaphysical ideation; and to Steven Goldsmith, for his unwavering encouragement and
invaluable feedback at every stage of this project.

| also want to thank the other members of the UC Berkeley Slavic Department, without
whom this dissertation would not exist. | am especially grateful to Irina Paperno, whose early
guidance was pivotal in conceiving this project, and to Anna Muza, whose support and wisdom
helped me see it through to the end. A huge thank you to my cohort-mates, Katie DeWaele and
Dominick Lawton, who have crossed this bridge with me — for their genius and friendship, | am
endlessly grateful. Thank you, too, to Thomas Dyne, for more bright Berkeley memories than |
can count (we should really take a closer look at that mine) and for introducing me to new ways
of thinking about narrative; to Caroline Lemak Brickman, for her correspondence and for
teaching me about comradeship and lyricism; to Semyon Leonenko, for his thoughtful responses
to my questions about linguistic nuances, including the importance of the komriexkcHbIit OuieT;
and to Karina McCorkle, for many insightful conversations about folklore and horror.

A special debt of gratitude is owed to Christopher Putney, who introduced me to Gogol
and first sparked my interest in Romantic prose.

Thank you, finally, to my family, to whom—in true Romantic fashion—I owe more than
words can express. To my parents, Robin and Bill Pribble, for encouraging me in everything I do
and for teaching me to love reading and discussion; to my brother Carson Pribble, for his gentle
support and for never failing to make me laugh; and to Ting Xu Tan, whose patience, love, and
humor saw me through the most challenging parts of this project.

I’d like to dedicate this dissertation to my brother Nathan Pribble, who loved stories.



Hakonen, — Ha3bIBaliTe 3TO CyeBEpUEM, YEM BaM yIOJIHO,
— HO 5 3HAIO T10 OIBITY, YTO HEBO3MOXHO MPHUKa3aTh cede
nucaTh TO WIN APYTo€, TaK WM UHAYE; MBICIIb MHE
SIBJISIETCS. HEXKIAHHO, CAMOIIPOU3BOJIBHO U, HAKOHEIL,
HAuMHAET MYUYUTh MEHS, pa3pacTasich OECpecTaHHO B
MaTepHuaIbHyI0 (OpMY, — ITOT MOMEHT IICUXO0JIOIMUECKOTI0
mpolecca s XoTel BbIpasuTh B [Iupanesu, u nmoromy oH
IIEPBBIM AKT B MOEH IICUXOJIOTNYECKOHN ApaMe. ..

Finally, — call it superstition, whatever you like, — but |
know from experience that it is impossible to command
yourself to write this or that, one way or the other; a
thought comes to me unexpectedly, spontaneously, and
finally begins to torment me, growing incessantly into
material form — it is this moment in the psychological
process that | wanted to express in Piranesi, and for that
reason he is the first act in my psychological drama...

Letter from Vladimir Odoevskii to Andrei
Kraevskii, October 18441

INTRODUCTION
I. Imaginary Prisons

In an 1844 letter to Andrei Kraevskii about his recently published cycle Russian Nights
[Russkie nochi], Vladimir Odoevskii characterizes the process of artistic creation as a long and
tormenting struggle to embody a thought in material form.? Inspiration lies outside the control of
the artist, who, at the mercy of his own imagination, must wait for an idea to strike before slowly
helping it find its way into expression. In Russian Nights the figure for this laborious process is a
madman: Odoevskii represents the artist’s “psychological process” in the deranged eccentric
who, in the Third Night, professes himself to be the 18™"-century draughtsman Giovanni Battista
Piranesi. This representation suggests a troubling analogy between creative inspiration and the
delusions of insanity. As Odoevskii indicates in his letter to Kraevskii, it is fitting that this
madman should imagine himself to be Piranesi, an artist most famous for his drawings of
impossible prisons.

Piranesi’s sketches appealed to many Romantic writers, who perceived in his haunting
labyrinths a perfect image of the artist held captive by his own art. In a semi-ekphrastic account
of the Carceri d’invenzione [Imaginary Prisons] (ca. 1750) in Confessions of an English Opium-
Eater (1821), Thomas De Quincey imagines following the captive Piranesi through the

1V.F. Odoevskii, “Pis’mo A.A. Kraevskomu 1844 goda,” Literaturnye pamiatniki: Russkie nochi (Leningrad:
Nauka, 1975), pp. 234-236. Translation mine.

2 Odoevskii is responding in this letter to Vissarion Belinskii’s critical appraisal of his stories in a recent edition of
the thick journal Notes of the Fatherland [Otechestvennye zapiski], published by Kraevskii.



labyrinthian structure of his own etchings.3 This description of the Carceri is an analogue for De
Quincey’s opium-induced dreams and, by extension, for the byzantine structure of his own
autobiographical writings. J. Hillis Miller identifies the “Piranesi effect” as a central emblem for
De Quincey’s art: “Versions of the Piranesi effect have been noted at crucial moments of De
Quincey’s experience [...] The motif is most dramatic when it is a repetition which seems to sink
deeper and deeper into infinity, as deep opens beneath deep. Infinity is a mere abstract idea. The
Piranesi effect bodies it forth and gives it a palpable form.”* For many Romantics Piranesi
epitomized the creative imagination tormented by unrealizable artistic concepts. While Piranesi
himself was able to express his visions in compelling etchings of architectural structures, the
fantastic nature of these edifices confines them to the realm of print and ink; it would be
impossible to realize them in mortar and stone. Paradoxically, this very unrealizability renders
Piranesi’s Carceri the ideal emblem for the Romantics’ struggle to navigate the infinite expanses
of the imagination and channel abstract ideas into external expression, to “body forth” these
ideas and grant them “palpable form.” That these infinite imaginings are figured as a series of
prisons is significant. The Carceri suggest that the artist’s expansive vision is always destined to
collide with—to be imprisoned by—certain limits, including the limits of subjectivity,
materiality, and location in a particular historical moment.

It is characteristic that this moment of apparent ekphrasis in De Quincey’s Confessions is
based not on the Carceri themselves, but on De Quincey’s memory of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s description of the drawings. “I describe only from memory of Mr. Coleridge’s
account,” De Quincey admits. The form that De Quincey adopts as an emblem—Piranesi’s
nightmare prisons—is thus refracted through multiple imaginative stages. Originating in the
mind of the draughtsman, the labyrinth finds partial expression in the medium of etching, where
infinite abysses and impossible geometries underscore the edifice’s unrealizability as an actual
architectural structure. The image of the fantastical labyrinth is then conveyed to De Quincey
through Coleridge’s description; the memory of this description serves as the basis for De
Quincey’s own literary reimagining of Piranesi’s infinite hallways. De Quincey’s passage, which
adopts the Carceri as a pessimistic symbol for the Romantic imagination, thus transforms
Piranesi’s original artwork just as Piranesi’s etchings transform De Quincey’s “abstract idea” by
granting that idea form and structure.®

This complex interarts exchange raises the precise questions which, I argue, occupy the
Russian late Romantic writers at the center of this dissertation. Is a material art object—a
painting, a literary text, a musical score—capable of representing abstract, i.e., nonmaterial
truths? If so, then which artform is best suited for this task of expressing the inexpressible, of

3 De Quincey writes, “Whatever is to become of poor Piranesi, you suppose at least that his labours must in some
way terminate here. But raise your eyes, and behold a second flight of stairs still higher, on which again Piranesi is
perceived, but this time standing on the very brink of the abyss. Again elevate your eye, and a still more aerial flight
of stairs is beheld, and again is poor Piranesi busy on his aspiring labours; and so on, until the unfinished stairs and
Piranesi both are lost in the upper gloom of the hall. With the same power of endless growth and self-reproduction
did my architecture proceed in dreams.” See De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater and Other
Writings (Oxford UP, 2013), p. 70.

4 Joseph Hillis Miller, The Disappearance of God: Five Nineteenth-Century Writers (Urbana and Chicago: U of
Illinois Press, 1963), p. 67.

® For an extended reading of the function of the “Piranesi effect” in De Quincey’s autobiographical writings, see
Curtis Perry, “Piranesi’s Prison: Thomas De Quincey and the Failure of Autobiography” in Studies in English
Literature, 1500-1900, vol. 33, no. 4, 1993, pp. 809-24. Perry identifies multiple organizational models—
"imaginative structures” that impose order on the confessing subject’s autobiography—in Confessions, including
architecture and addiction.



embodying the unembodied? Why does Odoevskii—a philosopher, writer, and music critic—
turn, like De Quincey, to a series of architectural etchings as the perfect emblem for the
Romantic writer’s struggle to break free from the prison of his own imagination, to reconcile
infinite imagined potentialities with the confining limits of materiality? What is a drawing of a
prison able to capture that a literary description cannot—and vice versa? And finally, can
literature, through ekphrastic description or by adopting other interarts strategies, claim some of
the affordances of the competing artform for itself?

This dissertation investigates the ways in which major prose works of Russia’s late
Romantic period pose and attempt to work through these questions about artistic embodiment.
Ultimately, I argue that the 1830s and 40s in Russia was an era of intense formal
experimentation motivated by the desire to embody, through art, the unembodiable. Odoevskii’s
Russian Nights, Nikolai Gogol’s Arabesques [Arabeski] and Dead Souls [Mertvye dushi], and
Mikhail Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time [Geroi nashego vremeni]—all of these texts represent
distinct formal innovations that draw on non-literary artworks to confront the seemingly
impossible task of channeling abstract thought into comprehensible externalized forms.

Il. Lateness

At the center of this dissertation’s inquiry is my assertion that Russian literary culture of
the 1830s and early 1840s is everywhere underwritten by a self-conscious impulse to develop or
discover new literary forms.® I argue that this impulse is motivated, first and foremost, by a
pervasive sense of epochal lateness. Odoevskii, Gogol, and Lermontov can all be considered
writers of the late Romantic period.” In the Russian context, this means that they were most
productive in the era following the Decembrist revolt and the aesthetic preeminence of the

® Drawing on New Formalist definitions of “form,” I use the term to encompass genre (lyric, tale, novel), mode
(poetry or prose), and device (the frame narrative, the philosophical dialogue). Caroline Levine’s definition of
“form” in Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (Princeton UP, 2015) is helpfully capacious: “‘form” always
indicates an arrangement of elements—an ordering, patterning, or shaping [...] Form, for our purposes, will mean
all shapes and configurations, all ordering principles, all patterns of repetition and difference” (p. 3).

" In this way, my dissertation takes as its point of departure accounts of Russian literary history during the period of
late Romanticism and early realism proposed by scholars such as Boris Eikhenbaum, Viktor Shklovskii, Lydiia
Ginzburg, Donald Fanger, and, more recently, Melissa Frazier and Victoria Somoff. Broadly speaking, critics tend
to theorize this period in terms of one of two major evolutionary trends: first, the turn towards a more
“philosophical” Romanticism, what lurii Mann refers to as “shiroko[e] filosofsko[e] dvizhenie 20-40kh godov” (see
Mann, Russkaia filosofskaia estetika [Moskva: MALP, 1998], p. 13); and, secondly, in terms of the development of
narrative prose on its way to the “rise of the Russian novel.” The first of these interpretations looks backward to
Romantic aesthetics; the second looks forward, to the seemingly inevitable appearance of the realist novel of the
1860s and 70s. In claiming that the works of “romantic realism” transfer Romanticism’s dualistic worldview into a
recognizable, “everyday” urban milieu, Fanger, for instance, develops an account of the 1830s and 40s that
foregrounds the realist novel as endpoint (Fanger, Dostoevsky and Romantic Realism: A Study of Dostoevsky in
Relation to Balzac, Dickens, and Gogol (1965) [Northwestern UP, 1998]). In O lirike, Ginzburg identifies a crisis in
literature following the dissolution of the “school of harmonious precision” [shkola garmonicheskoi tochnosti] in the
1820s: this crisis is answered by the “poetry of thought™ [poeziia mysli], a mode of philosophical lyric that evolves
from the early, largely unsuccessful attempts of the Wisdom-Lovers, particularly VVenevitinov, Khomiakov, and
Shevyrev, to “translate their theoretical thought into poetic thought” (translation mine), to the successful meditative
lyrics of Baratynskii and Tiutchev. Ginzburg suggests that this development of the philosophical lyric represents one
side of the “coup” that was achieved in literary form in the 1830s; the other side led to the development of new
prose forms. See Ginzburg, O lirike (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1974). For a further discussion of the “crisis” in
Russian poetry in the 1820s and the new “meditative” lyric forms that emerged in the 30s, see the Introduction to
Sarah Pratt’s Russian Metaphysical Romanticism: The Poetry of Tiutchev and Boratynskii (Stanford UP: 1984).



Arzamas generation, at a time when Romanticism proper was already perceived as having come
to an end.

This shift into Russian Romanticism’s late period was accompanied by a feeling that new
forms were needed in literature. The civic Romanticism of the 1820s, with its dominant genres of
the elegy, the epigram, the friendly epistle [druzheskoe poslanie], and the sublime or romantic
ode®, could not long outlive the failure of the Decembrist uprising. The lyric fragment appeared
outmoded by the early 1830s: Pushkin, the greatest practitioner of Russian “fragmentariness,”®
famously began to distance himself from poetry in favor of prose writing, publishing the
narrative cycle The Tales of the Late lvan Petrovich Belkin [Povesti pokoinogo lvana Petrovicha
Belkina] in 1831. Byronism was publicly laid to rest with the 1832 publication of Lermontov’s
“No, I am not Byron, I am Another” [Net, ia ne Bairon, ia drugoi]. A few years later, Baratynskii
lamented the “dispersed Pleiad” [Zvezda razroznennoi pleiady!] of the Arzamas generation, the
early Romantics of the 1810s-20s, in his lyric “To Prince Piotr Andreevich Viazemskii” [Kniaziu
Petru Andreevichu Viazemskomu] (1836), the dedicatory poem in his Twilight [Sumerki] cycle.
Meanwhile, in the realm of criticism, Belinsky proclaimed in 1835 that Russia “had no
literature™ [U nas net literatury]*°, while other journalists and editors looked to the rising
profitability of the publishing industry as evidence that Russian literary culture was entering a
new phase, one that was to be dominated by popular prose narratives marketed for a broader
reading public.?

The literary texts at the center of this dissertation thus fall into the first of Ben
Hutchinson’s two major categories of epochal lateness: that is, “the sense of coming just after a
particularly powerful era.”*? This feeling of “lateness,” of having arrived too late on the literary

8 Harsha Ram has analyzed the persistence of “many of the formal trappings of the odic sublime” in the Decembrist
poetry of W.K. Kuchelbecker, K.F. Ryleev, and A.S. Pushkin. See Ram, The Imperial Sublime (Madison, WI: U of
Wisconsin Press, 2003), especially Chapter 3: “Sublime Dissent.”

9 Monika Greenleaf observes that, “As the 1820’s progressed, the epithet ‘fragmentary’ followed Pushkin
persistently.” Greenleaf argues that, by the end of the 20’s, Pushkin’s characteristic “fragmentariness” had begun to
frustrate, rather than delight, his audience. See Greenleaf, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient,
Irony (Stanford UP, 1997), pp. 2-3.

10 In “Literaturnye mechtaniia” [Literary Dreams] (1834-1835), a ten-part critical article published in Nadezhdin’s
Molva, Belinskii divides Russian literature into four periods, each defined by one or two central authors: the
“Lomonosov period,” whose major poets were Lomonosov and Derzhavin; the “Karamzin period,” whose primary
poets included Karamzin, Zhukovskii, and Batiushkov; the “Pushkin period,” which came to an end after the
publication of Boris Godunov; and the current “prosaic-national period,” which in 1835 still lacked a central figure.
See V.G. Belinskii, Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo khudozhestvennoi
literatury, 1948), Vol. 1, pp. 7-89.

1 This optimism led Nikolai Grech to announce in 1832 that the opening of Aleksandr Smirdin’s new lending
library and bookstore on Nevskii Avenue heralded Russian literature’s movement “out of the basements and into the
palaces” (qtd. in George Gutsche, “Dinner at Smirdin’s: Forces in Russian Print Culture in the Early Reign of
Nicholas I,” The Space of the Book: Print Culture in the Russian Social Imagination, ed. Miranda Remnek [U of
Toronto Press, 2011]). Melissa Frazier offers a particularly nuanced account of the growth of popular publications in
Romantic Encounters: Writers, Readers, and the “Library for Reading” (Stanford UP, 2007). Frazier complicates
the standard narrative that attributes the “crass commercialization of Russian literature” to Osip Senkovskii, the
editor of the highly profitable Biblioteka dlia chteniia, by suggesting that Senkovskii’s journal in fact represents an
apotheosis of Romantic poetics (p. 15).

12 See Hutchinson, Lateness and Modern European Literature (Oxford UP, 2016), p. 13. Hutchinson’s monograph
on lateness and late style argues that modernity is characterized by a pervasive sense of lateness that has its roots in
post-Goethean German Romanticism. Of particular importance for my reading of this period of Russian
Romanticism as self-consciously “late” is Hutchinson’s claim that late periods are marked by a heightened and self-
aware concern with literary history, a concern that arose alongside and in dialogue with the philosophy of history in



scene, contributed directly to the experimental approaches to form taken by Odoevskii (in his
works of the 1830s and 40s)*2, Gogol, and Lermontov. The major texts analyzed in this
dissertation engage in a sustained critique of early / high Romantic aesthetic categories such as
fragmentation and philosophical dualism (Odoevskii), absence (Gogol), and Romantic
subjectivity (Lermontov). | argue that these critiques are present on the level of literary form as
well as content, and that they shape the form and structure of these texts in ways which have not
previously been accounted for in scholarship.

In characterizing these texts as fundamentally “late” and thus as invested in rethinking
earlier Romantic paradigms, I am not suggesting that they attempt to “overcome” or “move
beyond” Romanticism. Accounts of Russian literary history of this period—generally speaking,
from the end of high Romanticism to the ascendancy of the Russian realist tradition—often read
the 1830s and 40s in more or less teleological terms, as marking literature’s “evolution” from
Romanticism to realism. Resisting this tendency to read the realist novel backwards onto late
Romantic texts, as the inevitable endpoint toward which they gesture, I theorize the period as one
defined by a series of deeply self-reflexive experiments in the realm of literary form,
experiments which have in common two structural tendencies: 1) an organization founded on
multiplicity: nearly all of the texts | examine take the form of a cycle [tsikl], compilation
[sbornik], or collection [sobranie]; and 2) the incorporation of a central metafictive structure
borrowed from the realm of the visual, musical, or theatrical arts in an effort to unify and model
their own complex creation.

I11. Multiplicity as Literary Laboratory

A central feature of these late Romantic texts is that they have all been read as
fundamentally fragmented, miscellaneous, or otherwise characterized by structural multiplicity.
This might be a multiplicity of genre (the five central tales that make up A Hero of Our Time
belong to five distinct genres; Dead Souls is both a novel and an epic; Arabesques includes an
essay on universal history alongside three short stories and a chapter from an unwritten novel);
multiplicity of narrative voice (there are three narrators in A Hero of Our Time and more than a
dozen in Russian Nights); or even a multiplicity of potential frame narratives — many of the
individual stories that make up these cycles were published separately in thick journals or
intended for other collections before they made their way into the final text.}* These works thus

German Idealism: “A culture of lateness predisposed the age not only to historical stock-taking, but also to
theorizing about the very nature of the relationship between literature and history, a relationship predicated on a
heightened self-consciousness regarding questions of historical precedence” (p. 7). Hutchinson’s characterization of
the “epistemology of lateness” as “always linked to the attempt—if at times only implicit and potential—to
regenerate itself, to make cultural virtue out of contingent necessity by transforming lateness into earliness” is also
important, inasmuch as the writers with whom my dissertation is concerned at times hesitated between seeing
themselves as the last Russian Romantics, and as the first pioneers of a new, as yet unformed, literary style (p. 13).
13 Odoevskii was an active participant in Russian intellectual life during Romanticism’s early period, establishing
himself “at the forefront” of cultural circles in 1822-25 (see Neil Cornwell, The life, times and milieu of V.F.
Odoevsky (1804-1869) [Athens, OH: Ohio UP, 1986], p. 8). However, the literary texts for which he is most well-
known were written in the 30s and 40s. Russian Nights figures the rupture between the “early” and “late” stages of
Odoevskii’s own career as a dialogue between a representative of the older Romantic generation—a participant in
the circles of the 20s—and the new intellectual generation of the 1840s.

14 Gogol’s “The Portrait” [Portret], for example, was most likely intended for two other prose collections before
finally finding its way into Arabesques. The first was a three-part almanac titled Troichatka, which Odoevskii
conceived in 1833 as a collaboration with Pushkin and Gogol. The project never came to fruition. However, S.A.



level an interpretive challenge at readers: to figure out what unites the apparent miscellany, what
overarching theme or purpose justifies their inclusion within a single prose cycle — or indeed,
whether such a unifying purpose exists at all.

Scholarship on the mixed-genre collections and prose cycles of the 1830s-40s tends to
follow one of two general interpretive trends. The first tendency, originating with the Russian
Formalists, reads these cycles as symptomatic of a pervasive impulse toward novelistic
discourse. Boris Eikhenbaum and Viktor Shklovskii claim that cyclical organization is the
natural precursor to the novel, a steppingstone on the path to narrative unity.'> More recently,
Victoria Somoff has analyzed the shorter prose forms of the 1820s-50s—the povest’, the frame
narrative, and the cycle of tales—as “back roads and byways [...] toward novelistic discourse
[...] deeming the novel—the novel in prose—a touchstone for Russian literature’s aesthetic
prospects.”*® Somoff argues that prose cycles like A Hero of Our Time, Pushkin’s Tales of
Belkin, Odoevskii’s Russian Nights and Motley Tales [Pestrye skazki] (1833), and Gogol’s
Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka [Vechera na khutore bliz Dikan ’ki] (1831) facilitate the
emergence of the “collector of tales” as a narrative persona who prefigures the novel’s
omniscient narrator. She characterizes these variegated and cyclical texts as experiments through
which “the novelistic authorial position was first discovered in Russian prose.”’ | follow Somoff
in viewing the texts at the center of this dissertation as literary experiments, or “laboratories,” for
working out new prose forms.8 It is also undeniable that the novel was one possible endpoint
toward which writers in the 1830s and 40s were working as they constructed these literary
experiments.® Of the texts analyzed in this dissertation, this is especially true of A Hero of Our

Fomichev draws on extensive draft evidence to argue that “The Portrait,” Odoevskii’s “Princess Mimi,” and
Pushkin’s “The Queen of Spades” are the three stories in question. See S.A. Fomichev, Prazdnik zhizni: Etiudy o
Pushkine (SPB: Nauka, 1995), pp. 194-208. More recently, N.E. Genina has echoed and extended Fomichev’s
claims in her article ““Ne dozhidaites’ Belkina...’: Nerealizovannaia ‘Troichatka’ A.S. Pushkina, N.V. Gogolia,
V.F. Odoevskogo,” Vestnik Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, N0.333 (April 2010). The second unrealized
collection for which “The Portrait” may have been intended was Gogol’s planned cycle of artist’s tales titled
Moonlight through a broken attic window on Vasilevskii Island [Lunnyi svet v razbitom okoshke cherdaka na

Vasil 'evskom ostrove]. In 1835 Gogol settled on Arabesques as the appropriate frame for the story, though he
remained dissatisfied. He produced a heavily revised version of the tale—which excises most of the story’s fantastic
elements—in 1842.

15 See Eikhenbaum, “Geroi nashego vremeni,” in Staz’i 0 Lermontove (Moscow and Leningrad: Izd. AN SSSR,
1961), pp. 221-265. In this essay Eikhenbaum argues that “Toward the middle of the 1830s it became clear that the
primary path to the creation of the new Russian novel lay through the cyclization of minor forms and genres”
(translation mine). See also Viktor Shklovskii, Razvertyvanie siuzheta (Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka),
Petrograd: Opoyaz, 1921. Shklovskii writes, “The predecessor of the modern novel was the collection of short
stories” (p. 15, translation mine), though he adds that this is a claim of “chronological fact” rather than direct “causal
necessity.” Victoria Somoff discusses Shklovskii’s analysis in detail in chapter 2 of The Imperative of Reliability.
See also the collection of essays on Russian prose of the first quarter of the 19™ century edited and published by
Eikhenbaum and lurii Tynianov in 1924: Russkaia proza (The Hague: Mouton, 1963).

16 Victoria Somoff, The Imperative of Reliability: Russian Prose on the Eve of the Novel, 1820s-1850s
(Northwestern UP, 2015), p. 4.

7 ibid., p. 8

18 Richard Freeborn similarly refers to the early Russian novel—in which category he includes Evgenii Onegin and
A Hero of Our Time—as “a virtually experimental form.” See The Rise of the Russian Novel: Studies in the Russian
Novel from ‘Eugene Onegin’ to ‘War and Peace’ (Cambridge UP, 1973), p. 1.

19 Many writers—including those, like Evgenii Baratynskii, who were and continue to be best known for their lyric
poetry—professed a desire to write a novel in the 1830s. Baratynskii references his intentions to write a novel on
multiple occasions in his letters to Ivan Kireevskii throughout the 1830s (see, for example, Baratynskii’s letters to
Kireevskii from July—August 1831), and in a letter to his mother in 1842 outlines his plan to write a “novel in the



Time, which is explicitly preoccupied with its generic status vis-a-vis the novel. However, |
argue that the novel is only one possible form toward which these texts aspire, and that many of
these experiments gesture toward alternative formal possibilities not yet treated in literary
scholarship on the period.

While Somoff, following the Formalists, sees the prose cycle as a “back road” to
narrative unity, Melissa Frazier reads these cyclical structures as an extension of Romanticism’s
preoccupation with the fragment. Looking backwards to Jena and the Athenaeum, Frazier
suggests that Gogol’s 1835 collection Arabesques reveals a (perhaps unconscious) impulse to
manifest, through a series of interrelated but fragmentary texts, the ideal Romantic genre
proposed by Friedrich Schlegel in “Letter on the Novel” (1800)—a genre that allows philosophy
and art, poetry and criticism, to co-exist as parts of a sublime whole.?’ The Athenaeum project’s
influence on Russian Romanticism began receiving scholarly attention in the early 1990s, in the
wake of deconstruction and the work of its exponents in Romanticism studies. This scholarship
has tended to focus on the ascendancy of the genre of the Romantic fragment in Russia and its
attendant linguistic skepticism. My project builds upon but also complicates the claim that the
ideas of the Frihromantik persist in the philosophical Romanticism of 1830s Russia. | read key
texts of the period both alongside and against the genre of the fragment, locating moments in
these texts that attempt to enact presence or completion, overcoming absence and fragmentation.

Frazier’s historical gaze, oriented toward Jena, informs her reading of the prose collection
(and, in Romantic Encounters: Writers, Readers, and the “Library for Reading,” of the literary
journals of the 1830s%!) as an extension of the project of Romantic aesthetics; Somoff, looking
ahead to the novel, reads the cycles of the 30s as containing within themselves the seeds of
novelistic unity. Rather than suggesting that these texts foreshadow the novel or backshadow the
Romantic fragment (by appearing as the culmination of a particular strain in Romantic poetics),
this dissertation proposes an alternate vision of the 1830s and 40s as a unique period of intense,
open-ended formal experimentation motivated by the desire to embody, through art, the
unembodiable; as well as a tendency to appeal to artforms other than literature for inspiration in
the development of new aesthetic forms that would facilitate this act of literary embodiment.

Often this experimental approach to literature involved reworking and restaging the same
motif or philosophical problem across multiple drafts, narratives, and textual variants. This
process allowed late Romantic prose writers to try out multiple forms for the content they sought
to embody. To use the terminology favored by two of my writers—Odoevskii and Gogol—this
proliferation of variants allowed the writer to experiment with different expressions
[vyrazheniia] for the thought [mysl’] they sought to express. As Odoevskii explains to Kraevskii
in the epigraph to this Introduction, the creative process by which a thought “grows incessantly
into material form” is always an arduous one. The four short stories about artists in Russian

Balzacian genre” [roman v zhanre Bal’zaka]. See E. Kupreianova, “Baratynskii tridtsatykh godov,” in Baratynskii
E.A. Polnoe sobranie stikhotvorenii v 2 tomakh, Vol.1 (Leningrad: Sov. pisatel’, 1936). Pushkin, meanwhile,
confessed to Vladimir Dal’ in 1832 that he had started three separate novels but lacked the patience to finish them,
though he desperately wanted to complete a longer prose work. See Eikhenbaum, “Put’ Pushkina k proze,” in O
proze, o poezii: Shornik statei (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1969), pp. 214-30.

20 Frazier writes, “whether or how Gogol might have learned of Schlegelian aesthetics remains unclear. Still,
something in Gogol’s imagination has a decidedly Schlegelian cast of countenance, as in Schlegel’s thought, and
particularly in that thought as expressed in Dialogue on Poetry, the arabesque is a literary genre, one which in fact
bears a strong resemblance to Arabesques.” See Melissa Frazier, Frames of the Imagination: Gogol’s ‘Arabesques’
and the Romantic Question of Genre (Peter Lang, Inc., 2000), p. 5.

21 See Frazier, Romantic Encounters: Writers, Readers, and the “Library for Reading” (Stanford UP: 2007)



Nights all stage the same basic philosophical-aesthetic problem (What is artistic inspiration, and
how is it distinguished from madness?). All four were originally intended for an unrealized cycle
titled The Madhouse [Dom sumasshedshikh] and were then published separately in various
almanacs and journals. There, the other tales, verses, and illustrations included in the respective
publications necessarily altered the artistic impact of Odoevskii’s stories, making them a part of
the overarching form of the journal. Finally, the four stories were incorporated into Russian
Nights, where a frame narrative in the guise of a philosophical dialogue that occurs over nine
nights cast them in yet another form. Odoevskii thus experimented with multiple narratives,
multiple heroes (an engraver, an improvisor, and two musical composers), multiple drafts, and
multiple framing devices in an effort to represent a particular idea: that the boundary line
between inspiration and madness is always tenuous. In a similar way Lermontov conceived many
versions of his central hero, Pechorin, over the course of many years, casting him variously in
the guise of a dramatic hero, the protagonist of the proto-realist novel Princess Ligovskaia, and
finally, the familiar diarist of A Hero of Our Time.

Ultimately, I read the multiplicity at the heart of these late Romantic texts as a
manifestation of the writers’ probing, exploratory approach to the problem of artistic
embodiment, i.e., the question of how the material form of an art object can be made
commensurate with the thought behind it despite perceived limitations to material form. This
multiplicity is countered by a competing impulse to model unity. This secondary impulse is
realized via a series of interarts emblems that these texts adopt as figure for their own longed-
after form.

IV. Fragment & Metaform

The perceived gap between thought (mys/’) and expression (vyrazhenie) that haunted
many of the late Romantics has its basis in Romantic aesthetics. It is grounded in the broader
dualisms (spirit and matter; the ideal and the real) of philosophical idealism, whose privileged
genre is the fragment. A sense of frustrated longing for the unity of absolute being is
fundamental to the Romantic project, as is the proposition that language, including artistic
language, is only ever an approximate and imprecise medium for conveying thought. The
fragment, then, becomes “the romantic genre par excellence,” as it incarnates Romanticism’s
eternally thwarted desire for completion.?? In other words, the fragment is a stand-in for the
perpetually absent ideal work, of which it claims to be a part.?

22 philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Literary Absolute (1978), trans. Philip Barnard and Cheryl
Lester (NY: State University of New York Press, 1988), p. 40. C.f. Friedrich Schlegel’s famous aphorism: “Many of
the works of the ancients have become fragments. Many modern works are fragments as soon as they are written”
(Athenaeum fragment 24, 1798), in Friedrich Schlegel, Philosophical Fragments, trans. Peter Firchow (Minneapolis,
MN and London: U of Minnesota Press, 1991), p. 21.

2 For the definitive discussion of the fragment as a Romantic genre, see Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, The Literary
Absolute. Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy read the Athenaeum Fragments and Critical Fragments of Friedrich Schlegel
and the Jena romantics (ca. 1797-1800) within the context of German philosophical idealism and post-Kantian
thought. They argue that the literary fragment indicates a never-to-be-completed process (“the immediate projection
of what it nonetheless incompletes,” pp. 42-43) rather than a completed product; nevertheless, each individual
fragment can also be seen as whole in itself (see the famous Athenaeum fragment 206, which posits that a fragment
must be “complete in itself like a hedgehog™). As such, the fragment comes closest of all genres to bridging the gap
between the real and the ideal that haunts Romanticism. Nevertheless, the fragment is ultimately only ever a stand-in
for the desired absolute Work. In a passage that finds its echo in later Gogol scholarship examining the role of
absence in Gogol’s texts, Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy write, “The work in this [absolute] sense is absent from



| argue that the late Romantic works analyzed in this dissertation rely on a particular type
of metaliterary device that is related to but distinct from the fragment. An artform other than
literature—painting, music, or dramatic performance—is represented within the text and comes
to function as a self-referential metaphor, giving expression to the idealized form(s) toward
which the text itself aspires. This device encodes the unrealized or alternative potentialities of the
text while also making those potentialities appear real and present. This category of secondary
art object, which I refer to as a “metaform,” is adopted by the text as an emblem for itself
because it is seen as a more successful means than verbal art for embodying presence. These
metaforms are partially constituted by their relation to the fragment, and yet are also opposed to
the fragment in important ways. The metaform aims to suspend the reader’s imagination and
delimit interpretive possibilities, exercising monologic authority, while the fragment opens up
interpretation and inspires the reader to engage in a co-creative exchange with the text. In
addition, the temporality of the metaform is that of the moment: the truth it conveys is singular
and eternal and is therefore made perceptible instantaneously; by contrast, the fragment, by
making truth negotiable, leaves open the possibility of endless debate and variation.?* Finally, the
metaform and the fragment have different relations to the whole. While the fragment is
fundamentally incomplete and inspires desire for the missing whole, the metaform contains
within itself, in miniature, the whole of the sought form; it forestalls desire.

The impulse to locate formal or structural models in artforms other than literature is
rooted in Romantic aesthetic theory’s preoccupation with the concept of the “sister arts.”
Thinkers in both the German and Russian Romantic traditions were concerned with the
interrelation of the sister arts — broadly speaking, the differing forms and affordances of music,
literature, and the visual and plastic arts, particularly painting, sculpture, and architecture.
Following theorizations of the sister arts proposed by pre-Romantic thinkers such as Johann
Joachim Winckelmann and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing—the latter’s classic Laokoon (1766)

works—and fragmentation is also always the sign of this absence. But this sign is at least ambivalent, according to
the constant logic of this type of thought, whose model is negative theology. The empty place that a garland of
fragments surrounds is a precise drawing of the contours of the Work. It suffices to take one further step—which
consists in thinking that the Work as work, as organon and individual, is given, precisely, in its form—to understand
simultaneously that the Work is, beyond all ‘isolated’ art, work of art, and that the ‘system of fragments’ (A 77) is a
precise drawing, using the traits of its fragmentary configuration, of the contours of the Work of art, which are no
doubt external but nonetheless its own contours, its absolute Physiognomy” (pp. 46-47). For a consideration of the
19™-century economic and cultural contexts within which the Romantic fragment poem emerged as the epoch’s
quintessential form, see Marjorie Levinson, The Romantic Fragment Poem: A Critique of a Form (Chapel Hill: U of
North Carolina Press, 1986). For an examination of the fragment’s legacy in Russia, see Monika Greenleaf, Pushkin
and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient, Irony, pp. 19-55. Greenleaf situates Russian Romanticism within
the broader trajectory of the Romantic project established by the Schlegel brothers and, later, Byron.

24 The question of the metaform’s temporal dimension vis-a-vis the fragment is complex and will be discussed in
further detail in Chapter Two. The fragment, too, involves an element of instantaneousness, which both Lacoue-
Labarthe & Nancy and Greenleaf, following Schlegel, associate with the immediacy of a “flash of wit,” or Witz.
Greenleaf writes, “The flash of wit and the lyrical fragment are analogous artifacts” (p. 48). Lacoue-Labarthe &
Nancy note that “Witz is concerned with the fragment, first of all, in that both of these ‘genres’ [...] imply the
‘sudden idea’ (Einfall, the idea that suddenly ‘falls’ upon you, so that the find is less found than received) [...]
because ‘many witty sudden ideas’ [witzige Einfalle] are like the sudden meeting of two friendly thoughts after a
long separation,” Witz seems to imply within itself the entire fragmentary, dialogical, and dialectical structure that
we have outlined. The essence of the ‘sudden idea’ consists in its being a synthesis of thoughts” (p. 52). While the
linking of the fragment to Witz attributes a sense of the momentary and the instantaneous to fragmentation, Lacoue-
Labarthe & Nancy’s emphasis on “dialogue” and “meeting” (two thoughts coming together, not the sudden
appearance of one) underscores the fundamentally communicative and co-creative aspect of the fragment, which
requires an exchange to come into being.



famously defines the vital difference between verbal and visual representation in terms of a
divide between temporality and spatiality—Romantic aestheticians sought to articulate a
hierarchy of the different artforms.?® This hierarchy often took the form of a stadial and
teleological categorization of the sister arts according to their place in the development of human
history.?

In Russia, such hierarchies were proposed in a series of essays throughout the 1820s.
These include Odoevskii’s “An Essay in the Theory of the Fine Arts” [“Opyt teorii iziashchnykh
iskusstv”’] (1823-1825); Alexander Galich’s “An Essay in the Science of the Beautiful” [“Opyt
nauki iziashchnogo”] (1825); Dmitri Venevitinov’s “Analysis of an Article on Evgenii Onegin”
[“Razbor stat’i o Evgenii Onegine”] (1825) and “Sculpture, Painting, and Music” [“Skul’ptura,
zhivopis’ i muzyka”] (1827); and Gogol’s “Sculpture, Painting, and Music” (included in
Arabesques). All of these essays construct a narrative of historical progress that moves from the
plastic forms of antiquity to the ideal art of the Christian era, which is most often associated with
music. Vladimir Odoevskii, for example, writes in “An Essay in the Theory of the Fine Arts”
that painting affects its audience in a way that is immediate, material, and relatively superficial,
while music penetrates the interior of our souls, an idea taken directly from German aesthetics.?’
Galich, meanwhile, sees the novel as the highest manifestation of Romantic art, while
Venevitinov reserves that place for drama.?®

By the 1830s, Russian writers and critics could draw on an established interest in
evaluating the boundary lines between the different artforms, as well as in assessing the
competing affordances of the visual, verbal, and musical arts. Many writers, Odoevskii and
Gogol among them, constructed theoretical hierarchies which judged each artform according to
its ability to embody the longed-for synthesis of the ideal and the real, or to approximate in

% For an overview of this genre’s history, see Herbert Lindenberger, “Literature and the Other Arts,” in The
Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, vol. 5, ed. Marshall Brown (Cambridge UP: 2007), pp. 362-386.
Lindenberger traces the history of the treatise on various artforms to Alexander Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750-58),
the text that gave its name to the emerging philosophical field of aesthetics. In Germany these treatises were often
part of a larger philosophical system, as in the case of Schelling and Hegel.

%6 In tracing this historical trajectory, theorists like Friedrich Schlegel hoped to posit a new “Romantic” genre that
would serve as the telos of this historical model. Such a genre would overcome previous generic divisions while
providing a means of aesthetic reintegration of matter and spirit. It was this search for a Romantic genre that led to
the Jena Romantics’ valorization of the poetic fragment. As the finite analogue of the ideal artwork, the fragment
comes closest of all aesthetic forms to bodying forth transcendence.

2 The idea that music is the most perfect of the artforms is especially prevalent in the aesthetic theory of Wilhelm
Heinrich Wackenroder, whose Herzensergiessungen eines kunstliebenden klosterbruders [Outpourings of an Art-
Loving Monk] (1797) was translated into Russian by the Moscow Romantics (Venevitinov, Odoevskii, Shevyrev,
Titov) in 1826. Vasilii Gippius argues that “The Russian Romantics of the 1820s who were grouped around The
Moscow Herald [...] were closer to Wackenroder’s version of Romanticism than to Schelling’s [...] In architecture,
as in music, they saw pure idea, unconditioned by any proximity to nature.” See V.V. Gippius, Gogol’, trans. Robert
Maguire (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1989), pp. 42-45. Galich, a devoted follower of Schelling
and one of the first to bring Schelling’s philosophy to Russia, was an exception; like Schelling, Galich desired a
unification of the infinite (spirituality) and the finite (plasticity). For a pivotal discussion of the privileging of music
in Romantic aesthetics, see M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (Oxford UP: 1971), pp. 88-94.

28 In an 1825 letter to Aleksandr Koshelev, Venevitinov posits a historical dialectic—a structure that he took from
A.W. Schlegel, whose work he greatly admired—according to which history’s “first epoch,” characterized by
objectivity and represented in epic poetry, has been superseded by the present “second epoch,” characterized by
subjectivity and represented in lyric poetry; the future “third epoch” will see a synthesis of objectivity and
subjectivity, epic and lyric, in dramatic art. See D.V. Venevitinov, “Pis’mo A.I. Koshelevu 1825 goda,”
Stikhotvoreniia. Proza. Seriia ‘Literaturnye pamiatniki’ (Moscow: Nauka, 1980). For a detailed overview of the
aesthetic treatises produced in Russia in the 1820s, see Mann, pp. 21-30.
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material form the experience of spiritual transcendence.?* It is of course important not to
overstate the influence of these theoretical treatises: they reached a relatively small readership,
and, unlike their German predecessors, were not rigorously grounded in broader philosophical
discourse, such a discourse not yet having appeared in Russia in the 1820s. However, they show
that there was a clear and sustained interest in the theoretical relationship between the artforms
among the late Romantic writers, and that both Gogol and Odoevskii contemplated the ways in
which literature exceeded and / or fell short of the potential of the plastic and musical arts to
embody the ideal. For Lermontov, as Chapter Three will show, of particular importance were
theoretical considerations of tragedy and of the relationship between drama as literary script and
drama as embodied performance.

Ultimately, I argue that this broad conceptual concern with the capacity for embodiment
possessed by the different artforms informed the creation of unique aesthetic devices in the late
Russian Romantic period. These devices, or metaforms, exist in a productive tension with the
pervasive multiplicity of the texts they emblematize. In the space between form and metaform,
new aesthetic possibilities are suggested.

V. Overview

In one sense, the chapters in this dissertation proceed along non-chronological lines. The
major texts analyzed in Chapters One, Two, and Three were published in 1844 (Russian Nights),
1842 (Dead Souls), and 1840 (A Hero of Our Time), respectively. The reverse chronological
order is intended to destabilize received models of progression according to which formal
innovation in the 40s led inexorably toward the novel. Instead, | characterize this period as open-
ended and not predetermined in its creative experimentation. At the same time, a broadly
chronological progression inheres in the advancement of intellectual and / or philosophical
concerns motivating these three writers. Odoevskii’s firm intellectual grounding in the early
Romanticism of the 1820s gives way, in Chapter Two, to Gogol’s idiosyncratic combination of
Eastern Orthodox and dilettante philosophical-aesthetic concerns in the mid-1830s. The
dissertation concludes with Lermontov’s exploration of selfhood, which is free of explicit
engagement with early Romantic philosophy. My chapters thus chart two simultaneous
narratives, one chronological, the other reverse chronological. The first belongs to the sphere of
intellectual history; the second, to literary history (i.e., the reconstruction of the development of
literary forms). The tension between these two chronologies underscores the complex
relationship that exists between each of these fundamentally late texts and its position in the
Russian literary tradition.

In Chapter One, “Harmony, Fragment, Frame: Inhabiting Dualities in Odoevskii’s
Russian Nights,” I argue that Odoevskii’s prose cycle uses the genre of the Romantic artist’s tale
(Kanstlerroman) to repeatedly stage the problem of philosophical dualism in an effort to finally
reconcile with Romantic binaries. Rather than seeking a synthesis of dualisms—the dream of the
Romantics of the 1820s—the 1844 cycle casts an ambivalent look back at Russia’s early
Romantic period while learning to inhabit these dualisms comfortably. | argue that Odoevskii
interrogates his own position as a practitioner of late Romantic literature by engaging in an
interarts metacommentary that considers and finally discards a series of solutions to the cycle’s

29 It must be acknowledged that Odoevskii’s approach was, characteristically, considerably more theoretically sound
than Gogol’s.
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central dichotomy, that of thought (mys/’) vs. expression (vyrazhenie). These discarded solutions
are framed as the product of the Idealist-inflected aesthetic thought of the 1820s. The 1844 cycle
shatters the dualistic premise of the individual Kiinstlerromane to produce a more ambivalent
vision of aesthetic inspiration, one that is informed by the musical principles of counterpoint and
harmony. “Lateness” thus becomes the grounds for the genesis of a new prose style.

Each of the four artist’s tales in Russian Nights features a non-literary art-object—
architectural design; improvisational oral poetry; musical composition—in order to model the
potential held by various forms of material expression for embodying abstract thought. |
demonstrate that each story considers this fundamental artistic problem of thought vs. expression
as it is informed by a secondary set of binary axes. These secondary binaries are 1) solipsism (or
an excess of inward thought) vs. spontaneity (an excess of outward expression); 2)
transhistoricism vs. historical periodization; and 3) madness vs. genius. Put more simply, these
stories ask whether inspiration is inwardly or outwardly derived; whether it is transhistorical or
subject to historical progress and change; and whether the line between madness and creative
genius can ever be firmly drawn. | suggest that each story presents a different argument about the
place that creation occupies along each of these binary axes. What is established as provisionally
“true” about the creative process in one story is countered by the example of art given in another.
It is only by considering all four stories together along with the philosophical dialogue in the
frame narrative that the pattern of central binaries emerges. This contrapuntal structure allows
the cycle as a whole to inhabit these dualities without ever needing to synthesize or overcome
them. In Russian Nights, then, Odoevskii takes inspiration from musical composition to construct
a late Romantic form capable of accommodating duality.

Chapter Two, “The Unrealized Text: Word and Image in Gogol’s ‘Sister Arts’ Stories,”
analyzes the role that the visual arts play in Gogol’s oeuvre between 1835 and his death in 1852.
I examine Gogol’s valorization of the representational capacities of portraiture and history
painting in the short works “The Portrait” (1835) and “Rome” [Rim] (1842). Animated by a
conflict that emerges in these two narratives between the qualities that Gogol attributes to the
painted image (atemporality, presentness) and those attributed to the literary text (temporality,
open-endedness), these stories betray Gogol’s attempt to wrest narrative into a form that might
afford the same representational possibilities as the image. Behind both of these real texts stand
unrealized works that, | argue, would have more fully achieved the aspirational forms borrowed
from painting: the proposed collection of Kunstlerromane titled Moonlight through a broken
attic window on Vasilevskii Island, and Annunziata, the unwritten novel of which “Rome”
purports to be a fragment.

These readings lay the groundwork for my final and most polemical argument, that in
Gogol’s magnum opus Dead Souls (1842) and its infamously unfinished second volume, the
conflict between image and word is sublimated into a broader tension between space and time.
With reference to Gogol’s two theoretical essays on large-scale historical paintings (“The Last
Day of Pompeii” [Poslednii den’ Pompei] and “The Historical Painter Ivanov” [Istoricheskii
zhivopisets lvanov]), I suggest that by the early 1840s Gogol’s aesthetic ideal had evolved into
the “significant moment” of history painting. Unlike the literary fragment, which in its
incompleteness gestures toward the unattainable whole without ever giving the reader a full
sense of what that whole looks like, the significant instant captured by the painter’s brush
already contains the whole within itself. | read the structural tensions of Dead Souls—in
particular, the novel’s disorienting alteration between static and dynamic modes—as
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symptomatic of Gogol’s unrealized desire to maneuver his narrative into a form that would, in
future volumes, offer a literary equivalent to the “significant moment” of history painting.
Departing from post-structuralist interpretations of absence in Gogol as an achievement of
Romantic art, | argue that Gogol, as a late Romantic, was more interested in plenitude than lack,
and that he felt the perpetual absence of the longed-for form—in the unrealized Kiinstlerromane
collection, in Annunziata, and in the missing volumes of Dead Souls—as a failure. This central
claim informs my chapter’s commitment to reconstructing the unwritten texts toward which the
painterly metaforms gesture.

Chapter Three, “Embodying the Tragic Hero in Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time,”
analyzes Lermontov’s appeals to theater, i.e., the embodied enactment of a written drama, as an
aesthetic model while he worked “backward” from the narrative unity of his unfinished novel
Princess Ligovskaia to the more disjointed form of the Romantic collection in A Hero of Our
Time. Reading the Pechorin of Hero alongside earlier incarnations of the same basic character in
Princess Ligovskaia and Lermontov’s two mature plays of the 1830s, Masquerade [Maskarad]
(1835) and Two Brothers [Dva brata] (1836), I chart Lermontov’s experiments in locating the
right genre and form in which to embody his hero. While it is standard practice to read the
fragmentary mixed-genre form of A Hero of Our Time as an example of the Romantic collection
of tales serving as a transitional link between the short story and the novel, | read the text instead
as an experiment in negotiating between the forms of dramatic performance and literary narrative
in order to work out an original representation of selfhood.

Focusing on “Princess Mary,” the section of the cycle that emerged directly out of
Princess Ligovskaia and Two Brothers, | trace the novel’s simultaneous appeals to two
seemingly opposed modes for representing the self. The first is the diary form, a traditionally
private genre which posits the self as stable and knowable, and which claims to give voice to
authentic feelings. The second is dramatic theater, which in the mid-19t" century was understood
as a public artform that presented a series of performative selves and which viewed the
individual (who might play different roles) as an inherently unstable entity. | argue that in
“Princess Mary,” Pechorin himself scripts and stages a drama in the spa town of Piatigorsk,
using the other society members—including the titular Princess Mary and her would-be
paramour Grushnitskii—as unwitting actors in a five-act tragedy of his own devising. He
“scripts” each act of this tragedy in his diary and then manipulates those around him into playing
out the scenes he has created, while also casting himself in the role of the drama’s Romantic
hero. The hero is thus split into three: Pechorin-the-dramatic-hero (the role that Pechorin creates
for himself in the drama he is scripting), Pechorin-for-himself (Pechorin the diarist and
“dramatist”), and Pechorin-the-novelistic-hero (the character that Lermontov is writing). A full
image of Pechorin is only glimpsed in the spaces between the distinct modes that make up
“Princess Mary”: between the playwright-director, the actor-character, and the diarist. Writing in
the late 1830s, Lermontov draws on early Romantic forms like the fate tragedy to develop an
experimental model for conceptualizing selfhood.

Musical counterpoint; the painted image; the performativity of dramatic theater — these
non-literary artforms offered the writers | examine alternative models for literary creation at a
time when established Romantic forms were perceived as obsolete. This dissertation lays bare
the ways in which major prose works of the 1830s and 40s rely on these interarts models and
emblems—metaforms—to organize or inspire their own variegated form. What emerges is an
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impression of this period in Russian literary history as highly experimental, characterized by
writers who drew on their own lateness as a catalyst for the creation of new styles.
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CHAPTER ONE

Harmony, Fragment, Frame: Inhabiting Dualities in Odoevskii’s Russian Nights

I. Introduction and Philosophical Context

Dualities lie at the root of Romantic thinking. Broadly speaking, the Romantic
philosophical project as it emerged in and around Tibingen and Jena at the turn of the 19™
century posits dualism as the precondition for modernity. Modern subjectivity is constituted by
the dichotomous interrelation of body and spirit, subject and object, thought and expression,
whole and part, which emerge when the onset of consciousness ruptures Absolute being—when
the “state of innocence” or “golden age” of mankind invoked by Schiller is irrevocably lost.*° In
more recent accounts of philosophical Romanticism, Helmut Schneider has characterized the
Romantic project as a yearning for lost unity, “the incessant and unremitting search for the lost
encompassing whole,” 3t while Dalia Nassar posits that Romantic philosophy seeks above all to
identify that metaphysical and epistemological Absolute which is the originary source of three
key modern binaries: mind and nature; the one and the many; and the infinite and the finite.3?

A version of this story is told in the Eighth Night of Vladimir Odoevskii’s 1844 cycle
Russian Nights [Russkie nochi]. The Eighth Night—of nine consecutive nights over which the
cycle takes place—is devoted to an embedded tale about the life of Johann Sebastian Bach. A
fictional organ-maker named Johann Albrecht, who mentors the young Sebastian, delivers a
series of pronouncements on music, art, and religion. In a key passage on the spiritual history of
mankind, Albrecht tells Sebastian,

‘There were times [...] from which not a sound, not a word, not a trace is left:
mankind had no need of expression then. Peacefully it rested in its innocent
cradle, and in its carefree dreams it understood God and nature, the present and
the future. But then...the infant’s cradle shook: a tender being, unfledged, like a
butterfly in its scarcely opened cocoon, was confronted with stern and inquisitive
nature. In vain did youthful Alcides strive to chain nature’s huge and varied forms
in his childlike babble. With its head, nature touched the world of ideas; with its
heel, the coarse instinct of crystals, and it challenged the man to measure up to its
strength. It was then that the two constant and eternal but also dangerous and
treacherous allies of the man’s soul were born: thought and expression.’ (175)33

30 Schiller outlines his conception of the “golden age of mankind” most clearly in “On Naive and Sentimental
Poetry” (1795-1796). For Schiller, modern or “sentimental” poetry takes its aesthetic power from its revelation of
the tension between the real—the modern experience of fragmentation—and the ideal—the state of innocence or lost
totality that formed the basis of ancient Greek reality. Due primarily to the mediating influence of Zhukovskii,
whose 1811 article O poezii drevnikh i novykh was largely inspired by Schiller’s essay on the naive and sentimental,
the idea of Romantic poetry as reflecting the modern separation of man and nature had already permeated Romantic
thought in Russia by the early 1820s.

31 See Schneider, “Nature,” in the Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, vol. 5 “Romanticism,” ed. Marshall
Brown (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000), p. 94.

32 See the introduction to The Romantic Absolute: Being and Knowing in Early German Romantic Philosophy, 1795-
1804 (U of Chicago Press, 2013), pp. 1-14.

33 All English translations are from Olga Koshansky-Oleinikov and Ralph E. Matlaw, Russian Nights (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern UP, 1997). Citations to this text will appear parenthetically by page number.
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‘bp110 BpeMs [...] OT KOTOPOTO HaM HE OCTaJI0Ch HH 3BYKa, HA CIIOBA, HU OYEpKa:
TOTJIa 8blpadicerie ObUIO HE HYKHO YeJIOBEUYECTBY; CIAIKO MOKOMIIOCH OHO B
HEBUHHON, MIIaJEHYECKON KOIBIOEIH 1 B OECIIEUHBIX CHAX IOHUMAJIO U Oora u
npupoay, Hacrosiee u Oyaymee. Ho...BckosbIxanack KoyblOenb MIIaJeHIIa;
HEXHOMY, HEOIEpEHHOMY, KaK MOTBUIbKY B €/[Ba pa3/JaBILEHCs JINYUHKE,
npeacTana npupoja rpo3Has, BOIMPOILIAIOIIAs: TIIETHO IOHBIN aIKUJ XOTEN B CBOM
MJIaJIEHYECKHI JIENeT 3aK0BaTh €€ OTPOMHBIE, pa3HOO0pa3HbIe (OPMBI; OHA
KOCHYJIaCh IJIaBOIO MHpa UeH, MATOI0 — Ipy00Oro MHCTUHKTA KPUCTAIIJIOB, U
BBI3BaJIa YEJIOBEKa CPABHUTKCS € c00010. Toraa poauirch 1Ba MOCTOSHHBIE,
BEYHbBIE, HO OIACHBIE, BEPOJOMHBIE COIO3HHUKA AYIIH YEJIOBEKA: MbICIb U

svipadcenue.” (1:167-168)3

This passage sketches an idealized image of mankind’s “infancy,” a prelapsarian golden age
when humanity lived in accordance with Nature, without thought and thus without need of
expression.® The shaking of the infant’s cradle—the emergence of consciousness, when man
gains awareness of himself, of Nature, and of his alienation from the natural world—produces a
fundamental duality: thought and expression, mys!’ i vyrazhenie, are born.

Albrecht’s account of mankind’s spiritual history reflects a particular moment in Russian
Romantic philosophical discourse. The conceit of Russian Nights is that a group of friends in the
1840s gather over the course of nine nights at the home of their mentor, Faust, to read an
abandoned manuscript. The manuscript is said to have been penned by a mysterious, now-
disbanded philosophical circle which gathered in the 1820s and with whom Faust once had close
contact. The various inset tales that make up the bulk of the cycle’s first eight nights are
fragments from this manuscript: “Sebastian Bach,” like the other stories, was originally
transcribed by a member of the philosophical circle. Though the story is set in the eighteenth
century, the aesthetic and philosophical principles articulated by Albrecht are firmly grounded in
the Romantic dualism that Russia inherited from Germany in the 1810s and 20s.

In Russia these ideas were translated, adapted, and discussed primarily by the members
of the Obshchestvo liubomudriia [Society for the Love of Wisdom], the circle of friends who met
in Moscow between 1823 and 1825 to discuss the philosophical ideas of Kant, Fichte, Schelling,
and Friedrich Schlegel.*® Odoevskii was the frequent host of Liubomudry [“Wisdom lovers”]
meetings and the co-editor, alongside Vil’gel’m Kiukhel’beker, of the Society’s 4-volume
almanac Mnemosyne [Mnemozina] (1823-1825). The explicit purpose of Mnemosyne was to
disseminate German philosophical ideas, as Odoevskii writes in a declaration on behalf of the
journal’s publishers.?” Indeed, many of the Society’s essays and articles offer a re-articulation of

34 All citations of Odoevskii refer to V.F. Odoevskii, Sochinenii v dvukh tomakh (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1981) and will appear parenthetically in the text by volume and page number.

3 Tellingly, the Latin word infans means “inarticulate” or “without speech.”

% For discussions of the Liubomudry see Mann, Russkaia filosofskaia estetika; Cornwell, The life, times and milieu
of V.F. Odoevsky, pp. 75-114; Andrzej Walicki, A History of Russian Thought From the Enlightenment to Marxism
(Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 1980) pp. 74-80; and Zakhar Abramovich Kamenskii, Moskovskii kruzhok liubomudrov
(Moscow: Nauka, 1980).

37 V.F. Odoevskii, “Neskol’ko slov 0 ‘Mnemozine’ samikh izdatelei,” Russkie esteticheskie traktaty pervoi treti X1X
v. v dvukh tomakh (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1974), Vol. 2, p. 188.
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ideas taken from sources in German Idealism.3 Perhaps no philosopher held greater importance
for the Liubomudry than Schelling, whose particular influence on Odoevskii is well established.3®
At the core of Schelling’s transcendental system is a quest for knowledge figured as a search for
the Absolute, a reality prior to subject-object differentiation.*? Within the Absolute thought and
being are one: the subject is self-identical with the object world and so reflection is not only
unnecessary, but impossible.

The philosophical parable that Albrecht recites to Sebastian in the Eighth Night is a
variant of this Schellingian story. Albrecht’s ideas represent one of many instances of Romantic
dualistic thinking within the cycle’s embedded tales. The manuscript’s frequent invocation of
philosophical dualism is unsurprising when we consider that the authors of the mysterious
manuscript, whom Faust refers to as “soul-searchers” [dukhoispytateli], are the fictional
analogues of the Liubomudry. Faust explains to his younger friends in the frame story that the
manuscript was written “a long time ago, when Schelling’s philosophy was at its height” [“Dto
ObLTO MaBHO, B camblii pasrap Llemmuarosoit ¢punocodpun’] (1:41)—that is, in the 1820s.
Odoevskii renders the historical parallel explicit in his “Note to Russian Nights” [“Primechanie k
Russkim nocham™], writing, “I shall also add that in the Russian Nights a reader will find a rather
accurate picture of the intellectual activity to which the Moscow youth of the twenties and
thirties gave themselves and about which almost no other information has been preserved” (31)
[[Tpubagmto ere, 4to B «PyccKUX HOYAX» YATATENb HAMICT JOBOJIBHO BEPHYIO KAPTUHY TOM
YMCTBEHHOH JEATENIbHOCTH, KOTOPOH IpeaaBagach MOCKOBcKast Monoiexkb 20-x u 30-X roqos, o
4YeM MMOUTH He COXpaHmIoch npyrux ceeaenuii] (1:314). Russian Nights is an attempt to represent
and reassess the philosophical stance of 1820s Moscow from a historical distance of twenty
years. | would argue that, above all, Odoevskii in 1844 is concerned with reevaluating Romantic
dualism and with formulating a new philosophical and aesthetic stance toward dualistic thinking.

Odoevskii composed Russian Nights during Romanticism’s late stage in Russia. Like the
other late Romantic mixed-genre cycles which | consider in this dissertation, Russian Nights
interrogates and critiques such high Romantic categories and modes of thinking as aesthetic
fragmentation and philosophical binarism. In doing so, Russian Nights, like Gogol’s Arabesques
and Dead Souls and Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time, engages in an experimental approach to
the representational and formal capacities of late or post-Romantic literature. These texts are
typically composed of parts—Nights, fragments, embedded tales—within a larger whole—a
frame narrative, cycle, or multi-volume “epic”—and yet seek to bring the part and the whole into
a mutually co-creative interplay, which transcends rather than affirms dualistic thinking. Of the

38 For example, Mann writes of one of the most prominent of the Liubomudry, Dmitrii Venevitinov, that
“[Venevitinov’s] letters do not contain original ideas, but they are valuable for their precise and logical exposition of
Schelling’s system. Along with the notes of V. Odoevsky, they gave us one of the first interpretations of the
Principle of Identity,” p. 20.

3% Many of the Liubomudry were educated at the Moscow University Blagorodnyi pansion by professors who were
already steeped in Schelling’s philosophy, some of whom had met and/or studied under Schelling personally. These
include Ivan Ivanovich Davydov, Mikhail Grigor’evich Pavlov, Aleksei Fyodorovich Merzliakov, and Semyon
Egorovich Raich. Cornwell writes that “The importance of Schelling in connection with Odoevsky’s thought has
been amply demonstrated [...] and is never denied; as Kamensky has said, everyone agrees that Odoevskii took his
main theoretical views from the early Schelling — the only disagreement in on the extent of this, and the effect.” See
Cornwell, p. 91.

40 As Nassar explains, Schelling seeks the ground of knowledge in “an absolutely unconditioned reality, a reality
that precedes subject-object determination: ‘The ultimate ground of reality is a something which is thinkable only
through itself, through its being, briefly, it is the principle in which thought and being are one.’” See Nassar, pp.
173-174.
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authors considered in this dissertation, Odoevskii is the one who is most consciously and
explicitly engaged in this philosophical project.

Odoevskii confronts this late Romantic task through a formally complex and
experimental literary text which engages in a self-referential interrogation of the nature of artistic
creation. As this chapter will demonstrate, Russian Nights is specifically preoccupied with
finding a way to move beyond one predominant Romantic binary: that of thought and expression
(mysl’ i vyrazhenie). This is not to say that in 1844 Odoevskii sought a synthesis; synthesis, or
reconciliation, was the dream of the 20s. The Liubomudry inherited this dream from Schelling,
whose transcendental and aesthetic philosophies sought to identify a First Principle [Grundsatz]
which precedes consciousness and to forge a path of reconciliation on a higher plane, no longer
in unconsciousness but in freedom#!; and from the Jena Romantics, who located the path to
reconciliation in aesthetic activity.*? It was this Romantic theory of redemptive art which most
interested Odoevskii and the Liubomudry in the 1820s. By the 40s, however, Odoevskii’s attitude
toward early Romantic philosophy and aesthetics tended toward nostalgia and critique rather
than strict adherence, as Russian Nights’ carefully distanced framing of the “soul-searchers” and
their manuscript suggests. Instead, I argue, Odoevskii’s new aesthetic-philosophical goal was to
represent and inhabit binary categories without necessarily resolving them. Odoevskii thus turns
lateness into a generative source of inspiration for the development of new aesthetic forms,
rather than viewing it primarily as a source of anxiety.

Like Gogol and Lermontov, OdoevskKii interrogates his own position as a practitioner of
late Romantic literature by representing non-literary artists and art objects to invoke an interarts
metacommentary on aesthetics. Odoevskii wrote five Romantic tales about artists, all during the
1830s; of these five, four are included in Russian Nights. These are, in order of original
publication: “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” [“Poslednii kvartet Betkhovena™], published in the
almanac Severnye tsvety na 1831 god in 1830; “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi”
(Severnye tsvety na 1832 god, 1831); “The Improvvisatore” [“Improvizator”] (4/ tsiona na 1833
god, 1833); and “Sebastian Bach” [“Sebastiian Bakh™] (Moskovskii nabliudatel’, 1835).% These
four artists’ tales occupy a central position in Russian Nights. They comprise the bulk of the
embedded “manuscript” material supposedly written by the soul-searchers; they are also among
the earliest of Odoevskii’s texts to be included in the 1844 cycle.** As we will see, these four

4L For Schelling the solution turned out to be twofold: one path to reconciliation led through philosophy, the other
through art. According to Schelling the subject is capable of intuiting self-identity through both the transcendental
system of philosophy and the “work of genius.” Schelling lays out this theory of art most clearly in his System of
Transcendental Idealism (1800) and The Philosophy of Art (1802-3). Nassar summarizes: “The goal of the System is
to demonstrate the original unity of subject and object (mind and nature). However, demonstration implies
mediation, while the original unity is necessarily immediate. The goal, then, appears paradoxical: to present the
original (unmediated) unity in a conscious (mediated) way. Only a product that is able to present the unconscious in
an immediate way can accomplish this task. It must, in other words, bring to consciousness that which usually
escapes consciousness, without, however, losing its unconscious, or immediate, character. This product, Schelling
explains [in The Philosophy of Art], is none other than the product of genius.” See Nassar, pp. 222-223.

42 Thus Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, summarizing the position held by the Schlegels, Novalis,
and Ludwig Tieck, write in their now classic study that “Philosophy must fulfill itself in a work of art; art is the
speculative organon par excellence.” See Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, p. 35.

#3 The fifth and final of Odoevskii’s artists’ stories, and the only one not to be included in Russian Nights, is “The
Painer” [“Zhivopisets”] (Otechestvennye zapiski, 1839), which was intended for the cycle Notes of an Undertaker
[Zapiski grobovshchika], never completed.

4 These four stories were initially intended for a cycle conceived under the title The Madhouse [Dom
sumasshedshikh], plans for which Odoevskii began drafting no later than 1832. This cycle of madmen’s tales later
became Russian Nights. For a discussion of the publication history of these four artist’s stories, see Cornwell, pp.
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stories are all preoccupied with the same basic problem: How can the artist bridge the gulf
between thought and expression, mysl’ i vyrazhenie? For the sake of simplicity, I will refer to
this problem as “the problem of inspiration” — inspiration here understood specifically as the
force that mediates between an artist’s inner vision and that vision’s expression in the external
world.

I argue that each of the four artists’ stories in Russian Nights considers the problem of
inspiration—that is, how to overcome the thought/expression binary—by viewing that problem
within a secondary set of binary axes. There are three such secondary binaries in Russian Nights.
The first is solipsism vs. spontaneity, i.e., artistic creation as inwardly inspired vs. outwardly
derived. The second is inspiration as transhistorical vs. subject to historical progress and change.
The third binary is madness vs. genius — the question of whether the line between madness and
creative inspiration can ever be firmly drawn. As this chapter demonstrates, each artist’s story in
Russian Nights presents a different argument about the place that inspiration occupies along each
of these binary axes. Thus, for example, the Piranesi and Beethoven stories represent inspiration
as proceeding from the artist’s own inner self, whereas “The Improvvisatore” and the Bach story
present aesthetic inspiration as outwardly derived, proceeding from a force that is either demonic
or divine. Meanwhile, the Piranesi story and “The Improvvisatore” are pessimistic about the
possibility of ever clearly distinguishing between madness and genuine creativity, whereas the
Beethoven story takes a more ambivalent stance, and “Sebastian Bach” suggests that true art is
always distinct from the expressions of the madman.

All four of these stories, then, are premised upon Romantic dualistic thinking, conceiving
of artistic inspiration in terms of a set of binary oppositions. Russian Nights brings these stories
into a gradually unfolding dialogue and reframes them as the literary products of a particular
period in Russian philosophical thought, i.e., the German-inflected Idealism of the 1820s. By
simultaneously considering these distinct, and in some cases mutually exclusive portrayals of the
nature of inspiration, and by embedding them within a frame narrative in the form of a
philosophical dialogue, the 1844 cycle thereby critically diagnoses these dualisms and plays
them off one another without ever committing to the Romantic dualistic understanding of
aesthetic inspiration. And yet it does this while also itself being a literary text constructed upon a
duality: the duality of part and whole, fragment and frame. By dialogically interrogating these
four accounts of the thought/expression divide, Russian Nights also interrogates and attempts to
model its own dialectic path out of dualism.

I1. The Problem of Inspiration in Odoevskii’s Artists’ Tales

The four artist’s stories included in Russian Nights appear in almost the same order as
their original composition, with one notable exception. “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista
Piranesi” appears first, in the Third Night, with “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” (chronologically the
first story to be written) following in the Sixth Night. “The Improvvisatore” comes next, in the
Seventh Night, and “Sebastian Bach” concludes the story cycle in the Eighth Night. The
arrangement of the artist’s stories in Russian Nights is significant, as the discussion among the
four friends in the frame narrative brings these stories into dialogue with one another, such that
“The Improvvisatore” can be read as a response to “Beethoven’s Last Quartet,” which it
immediately follows, and so on. The interlocutors themselves comment upon this dialogic

46-50; and N.N. Petrunina, “‘Egipetskie nochi’ i russkaia povest’ 1830-kh godov” in Pushkin: Issledovaniia i
materialy (Leningrad: Nauka, 1978), Vol. 8., pp. 22-50.
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arrangement. Viacheslav accuses Faust of choosing “The Improvvisatore” on purpose to follow
the Beethoven story: “*And you want to convince us that it was merely chance that brought
Beethoven together with the Improvvisatore, when both stories deal with one and the same
thought, although expressed from opposite points of view?”” (145) [‘U TbI X0uelb HaC yBepUTb,
YTO MPOCTO Ciay4yan coenHmI «berxoBeHa» ¢ «MIMnpoBu3aTopom», KOrja B TOM U JPYrOM OJHA
MBICJIb, HO BBIpaKE€HHast ¢ IPOTHBOMOI0XKHBIX cTOpoH?’] (1:139). Indeed, not only “Beethoven”
and “The Improvvisatore,” but all four of the artist’s stories deal with “one and the same thought,
expressed from opposite points of view.” Viacheslav’s characterization of the relationship
between these stories and his particular use of the phrase “...00na moicib, HO 6bipadicennas ¢
NIPOTUBOIIONIOKHBI cTOpoH” suggests that Russian Nights as a whole seeks an alternative to the
duality of thought and expression (mys!/’ i vyrazhenie) by weaving together numerous possible
expressions to embody the same essential thought. The vision of aesthetic inspiration that
emerges from Russian Nights as a cycle must therefore be sought in the dialogic spaces that exist
between the four individual artists’ stories, each of which presents only one potential image of
artistic creation. In what follows I will attempt to tease out the interchange of ideas about how
inspiration works—about how thought is translated into aesthetic expression—that emerges
among the Kinstlerromane of Russian Nights.

In discussing these four stories, | will deviate slightly from the chronological order in
which they appear in the cycle, while nevertheless always keeping this order in mind and
referring back to it as an important component of the texts’ dialogue with one another. For
reasons that shall become clear later on, I will discuss the Beethoven and Bach stories together in
the second half of the chapter, while turning my attention first to the two non-musicians’ tales.

*kk

In addition to featuring non-musical artists, “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi”
and “The Improvvisatore” share a preoccupation with the genius/madness dichotomy, one of the
three central binaries along which each of the four artists’ stories in Russian Nights is organized.
This binary is introduced in the frame narrative of the Second Night as the interlocutors discuss
the troubling resemblance between insanity and aesthetic activity. This resemblance is based
upon the tendency of both artists and madmen to perceive reality as fragmented, to “tear off parts
of objects which are tightly united for a healthy person” [“oTpbIBaTh 4acTH OT IPEIMETOB, TECHO
COEIMHEHHBIX MEXIy co0010 Jutst 3m0poBoro uenoseka”] (1:53) and to reassemble them into an
original whole. The friends suggest that, in the case of the artist, this whole is an aesthetic unity,
whereas in the case of the madman it is a meaningless monomania. The former creates or reveals
meaning that speaks not only to the artist, but to others who bear witness to his art, whereas the
latter generates nothing of true significance for anyone apart from the monomaniac. What
concerns the soul-searchers [dukhoispytateli] whose abandoned manuscript contains the stories
of Piranesi and the improvisor Cypriano is the fact that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish
between these two categories, to differentiate aesthetic unity from the monomania of the
madman.

“Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi,” the first of the artists’ stories to be presented
in Russkie nochi and the opening tale in the soul-searchers’ manuscript, is dictated to the soul-
searchers by an embedded narrator, a self-proclaimed bibliomaniac whose obsession with
antiquities offers a vision of monomania in caricatured form. The bibliomaniac narrates his
encounter with an eccentric man in a Neapolitan auction shop who claims to be Giovanni
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Battista Piranesi (1720-1778), a Venetian engraver and draughtsman known primarily for his
fanciful drawings of Roman ruins and imaginary prisons. The historical Piranesi is a perfect
figure for creative genius which threatens to descend into madness. His biography also provides
an ideal case study for exploring another of the three central binaries | have identified in Russkie
nochi—artistic solipsism, or the privileging of inner vision, vs. a commitment to genuine
expression in the external world. An artist inspired by a unique creative vision, Piranesi in his
etchings offers an image of reality transformed that borders on madness. The Roman vedute
[Views of Rome] exaggerate scale and perspective and combine Baroque features with ancient
Roman architecture in fanciful ways.*® Le Carceri d’Invenzione [Imaginary Prisons], Piranesi’s
16 etchings of fantastic prisons, are believed to be the product of an actual bout of fever-induced
delirium resulting from Piranesi’s infection with malaria in 1742. The Prisons have long been
perceived as suggesting a mind inflamed:

First of all, what we are shown [in the Prisons] is a dream. No connoisseur of
oneiric matters will hesitate a moment in the presence of these drawings evincing
all the chief characteristics of the dream state: negation of time, incoherence of
space, suggested levitation, intoxication of the impossible reconciled or
transcended, terror closer to ecstasy than is assumed by those who analyze the
visionary’s creations from outside, absence of visible contact between the dream’s
part of characters, and finally a fatal and necessary beauty.*

It is a volume of the Prisons that catches the narrator’s eye in the auction shop. It is also to this
volume that the madman calling himself Piranesi most emphatically refers when he claims to be
haunted by his own unrealized architectural designs. “Piranesi” reveals to the narrator that his
designs, chained to copper and paper and unable to achieve manifestation in stone, have
conceived demons which torment him: “‘These spirits are evil: they love to live, love to multiply
and torture their creator for the narrow dwelling he gave them’” (64) [‘DTu nyxu cBoiicTBa
3J710r0. OHH JIFOOST KUTH, JIFOOSIT MHOXKUTBCS U TEP3aTh CBOCTO TBOpLA 3a TECHOC )KI/IJ'II/IH_IG’]
(1:62). The prisons clamor and threaten to lock Piranesi in the abysmal vaults which he himself
created.

In Piranesi’s visions, the conflict between thought and expression is played out as a
supernatural drama. The demons that haunt Piranesi are a manifestation of the torment an artist
feels when they are unable to find the right objective expression for their inner vision.*’ Piranesi
is the perfect figure to embody this moment in the creative process when a thought has been
conceived but has not yet acquired material form: his architectural designs are famous for being
too fantastic to realize in the external world. Indeed, the historical Piranesi only ever worked on a

4 Marguerite Yourcenar suggests that, while it is Piranesi’s prisons that are generally considered emblems of the
irrational in contrast to his more sedate Views and Antiquities of Rome, the prison etchings offer a development of
the irrationality and dreamlike quality which are already present in his cityscapes. See Yourcenar, “The Dark Brain
of Piranesi” (1959-1961), in The Dark Brain of Piranesi And Other Essays, trans. Richard Howard (NY: Farrar,
Straus, and Giroux, Inc., 1980).

%6 ibid, pp. 110-111.

47 Recall from the Introduction Odoevskii’s 1844 letter to Kraevskii: “Finally, — call it superstition, whatever you
like, — but I know from experience that it is impossible to command yourself to write this or that, one way or the
other; a thought comes to me unexpectedly, spontaneously, and finally begins to torment me, growing incessantly
into material form — it is this moment in the psychological process that | wanted to express in Piranesi, and for that
reason he is the first act in my psychological drama...” (translation mine).
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single piece of actual architecture, when he was commissioned to restore the church of Santa
Maria Aventina in Rome. Apart from this project, all his creative efforts were confined to
sketches and engravings. Here he could let his imagination give birth to capricious visions
entirely of his own design. In Piranesi, we find a perfect example of aesthetic inspiration that
proceeds almost entirely from the artist’s own mind, unimpeded by the laws and limitations of
the object world. The risk of a solipsism bordering on insanity that follows from this model of
inspiration is embodied in the demonic vaults and towers that pursue Piranesi’s 19" century
double across the continent.

The story recorded in the soul-searchers’ manuscript thus becomes a parable of aesthetic
inspiration that is limited by its basis in pure subjectivity. Odoevskii’s Piranesi represents the
alienation of the artist who cannot translate his inner vision into the object world. This model of
alienated artistic ingenuity will find a more optimistic response in “Beethoven’s Last Quartet.”

The response that this story evokes among the young friends in the frame narrative,
meanwhile, contextualizes Piranesi’s half-mad artistic vision within the third and final central
binary of Russian Nights, which we might characterize as the application of a transhistoricist
aesthetic framework vs. an adherence to historical periodization. The frame discussion centers on
the function of art in modernity. Towards the end of his tale, Piranesi informs the narrator that,
pursued by the devilish spirits of his etchings, he is now forced to wander eternally from country
to country seeking a patron who will provide him with the material expenses needed to construct
his fantastic designs. He even requests money from the narrator, who can only offer him a single
gold coin. Victor, who plays the role of enlightened cynic in the cycle’s philosophical dialogues,
proclaims that there can be no sympathy for this madman who seeks to raise money for the
construction of “useless edifices” when that money has already been spent on practical objects
such as railroads:

‘What attention, what sympathy can a crank who wants to revive the past, the
distant past, evoke when treasures and effort went for the satisfaction of childish
vanity, for building useless edifices? ...There is no money now for that kind of
thing, simply because now they are using it for building railroads.” (66)

‘Kakoe BHUMaHHE, KaKOE€ Y4aCTHE MOKET BO3OYIUTh Uy1aK, KOTOPBIA X04eT
BO3BPaTUTh BpeMsi MIPOILLE/IIEE U JaBHOIPOILIE/IIEE, KOTJa COKPOBHILA U TPYIbI
MOTHOANN IS yIOBICTBOPEHUS PEOsIeCKOro TIIEeCIaBusl, Ha IIOCTPOHKY
OeCIOJIe3HBIX 3J]aHUH. .. TETIEPb HET Ha ATO JICHET, U 110 CAaMOU MPOCTOM MPUYUHE
— OHH ynoTpeOieHsl Ha jxene3Hbie qoporu.” (1:63)

Victor thus introduces the problem of modernity into the Third Night and the discussion of
Piranesi. He reframes the story’s animating conflict not so much in terms of thought vs.
expression, but in terms of aesthetic pleasure vs. utility in the age of scientific rationality. In the
19™ century, Victor seems to suggest, as railroads span the length of Europe and mankind
appears to have conquered nature, even a project as marvelous as an Arch of Triumph stretching
from Etna to Vesuvius might be possible. But why embark upon such a project? In this era of
rationality, art is not only “useless” next to railroads; it represents a historical backsliding, a
return to an outdated way of relating to the world. The sensation of spiritual fulfillment that
human beings experience when they encounter a work of genius—what Faust, countering Victor,
calls the feeling of “poetry” [moasusi]—Tfinds itself without a place in the modern age.
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Faust insists upon the importance of this extra-rational sense of fulfillment achieved
through art, claiming that it is this experience which grants life and meaning to the increasingly
fragmented elements of the world when viewed through the lens of modern science. As 19t"-
century scientific advancement increasingly relies on specialization and the breakdown of nature
into discrete components and categories, Faust suggests that it is aesthetic experience which must
provide a sense of wholeness or unity which is otherwise missing from the contemporary world:
“‘One-sidedness is the poison of present societies and the secret cause of all complaints, troubles,
and bewilderment; when one branch lives at the expense of the whole tree—the tree withers
away’” (68) [ OTHOCTOPOHHOCTH €CTh 5171 HBIHCITHUX OOIIECTB U TaliHas MPUYMHA BCEX JKajo0,
CMYT U He,[[oyMCHI/Iﬁ; Koraa oJjHa B€TBb )XUBCT HAa CUHCT LECJIOr0 ACPEBa—/IACPCBO I/ICCLIX&CT’]
(1:65). Faust’s comments recall the response to modernity offered by German transcendental
philosophy, especially Schiller. Andrew Bowie has demonstrated that, beginning with Kant,
German philosophy sought to develop a holistic model of the universe that would offer a
corrective to the sense of disintegration created by modern science.*® Art and aesthetics, Bowie
argues, play a key role in this model:

The central new idea [in German philosophical aesthetics] is that the beauty of
nature need not have an ulterior function and can be its own purpose.
Analogously, the rules of an art are seen as the self-legitimating products of
human freedom, not as the result of the instrumental attempt to grasp objective
necessities or natural regularities.*

It is precisely this self-legitimating, non-instrumentalized aspect of art that Faust celebrates when
he says to Victor, “‘It seems to me that in Piranesi human feeling cries about what is lost, what
may have been the clue to all its external actions, what had made the adornment of life—about
the useless...”” (67) [ MHue kaxeTtcs, uro B [lupaHe3n rurader 4e10Be4eCcKOe YyBCTBO O TOM, YTO
OHO TIOTEPSIIO, O TOM, YTO MOKET OBITh, COCTABJISUIO Pa3raJiKy BCEX €ro BHEIIHUX JIEHCTBUH, 4TO
COCTaBIISIO YKpaleHue )u3Hu—o decnonesnom’] (1:64). While railroads unify faraway places
for the sake of travel and commerce, Piranesi’s Arch of Triumph would link Etna and Vesuvius
for no purpose whatsoever apart from aesthetic pleasure.

The elision in Faust’s reference to “Piranesi” in the above quote—is he referring to the
eccentric in the soul-searchers’ story, or to the historical engraver?—is important. If we take
Faust’s statement to refer to the 18™-century engraver, then the argument about modernity,
introduced by Victor, recedes into the background. “In Piranesi human feeling cries about what
is lost” — that is, in Piranesi’s fantastic images we are given a sense of the human search for
meaning and spiritual integration sub specie aeternitatis. The Roman vedute, which flatten
history by combining ancient ruins with contemporary Baroque adornments in an eerie vision of
timeless immensity®®; the “megalomaniac and sublime Prisons” which do not resemble any

48 See Andrew Bowie, Introduction to German Philosophy: From Kant to Habermas (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press,
2003).

49 Andrew Bowie, Aesthetics and Subjectivity: From Kant to Nietzsche, 2" edition (Manchester and NY:
Manchester UP, 1990, 2003), p. 5.

%0 Richard Wendort asserts that “No one is more closely associated with this double vision of ancient and
contemporary Rome than Giovanni Battista Piranesi.” See Wendort, “Piranesi’s Double Ruin,” Eighteenth-Century
Studies, Vol. 34, No. 2 (2001), p. 161.
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historically specific penitentiaries®: these artworks, Faust seems to suggest, can be viewed as a
general expression of postlapsarian human longing for, and striving after, the sublime.

The German Idealist-inflected model of history that Faust proposes here, in variance to
Victor’s preoccupation with the progression of modernity, is simultaneously transhistoricist and
lapsarian, suggesting that the entirety of historical time can be divided into two categories:
preconscious/prior to the fall, and conscious/after the fall. A key to understanding this
transhistorical model is offered in the figure of the Wandering Jew, to whom Piranesi compares
himself. Addressing the narrator, the madman asks, ““Have you heard about the man called the
Eternal Jew? Everything they tell about him is a lie: this ill-starred man is before you...”” (64)
[‘CJ’IBIXEL]'II/I JIb BbI O YCJIOBCKE, KOTOPOI'O HA3bIBAKOT 6€4YHbIM arcuoom? BCC, 4TO pacCCKa3bIBaOT O
HEM, -- JIOXb: 3TOT 3JI0NOIY4HbIH epen Bamu. .. ] (1:62). Piranesi certainly recalls the figure of
the Wandering Jew: he is condemned to wander the earth beyond his natural lifespan, seeking
patronage for his immense projects, pursued by tormenting spirits. As a literary-philosophical
trope, the Wandering Jew represents temporal eternity—he is immortal, a journeyer across all
nations and eras—while also inscribing the narrative of the fall, the tragic moment of mankind’s
coming into consciousness. Indeed, Geoffrey Hartman has argued that “The theme which best
expresses this perilous nature of consciousness, and which has haunted literature since the
Romantic period, is that of the [...] Wandering Jew.”? As an eternal traveler, the Wandering Jew
embodies the notion of Sehnsucht, longing or nostalgia, which is so central to the Romantic
project.® Significantly, among the Romantic heroes whom Hartman lists as variations on the
Wandering Jew trope (Cain, Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner), Hartman includes Faust. Odoevskii’s
Faust has relatively little in common with the traditional Germanic figure that serves as Goethe’s
object; and yet the mysterious philosopher who guides the discussions in the frame story of
Russian Nights also gives the impression of being located outside of history, an observer but not
an active participant in the concerns of his young friends of the 1840s.5 If Victor represents
progress and modernity, then Faust expresses a worldview that enfolds all ages of history into the
categories of “before” and “after” the fall. According to such a unifying worldview, all artworks,
as well as the inspiration that created them and the feelings which they evoke, transcend
historical specificity. Piranesi is not “an artist of the 18" century”; he is simply an artist of
genius.

And yet, Victor’s reading of the Piranesi figure—as an eccentric madman whose madness
is constituted by a commitment to irrationality in the face of a rational modern age—is not
unconvincing. Victor here (as elsewhere) represents an approach to aesthetics and history which
categorizes artworks according to era—Piranesi is thus a representative of the Baroque era, a
mode antithetical to 19™-century rationalism—and which is skeptical of the idea of the aesthetic
as a universalizing or historically transcendent experience. We might go so far as to identify in
Victor’s argument a Hegelian historical framework, which is then brought into tension with the

°1 Yourcenar, pp. 108-109.

%2 See Geoffrey Hartman, “Romanticism and ‘Anti-Self-Consciousness,”” The Centennial Review, Vol. 6, No. 4
(1962), p. 558.

53 For a discussion of wandering as a figure for Sehnsucht, see Theodore Gish, ““Wanderlust” and ‘Wanderleid’: The
Motif of the Wandering Hero in German Romanticism,” Studies in Romanticism, Vol. 3, No. 4 (1964), pp. 225-239.
% According to Zhirmunskii, Goethe and Goethe’s Faust offered Odoevskii a general image of the “poet-
philosopher,” but did not provide a more concrete influence on his works. See V.M. Zhirmunskii, Gete v russkoi
literature (Leningrad: Nauka, 1981), pp. 150-153. Neil Cornwell adds that “Odoyevsky himself said that his own
Faust, who in any case bears little enough resemblance to the protagonist of Goethe, was only a traditional persona.”
See Cornwell, pp. 276-277.
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Schellingian framework advocated by Faust. As we shall see, the conflicting conceptions of the
artist’s place in history that are represented by Faust and Victor inform each image of the artist
that Russian Nights puts forth. The transhistorical/universalizing approach represented by Faust
suggests that all artists derive inspiration from a universal and eternal source (the divine, the
numinous). A more historically oriented model would foreground innovation: the artist as an
original, as the bearer of a unique vision and the inventor of new forms. To put things again in
Hegelian terms, art moves teleologically through constantly better stages, rendering earlier
artworks anachronous. As we shall see, the tension between these two historical-aesthetic
frameworks, here only alluded to, will reach a high point in “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” and
“Sebastian Bach.”

When it comes to the problem of translating thought, mys/’, into expression, vyrazhenie,
“Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi” ultimately suggests that, by adhering to their own
inner vision and ignoring the limits of the material world, an artist may produce beautiful and
compelling fragments, but never a true aesthetic whole. The inability or unwillingness to
recognize and account for material limits in the creative process bears a troubling resemblance to
insanity; solipsism risks descending into madness. The extent to which an artist’s inner vision is
perceived as madness or folly also depends upon the historical framework one chooses to apply.
What looks like irrationality or backwardness within a teleological temporality that privileges
modernity can nevertheless be viewed as deeply meaningful from a transhistoricist perspective
which sees all art as an attempt to recover a lost feeling of unity. And yet, none of the answers
arrived at in “Piranesi” should be taken as final. The conflicts between inner and outer
inspiration, madness and genius, and art’s reliance on a universal vs. a historically specific
context continue to be staged throughout the remaining three artists’ stories in Russian Nights.

*k*x

“The Improvvisatore,” the second of the non-musical tales, advances the preoccupation
with madness that is first introduced in “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi.” In this case,
however, the problem is not that the titular artist, the improvisor Cypriano, relies too heavily on
his own subjective creative vision. It is rather the opposite: as a poet who is given the
supernatural ability to improvise verses instantaneously and without effort for the gratification of
a paying audience, Cypriano represents automation and materialism, the alienation of the wealth-
seeking artist from his own imagination and from the aesthetic process.

Odoevskii’s decision to use the Italian art of improvisation to express alienation and the
reduction of artistic creation to a mechanical process is no accident. The improvvisatori who
originated in Italy during the Renaissance achieved widespread popularity in Europe in the early
19 century. European Romanticism tended to be both fascinated by and contemptuous of the
Italian improvisor’s art, which as an extemporaneous, oral, and theatrical genre was seen as the
lowbrow double of loftier written verse. A common critique held that, while the improvisor’s
extemporization was impressive when experienced live, his lines, when printed in newspapers
and literary magazines after the performance, often appeared repetitive, predictable, or
unoriginal. The commaodity nature of improvisation was also criticized, as improvvisatori
typically performed in large theater halls before a paying audience which, by offering up topics
for improvisation, took an active part in the poem’s composition.>® Improvisation was thus

55 For a discussion of the history and reception of Italian improwvisatori in 19™"-century Europe, see especially
Angela Esterhammer’s monograph Romanticism and Improvisation, 1750-1850 (Cambridge UP, 2008).
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perceived by some poets and literary critics as the obverse of genuine poetic inspiration: a parlor
trick mechanically performed for the entertainment of the bourgeois public, rather than the
unique, authentic expression of the poet’s own feelings.

In Russia Odoevskii was one of those Romantics who distrusted the art of improvisation,
denigrating it as a mechanical craft rather than honoring it as a true artform. He was opposed in
this by Pushkin, whose Egyptian Nights [Egipetskie nochi] (written in 1835, published
posthumously in 1837) offers a less cynical vision of improvisation as an artform distinct from,
but nevertheless equal to poetry.5® Odoevskii’s “The Improvvisatore” combines Italian
improvisation with the supernatural to create an image of the art object completely divorced from
the artist’s inner vision. In this story, a young poet named Cypriano is tormented by the difficulty
of poetic composition. First he struggles to conceive the idea behind a poem, which only
gradually appears to him “like a barely visible star”’; then, once the idea has finally been born in
his imagination, he is unable to find the right words to express it: “...myriad worlds separated
the poet from expression; he could not find words, and those that he did find would not coalesce;
the meter was not pliable; an importunate pronoun would appear; a lanky verb would spring up
between nouns...” (133) [...BbIpakeHUE OTIETATIO OT MOATA 32 MUPUAIBI MUPOB; OH HE HAXOIMI
CJIOB, a €CJIM U HAaXOHJI, TO OHH HC KIICUJIIUCH, MCTP HC FHyJICﬂ; MMPpUBA3YUBOC MCCTOMMCHUC
XBaTaJIOCh 3a KaXJI0€ CJIOBO; JIOJITOBSI3bIi [JIAroJl myTaics Mexay umenami...| (1:128). The
conflict that torments all of Odoevskii’s artists, the abyss that separates thought from expression,
is heightened in Cypriano, as neither thought nor expression comes to him readily. In an effort to
bypass the labor of creation, Cypriano seeks supernatural aid from the demonic doctor Segeliel.

Despite the basis of his powers in occult “Eastern” magic, Segeliel is in many ways a
representative of Western modernity. He engages extensively in business: in addition to
mysterious Arabic manuscripts, “his papers consisted of commercial correspondence with
bankers and prominent merchants in all parts of the world” (135) [Bce Oymaru ero cocrosiiu u3
KOMMEPYECKUX MEPENUCOK ¢ OaHKUPaMU U 3HATHEHIIMMU Kymiamu Bcex yacted csera] (1:130).
When accused of healing his patients with dark magic and of killing those who refuse him
payment, Segeliel proves through rational argument, scientific evidence, and the aid of the
modern legal system that he is innocent: “And, thanks to European enlightenment, Dr. Segeliel
continued to live in luxury, to entertain the best society, to treat his patients according to
conditions proposed by him; and his enemies continued to fall ill and to die as before” (138) [u —
6J1ar0nap;[ eBpOHCﬁCKOMy MMPOCBCUICHUTIO — JOKTOP Cerennenn mpoaoJKajl BECTU CBOTO
POCKOIITHYIO JKU3HbB, COOMpATh y ce0s BCe JIydiee 00IIeCTBO, JICYUTh HA MPeIIaraeMbIX UM

Esterhammer traces reactions to the extemporization of poetry from early European encounters with Italian
improvvisatori in the mid-eighteenth century through the mid-nineteenth century, when improvisation’s widespread
popularity in Europe generated a number of essays, short stories, and Bildungsromane centering around the figure of
the improvvisatore. Esterhammer is particularly interested in the ways in which improvisation relates to and models
Romantic and post-Romantic sociability. See also Esterhammer’s “Coleridge’s ‘The Improvisatore’: Poetry,
Performance, and Remediation,” The Wordsworth Circle, Vol. 42, No. 2 (2011), pp. 122-128 and Michael Caesar,
“Poetic Improvisation in the Nineteenth Century: Giuseppe Regaldi and Giannina Milli,” The Modern Language
Review, Vol. 101, No. 3 (2006), pp. 701-714.

% Nina Petrunina writes, “B ocroBe nosectu [«MnposuzaTop»] O10€BCKOTO JIEKUT HEAOBEPHE K HCKYCCTBY
HUMIPOBU3aLUK Kak TakoBomy” [“At the foundation of Odoevskii’s story [‘The Improvvisatore’] lies distrust in the
art of improvisation as such”]. She contrasts this perspective with Pushkin’s in Egyptian Nights, arguing that, while
Pushkin was probably not engaged in a conscious polemic with Odoevskii—whose tale he may or may not have
been aware of—his story offers an alternative vision of improvisation as poetry’s ambivalent double, a genuinely
brilliant artform that is degraded by its links to vulgar commerce. See Petrunina, “‘Egipetskie nochi’ i russkaia
povest’ 1830-kh godov,” pp. 22-50.
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YCJIOBUSIX, @ Bparu ero mpoJIo/bKalld 3aHeMOraTh 1 yMupaTh no-nipeskaemy| (1:133). Thus, the
problem of modernity that is first introduced in the frame narrative of the Third Night reemerges
in “The Improvvisatore,” which explicitly links Enlightenment rationalism with the demonic.
Furthermore, the two “gifts” that Segeliel gives to Cypriano can be seen as extensions of the
goals of modern science: the ability to produce instantaneously, with no effort (mechanization),
and the ability “to see everything, to know everything, to understand everything” (complete
knowledge of nature).

This second ability is a fantastic manifestation of the same scientific rationalism which
Faust criticizes so thoroughly in the Third Night. Under the influence of this gift, Cypriano no
longer perceives bodies, natural organisms, or even works of art as integrated objects. Instead, he
sees them as a collection of fragments, microscopic particles, and chemical reactions.
Encountering Charlotte, the woman he loves, Cypriano is horrified to discover that her beauty
dissolves before his eyes into an amalgamation of organic compounds and bodily functions.
Seeking consolation in an icon of the Madonna, Cypriano finds that he is no longer able to
perceive the holy image: instead, he sees only the chemical processes that went into creating the
paints. This is the Romantic-Idealist’s nightmare of modern science, which by reducing nature to
a series of rationally deducible laws leaves no place for the subject’s experience of aesthetic
pleasure, which is extra-rational and unable to be articulated in analytic terms. All that remains
of the world for Cypriano is a series of dead fragments, unanimated by a unifying purpose or
essence: “everything in nature decomposed before him, but nothing united in his soul” (142) [Bce
B IIPUPOJIC pas3iaraioch Mpe HUM, HO HUYTO HE COSAMHSUIOCH B nyiie ero] (1:136).

These gifts turn Cypriano from his original calling as a poet to the vocation of
improvizator. He performs before large audiences and greedily accepts their money; “His face,
however, did not reflect the lofty enjoyment of a poet, satisfied with his creation, but rather the
simple, self-satisfied look of a juggler surprising the crowd with his skill” (132) [Ho Ha nuIie ero
BHUJIHO OBLIO HE BBICOKOE HaCJIaXACHUC 1103Ta, JOBOJIbHOI'O CBOUM TBOPCHHUEM, a JIMIIb ITPOCTOC
CaMOJIOBOJILCTBO (DOKYCHHKA, TIPOBOPCTBOM yauBistomiero Tommy] (1:127). Ultimately, even the
rewards of money and applause are not enough to atone for Cypriano’s loss of all poetic feeling,
and he loses his mind. Unlike Piranesi, whose madness results from an excess of subjective
vision, Cypriano’s insanity derives from his complete alienation from his own inner life: “The
delicate bonds that tied the mysterious elements of thoughts and feelings were broken—and they
fell apart like crystals eaten through by caustic acid. Neither thoughts nor feelings remained in
his soul: it harbored only phantoms clothed in words, incomprehensible even to him” (144-145)
[HOJ’IOMaJ'II/ICB TOHKHEC CBsA3H, KOTOPBIMH COCANHECHBI TAMHCTBCHHBIC CTUXUHU MBICIIEN 1
I{yBCTBOBaHI/II\/’I, — W OHH PACHAINCh, KaK pACNIaAatOTCA KPpHUCTAJIIBL, IIPOPIKABIICHHBIC €IKOKO
KHCJIOTOHO,; B AyHIC €ro HE 0CTaJI0OCh HU MbICJICf/i, HHU quCTBOBaHHﬁ: OCTaJIUCh KaKHE-TO
(baHTOMBI, 00JICUECHHBIE B OACXK/IY CJIOB, s Hero camoro HermoHsTHbIX | (1:139). Whereas
Piranesi’s experience of the world becomes fragmented as a result of his inability to unite his
fantastic visions with representations in stone, the “thin connections” of Cypriano’s subjectivity
break and fragment because of his complete reliance on external, automatic expression.
Piranesi’s inspiration fails because it comes entirely from within; Cypriano’s, because it comes
entirely from without.

The conflicting historical temporalities that we observed in “Opere del Cavaliere
Giambattista Piranesi”—the Idealist model of time as pre- or post-lapsarian vs. accounts of
historical progression—enter into an even more complex relation in “The Improvvisatore.” In
this story, the threat of modernity, represented in the nightmare of poetry transformed into mere
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improvisation and of living feeling replaced by cold, mechanical knowledge, is inscribed into a
vision of eternal evil. Both Segeliel and the cursed Cypriano are associated with ancient occult
powers: when Cypriano performs, the words pour from his lips “like phantasmagoric visions
from a magic sacrificial vessel” (132) [kak ¢anTacmaropuyeckue BUACHUS U3 BOJIIIEOHOTO
xeprBennuka) (1:127), and Segeliel appears as a practitioner of black magic and an agent of the
devil, striking bargains for men’s souls. Both also recall the image of the Wandering Jew,
especially Cypriano, who roams the earth in search of an end to his torment and who, like
Piranesi, tells his story to anyone who will listen.>” And yet, as we have seen, the powers
possessed by Segeliel and gifted to Cypriano are also associated with science and Enlightenment
rationalism. Thus, “The Improvvisatore” presents the threats of modernity—alienation, the loss
of spiritual awe, the inability to experience aesthetic pleasure—as historically specific
manifestations of a greater transhistorical evil. Considered in light of the cycle’s investment in
developing a theory of artistic inspiration, this vision of modernity as one instantiation of an
eternal threat to aesthetic experience suggests that artistic striving should be viewed both as a
historically contingent and as a universal and transhistorical force.

As we have seen, the line between aesthetic creation and madness is one of the central
organizing binaries along which the artists’ stories of Russian Nights operate. Both the 19t"-
century Piranesi double and the improvvisatore Cypriano occupy a place on that line that is
closer to insanity than to art. Taken together, these two stories reveal that the nature of artistic
inspiration is always precarious. If inspiration proceeds entirely from within the creating subject,
then the danger is that it will descend into solipsism and megalomania; if inspiration gives way
to too great an attention to the forms of the external world, or to an attempt to please a paying
audience, then art threatens to become lifeless and mechanical. The former danger suggests a
preponderance of thought (mys!’) over expression (vyrazhenie), a sort of formless outburst of
aesthetic energy; the latter implies expression without thought, creation as calculation rather than
passion.

These two artists’ tales are answered by the more ambivalent musicians’ stories:
“Beethoven’s Last Quartet,” which directly precedes “The Improvvisatore,” and “Sebastian
Bach,” which follows it. As shall become clear below, the Beethoven story offers an ambivalent
counterexample to “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi,” suggesting that inspiration
understood as inner vision can produce genuine, if perhaps spiritually compromised art. The
Bach story, which offers the most triumphant image of artistic creation in all of Odoevskii’s
writing, suggests that the truest inspiration proceeds from the divine, and replicates or transcribes
the transcendent forms of the natural world.

*kk

In an effort to further untangle Odoevskii’s attempts to articulate a theory of inspiration
that exceeds the dualistic categories of thought and expression in Russian Nights, | propose
turning to Odoevskii’s engagement with a facet of Romantic aesthetics that we have not yet
considered: the hierarchy of artforms.> While painting was considered the sister art of poetry for

57 Geoffrey Hartman has pointed out that the Wandering Jew figure often overlaps with the figure of the poet in
Romantic texts; a prototypical example is Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner. See Hartman, pp. 558-559.

58 The “hierarchy of artforms” here refers to attempts in German (and later Russian) aesthetic theory of the 18" and
early 19™ centuries to theorize the differing affordances of music, literature, and the visual and plastic arts and to
articulate a theoretical relationship between the various artforms. In Germany the tradition emerged from
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much of European history, during the Romantic era music shifted to the top of the hierarchy of
the arts and displaced painting as the interarts model for literary composition.>® As M.H. Abrams
has shown, the rise of literary and philosophical interest in music in the early 19" century was
linked to a shift away from the mimetic theory of art and toward an expressive theory of
aesthetics. The early German Romantics, Abrams writes,

sometimes talked of music as though it were the very essence and form of the
spirit made patent—a play of pure feeling in time, unaltered by its physical
medium [...] German critics, therefore, tended to use music as the apex and norm
of the pure and nonrepresentative expression of all spirit and feeling, against
which to measure the relative expressiveness of all other forms of art.%°

In many ways, music appeared to offer a solution to the perceived tension between thought and
expression, mysl’ i vyrazhenie, that was so important to Romantic art in general and to
Odoevskii’s project in Russian Nights in particular. As the least material and least
representational of all the arts, music was taken as “the very essence and form of the spirit made
patent,” “unaltered by its physical medium” — a pure expression of feeling. Andrew Bowie has
argued that it is precisely music’s status as a non-representational artform that allowed it, in the
19 century, to be taken as evidence of the extra-rational, non-discursive element of human
subjectivity over and against scientific rationalism.®* As a result, many Romantic writers turned
to music as a model for literary composition, just as neoclassical writers had turned to painting.
The most famous of these writers are, without a doubt, E.T.A. Hoffmann, Wilhelm
Wackenroder, and Ludwig Tieck.5? Odoevskii followed these German writers in foregrounding
the musician as exemplary artist and, moreover, in attempting to “render music in verbal
discourse” in an effort to claim some measure of music’s expressiveness for literary art.®® Like

foundational treatises on aesthetics such as Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750-58) and Lessing’s Laokoon (1766) and
culminated in the aesthetic theories of Schelling and Hegel. In Russia hierarchies of the arts were proposed in a
series of essays throughout the 1820s. These include Odoevskii’s “An Essay in the Theory of the Fine Arts” [“Opyt
teorii iziashchnykh iskusstv”] (1823-1825); Alexander Galich’s “An Essay in the Science of the Beautiful” [“Opyt
nauki iziashchnogo™] (1825); Dmitri Venevitinov’s “Analysis of an Article on Evgenii Onegin” [“Razbor stat’i o
Evgenii Onegine”] (1825) and “Sculpture, Painting, and Music” [“Skul’ptura, zhivopis’ i muzyka”] (1827); and
Gogol’s “Sculpture, Painting, and Music” (included in Arabesques).

%9 Herbert Lindenberger notes that, throughout most of Western history, “The sisterhood claimed by poetry and
painting did not exist for poetry and music” (365). The status of this sisterhood, in many cases the result of a “willful
misinterpretation” of Horace’s dictum “ut pictura poesis,” began to diminish in the late 18" century as music rose
above painting and even, in some cases, above literature in theories of aesthetics: “...one of the central facts about
the relationships of the various arts between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries is the rise in the status
of music.” See Lindenberger, “Literature and the Other Arts,” p. 373.

80 See the subsection in Abrams’ The Mirror and the Lamp titled “Expressive Theory in Germany: Ut Musica
Poesis,” pp. 88-94.

61 See Bowie, Aesthetics and Subjectivity: From Kant to Nietzsche, pp. 221-257.

62 Mihaly Szegedy-Maszak discusses Hoffmann’s mode of rendering music as narrative and his transformation of
the nonliterary, specifically music, into “a self-interpretive device.” See Szegedy-Maszak, “‘Unheard melodies and
unseen paintings’: The sister arts in Romantic fiction,” Romantic Prose Fiction, ed. Gillespie, Engel, & Dieterle
(Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2008), pp. 53-68. Similarly, Claudia Albert
discusses Hoffmann and Tieck’s invention of “a ‘musical language’ or ‘verbal music’” and argues that “Romantic
narration creates for itself, through attention to music, an endless agenda of writing and reflection.” See Albert,
“Music and Romantic narration,” Romantic Prose Fiction, pp. 69-89.

8 Lindenberger describes E.T.A. Hoffimann’s “model attempts to render music in verbal discourse,” attempts which
set the stage for later writers like Thomas Mann, whose musician-hero Adrian Leverkuhn in Doctor Faustus (1947)
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Hoffmann, Odoevskii also doubled as both a writer and a musicologist, publishing widely on
issues of musical theory and developments in the world of Russian music. He was also himself a
passionate musician and an amateur composer.

Both artists’ stories in Russian Nights that describe the lives of musicians feature
historical composers, Ludwig van Beethoven and Johann Sebastian Bach. The choice of these
two composers in particular underscores Odoevskii’s commitment to interrogating that music
which was valued most highly in Romantic musical aesthetics. In Germany, Bach gained a
reputation in the Romantic age as a truly “universal” musical creator.®* His music was especially
admired by Hoffmann, an influential music critic who helped set the standards for musical taste
in the 1810s.%° Beethoven, meanwhile, emerged as the principal representative of Romantic
music, thanks in no small part to Hoffmann’s influential review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony
in Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung (4 and 11 July 1810) and the essay “Beethoven’s
Instrumental Music” which soon followed (1814). Odoevskii, like Hoffmann, admired both
composers. From a young age Odoevskii identified Bach as his favorite composer, and became
especially attracted to the symphonies of Beethoven in the 1820s.%¢ In Russia, as in Germany,
there was a critical precedent for Odoevskii’s assertion of the universal significance of
Beethoven’s music: Dmitrii Venevitinov described Beethoven as a “rare example of the
greatness of the human personality and of the philosopher among musicians” [peakuii mpumep
BEJINYHMS YEIOBEUCCKOM THYHOCTH U (hrstocoda cpenu myssikanToB], while Belinskii identified
Beethoven as “music’s Shakespeare”®’

By focusing his creative energies on the two composers held in the highest esteem by the
German Romantic tradition, Odoevskii inserts himself into an ongoing dialogue about aesthetics
that takes music as its archetypal artform. “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” offers a somewhat

represents a similar instance of literature trying to borrow for itself the powerful expressiveness of musical
composition. See Lindenberger, “Literature and the Other Arts.” Odoevskii’s indebtedness to Hoffmann in particular
is widely acknowledged. During his own lifetime Odoevskii acquired the epithet “russkii Gofman,” and in the
“Primechanie k ‘Russkim nocham,” appended for a proposed second edition of the work in the early 1860s,
Odoevskii himself writes “MHorue HaxoauiIH, MHBIE B IOXBAJLY, APyTHE B OCY)KJEHHUE, UTO B «PycCKHX HOUax» s
crapaicst nogpaxarb ['opmany. 310 0OBHHEHHE MEHS HE CIIMIIKOM TPEBOXKUT [...| 3TO HEN30EKHO yKe I10
TapMOHHYECKOHN CBS3M, €CTECTBEHHO CYIIECTBYIOIIEH MEX/Ty JIIOJJbMU BCEX AIIOX M BCEX HAPOJIOB; HUKAKas MBICIb
HE poauTcs 0e3 y4acTHs B 3TOM 3apOKICHHU IPYTOH MpeIIec TBYIOIIEH MBICIH, cBoe i ayxkoir” (189) [“Many
found, some with praise, others with judgement, that in Russian Nights | tried to imitate Hoffmann. This accusation
does not worry me too much [...] it is inevitable according to the harmonious connection which naturally exists
between people of all epochs and all nations; no thought will ever be born without the participation in this birth of
another, previous thought, one’s own or someone else’s”] (1:310). Odoevskii’s response in the “Primechanie” is
likely aimed at Belinskii, who in his review “Sochineniia kniazia V.F. Odoevskogo” (1844) accused many sections
of Russkie nochi of being a weak imitation of Hoffmann. See V.G. Belinskii, “Sochineniia kniazia V.F.
Odoevskogo. Tri chasti. Sankt-Peterburg. 1844,” Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1976-1982), v. 7. Stat’i, retsenzii i zametki, dekabr’ 1843 — avgust 1845.

8 Friedrich Blume discusses the “re-emergence of Bach in the Romantic period” in “Bach in the Romantic Era,”
The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 3 (1964), pp. 290-306.

% In “Hoffmann as a Writer on Music,” David Charlton notes that one of the widely held assumptions to be born out
of the “Age of Beethoven” was “the idea of J.S. Bach as a universal musical creator.” See E.T.4. Hoffmann’s
Musical Writings: Kreisleriana, The Poet and the Composer, Musical Criticism, ed. David Charlton, trans. Martyn
Clarke (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989), p. 1. E.F. Bleiler notes in his introduction to The Best Tales of
Hoffmann (NY: Dover, 1967) that Hoffmann “was one of the first to recognize the merits of J.S. Bach,” p. xiii.

% See G.B Bernandt, “V.F. Odoevskii i Betkhoven. Stranitsa iz istorii russkoi betkhoveniany” (Moskva: Sovetskii
kompozitor, 1971). Bernandt links Odoevskii’s admiration for Beethoven to the composer’s popularity among the
Decembrists.

57 ibid., p. 6
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unexpected intervention into this dialogue, deviating from most other standard Romantic artists’
tales in its approach to Beethoven’s biography. The story presents readers with a vision of
Beethoven at the end of his life, after he has lost his hearing and begun to experience the
symptoms of mental illness—arguably, that is, at the moment of his creative decline. The story
takes place in Vienna in 1827, the year of the composer’s death. While Odoevskii himself placed
great value on Beethoven’s final string quartets, many contemporary critics perceived these late
compositions “as the fruits of deafness and madness” [kax moa[e1] TyxoTs! u 6e3ymus].®
Odoevskii’s decision to represent Beethoven’s life and creative process at this late moment is
striking. By contrast, most Romantic artists’ stories contain an element of Bildung—of personal
growth and self-education, beginning from a young age—with the Kinstlerroman proper
generally recognized as a subgenre of the Bildungsroman. One of Hoffmann’s most famous
stories, “The Golden Flower Pot” [Der goldne Topf], for example, describes the gradual
maturation of the student Anselmus into a poet as he acquires new knowledge of the supernatural
realm, moving from a position of naivety to one of wisdom and understanding. “Sebastian Bach”
falls into this category as well—at least structurally—as it traces Sebastian’s discovery of his
musical gifts and his gradual maturation under the guidance of his mentor, Albrecht. By contrast,
“Beethoven’s Last Quartet” introduces us to a Beethoven already past his creative prime, a sick
man who plays a piano with silent keys and mistakes water for wine. The element of Bildung in
most Romantic artists’ stories is what allows for a thorough exploration of the given artform: in
“The Golden Flower Pot,” for example, it is through Anselmus’s education in the art of poetry
that Hoffmann reveals the vital link between poetry and the irrational, as this education takes the
form of Anselmus’s gradual abandonment of his ordinary rational life as a student. Why, then,
would Odoevskii choose to examine the art of musical composition by depicting the greatest of
all Romantic composers at the end of his life, already enfeebled and half-mad?

If one of Odoevskii’s goals in Russian Nights is to stage the problem of the
thought/expression binary, then Beethoven’s deafness provides a unique historical test case for
what happens when an artist ceases to be able to perceive the external expression of their own
creative vision. Beethoven cannot hear the music he creates. Deaf and half-mad, the late
Beethoven, like Piranesi in “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi,” is positioned to give
expression to that threatening intersection between insanity and artistic creation which results
from an excessive reliance on inner vision. As we have seen, Piranesi, like Cypriano, is placed
closer to madness than art on the implied spectrum of Russian Nights. Beethoven is Piranesi’s
more ambivalent double, just as Bach is Cypriano’s. The narrative of “Beethoven’s Last Quartet”
leaves open the possibility that the composer’s late string quartets truly are works of genius; yet
the threat of egoism and megalomania which overtook Piranesi lurks in the Beethoven story as
well. Again, madness appears as the possible result of artistic inspiration which partakes too
much of subjective thought and not enough of objective expression.

The late Beethoven is in many ways a perfect figure for artistic egoism. The composer’s
late period includes several piano sonatas and string quartets, the Missa solemnis, and the Ninth
Symphony (Odoevskii’s favorite piece by Beethoven). These works, written during the period of
his life when Beethoven was already completely deaf, are more abstract and technically difficult
than Beethoven’s earlier compositions. Music theorists have long interpreted these works as the
result of Beethoven’s total detachment from the outside world, his retreat into his own inner

8 See the notes to “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” in Literaturnye pamiatniki: Russkie nochi (Leningrad: Nauka, 1975),
pp. 287-289.
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self.%% Perhaps the most famous advocate of this viewpoint is Adorno, who in his essay fragment
“Spatstil Beethovens” (1937) argues that Beethoven, in his final decade, withdrew entirely from
communication with external society and, in his compositions, offered a negation of that social
order.” The abstractness and difficulty of these late works, especially in contrast to the
representational character of the preceding “heroic” period, with its clear statements on
Napoleon and the revolutionary spirit, baffled European audiences. From direct engagement with
the social and political world around him, Beethoven appeared to have retreated into an inner
world of his own. The musical expression of this inner world sounded to many like the formless
outbursts of an insane imagination.

Odoevskii structures the narrative of “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” to foreground the gap
between Beethoven’s creative vision and the understanding (or lack thereof) of his audience. The
story both begins and ends by relating the thoughts and commentary of perplexed outside
observers: first the group of musicians who are attempting to play Beethoven’s new quartet, and
whose astonished reaction to the music is related by the narrator; and finally, the crowd at the
ball who briefly and dispassionately discuss the news that Beethoven has died. Rather than
entering directly into Beethoven’s life, we find that our understanding of the composer and his
aesthetic activity is mediated by the opinions of a bewildered Viennese high society. Similarly,
the fictional student Louisa, a device to prompt Beethoven’s self-reflection and to be the passive
recipient of his confessional discourse on music, is unable to understand her master’s explanation
of his creative process and the source of his inspiration. The mentor/student relationship is
central to most Bildungsromane and is premised upon mutual understanding; here, that
relationship is disrupted, again foregrounding a discord between idea and expression.

The negative impression that Beethoven’s final quartet produces on Viennese musical
society and on Louisa suggests that the composition may indeed be an eruption of pure noise, the
abstract reflection of Beethoven’s solipsistic “exile” into the depths of his own mind; that, like
the false Piranesi in the cycle’s first story, Beethoven in his later years is closer to madness than
true art. And yet the situation in “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” is more ambivalent than in the
Piranesi story. Significantly, the critiques that the musicians at the beginning of the Beethoven
story level against the quartet recall the very ideals of Romantic music as described in
Hoffmann’s 1810 review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and, a few years later, in his essay
“Beethoven’s Instrumental Music.” While these texts concern Beethoven’s earlier pieces
(Hoffmann died in 1822, before the most significant of Beethoven’s late works were published),
the characterization of the string quartet in “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” clearly echoes
Hoffmann’s analysis.

89 Summarizing the viewpoints of several music critics of the 20" century, Stephen Rumph writes, “The abstraction
of the late works, coupled with the composer’s total deafness during his last decade, raised the suspicion that
Beethoven had detached himself entirely from the outer world. Many, if not most, listeners would probably still
agree with J.W.N. Sullivan’s claim from 1927 that ‘the regions within which Beethoven the composer now worked
were, to an unprecedented degree, withdrawn and sheltered from his outer life. His deafness and solitariness are
almost symbolic of his complete retreat into his inner self.” Donald Jay Grout canonized this view in his famous
textbook: ‘By 1816, Beethoven had resigned himself to a soundless world of tones that existed only in his mind.””
See Stephen Rumph, Beethoven after Napoleon: Political Romanticism in the Late Works (University of California
Press, 2004), p. 3.

70 See Theodor Adorno, Beethoven. The Philosophy of Music, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Polity
Press, 1998), pp. 123-161. Edward Said, summarizing Adorno’s thesis in his own monograph on late style, writes,
“[Beethoven’s] late works constitute a form of exile.” See Said, On Late Style: Music and Literature Against the
Grain (New York: Pantheon Books, 2006), p. 8.
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In Odoevskii’s story, the Viennese musicians offer the following three critiques of the
unnamed string quartet. First, they perceive that Beethoven’s music has become formless,
spontaneous, and non-referential: “Gone was the charm of an original melody, full of poetic
concepts” (123) [Mcuesna npenecTb OpUrHHATLHON MEJIOUH, TOJTHON MOITHYECKUX 3aMbICIIOB]
(1:118). Rather than conveying deliberate “poetic designs” [mosTrueckue 3ambicibi] the quartet
is comprised of impulsive “formless outbursts” [6e300pa3ubie mopsiBbi]. Second, they dislike the
music’s reliance on counterpoint: “the artistic touch had been replaced by the painstaking
pedantry of an inept counterpointist” (123) [XyaoKHUYECKas OTJENIKA MPEBPATUIACH B
KPOIOTIUBBIN TIeaaHTH3M Oe3mapHoro kourpanynkrucra] (1:118), a musical technique to which
Beethoven devoted himself with special focus during the period of his deafness, and which was
uncommon in most Romantic music, being more characteristic of the Baroque. And finally,
Beethoven’s consonant harmonies appear to have given way to dissonance: “the fire that
formerly blazed up in his fast allegros and, gradually growing, poured out like burning lava in
full, great harmonies had died down amidst incomprehensible dissonances” (123) [oross,
KOTOPBIH MPEKIE MbIIAT B €r0 OBICTPBIX aJUIETPO M, TIOCTEIIEHHO YCHIIMBASICh, KHITYUYEO JIABOKO
pa3IUBAJICS B MOJHBIX, OTPOMHBIX CO3BYUYHSIX—IIOTAC CPETU HEMOHATHBIX THCCOHAHCOB]
(1:118). The overall impression that the quartet creates is one of a lack of understanding of the
principles of modern musical composition: “Everywhere there were immature, vain attempts to
create effects that do not exist in music” (123) [Besae yuenndeckoe, HeOCTUTAIOIIEE
cTpemiieHHe K A deKTam, He CYIIEeCTBYONMM B My3bike] (1:118).

The accusations of impulsivity and disorder in Beethoven’s quartet recall the problem of
thought without proper expression, an excess of pure mys/’ without concern for vyrazhenie, that
we first encountered in “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi.” However, these accusations
also echo Hoffmann’s two most famous pieces of musical criticism, texts which helped to shape
the understanding of Romantic music that emerged in Germany in the 1810s. First, the charge of
“formlessness,” the claim that Beethoven’s quartet lacks “poetic designs,” recalls the Romantic
valorization of “absolute music” of which Hoffmann was the most ardent early defender.
“Absolute music” refers to purely instrumental, wordless music that has no explicit dramatic
purpose and is not intended to refer to any aspect of empirical reality: it is internally self-
referential and does not convey extra-musical ideas. One of the most famous passages from
Hoffmann’s review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony identifies absolute instrumental music as
“the most romantic of all the arts—one almost wishes to say the only one that is purely
romantic.”’t And in “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music,” Hoffmann elaborates:

Instrumental music must avoid all senseless joking and triviality, especially where
it is intended to be taken as absolute music and not to serve some definite
dramatic purpose. It explores the depths of the soul for the presentiments of a joy
which, nobler and more beautiful than anything experienced in this narrow world,
comes to us from the unknown land; it inflames in our breasts an inner, rapturous
life, a more intense expression than is possible through words, which are
appropriate only to our limited earthly feelings.’

L E.T.A. Hoffmann, “Review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony” (1810) in Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung 12 (4
and 11 July 1810), The Critical Reception of Beethoven’s Compositions by His German Contemporaries, Vol. 2, ed.
Wayne M. Senner, trans. Robin Wallace (Lincoln and London: U of Nebraska Press, 2001), p. 96.

2E.T.A. Hoffmann, “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music” [in Kreisleriana I-4], trans. Arthur Ware Locke, The Music
Quarterly, Vol. 3, No. 1 (1917), p. 132.
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Following these statements on the Romantic power of purely instrumental music, in the
nineteenth century “It became commonplace to cite Hoffmann as the advocate of absolute music
par excellence.””® According to Hoffmann’s interpretation of Beethoven, it is precisely music’s
distance from ordinary sign systems, its inability to function as a language to convey concrete
ideas, that makes it the ideal embodiment of the inexpressible.

The Viennese musicians’ claim that Beethoven’s quartet displays “the painstaking
pedantry of an inept counterpointist” is also striking given that Beethoven’s experiments in
counterpoint take on a deep significance in Hoffmann’s Romantic aesthetics. For Hoffmann,
contrapuntal moments in Beethoven’s music—though associated with an older, Baroque style—
contributed to the works’ characteristic unity by repeatedly referring back to and developing the
central theme.” David Charlton goes so far as to propose that in Hoffmann’s Kreisleriana, “the
Romantic significance of counterpoint is its poetic similarity to the intertwining, mysterious
curvilinear forms found in nature” — in other words, counterpoint comes to reflect the inner
structure of the natural world.”™

Finally, the criticism that Beethoven’s former “fiery” harmonies had died down into
“incomprehensible dissonances” [rorac cpenu HeMOHATHBIX auccoHaHcoB] recalls certain
moments from Hoffmann’s review of the Fifth Symphony, even though this criticism concerns a
quartet that was composed fifteen years after Symphony No. 5. It is especially characteristic of
Hoffmann’s writings about Beethoven to use images of fire, flames, and burning to describe the
effects of his music; yet Hoffmann does not see “the fire that formerly blazed up in his fast
allegros” (orotb, KOTOPBIi MpeXk/Ie MbLIAT B €r0 OBICTPBIX ajyierpo) as incompatible with
dissonance. On the contrary, in the review of the Fifth Symphony Hoffmann describes moments
of dissonance as essential to Beethoven’s work, claiming that they reflect sublime emotional
states: “The heavy strokes of this dissonance, sounding like a strange, frightening voice, excite
terror of the extraordinary—the fear of spirits.”’® For Hoffmann, dissonance has a place within
the wider unified harmony of Beethoven’s musical world.

It is worth dwelling on these surprising overlaps between Hoffmann’s well-known
reviews of Beethoven’s early works and the criticisms the Viennese musicians level against the
late works in “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” for a few reasons. First, this overlap establishes
Odoevskii’s engagement with broader Romantic musical aesthetics, particularly Hoffmann’s,
within the Beethoven story. Secondly, it sets up an important irresolution that marks the story as

73 See the introduction to Music and Literature in German Romanticism, ed. Siobhan Donovan and Robin Elliott
(Rochester: Camden House, 2004), p. xiv. Werner Keil’s essay in the same volume, however, contends that
Hoffmann’s own fictional writings place a greater value on vocal music performed by female singers than on purely
instrumental music. See Keil, “The Voice from the Hereafter: E.T.A. Hoffmann’s Ideal of Sound and Its Realization
in Early Twentieth-Century Electronic Music,” Music and Literature in German Romanticism, pp. 143-162. In Die
Idee der absoluten Musik, Carl Dahlhaus traces the belief that absolute music “entails a quasi-religious faith in the
ability of pure instrumental music to reveal profound truths” back to German Romanticism (qtd. in Donovan and
Elliott, p. xvi).

4 Of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, Hoffmann writes, “Completely apart from the fact that the contrapuntal
treatment shows deep study of the art, it is also the transitional passages and the continual references to the principal
theme that show how the master did not simply conceive the whole, with all its characteristic features, within his
spirit, but thought it through as well.” See Hoffmann, “Review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,” p. 103.

S See Charlton, “Introduction to Kreisleriana,” E.T.A. Hoffmann’s Musical Writings: Kreisleriana, The Poet and
the Composer, Musical Criticism, ed. David Charlton, trans. Martyn Clarke (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989), p.
37.

6 Hoffmann, “Review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,” p. 106
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a whole: it is never quite clear whether Beethoven is truly mad or enlightened; whether his final
quartets are successful or grating; whether they represent a departure from his early works, or a
continuation.”” And finally, the possibility that the musicians find fault with precisely those
elements of Beethoven’s work that reveal his genius underscores the theme of a misalignment
between the creative ideal of a musical composition, on the one hand, and the effect of its
embodied performance, on the other.

Beethoven expands on this latter possibility in his dialogue with Louisa following the
disastrous performance. The reason that Viennese society cannot properly appreciate his music,
Beethoven claims, is a problem of transmission: the composition that Beethoven conceives in his
imagination must undergo several stages of mediation in the physical world before it reaches the
listener, and each successive stage increases the possibility of a fatal error. Beethoven explains to
Louisa, “In the earliest days of my youth, | became aware of the abyss that separated thought
from expression. Alas, | was never able to express my soul” (126) [OT caMbIX FOHBIX JIET 5
yBUZEN O0€3/1HY, pa3IeIoIlyI0 MBICIb OT BBIpAKEHUS. Y Bbl, HUKOTJa sl HE MOT BbIPa3UTh TYyIIU
csoeii] (1:121). To “express one’s soul” is one of the chief desires of Romanticism, born out of a
need to transcend the limits of individual subjectivity. Beethoven’s fantasy of unmediated
communion with the Other is the quintessential Romantic fantasy; and, as always, it is the reality
of the material world that gets in the way—the artist’s need to transmit his thought through the
embodied form of the artwork. In the case of a musical composition, this transmission undergoes
several stages. First, the work must be transferred from the composer’s imagination to the sheet
of paper; then a group of performers must read the notes on the paper, a stage that allows for
mistakes on the part of each individual musician; next, the performers must play these notes on
their instruments, material objects that introduce additional room for error: ““Here, a melody was
lost because it had not occurred to a lowly craftsman to put in an extra valve; there, an
intolerable bassoonist made me rewrite a whole symphony because his bassoon couldn’t play a
couple of bass notes’” (127) [Tam mpomnana Menoaust OTTOTO, YTO HU3KUN PEMECICHHHUK HE
npuaymai moCTaBUTh JIMIIHETO KJiarma”Ha, TaMm HECHOCHBIN q)aFOTI/ICT 3aCTaBJISIET MCHA
nepeacibplBaTh LEIYIO CI/IM(i)OHI/IIO OTTOI'O, YTO €10 (baFOT HC BBIACIBIBACT IAPbI 0acoBBIX HOT.. ]
(2:121). It is only at this final stage that the composition is transferred to the audience. Each
stage of transmission introduces an additional level of embeddedness in the physical world that
further widens the gap between thought and expression. This is the same material challenge to
expression that we see in the Piranesi story—how can wood and stone be made commensurate to
the fantastic edifices in Piranesi’s imagination?—and which we will see again, partially resolved,
in “Sebastian Bach.”

The ailing Beethoven’s response to this epistemological gap—between the music he
hears in his mind, and the music others hear when his compositions are performed—is to alter
the very foundations of musical composition. The composer reveals to Louisa that he plans to

" Given the common division of Beethoven’s work into distinct “early” and “late” periods—or, following Adorno,
into three successive periods, the third of which represents a total negation of the two preceding periods—the
coincidence of Odoevskii’s characterization of Beethoven’s late string quartets with Hoffmann’s description of the
early symphonies is remarkable. Claudia Albert, discussing Russkie nochi as the primary Russian exemplar of
Romantic writing about music, observes that “The Beethoven section partakes conspicuously of the formulae of
pathos used by German Romanticism — and of Hoffmann’s Rezension zur 5. Sinfonie (Review of the 5% Symphony)
from 1810,” although she does not expand upon the specific ways in which “Poslednii kvartet Betkhovena” draws
on Hoffmann’s review. See Albert, “Music and Romantic narration,” p. 78. Apart from Albert’s essay, there appears
to have been little discussion of Odoevskii’s Beethoven story vis-a-vis Hoffmann’s Beethoven writings in either
English or Russian scholarship.
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change the laws of harmony, to use chords that no one has previously dared to use in music.
Desperate to overcome the barrier between the artist’s imagination and the embodied form of the
artwork, Beethoven asserts that it is only by fundamentally altering the harmonic system that he
will be able to engender the composition he hears in his mind in the realm of reality. Within the
broader context of Romantic musical aesthetics, however, Beethoven is treading dangerous
ground. One of the tenets of Romantic music philosophy holds that the harmonic system is a
perfect reflection of the harmony of God’s creation—in other words, that harmony is a Romantic
hieroglyph for the underlying unity of the natural world: “that music, as the art of vibration,
acoustics, and a harmonic system based on the octave (as ordained by nature), could be almost
scientifically construed as the art fundamentally closest to that surrounding nature in which true
Romanticism was held to be immanent.”’® Beethoven’s desire to rewrite the laws of harmony in
accordance with the symphony he hears in his own imagination could, then, be read as an
impulse to impose his own will in place of God’s. Rather than entering into communion with
other subjectivities, Beethoven’s imagined symphony would thereby replace what
Wackenroder’s Joseph Berglinger refers to in “The Remarkable Musical Life of the Tone-Poet
Joseph Berglinger” as “the indwelling harmony of nature,” which proceeds from God.”

Although Odoevskii does not explicitly state that Beethoven’s desire to rewrite the
harmonic system is a transgression, Faust’s comments in the frame narrative following the story
support the idea that there is something fundamentally lacking in Beethoven’s music.
Significantly, the philosopher asserts that ““through its wonderful harmony you hear some
inharmonious cry’” (130) [‘ckBO3b €€ UyAHYIO TAPMOHUIO CIBIIIUTCSA KAKOW-TO HECTPOMHBIN
Borih’| (1:125). While moments of dissonance, following Hoffmann’s reviews, might be
considered a characteristic feature of Beethoven’s music, one reflecting genuine spiritual
experience, the negating terms “inharmonious” and “discordant”—the closest approximations of
the term “nectpoiinbiii” used by Faust—are (unlike “dissonance”) only ever used in Romantic
aesthetic theory to suggest a troubling lack of unity, a break or severance in the fundamental
identity of all things. The “inharmonious cry” [HecTpoiinblii Borus] that Faust identifies in some
of Beethoven’s compositions suggests something extraneous, an extra-aesthetic marker of a
longing or desire that cannot be successfully translated into art. The reason for this failure, Faust
goes on to suggest, is Beethoven’s lack of faith in God. Recollecting a discussion with a devotee
of Haydn, Faust asserts that Beethoven was incapable of composing truly spiritual music because
“‘Beethoven did not believe in what Haydn believed’” (131) [‘berxoBeH He Bepui ToMy, yeMy
Bepu [aiinn’] (1:125). It is Bach who, in the Eighth Night, will reveal the power inherent in
replicating the harmonic system as laid out by God.

Beethoven thus appears in Odoevskii’s story as an artist of great originality and
willpower, whose determined reliance on his own inner vision, in opposition to the accepted
norms of the classical harmonic system, is presented ambivalently, as potentially indicative of
both artistic genius and transgressive insanity. The image of Beethoven as rebel is of course
familiar: Beethoven’s early music was often intensely political and deeply intertwined with

78 See Charlton, “Introduction to Kreisleriana,” pp. 33-34. Charlton traces this aspect of Romantic musical
aesthetics to the work of the physicist Johann Wilhelm Ritter, who speculated that “the vibrations we can see in a
length of cord, giving off their notes, might merely exist as part of a phenomenon leading to infinitely larger
vibrations and—to humans—unperceived notes. ‘The world revolving might create such a note; the revolution round
the sun, a second one...Here one arrives at the idea of a colossal music, of which our small one is but an important
allegory,” p. 35.

8 In Outpourings of an Art-loving Friar, trans. Edward Mornin (Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1975), p. 118.
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revolutionary Romanticism.® Grigorii Bernandt notes that, for Odoevskii as for many young
men of the 1820s, Beethoven was a symbol of revolutionary struggle.®! Such was the image of
Beethoven popularized by the Decembrists—and it is perhaps possible to perceive, in the aging
Beethoven’s doomed revolt against God’s harmonic system in “Beethoven’s Last Quartet,” an
allusion to the failed uprising of 1825, just two years before Beethoven’s death. While Odoevskii
himself did not participate in the rebellion he had many friends who did, and he was known to be
sympathetic to their ideas.??

The political dimension of Beethoven’s personal mythos inscribes the historicizing
approach to temporality that we have observed elsewhere at work in Russian Nights. According
to this historical model, it is modern man’s “sickened” (atheistic and revolutionary) state that
inspires a disruption of classical harmonic forms. As in “The Improvvisatore,” however, this
story about the dangers of modernity is enfolded into a broader, transhistoricist and lapsarian
narrative, in which Beethoven’s aesthetic rebellion appears as a manifestation of the eternal
revolt against divine harmony that is represented in figures like Cain and Faust. We might also
read the Viennese musicians’ bewildered response to Beethoven’s late work within each of these
competing models of history and aesthetics. From a teleological and periodizing perspective, the
misalignment between the high creative ideal of Beethoven’s late work and the disagreeable
effect of its embodied performance at a particular moment in history (1827) can be explained as
the conflict between an institutionalized and an emerging stage in the evolution of music: put
simply, Beethoven is ahead of his time. “Lateness” thus becomes, paradoxically, the grounds for
the genesis of a new style. Understood within a transhistoricist framework which perceives
artistic genius as universal rather than historically contingent, the reaction of the Viennese pubic
is more ambivalent: lateness here comes to mean retreat and spiritual exile, the artist’s inability
to meaningfully express their inner vision. Odoevskii’s own anxieties about his status as a “late”
writer of Romanticism are thus inscribed into “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” in a way that both
complicates and raises the stakes of the dual temporalities introduced in “Opere del Cavaliere
Giambattista Piranesi” and expanded upon in “The Improvvisatore.”

Significantly, instances of innovation and transgression—categories which take on
distinctly different meanings when considered within Russian Nights’ two competing historical
frameworks—are present in the artistic structure of “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” as well. In terms
of genre, “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” represents a startling amalgam of biography, Romantic art
novella, music theory, and philosophical dialogue. Rather than representing Beethoven’s life in
terms of artistic maturation, Bildung, or hagiography, the text presents us with an image of
Beethoven in 1827, driven half mad by the loss of his hearing — as Faust says, a “diseased soul.”
The story itself, like Beethoven’s late music, lacks any underlying principle of harmony. What is
dominant in its composition, as in much of Russian Nights, is discourse: the constant layering of
different, conflicting points of view, the dialogic engagement of multiple subjectivities. It is for
this reason that the story opens not with Beethoven, but with the Viennese performers who do
not understand his new quartet, and closes with an outsider’s unconcerned perspective on his
death. Beethoven himself can only give voice to his ideas in the form of a dialogue, by

8 Stephen Rumph asserts that even Beethoven’s final period can be interpreted as highly political, and that, despite
its claims to extra-referentiality, absolute music was often politically motivated. See Rumph, Beethoven after
Napoleon: Political Romanticism in the Late Works.

81 See G.B. Bernandt, “V.F. Odoevskii—muzykant,” Viadimir Odoevskii. Muzykal 'no-literaturnoe nasledie
(Moskva: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe iz’stvo, 1956), pp. 5-75.

8 For a discussion of Odoevskii’s ties to Decembrism, see Cornwell, pp. 179-183.
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presenting his thoughts aloud to Louisa, whose sole function is to serve as a passive interlocutor.
Yet unlike some of the other, more positively marked moments of polyphony in Russian Nights,
the dialogic nature of “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” takes on a negative quality: the dissonance
never resolves into harmony. Viennese musical society remains perplexed by Beethoven’s
music; Louisa fails to grasp what Beethoven reveals to her, and continues to perceive him only
as a pitiable, dying man. Our perception of Beethoven is mediated through the uncomprehending
eyes of those who do not understand him, in order to emphasize the potential failure of both
music and words to convey one person’s subjective experience to another. Here the
interconnectedness of Odoevskii’s theories of musical composition and discourse, of
counterpoint and literary polyphony, emerges in a way that simultaneously suggests the
affordances and deficiencies of both systems.

In “Beethoven’s Last Quartet,” then, we perceive Odoevskii’s attempt to replicate the
compositional principles of the represented artform (music) within the form of the representing
literary narrative. Like Hoffmann, Odoevskii sees music as an interarts model for literary
creation. In contrast to “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi” and “The Improvvisatore,”
both the Beethoven story and “Sebastian Bach” seek to borrow forms from the sister artwork
they thematize: music emerges as a model for Romantic narrative.

*k*x

Whereas “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” represents the disruption of musical harmony as a
symptom of the irreconcilable divide between thought (mys!’) and expression (vyrazhenie),
“Sebastian Bach” offers an antidotal vision of the “sacred mysteries of harmony” [TauncTBa
rapmonuu] as a potential resolution to this divide. The Bach story thus presents the most positive
image of aesthetic creation in Russian Nights, and the one that comes closest to modeling a
synthesis of the dualities that underly the cycle. In other words, “Sebastian Bach” comes closest
to achieving one of the artistic goals of the 1820s—the reconciliation of binaries. The story
proclaims the redemptive power of art, and of music in particular, to overcome the abyss
between ideal thought and material expression by giving genuine, harmonious form to extra-
rational subjective experience. Unlike the cycle’s three preceding artists’ tales, in “Sebastian
Bach” the extra-rational never threatens to become irrational. While some of the story’s minor
characters perceive Bach and his mentor Albrecht as irrational or even insane, the reader is never
left in any doubt that these secondary characters are mistaken, their flawed judgment the result of
a limited and worldly understanding. This is because, in “Sebastian Bach,” the extra-rational
inspiration of the artist is linked directly to God, whose own cosmic creation is the source of
musical innovation. Unlike Beethoven, who seeks to recreate the classical harmonic system in
the image of his own mind, Bach draws his inspiration directly from the divine harmonies of the
external world.8® Within the dialogic system of the cycle’s four artists’ tales, Bach thus appears
as the more positive obverse of Cypriano, whose poetic improvisations likewise proceeded from

8 There is a critical tendency to view Bach and Beethoven as opposites. Said, following Adorno, observes that,
while both Bach and Beethoven are composers of genius who opened up new pathways for musical composition,
Bach’s creative labors were always consistent, whereas Beethoven’s oeuvre is marked by conflict and contradiction.
While Beethoven’s late works are a refutation of his earlier creative periods, Bach appears as an exemplar of “late
works [that] crown a lifetime of aesthetic endeavor [...] artistic lateness [...] as harmony and resolution.” See Said,
On Late Style: Music and Literature Against the Grain, p. 7.
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an outside source; in the case of the improvisor, however, this source was demonic rather than
divine.

The words “rapmonus” (“harmony”) and “rapmonunueckuii” (“harmonious’) appear
twenty-five times in the short text of “Sebastian Bach,” far more frequently than anywhere else
in Russian Nights. The term also takes on a wider set of connotations in this text than elsewhere.
In the Bach story, harmony occurs at various related levels of material and spiritual experience.
In addition to the principle of musical harmony, wherein a series of chords accompanies and
adds depth and complexity to the central melody, the term “harmony” is used in “Sebastian
Bach” to indicate family happiness, a righteous life, the interpenetration of religion and art, and,
at the most general level, the cosmic unity of all aspects of God’s creation. Thus, we are told that
the family of musicians into which Sebastian is born “was blessed with piety and love for
harmony from above” [4yBCTBO peMTHO3HOE ¥ JFOO0BH K TAPMOHHMH CBBIIIE OCEHUIN CEMBIO
Baxog] (1:151); and that the heads of the family’s various branches would gather together on one
fixed day each year “like the individual sounds of a single chord” [kak pa3po3HeHHBIC 3BYKH
OJTHOTO M TOTO ke co3Byuns]. Later in the story, Sebastian’s own family life with Magdalena
emerges in a similar way: Sebastian’s apprenticeship at the home of the organ maker Albrecht,
where he grows up alongside Albrecht’s daughter Magdalena, accustoms his spirit to a
harmonious existence: “Magdalena was such a melodious, indispensable sound in that harmony
that their very love was born and had passed all its stages almost unnoticed by the young people
themselves” (178) [MarnanuHa Obuta CTONB CTPOMHBIM, HEOOXOAMMBIM 3BYKOM B ITOMH
rapMOHHH, YTO camasi JIF0OOBb MX 3apOIHJIach, MPOIILJIA BCE CBOU TIEPHO/IbI TOYTH HE3AMETHO IS
camux monoabix smojei] (1:171). On the level of metaphysics as well as domesticity, harmony is
paramount: the young Sebastian’s vision at the church in Eisenach reveals the underlying
harmony of all aspects of the physical world when that world is perceived through religion or art:
“Everything here lived a harmonious life, each rainbow-like movement emitted a sound, and
each sound was fragrant” (166) [Bce 31ech U0 TaApMOHUYECKOIO KU3HHUIO, 3BYyUAIO KaXkKI0€
pagy>KHOC IBUKCHUC, 6naroyxaﬂ Ka)KI[I:IfI 3BYK, — H HCBHI[I/IMBIﬁ T'0JIOC BHATHO ITPOU3HOCHII
TaMHCTBEHHBIE CITOBA peuruu u uckyccrsa) (1:159).

It is precisely this natural tendency of all parts of creation toward harmony that Albrecht
discovers in his invention of a new register for the organ: “This observation made it clear to me
that everything in this world leads to unity—and that’s the way it should be! In each sound we
hear the whole chord. Melody is a series of chords. Each sound is nothing else but a full
harmony” (171) [3To Habm0IcCHHE 03aPHIIO MOM YM SIPKUM CBETOM: UTaK, MOAyMall 5, BCe B MHpE
MPUBOAMTCS K €TUHCTBY—TAaK M JOJDKHO OBITh! BO BCSIKOM 3BYKE MBI CIIBIIIAM IIEITbIA aKKOP/I.
Menoaus ecTh psiji aKKOPIOB; KaXIblil 3BYK €CTh HE HHOE YTO, Kak mojiHas rapmonus] (1:163).
Albrecht calls his new register “mystery”—Dbecause, he says, this register (a particular
combination of stops in the pipes of an organ) conceals within itself an important secret: “u sToT
PETHCTp 5 Ha3BaJ MUCTEpHUEH: OO0, AEHCTBUTEIHLHO, B HEM CKPBIBAETCS BaXKHOE TaMHCTBO.” This
secret is precisely the secret of harmony, “ranncTBo rapmonuu.” Odoevskii’s footnote states that
Albrecht’s new register, which he calls “mystery,” is a register that actually exists in modern
organs, called “mixtures.”8 This register is used to combine multiple “voices” within the organ
into a chorus—that is, to bring multiple musical strands into a single unified harmony.

8 Odoevskii’s footnote reads, “In current organs this word has transformed into a prosaic expression: Mixturen”
[OT0 c10BO B HEIHENIHUX OpraHax MPEBPATHIIOCH B Ipo3andeckoe Beipaxkenue: Mixturen] (1:163). Odoevskii
appears to have taken some artistic license here. In fact, in Baroque organ registration, a “mixture” refers not to a
single specific register, but to a type of compound organ stop that contains several ranks of pipes. Mixtures were not
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The nature of Albrecht’s invention reflects the fundamental difference between the
approach to musical harmony in “Sebastian Bach” and “Beethoven’s Last Quartet.” Odoevskii’s
Beethoven dreamed of altering the laws of harmony and of inventing entirely new chords, never
before heard in music. Beethoven’s invention proves unrealizable—possibly because it
represents a transgression, a desire on the part of the artist to supplant God’s vision and replace it
with his own. By contrast, Sebastian’s mentor succeeds in fundamentally altering the
construction of the pipe organ, a feat that, as his fellow organ maker Bandeler argues, “‘goes
against the fundamental principles of our craft’” [‘koTOpoe IpPOTHBHO NIEPBBIM OCHOBAHUSM
narrero macteperna’] (1:164). Albrecht’s response to Bandeler is revealing: ““Yet, it does not go
against nature!”” (172) [ U, oxgHako ke, He npoTuBHO npupoze!’]. Albrecht’s addition of a new
register to the organ is not equivalent to Beethoven’s desire to change the laws of harmony: the
new register gives expression to an aspect of the harmonic system that God himself created, and
which is therefore natural even if heretofore undiscovered. Albrecht points out to his skeptical
fellow organ makers that the “mysteries of harmony” [rauHCcTBa rapmonuu] are immanent not in
the physical structure of the wooden organ, but in each man’s soul. The task of the musician or
the maker of an instrument is to find a mode of external expression for that inner harmony which
proceeds from God.

The idea that there is a “mystery” [TauncTBo] or “secret” [Taitna] concealed within the
laws of musical harmony is repeated often throughout “Sebastian Bach.” Early in the narrative,
the young Sebastian presses his music teachers to “reveal the secrets of harmony to him”
[TmietHO BICTIpaIIMBal OH Y CBOMX yuuTelel Tainsl rapmonuu| (1:160); that is, to explain why
there is nothing in physics or mathematics to indicate why certain sounds are pleasing to the
human ear while others are disagreeable, or why certain chords inspire ecstasy in the listener
while others prompt disgust. Thus, the “secrets of harmony” can be understood to refer to the
problem that is at the root of all transcendental philosophy: how to explain the connection
between subjective emotional experience and the world of nature, between the subject’s freedom
and objective necessity. This is the central question of Romantic aesthetics, which observes that
aesthetic pleasure derives from a sensuous experience of the external world while also
potentially leading to an intensely subjective emotional experience. Bowie has argued that of all
the artforms, music offers the clearest instantiation of this dialectic of Romantic art, since
musical works are so clearly reliant on both mathematical necessity (upon which the Western
harmonic system is based) and affective experience.®® Importantly, this synthesis which occurs in
music is perceived as inaccessible to philosophical articulation. The subject gains access to the
realm of the absolute through music; yet this experience lies beyond either rational
understanding or linguistic explanation. It is precisely this sort of extra-rational synthesis through
music that Odoevskii has in mind when his characters refer to the “mysteries of harmony.”

invented by a single individual, but developed gradually over time, beginning centuries before the time of Bach. See
Barbara Owen, The Registration of Baroque Organ Music (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1997), for a
thorough overview of the history of organ registration.

8 Bowie explains that “Music can be understood, therefore, as functioning in terms of a kind of dialectical ‘identity
of opposites.” The mathematical and the affective are both essential to it, but the former is universal, the latter
individual. The temptation to use music as the means of access to an absolute which would overcome the division
between the mathematically explicable, deterministic nature manifest in the rules of the harmonic series, and the
world of affect is apparent in this combination of extremes.” See Bowie, Aesthetics and Subjectivity: From Kant to
Nietzsche, p. 226.
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Indeed, not long after Sebastian leaves Bandeler to become Albrecht’s assistant,
Albrecht explains the glory of music to Sebastian in terms that emphasize its extra-rational,
extra-linguistic aspect, its ability to express an otherwise inaccessible spiritual experience:

But there is still the highest state of man’s soul, which he does not share with
nature, which eludes the sculptor’s chisel, remains unrevealed by the passionate
lines of the poet. This is the state when the soul, proud of its victory over nature,
in the full blaze of its glory, grows humble before the Almighty and, suffering
bitterly, yearns to prostrate itself at His throne and, like a stranger amid the
luxurious delights of a foreign land, sighs for his fatherland. People call the
feeling that springs from this lofty state of the soul the ineffable. Music is the only
language of this feeling. In music, in this highest sphere of human art, man
becomes oblivious to the storms of his earthly wanderings. In it, as at the peak of
the Alps, there radiates a cloudless sun of harmony. Only the inexplicit, boundless
sounds embrace the infinite soul of man; only they can unite the elements of joy
and sorrow, sundered by the fall of man; only they can rejuvenate the heart and
transport us into the innocent first cradle of the first innocent man. (176)

Ho ectb eme BhICIIas CTENEHb Iy Y€TOBEKa, KOTOPOW OH HE Pa3/IeisieT ¢
IIPUPOAOI0, KOTOPAsl yCKOJIb3aeT U3-T10J Pe3La BasATENs, KOTOPYIO HE TOCKAXYT
MJIJaMEHHBIE CTPOKH CTUXOTBOPIIA, —Ta CTEINEHb, TJIe Aylla, Topjaas CBOCIO
no6e0i HaJ MPUPOAOI0, BO BCeM OJIeCKe CIaBbl, CMUPSIETCSI MPEJI BHIIIHEIO
CHJIOI0, C TOPBKUM CTPaJIaHUEM JKaXIET IEPEHECTH ce0sl K MOTHOXKUIO ee
IIPECTOJIA U, KAK CTPAHHUK CPEIU POCKOLIHBIX HACIAXACHUN 4y KIA0U 3€MIIH,
B3/IbIXaET M0 OTYM3HE; YYBCTBO, BO30YXkAato1Ieecs: Ha 3TOM CTEIeHH, JII0IU
Ha3BaIIU HEeGbIPA3UMbIM; €TUHCTBEHHBIN S3bIK CETO UyBCTBA—M)3bIKA: B ITON
BBICIIIEH cdhepe YeTOBEUECKOT0 UCKYCCTBA YEIOBEK 3a0bIBaET 0 OypsiX 3eMHOTO
CTpaHCTBOBAHUS; B HEil, Kak Ha BbICOTE AJBIIOB, OJemieT 6e3001auH0e COJIHLIE
rapMOHUU; OJIHU €€ HeollpelelIieHHbIe, Oe3rpaHYHbIC 3BYKH OOHUMAIOT
OecripeieNbHYI0 Y1y Y€lI0BEKa; JIUIIb OHU MOTYT COBOKYIIUTh BOEAUHO CTUXUU
TPYCTH U PaloCTH, Pa3pO3HEHHBIE MMAJCHUEM YeJIOBEKa, —JIUIIb UMHU
MJIQJICHYECTBYET CEp/Ille U IEPEHOCUT HAC B MEPBYIO0 HEBUHHYIO KOJIBIOEH
MEepPBOro HEBMHHOTO YesioBeka. (1:168-169)

Music, in Albrecht’s formulation, is the “language” of the absolute, a spiritual realm that lies
beyond the reconciliation of necessity and freedom. Music gives expression to that infinite
expanse of the soul which is inaccessible to rational understanding or articulation. Significantly,
this ineffable spiritual experience here takes on an explicitly religious dimension. According to
Albrecht, music is generated through an inexpressible longing in the soul—a longing for God.
The way in which the laws of harmony are here grounded in Christian faith, and in the belief that
musical harmony derives from and is an expression of God’s will, is what most clearly
distinguishes Odoevskii’s Bach from Odoevskii’s Beethoven. In “Beethoven’s Last Quartet,”
Beethoven’s late music possesses a worldliness and a sense of proud individuality that
compromises its harmonious form.

We have seen how the threats to musical harmony in Beethoven’s late quartets help to
shape the structure of “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” and the Sixth Night. In a similar way, the
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underlying harmony which Odoevskii presents as the indisputable foundation of Bach’s
compositions informs the structure of “Sebastian Bach” and the Eighth Night. In a marked
contrast to the Beethoven story, “Sebastian Bach” follows many of the traditional forms and
patterns of the Romantic art novella. As we have seen, this genre derives from the tradition of the
Bildungsroman: in the art novellas of Novalis, Tieck, Wackenroder, and Hoffmann, the growth
and ultimate self-realization of the hero which constitute Bildung are given a new telos — rather
than reconciliation of the individual self with bourgeois reality, the goal of self-realization
becomes spiritual transcendence through art.8¢ “Sebastian Bach” traces the course of Sebastian’s
life from birth to old age, focusing especially on the period of his adolescent apprenticeship and
on the gradual development of his artistic sensibilities. The narrative is thus centrally concerned
with Sebastian’s Bildung as an artist. Moreover, “Sebastian Bach” replicates many of the
features of the Romantic artist’s biography as established by Wackenroder and Tieck in
HerzensergieBungen eines kunstliebenden Kolsterbruders (1797), in which the narrator, an
anonymous friar, presents a series of biographical sketches about historical painters, most
prominently Raphael and Albrecht Direr, whose lives are taken as a reflection and exegesis of
their art. These sketches have a marked hagiographic quality and are derived from Wackenroder
and Tieck’s personal experience of the artists’ paintings rather than from factual accounts of their
biographies.®” The Bach story is likewise semi-hagiographic in its idealization of its subject, and
the storyteller himself informs his audience (Faust’s soul-seekers) that the tale is based not on the
facts of Bach’s biography, but on the emotional experience produced by his music. In fact, the
frame narrator, a collector of rare fragments relating to the lives and works of artists, presents
Bach’s “biography” in such terms that one could easily believe he had just read the
HerzensergieBungen himself. The narrative structure of “Sebastian Bach” is thus devoid of any
“unharmonious” irregularities or contradictions, at least in the beginning.

The only contradiction that emerges is the narrator’s assertion that he will be able to
verbally communicate this biography to his audience. This assertion is self-contradictory given
that the biography is presented as the exegesis of a musical oeuvre defined by its ability to give

8 |In The German Bildungsroman from Wieland to Hesse (Princeton UP, 1978), Martin Swales defines Bildung as
“the self-realization of the individual in his wholeness,” p. 14. Swales goes on to write that “the Bildungsroman
operates with a tension between a concern for the sheer complexity of individual potentiality on the one hand and a
recognition on the other that practical reality—marriage, family, career—is a necessary dimension of the hero’s self-
realization, albeit one that by definition implies a delimitation, indeed, a constriction, of the self,” p. 29. In an essay
on the Romantic Bildungsroman included in the collection Romantic Prose Fiction, Manfred Engel describes the
“Bildungsroman in the High Romantic mode” (of which the principal German example is Novalis” Heinrich von
Ofterdingen) as an attempt to “re-enchant the world” through the hero’s transcendence. See Manfred Engel,
“Variants of the Romantic ‘Bildungsroman’ (with a short note on the ‘artist novel”),” pp. 276-277.

87 Richard Littlejohns discusses the stories’ hagiographic quality in “Iniquitous Innocence: The Ambiguity of Music
in the Phantasien uber die Kunst (1799),” Music and Literature in German Romanticism, ed. Siobhan Donovan and
Robin Elliott (Rochester: Camden House, 2004), pp. 3-4. Wackenroder’s biographical sketches of Raphael and
Diirer are almost entirely fictionalized. The image of these artists that emerges in stories like “Raphael and the
Apprentice” and “In Pious Memory of Our Revered Forebear Albrecht Direr, By an Art-Loving Friar” are based on
Wackenroder’s interpretation of the feelings behind their respective artworks. In his introduction to the 1975 English
translation of Outpourings, Edward Mornin writes, “What at all times determines Wackenroder’s treatment [of these
artists] is neither scholarly respect for his source materials nor a critical reappraisal of them, but his desire to
illustrate through biographical sketches or characterizations of individual artworks his notion of the artist as an
inspired being, and of art as a manifestation of the Divine.” See Mornin, Outpourings of an Art-loving Friar, p. xiii.
Neil Cornwell notes on the basis of “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” and “Sebastian Bach” that “Odoevsky’s conception
of artistic ‘biography’ appears to be particularly close to that of Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder.” See Cornwell, p.
48.
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form to the ineffable and extra-linguistic. If Bach’s music manifests aspects of subjective
experience that go beyond articulation in language, then how can this text claim to articulate the
evolution of Bach’s inner life on the basis of that music? The narrator himself acknowledges this
contradiction midway through the story. After reiterating that the only way to truly learn about
the “events in Sebastian’s inner life” [mpoucmecTBus BHyTpeHHel xu3nun Cedactusnal is to play
all of Bach’s music from beginning to end, the narrator reflects on the difficult task he has set for
himself in attempting to narrativize that inner life:

It is a pity that my talkative old Albrecht is dead: at least he related what
Sebastian felt. When Sebastian listened to Albrecht, he always thought that he
was listening to himself. Verbal language was not his chief medium of
communication—he expressed himself only through the sounds of an organ. And
you cannot imagine how difficult it is to translate from this divine, infinite
language into our language, which is limited and mixed with the clay of life.
Sometimes | have to write a volume of commentary to four notes, and yet these
four notes speak more clearly to one who knows how to understand them than my
whole volume. (179)

XKanb, yTo ymep Mol TOBOPIUBLIN cTapuK AJOpexT: OH IO KpalHel Mepe
pacckasbIBal TO, 4To 4yBcTBOBaN CebacTusi; korga CeOacThsH Cirymal
AnbpexTa, TO BCeraa JyMal, uTo ceOsl CIyIIaeT; caM K€ CIOBECHBIM SI3BIKOM
TOBOPHJI MaJIO, —OH TOBOPUJI TOJIBKO 3ByKaMH OpraHa. A Bbl HE MOXeETe cede
BOOOpa3uTh, KaK TPYAHO C 3TOTO HEOECHOTO, OeCcTIpeIeILHOTO S3bIKa MEPEBOAUTH
HA Halll CKaThIid, CMEIIAaHHBIN C TPAaXOM >KU3HHM S3bIK. ITHOT1a MHE Ha YeThIpe
HOTBI IPUXOJIUTCA MMUCATH LI TOM KOMMEHTApUM, U BCE-TaKH 3TH YEThIpE
HOTBI SICHEE MOETO TOMa TOBOPST IS TOTO, KTO YMeeT MoHuMaTh ux. (1:172)

The claim that the character of Albrecht functions, at least in part, as a device for giving verbal
expression to Sebastian’s inner life—which Sebastian himself is able to communicate only
through music—is particularly interesting given that Albrecht speaks primarily in lengthy
philosophical monologues. The narrator thus suggests that philosophical discourse comes closest
of all discursive modes to approximating the content of music. And yet the discursive mode
chosen by the eccentric speaker to convey the spirit of Bach to his listeners is that of narrative,
not philosophy. Somehow, literature must be made to do this work: and yet the narrator’s
admission, “It is a pity that my talkative old Albrecht is dead,” suggests a crisis in the text’s
confidence that it will be able to perform the task of faithfully communicating the spiritual life of
Sebastian Bach.

It is worth now examining more closely this opposition between music and words as it
was conceived in Romantic theory. The Bach narrator’s claim that music represents a purer
expression of the divine than does verbal language, and that the spiritual content of music
exceeds what is expressible in rational linguistic terms (“MHorzna MHe Ha YeTbIpe HOTHI
MPUXOUTCS TUCATh 1IebId TOM KoMMeHTapwii”), reflects the Romantic valorization of the non-
representational and non-conceptual form of music as a means of transcending objective
knowledge. As we have already seen, it is “absolute” or purely instrumental music that is taken
to afford this sort of transcendence. As the narrator of “Sebastian Bach” suggests, words are
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“limited and mixed with the dust of life” [cxatblii, cMemIaHHBII ¢ TPaXOM JKU3HU SA3bIK], @
judgment that extends to voiced music.

The opposition between purely instrumental music and music that is sung becomes a
central preoccupation of “Sebastian Bach” when the Italian singer Francesco enters the lives of
Sebastian and his half-Italian wife Magdalena. Early in the story Albrecht cautions Sebastian
against the compromised beauty of Magdalena’s singing voice, stating, “‘you sing too often with
Magdalena: the voice abounds in human passions; unperceptibly, in the moments of purest
inspiration, sounds of another, impure world break into it; the human voice still carries the
imprint of the first sinful wail!”” (179) [Tl CIUIIIKOM YacTO MOEIIH ¢ MaraaaIrHHOIO: TOJI0C
UCIIOJHEH CTpacTel YeloBeUYeCKUX; HE3aMEeTHO—B MUHYTY CaMOI'0 YMCTOTrO BIOXHOBEHHSI—B
TOJIOC MPOPBIBAIOTCS 3BYKH U3 PYTOT0, HEYUCTOIO MHUPA; Ha YEIIOBEYECKOM I'OJIOCE JICKHT €IS
nedath nepsoro rpemxoro Boruta!’] (1:171). The text thus sets up an opposition between the
singing voice, which is prone to expressions of passion and other corrupted earthly emotions, and
the voiceless music of the organ which, as Albrecht describes it to Sebastian, “‘is not a live
instrument, and therefore is not privy to delusions of your will: it is eternally quiet, impassive,
like nature itself. Its smooth harmonies do not obey the whims of worldly delights’” (179) [‘ue
€CTb )KMBOE OpYyAMeE; HO 3aTO ¥ HEIIPUUYACTEH 320y KACHUSIM HAlllel BOJIM: OH BEYHO CIIOKOEH,
OeccTpacTeH, Kak 0ecCTpacTHa IPUPOJIA; €ro POBHBIE CO3BYYHS HE TIOKOPSIOTCS MPUXOTSIM
3emuoro Hacnaxaenus’| (1:171). “[E]ternally quiet, impassive, like nature itself” — here a new
idea begins to emerge in the narrative. This idea suggests that the sense of the divine absolute
which is reflected in and experienced through harmony requires a sacrifice: a renunciation of
participation in daily human life, a rejection of “worldly delights.” Indeed, we see that Sebastian
soon becomes incapable of experiencing the fullness of human passions and emotions. The
narrator states, “[Sebastian] became the church organ raised to the level of man” (181) [CroBowm,
OH CJIeNajics EPKOBHBIM OPraHOM, BO3BEJEHHBIM Ha cTencHb yenoBeka] (1:173); he is
impassive, serene to the point of apathy. Reading this description of Sebastian’s inhuman lack of
feeling and his resemblance to a “human church organ,” the reader cannot help but recall the
emotional alienation of Cypriano, whose poetic improvisations in “The Improvvisatore”
resembled a mechanical process rather than the true passion of inspiration. In “Sebastian Bach”
this lack of inner passion is given a positive valence, as a sign of Bach’s total reliance on the will
of God. And yet the recollection of “The Improvvisatore,” which Faust recites just two Nights
before “Sebastian Bach,” suggests that there may be something problematic in Sebastian’s
emotional apathy.

Francesco’s bold and passionate singing voice presents a threat to the serene harmony of
Sebastian’s music as well as the harmony of his family life. The Italian singer first appears in the
family’s local church just as the parishioners raise their voices in perfect harmony with the
sounds of the organ. Voiced song is complementary to instrumental music so long as it does not
overpower or alter that music by introducing elements that are external to it; this is why
Magdalena is able to sing in harmonious accompaniment with Sebastian’s playing. Francesco’s
voice, however, does not harmonize with the others or with the music of the organ:

In the midst of the signing Bach had noticed that the chorus had been joined by a
beautiful, pure voice that sounded very strange, and unlike the usual singing. Now
it broke out like a cry of pain; now it was sharp, like the wild shouting of a joyous
crowd; now it seemed to be bursting out of the dark recesses of the soul; in short,
this was not a voice of reverence or prayer—there was something tempting in it
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[...] it destroyed the general harmony [...] the passionate voice proudly floated
above all the others, and, it seemed, defiled every harmony. (183)

B cpenune nenus bax 3ameTw, uTo K 00IIeMy Xopy MPUCOETUHHIICS TOJI0C
MIPEKPACHBIN, YUCTHII, HO B KOTOPOM OBUIO YTO-TO CTPAHHOE, YTO-TO HEIIOXO0XKEE
Ha OOBIKHOBEHHOE TEHHE: YacTO OH TO 3aJIUBAJICs, KaK BOIUIb CTPaJaHus, TO
pe3Ko pa3aBaics, Kak OyHHBIN BO3IIac BECeNON TOJIBI, TO BBIPHIBAICS KaK
Oy/ATO U3 MPaYHOH ITYCTBHIHH TYIIH, —CJIOBOM, 3TO OBLI roJI0C HE OJIaroroBeHus,
HE MOJIUTBBI, B HEM OBLIIO YTO-TO COOJIA3HUTEIBHOE |...] OHO HapyIIaio o0y
TapMOHHUIO [...] CTpacTHBIN, O0JIE3HEHHBIH I0JI0C TOPI0 BO3HOCUIICS HaJ/l BCEM
XOPOM H, Ka3aJI0Ch, OCKBEPHSUT Kaxa0oe co3Byuue. (1:175)

In “Sebastian Bach,” musical harmony is a form of prayer, a peaceful meditation upon the divine
harmony of creation. Nature is a reflection of the will of God; the organ reflects nature,
“eternally quiet, impassive, like nature itself”’; Bach is himself an extension of the organ, “the
organ raised to the level of a man.” Nature, the music of the organ, Bach—all exist in perfect
harmony, all are perfect manifestations of the general harmony of God’s world. Francesco
interrupts this harmony with his earthly and individual passion. His voice disrupts the worshipful
music of the church, and soon his presence in the Bach household disrupts the peaceful harmony
of Sebastian’s family life as he awakens passion and desire in the heart of Magdalena.

The opposition between sung and wordless music that becomes so vital to the theory of
music put forward in “Sebastian Bach” has an important precedent in the works of Hoffmann.
We have already seen how, in the essay “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music,” Hoffmann argues for
the superiority of absolute music on the basis that words “are appropriate only to our limited
earthly feelings.”® The disjunction between the heavenly music of the organ and the sensuous
Italian songs that Francesco introduces to Magdalena appears to conform to Hoffmann’s ideas as
developed in the Beethoven criticism. However, the most important of Hoffmann’s texts to
consider in a discussion of “Sebastian Bach” is the short story “Rath Krespel” (1818), which
provides the epigraph to “Beethoven’s Last Quartet.” The similarities between these two texts
are striking. In Hoffmann’s story we find the same schematic distinction drawn between German
and Italian music (German music is serene, impassive, coldly mathematical; Italian music is
more passionate but less divine)®’; and this story also features a marriage between a German man
and an Italian woman, as the German violinist and luthier Krespel marries an Italian singer
named Angela. Furthermore, Krespel’s approach to the art of violin making prefigures
Albrecht’s quest to create the perfect organ: Krespel compulsively takes apart old violins in order
to penetrate the “secrets” of their divine sound, just as Albrecht does with pipe organs.

These similarities, which suggest that Odoevskii had “Rath Krespel” in mind while
writing “Sebastian Bach,” make the differences between the two stories all the more noteworthy.
One of the most vital differences is the presence in “Rath Krespel” of a symbolic synthesis
between these two opposing sides: that is, between divine and mathematically precise German
instrumental music on the one hand, and earthly and passionate Italian singing on the other. This
synthesis takes the form of Antonia, the daughter of Krespel and Angela. Antonia is also a
singer, and her voice is so transcendently beautiful that its effect on the listener is almost

8 Hoffimann, “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music,” p. 132
8 In “V.F. Odoevskii—muzykant,” Grigorii Bernandt discusses Odoevskii’s generally low opinion of Italian music,
which he viewed as “zvukoobol’stitel’noi” [sound-seductive]. See Bernandt, “V.F. Odoevskii—muzykant,” p. 60.
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supernatural. Antonia’s singing far surpasses that of every other vocalist in Europe; one of her
father’s neighbors states that “beside this voice and the peculiar, deep, soul-stirring impression
which the execution made upon me, the singing of the most celebrated artists whom | had ever
heard seemed to me feeble and void of expression.”® Perhaps the most remarkable thing about
Antonia’s voice, however, is that it has a twin in the world of material objects: Krespel’s most
treasured violin. When Antonia hears her father playing upon this violin for the first time, she
exclaims, ““Why, that’s me!—now | shall sing again.””®* Antonia herself can no longer sing
without risking her health due to a defect in her lungs (the same defect, it turns out, which makes
her voice so remarkable in the first place); but the violin “sings” for her. When she dies, the
violin miraculously breaks in half. Thus, Antonia’s voice takes on the pure and uncorrupted
qualities of the musical instrument, while the violin itself seems to possess a living voice:
Krespel admits to the narrator that ...this senseless thing which only gives signs of life and
sound as | make it, often speaks to me in a strange way of itself.”%? In the mystical connection
between Antonia and the violin, Hoffmann creates a vision of perfect synthesis between the
heavenly and transcendent and the earthly and embodied.

Of course, this synthesis is not only fleeting—Antonia dies after finally giving in to the
urge to sing, which causes her lungs to give out—it is also unrepresentable. Antonia’s voice
occupies a strange place within Hoffmann’s narrative, always closer to absence than presence.
The first-person narrator, a visitor to the town where Krespel and his daughter live, never
witnesses Antonia singing for himself: he only ever hears descriptions of her voice from other
people. By the time the narrator arrives in H— Antonia has already given up singing, and when
he returns to the town at the end of the story it is on the day of her funeral. It is the mere idea of
Antonia’s voice that preoccupies the narrator, who is haunted by his unfulfilled desire to hear it:
“I must hear Antonia sing if | was not to pine away in reveries and dim aspirations for want of
hearing her.”® The unrealized desire for Antonia’s absent voice is what drives the narrative
forward: first in the narrator’s quest to hear Antonia sing, and later in his determination to learn
from her father the secret of her mysterious song. Thus, in “Rath Krespel” the usual Romantic
pattern emerges: the longing after an ideal synthesis that can be neither attained nor fully
represented in art generates an artwork around the absent ideal.

Remarkably, in “Sebastian Bach” even the possibility of such a synthesis is absent. The
supernatural twinning of Antonia and the violin in “Rath Krespel” suggests that the gaps between
the earthly human voice and divine harmony can be resolved. In “Sebastian Bach,” these
oppositions are too stratified to be overcome. Magdalena can only live one side of her half-
German, half-Italian nature. She falls in love with Francesco’s songs and with Francesco himself
as he awakens something inside her that had lain dormant in her married life with Sebastian.
When Francesco departs from Germany for his native country the harmony of the Bach family is
ruined forever. Magdalena gradually falls ill and dies, and it is only after her death that Bach
realizes there is something fundamental missing from his existence: “Life had granted him
everything—enjoyment of art, fame, admirers...everything except life itself [...] Half of his soul
was dead!” (188-189) [On Bce Haren B )KU3HH: HACIaXICHUE UCKYCCTBA, CIIaBy, 000XKaTenei —
KpoMme camoii xu3HH |[...] [TogoBuHa aymu ero Obi1a MeptBbiM Tpymom!] (1:181). Following this

% E.T.A. Hoffmann, “Rath Krespel,” trans. J.T. Bealby, The Best Tales of Hoffmann, ed. E.F. Bleiler (NY: Dover,
1967), p. 220.
9 ibid, p. 234
92 jhid, p. 222
% ibid, p. 223
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realization, Sebastian loses the ability to compose music altogether. Lacking inspiration, he
perceives the organ as a lifeless mechanical instrument: “His imagination was old and impaired
now; it showed him only the keys, pipes, and valves of the organ. Dead and lifeless, they no
longer stimulated his interest: the magic light that enveloped them in a rainbow shimmer had
faded forever” (189) [oapsixieBiiiee, [BooOpaXkeHHe €ro] MpeacTaBisio €My JHIIb KIaBHIIH,
TpyOBI, Klamanel opranal MepTBbie, 0€3)KH3HCHHBIC, OHU YK HE BO30YKIaJIi COUYBCTBHS:
Maru4ecKuii CBET, MPOJIMBABIINI Ha HUX pajJyXHOE CUsHHE, 3akaTuiics HaBeku!] (1:182). Once
again, the reader recalls Cypriano, who, detached from his imagination and the creative spirit,
perceived all of life and art as a dead mechanical process.

However, whereas Cypriano’s unfortunate fate is foreseeable within the context of a
supernatural narrative that involves the sale of his soul, the powerful impact that Magdalena’s
death has on Sebastian is surprising. It is only through her death that we discover, alongside
Sebastian himself, that the seemingly perfect harmony of Sebastian’s life which is reflected in
his music might be dependent upon something external to itself, something earthly and human. If
we read “Sebastian Bach” against “Rath Krespel,” then it becomes apparent that what is so
distinctive about Odoevskii’s story is that the hero starts from what appears to be a position of
wholeness and fulfillment—from his earliest childhood Sebastian lives in harmony with his
music and with God—and then suddenly, at the end of his life, is confronted with the possibility
that this harmony is incomplete; or worse, that it is deficient, that there is something necessary to
human life which is missing in it. This is not a story that follows the Romantic pattern of a search
for a lost or absent ideal unity. Instead, “Sebastian Bach” begins from a premise of perfect
synthesis (absolute harmony) and then discovers that this harmony alone is not enough. The
result of Sebastian’s lifelong serenity and impassive commitment to his art is total detachment
from the world of human emotion. His only tie to that world is Magdalena; when she dies, he
loses the ability to experience inspiration altogether.

This unexpected revelation in the theory of music put forward by “Sebastian Bach” is
fundamentally connected to the question of the story’s narrative structure. More specifically, it is
bound up with Odoevskii’s examination of the ways in which music’s unique capacities for
representing extra-rational aspects of subjectivity might inform literature’s ability to access and
convey subjective experience. Just as Francesco’s voice introduces an unharmonious note into
the general harmony of Bach’s church music, his appearance within Bach’s biography introduces
an unexpected conflict in what is otherwise a steady account of the Romantic artist’s Bildung.
Structurally it would make sense for “Sebastian Bach” to end immediately before the
introduction of Francesco. The tale of Sebastian’s evolution into Germany’s foremost composer
concludes right before Francesco appears. Following the death of Albrecht, the narrator presents
us with an account of Sebastian’s peaceful and joyful life as a composer and the head of a new
family alongside Magdalena. The narrator describes the feeling of religious awe that Sebastian’s
music inspires in all those who hear it. The narrator concludes this account of Sebastian’s life in
the years following Albrecht’s death by contrasting the dry and technical description of Bach’s
church music typically offered by biographers and musicologists with the feeling of
inexpressible reverence inspired in those who heard Bach play the organ: “That’s how these
people translate a musician’s religious inspiration into their own language!” (182) [Tax atu
JIFOJTU TIEPEBOJIAT HA CBOM S3bIK PEJIMIHO3HOE BIOXHOBeHHE My3bikanTal] (1:175). the narrator
states in disbelief, referring to the historians and biographers. This judgment marks a clear
conclusion to the story of Bach’s life as an artist, returning us to the idea with which the narrator
began: that the inner life of a musician can only be accessed by listening to his music.
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Instead of ending, however, the text resumes (following a line break): “Once, during the
service, when Bach was at the organ, completely immersed in the feeling of reverence, and the
chorus of voices blended with the magnificent harmonies of the divine instrument, the organist
suddenly stopped...” (182) [Omnaxx bl Bo Bpemst 6orociayxkeHus bax cuyen 3a opraHoM Bech
HOFp}I)KeHHI)II\/'I B 6J'Ial"01"0B€HI/I€, 1 XOp NpUCYTCTBOBABHIUX CIIUBAJICA C BEJIMYCCTBCHHBIMU
CO3BYYHAMMU CBAILICHHOI'O HHCTPYMCHTA. Bz[pyr OpraHuCT HEBOJIBHO B3APOIrHYyJI, OCTAHOBHIJICA . . ]
(1:175). Sebastian stops playing when he hears Francesco’s voice. This is the first real event in a
story that had previously consisted of philosophical monologues, semi-hagiographic biographical
details, and theoretical discourses on the principles of harmony. Its status as an event is marked
by the declarative “Once” [Onnaxsi]. The remainder of the story is quite different from what
has come before. This new section details Francesco’s arrival at Sebastian’s home; the
introduction into that peaceful place of the new and passionate style of Italian music which
replaces harmonies with a single overpowering individual voice; the effect that this music has on
Magdalena; and the gradual disintegration of Sebastian and Magdalena’s relationship following
Francesco’s departure, culminating in Magdalena’s death and Sebastian’s fall into
despondency.®*

It is possible to read this unexpected divergence from the story’s established tone and
pattern in light of the critique of modernity and preoccupation with progress that we have
observed running through the textual fabric of Russian Nights. The narrator of “Sebastian Bach,”
reflecting on why modern audiences no longer venerate Bach’s music with the same devotion as
Bach’s own contemporaries, asserts that the experience of modernity precludes the ability to
appreciate such divinely harmonious music:

...[Bach] was faithful to the divine art, and never did an earthly thought or
passion burst into his sounds; that is why now, when music has ceased to be a
prayer, when it has become an expression of restless passion, a toy for diversion,
a lure for vainglory—Bach’s music seems cold and lifeless. (181)

...[bax] Be3xe ObLT BepeH CBATBIHE UCKYCCTBA, M HUKOTAA 3¢MHasi MBICIIb, 3¢MHast
CTPacTh HE MPOPBIBAIKMCH B €r0 3BYKH; OTTOTIO TEIEePh, KOTJa My3bIKa IepecTalia
OBITh MOJIUTBOIO, KOT/Ia OHA CJIEJIaTach BEIPAKEHHEM MATEKHBIX CTPACTEH,
3a0aBOIO MPA3THOCTH, IPHUMAHKOIO TIIECIaBUs — My3bika baxa kaxkercs
XOJIOJTHOIO, Oe3KU3HEHHOM. .. (1:173-174)

By contrast, the new style of Italian singing which is represented by Francesco—and which, the
narrator notes, is developed in the contemporary era in the music of Rossini—is exciting,
passionate, and emotional, more suited to the demands and tastes of the modern age.® This

% Claudia Albert similarly notes a disparity between the section of “Sebastian Bach” that precedes Francesco’s
appearance and that which follows, writing, “Odoevskii leaves it to the reader to decide whether to believe the
expansive portrait of harmony or the few pages of disillusionment.” See Albert, “Music and Romantic narration,” p.
79.

% Nina Petrunina suggests that “Sebastian Bach” is primarily concerned with the historical development of art.
Petrunina observes that the story’s musicians can be divided into clear eras of musical development: Sebastian’s
older brother and Bandeler represent older medieval guild styles of music making; Bach represents the height of
Baroque religious music; and Francesco is a representative of the new style of music that originates in Italy.
Petrunina writes, “Bach is a composer of a transitional era, freed from the fetters of medieval craft; he perfected the
epic principle of religious art, but stopped at the threshold of new music” [bax — KOMITO3UTOp TTEPEXOAHOM ITTOXH,
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representation of the triumph of modern taste in the Francesco section of “Sebastian Bach” can
be taken as an admission on the part of the text that perfect aesthetic harmony is ultimately
irreconcilable with modern subjectivities. Bach’s music represents the ideal synthesis of man,
nature, and God—absolute harmony—yet it ceases to fulfill either its creator or those who hear it
performed. Thus, Odoevskii seems to suggest, there is an absolute limit to the power of art, even
to the greatest and most divinely inspired artworks. In acknowledging this fact, the text itself
departs from its previous “harmonious” structure and introduces entirely new and
“unharmonious” narrative elements: a mysterious foreigner, an adultery plot, and the gradual
disillusionment of a great artist.

The tension between the two models of history that we have observed running throughout
Russian Nights—the transhistoricist and the teleological/progressive—thus reaches a high point
in “Sebastian Bach.” The story opens with the narrator’s declaration that “‘the poetry of all ages
and peoples is one and the same harmonious creation’” (155) [‘mo33ust Bcex BEKOB U BCeX
HaApOJIOB €CTh OJIHO M TO e rapMounndeckoe npousseneHue’] (1:148)—that every poet and artist
in history is engaged in the same “harmonious” artistic undertaking, the creation of the same
great and transcendent artwork. For most of the narrative of “Sebastian Bach,” the
characterization of Sebastian’s music conforms to this transhistorical understanding of aesthetic
creation. His music is innovative, but this innovation proceeds not from himself, from his own
individualistic and historically localized experience; rather, it proceeds from God, whose
creation is the eternal pattern upon which all subsequent artworks must be modeled. The
disruptive appearance of a new, modern style of music toward the end of “Sebastian Bach,” one
which is held in low esteem by both Sebastian and the text’s narrator, but which seems
nevertheless to contain something meaningful that Sebastian’s music does not, troubles this
transhistorical narrative of aesthetic creation. The apparent perfection of a given style or artwork
becomes conditional, a product of and response to the tastes of the age, subject to reevaluation in
later historical periods. As such, inspiration that flows from the divine patterns of God’s creation,
such as Bach’s, proves potentially no more transcendent or durable than inspiration that proceeds
from the inner self, such as Beethoven’s.

The statement on aesthetics that emerges from the culminating tale of Russian Nights’
four artists’ stories, then, is ultimately as ambivalent as those that preceded it. “Sebastian Bach”
continues the cycle’s investigation into the nature of artistic inspiration, without finally offering a
conclusive theory of aesthetics. While the power of the “mysteries of harmony” that the story
asserts supports an aesthetic model which views creation as derived from the external patterns of
God’s universe, tensions are introduced into this model in the later parts of the story. However,
the particular triumph of “Sebastian Bach” has less to do with its thematic statements on art than
with its narrative structure, which is considerably more complex than that of the three preceding
tales. It is the only one of the four stories that is not narrated primarily as a first-person
monologue or confession on the part of the artist himself; even “The Improvvisatore” is revealed
to have been more or less a transcription of the story related to the frame narrator by Cypriano.
Abandoning the first-person monologue, “Sebastian Bach” is thus forced to confront directly the
problem of representing subjectivities in narrative fiction, a problem that the story addresses
explicitly in its meditation on the difficulties of narrating Sebastian’s inner life and the role that
the character of Albrecht plays in that artistic task. “Sebastian Bach” is also the story that most
fully enfolds the cycle’s philosophical tensions into its own narrative structure, rather than

OCBOOOIMBIIMIACS OT YT CPEAHEBEKOBOTO peMeciia; OH JIOBET 10 COBEPIICHCTBA MUYCSCKUIN IPHHIIUAT
PETMTHO3HOTO UCKYCCTBA, HO OCTAHOBHIICS B TIPEIIBEPUH HOBOM MY3BIKH].

49



relying on a dialogue about the story in the frame narrative (“Sebastian Bach” makes up the
entirety of the Eighth Night, with no preceding or following philosophical discourse). If
“Beethoven’s Last Quartet” begins to intertwine the principles of musical composition and
narrative discourse, such that the patterns of Beethoven’s late music, including its striking
dissonance, inform the story’s own structure, then “Sebastian Bach” commits fully to this model.
Harmony is the predominant principle throughout the bulk of the story, both thematically and
structurally. A discordant note intrudes in the tale’s final section, introducing conflict and tension
simultaneously on the levels of plot, narrative, and philosophical-aesthetic discourse.

I11. Conclusion

All four of the artists’ stories in Russian Nights stage the problem of inspiration,
inspiration here understood as the force that mediates between thought, mys/’, and expression,
vyrazhenie. As we have seen, each story considers this fundamental duality of thought vs.
expression as it is informed by three other central binaries: inwardly vs. outwardly derived
creation, or a focus on inner vision vs. art that is externally motivated; transhistoricism vs.
teleological periodization as an approach to categorizing new artforms; and madness vs. creative
genius. “Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi” and “The Improvvisatore” pose these
dualisms as a philosophical problem; “Beethoven’s Last Quartet” and “Sebastian Bach,”
invoking Romantic discourse about music, reproduce this problem on the level of literary form,
where it motivates experimental variations on the Kiinstlerroman genre.

The Bach story comes closest to achieving an image of resolution in its representation of
the “mysteries of harmony,” which at first promise a synthesis of the individual’s own
extrarational subjective experience with the material reality of the outside world. Returning to
the excerpt from Albrecht’s monologue with which this chapter began, harmonious music—pure,
absolute music that is modeled upon the divine patterns immanent in God’s creation—transcends
the fundamental duality of thought and expression that is born when infant mankind’s cradle is
shaken. Harmony is the fragment’s opposite; it is the overcoming of fragmentation. And yet in
“Sebastian Bach” even this vision of perfect harmony gives way to ambivalence. Odoevskii falls
deliberately short of the image of ideal synthesis that Hoffman creates in “Rath Krespel,” and
Francesco and the adultery plot introduce a discordant note on both the thematic and structural
levels of Odoevskii’s story.

Significantly, it is not only within “Sebastian Bach” itself that the principle of harmony is
undermined. The story’s valence, which is primarily optimistic about the redemptive potentiality
of art, changes when we read it alongside the three other artists’ stories in the context of Russian
Nights as a whole. Cypriano’s reliance on an external (demonic) force to overcome the abyss
between thought and expression and the resulting automation, even mechanization, of his art,
cast a shadow upon Bach’s similar adherence to an external (divine) force and the resulting
apathy and alienation he experiences. Moreover, the specter of modernity that appears in the
Piranesi story haunts the Bach story as well: no matter how harmonious Bach’s compositions
are, they strike the listener as outmoded next to Francesco’s new style of singing. And the heroic
quality of Beethoven’s commitment to his own unique artistic vision calls Bach’s total surrender
of selfhood to the creative process into question.

All four stories speak to each other in this way. What is established as provisionally
“true” about the creative process in one story is countered by the vision of artistic inspiration
given in another. It is only by considering all four stories together along with the philosophical
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dialogue in the frame narrative that the pattern of central binaries emerges and the individual
texts’ reliance on dualistic thinking becomes obvious. The tensions between these binaries within
the frame and embedded texts also reflect outward onto Russian Nights as a whole. The conflict
between transhistoricist and teleological temporalities in the artists’ stories, for example, stage a
problem that is fundamental to the conceit of Russian Nights itself, which brings various
historical artists into a transhistorical dialogue, thereby flattening history while also remaining
preoccupied with such periodizing categories as lateness and modernity.

By layering these different historical portraits, by expressing “one and the same thought”
from different points of view, Odoevskii inhabits these early Romantic dualisms while also
critically diagnosing dualistic thinking as a philosophical and artistic liability. Each individual
story, written in the 1830s, expresses the Romantic dualism of the 20s; taken together and read
through the distancing narrative frame of the philosophical dialogue of the 40s, they constitute an
experimental cycle that navigates Romantic dualities without trying to resolve or overcome
them. This cycle gestures toward a new aesthetic form which is no longer troubled by the
disjunction between thought and expression.

Ultimately, musical composition emerges as a model for this new narrative form. The
polyphonic nature of Russian Nights reflects the principle of variations on a theme expressed
contrapuntally. “Sebastian Bach” reveals that even music, held by Romantic aesthetics to be the
most transcendent of the sister arts, is unable to provide a lasting synthesis of the subjective and
the objective. Moreover, while the Bach story opens with conservative nostalgia for the
harmonies—artistic, religious, and domestic—of a bygone (premodern) era, the lifelessness of
Sebastian’s harmonious creations when contrasted with the discordant passion of Beethoven’s
late quartets undermines the story’s faith in the early Romantic dream of ideal synthesis achieved
through music. Moving beyond the search for synthesis which preoccupied the thinkers of the
1820s, Russian Nights takes musical structures as a model for a new, experimental literary form
capable of comfortably inhabiting dualities without attempting to resolve them.
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CHAPTER TWO
Word, Text, and Image: The Sister Arts in Gogol

l. Introduction

Reflecting on Dead Souls [Mertvye dushi] from the confines of a Soviet labor camp,
Andrei Siniavskii writes in In Gogol’s Shadow [V teni Gogolia] that Gogol’s novel is largely a
text about its own creation: “His poema is written primarily about the process of its being
written” [Ero mo»Ma B 3HaUMTeJILHOMN YaCTH CBOEH HamlMcaHa o ToM, kak oHa numercs].%® That
Dead Souls is a novel preoccupied with its own composition is a nearly irrefutable fact of Gogol
scholarship. The authorial commentary interspersed throughout the narrative in the form of the
famous lyrical digressions; the ways in which the eponymous “dead souls” gradually acquire
significance and thus a sort of ghostly existence over the course of the novel in a parody of the
act of creation; the two agreeable ladies whose bewildered reaction to the mystery of the “dead
souls” in Chapter Nine can be taken as an allegory of reader response; the verbal excesses of
Nozdryov and the postmaster, who identifies Chichikov as none other than the war veteran and
amputee Captain Kopeikin, and whose referent-less linguistic artistry offers a key to Gogol’s
own literary technique—all of these moments suggest that the primary “content,” the thought or
idea [mys!’], behind the expressive form [vyrazhenie] of the novel is nothing more or less than
the act of literary creation itself.%’

Indeed, the same can be said of most, if not all, of the texts in Gogol’s oeuvre. As Donald
Fanger observes, “The bedrock allegory of Gogol’s art [...] concerns the miracle and meaning of
its own existence.”®® Fanger’s monograph provides an extended reading of the Gogolian text as
preeminently self-referential, a tendency that Fanger attributes primarily to the historical moment
in which Gogol was writing:

At this point one needs to recall the literary situation Gogol entered—all those laments
about the absence of an original prose art that might constitute a national voice. What
they posed was the question of the possibility of literature—and that, in a sense going
beyond the historical, is the question to which Gogol’s sustained and increasingly serious
improvisations represent an answer [...] Gogol’s genius was to devise an answer by
writing about the question.®®

% Andrei Siniavskii, V teni Gogolia (London: Overseas Publications Interchange in association with Collins, 1975),
p. 261. Translation mine.

9 For examples of Gogol scholarship that read Gogol’s texts as primarily concerned with the process and/or shape
of their own composition, see Charles C. Bernheimer, “Cloaking the Self: The Literary Space of Gogol’s
‘Overcoat,”” PMLA, Vol. 90, No. 1 (1975), pp. 53-61; John Lutz, “Chichikov’s Chest: Reality, Representation, and
Infectious Storytelling in Dead Souls,” Texas Studies in Literature and Language, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Winter 2001), pp.
365-388; Christopher Putney, “Gogol’s Modeling of Reception Aesthetic in Dead Souls and The Inspector General:
Affinities with E.T.A. Hoffmann and Wolfgang Iser.” Canadian-American Slavic Studies, Vol. 33, No. 1 (Spring
1999), pp. 30-46; Gary Saul Morson, “Gogol’s Parables of Explanation: Nonsense and Prosaics,” Essays on Gogol:
Logos and the Russian Word, ed. Susanne Fusso and Priscilla Meyer (Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1992), pp.
200-239; and Renate Lachmann, “The Semantic Construction of the Void,” Gogol: Exploring Absence: Negativity
in 19" Century Russian Literature, ed. Sven Spieker (Bloomington, IN: Slavica Publishers, 1999), pp. 17-33.

% Donald Fanger, The Creation of Nikolai Gogol (Cambridge & London: Harvard UP, 1979), p. 261.

% ibid., pp. 259-260
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According to Fanger, Gogol is responding throughout his career to a historical absence: the lack
of a Russian literary tradition—especially of a Russian prose tradition—that was widely
recognized as a national problem in his literary milieu. Gogol’s response to this historical
absence is to represent it “in a sense going beyond the historical”’—to reimagine it as a
metaphysical absence, as the fundamental disconnect between the potential forms of literary art
and the forms of material reality. The Gogolian universe appears as “a void to mirror an
emptiness, [giving] that emptiness dimensionality and virtuality.”'% Gogol’s world, his
characters, make no claims to any existence beyond a purely textual one: what they embody—in
the emphasis that is placed, through parody, allegory, and romantic irony, on the fact of their
constructedness—is “the large, life-enhancing potencies of literature.”%! The “great idea” that
informs Gogol’s mature (post-Dikanka) writing is thus the power of literary creation itself.

Fanger’s approach, which represents a prevailing trend in 20"-century Gogol scholarship,
delights in the open-endedness of Gogol’s “representation of absence”: untethered from
extraliterary referents, Gogol’s verbal creations are endlessly self-generative, thereby reflecting
the life-giving potentialities of art.2%2 Gogol himself, of course, came to see this open-endedness
as a moral and aesthetic failure. The unfinished second and third volumes of Dead Souls were
intended to offer a positive counterweight to the emptiness revealed in Volume One; an
emptiness not only of extraliterary referent (which could be construed as artistically liberating),
but an emptiness that was also, for Gogol, metaphysical: his art registered only spiritual lack,
never spiritual presence. Ultimately unable to provide this positive counterweight, and
eschewing his earlier works, Gogol produced the astonishing Selected Passages from
Correspondence with Friends [Vybrannye mesta iz perepiski s druz iami] at the end of 1846.
This text has traditionally been taken as evidence that Gogol’s desire to depict a positive social,
religious, or spiritual reality as a presence, rather than through the comical representation of its
absence, is mutually exclusive to his art. When Gogol abandons the stance of negation, of the
famous ne to [“not that”]—when he tries to use verbal creation to represent something other than
the very nothingness that verbal creation populates—Gogol-the-artist loses his artistry and
becomes Gogol-the-prophet.

The question that | propose to take up in this chapter echoes the one with which Gogol
himself was preoccupied throughout his life, and which presented itself with particular urgency
in the period stretching from the composition of Arabesques [Arabeski] (c.a. 1831-1835) to his
death in 1852. The question is this: Once absence has been established, once all the extensive
resources of Gogol’s comic art have been mobilized to uncover a fundamental lack—both the
lack of spiritual meaning that threatens human existence and is the basic characteristic of all
Gogol’s heroes; and, in a complex parallel, the lack of a mimetic referent that is the basis for all

100 jbid., p. 262

101 ibid., p. 262

102 I his introduction to the 1999 collection of criticism Gogol: Exploring Absence: Negativity in 19"-Century
Russian Literature, Sven Spieker asserts that absence, in one form or another, was the primary preoccupation and
guiding motif of Gogol’s life and work. This absence, Spieker argues, is never recuperated: “Gogol’s energetic
rhetoric of absence does not help in locating the missing object. Gogolian writing is directed at absence, but it does
not recuperate or fill its void,” p. 5. The essays featured in the collection link Gogol’s representations of absence
variously with the demonic (see also Dmitrii Chizhevskii, “O ‘Shineli’ Gogolia,” Sovremennye zapiski [Paris], 67
[1938], pp. 173-174, 178-184), the sublime, the comedic (see also Gary Saul Morson, “Gogol’s Parables of
Explanation: Logos and the Russian Word” and Cathy Popkin, “Distended Discourse: Gogol, Jean Paul, and the
Poetics of Elaboration,” Essays on Gogol: Logos and the Russian Word, ed. Susanne Fusso and Priscilla Meyer
[Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1992]), and with negative theology.
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verbal art—once this lack has been uncovered, where does one go from there? Long before he
consigned Volume Two of Dead Souls to the flames, Gogol was driven by an anxious desire to
find expression for what he saw as the inexpressible; to locate, and represent, the positive
presence, the to of the negating ne to formulation.

This chapter will examine three of Gogol’s works—“The Portrait” [Portret] (1835), the
fragment “Rome” [Rim] (1842), and Dead Souls, Volumes One and Two—for traces of that
unrealizable to, the positive presence whose contours are occasionally glimpsed where they
border the dark spaces of Gogol’s fundamentally empty universe. The accepted paradox of
Gogol’s art is that the positive ideal, mys/’ as presence, is eternally absent in the sense of being
unrepresented, whereas the negation of that ideal is made present through literary representation.
The Gogolian paradox has its basis in the dualities of Romantic idealism, including the
thought/form (mys!’Ivyrazhenie) binary which is so important for Odoevskii’s Russian Nights
(see Chapter One). The privileged genre of philosophical idealism is the fragment, which is
understood to stand in for the absent ideal work and thus to embody Romanticism’s eternally
frustrated longing for completion. Gogol inherits Romanticism’s negative theology, according to
which the contours of being are revealed only by tracing the outlines of nonbeing; its anxiety
over the tension between idea and expression; and its doubt about the possibility of meaningful
positive representation. And yet for Gogol the fragment remains an insufficient solution to the
fundamental problem of Romantic form.

This chapter sets out to show how traces of the ideal, the elusive to, are present in many
of Gogol’s works; not as fragments, but through the inclusion of metaforms in the guise of
physical (spatial and/or visualizable) objects that give metafictional expression to the idealized
form toward which the text itself aspires. For Gogol, as we shall see below, the metaform
functions in ways that recall both the Baroque emblem and the Eastern Orthodox icon. Gogol
seeks an alternative to the modern Romantic genre of the fragment in older models of symbolic
thinking, turning to Renaissance, Baroque, and Byzantine painterly genres to resolve the crisis
posed by Romanticism’s negative theology.1%

To offer a familiar example from Gogol’s oeuvre, Plyushkin’s garden in Chapter Six of
Dead Souls can be thought of as a fully present metaliterary emblem. Readers of Dead Souls
from Pyotr Pletnyov, in his review of the novel in 1842, to Vladimir Nabokov and, more
recently, Susanne Fusso, have read this garden as the crowning artistic moment and the spiritual
heart of Dead Souls, if not the very key to its interpretation.'% Plyushkin’s garden is one of those
rare objects with true form in Gogol’s writing; it is present, verbally and palpably. We can
visualize precisely what it looks like. If the gossipmongers and the inveterate liars, the agreeable
ladies, the Nozdryovs and Khlestakovs of Gogol’s artistic universe offer a metaliterary reflection

103 1t is important to acknowledge that the emblem has been identified as a precursor to the Romantic fragment,
especially in its articulation in Denis Diderot’s “Lettre sur les sourds et muets” (1751) and his article on the emblem
in the Encyclopédie, where he defines emblems as representing “‘in a moment, and by a simple and distinct notion,
what our [writers] can represent only successively, and by a long sequence of expressions and machines’” (qtd. in
Greenleaf, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient, Irony, p. 27). The emblem (in Diderot’s
conception) and the fragment share their brevity of form and a skeptical attitude toward language. However, the
fragment surpasses the more limited skepticism and irony of the Baroque emblem and introduces the new element of
dialogic thinking.

104 Pletnyov writes of Plyushkin’s garden that Gogol had “‘with astonishing clarity set forth in these few words his
whole esthetic theory...His whole book is like this garden’” (qtd. in Fanger, p. 175). More recently, Susanne Fusso
has described Plyushkin’s garden as “the apotheosis of the picturesque and the aesthetic heart of Dead Souls.” See
Fusso, “The Landscape of Arabesques,” Essays on Gogol: Logos and the Russian Word (Northwestern UP, 1992), p.
123.
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of Gogol’s creative process, then Plyushkin’s garden provides a rare metaliterary reflection of
Gogol’s creative process as he wanted it to be, and as he hoped it would become in the future.

The distinction, of course, is that the gossipers and liars of Gogol’s world deal in words,
mimicking Gogol’s own excessive verbosity (though without his artistic intent); whereas
Plyushkin’s garden is a physical object (or at least has a clear physical object as its referent).
Moreover, that object has aesthetic value: “In short, it was all just right, as neither nature nor art
can contrive, but as only occurs when they join together, when, after the heaped-up, often
senseless, labors of men, nature makes a finishing pass with her chisel...”% [Cnosom, Bce 65110
XOPOIII0, KaK HE BBIAYMaTh HU TPUPOJIC, HU UCKYCCTBY, HO KaK OBIBACT TOJIBKO TOT/IA, KOTAa OHU
COCJIMHSATCS] BMECTE, KOT/Ia 10 HArPOMOXICHHOMY, 4acTo 0€3 TOJIKY, TPYAY YeIOBEKa MPOMIeT
OKOHYATENILHBIM Pe310M cBouM Ipupoza...].2% Indeed, the object, or form, that Gogol had in
mind when describing Plyushkin’s garden may have been closer to a work of visual art than an
actual garden. Fusso suggests that the garden is a literary version of a picturesque landscape
painting.'%” She connects Plyushkin’s garden to a comment that Gogol once made to Pavel
Annenkov about his desire to paint a certain type of landscape:

If | were a painter, | would choose a special sort of landscape. What trees and
landscapes they paint today! Everything is clear and sorted out; the master has
read through it, and the spectator follows him haltingly. | would enchain tree with
tree, entangle the branches, let light show through where no one expects it, that is
the kind of landscape one should paint!108

Gogol was an amateur artist who studied painting at the St. Petersburg Academy of Fine Arts
throughout the 1830s until his departure abroad in 1836, and who continued to produce a number
of sketches and watercolors while living in Rome.% There is a good possibility that the image of
Plyushkin’s garden began, in Gogol’s mind, as an object for a landscape painting, rather than as
an object of verbal representation, especially if we take the garden as the “heart” of Gogol’s
novel, the metaliterary emblem of the composition Gogol hoped to achieve in Dead Souls itself.

It is precisely at this intersection of Gogol’s literary art with the visual arts—especially
painting, for which Gogol had a lifelong affinity—that | propose to seek additional metafictional
emblems, or metaforms: represented aesthetic objects (paintings, and sometimes sculptures) that
attain the form that Gogol sought for his own verbal art, and which give a sense of the positive
ideal, the to, toward which he was striving. As we shall see, for Gogol the visual is more
concrete, more “real” than the verbal. According to Gogol’s idiosyncratic aesthetic
understanding—informed by a dilettante interest in Romantic aesthetic philosophy, combined
with iconographic tendencies taken from Eastern Orthodoxy—visual art is more successful at
representing presence than is verbal art, especially verbal narrative.

105 Translation by Richard Pevear and Larissa VVolokhonsky, Dead Souls (NY: Pantheon Books, 1996), p. 113.
Subsequent citations to this translation of Dead Souls will appear parenthetically in the text by page number.

106 Nikolai Gogol, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v chetyrnadtsati tomakh (Moscow and Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo AN
SSSR, 1937-1952), Vol. 6, p. 113. Subsequent citations to Gogol’s PSS will appear parenthetically in the text by
volume and page number.

107 Susanne Fusso, Designing Dead Souls: An Anatomy of Disorder in Gogol (Stanford UP: 1993).

198 From Annenkov’s memoirs; qtd. and trans. in ibid., p. 132.

199 For a helpful overview of Gogol’s forays into the world of painting, see A.A. Nazarevskii, “Gogol’ i iskusstvo,’
Pamiati Gogolia. Sbornik rechei i statei (Kiev, 1911), pp. 49-90; and N.G. Mashkovtsev, Gogo!’ v krugu
khudozhnikov (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1955).
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Explicit evidence of Gogol’s preference for the image over the text is found in his two
major essays on painting, the first of which, “The Last Day of Pompeii” [Poslednii den’
Pompeii] (1834) warrants a brief discussion here.*1? In this essay, Gogol presents Karl Briullov’s
massive painting The Last Day of Pompeii as an ideal artwork, claiming that it manifests
Briullov’s ability to capture every minute detail of life and then elevate those details into a
harmonious totality. Gogol’s critical vocabulary is important here: he speaks of the perfect
correspondence between thought and expression, mys/’ and vyrazhenie, in Briullov’s painting,
arguing that one of its primary virtues is the absence of “abstract idealism”: “If idealism had
been incorporated into it this would have meant a preponderance of thought, its expression
would have been entirely different, and it would have produced the wrong impression™*! [SIsuck
HACAJIbHOCTD, ABUCH IIEPEBECC MblClu, U OHA OBl NMeJIa COBCPUICHHO APYTOC 8blpadiceHie, OHa OBI
He npoussena toro enevamiaenusi] (8:112) (emphases mine). The perfect artwork, then, requires
that a beautiful thought, which is already whole in itself and precedes its articulation in signs, be
given expression; that expression is characterized by the subordination of every element to a
single elevating idea; that expression must then produce an impression, vpechatlenie, on the
viewer, moving him in a way that for Gogol is almost physical.

Significantly, this totalizing impression bears a close resemblance to the spiritual
sublime. While Gogol does not use the word “sublime” [vozvyshennoe] in his essay, his
description of the effect that Briullov’s painting has on the viewer echoes the Kantian notion of
the sublime as that which grants us awareness of our immortal soul, which is superior to and
incorruptible by any earthly power:

It is not destruction and death that we fear; on the contrary, at that moment there
IS a certain poetic, spiritual enjoyment which sings up like a whirlwind; we pity
the sensuality which we hold so dear, and we pity our beautiful earth. He captured
the full force of this idea. (208)

Hawm He paspyiienne, He CMEPTh CTPAIIHbI; HAIIPOTHB, B 9TOH MHUHYTE €CTh YTO-TO
MO3THYECKOE, CTPEMSIIIIEE BUXPEM AyIIEBHOE HACIAXKICHUE, HAM YKaJIKa Halla
MuJIad 9yBCTBCHHOCTD, HAM JKaJIKa IMIPCKpacHasA 3C€MJIAd Hallla. On IIOCTUTHYJI BO
Bceil cuiie 3Ty MbICib. (8:112)

The effect of this sublimity, which relies on the all-encompassing presence of the totality of
Briullov’s painting, is entirely opposed to the nature of the fragment, a post-Kantian genre.
Furthermore, the painting’s visual nature allows the entire truth of its content (a truth that Gogol
characterizes, in somewhat vague terms, as the confrontation between physical beauty and the
inevitability of death) to be communicated instantaneously to the viewer:

Moreover, one may say that effects are used to the greatest advantage in painting
and in everything in general which we see with our eyes. There, if they are
spurious and inappropriate, their spuriousness and inappropriateness is

110 The second is “The Historical Painter Ivanov” [Istoricheskii zhivopisets Ivanov] (1846), included in Selected
Passages; an evolution in Gogol’s thought regarding painting, emblematic of a shift in his attitude toward art more
generally, is evident between the two essays, and will be examined in greater detail below.

1 Translation by Alexander Tulloch, Arabesques (Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis, 1982), p. 208. Subsequent citations to this
translation of Arabesques will appear parenthetically in the text by page number.
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immediately evident to all. But in those works which are susceptible to the mind’s
eye, it’s quite a different matter. There, if they are false, they are harmful in that
they spread falsehood because the simple-minded crowd hurls itself
indiscriminately at anything that glitters. (204)

Brnpouem, MOXHO cka3aTb, 4TO 3G PEKThI 00JIee BCEro BHIMOAHBI B dKUBOIUCH H
BOOOIIIE BO BCEM TOM, YTO BUAMM HAIIMMHU IJ1a3amMu. Tam, eciii OHH OyIyT JIOKHBI
1 HCYMCCTHBI, TO UX JIO)KHOCTh U HCYMCECTHOCTH TOTYAC BHIHA BCAKOMY. Hos
MPOU3BE/ICHUSX, TOJBEPIKCHHBIX TyXOBHOMY OKY, COBEpIICHHO Apyroe aeno. Tam
OHH, €CITU JIOXKHBI, TO BPEIHBI TEM, YTO PACHPOCTPAHSIOT J0XKb, [IOTOMY YTO
MPOCTO/IYIIIHAS ToJa 0e3 paccykIeHus kunaercs Ha onectsmiee. (8:108-109)

The asserted opposition between painting and literary art (i.e. “those works which are susceptible
to the mind’s eye”) in this passage is striking: words are indeterminate, and thus dangerous,
whereas images cannot deceive. The content of an image is immediately [totchas] visible to those
who behold it. As such, painting is able to express ““that poetry [!] and those distinguishing
features which our feelings know and see but never express in words” (109) [Kucts ero Bmeraer
B ce0e Ty MOA3HI0, KOTOPYIO YyBCTBA HAIITM BCET/Ia 3HAIOT U BUJAT JIAXKE OTIUYUTEIIbHBIC
MPU3HAKH, HO CIIOBA MX HUKOTAa He pacckaxyT] (8:112-113). Here is the Gogolian theme of the
inexpressible, the unrealizable—Dbut that unrealizability applies only to verbal art. Painting is
another matter.

In what follows, I will focus primarily on what I am referring to as Gogol’s “sister arts”
stories—those texts that feature or deal explicitly with the visual and plastic arts as a metaliterary
stand-in for Gogol’s thinking about his own literary art: “The Portrait” (the 1835 Arabesques
version) and “Rome.” I will apply my conclusions to a reading of several of Gogol’s “failed”
(i.e., formally or artistically imperfect), unfinished, and/or unwritten works (Arabesques, as well
as two unwritten collections for which the story “The Portrait”—ultimately included in
Arabesques in 1835, and then revised for a compendium of Petersburg tales in 1842—may have
been originally intended; the novel Annunziata, of which “Rome” is presented as a fragment;
and—>briefly—Volume Two of Dead Souls) as they refer to, engage with, diverge from, and/or
fall short of aesthetic or formal ideals referenced both in Gogol’s essays and letters on painting,
and in the sister arts stories.!?

112 1t is perhaps surprising that the problem of Gogol and the sister arts has not received more scholarly attention. As
mentioned above, Gogol was himself an amateur artist who maintained a keen interest in painting, as well as a
theoretical interest in sculpture, architecture, and music throughout his life. Like Pushkin and Lermontov, Gogol
made sketches in his notebooks and drafts; unlike his contemporaries, he successfully designed and published the
official cover for one of his own works, Dead Souls. He also maintained close friendships with painters, especially
in Rome, and wrote essays and articles on painting, architecture, sculpture, and music. In terms of the critical work
that has already been done in connection with Gogol and the arts, 20"-century Russian and Soviet scholarship saw
several accounts of Gogol’s biographical interest in painting and his contact with artists in Petersburg and Rome
(Nazarevskii, Mashkovtsev). One of the most well-known and systematic considerations of the influence that
Gogol’s painterly sensibilities had on his literary texts is Andrei Belyi’s Gogol’s Artistry [Masterstvo Gogolia]
(Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1934). Monographs on Gogol tend to include a short section devoted to
Gogol’s interest in the visual arts. In the third chapter (“Esthetics”) of his 1924 study Gogo!’, V.V. Gippius provides
an overview of the ways in which Gogol’s thinking about the various artforms was influenced by German
Romanticism and its reception in Russia in the 1820s and 30s; we will return to this question below. In Exploring
Gogol (Stanford UP, 1994), Robert Maguire notes that Gogol “had always been a writer who thought in visual
terms” (p. 97), and in a subsection titled “Poet as Painter,” Maguire observes that “there is no doubt that throughout
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I1. “The Portrait,” Arabesques, and the Gogolian Kinstlerroman

The history of the composition and publication of “The Portrait” is characteristic, even
emblematic of Gogol’s approach to literary creation, which tended to involve numerous,
distinctly different drafts and revisions over a period of many years.'!3 Gogol struggled to
finalize “The Portrait” in a form that he could be satisfied with, and to identify the right frame
for its publication. The story may have been intended for the unrealized multi-author almanac
Triad [Troichatka] as well as for one of Gogol’s own unwritten collections—Moonlight in the
broken window of an attic on Vasilievskii Island [Lunnyi svet v razbitom okoshke cherdaka na
Vasil evskom ostrove])—before finally being published in Arabesques in 1835 and then, in an
extensively revised form, in the Collected Works of 1842. This struggle to finalize “The Portrait”
attests to Gogol’s constant anxiety over realizing the right artistic expression for his vision.

It is no surprise that “The Portrait,” as a traditional Romantic Kiinstlerroman and,
alongside “Rome,” the fictional text from Gogol’s oeuvre that is most explicitly concerned with
the visual and plastic arts, is deeply self-referential. It will be the task of this section to analyze
the specific ways in which Gogol uses references to, and techniques and models from, the visual
arts in “The Portrait” to engage in an examination of the competing abilities of painting and
narrative to convey extra-artistic presence through art; in other words, to transfer the presence of
life into signs. Ultimately, Gogol seeks to limit the interpretive possibilities open to the reader by
turning painting into a series of metafictional emblems that reveal the finished form he desired
for “The Portrait” itself. I will argue that Gogol seeks to impose on his own literary text what he
saw as the plastic and visual arts’ most unique feature: their ability to signify, transparently and
instantaneously, the entire meaning and spiritual content behind their external form, a result of
their position, in Gogol’s eyes, as objects of fixed space rather than of open-ended time.

It is worth noting from the outset that Gogol’s valorization of the painted image as an
example of consummate artistic creation, which we have already observed in his essay on
Briullov, is unusual within the wider context of Romantic aesthetics. European Romanticism is
typically understood as a period during which the classical imperative ut pictura poesis was
replaced by a new analogy that privileged music as poetry’s ideal double. The graphic image is
associated in Romantic thought with an empiricist model of representation that mimics but does
not transform reality—nhence its great appeal as an analogy for literature throughout the
neoclassical period.!4 In the discourse of Romantic criticism, with its predilection for dualisms
and oppositions, word and image come to stand in for a host of other dichotomies that suggest

his life, painting consistently stood for literature” (p. 99). Maguire intriguingly suggests that this attraction to the
visual may have been rooted in Gogol’s Orthodoxy, specifically his faith in the power of icons; however, the
suggestion is left unelaborated. One of the more recent systematic considerations of Gogol’s abiding concern with
the visual arts is Gavriel Shapiro’s Nikolai Gogol and the Baroque Cultural Heritage (Pennsylvania State UP,
1993), which considers the ways in which Baroque forms, including two visual art forms, the lubok and the emblem,
influenced Gogol’s literary practice. Of particular interest for this study is Shapiro’s identification of the references
to lubok in “The Portrait,” and his discussion of Gogol’s literary adaptation of the visual effect of chiaroscuro.

113 With a few notable exceptions; The Inspector General [Revizor] was written in a matter of weeks.

114 W J.T. Mitchell notes that the “antipictorialist position” was dominant in European Romantic poetics, pointing
out that “images, pictures, and visual perception were highly problematic issues for many romantic writers [...] We
may even go on to note that pictures and vision frequently play a negative role in romantic poetic theory.” See
Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago and London: U of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 114.
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fundamentally conflicting modes of representation: the image is an empiricist, bodily, and
mimetic sign, while the word manifests spiritual, sublime, ideal signification.

The central opposition that is taken to define the vital difference between verbal and
visual representation is the space/time divide that finds its classic formulation in Lessing’s
Laokoon (1766). According to Lessing, painting is spatial and static, poetry is temporal: painting
can signify elements of reality, but not spiritual meaning, which necessarily has a temporal or
narrative component; the objects of painting are bodies, while poetry describes actions and ideas.
For Lessing, and for many Romantic theorists after him, this division levels a moral imperative
at poetry, or verbal expression more generally, not to strive after immediacy and spatiality—that
IS, not to aspire to the status of the image or the graphic icon—but to embrace the higher
possibilities of voiced, temporal form. W.J.T. Mitchell refers to this imperative as “romantic
iconophobia”: when the image, in its pure materiality and plastic presence, is viewed as
potentially idolatrous.'*®

Arabesques at times echoes this antipictorialist argument in its theoretical statements
about aesthetics, particularly in those essays that engage in the Romantic trope of laying out the
historical development of the artforms. The collection’s opening essay, “Sculpture, Painting, and
Music” [Skul’ptura, zhivopis’ i muzyka], is premised on concepts taken from Russian encounters
with German aesthetics in the early to mid-1820s.1® While early Russian essays on Romantic
aesthetics vary to some extent in their specific position on painting, all construct a narrative of
historical progress that moves from the plastic forms of antiquity to the ideal art of the Christian
era, which is most often associated with music. Vladimir Odoevskii, for example, writes in “An
Essay in the Theory of the Fine Arts” [Opyt teorii iziashchnykh iskusstv] that painting affects its
audience in a way that is immediate, material, and relatively superficial, while music penetrates
into the interior of our souls, an idea taken directly from German aesthetics.'” While the Russian
Romantic theorists at times modify or adapt the ideas of their German predecessors, a similar
fear of or contempt for the graphic image pervades their writings. In “Sculpture, Painting, and
Music,” Gogol follows the traditional schema by positioning painting as a midway point between
the pure sensuality of pagan sculpture and the pure Christianity of music, this last being the only
truly “disembodied” or spiritual artform. Gogol makes the usual distinction between painting,
which—though it is higher than pagan sculpture—nevertheless depends upon material form to
embody divine inspiration; and music, which inspires in the Christian soul the sublime desire to

115 ibid., pp. 114-120

116 See especially Vladimir Odoevskii, “Opyt teorii iziashchnykh iskusstv” (1823-1825), Alexander Galich’s 1825
article, “Opyt nauki iziashchnogo,” and Dmitri Venevitinov’s “Razbor stat’i o Evgenii Onegine” (1825) and
“Skul’ptura, zhivopis’ i muzyka” (1827). As Yuri Mann notes, this last essay by Venevitinov is one of the first in the
Russian genre of the “hymn to the muses” [rumu my3am], a genre to which Gogol’s identically titled essay in
Arabesques also belongs. See Mann, Russkaia filosofskaia estetika, p. 26.

117 The idea that music is the most perfect of the artforms is especially prevalent in the aesthetic theory of Wilhelm
Heinrich Wackenroder, whose Outpourings of an Art-Loving Monk [Herzensergiessungen eines kunstliebenden
klosterbruders] (1797) was translated into Russian by the Moscow Romantics (Venevitinov, Odoevskii, Shevyrev,
Titov) in 1826. Gippius argues that “The Russian Romantics of the 1820s who were grouped around The Moscow
Herald [...] were closer to Wackenroder’s version of Romanticism than to Schelling’s [...] In architecture, as in
music, they saw pure idea, unconditioned by any proximity to nature.” See Gippius, Gogol’, pp. 42-45. Galich, a
devoted follower of Schelling and one of the first to bring Schelling’s philosophy to Russia, was an exception; like
Schelling, Galich desired a unification of the infinite (spirituality) and the finite (plasticity).
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“tear itself free of the body” (8) [kak ObI qyI1I0I0 OBJIA/IEIIO TOJBKO OTHO YKEJTAHUE BBIPBATHCS U3
tena) (8:12).118

And yet, with the exception of a short essay on Ukrainian folk songs, Gogol does not
return to music in Arabesques. In practice, painting and the visual icon continue to dominate as
Gogol’s preferred emblem for ideal aesthetic creation. Gippius uses draft evidence to indicate
that even in “Sculpture, Painting and Music,” “In speaking about painting, [Gogol] betrays some
hesitation”; and in later essays, most notably “The Last Day of Pompei,” “Gogol speaks of
painting apart from his preconceived scheme; indeed, he contradicts that scheme.”*'® As I hope
to illustrate below, Gogol accepts the traditional Romantic dichotomy of word and image,
associating the word with temporality and narrativity, and the image with static space; and yet,
perhaps influenced by the status of the image in Eastern Orthodox iconography*?°, in both “The
Last Day of Pompei” and “The Portrait,” Gogol reverses the value judgment on these two
categories, valorizing the painted image as an emblem of ideal aesthetic form. In doing so, Gogol
privileges a certain notion of presence or plenitude that is effected by materialization in space,
and which directly opposes the usual Romantic inclination toward absence and fragmentation, so
closely bound up with Romantic conceptions of poetry and music.

“The Portrait” is Arabesques’ most systematic fictional consideration of painting as an
emblem for ideal form and of what it would mean to access the affordances of painting in written
language. As such, the story can be productively read alongside “The Last Day of Pompeii” as
emblematic of Gogol’s positive conception of visual art in 1835. “The Portrait” is the least
anthologized of the three Petersburg stories that appear in Arabesques (the other two are “Notes
of a Madman” [Zapiski sumasshedshego] and “Nevsky Prospekt”); yet it is also, in some ways,
the most representative, as it is the purest instantiation of the Romantic genre that informs all
three texts — that of the Kiinstlerroman (“Notes of a Madman” was originally titled “Notes of a
Mad Musician” [Zapiski sumasshedshego muzykanta)). In “The Portrait,” the tentative ut pictura
poesis analogy to which Gogol returns throughout Arabesques is at its most concentrated. The
story represents a sustained attempt to think through the ways in which visual and verbal
artworks are characterized by differing relationships between art (representation) and life; as well
as the problems that inhere in attempting to convey the full presence of life in art, of transferring
life into signs. Through a close reading of one of the story’s key scenes—the temptation of the
painter Chertkov by the portrait-come-to-life, the moneylender Petromikhali—I hope to show
that Gogol’s acceptance of the spatiality/temporality divide between painting and poetry,
combined with his personal admiration for painting and faith in the power of images, produces
an opposite impulse to that of Mitchell’s “romantic iconophobia”: instead, a fear of narrative,

118 Interestingly, Gippius references “an article by Feti [in Literaturnaia gazeta, 1830] on the physical effects of
music. An intermediate position was taken by a contributor to The Literary Gazette, Trilunny-Struisky, who saw in
art not harmony but a struggle between the finite and the infinite, and who drew analogies between esthetic feelings
and physical sensations.” See Gippius, Gogo!’, p. 189.

119 ibid., p. 43.

120 Most pre-Romantic and Romantic anti-pictorialists were writing within a Protestant context. Lessing’s
iconoclastic discourse is undoubtedly a product of German Enlightenment thinking; in Chapter 9 of the Laokoon he
states that, among ancient works, “None [...] which betray too obvious traces of religious conventions, deserves [to
be called a work of art] because in their case the artist did not create for art’s sake, but his art was merely a
handmaid of religion, which stressed meaning more than beauty [...].” See G.E. Lessing, Laocoon: An Essay on the
Limits of Painting and Poetry, trans. Edward Allen McCormick (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP,
1962), pp. 55-56. Lessing’s claim, echoed by the Idealist philosophers and aestheticians who followed him, that
painting in its plasticity and immobility was unfit for the symbolic signification necessary to religious art, would
seem strange to an Orthodox writer like Gogol.
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which, because it relies both on the inherent absence of the referent and on placement in time, is
shown to be contingent and potentially deceptive.?!

“The Portrait” is a fantastic Klinstlerroman whose hero, Chertkov, is led astray by a
picture that comes to life. This picture depicts an infamous Petersburg moneylender named
Petromikhali, who we later learn is a manifestation of the Antichrist. The temptation scene—the
moment in the story when Petromikhali emerges from his portrait to tempt Chertkov to abandon
his modest labors as a poor artist and accept a sachet of gold that will enable him to turn to
fashionable portraiture for easy money—reveals the story’s tension between stable imagery on
the one hand, and threatening narrativity on the other.

From the beginning, there is something sinister about the portrait’s extraordinary
lifelikeness. When Chertkov first acquires the painting at the secondhand art dealer’s shop in
Shchukin Place, he is struck by the moneylender’s eyes, which give the uncanny impression of
being alive:

Taking a bank-note out of his pocket, he threw it in the dealer’s face and eagerly
went to seize the picture; but suddenly he jumped back from it, struck by fear.
The dark eyes of the depicted old man stared at him in such a life-like, yet at the
same time deathly, manner that he could not help being frightened. It seemed as
though by some inexplicable power a part of life had been retained by them.
Those eyes had not been drawn; they were alive, they were human eyes. They
were motionless, but to be sure they could not have been more terrifying if they
had moved. (60)

BhIHyBIIM U3 KapMaHa aCCUTHAIIMIO, OH OPOCHIT €€ B JIMIIO KYIIILYy U YXBATHUJICS C
’KAJHOCTBIO 3a KAPTUHY, HO BIPYT OTCKOYMI OT HEE, MOPAKEHHBINA CTPAXOM.
TeMHbIe T1a3a HAPUCOBAHHOTO CTAPUKA TIISICITN TaK XKHUBO U BMECTE MEPTBEHHO,
YTO HEJIB3s ObLIO HE OIIYTHTH UcIyra. Ka3anoch, B HUX HEM3bSICHUMO CTPAHHOIO
CHJIOIO Y/IepiKaHa ObLIa 9acTh KU3HH. DTO ObUIA HE HAPHUCOBAHHBIC, 3TO ObLIH
KHBBIE, TO OBUIH YeoBeueckue riaza. OHU ObLIM HEMOIBUKHBI, HO, BEPHO, HE
ObLTH OBl TaK Y)KacHBI, €CJid Obl 1BUTATUCH. (3:405)

The claim that the moneylender’s eyes “had not been drawn,” that they were “alive,” recalls the
visual image’s unique capacity for reproducing presence. The painting is an exact reflection of
the reality it represents, and this verisimilitude of representation is the special province of the
visual, of that plasticity and iconicity which are inaccessible to narrative art.*?> In Gogol’s story,
this “lifelike” quality of painting is literalized: as we later learn, a part of the Antichrist’s
lifeforce has indeed been preserved within the portrait through supernatural means.

121 Gogol tends to equate narrativity with the ontologically fallen state of language as a whole. He is persistently
suspicious of fictional narrative (his own chosen artform), a suspicion which does not generally extend to other
verbal forms (essayistic genres, philosophical discourse, etc.). In Gogol’s texts narrative creation is often equated
with lying—as in the postmaster’s story about Captain Kopeikin or the verbal excesses of Khlestakov—and lying
with the demonic.

122 Norman Bryson discusses European philosophy’s historical tendency to associate the image with the real and the
verbal with the unnatural in Word and Image: French painting of the Ancien Régime (Cambridge UP, 1981), pp. 1-
28. Bryson interrogates the way in which the terms “figural” and “discursive” have been taken to stand in for the
broader opposition “between ‘accurate reduplication of the real” and ‘alien superimposition of intelligibility,”” p. 9.
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And yet, the threat contained within Petromikhali’s picture is also partially neutralized by
the image’s static iconicity. As we have already observed in Gogol’s essay on Briullov, a key
feature of visual art for Gogol is its inability to deceive; the fact that, in representing its object so
perfectly, a painting necessarily conveys that object’s true nature. Recall Gogol’s
characterization of the image’s spiritual transparency in “The Last Day of Pompeii”: “Moreover,
one may say that effects are used to the greatest advantage in painting and in everything in
general which we see with our eyes. There, if they are spurious and inappropriate, their
spuriousness and inappropriateness is immediately evident to all.” In “The Portrait,” the crowd
within the shop, like Chertkov, immediately recognizes the painting’s sinister quality and flees as
soon as it gets a good look at the moneylender’s face.

The portrait only becomes truly dangerous when it is brought to life: when Petromikhali
transforms from a still body (the proper object of painting) to a moving and speaking one (the
object of narrative). This transformation arises from a particular set of circumstances that can be
read as emblematic of the moment of poetic inspiration that culminates in verbal creation. In
other words, while Petromikhali’s presence is effected through the painting in a way that is
natural to the visual arts, it is only when literature symbolically attempts to enter into and merge
with the realm of the visual that this presence becomes threatening.?3

In the temptation scene, light plays a central role. First there is the light of the moon,
which spreads across Chertkov’s room “like a window”: “The moonlight spread across his floor
like a bright, white window” [CBeT jyHbI pKHM O€JIbIM OKHOM JIOKMIICS Ha ero nod...] (3:407).
The “window” of moonlight opens onto the portrait and illuminates the subject’s terrifying eyes:

The old man’s motionless stare was unbearable; his eyes were all a-gleam,
absorbing the moonlight, and their life-like quality was so frightening that
Chertkov automatically covered his eyes with his hand. A tear seemed to shudder
on the old man’s eyelashes; the bright twilight, into which the night was
transformed by the sovereign moon, increased the effect; the drape slid off, and
the old man’s fearsome face glared out from the frame as if through a window.
(62)

HenoaBuKHBIH B3MIIsI CTapUKa OBUT HECTEPITUM; IJ1a3a COBEPILICHHO CBETHIINCH,
BOUpas B ceOs JIyHHBII CBET, U )KUBOCTh UX 0 TAKO# CTENECHH ObLia CTpalllHa,
uto YepTKOB HEBOJIBHO 3aKPhLT CBOM TJ1a3a pykor. Kasanocs, ciesa apoxkaia Ha
PECHUIIaX CTApUKa; CBETIIBbIC CyMEPKH, B KOTOPBIC BIIa/IbIYHMIIA IyHA IPEBpaTHIIa
HOYb, YBEJIMYHUBAIHU CUCTBHE; MOJIOTHO MPOIMAJANo0, ¥ CTPALIHOE JIMIIO CTapuKa
BBIJIBUHYJIOCH ¥ TIISCIO U3 PaM, Kak OyaTo u3 okomka. (3:408)

123 |n this sense, Gogol’s symbolic staging of the dangerous concomitance of the verbal and the visual echoes
Western European conceptions of the incongruity of image and text. In an essay on Percy Shelley’s ekphrastic poem
“On the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci in the Florentine Gallery” (1819), Grant F. Scott examines the ways in which
ekphrasis was sometimes considered a dangerous art by Romantic poets, writing, “Much of the antagonism between
the sister arts implicit in Holland’s poem originates in a method of approaching the aesthetic object devised by
theoreticians of ekphrasis like Lessing. In Laokoon, Lessing draws up a set of finely delineated moral and aesthetic
boundaries between the arts [...] Since painting is innately static, its attempts to portray sequence are necessarily
experimental and, for Lessing, dangerous. Any conjunction between the arts, any ut pictura poesis, then, must be
undertaken (if at all) with a great deal of caution.” See Grant F. Scott, “Shelley, Medusa, and the Perils of
Ekphrasis,” The Romantic Imagination: Literature and Art in England and Germany, ed. Frederick Burwick and
Jurgen Klein (Amsterdam and Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 1996), pp. 315-332.
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At the beginning of this passage, the old man’s eyes are “motionless,” set in a fixed stare. These
eyes are nonetheless frightening in their extraordinary lifelikeness, and we may recall the claim
from the earlier passage in the art dealer’s shop, that the eyes could not have been more
frightening if they had moved: “Onu 6b1IM HETOABMKHBI, HO, BEPHO, HE OBLIM ObI TAaK y>KaCHBI,
ecim Obl mBuranuck.” And yet now, in Chertkov’s attic apartment, as the portrait’s eyes “absorb”
the moonlight and begin to give the impression of movement, the sinister quality of the painting
increases. A tear suddenly seems to appear in the moneylender’s eyelashes; finally, his face
“glares out from the frame as if through a window” (emphasis mine). Two figurative “windows”
have now been opened: first, the moonlight becomes a window through which Chertkov views
the portrait; illuminated in this way, the portrait itself becomes a second window through which
Petromikhali gazes back at Chertkov. Frame becomes window; the previously firm boundary
between the artwork and the viewer, between the still and painted image of Petromikhali and
embodied, temporal reality, becomes permeable and traversable, opening up the possibility of
movement, and thus narrative.

Significantly, however, it is not just the moonlight that illuminates and ““activates” the
painting: a second source of light is also present. Frightened by the eerie effect of the moonlight
on the painting, Chertkov calls for the servant to bring his candle. This candle, we learn, is the
light source that allows Chertkov to stay up all night working on his paintings as he pursues the
laborious path of the true artist. It facilitates his creation and, in this way, can be taken as an
externalized figure for Chertkov’s own artistic vision, his “inner light,” particularly when we
recall M.H. Abrams’ formulation of the lamp as the central metaphor for Romantic inspiration.
Gogol’s own statements about artistic creation elsewhere in Arabesques suggest that “inner
light” (also understood as Imagination; the artist’s unique personal vision) must merge with and
reveal the divine light that animates all of Nature in order to produce an ideal aesthetic object.
This sort of metaphorical convergence is played out literally in the temptation scene: the light of
the candle “mingles with the moonlight,” the light of Nature, creating a sort of double light
which, however, has a negative and transgressive effect here: “the image of the portrait did not
recede—the moonlight, mingling with the light of the candle, lent it an even more
incomprehensible and at the same time strangely life-like quality” (62) — “npunan emy ere
OoJtee HEMTOCTHKUMO# 1 BMecTe cTpanHoi skuBoctr” (3:408). The interplay of these two sources
of illumination—the candle and the moonlight; the artist’s vision with the light of Nature—qgives
rise to the narrative moment that follows: the formerly still image of Petromikhali gains life and
steps out of the newly opened fissure of his frame-window.

In this scene, the moment of quintessential Romantic inspiration, when the artist’s
subjective vision merges with the objective forms of Nature, is revealed to be ethically fraught as
well as aesthetically generative when the artwork takes on verbal or narrative, rather than
graphic, form. In some ways Chertkov’s dream-like vision of Petromikhali resembles a
literalization of the poetic or verbal form that represents the height of the ut pictura poesis
tradition: that is, ekphrasis, which, in its classical definition, ““gives voice and language to the
otherwise mute art object.””*?* In the case of Petromikhali’s demonic animation, a moment in a
literary text becomes, quite literally, a “speaking picture.” And yet the temptation scene in “The
Portrait” exceeds the traditional bounds of ekphrasis in its reliance on narrativization rather than
just description. If it is true, as scholars of ekphrasis have suggested, that what literature seeks to

124 George Saintsbury, gtd. in Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English
Poetry from Dryden to Gray (U of Chicago Press, 1958), p. 18.
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borrow from visual art in ekphrastic description is the image’s spatialization, its status as a still
moment in time!?®, then the scene of Chertkov’s temptation performs the reverse operation.
Rather than freezing the narrative text, Petromikhali’s animation narrativizes the portrait by
allowing its object to traverse its frame and step into the temporal flow of time. As such, Gogol’s
story contains a more extreme warning than what we might find in concurrent Western Romantic
philosophical and poetic discourse about the dangers of ekphrasis. For Gogol, it is not the
inherently compromised iconicity of the image which the literary text must avoid borrowing (as
per Mitchell’s iconophobia); rather, it is narrative that is fraught, and which compromises the
iconographic image.

For Gogol, Petromikhali’s temptation of Chertkov must be narrativized, must be played
out as a scene in which the demon uses language to deceive his victim. As a painting,
Petromikhali’s demonic nature is too evident to effectively beguile. The beautiful painting by
Chertkov’s former peer, which so strikes Chertkov at the end of Part I of “The Portrait” and
which prompts his spiral into insanity, is also instantaneously obvious in its ideality to everyone
who observes it. The narrator states, “The whole picture was—a moment, but that moment for
which a man’s whole life is but the preparation” (75) [Bcs kapTuHa Obllla — MTHOBEHHUE, HO TO
MI'HOBEHHE, K KOTOPOMY BCSI J)KU3Hb YeJI0BEUYECKast eCTh 0HO npurotonienue| (3:422). This
painting, too, elicits transgressive activity (it inspires Chertkov to burn all of the other beautiful
paintings he can get his hands on) — but only because of a flaw that is already present in his, the
viewer’s, soul. Painted images themselves cannot deceive.

The narrator’s claim that Chertkov’s rival’s painting represents a single significant
“moment,” mgnovenie, is important. This claim underscores the extent to which Gogol valorized
the static and atemporal in visual art, while also indicating the type of painting Gogol valued
most highly. This insight in turn gives us a clue as to Gogol’s conception of the ideal—if
potentially unrealizable—Tliterary form. Following his temptation, Chertkov becomes a painter of
fashionable portraits. There is nothing exalted about his art, which is predictable and formulaic,
the result of his having abandoned his studies—the careful sketches that we see him pursuing
with zeal and dedication at the beginning of the story—in order to paint aristocratic ladies in the
guise of Psyche. If “The Portrait” is a Romantic Kiinstlerroman, then the artist-protagonist’s
Bildung is left uncompleted. His rival’s Bildung, on the other hand, is finished—we know that
this rival spent years studying in Italy, dedicated to nothing but his art—and crowned with the
magnificent painting that so overwhelms Chertkov at the end of Part I. We are given almost no
precise details about the painting, a fact which is in itself telling; we know only that it represents
“those secret phenomena which the soul does not know and cannot communicate to another” [Te
TallHbIC SBJICHUS, KOTOPBIX JIyIlIa HE YMEET, He 3HaeT nepeckaszarth apyromy] (3:422). While the
Gogolian narrator is able to describe Petromikhali’s uncanny portrait in detail, conveying a sense
of the sinister image to the reader, he is not yet equal to the task of verbally representing the
portrait’s opposite, the ideal artwork. Such an account of positive presence will not be attempted
until the early 1840s, in “Rome.”

Despite the lack of detail we are given about the rival artist’s painting, we can extrapolate
on the basis of its apparent size and the fact that it portrays multiple figures grouped together
(“The startlingly beautiful figures were grouped together in a perfectly natural way, freely”

125 Murray Krieger writes of ekphrasis, “The object of imitation, as spatial work, becomes the metaphor for the
temporal work that seeks to capture it in its temporality. The spatial work freezes the temporal work even as the
latter seeks to free it from space.” See Krieger, “The Ekphrastic Principle and the Still Movement of Poetry; or
Laokoon Revisited,” The Play and Place of Criticism (The Johns Hopkins UP, 1967), p. 107.
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[M3ymuTtenbHO mpekpacHble PUTYphI IPYNITUPOBAIKCH HEIPUHYKICHHO, cCBOOOHO] (3:421-
422)) that, like Briullov’s The Last Day of Pompeii and Ivanov’s Appearance of Christ Before
the People (Gogol’s two favorite paintings) this work belongs to the genre of history painting.
David Green and Peter Seddon define classical history painting as

the depiction of a story or event taken from the central and defining texts of post-
Renaissance European culture, usually the Bible or classical authors of ancient
mythology or historical chronicles. Particular emphasis would be placed on the
choice of a significant moment or action in the story chosen, one in which the
immediate antecedents and consequences of the action depicted would be
suggested in a clear accessible and meaningful way.?

Furthermore, history painting has “an ethical and moral dimension in which viewers would in
some sense perceive virtue, a virtue both relevant to their own time and one of a universal
timeless kind.”*?7 In other words, history painting, which tends to be grand in scale and
addressed to a public audience, aims to capture the entirety of an exalted narrative (a Bible story
or a great historical event) within the representation of a single “significant moment.”

Joanna Lowry expands upon the concept of the significant moment, attributing its
theoretical conceptualization to Diderot, who “described the ‘tableau’ as the privileged aesthetic
form for the representation of the significant historical moment, [when] he called for a unified
composition that could in some sense mirror the ‘soul,” a concept which represented the psychic
state of the beholder.”'?® Diderot developed his theory of the significant moment with reference
to both dramatic art and history painting,'?° and it is strikingly relevant to the description of
Chertkov’s rival’s artwork. The figures in the painting appear to be grouped in a sort of tableau,
and through the expressions on their faces (“In the contours of these divine faces” [B ueprax
ooxxecTBeHHbIX Jnil]) the painting conveys in a single moment (mgnovenie) a higher, spiritual
truth that moves the viewers to tears. The fact that this painting is the fruit of so many years’
labor for the young artist, and that it serves as his first major presentation to the public, offers
further evidence of its probable genre, as large-scale history painting was considered the
crowning achievement of a young artist’s development.3° While Chertkov abandons “precise

126 See Green and Seddon’s introduction to History painting reassessed: The representation of history in
contemporary art (Manchester and New York: Manchester UP, 2000), p. 7. Emphasis mine.

227 ibid., p. 7.

128 Joanna Lowry, “History, Allegory, Technologies of Vision,” History painting reassessed: The representation of
history in contemporary art, p. 109.

129 Geoffrey Bremner writes: «...Diderot also seems to think that the temporal pattern itself should be reflected in
the artist’s work. Applied to painting, this notion expresses itself in the necessity of choosing the most significant
moment in the representation of an event. When he discusses Challe’s Cleopatre expirante in the Salon of 1761, he
objects that Challe ought to have chosen the moment before Cleopatra applied the asp to her breast, not the moment
after. ‘The choice of the moment of her death does not give us a Cleopatra, it merely gives a woman dying from a
snake bite. It is no longer the history of the Queen of Alexandria, but an accident of life.” The implication here is
that in each event there is a characteristic moment which carries more significance than any other, and which
contains within itself something of the past and the future.” See Bremner, Order and Chaos: The Pattern of
Diderot’s Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983), p. 114.

130 <A\l of [the artist’s] precise training may have been useful in developing the skills required for other genres of
painting, nevertheless history painting was its primary aim and raison d’etre and the final end of a long
apprenticeship could really only be sealed by the production of a large-scale history painting for either public
commission or salon exhibition.” See Green and Seddon, History painting reassessed: The representation of history
in contemporary art, p. 7.
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training” for the devil’s sachet of gold, his rival offers a glimpse of the true artist’s Bildung,
whose greatest accomplishment is the history painting that manifests an entire spiritually or
nationally meaningful narrative in the form of a tableau that captures a single significant
moment.

I argue that the “significant moment™ of history painting is Gogol’s aesthetic ideal.
Unlike the literary fragment, which in its incompleteness gestures toward the unattainable whole
without ever giving the reader a full sense of what that whole looks like, the visual instant
captured by the painter’s brush already contains the whole within itself. The entirety of the
historical or biblical narrative, with all its national or spiritual import, is condensed into the
painter’s chosen moment: both the preceding events and the consequences of the action are
clearly implied in that one instant.

A contrast thus emerges between the painting at the center of the rival artist’s Bildung—
the largescale history painting which is the crowning achievement of the artist’s career and
Gogol’s own aesthetic ideal—and the portrait of Petromikhali, which is the dominant artwork in
Chertkov’s own aborted artist’s Bildung. In history painting, an exalted narrative is arrested by a
representative moment; in the portrait, the arrested figure comes to life and takes on narrative
movement. Moreover, the individual figure of Petromikhali represented in the portrait stands in
crude contrast to the group composition of history painting, that elevated tableau which for
Diderot mirrors the viewer’s “soul.” In the hierarchy of painterly genres which “The Portrait”
constructs—with the gaudy pictures and popular prints of Shchukin Dvor positioned at one end
and the rival’s magnificent history painting at the other—portraiture emerges as the
quintessential bourgeois genre, subject to the demands of the marketplace and the questionable
tastes of Petersburg’s petty aristocracy. If the tableau of history painting signals a collective
spiritual ideal, then the individual subject of portraiture represents egoism and self-interest. In
the supernatural portrait of Petromikhali these vices are explicitly diabolical.

In contrast to the instantaneousness of visual effects in “The Portrait,” verbal storytelling
and narrative situations are repeatedly shown to be dangerous. Petromikhali must gain movement
and speech in order to entice Chertkov to sin. Meanwhile, the artist who first painted the
moneylender’s portrait is unable to tell the story of its composition without activating a curse
that will kill a member of his family—thus, while the painting preserves the Antichrist’s
lifeforce, it is storytelling that invites danger. Of course, it is the telling of this same story at the
auction in Part Il that finally purges the portrait of its malevolent power; however, in order to
have this saving effect, the tale must be told in compliance with a strict set of rules that are
conveyed to the original painter in a divine vision. The story can only be revealed “when fifty
years had passed, at the first new moon” [0 HCTeYEHUU MATHICCATH JIET B IEPBOE HOBOIYHHUE]
(3:444). Verbal representation is truly safe only when the inspiration behind its composition is
undeniably divine. Significantly, when the moneylender’s spirit is finally banished from the
painting, the portrait is transformed into a harmless landscape — a genre of painting that has little
to no potential for narrative movement.

What “The Portrait” uncovers, then, is a paradoxical longing after the status of the fixed
and material image, the “significant moment,” on the part of a Romantic text that, in theory,
seeks to manifest a vision of totality that transcends the particularity of the material. If, as
Mitchell argues, moments of ekphrasis and other representations of the plastic arts in Western
Romantic poetry tend to first valorize an ideal union of text and image, body and spirit, reality
and art (what Mitchell calls the moment of “ekphrastic hope™), this valorization almost always
gives way to a second moment, that of “ekphrastic fear”—when the plasticity and immobility of

66



the mute image threaten to overtake and render similarly immobile and mute the verbal artistry
that describes it. For Gogol, however, the reverse is true: while Arabesques accepts the Idealist
premise that image and text are fundamentally separated by the spatiality/temporality divide, and
that the goal of Romantic art is the incarnation of the universal, “The Portrait™ tells us that the
universal is to be found in the still and eternal moment of the image. Like the beautiful painting
by Chertkov’s rival, it is “that moment for which a man’s whole life is but the preparation.”

*kk

Unlike his predecessors in Germany and England, Gogol perceived the perils of any
convergence between the visual and verbal arts (in moments of ekphrasis, for instance, or in
scenes like the one depicting Petromikhali’s animation) to proceed from the inherent dangers of
narrative rather than graphic art. This fact will become all the more evident if we take a final
look at the temptation sequence, this time paying particular attention to the techniques and
devices Gogol uses to describe the scene of Chertkov’s downfall. These devices are largely
borrowed from painting. Gogol’s careful references to moonlight and candlelight in this passage
suggest a sort of literary version of chiaroscuro, a painterly technique that, as Gavriel Shapiro
has argued, was adopted by literature during the Baroque era,*3! an era whose aesthetic mode
Shapiro suggests was particularly influential on Gogol’s development as an artist.*2 Shapiro also
notes the use of chiaroscuro in Briullov’s The Last Day of Pompeii, and indeed, in his essay on
the painting, Gogol states directly that Briullov’s greatest achievement is his use of light. The
complex allegorical interplay of light and dark in the temptation scene of “The Portrait”
represents a literary manifestation of chiaroscuro, a painterly technique. As a result, the dream
scene itself becomes a sort of painting, with Chertkov’s shifts between states of consciousness as
he falls into and then awakes from sleep functioning as a frame. An attempt is thus made to
suspend the narrativization of Petromikhali’s portrait, to turn the temptation scene back into a
painting—this time, a baroque chiaroscuro tableau depicting the allegorical meeting of demon
and artist, on the one hand, and of literature and painting, on the other. At the same time that
Gogol shows the perils of inflicting narrative’s temporality and contingency on the more ideal
aesthetic form of painting—Dby allowing the moonlight to bring Petromikhali to life—he also
uses a painterly interplay of shadow and moonlight to claim the image’s iconicity for his own
narrative.

The attempt doesn’t quite work—not least because the scene’s painterly sensibility is
unique within the larger context of Arabesques, which in turn frames “The Portrait.” As noted
above, the theory of painting and the image that Gogol presents in “The Portrait” and “The Last
Day of Pompeii” directly contradicts many of the statements he makes about the hierarchy of
artforms in the other essays in Arabesques. The contradiction is not surprising, either for Gogol
in general (his tendency toward self-contradiction is well established) or for the Arabesques
collection, which is both formally and thematically haphazard. Recent scholarship has read
Arabesques as a series of fragments that gesture toward a “whole” or “universal” literary genre, a
union of philosophy and art, criticism and poetry. Melissa Frazier has convincingly argued for
the conceptual intersection of Arabesques and Friedrich Schlegel’s articulation of the ideal

181 “Baroque literature adopted chiaroscuro, putting into practice in yet another way Horace’s motto Ut pictura
poesis.” Shapiro, Nikolai Gogol and the Baroque Cultural Heritage, p. 207.

132 “Himself an amateur painter, Gogol was certainly familiar with chiaroscuro and particularly its use in Baroque
art.” Ibid., p. 209.
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Romantic genre in his Dialogue on Poetry and various works published in Athenaeum, where the
word “arabesque” is closely associated with the fragment.'3® And yet, as we have seen, Gogol’s
ideal form is not so much the fragment as it is the moment, in particular the “significant moment”
of history painting. Knowing that “The Portrait” was originally intended for other collections
which never took shape, we may speculate over whether one of those unrealized collections
might have provided a more formally and/or thematically fitting frame for Gogol’s “Portrait.”

The first context for which “The Portrait” may have been intended is the collaborative
almanac Troichatka, a project that Odoevskii proposed to Gogol and Pushkin in 1831. The
second of the proposed collections was Gogol’s own Moonlight in the broken window of an attic
on Vasilievskii Island, traces of which are present in Gogol’s working notebook of the early
1830s. In his discussion of the publication history of “The Portrait,” S.A. Fomichev suggests, “It
can be supposed that the entire book ‘Moonlight...” was conceived as a collection of stories
about St. Petersburg artists, sculptors, and musicians”*** [M0HO IPeIIIOI0kKNTE, YTO BCS KHUTA
‘JlyHHBIH cBeT..."' OblIa 3alyMaHa Kak coOOpaHHe MoBecTel 0 meTepOypreKux XyI0KHUKAX,
CKyJbITOpax, My3bikanTax], listing “The Portrait” and “Nevsky Prospect” as the two likeliest
contenders for inclusion in the collection.!3® One is tempted to add “Diary of a Madman” to the
list. Although the story was written in 1834, its earlier instantiation as the “Diary of a Mad
Musician”—another variant on the Romantic Kinstlerroman—suggests that Gogol may have
begun planning the story as early as 1832. Evidence from a letter to I.I. Dmitriev on 30
November 1832 reveals that Gogol was intrigued by Odoevskii’s (ultimately unrealized) plan to
publish a collection titled “The Madhouse,” which would feature stories “in the mold of
‘Beethoven’s [Last] Quartet’” [B poae Kaprera berrxosena (Sic)]—that is, a series of artist’s
stories in which the artists go insane.

| argue that, had it been realized, Moonlight in the broken window... may have provided a
more fitting frame for “The Portrait” than Arabesques and may even have contributed to the
story’s greater aesthetic success. The image of moonlight shining through the window into an
artist’s attic, which is both the title of the proposed collection and a precise description of the
setting of Chertkov’s temptation, suggests a unifying emblem, one which we can suppose might
have been repeated in each of the Kiinstlerromane in the anthology. Repeated imagery and image
patterns are one of the ways in which writers attempt to spatialize narrative and arrest temporal
flow.13 The repetition of the key emblem promised by the title of Moonlight in the broken
window... suggests that this collection, had it been written, would have come closer to achieving
the sort of formal totality—dependent upon an elision of the space/time divide through the
incorporation of painterly techniques within the literary text—that Gogol so deeply desired in the
1830s, and which he was unable to achieve in Arabesques.

I11. “Rome,” Annunziata, and Visions of Totality

The belief that the universal is to be found in the static yet eternal moment that is the
primary domain of the visual and plastic arts finds further expression in “Rome.” Published in

133 See Frazier, Frames of the Imagination: Gogol’s ‘Arabesques’ and the Romantic Question of Genre.

134 Translation mine.

135 Fomichev, Prazdnik zhizni: Etiudy o Pushkine (SPB: Nauka, 1995), p. 196.

136 See Murray Krieger, “The Ekphrastic Principle and the Still Movement of Poetry”; W.J.T. Mitchell, “Spatial
Form in Literature: Toward a General Theory,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 6, No. 3 (Spring 1980), pp. 539-567; and
Mack Smith, Literary Realism and the Ekphrastic Tradition (Penn State UP, 1995).
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Moskvitianin in 1842, “Rome” bears the subtitle “fragment” [otryvok] and is presented as the
first section of the unfinished novel Annunziata, on which Gogol began work in 1839. The story
is Gogol’s most sustained and, I would argue, his most optimistic attempt to claim the
affordances of visual and plastic art for literature in order to represent presence. Written during
the same creative period that produced Vol. 1 of Dead Souls, “Rome” marks a further stage in
Gogol’s experiments with turning forms from the visual arts into emblems for ideal aesthetic
creation within his own literary texts.**” Unlike “The Portrait,” in “Rome” Gogol seeks to
reproduce the presence of the good and beautiful rather than that of the profane. In this later text,
painting and literature appear to be potentially commensurate in their ability to convey true
beauty (what Gogol refers to as polnaia krasota) and a sense of the eternal moment. “Rome” is
therefore unique among Gogol’s fictional works in that it does not elide representations of the
ideal: it is a text that everywhere strives to convey a sense of presence and plenitude. Tellingly,
the construction ne to and its entire constellation of related Gogolian prevarications—the
pleonasms, paradoxes, and nonsense constructions that are the hallmarks of Gogol’s art—are
almost entirely absent from “Rome’s” linguistic fabric.

As we shall see, “Rome” presents two primary objects of representation as potentially
ideal—that is, as consummate sources of aesthetic inspiration, objects that are already whole and
perfect in themselves. Unlike other Gogolian texts, “Rome” depicts these ideal objects directly,
as presence; in fact, both can be read as the doubles of absences in other works. The first is
Annunziata, the beautiful woman from the Alban hills who is spotted by the protagonist, a young
Roman prince, at the beginning of the narrative, and who serves as the impetus for his movement
around the city as he tries to discover her name and identity. Annunziata is the embodiment of
ideal female beauty. With the exception of peripheral figures like Ulinka in VVol. 2 of Dead Souls
and a few of the village maidens in Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka [Vechera na khutore bliz
Dikan’ki], Annunziata is the only positive female figure in Gogol’s fictional universe.*® As
such, she can be read as the embodied double of such spectral or absent figures as Piskarev’s
fantasy woman in “Nevsky Prospect.” In that story, idealized female beauty is present only as an
absence: the woman whom Piskarev, deceived by the glimmering half-light of Nevsky Prospect,
initially takes to be ““An enchanting girl; a real Bianca Perrugina’” (156) [4yxaHasi, coBepIieHHO
[Mepymxunosa buanka] (3:15), is in reality a prostitute whose inability to embody Piskarev’s
ideal eventually drives him insane. The reference to Pietro Perugino in Piskarev’s first encounter
with his object of desire is significant. Perugino (1446-1523) was an Italian Renaissance painter
and the teacher of Raphael, one of Gogol’s favorite artists. “Bianca Perrugina” refers to the
image of the Madonna in Perugino’s fresco Adoration of the Magi, located in the chapel of the
Santa Maria dei Bianchi.'3® Piskarev’s mistake, then, is to project a highly aestheticized religious
ideal onto a flesh-and-blood woman who is incapable of ever conforming to that ideal.

The question of whether reality is capable of living up to artistic vision is a major concern
of the Kinstlerroman genre, and one that could be considered more or less central to all three of

137 Gippius describes “Rome” as Gogol’s “esthetic manifesto” of the period between his departure abroad in 1836

and the publication of Dead Souls in 1842. Gippius writes, “Only ‘Rome’ gave full expression to that extreme
intensity of pure esthetic awareness as it was experienced by Gogol in the second half of the 1830s.” See Gippius,
Gogol’, p. 103.

138 In his nonfiction writings, echoes of Annunziata are found in the essays “Woman” [Zhenshchina] from 1831 and
“Woman in the World” [Zhenshchina v svete] from 1846.

139 See the primechaniia to “Nevsky Prospect” in N.V. Gogol, Sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh (Moscow: 1z’stvo
“Khudozhestvennaia literature,” 1966)
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the artist’s tales in Arabesques. It is the organizing question of “Nevsky Prospect,” and the
protagonists’ madness in both “The Portrait” and “Diary of a Mad Musician”—the prototype for
“Diary of a Madman”—arises as a reaction against the perceived disjunction between desire,
expressed in the form of art, and the real world. The genre of the fragment is also in some sense a
product of this disjunction. According to the Jena Romantics’ understanding of artistic creation,
desire for unity and plenitude is eternally frustrated; this frustrated desire takes the form of the
fragment, which gestures toward, but never attains, the whole. The difference between the
aesthetic fragment and the fragmentary experience of madness lies in the control the dreamer-
poet has over the forms of his creation and the subsequent artistic success of those forms. | argue
that Arabesques exists somewhere between these two types of fragmentation, and that anxiety
over the potential slippage between Romantic fragmentation and the fragmentation of disordered
thinking is one reason Gogol sought to avoid the fragment by looking to the visual emblem and
painting’s “significant moment” instead.

While neither “The Portrait” nor Arabesques quite achieves Gogol’s desired convergence
between the spatial and narrative arts and Moonlight in the broken window... was left unrealized,
“Rome” comes closer than any of these earlier texts to offering an optimistic vision of narrative
imbued with the forms of painting. One reason for this success is that, in “Rome,” the questions
of reality living up to art (the preoccupation of the Kinstlerroman), or of art measuring up to
reality (the concern of ekphrasis), are immaterial. Nearly the entirety of the represented world
(i.e., the extra-literary reality to which the text claims to refer, Rome during carnival season) is
aestheticized from the outset, even before the narrator turns his gaze—mediated at times through
the prince, whose native Roman aesthetic sensibilities are well-developed!*°—onto that world.
Many of Rome’s locations and everyday objects have already been turned into works of art by
the Roman people, who strew flower petals on the streets to mimic mosaics and turn cheeses into
models of classical architecture.'! Even people and objects that have not undergone this
aestheticizing treatment are always on the verge of transforming into picturesque landscapes or
charming genre paintings; not, it seems, because the narrator (or his part-time proxy, the prince)
sees them that way, but because of an inherent quality they possess, according to which the entire
represented world of “Rome” is already so close to perfection as to be a work of art. Because of

140 1n a move that is highly uncharacteristic for Gogol, there is virtually no distance between the prince’s perspective
and the perspective of the narrator. As Robert Maguire notes, “Although the prince is an intellectual and cultural
lightweight, his views and activities are presented with only an occasional touch of irony or sarcasm; we are
obviously meant to take them seriously.” See Maguire, Exploring Gogol, p. 133.

141 Gogol’s Romans are natural artists: “TIoToM 4epThl IPUPOAHOTO Xy0KECTBEHHOIO MHCTHHKTA U YyBCTBA OH
BHUICI, KaK IIPOCTasA JXCHIMNHA YKa3blBajla XyJA0XXHUKY ITOTPEUTHOCTD B €TI0 KapTI/IHe; OH BHU/JICJI, KaK BbIPAXKaJIOCh
HEBOJIPHO 3TO YYBCTBO B )KMBOITMCHBIX OJIEK/IaX, B IEPKOBHBIX YOpaHCTBAX, Kak B JI>keHcaHO HapoJ youpas
IBECTOYHBIMU KOBPAMH YJIHUIIBI, KaK Pa3HOLUBETHBLIC JIMCTUKHU LIBETOB o6pa1uan1/1(:1) B KpaCKu U TCHH, HA MOCTOBOH
BBIXOJIMIIM Y30PbI, KAPIMHATIBCKIE TepObl, MOPTPET MAIbl, BEH3EIs, ITUIIBL, 3BepH u apabecku” (3:214) [“Then there
are the features of innate artistic instinct and feeling: He had seen a simple woman point out to an artist an error in
his painting; he had seen how this feeling was involuntarily expressed in picturesque clothing, in church decorations,
how in Genzano the people would deck the streets with carpets made of flowers, how the multicolored flower petals
turned into colors and shadows, on the pavement would emerge patterns, cardinals’ coats of arms, a portrait of the
Pope, monograms, birds, beasts, and arabesques™] (trans. Susanne Fusso in “Rome,” The Nose and Other Stories
[NY: Columbia UP, 2020], p. 259. Subsequent citations to this translation of “Rome” will appear parenthetically in
the text by page number). Andreas Schénle agrees that the Roman people in Gogol’s depiction are both consistently
made the object of aestheticization, and themselves engaged in aestheticizing their own surroundings. The Romans’
natural taste and artistic sensibilities allow them to work in concert with the narrator of “Rome” to transform the city
into a consummate artistic creation. See Schonle, “Gogol, the Picturesque, and the Desire for the People: A Reading
of ‘Rome,”” The Russian Review, Vol. 59, No. 4 (October 2000), pp. 597-613.

70



Rome’s intrinsic beauty, the spiritual and aesthetic harmony that characterize every aspect of its
being, little work is required of the writer or artist who seeks to transfer that beauty onto paper:
the signifier, in the form of a beautiful phrase or striking brushstroke, is already inherent in the
signified. For most of the story, the most perfect example of this ideal correspondence between
signifier and signified is Annunziata.

The Petersburg prostitute who becomes the object of Piskarev’s desire in “Nevsky
Prospect” can only live up to Piskarev’s first perception of her as Perugino’s Madonna in his
opium-induced dreams. By contrast, Annunziata is a work of art, a living Madonna. Her name
recalls the Annunciation; Gogol briefly considered calling the novel Madonna dei Fiori,
Madonna of the Flowers. Almost immediately, in the story’s third line, Annunziata is likened to
a classical sculpture: “Everything about her recalls those ancient times when marble came to life
and sculptors’ chisels gleamed” (229) [Bce HarmoMuHaeT B Hell Te aHTUYHBIC BpEMEHA, KOT/1a
OXHUBJISIJICS MpaMop | OmrcTanu ckynsntypHbie pesipi] (3:217). The implied relationship
between nature and art in this sentence is suggestive. Annunziata, a living woman, calls to mind
Greek sculpture; Greek sculpture is valorized as “marble come to life.” Life resembles art, which
resembles life: the gap between signifier and signified, form and content, diminishes. This ideal
correlation between artistic sign and living referent is emblematic of art’s representation of
presence through signs.

The equation of Annunziata to a classical sculpture soon gives way to the suggestion that
she has even greater affinities with Gogol’s favorite of the sister arts, painting:

Wherever she goes—she already brings with her painting: whether she hurries in
the evening to the fountain with a wrought copper vase on her head—nher
surroundings become suffused with miraculous harmony: more lightly do the
marvelous lines of the Alban hills recede, bluer are the depths of the Roman sky,
more erect the cypress flies upward, and the beauty of the southern trees, the
Roman pinna, thinner and more purely is drawn against the sky its umbrella-like
top almost swimming in the air. And everything: the very fountain, where the
Alban women are already gathered in a bunch on the marble stairs, one taller than
the other, conversing in stronger silver voices, while the water strikes in a ringing
diamond arc into the copper vats being placed in turn under the fountain, and the
fountain itself, the crowd itself—everything, it seems, is for her, in order to more
vividly show her triumphant beauty, so that it becomes clear how she leads
everyone, like a queen leads her retinue.#?

Kyna au noiiner ona—ysxe HeceT ¢ co00ii KapTHHY: CIICIINT JIU BBEUYEPY K
(oHTaHy C KOBaHOM MeIHOI Ba30il Ha roJ0Be, —BCs IPOHUKAETCS Ty THBIM
corjlacieM OOHMMAIOIIasi €e OKPECTHOCTD: JIET4Ye YXOIAT BJIaJlb UyA€CHbIE JINHUU
aIbOAHCKUX TOp, CHHee TITyOnHa pUMCKOT0 He0a, MpsIMEH JIETUT BBEPX KHUITAPHC,
1 KpacaBHIla I0’KHBIX JIepeB, pUMCKasl IMHHA, TOHEE U YUIIEe pUCyeTcs Ha HeOe
CBOEIO 30HTMKOOOPA3HOI0, IOYTH IIBIBYIIEIO HA BO3AyXe BepXylkoro. M Bcé: u
camblif (hOHTaH, Iie y>Ke CTOJMMINCH B Kydy Ha MPaMOPHBIX CTYIEHSX, O/IHa
BBIIIIE JPYTOH, albOaHCKHE FOPOKaHKU, IEPErOBapUBaIOIINECs CUIIbHBIMU
cepeOpsIHBIMU IOJIOCAMHU, TTOKA T00YEpeIHO ObET BOIAa 3BOHKON aJIMa3HON Ayroi
B IIOJICTaBJIsIeMbIe MEHbIC YaHbl, U CaMblil (pOHTaH, U camas ToJma—BCe,

142 Translation mine.

71



Ka)KeTCsI, TSI Hee, YTOOBI sipue BBIKA3aTh TOPYKECTBYIOILYIO KPACOTY, YTOObI
BHJIHO OBLIO, KaK OHA MPEABOIUT BCEM, TIOA00HO KaK I[[apHIla IPEIBOIHUT 3a
c00010 IPUABOPHBIN YuH cBOM. (3:217-218)

Not only does Annunziata herself appear as the living embodiment of a (living) Greek sculpture;
her mere presence effects automatic aestheticization, transfiguring everything around her into a
painting. Neither the organizing gaze nor the brush and canvas of the artist are necessary:
following Annunziata, the world organizes itself into a perfect paysage. A young artist, catching
sight of Annunziata, thinks, “‘There you would have a marvelous model for Diana, for proud
Juno, for the seductive Graces, and for all women who have ever been transferred to canvas!’”
(231). [‘To To ObL1a ObI uyaHAS MOEND i Jlnansl, ropaoii KOHOHBI, COOJIa3HUTENBHBIX
['panwmii 1 BCex JKEHINMH, KaKKe TOJIBKO MpeaaBaanuch Ha moaotHo’] (3:219). In a marked reversal
of the Petersburg society ladies in “The Portrait” whose image Chertkov must carefully
manipulate to produce even a pale and formulaic likeness of Psyche or Juno, Annunziata, as the
ideal model, is herself already a manifestation of that perfect beauty of which Psyche and Juno
are also manifestations. Annunziata, we are told later, is “polnaia krasota,” complete or perfect
beauty; not merely beautiful, but beauty itself: “This truly was the sun, complete beauty.
Everything that is scattered and gleams separately in the beauties of the world, all this was
gathered together here” (264) [9to nmenHo ObUTO COJIHIIE, TOJHAS KpacoTa. Bee, uto
PacCChIAIOCh U onucraer MMOOANHOYKE B KpaCaBHULlaX MUpPaA, BCC 3TO COGpaJIOCB Croaa BMCCTC]
(3:248). Other women reflect only fragments of that great beauty of which they are a part.
Annunziata is the physical manifestation of that spiritual beauty in its entirety, and thus an
emblem for the ideal artwork, capable of representing totality.

Annunziata’s beauty is so powerful that it reverses the standard dynamic between model
and artist. According to the traditional dynamic, the artist maintains total control over the object
of representation and must find a means of fusing his personal artistic vision with his observation
of reality, for example, the exact curvature of a model’s neck or the color of her dress. We have
seen how this traditional artist/model dynamic closely informs the stories and essays in
Arabesques. In “Rome,” by contrast, Annunziata’s presence turns everyone who beholds her into
an artist: “Her arms existed in order to turn everyone into an artist—Ilike an artist, he would have
looked at them eternally, not daring to breathe” (264) [Ee pyku ObutH [J151 TOTO, YTOOBI BCSIKOTO
O6paTI/ITB B XYOXXKHUKa— KaK XYy JOXHUK, IIAOCIT OBl OH Ha HUX BC€YHO, HE CMECi IIOXHyTB]
(3:248). It is now the model, the object of representation, that holds the key to aesthetic
transformation. A few lines later, there is an escalation in her transformative powers, as the entire
world around her becomes “an artist™: “[...] everything that there was, it seemed, turned into an
artist and stared fixedly at her alone”*® [Bce, uTo HE OBLIO, Ka3a]10Ch, IPEBPATUIIOCH B
XyI0KHHUKA U CMOTPEITO MpHCTanbHO Ha oy ee] (3:248-249). It is easy to see why this image of
perfect self-aestheticizing beauty would have appealed to Gogol in the early 1840s. Annunziata
is both the answer to the earlier Klinstlerromane of Arabesques, with their insistence on the
absence of any sort of representable ideal; and a prefiguration of the spiritual beauty that Gogol
believed he would be effortlessly guided to portray in the later volumes of Dead Souls.

Of course, while the narrative of “Rome” is designed to give the impression that
Annunziata’s presence naturally produces the series of picturesque images that in turn generate
the text, that design is consciously enacted. While the prince and the various carnival-goers
perceive Annunziata’s beauty unmediated, we as Gogol’s readers experience it only as it iS

143 Translation mine.
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conveyed to us through the verbal texture of Gogol’s story—as much as that story would have us
believe otherwise. The question now becomes: How does the text of “Rome” set out to
approximate the miraculous effect of Annunziata’s presence? In “The Portrait,” we saw how
Gogol’s narrative entered into a conflict with its own conceptualization of ideal aesthetic
representation, which was revealed to be the exclusive province of visual art. In “Rome,” ideal
representation is still held to be static in form and instantaneous in its effect; however, unlike
“The Portrait,” “Rome” believes in the ability of literature to approximate the immediate and
overwhelming sensation experienced by the viewer who beholds a great painting such as The
Last Day of Pompeii. “Rome” seeks to convey an image of true beauty, polnaia krasota, through
a careful alternation of static description and sequential narrative, which is set in motion at the
start of the story by the appearance of Annunziata.

“Rome” opens with a verbal approximation of an instant frozen in time. The narrator asks
the reader to “Try to look at lightning when, having cut the clouds as black as coal, it trembles
unbearably with an entire flood of light”*# [[TonpoGyii B3rIAHYTH Ha MOJIHHIO, KOT/I,
PaCKpOMBIIIK YepPHbBIC, KaK YTOJb, TYYH, HECTEPITUMO 3aTPEIEIIET OHA [EIbIM MOTONOM Oyieckal]
(3:217). Not only is lightning a perfect figure for the effect that Annunziata’s beauty has on the
viewer, and which the narrator hopes to convey—it is both instantaneous and all-encompassing
(“3aTpernenier oHa IeIbIM OTONOM Oiecka”); it overwhelms the senses—but, by opening with
the imperative to “try to catch a glimpse” (perfective “vzglianut’) of such a brief flash of time,
the narrator immediately arrests the reader’s imagination, forcing her to try to visualize an image
that is the very embodiment of instantaneousness.

The device successfully achieves the effect that Gogol never quite managed to attain in
Arabesques, despite his experiments with chiaroscuro-like description in “The Portrait.”
Arresting the narrative flow of time, this technique spatializes the literary text. It is worth noting
that the device resembles one which Norman Bryson has seen as key to Diderot’s attempts to
spatialize his verbal descriptions of the theater: Diderot’s repeated injunction to his reader to
“Imagine” a dramatic scene unfolding: “the repeated word ‘Imagine’ induces a stasis, for what
Diderot wants is an accumulation of small acts of imagination within a single space [...] until the
Bildung emerges.”**® The ultimate goal of this accumulation of “small acts of the imagination,”
for Diderot, is to overcome the sequentiality of verbal description, to convey the impression in
his own mind directly into the mind of his reader by converting discourse into image—what
Diderot calls the hieroglyph, and which Bryson refers to as the “transparent sign.”

By asking the reader of “Rome” to imagine what it would be like to look directly at
lightning in the moment of its flashing, Gogol paradoxically begins his narrative with a moment
of stasis: the reader pauses to visualize an all-encompassing crash of light. This visualization is
akin to Diderot’s “small act of the imagination”: a single word-picture that will then be followed
by an accumulation of other word-pictures, which together will produce an emblematic moment,
something like Diderot’s hieroglyph or Bryson’s transparent sign. This emblem, again like the
hieroglyph, manifests presence by making the artist’s thought directly and fully perceptible to the
mind of the reader. It borrows the iconicity of the image in order to replace the absence inherent
to verbal signs with the presence of the visual. | would posit that, had the anthology been written,
the accumulation of moonlight scenes in Moonlight in the broken window... may have worked in
a similar way.

144 Translation mine.
145 Norman Bryson, Word and Image: French painting of the Ancien Régime, p. 181
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These word-pictures continue to accumulate as the narrative progresses, and we learn that
the flash of lightning the reader is asked to visualize in the opening line is actually the sensation
of Annunziata’s eyes. These eyes continue to acquire presence in the text through compounded
images. When Annunziata turns her face to someone, “o0pa3 ee Bech oTneuaTyiencs B cepaie’”:
her image is “imprinted” on the viewer’s heart, a poetic figure that recalls the instantaneous and
overwhelming effect of the visualized flash of lightning. This opening description of Annunziata
works by layering a series of associated images one atop the other—Ilightning, eyes, imprint—
rather than relying on a mimetic but piecemeal account of her individual traits (complexion, face,
figure), which would fragment the reader’s image of her beauty.

Apart from a few cursory descriptions of Annunziata’s hair (a “thick resin” gathered in
two heavy braids atop her head) and shoulders (which are blessed with a “beauty not seen by the
earth”), the narrator seeks to convey the fullness of her presence as if entire and all at once by
claiming that Annunziata “carries a painting with her wherever she goes,” a claim that generates
a further series of images which in turn intensify the static, spatialized quality of the description.
Faced with the task of depicting perfect beauty, polnaia krasota—of finally representing the
ideal presence whose absence had so haunted the Kiinstlerromane of Arabesques—Gogol resorts
to layering a series of verbal “paintings” that are at an increasingly distant remove from the
actual object of representation.

The examples the narrator provides to show how Annunziata “carries a painting with her
wherever she goes”—the Alban hills; the soaring cypress; the women gathered on the steps of
the marble fountain—all resemble popular landscape and genre paintings of the day. These
images—which are from the outset linked closely with the characterization of Annunziata, as
examples of the types of scenes that are harmoniously enhanced by her presence (‘“her
surroundings become suffused with miraculous harmony’’)—then give way to a second series of
images. After concluding that the first set of images highlights “how she leads everyone, like a
queen leads her retinue,” the narrator goes on,

On a feast day, when the dark gallery of trees leading from Albano to Castel
Gandolfo is all full of festively dressed folk, when under its dusky vaults one can
glimpse foppish minenti in their velvet finery, with bright sashes and a golden
flower on their felt hats; donkeys plod along or rush at a gallop with half-closed
eyes, picturesquely carrying the shapely and strong women of Albano and
Frascati, whose white headdresses glisten into the distance; or not at all
picturesquely, with difficulty and stumbling, they drag along a tall motionless
Englishman in a pea-green waterproof mackintosh, who has crooked his legs into
a sharp angle, so as not to catch onto the ground with them; or they carry an artist
in a smock, with a wooden box on a strap and a cunning Van Dyck beard; and the
shadows and the sun pass by turns over the whole group—even then, even on that
feast day, it is far better with her present than without her. Out of the dusky
darkness in the depths of the gallery she emerges, all sparkling, all brilliance. The
purple cloth of her Albano finery flashes like a hot coal touched by the sun. A
marvelous feast day flies out of her face to meet everyone. (230-231)

B HpaE»,HHPI‘IHBIfI JIX IC€Hb, KOT'ZIa TCMHAas APCBCCHAA raJIcpest, BCAYyllas U3

Annbano B Kacrenb-I"annonbgo, Best mosiHa npa3aHUuyHO yOpaHHOTO Hapo/a,
KOTJIa MEJIBKAIOT MTOJI CYMPAaYHBIMH €€ CBOJJaMH IIETOJI MUHEHTH B OapXaTHOM
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yOpaHCTBe, C IPKUMH MMOSCAMHU ¥ 30JI0THCTHIM IIBETKOM Ha ITyXOBOM IUIATIE,
OpeayT Ui HEeCYTCsl BCKaub OCJIBI C TIOJIY3KMYPEHHBIMH TJ1a3aMHU, )KUBOITUCHO
Hecsl Ha ce0e CTPOMHBIX U CHIIBHBIX albOaHCKUX U (PpacKkaTaHCKUX >KEHIIHH,
JaNieko OMUCTAOMIMX OeIBIMU TOJIOBHBIMU YOOpaMu, WIIH Tallla BOBCE HE
YKUBOITUCHO, C TPYZOM U CIIOTHIKASICh, ITMHHOTO HETIOJBMYKHOTO aHTJIMYaHWHA B
rOPOXOBOM HEIIPOHUKAEMOM MAaKUHTOLIE, CKOPYMBILETO B OCTPBIM YroJl CBOU
HOTH, YTOOBI HE 3alIeTIUTh WM 3€MIIU, HJIM HECS XyI0KHHUKA B O11y3e, C
JICPEBSIHHBIMH SIIIIUKOM Ha pEMHE ¥ JIOBKOW BaHJAMKOBCKOW OOPOJIKOH, a TEHb U
COJIHIIE OETYT MOTIEPEMEHHO T10 BCE TPyIIIie—Mu TOTAa, U B OHBIN Mpa3qHUIHBINA
JIeHb MPU HEH JTaeKo JIydile, 4yeM Be3 Hee. [ myOuHa rajgepeu BhIIAET ee U3
CyMpayHO# TEMHOTHI CBOEH BCIO CBEpPKAIOIIyI0, BCIO B Oiiecke. [lypmypHoe cykHO
ab0AHCKOTO €€ HapsAa BCIBIXUBAET, KaK UIIEPh, TPOHYTOE COJHIIEM.

Yy nHbliinpasiHUK JETHT H3JIHIA ee HaBcTpeuy Beem. (3:218)

This second set of images—the festively dressed Roman crowd with bright belts and flowers in
their hats; the donkeys with half-closed eyes carrying slender Italian women in white
headdresses; even the un-picturesque Englishman in his Macintosh—all resemble contemporary
genre paintings even more closely than the first series of images, especially when we consider
the painterly play of light and shadow in these scenes. However, this second set of images, too,
turns out to be a part of the overarching description of Annunziata, the central object of
representation: “even then, even on that feast day, it is far better with her present than without
her.”

Frozen by the opening imperative to “Try to look at lightning,” the narrative remains
arrested for the first few pages, which are given over to an elaboration of the imagined paintings
generated by Annunziata’s appearance against the backdrop of various Roman scenes. These
descriptions increase the reader’s perception of Annunziata’s presence by generating a series of
hypothetical paintings that, for a reader of Gogol’s cultural milieu, would have had a whole
succession of real paintings standing behind them.%% Indeed, Gogol scholars have identified a
number of specific paintings by artists living in Italy in the first few decades of the 19" century
that these images may refer t0.4” The representation of Annunziata’s beauty, then, becomes a

146 Bryson’s analysis of Diderot’s language for translating images into words is again useful. In his reading of the
Salons, in which it was Diderot’s task to describe the paintings on exhibit at the Louvre to readers unable to visit the
museum themselves, Bryson argues that Diderot’s descriptions are entirely successful because, while vivid, fanciful,
and even erotically suggestive, the language of the Salons is also “a language entirely backed by visual fact: each
word has behind it a demonstrable piece of canvas [...] everything is saturated with an original presence and in this
respect the language of the Salon-piece is already ideal.” See Bryson, Word and Image: French painting of the
Ancien Régime, p. 183.

147 The most significant contribution in this regard is Sigrid Richter’s 1964 Ph.D. dissertation from the University of
Hamburg, titled “Rom und Gogol’. Gogol’s Romerlebnis und sein Fragment ‘Rim.”” Robert Maguire also identifies
a number of paintings that may be the original referents of the landscapes and carnival scenes in “Rome” (pp. 124-
128). Particularly striking for the purposes of my argument is Maguire’s identification of the Albano and Castel
Gandolfo motif in Romantic landscape painting, as well as his mention of Marc-Gabriel-Charles-Gleyre’s La
Nubienne (1838), “only one of countless renditions of colorfully dressed and dazzlingly beautiful girls clustered
around a fountain” (p. 124). Maguire does not link La Nubienne to Annunziata specifically, but the painting is
striking for its resemblance to Gogol’s opening descriptions of the Alban beauty: Gleyre’s model has pale skin and
braided black hair and carries a copper vase on her head (recall: “Kyna Hu noiiner ona—ysxe Hecer ¢ co0oi
KapTHHY: CIICIIUT JI BBeUepy K (OHTaHy ¢ KOBaHOW METHOM Ba30oi Ha royioBe...”"). Maguire’s reading of the
opening pages of “Rome” has some points in common with my own. He also reads the description of Annunziata
and the scenes that follow as distinctly painterly, as does Richter. However, both Maguire and Richter seem to
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sort of exhibition chamber in the reader’s mind: a mental space that houses a series of vibrant
scenes of Roman life. The final painting in this imagined exhibition is the one that the young
artist with the Van Dyck beard fantasizes about adding to his own studio: the portrait of
Annunziata as Diana or Juno.

Gogol thus attempts to verbally convey the instantaneous and all-encompassing effect of
Annunziata’s beauty by creating a language that arrests the narrative and throws it into stasis
before it can even begin. Rather than narrative movement, “Rome” opens with a gradually
expanding sense of space. The opposition between space and movement in the opening pages of
“Rome” goes deeper than the traditional distinction between description and narrative, which
scholars have tended to view as central to the emergence of realism (wherein extended, non-
essential description is seen as a function of the realist commitment to “lifelikeness”).* As we
have seen, the characterization of Annunziata’s appearance in the first few pages of the text
relies not on a sequential description of her physical traits—which would have the effect of
fragmenting her beauty—but on an expanding group of “painted” images that each reflect that
beauty, and which appear in the reader’s imagination as though framed and displayed on an
exhibition wall. This imaginative framing, along with the emphasis on aesthetic mediation in the
introduction of Annunziata, place this opening portrayal far from the realm of “realist”
description.

| have dwelt so long on the first few pages of “Rome” because the initial description of
Annunziata offers the text’s most concentrated and sustained representation of total beauty, as
well as the most significant passage in Gogol’s experimentation with merging elements of visual
form and narrative. With the exception of the second, briefer description of Annunziata that
appears toward the end of the text, most of what follows after these opening pages is an
elaboration on Annunziata’s status as the manifestation of polnaia krasota. Narrative time is
introduced into the text with the appearance of the prince, whose personal history takes up the
bulk of the story. Since the main function of this personal history is to elaborate the theory of
beauty and art presented in the opening description of Annunziata, even when the temporal
dimension finally enters the text, it does so not in the service of generating a plot—of initiating a
sequence of actions—but of expanding our understanding of the text’s opening moment. The
narrative remains subordinated to the static image of beauty with which the text began, and to
which it will return, many pages later, once the prince’s biography is accounted for.

The most significant detail to emerge from the biographical account of the prince’s
education and youthful travels abroad is the constructed opposition between Paris and Rome, and
the way in which each city comes to embody a different conception of art.*° Notably, what most
distinguishes the respective aesthetic principles on which these two cities are built is their
opposing relationship to fragmentation. Gogol’s Paris, which closely resembles Gogol’s

interpret these descriptions as part of a single large painting, with Annunziata at its center, rather than as a series of
distinct images that are layered to convey a sense of expanding space. See Maguire, Exploring Gogol, pp. 122-124.
148 For a summary and critique of the tendency in literary scholarship to view description as fundamentally
“realistic,” see Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect” (1969), The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard, ed.
Francois Wahl (Berkeley: U of California Press, 1989), pp. 141-148. For a dialectical approach to realism which
views realist discourse as synthesizing an earlier “narrative impulse” (linked to Romanticism) with an emergent
tendency toward scenic description (“affect,” associated with modernism), see Fredric Jameson, The Antinomies of
Realism (London & New York: Verso, 2013).

149 Michael R. Kelly observes that “a discussion of the contrasting aesthetic values associated with Paris and Rome
is commonplace in scholarship on ‘Rome.”” See Kelly, “Gogol’s ‘Rome’: On the Threshold of Two Worlds,” The
Slavic and East European Journal, Vol. 47, No. 1 (Spring 2003), p. 25.
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Petersburg, is home to the negative kind of fragmentation: the fragment without a larger artistic
whole to give it meaning, which is associated in Gogol’s world with madness. Rome, on the
other hand, is characterized by the positive variant of Romantic fragmentation: each fragment of
experience—each painting, monument, flower, fountain, and food stall that the prince encounters
in his wandering—contributes to a single, unified experience of Rome; each is infused with the
same general Roman spirit.1° The prince is initially attracted to the glitter and novelty of
Parisian life: in a moment that clearly recalls the descriptions of Nevsky Prospect in Gogol’s
Petersburg stories, the narrator concludes his account of the prince’s first impressions of the city
thus:

[...] now finally losing his bearings completely, when this whole magical pile
flared up in the evening by the magical illumination of gaslight—all the buildings
suddenly became transparent, shining powerfully from below; the windows and
panes of glass in the stores seemed to disappear, to vanish completely, and
everything that lay inside them was left out on the street unguarded, sparkling and
reflected by the mirrors into the depths. (236)

[...] TO pacTepsBIINCH, HAKOHEII, COBCEM, KOT/Ia BCS ATa BOJIIIEOHAS Kyda
BCITBIXHYJIA BBEUEPY MPH BOJIIICOHOM OCBEIICHUH T'a3a—BCE IOMBI BIPYT CTaJId
MPO3payHbIMU, CHIILHO 3aCHSIBIIM CHU3Y; OKHA M CTEKJIa B Mara3uHax, Ka3aJioch,
WCYE3JIH, TPOTIAIH BOBCE, M BCE, YTO JIGKAIO BHYTPH MX, OCTAIOCH IPSIMO CPETU
YIIUIBI HEXPAHUMO, OJIMCTast B OTpakasich B yriyoieHbe 3epkanamu. (3:223)

150 susanne Fusso has discussed the positive and negative types of fragmentation in Gogol in terms of the different
ways in which one can look at a landscape. She argues that, for Gogol, the ideal is a vantage point that combines
“detail” (fragment) with “overview” (whole), as in Briullov’s The Last Day of Pompeii: “For Gogol, detail without
overview is embodied in the demonic fragmentation of nineteenth-century life [...] But overview without
differentiation leads to monotony and excessive abstraction, as in the panoramic paintings that Gogol opposes to
those of Briullov” (Fusso, “The Landscape of Arabesques, p. 113). The solution is to combine intricacy and
variation (the positive type of fragment) with a simultaneous conceptualization of a larger whole; one must look at
the details of the landscape close-up as well as from a position of panoramic overview. Fusso is concerned primarily
with Arabesques and Dead Souls in her analysis, rather than “Rome”; however, the same marriage of detailed
examination and sweeping panorama is clearly present in the prince’s Roman wanderings. At times he sets off “like
a hunter” into the side streets of Rome, seeking new aesthetic impressions: “EMy HpaBuimch 3T 6ecripephIBHBIE
BHE3AIIHOCTH, HEKIAHHOCTH, Nopaxatoiue B Pume. Kak 0XOTHUK, BBIXOAAILIMH C yTpa HA JIOBJIO, KAK CTAPUHHBIN
PpBILIApPh, UCKATENb MPUKITIOUCHIUH, OH OTIIPABIISIICS OTHICKMBATh BCIKHH JIeHh HOBBIX M HOBBIX uyzec...” (3:234) [He
liked these incessant suddennesses, unexpectednesses, that struck you in Rome. Like a hunter who goes out in the
morning to the chase, like an ancient knight seeking adventures, he would set off every day to seek out more and
more new miracles...] (249). At other times he climbs to a high vantage point to look out over the Roman
Campagna and admire it in all directions. His understanding of Italian history is conceptualized in similar terms:
“Cpe ceii )KN3HH TIOUyBCTBOBAJ OH, O0Jiee HEXeIH Kora-nnbo, xKeJaHue MPOHUKHYTh NOTTy0Ke HCTOPHIO
I/ITa.Hl/Il/l, J0CCJIC €EMY U3BECTHYIO 3IIM30JaMU, OTPBIBKaMU, 0e3 Hee Ka3aloch €MY HCIIOJIHO HACTOALICE, U OH KaJITHO
MIPUHAJICA 3a apXUBLI, JICTOIIUCH U 3allUCKU [ . ] On TCIEPb MOT" OIJIAAbIBATH BCE HOKOﬁHO, KAK U3 6amMuKaHCKozco
oxna” (emphasis mine) (3:240) [In the midst of this life he felt more than ever the need to penetrate more deeply
into the history of Italy, which he had known up to now only in episodes and fragments; without that history, the
present seemed incomplete to him, and he avidly set about reading archives, chronicles, and notes] (254-55).
Michael R. Kelly echoes Fusso’s analysis of Arabesques in his reading of “Rome,” writing, “The prince’s attempt to
acquire an understanding of the ‘majestic flow of the whole’ points to a similarity of themes and motifs between
‘Rome’ and Arabesques and further underscores the connection of ‘Rome’ to key issues in Gogol’s oeuvre [...]
‘Rome’ is one of Gogol’s most complete attempts to embody in a work of fiction the aesthetic ideals expressed in
Arabesques.” See Kelly, “Gogol’s ‘Rome’: On the Threshold of Two Worlds,” p. 31.
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Unlike the unfortunate Piskarev, however, the prince learns to see past the deceptive “magical
illumination” of the streetlamps. Possessing a true vision that is unique among Gogol’s
protagonists, the prince comes to understand that Paris consists entirely of “glittering episodes”
with no harmonious whole to connect them: “[...] Be3xe OaecTsImme SU306I, H HET
TOP’KECTBEHHOI'0, BEIMYaBOT0 T€YEHbs Beero mesoro.” In Rome, by contrast, every archway,
icon, and storefront is part of the same congruous unity, and the contemporary world and the
world of antiquity meet harmoniously on the Roman streets. !

This distinction between harmful Parisian fragmentation and the exemplary Roman
fragment has clear resonances with Gogol’s larger aesthetic theory as it developed in the second
half of the 1830s. When the narrator says of Paris that “the whole nation is a brilliant vignette,
rather than a painting by a great master” [Bcst Hanus—OJecTsIas BUHHETKA, a HE KapTHHA
Benmkoro mactepa] we recall Gogol’s valorization of large-scale history painting in Arabesques.
And yet in a marked departure from Arabesques’ works of fiction, “Rome” is willing to depict
the positive alternative to the fragmented European city. The pages detailing the prince’s
experience of his native city after arriving home from his years abroad are perhaps the most
extended description of positive aesthetic beauty in all of Gogol’s fiction.

The culmination of this extended vision of the mutual co-creation of the part and the
whole, detail and overview, fragment and unity, comes at the very end of the story, when the
prince, together with Peppe, the peasant whom he has enlisted to help him track down
Annunziata, climbs to a high point overlooking the city. Just as he is about to tell Peppe about
Annunziata, the prince catches sight of Rome spread out beneath them and is struck with
wonder:

But here the prince glanced at Rome and stopped: Before him, in a marvelous,
shining panorama, the eternal city appeared. The whole bright heap of houses,
churches, domes, and sharp spires was powerfully illuminated by the brilliance of
the sinking sun. In groups and singly, the houses, roofs, statues, airy terraces, and
galleries emerged out from behind one another; over there was the motley mass of
bell towers and domes with their delicate tops, playing in the patterned caprice of
the lamps; over there a dark palace emerged in its entirety; over there was the flat
dome of the Pantheon; over there was the ornamented top of the Antonio column
with its capital and the statue of the apostle Paul [...] (276)

Ho 31ech KHsI3b B3rsiHYJ1 HA PUM M OCTaHOBWIICS: NIpEA HUM B UyJHOW CUSIOLIEN
IIaHOpaMme MpeICcTal BeYHbIl ropo. Bes ceernas rpyaa 10MOB, LIEPKBEH,
KYIOJIOB, OCTPOKOHEUH CHIIBHO OCBellleHa Obliia 0J1€CKOM MOHU3UBILErOCs
conHua. ['pynnamu v NooIMHOYKE OJIMH U3-3a JPYTOr0 BBIXOAWIIH IOMBI, KPBIIIIH,
CTaTyH, BO3AYLIHBIE TEPPACHI U TAJIEPEU; TaM IIECTPEJIA U Pa3bIIphIBaIach Macca
TOHKHMHM BEPXYIIKAaMHU KOJIOKOJIEH U KYIIOJIOB C Y30PHOKO KallPU3HOCTHIO
(oHapeii; TaM BBIXOIWII LIEIMKOM TEMHBIH JIBOpPEL]; TaM IUIOCKHH KyIoJ
[Tanteona; Tam yOpaHHasi BepXylIKka AHTOHHHOBCKOW KOJIOHHBI C KalIUTENbIO U
craryeii anmocrosna Iasina [...] (3:258)

151 “Rome” sketches a clear contrast between Parisian bourgeois modernity, on the one hand, and the pre-modern
popular life of Rome, on the other. The former echoes Balzac’s critical representations of Paris under the July
Monarchy in La comedie humaine (1829-48); the latter recalls the medieval and Renaissance carnival square.
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The description continues for several additional lines as more details accumulate. Specific
architectural features and Roman neighborhoods are mentioned as the narrator builds a complete
picture of the panorama. This all-encompassing vision of Rome, which identifies details while
also making a claim to holistic vision, is the apogee of the positive unity-in-fragmentation motif
that runs through the story.

Alongside Annunziata, this panorama is also the second potential ideal object of
representation to appear in the text. Like Annunziata, the Roman vista arrests the prince’s
attention: “But here the prince glanced at Rome and stopped.” The city, t00, is referred to in
aesthetic terms, as a “picture”: “And along the whole length of the picture towered the light-blue,
transparent hills, as light as air, embraced by a kind of phosphorescent light” (277) [ notom BoO
BCIO JUTMHY BCEW KapTUHBI BOSHOCUJIUCH U TOTyOeIH IPO3payHbIe TOPHI, JIETKHE, KaK BO3YX,
00BsATHIE KakuM-TO hochoprueckum ceetom] (3:259). And yet, in a sudden and unexpected
reversal, the following sentence claims that such beauty is unrepresentable by human art:
“Neither word nor brush would be able to convey the marvelous harmony and the combination
of all the levels of this picture” (277) [Hu cioBOM, HI KUCTBIO HElb3s1 OBUIO TIEPEAaTh Ty AHOTO
corjiacusi ¥ COYeTaHbsl BCEX IUIaHOB 3TOM kapTuHbl] (3:259). The assertion that neither the poetic
word nor the artist’s brush can truly capture the Roman cityscape is unexpected in a text that, up
until this point, has been optimistic in its belief in the representational powers of both verbal and
visual art.

This reversal suggests a crisis in the text’s vision of ideal totality. Indeed, the text lapses
into silence at precisely this point: the narrative of “Rome” breaks off as the prince stands gazing
out at the panorama. We can assume that Gogol’s ultimate object in “Rome” was to create a
verbal approximation of the rival artist’s painting in “The Portrait,” i.e., to capture in literary
form the “significant moment” of history painting, Gogol’s own aesthetic ideal. To achieve this
object Gogol would need to find a way of employing a spatializing device, such as the one he
uses to represent Annunziata, to capture the Roman cityscape at a particular moment. The
exalted idea behind “Rome”—that idea which is to be embodied in literary form and conveyed in
full to the reader, just as Briullov’s idea is conveyed instantaneously to the viewer of The Last
Day of Pompeii—is bound up with the ideal of pre-modern collective spirituality the prince
discovers in his native city. Recall the narrator’s characterization of the magnificent painting in
“The Portrait”: this painting ‘“was—a moment, but that moment for which a man’s whole life is
but the preparation.” The prince’s Bildung—nhis aesthetic education as he travels from Italy to
Paris and back in an inverse of the usual North-to-South trajectory of the Grand Tour—is the
“preparation”; what awaits him upon his return to Rome is the “significant moment” for which
he (and through him, the reader) has been prepared. This moment should capture the entirety of
Rome, with Annunziata, the text’s other instantiation of polnaia krasota, harmoniously absorbed
into the totalizing view of the city.

However, the narrative falters as the prince reaches the summit of Gianicolo. The text’s
confidence in the power of the word, so strong when describing Annunziata, diminishes when
the Roman panorama becomes the object of representation. The image of the panorama devolves
into a list of details (houses, churches, bell towers, palaces, the Pantheon, the Medici villa, and so
on) that so overwhelms the prince that all he can do is stare in mute wonderment. Annunziata’s
total beauty inspires a level of devotion and dedication in the prince that prompts single-minded
action (he cannot rest until he finds her), whereas the panorama’s fragmented beauty overwhelms
him into silence and inactivity as he seeks to follow every avenue, every side street with his eyes.
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The prince’s inability to see the entirety of the panorama all at once translates into the narrator’s
inability to describe it: there are simply too many parts to encompass.%

While Annunziata successfully embodies the totality of the instantaneous yet eternal
moment, the panorama reveals the deficiency of the Romantic concept of unity in fragmentation.
Gogol’s depiction of Annunziata, with its reliance on an expanding set of layered images to
convey a sense of space, communicates to both the prince and the reader a singular and eternal
impression of true beauty. This beauty is both spiritual and material, and its power is absolute
and monologic. There is no room for doubt or interpretation: once a person has beheld
Annunziata, his only choice is to follow her unquestioningly. The panorama, on the other hand,
is ever growing and changing. The nature of its beauty will differ depending on the particular
fragment the viewer glimpses at any given time. In order to perceive the panorama in its entirety,
one must move one’s eyes first to one section, then to another, and so on: the overall effect is
temporal. There is also no guarantee that any one person’s experience of this beauty will
resemble another’s, as it is up to the individual viewer to engage visually with the fragmented
cityscape in a particular way.

For Gogol in 1842, the truer universalizing presence is Annunziata’s. Although, like
Moonlight in the broken window ..., the novel Annunziata was never completed, the fact that
Annunziata’s name serves as the title of the larger textual whole of which “Rome” was intended
as a part is significant. This hierarchy of completedness—the novel Annunziata would
encompass and be more complete than the fragment “Rome”—extends to the two objects that the
novel and the fragment name: the woman Annunziata and the panorama of Rome. Annunziata’s
is a more total presence. While it is true that the action of “Rome” is generated by her absence,
this absence is promised to be temporary, both by the title of the larger work and by the meaning
of Annunziata’s own name. “Annunziata” is “Annunciation” — Gabriel’s announcement to Mary
of the coming Incarnation of God. This name is a promise of coming wholeness and unity, the
verbalization of a future totality. While Gogol soon abandoned work on Annunziata to focus his
novelistic energies exclusively on Dead Souls, the promise of the unwritten novel remains
immanent in the text of “Rome.”

IV. “The Historical Painter Ivanov” and Dead Souls: Word vs. Narrative

Given the privileged status accorded to the visual and plastic arts in “Rome” and the fact
that Gogol maintained friendships with Roman artists and painters for much of the period that he
spent working on the first volume of Dead Souls, it is surprising that there are so few references
to the visual arts in the novel. Apart from Plyushkin’s garden, which is described as
“picturesque” in its scenic devastation, most of the allusions to pictures and paintings in Dead
Souls, Vol. 1 are ironic or banal. These include the bizarre painting of the voluptuous nymph
hanging in the town inn, the miniature pictures of birds on Korobochka’s walls, and the images
of generals adorning the rooms of Sobakevich’s house. Unlike “The Portrait” and “Rome,” Dead
Souls appears relatively unconcerned with the theoretical status of the image.

And yet, as we shall see below, the novel retains Gogol’s longstanding preoccupation
with the conflict between the “significant moment” of painting, so ideal for representing

152 The prince’s awed response to the Roman panorama recalls Kant’s notion of the mathematically sublime — that
sensation we experience when confronted with “the inadequacy of the greatest effort of our Imagination to estimate
the magnitude of an object.” See Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment, trans. J.H. Bernard (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 2000), p. 116.
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presence, and the comparatively fragmented nature of verbal forms, with their basis in absent
referents. The widely recognized tensions (ethical, religious, and structural) that underwrite
much of Dead Souls stem from Gogol’s uncertainty over the ideal form for conveying that
spiritually animating and transformative truth, the representation of which he had come to see as
the novel’s mission. The first volume of Dead Souls repeatedly asks whether, in future volumes,
this truth will be conveyed somehow instantly, through a single, “all-powerful” word, or
gradually, via the expanding narrative of Chichikov’s personal salvation. The immediacy and
plenitude of this “all-powerful word,” or Word (in Gogol’s lyrical discourse the term is invested
with religious power) recall the status of the visual icon in other Gogolian works. In Dead Souls,
then, the all-powerful Word comes to possess the spiritually transformative qualities formerly
attributed solely to the image; like the image, this Word is taken to stand in contrast to the
narrative impulse.

Before we turn to Dead Souls, however, it is worth considering the last of Gogol’s
published works to be explicitly concerned with the visual arts: an essay that Gogol wrote in
1846 in the guise of a letter to the never-identified Count. Matv. Yu. V. The letter was published
in Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends [Vybrannye mesta iz perepiski s
druz iami] (1847) under the title “The Historical Painter Ivanov” [Istoricheskii zhivopisets
Ivanov]. This essay, though dated four years after the publication of Vol. 1 of Dead Souls, can, |
argue, be read as a development of the same tensions that underwrite the novel, here framed as a
discussion of Alexander Ivanov’s history painting The Appearance of Christ Before the People
[lavlenie Khrista narodu]. Gogol’s analysis of the painting and especially of Ivanov’s creative
process inscribe his own hopes for the completed trilogy of Dead Souls and his experience
working on the first two volumes. The fact that in 1846 Gogol again turned to painting as a meta-
discourse for thinking about ideal artistic creation suggests that his conceptualization of the
text/image dichotomy continued to occupy a significant place in his aesthetic thought throughout
the 1840s as he was working on his magnum opus.

Unlike Gogol’s essay on Briullov’s The Last Day of Pompeii, “The Historical Painter
Ivanov” foregrounds the artist’s personal circumstances during the composition of The
Appearance of Christ, in particular his poverty and isolation. The text contains a number of
descriptive passages lamenting Ivanov’s beggarly status and proclaiming the painter’s decision
to forsake all worldly needs in pursuit of his great creation. These descriptions recall the plot of
“The Portrait” while also clearly intending to evoke Gogol’s own circumstances in the 1840s.
Later in the letter Gogol writes, “I have experienced just about the same condition, I have
experienced it in my own body”'% [ ncnpo6oBai oYTH TO e COCTOSHME, HCIIPOOOBAIl €ro Ha
cooctBennoM Teie] (8:335). The fact that the characterization of Ivanov’s artistic process so
closely mirrors that of Chertkov’s rival in “The Portrait”—Ilike the rival, Ivanov lives in exile
isolated from family and friends; he has barely enough food to survive; he has devoted himself to
a long, laborious process in order to finally produce his masterpiece, a large-scale history
painting on a sacred theme—reveals how little Gogol’s conception of the ideal artist had changed
between 1835 and 1846. What had changed, however, was the extent to which Gogol felt
compelled to identify himself outright with this artistic process. While neither “The Portrait” nor
“The Last Day of Pompeii” makes the analogy to Gogol’s own writing explicit, in “The
Historical Painter Ivanov” Gogol asserts that he has experienced the same spiritual and material

158 Translation by Jesse Zeldin, Nikolai Gogol. Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends (Nashville,
TN: Vanderbilt U. Press, 1969), p. 154. Subsequent citations to this translation of Selected Passages will appear
parenthetically in the text by page number.
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sufferings as Ivanov while writing Dead Souls. A direct correlation is thus established between
Ivanov’s Appearance of Christ and Gogol’s tripartite novel.

Importantly, what Gogol finds most worthy of praise in Ivanov’s painting is that same
“significant moment” that we observed in the Briullov essay and in the description of the rival’s
painting in “The Portrait.” Here the sacred status of the “moment” is exalted even further, as can
be seen in the following description of Ivanov’s The Appearance of Christ:

At that very moment that everything is moving with such varied motions, in the
distance the very One in Whose name the baptism has just been accomplished
appears—and this is the moment of the picture. The Precursor is seized just at that
instant that, indicating the Savior with his finger, he is pronouncing: ‘Behold the
Lamb of God, behold him who taketh away the sin of the world.” And the whole
crowd, without losing the expressions on their faces, turns in look or thought
towards Him Whom the prophet has indicated. Along with the first impressions,
which have not had time to vanish from their faces, new impressions run all
across their faces. The faces of the most elect are illumined by a lovely light,
while others are still seeking to penetrate the sense of the incomprehensible words
[...]. (149)

B 310 camoe Bpems, KOTja Bce ABMXKETCS TAKUMH Pa3IMYHBIMU JIBUKECHBSIMH,
[TOKAa3bIBAETCSI BAAJIHN TOT CaMbIil, BO UMSI KOTOPOI'O YK€ COBEPLIMIIOCH KPEILlEHHE,
— M 3]IeCh HacTosIas MUHyTa KapTUHbL. [Ipeareya B3ST UMEHHO B TOT MHUT, KOT'11a,
YKa3aBILU Ha CIIACUTEIIS [IEPCTOM, IPOU3HOCUT: “Ce arHell, B3beMJIsi I'pexu
Mmupa!” U Bcs Tonma, He 0CcTaBIsAs BRIPAXKEHUN JIUI] CBOUX, YCTPEMIISIETCS WU
IJ1a30M, WIN MBICIIHIO K TOMY, Ha KOTOPOI'0 yKa3all Ipopok. CBepX MPEeKHUX, He
yCIIEBLIMX COEXaTh € JIMLI, BIEUATICHHH, IPOOEratoT o BCEM JIMIaM HOBbIE
BrieyatyieHus. Yy THbIM CBETOM OCBETHJIMCH JIMIIA EPEIOBBIX N30paHHBIX, TOT /1A
KaK JPYTUe CTAparoTCs eIe BOWTH B CMBICII HEMOHATHBIX ¢I0B [...]. (8:330)

The entire passage is underwritten by a tension between motion and stillness: between the
narrative flow of the action that precedes and follows the moment of representation, and the
overwhelming significance attributed to this singular moment, when Christ appears before the
waiting crowd. The passage consistently emphasizes the instantaneousness of this event: “At that
very moment,” “the moment of the picture,” “just at that instant.” These phrases which express
the immediate, the momentary, are juxtaposed with the larger narrative description of the
moment’s context.

Consider the contradiction in the first sentence: “At that very moment that everything is
moving with such varied motions...”. Stasis (“At that very moment”) and movement
(“everything is moving”) are placed in direct tension with one another: it is the triumph of
Ivanov’s painting that it captures precisely this moment, the interruption of ongoing activity by
the sudden appearance of Christ. Later in the essay, Gogol states that the painting depicts “the
course of man’s conversion to Christ” (149) [Becs 3TOT X011 0Opawenus uenrosexa ko Xpucmy!]
(8:330), and that its goal is “with [a] brush to depict the conversion of man to Christ” (152)
[M300pa3uTh kuCTHIO OOpalieHue yenoBeka ko Xpucty] (8:332). Conversion, obrashchen’e, is by
definition a process, the alteration from one state of being to another. And yet there is
presumably some moment in that process when the conversion has just been accomplished; the
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precise instant when the new disciple crosses the threshold from forsaken to redeemed. This is
the moment that Ivanov’s painting represents, and which, we are led to believe, his work has the
power to effect in the viewer. The painting thus captures both a moment and a movement: the
entire movement of religious conversion expressed in a single, “significant” moment.

Even more telling than Gogol’s description of Ivanov’s painting, however, is his account
of the artist’s creative process. Multiple pages of the essay are devoted to an elaboration of how
slowly and laboriously Ivanov has worked and how much careful study has gone into preparing
for the painting, both spiritually and in mastering the necessary techniques. There is a tension
here, too, between the slowness and difficulty of Ivanov’s personal conversion and mental
preparation in undertaking his artistic task, and the immediate present-ness of the moment that
his painting depicts. Ivanov has devoted himself to his work “as the monk to the monastery” [kak
MoHax MoHacThIpro] and has spent more than ten years striving to attain the spiritual state
necessary to “fulfill his inner thought”: “Ivanov prayed God to grant him such a complete
conversion; he wept tears in silence, begging Him for the strength to fulfill his inner thought”
(150) [MBarOB MOHI OOTa O HUCIIOCIAHHH €MY TaKOTO MOJHOTO OOPAIeHbs, JIUJ CIe3bI B
THIIKHE, TIPOCSI y HETO JKe CHJI UCTIOMHUTh UM K€ BHYIIEHHYIO MbIcib] (8:331). And yet his
painting gives no indication of this long labor, instead impressing its lofty idea instantly upon the
viewer. Is spiritual transformation, then, a laborious process or a sudden benediction? Is this
transformation best conveyed in the form of a narrative, or as a single significant moment? These
are the questions that loom in the background of “The Historical Painter Ivanov,” and in the
structural tensions of Dead Souls, to which we now turn.

By “structural tensions” I have in mind first and foremost the famous digressions, both
lyrical and ironic-comedic, which are in perpetual conflict with the picaresque adventure plot.
These digressions have often been compared to the digressive asides in Pushkin’s Eugene
Onegin, direct addresses to the reader which are deeply rooted in the tradition of Byron and
romantic irony. The digressions in Dead Souls, however, are more disruptive than those that
appear in Eugene Onegin—Ilargely because they exist in such clear structural opposition to the
novel’s predominant motif, that of the road. In its depiction of Chichikov’s journey through rural
Russia, Dead Souls owes much to the genres of the travel novel and the picaresque adventure
tale, both of which rely on a forward-moving, dynamic temporality that is inscribed into the
guiding image of the road or the journey. In Dead Souls, this dynamic momentum is constantly
interrupted and suspended by a competing tendency toward digression, what Gippius refers to as
the novel’s “laws of retardation.”*>

The result is a constant alternation between static and dynamic modes. It is this
alternation that I propose to read within the context of Gogol’s longstanding preoccupation with
the conflict between spatial image and temporal text, a conflict which, as we have seen in the
Ivanov essay, in the 1840s expanded into a more general conflict between the momentary and the
processual, especially as this conflict relates to the event of spiritual transfiguration.

While Dead Souls famously began as a minor humorous anecdote related to Gogol by
Pushkin, the finished novel takes spiritual transfiguration as its primary aim. Clues within the
text itself, particularly in the lengthy lyrical digressions in the novel’s second half, as well as
comments Gogol made in letters and conversations regarding Dead Souls, reveal that Volumes

154 Gippius writes of Dead Souls, “the narrative is subject to the ‘laws of retardation.” The purposes of retardation
are served not only by the interpolation of highly rhetorical passages, but also by the extended comparisons in
rhythmic prose (the ball is compared to flies on sugar, Nozdryov to a lieutenant on the attack, etc.).” See Gippius,
Gogol’, p. 119.
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Two and Three were intended to bring about the spiritual transformation of Chichikov, the
reader, and ultimately the Russian nation. The digression that closes the first volume of the
novel, and which concludes with the well-known image of Russia as bird-troika [mruria tpoiika],
makes explicit an analogy that develops over the course of the novel. According to this analogy,
the bumbling confusion and ineptitude of Chichikov, the landowners, and the townsfolk reflects
the spiritual confusion and ineptitude of the Russian people:

...certain ardent patriots, who for the moment are quietly occupied with some sort
of philosophy or with augmentations at the expense of their dearly beloved
fatherland, and think not about not doing wrong, but only about having no one say
they are doing wrong. But no, neither patriotism nor primal feeling is the cause of
these accusations, something else is hidden behind them. Why conceal the word?
Who, then, if not an author, must speak the sacred truth? You fear the deeply
penetrating gaze, you are afraid to penetrate anything deeply with your own gaze,
you like to skim over everything with unthinking eyes. You will even have a
hearty laugh over Chichikov, will perhaps even praise the author, saying: ‘He did
cleverly catch a thing or two, though; must be a man of merry temperament!” And
after these words you will turn to yourself with redoubled pride, a self-satisfied
smile will appear on your face, and you will add: ‘One can’t help agreeing, the
most strange and ridiculous people turn up in some provinces, and no small
scoundrels at that!” And who amongst you, filled with Christian humility, not
publicly, but in quiet, alone, in moments of solitary converse with himself, will
point deeply into his own soul this painful question: ‘And isn’t there a bit of
Chichikov in me, too?” Perish the thought!**

...CO CTOPOHBI HEKOTOPBIX FOPSYUX MATPUOTOB, 1O BPEMEHH OKOHHO
3aHUMAIOIMXCS KaKOW-HUOY b puiiocopuert uiu npupamieHusMyl Ha CUET CyMM
HEXHO JTI0OMMOr0 UMHU OTEYECTBA, JyMAIOLIUX HE O TOM, YTOOBI HE /IeaTh
IypPHOTO, a O TOM, YTOOBI TOJILKO HE TOBOPUJIM, YTO OHM JieNatoT xypHoe. Ho Her,
HE TIaTPUOTH3M U HE TIEPBOE YYBCTBO CYTh IPHUMHBI OOBUHEHUH, IPYTOEC
ckpbiBaeTcs noj HuMu. K yemy tauth cnnoBo? KTo ke, Kak He aBTOp, JOJKEH
CKa3aTh CBATYIO NpaBay? Bel Oourech riryboKo-yCTpEMIIEHHOT'O B30Pa, BbI
CTpaIIuTeCh CAMH YCTPEMUTh Ha YTO-HUOY/Ib TITyOOKUH B30D, BBI JTIOOUTE
CKOJIb3HYTh 110 BCEMY HEJIyMaloIlMMU IJlazaMu. Bbl mocMeeTech axe OT Iylin
HaJ UMUMKOBBIM, MOXKET OBITh, IaXKe MOXBAIUTE aBTOpa, ckaxkere: "OIHAKO XK
KOE-4YTO OH JIOBKO TIOJIMETHII, IOJDKEH OBITH Becenoro Hpasa yenoBek!". M mocnie
TaKHX CJIOB C YABOMBILEIOCS TOPAOCTHIO O0OpaTuTECh K ce0e, CaMOJ0BOIbHAs
yIbIOKa MOKaXXeTCs Ha JIMIIE BallleM, U BbI MpubaBuTe: "A Belb JOIKHO
COTJIACUTHCS, IPECTPAHHBIE U MPECMELTHBIE OBIBAIOT JIFOJIU B HEKOTOPBIX
MPOBUHIMAX, a U OBl MPUTOM HemMaibie!" A KTO U3 Bac, MOJIHBIN
XPUCTUAHCKOTO CMUPEHBS, HE TJIACHO, a B THIIUHE, OJNH, B MUHYTHl YETUHEHHBIX
Oecen ¢ caMuM co00H, yriyOUT BO BHYTPb COOCTBEHHOM IyIIH Ceil TSKembIi
3ampoc: "A HET 1 ¥ BO MHE Kakoi-HHOy b yactu Ynunkosa?" Jla, kak Obl HE
tak! (6:245)

155 pevear and Volokhonsky, p. 251.
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The passage, though periodically deflated by the bickering between Chichikov and his coachman
Selifan, develops an image of “Rus’” as a fantastic troika hurtling towards a mysterious, divinely
inspired future. The nation’s spiritual destiny becomes intertwined with the spiritual future of the
hero, Chichikov, as well as that of the author, who is tasked with uttering “the sacred truth”
[csTas mpasnal. This sacred truth will be revealed in the subsequent two volumes, which are
figured a few lines later as a continuation of the road the troika is following: ...but as for the
author, he must in no case quarrel with his hero: they still have many a road to travel together
hand in hand; two big parts lie ahead—no trifling matter” (251) [...HO 4TO 70 aBTOpPa, TO OH HH B
KaKOM CiIy4dac€ HE JOJIKCH CCOPUTHCA C CBOUM repoeM: CIIC HC MAJIO IMYTHU U JOPOTH MPUACTCA UM
MPONTH BIBOEM PyKa B pyKe; IBe OOJIbIINE YaCTH BIiepeIu—aTo He Oe3nenuna) (6:245-
246).This passage is a culmination of the novel’s broader tendency to equate the author’s
creative task with a long journey he shares with his hero.%

Thus the guiding motif of the journey which unifies Dead Souls simultaneously inscribes
the novel’s formal structure (i.e., its reliance on the forms of the travel novel and the adventure
tale); the lofty spiritual mission the text has set for itself; the author’s creative task; and the
psychological development of the hero, whose future spiritual and psychological complexity is
promised both by direct statements from the author and by our increased access to Chichikov’s
inner life in Vol. 2.557 And yet the road motif, which signals narrativity, process, and gradual
change, repeatedly comes up against the novel’s other key motif, that of the Word.

Perhaps the most famous passage concerning the significance of the all-powerful Word in
Dead Souls comes at the end of Chapter 5, in the digression prompted by a passing muzhik’s
description of Plyushkin. The muzhik’s “aptly spoken Russian word” [MeTKO cKa3aHHOE pyCcCKOe
cioBo], which keeps Chichikov chuckling for several miles, is invested with great significance.
Though the word itself, we are told, is comical and even vulgar (“not usable in polite
conversation” [He ymoTpeOuTeIbHOE B CBETCKOM pasroBope]), it comes to stand in for the semi-
mystical power of the spoken (as opposed to written) Russian language, which generates a fully-
formed image instantly upon its utterance. Once this word has been uttered, the narrator tells us,
there is no need for elaboration, as the signified object is made immediately and palpably present
to the listener. In the case of the vulgar adjective, such as the one bestowed upon Plyushkin by
the contemptuous muzhik, “there is no point in adding later what sort of nose or lips you have—
in one line you are portrayed from head to foot!” (108) [Hruero npubaBiIsATh yKe MOTOM, KAKOH Y
TeOs1 HOC W TyObI—O/IHOM YepToii 00prcoBaH Thl ¢ HOT 10 TosioBskl!] (6:109). The example of
granting insulting epithets is humorous and prosaic, and yet—as so often in Gogol—the
implications of this ironic passage are significant. The idea of a single word so meaningful, so
aptly chosen, and so invested with signifying power that it is able to paint the whole portrait of a

156 See the digressions in Chapters 7, 10, and 11.

157 Towards the end of Vol. 1 the narrator predicts Chichikov’s future renewal: “And it may be that in this same
Chichikov the passion that drives him comes not from him, and that his cold existence contains that which will later
throw man down in the dust and make him kneel before the wisdom of the heavens. And it is still a mystery why this
image has appeared in the poem that is presently coming into being” (248) [1, MoxxeT OBITh, B ceM ke caMOM
Yuuukose CTPAcCThb, €ro BJICKYIIAs, YK€ HC OT HEI'0, U B XOJIOAHOM €TI0 CYHICCTBOBAHUM 3aKJIFOUYCHO TO, YTO IIOTOM
MTOBEPTHET B IIPaxX W Ha KOJICHU YEIIOBEKa Mpe]l MyIpoCThio Hebec. U erme TaifHa, modemy ceit o0pas mpeacrai B
HBIHE sBIIsIIONEeiics Ha cBet noame] (6:242). In general, the second volume presents Chichikov as somewhat more
prone to reflection and capable of positive change than he appears in the first volume (this is especially true of the
remaining fragment of the “late chapter” of Vol. 2, possibly the final chapter of the novel). Gippius, in particular,
has read this development as an indication of Gogol’s commitment to psychological realism in the later volumes.
See Gippius, Gogo!’, pp. 168-169.
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man in an instant, recalls Gogol’s faith in the representational capacity of the image and indicates
his desire for a verbal form capable of achieving the same instantaneous effect. Like visual art
objects in Gogol’s other writings, here the aptly chosen word appears as a material thing, a
concrete presence: “an axe cannot destroy it” [ne BeipyOnuBaercs Tomopom]. Writing’s inability
to effect the same sort of presence is underscored by the passage’s omission of the word itself:
we are never told what the actual epithet is.

This longing for the all-powerful Word, a Word that is to be spoken rather than written
and which possesses the image’s capacity to create and transform instantaneously, is echoed in
subsequent chapters of Dead Souls. The digression that opens Chapter 7, one of the novel’s most
sustained excursuses on the writer-as-traveler analogy, unexpectedly concludes by proclaiming
that the writer’s journey will end with the transformation of his creative energies into a different
form altogether: “And still far off is the time when, in a different key, a fearsome tempest of
inspiration will rise from a head wreathed in sacred awe and radiance, and in confused
trepidation will be heard the majestic thunder of a different speech...” (135) [1 nanexo ere To
BpEMs, KOraga MHbBIM KIIFOUOM I'PO3HaA BbrOI'a BAOXHOBCHLBS IMOABIMETCA U3 00J1€UeHHO B CBATHII
YKaC 1 B OIucTaHbEe TJIaBbl, 1 IOYYIKOT B CMYIICHHOM TPCIICTC BEJIINYaBBIN T POM OpyTrux
peueii...] (6:134-135). This “different speech” will be spoken, not written; it will thunder from
the heavens in a moment of sudden inspiration, just as God speaks in thunder from Mount Sinai
in Exodus. This is the Word, the “sacred truth” that Gogol longs to find and express in the later
volumes of Dead Souls. The conflict inherent in this longing is clear: how can such a Word,
which is spoken aloud in a single instant, be rendered in a narrative that is written and which,
moreover, is organized around the motif of the road, a form that inscribes temporal progression?
| argue that this conflict is a further iteration of the conflict between image and text that animates
stories like “The Portrait” and “Rome.” It drives the formal tension between movement and
stasis that underlies Dead Souls and remains unresolved in both the first novel and the
incomplete second volume.

However, some indication of what this resolution—of movement and stasis, of gradual
progress and sudden transformation—may have looked like, had the final volumes been achieved
as Gogol intended, finds expression in Chapter 11. Speaking of the future volumes of Dead
Souls, the author states,

but...perhaps in this same story some other, as yet untouched strings will be felt,
the inestimable wealth of the Russian spirit will step forth, a man endowed with
divine valor will pass by, or some wondrous Russian maiden such as can be found
nowhere in the world, with all the marvelous beauty of a woman’s soul, all
magnanimous aspiration and self-denial. And all virtuous people of other tribes
will seem dead next to them, as a book is dead next to the living word!” (228)

Ho...moxeT ObITh, B ceil ke caMOi MOBECTH MOYYIOTCSI HHBIE, €IIe JI0CEIIe
HeOpaHHBIE CTPYHBIL, IPEJICTAHET HECMETHOE OOraTCTBO PYCCKOTO AyXa, IpOHIeT
MY3K, OJTApEHHBIN 00)KECKUMHU TO00IEeCTSIMU, WK YyIHAsl PyCCKas JeBHIla, KaKOU
HE CBICKaTbh HUT/IE B MUPE, CO BCEH AUBHON KPaCOTOM KEHCKOM AyIIH, BCS U3
BEJIMKOAYIIHOTO CTPEMJIEHHSI U CaMOOTBEpKeHUs. 1 MEepTBBIMU MOKaXyTCs Mpe
HUMHU BCe 100pOJIeTENbHBIE JIIOIU APYTUX MJIEMEH, KaK MepTBa KHUTA Mpe]
KHUBBIM ciioBoM! (6:223)
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The reference to “untouched strings” [HeOpaHHbIe cTpyHBI|, suggests a departure from Gogol’s
habitual preference for the visual over the musical arts as a metaliterary stand-in for his own
writing. We will return to this unexpected musical motif below. What is most striking in this
passage, however, is the final line, which reasserts the primacy of the “living word” over the
written text, and which claims that Dead Souls will ultimately produce figures so divine that they
attain the status of the living word, thereby transcending their written novelistic form. Somehow,
then, in the future volumes of Dead Souls the living Word will take on the flesh of characters
who are as idealized as the characters of VVol. 1 are detestable; their form will convey spiritual
presence as surely as the landowners and townspeople of N— embody absence. These figures
will “step forth” suddenly along the hero’s path; their presence will effect a gradual
accumulation of transformative moments, culminating in Chichikov’s (and the reader’s, and
Russia’s) spiritual renewal.

The reference to a perfectly beautiful and divine Russian woman in the above passage
recalls Gogol’s attempt to represent such a woman in Annunziata. Unlike the “man endowed
with divine valor,”*%® the image also finds resonance in two characters who appear in the extant
volumes of Dead Souls: the governor’s daughter, whom Chichikov first encounters on the road
following a mishap with their carriages in Vol. 1; and Ulinka, the beautiful woman beloved by
Tentetnikov in Vol. 2. It is in these female figures—particularly Ulinka, a close spiritual cousin
of Annunziata—that we are able to recognize traces of Gogol’s attempt to realize the longed-for
embodiment of the living Word. Artistically, the results are not successful—neither the
governor’s daughter nor Ulinka makes a particularly strong impression on the reader’s
imagination—and yet, the way in which Gogol characterizes these two women reveals
something about his plan to embody, in writing, the ideal figures of the later volumes.

What unites Ulinka and the governor’s daughter—the latter of whom is less developed
and idealized than her double in Vol. 2, but who nevertheless possesses something of Gogol’s
feminine ideal, which reaches its highest expression in Annunziata—is Gogol’s reliance on the
language of the visual in their portrayal, as well as the by now familiar immediacy with which
both women’s beauty is said to strike the viewer. In the fifth chapter of Vol. 1, the governor’s
daughter disappears in her carriage as quickly as she had appeared, “like something resembling a
vision, and what remained was again the road, the britzka, the troika of horses familiar to the
reader, Selifan, Chichikov, the flatness and emptiness of the surrounding fields” (91) [kak uTo-TO
MMOXO0KEC Ha BUJACHBE, U OIIAThL OCTAJIaCh A0POra, 6p1/1q1<a, Tp01711<a 3HAKOMBIX YHUTATCIIO nomaneﬁ,
Cenudan, UnurnKoB, r1ajp U MycToTa OKpecTHhIX modeii] (6:92). She is a “vision,” viden 'e; the
effect she has on Chichikov—and on the narrator, who ultimately proves more susceptible to her
charms than his hero—is entirely optic. Her beauty is also a momentary apparition, something
like the sudden lightning bolt of Annunziata’s appearance; and yet we are told that the effect of
this beauty impresses itself indelibly on the heart of the viewer: “Wherever in life it may be...a
man will at least once meet with a phenomenon which is unlike anything he has happened to see
before, which for once at least awakens in him a feeling unlike those he is fated to feel all his
life” (91) [Besne, rae Obl HU OBLIO B KHU3HU...BE3/IC XOTh Pa3 BCTPETUTCS Ha IMYTH YEIIOBEKY
SABJICHBEC, HE IIOXO0XKEC Ha Bcé TO, 4TO CJIIY4aJIOCh €My BUJCTH JOTOJIC, KOTOPOC XOTh pa3

18 An argument could be made that Tentetnikov, Kostanzhoglo, and Murazov represent early sketches of this
unambiguously positive man—indeed, Richard Peace asserts that the figure of Tentetnikov is the most positive
element of Vol. 2—and yet all three, particularly Kostanzhoglo, are ultimately closer to caricatures of goodness and
valor than genuine representations of those traits. See Peace, The Enigma of Gogol: An Examination of the Writings
of N.V. Gogol and their Place in the Russian Literary Tradition (Cambridge UP, 1982), pp. 246-247.
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HpOGYI[I/IT B HCM 9YBCTBO, HC ITOXOKCC HA TC, KOTOPLIC CYKACHO €My YYBCTBOBATL BCIO )KI/I3HB]
(6:92). Significantly, this unprecedented vision strikes the journeyman “along the road” [Ha
nytu], interrupting the straightforward progression of his life. It is a static moment of pure
presence, a single “significant moment” within the context of a largely insignificant existence. In
this case, the feelings awakened by such an apparition are revealed to be temporary and fleeting;
it will take a purer and more perfect expression of feminine beauty to embody a more permanent
presence.

This more perfect female presence is to be found in Ulinka, General Betrishchev’s
daughter, whom Chichikov encounters in Vol. 2. Like the governor’s daughter in Vol. 1, Ulinka
is described as a “vision”: “...a strange, incomparable being, who could be regarded more as
some fantastic vision than as a woman” (275) [...cymiecTBO HEBUJAHHOE, CTPAHHOE, KOTOPYIO
CKOpEH MOKHO OBLIO TIOYECTh KAKUM-TO (DAHTACTUYCCKMM BHICHHEM, YeM KeHITUHOMH ] (7:145).
The description of Ulinka as a beautiful apparition extends further than the earlier description of
the governor’s daughter, however. In his treatment of Ulinka, Gogol returns to the language of
painting and sculpture that was so markedly absent from the first volume of Dead Souls.

In the few short passages of the unfinished novel that concern Ulinka, the narrator
compares her alternately to an antique cameo, a painting, and a marble sculpture. The paragraph
that introduces Ulinka describes her beauty in the same terms that characterize the beauty of
Annunziata, namely, as an embodied competition between art and life: “It is extraordinarily
difficult to paint her portrait. This was something as alive as life itself” (275) [HeoObikHOBEHHO
TPYAHO U300pa3UTh MOPTPET ee. DTO ObUIO YTO-TO )KHUBOE, Kak cama xu3Hb]| (7:145). And yet
Tentetnikov, stricken by love, finds himself compelled to draw Ulinka’s portrait in his
notebooks, and is amazed to discover that her image emerges faithfully on the page, as full of life
as the original. Like Annunziata, Ulinka is caught somewhere between a work of art and the pure
presence of life, as much a lifelike painting as she is a statuesque living woman. Like
Annunziata’s, her beauty also has the effect of a sudden burst of light, as we see when she is first
introduced to Chichikov:

On the other side of the open door, her wonderful hand grasping the door handle,
a live little figure appeared. If a transparent painting, lit from behind, were
suddenly to shine in a dark room, it would not be so striking as this little figure
radiant with life appearing as if in order to light up the room. It seemed as though
along with her a ray of sunlight flew into the room, suddenly illumining its
ceiling, its moldings, and its dark corners. (293)

Ha o6paTHoii moioBuHE pacTBOPEHHOH JBEPH, YXBATUBILIUCH YyIECHON PyKOH 3a
PYUKy ABepH, sIBUIIACh kuBas ¢purypka. Eciu Obl B TEMHOI KOMHATE BAPYT
BCIIBIXHYJIa IPO3payHasi KApTUHA, OCBEILlEHHAasl €331 JIAMIIOI0, OHa Obl He
nopas3uiia TakK, Kak 3Ta CUSBIIAs KU3HBIO (PUTypKa, KOTOpast TOUHO MpeJcTana
3aTeM, 4ToObI OCBETUTH KOMHATY. Ka3anock, kak Obl BMECTE C HEIO BJIETEN

COJIHEYHBIN JIy4d B KOMHATY, O3apPUBIIH BIPYT MMOTOJIOK, KAPHU3 ¥ TEMHBIE YIJIbI
ee. (7:163)

Ulinka’s presence illuminates the room “suddenly,” vdrug; she appears as a ray of sunlight (a

metaphor also used to describe Annunziata) or as a painting suddenly shining in the darkness of
an unlit room. The fusion between total lifelikeness and perfect artistry that distinguishes both
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women is particularly marked in this passage. The light that radiates from Ulinka is
simultaneously a natural ray of sunshine and an illuminated painting; she is a work of art but also
a human figure “radiant with life” [cusBiuas xwusabio]. Thus, Ulinka’s appearance is marked by
all the characteristics of one of Gogol’s ideal aesthetic objects: her power derives from the realm
of the visual, and is thus material and concrete, entirely present; she represents a perfect union
between art and life; and the effect that she has on anyone who beholds her is immediate and
totalizing.

Indeed, Ulinka was to be the inspiration behind Tentetnikov’s future spiritual
transformation. More than the governor’s daughter of Vol. 1, she was intended as an image of
redemptive beauty, a sort of living icon. That Gogol, so preoccupied with the Word in the first
volume of Dead Souls, again turns to painting and the visual arts in the second volume as a
means of expressing ideal and transformative beauty, speaks to his inability to discover that
verbal form he so longed for, a form that would capture the momentary, static, and instantaneous
aspect of spiritual transfiguration. Vol. 2 relies extensively on the language of the visual. For
instance, while the word “picturesque” hardly ever appears in Vol. 1, it is used repeatedly to
describe the landscapes and natural scenery of Vol. 2.

Significantly, however, this apparent return to the visual arts as a source for new
metaliterary devices to inscribe Gogol’s own writing is challenged by a series of references to
music and song in the second volume. The most notable example is the song that the rowers sing
one evening on Petukh’s estate, a song that “poured forth as boundlessly as all Rus’” (312)
[paznuBanace GecripenenbHast, kak Pych, necusi| (7:182-183). The rowers’ song immediately
recalls the glorious national song sung by the coachman of the bird troika in the concluding lines
of Vol. 1, the song that inspires the troika’s fervent movement, that “familiar song from above”
[c BeMHEI 3HaKOMYTO TiecH!0]. This song is what drives the horses that bear the Russian nation
forward; it is also the metaphor that closes the novel, to be picked up again in the subsequent
volume in the evening song of the rowers. Music, then, is given a privileged place in the later
portions of Dead Souls. In some respects, the art of music comes to vie with the visual arts as the
preferred metaphor for Gogol’s own art. This is perhaps unsurprising when we consider how
closely song is linked to the idea of the spoken or voiced word, a concept which, as we have
seen, takes on great significance over the course of Dead Souls. Music also allows for the
possibility of temporal movement without narrative: since it does not require referential content
it can develop as pure form.

Gogol’s reliance on painterly and visual language in his descriptions of the governor’s
daughter and Ulinka suggests that, unable to find the sought-after Word, Gogol considered
returning to the discourse of the visual arts as a means for representing ideal presence. This
possibility is supported by his focus on the visual in the 1846 Ivanov essay. At the same time, the
valorization of the spoken, audible Word in Vol. 1, as well as the symbolically significant
references to a national song in both volumes, suggest that Gogol was experimenting with music
as a metaliterary device, one which may have acquired a more central role as the volumes of
Dead Souls progressed.

V. Conclusion
Investigating three of Gogol’s fictional narratives—The Portrait,” “Rome,” and Dead

Souls—for traces of that evasive to, the positive presence usually held to be missing from
Gogol’s artistic universe, this chapter has identified key moments in these texts that either
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partially realize presence or gesture toward what Gogolian presence might look like. These
include, first, an experimental mode of literary description in “The Portrait™ that recalls the
Baroque visual emblem. This “emblematic” approach to description guides the story’s moonlit
temptation scene, which approximates a Baroque chiaroscuro tableau depicting the allegorical
meeting of demon and artist as well as a metaphorical confrontation between painting and
literary narrative. The title of the cycle of Kiinstlerromane for which “The Portrait” was first
written was “Moonlight in the broken window of an attic on Vasilievskii Island.” This planned
title suggests that the image of moonlight shining through the artist’s window may have
functioned as a unifying emblem in the unrealized anthology. Repeated imagery and image
patterns are one way in which literary discourse spatializes narrative and arrests temporal flow:
this unifying emblem, then, itself reliant on the painterly technique of chiaroscuro, would have
allowed Gogol to claim some of the affordances of visual art for his own literary cycle.

However, the primary instance of positive presence in “The Portrait” is not represented,
only alluded to. This is the rival artist’s painting, identifiable as a largescale history painting akin
to Briullov’s The Last Day of Pompeii. Reading the description of this painting in “The Portrait”
alongside Gogol’s essay on Briullov, I identify the “significant moment” of history painting as
Gogol’s absolute aesthetic ideal. While the literary fragment or arabesque can only gesture
toward an absent ideal whole, the visual moment (mgnovenie) captured in history painting
already contains the whole within itself. The entirety of an exalted historical or biblical narrative
is condensed into the painter’s chosen moment: both the preceding and subsequent events of the
narrative are implied in that single “significant” instant.

While “The Portrait” is unable to find a literary language capable of approximating the
absolute beauty of the rival’s painting, and the Moonlight cycle was left unrealized, “Rome”
comes closer to offering a positive vision of narrative imbued with the spatializing capacity of
the visual arts. The story conveys an image of “true beauty” [monnas kpacota] in the figure of
Annunziata by creating a descriptive language that throws the narrative into stasis the moment
she appears. In place of a sequential, “realist” description of Annunziata’s physical traits, Gogol
represents his feminine ideal through a series of verbal “paintings” that gradually accumulate in
the reader’s mind, recalling Diderot’s “small acts of the imagination.” The result is again a
spatialization of narrative as Gogol claims the stable iconicity of the visual for his own literary
art. However, the story’s faith in its ability to embody positive presence falters when the prince
encounters the Roman panorama, which consists of too many distinct fragments to capture in
verbal representation: at this point, the text lapses into silence. “Rome” too falls short of
achieving the longed-for “significant moment” in literary narrative; but the experimental
strategies Gogol devises to portray Annunziata point toward a future form which might be
capable of rendering this aesthetic ideal in narrative art.

Finally, | argue that Gogol’s desire to locate a literary form capable of approximating the
“significant moment” of history painting motivates textual tensions and idiosyncrasies within
Dead Souls. Gogol’s essay “The Historical Painter Ivanov” suggests that by the 1840s Gogol’s
longstanding fixation on the contrast between (spatial) image and (temporal) narrative had
expanded into a preoccupation with the question of whether spiritual conversion is instantaneous
or processual. Large-scale history paintings like lvanov’s Appearance of Christ Before the
People remained Gogol’s aesthetic ideal, and now seemed to hold the key to representing and
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even prompting within the viewer the epiphanic moment of spiritual transfiguration.** In Dead
Souls the road motif, which propels the narrative forward and inscribes temporal progress,
repeatedly comes up against the motif of the all-powerful Word. | argue that the Word inscribes
an alternative temporality which Gogol typically associated with the image, possessing as it does
the image’s capacity to transform and reveal truth instantaneously. The conflict between text and
image that animates “The Portrait” and “Rome” is thus transmuted in Dead Souls into a tension
between movement and stasis — between spiritual transformation as process vs. spiritual
transformation as epiphany. This tension drives the formal structure of Dead Souls and remains
unresolved in the extant chapters of the second volume.

In the final analysis, then, most of these instances of positive presence remain
aspirational rather than achieved. “The Portrait” shies away from describing the rival artist’s
magnificent history painting, focusing instead on the profane portrait of Petromikhali; Moonlight
through a broken window was left unrealized. “Rome” breaks off on the summit of Gianicolo,
leaving Annunziata, too, unfinished. Gogol burned the second and third volumes of Dead Souls,
and the extant novel is so far from constructing a meaningful hero’s Bildung that Chichikov’s
intended spiritual renewal strikes the reader as absurd. Even when presence is achieved in these
texts it cannot be sustained: Annunziata disappears from “Rome,” and the spatializing devices
Gogol uses to embody her in the narrative are not sufficient to capture the Roman panorama.

What remains is a series of unique literary experiments in claiming the affordances of the
visual arts, especially history painting, for narrative. These experiments are often artistically
compelling, and they suggest alternative literary forms that might have been realized had
Gogol’s creative career continued instead of breaking off in the mid-1840s. They also reveal that,
despite contemporary readers’ tendency to celebrate the fundamental absence at the heart of
Gogol’s artistic universe—the famous Gogolian ne to—from the mid-1830s on Gogol himself
was motivated by the need to find an alternative to negative theology and the Romantic
fragment. He was preoccupied by a concern characteristic of his status as a late Romantic: Once
the fragment and other forms for representing absence have been exhausted as meaningful
aesthetic strategies, what alternative creative paths might the writer follow? If Gogol fails as a
writer of presence, then he is perhaps best understood as a writer of absence’s late style. Far from
rejoicing in the open-ended artistic potentialities of absence, late Romantic texts like “The
Portrait,” “Rome,” and Dead Souls construct elaborate literary experiments that seek refuge from
absence in older forms borrowed from the visual arts.

159 Gogol’s own longed-for moment of divine revelation was destined to be realized only within the confines of
Ivanov’s painting, where Gogol—a personal friend of Ivanov who modeled for the painter in Rome—himself
appears as a member of the crowd that beholds Christ.
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CHAPTER THREE

Embodying the Tragic Hero in Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time

l. Introduction

Lermontov arrived at the final form of A Hero of Our Time [Geroi nashego vremeni]
(1840) only gradually, following multiple attempts to embody his imagined hero in other texts.
These include both the unfinished novel Princess Ligovskaia [Kniaginia Ligovskaia] (1836-37)
and the plays he wrote in the 1830s, particularly Masquerade [Maskarad] (first version
completed 1835) and Two Brothers [Dva brata] (1836). This is to say nothing of the fact that
many of the novel’s component parts (“Bela,” “The Fatalist,” and “Taman”) were originally
published as standalone narratives, and that the stories underwent several reconfigurations before
Lermontov settled on the novel’s final order: “Bela,” “Maxim Maximych,” (“Foreword to
Pechorin’s Journal” [Predislovie k ‘Zhurnalu Pechorina’]), “Taman,” “Princess Mary”
[Kniazhnia Meri], “The Fatalist.”®® For Lermontov, finding the right genre and literary form for
his hero was an arduous process. Ultimately, he abandoned both the proto-realist narration of
Princess Ligovskaia—with its more “objective,” less Romantic-demonic characterization of
Pechorin'®—and the dramatic mode of the plays, in which the demonic and tragic elements are
heightened in the portrayal of Arbenin (Masquerade) and Aleksandr Radin (Two Brothers), both
direct predecessors of Pechorin. These texts gave way in 1840 to the puzzling, disjointed
composition of A Hero of Our Time. While it is standard practice to read the novel’s fragmentary
mixed-genre form as an example of the Romantic collection of tales serving as a transitional link
between the short story and the novel®®?, | propose to read the text instead as an experiment in
negotiating between the forms of dramatic performance and literary narrative in order to work
out an original representation of selfhood.

It will be the goal of this chapter to examine Lermontov’s appeals to theater and dramatic
performance in creating the experimental prose form of A Hero of Our Time. Lermontov’s
utilization of dramatic principles to depict the Pechorin of Hero is already evident in the
markedly different ways in which this Pechorin and the Pechorin of Princess Ligovskaia
(nicknamed Georges) are introduced in their respective narratives. The 1836 Pechorin appears in
the narrative of Princess Ligovskaia almost immediately: his arrival in the text is prosaic and

160 For a detailed discussion of the novel’s publication history, see Robert Reid, Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time
(London: Bristol Classical Press, 1998), pp. 1-2.

161 The description of Pechorin in Princess Ligovskaia has little in common with the dashing hero of Lermontov’s
finished novel. Georges possesses “not at all attractive” looks (“k HecyacTHIO BOBCE HE TPHUBJIEKATEIBHYIO
[HapyxHOCTB]”), lazy movements, and a dark, irregular face. The only elements of this Pechorin’s appearance that
are retained in A Hero of Our Time are the insinuating smile and shining eyes: “...there is something in his smile, in
his strangely shining eyes...” [...B ero yJbIOKe, B €ro CTpaHHO OJIECTSIIMX IVla3ax ecTh 4yTo-To...]. See M.lu.
Lermontov, Sobranie sochinenii v chetyrekh tomakh (Moscow and Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii nauk SSSR,
1961-1962), Vol. 4, p. 167. Subsequent citations to this Sobranie sochinenii will appear parenthetically in the text by
volume and page number. Unless otherwise specified, all translations from Princess Ligovskaia are my own.

162 For example, Victoria Somoff reads the prose cycle of A Hero of Our Time, like Pushkin’s Tales of Belkin,
Odoevskii’s Russian Nights and Motley Tales, and Gogol’s Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka, as “a circuitous
route toward the longer form narrative” and true novelistic discourse. See Somoff, The Imperative of Reliability, p.
3. The tendency to read the prose cycles of the 1830s as laboratories for novelistic discourse originates with the
Russian Formalists.
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straightforward. It draws on established prose styles of the 1830s, for instance by introducing
Pechorin at the beginning of the narrative using a familiar device that gives the impression of the
hero’s real existence outside the world of the novel: “Now that he has taken off his overcoat,
covered in snow, and entered his office, we can follow after him freely and describe his
appearance” [Temneps, KOrjja OH CHSIJI IIMHEIb, 3aKHIAHHYIO CHETOM, M B30IIIE] B CBOI KaOWHET,
MBI CBOOOJHO MOYKEM ITOMTH 3a HMM U OIKCATh ero HapyHocTh] (4:166-167). This introduction
claims to give an objective account of Pechorin’s appearance at the moment he is entering his
office, which affords the narrator’s fly-on-the-wall gaze an opportunity to linger on his form and
physiognomy.163

Pechorin’s appearance in the “Maxim Maximych” narrative of the 1840 novel, by
contrast, is largely theatrical. The titular hero arrives on the scene a third of the way through the
novel, only after his appearance has been built up over the preceding pages by Maxim
Maximych’s stirring tale of Bela. In other words, the stage has been carefully set for Pechorin’s
arrival. The man himself first appears “at the end of the square” [Ha KoHIIe IO TTOKA3AICS
TOT, KOoTOporo Mel oxkuaanu]| and slowly draws closer to the narrator, as if gradually moving
from an upstage wing to center stage.'* The suspense that surrounds Pechorin’s entrance is
heightened by the narrator’s (and our) uncertainty that Maxim Maximych will arrive in time to
meet his old friend: “The horses were already harnessed. There was an occasional tinkle from the
bell under the bow of the harness-frame. Twice Pechorin’s servant came up to announce that all
was ready, and still there was no sign of Maxim Maximych” (49) [Jlomaau ObutH yxe
3aJI0’KEHBI; KOJIOKOJIBYHK 110 BpeMEeHaM 3BEHEI MOJT AYTO0, U JJaKel yKe JIBa pa3za MoIXOIUI K
[lewopuny ¢ 1OKJIAI0M, YTO BCe TOTOBO, @ Makcum Makcumbry erie He siBisiics] (4:333). A
great deal of tension surrounds Pechorin’s first appearance in the novel, rendering the scene
inherently dramatic. Moreover, the narrator’s role in this scene is almost entirely that of a passive
observer: his interference in the action is limited to a brief suggestion to Pechorin that he wait a
few additional minutes for Maxim Maximych’s arrival. The narrator then becomes the audience
for the dramatic encounter between Pechorin and the old staff captain, which plays out on the
town square as though playing out on a stage. Through our natural identification with the
narrator’s point of view, we as readers are likewise positioned as audience members watching
the tense scene unfold.

The reunion between Pechorin and Maxim Maximych could easily be rewritten as a
scene for a stage drama. In addition to the suspense surrounding the encounter, this episode is
inherently dramatic in that the focus is on dialogue and gesture. Maxim Maximych’s aborted
move to hug Pechorin; Pechorin’s cold handshake, eagerly met by the older man; Pechorin’s
stilted, formal tone and the staff captain’s visible affront and disappointment; Pechorin’s final,
dismissive wave out of the carriage window — these gestures convey the dynamic relationship
between Pechorin and Maxim Maximych in the manner of theater, through external action rather
than any attempt to probe inward character. This distancing effect is compounded by our

183 Boris Eikhenbaum notes that such “devices for playing with narrative form” [mpuems! urpsi ¢
noBecTBOBarenbHOU (opmoii] were already well-established in Russian prose of the 1830s, and that their purpose
was “to create the illusion of the simultaneity of the events taking place and their description, or of the real existence
of the depicted characters and the narrator himself” [uToObI co31aTh HILTIO3UIO OTHOBPEMEHHOCTH MPOUCXOISIIIHX
COOBITHH M MX OIMCAHUS WIX PCaJIbHOI'0 CyIECTBOBAHUS I/1306pa>Ka€MLIX HGpCOHa)KCﬁ H CaMOro paCCKaS‘II/IKa]. See
Boris Eikhenbaum, Lermontov: Opyt istoriko-literaturnoi otsenki (Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1924),
Ch. 3. Translations mine.

164 Translation by Paul Foote, A Hero of Our Time (London: Penguin Books, 2001 [1966]), p. 47. Subsequent
citations to this translation of A Hero of Our Time will appear parenthetically in the text by page number.
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suspicion that some or even most of these gestures have been predetermined by a social script. 6>
Pechorin’s ennui strikes the reader as affected, especially in light of the discussion between the
narrator and Maxim Maximych in “Bela” concerning the fashionable boredom of the English.6®
While Maxim Maximych’s behavior, perhaps more than that of any other character in the novel,
gives the impression of authenticity, he, too, is following a social script of sorts: he quickly
modifies his warm, open gestures to match Pechorin’s detached ones, which he reads (correctly)
as aloofness. The focus on gestures, tone, and dialogue—on the external indicators of inward
processes—as viewed through the eyes of a passive audience (the narrator) contributes to the
theatricality of the scene. The dramatic effect is compounded by the episode’s internal
cohesiveness: the reunion represents the denouement of “Bela” and “Maxim Maximych” and
offers a sense of closure, precisely in the manner of a scene in a stage drama.*¢’

The overall effect of Pechorin’s introduction in A Hero of Our Time, then, is quite
different from Georges’ introduction in Princess Ligovskaia. The latter dutifully informs us that
Georges will inherit 3,000 souls in the Saratov, Voronezh, and Kaluga provinces, that his father
is dead and that he has a 16-year-old sister, and then shows us our hero alone in his office, where
he experiences a shock upon being handed a card by his footman inscribed with the name
“Ligovskoi.” Already in this version of the text we see Lermontov’s impulse to suggest inner
emotions through dramatic outward expressions: the narrator notes Pechorin’s pale face and
flashing eyes as he throws the card into the fire, and purports to be unable to convey his hero’s
thoughts directly on account of Pechorin’s shielded face: “Pechorin laid these fragile remnants
on the table, sat down again in his armchair and covered his face with his hands — and although |
am quite adept at reading the promptings of the soul on physiognomies, for precisely this reason
I cannot in any way tell you his thoughts” [[leqopuH mosoxus 3T OpEeHHbIE OCTATKH Ha CTOJ,
CCJI OIISITh B CBOU KPECJIbI U 3aKPBUI JIMIIO PYKAMHU — U XOT4 51 OUCHB XOPOIIO YHUTAr0 HO6y>KI[eHI/I}I
IyIIH Ha GU3MOHOMHUSX, HO 11O STOH UMEHHO IIPUYMHE HE MOTY HUKAK PaccKa3aTh BaM €ro
meiciieii] (4:169).1%8 But the overall impression of Pechorin with which this scene leaves us
suggests a stable and knowable, if somewhat mysterious figure. The Pechorin who appears in
“Maxim Maximych” is altogether different: hidden behind a carefully curated social

185 Anne F. Widmayer identifies a similar distancing technique as one of the hallmarks of theatricality in the novels
of Aphra Behn: “Since all of the characters are concerned with how their actions are interpreted by an internal
audience — and the narrator is also aware of the audience reading her work — any sense that the reading audience is
given a closer view of a character’s thoughts is immediately undercut by the distancing effect of dramatic scenes.
Dramatic set pieces in Behn’s prose narratives end up mocking any attempts in prose to give characters a coherent
identity.” See Widmayer, Theatre and the novel from Behn to Fielding (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2015), p. 25.
166 «“The captain could not understand these subtleties. He shook his head. ‘I suppose it was the French who started
this fashion of being bored?’ he said, smiling artfully. ‘No, the English.” ‘Aha, so that’s it! They always were a
drunken lot,” he retorted” (36). [IllTabc-kamuTan He MOHST 3THX TOHKOCTEH, MOKAYasl TOJIOBOO U YIIBIOHYJICS
JyKaBo: — A Bce, 4aif, hpaHIly3bl BBeIU MOy cKyuaTh? — HeT, Aurianyane. — A-Ta, BOT 4TO! ... — OTBEYal OH,
— [1a Bellb OHH BCEr/a ObUTH OThsIBICHHBIC MbsiHUIIE!! | (4:317)

1671 ocating moments of theatricality in Anthony Trollope’s novels, G.M. Harvey observes that “The dramatic scene
in the novel is a limited area of time and its significant impact depends upon the reader’s sense of closure and
completion.” See Harvey, “Scene and Form: Trollope as a Dramatic Novelist,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-
1900, Vol. 16, No. 4, Nineteenth Century (Autumn, 1976), p. 634.

168 Helena Goscilo reads this “grossly overdrawn” scene as inherently theatrical, noting of Pechorin’s flashing eyes,
feverish pacing, and distraught pose that “These descriptive elements are all stage directions, and in a theatre their
execution would not appear overdone if handled by a gifted actor.” See Goscilo, “Stage and Page: Drama’s
Incursion into Russian Fiction of the 1830s” (Zeszyty Naukowe Wyzszej Szkoly Pedagogicznej W Bydgoszczy.
Studia Filologiczne, 1983), pp. 99-100.
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performance that is staged for the benefit of Maxim Maximych, observed by the narrator, and
then transmitted to us, the reader-audience, the 1840 Pechorin appears in the novel as if wearing
a series of masks. The theatricality of the reunion scene in A Hero of Our Time, when contrasted
with Pechorin’s first appearance in Princess Ligovskaia, suggests that the hero’s self, the self at
the heart of this novel, is fragmented and, moreover, that its embodiment in Pechorin’s physical
form as described through the literary discourse of the novel is performative and unreliable.

One might argue that this initial obfuscation or masking of the hero in “Bela” and
“Maxim Maximych” is countered by the insight we receive into Pechorin’s inner life in the
novel’s subsequent sections, which are purportedly taken from Pechorin’s journal and narrated in
his own voice. According to this reading, the discourse of each section of the novel draws
gradually closer to Pechorin’s psyche, proceeding as it does from authorial discourse (the
Preface) to a tale about Pechorin narrated by a third-person homodiegetic character (“Bela”), to
an encounter with Pechorin himself narrated by the homodiegetic first-person narrator (“Maxim
Maximych™) and finally to the journals themselves.'®® However, at the same time and in
precisely the opposite direction, the novel’s theatricality, which only begins with the appearance
of Pechorin in “Maxim Maximych,” actually increases as the various narratives unfold.
Pechorin’s performativity, his tendency to interact with others (including himself, or at least the
self to which he narrates his experiences in the diary) by adopting a role or staging a scene, only
becomes more evident once we enter his journal. The section of the novel that is most
preoccupied with theater is “Princess Mary,” which is also the most truly diaristic—and thus
supposedly “direct” in its representation of Pechorin—of the five inset narratives.

Theater, theatricality, performativity, and scriptedness have often been discussed in
scholarship on A Hero of Our Time. For example, Robert Reid argues that “Princess Mary”
combines diary and drama in a sort of proto-filmic script: “a drama scripted in diary form for
performance in real life.”’® William Mills Todd discusses the novel’s reliance on theater
metaphors and notes that in “Princess Mary,” “the theater has become [Pechorin’s] model for
analyzing those around him.”’* Todd compiles an exhaustive list of the novel’s metaphorical
allusions to the theater, including references to a “denouement,” “fifth act,” “actors,” “poses,”
“costumes,” “scenes,” and “playing roles.” In this chapter | will build upon these and similar
analyses by considering Lermontov’s appeal to formal dramatic techniques in constructing the
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169 For example, in the foreword to his translation of A Hero of Our Time Nabokov writes, “It will be marked by the
good reader that the structural trick consists in bringing Pechorin gradually nearer and nearer until he takes over; but
by the time he takes over he is dead. In the first story, Pechorin is twice removed from the reader since his
personality is described through Maksim Maksimich, whose words are transmitted to us by Narrator One. In the
second story the personality of Narrator Two no longer stands between Pechorin and Narrator One, who, at last, sees
the hero for himself. Maksim Maksimich is, in fact, pathetically eager to produce the real Pechorin on top of the
subject of his yarn. And, finally, in the last three stories, both Narrator One and Narrator Two step aside, and the
reader meets Pechorin, Narrator Three, face to face.” See Vladimir Nabokov, foreword to A Hero of Our Time,
trans. Vladimir Nabokov and Dmitri Nabokov (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1958). See also Lewis Bagby,
“Narrative Double-Voicing in Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time,” The Slavic and East European Journal, VVol. 22,
No. 3 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 265-286; and Boris Eikhenbaum, “Geroi nashego vremeni,” Stat’i o Lermontove
(Moscow and Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo AN SSSR, 1961), pp. 221-265. David Powelstock characterizes the novel’s
siuzhet as a “seduction of the reader,” who is drawn gradually closer to the paradox at the center of Pechorin’s
personality in what is finally a test of the reader’s own moral judgment. See Powelstock, Becoming Mikhail
Lermontov: The Ironies of Romantic Individualism in Nicholas I'’s Russia (Northwestern UP, 2005), pp. 354-393.

10 Reid, Lermontov’s ‘A Hero of Our Time,’ p. 64

1 william Mills Todd 111, Fiction and Society in the Age of Pushkin: Ideology, Institutions, and Narrative
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1986), pp. 152-154

95



form of A Hero of Our Time, as well as his attempt to arrive at a new literary form uniquely
capable of representing the simultaneous freedom and un-freedom of embodiment through this
hybrid mixing of the theatrical and the novelistic.

It is important to first clarify what I mean by the terms “theatrical” and “dramatic.” While
the first two chapters of this dissertation investigate the competing affordances of literature vis-a-
vis other distinct artforms (music and painting), this chapter takes as its focus the relationship
between prose fiction and drama, which is more often understood as a literary subgenre than as a
distinct artform. The question of a theatrical work’s status as either a literary text or as something
else entirely is at the heart of theater studies. Essentially, it is the question of scripting vs.
staging, and which of the two—the scripted text or the staged performance—is preeminent. The
emergence of performance studies as a distinct field of inquiry apart from traditional theater
studies over the past half-century is motivated in part by a desire to develop an account of
“nondramatic, non-theatrical, nonscripted, ceremonial, and everyday-life performances,
performances that appear to depart from the authority of texts.”1’? Performance studies, then,
posits that the traditional understanding of theatrical performance is that it is authorized by a text,
which is the one true, original work, of which the various theatrical productions are merely
instantiations. This viewpoint is borne out by much of the classical writing on theater and
tragedy going as far back as Aristotle, for whom “the staged event is basically superfluous.
Such an approach, which equates a theatrical work with the scripted text, makes it impossible to
think of “theater” as anything other than a genre of literature. On the other hand, more recent
studies of performance reveal that all human activity could fall into the category of the
performative or “theatrical” in the sense that our actions tend to follow socially or culturally
prescribed “scripts.” Theater, then, simply bares the device — in reality, all the world is a stage.

My solution to the problem of defining “theater” in this chapter is twofold. First, I will
take my cue from Richard Bauman, who in the International Encyclopedia of Communications
argues that “all performance involves a consciousness of doubleness, through which the actual
execution of an action is placed in mental comparison with a potential, an ideal, or a remembered
original model of that action.”?’* In traditional theater the potential or “ideal” is the character as
scripted and imagined by the author, whom the performer must then embody in dramatic action.

I will argue that, in a literary narrative that strives toward the ideal of theatricality, the operation
is somewhat inverted: the written characters are imagined as actors in a play, that is, as embodied
performances of scripted roles. In other words, there is an additional layer of doubleness: the
literary character must recall or “embody” an actor, who is in turn embodying a script.

It is not surprising that Lermontov at the end of the 1830s would view embodied
theatrical performance as a model for representing imagined selves. Lermontov was a lifelong
theatergoer who wrote five plays before trying his hand at a novel, and whose earliest creative
fictions took the form of plays that he acted out with wax marionettes as a child.'’> His letters
reveal that he often attended the opera and the theater as a student in Moscow. In a letter to his
aunt Maria Shan-Girei of 1829 he writes with great admiration of the actor Pavel Stepanovich

2173

172 W B. Worthen, “Drama, Performativity, and Performance,” PMLA, Vol. 113, No. 5 (October 1998), p. 1093

178 Hans-Thies Lehmann, Tragedy and Dramatic Theatre, trans. Erik Butler (Abingdon and NY: Routledge, 2016),
p. 1.

174 This summary of Bauman’s argument is provided by Marvin Carlson in Performance: A Critical Introduction
(New York; London: Routledge, 1996), p. 6.

175 See Vadim Vatsuro, “Dramaturgiia Lermontova,” Vadim Vatsuro o Lermontove (Novoe izdatel’stvo, 2008), pp.
536-7.

96



Mochalov, a favorite of the young theater public who played such heroic roles as Karl Moore.17®
In 1838 Belinskii would write an article titled “Gamlet, drama Shekspira™ on the occasion of
Mochalov’s performance as Hamlet, which opened in Moscow in January of 1837. In this article
Belinskii describes the achievement of Mochalov’s performance as the powerful embodiment of
poetic images:

Yes, it is necessary that our every word should be permeated with blood, bile,
tears, groans, and that because of our living and poetic images, some beautiful
melancholy face should flash before the eyes of the readers and a voice should be
heard that is full of longing, rage, love, suffering, and in all of this always
harmonious, always supple, always penetrating the soul and shocking its
innermost strings...Then we would have fully achieved our goal and would have
done for our readers the very thing Mochalov did for us.

Ila, HaoOHO, YTOOBI KaXKI0€ HAILE CIOBO OBLIO MPOHUKHYTO KPOBBIO, KEIUBIO,
CclIe3aMM, CTOHAMH M YTOOBI M3-3a HAIIUX KUBBIX M IOITHYECKUX 00pPa30B
MEJIBKAIO Mepe]] IIa3aMi YMTATENEH KaKOe-TO NPEKPACHOE METaHXOJINIECKOE
JIMIO ¥ Pa3aBalics TOJIOC, MOIHBIA TOCKH, OEIIEHCTBa, TF00BH, CTPAJIaHHus, U BO
BCEM DTOM BCET/Ia FapMOHUYECKHH, BCET/1a TMOKHIA, BCEra IPOHUKAIOIIUIA B
JYIIY M TOTPSCAIONIHIA €€ CaMble COKPOBEHHBIE CTPYHEL... BOT Torma 061 Mbl
BITOJIHE TOCTUTJIM CBOEH LIENH U cAeIalu Obl JUI HAIIUX YUTATENEel TO K€ CaMoe,
yTO caenain st Hac Moyanos.’?

The emphasis in Belinskii’s description is on physicality: blood, bile, tears, groans, a resounding
voice. While there are no comparable passages in any of Lermontov’s letters or private writings
(of which we have access to relatively few), it is probable that Lermontov would have read
Belinskii’s article and that he may have been influenced by similar late Romantic theoretical
discourse around dramatic theater as the embodiment of a poetic text or ideal.1’®

176 |_etter to M.A. Shan-Girei, Spring 1829 (4:536-537)

17 Visarion Belinskii, “‘Gamlet,” drama Shekspira. Mochalov v roli Gamleta” (1838), Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v
trinadtsati tomakh (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Akademii nauk SSSR, 1953-59), vol. 2, pp. 253-345. Translation mine.
This performance of Hamlet, based on a new translation by Nikolai Polevoi, was a major sensation in the world of
Russian imperial theater, one that initiated a new emphasis on Shakespearean tragedies—especially Hamlet, King
Lear, and Othello—in repertories across Moscow, St. Petersburg, and the provinces. See Marc Slonim, Russian
Theater from the Empire to the Soviets (New York: Collier Books, 1961-2), Chapter 2: “From Romantic Drama to
Gogol.”

178 Belinskii’s admiring account of Mochalov’s performance places him firmly on one side of a fierce debate about
acting styles that preoccupied Russian theater critics in the 1830s. The debate surrounded a rivalry between the
major theaters in the two imperial centers—the Alexandrinskii Theater in St. Petersburg and the Malyi Theater in
Moscow—as well as their respective star actors: Vasilii Andreevich Karatygin in Petersburg and Mochalov in
Moscow. As is evident from Belinskii’s description, Mochalov represented the ecstatic approach to acting, while
Karatygin was known for his careful, controlled performances. See Slonim, Chapter 2; and S.S. Danilov and M.G.
Portugalova, Russkii dramaticheskii teatr XIX veka, Vol. 1 (Moscow and Leningrad, 1957), pp. 178-94.
Lermontov’s 1829 letter to his aunt aligns him, like Belinskii, with the Mochalov camp: “Do you remember, dear
aunt, you said that our (Moscow) actors are worse than those in Petersburg. What a pity that you didn’t see ‘The
Gambler’ or the tragedy ‘The Robbers’ here [in Moscow]. Many of the Petersburg gentlemen agree that these plays
are better than the ones there [in Petersburg], and that Mochalov in many ways surpasses Karatygin” (translation
mine). The terms of the Mochalov—Karatygin rivalry were perhaps influenced by the major theoretical debate in
German and English Romantic drama in the late 18" century: the “tug-of war [...] in the very art of acting, the
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In defining theater and the theatrical, | will also appeal to the specific generic
conventions of late 18™- and early 19"-century verse drama, the plays with which Lermontov
himself would have been most familiar.”® In doing so | will draw on work done over the past
two decades by scholars of British and French literature of the 18" and 19™ centuries concerning
the simultaneous interconnections and divergences of the European novel and the theatrical
productions contemporary to its rise. In Theater Figures: The Production of the Nineteenth-
Century British Novel, Emily Allen argues that the British novel defined itself in part against
popular theater.8 Allen shows how this tendency to view theater and the novel as opposing
genres has persisted in novel scholarship, whose view of the novel as the preferred genre of the
growing bourgeois middle class relegates theater to an artform of the lower classes and the
degenerate aristocracy. Of course, Allen is concerned with a historical context very distinct from
the one touched upon in this chapter. The social, economic, and cultural systems of 1830s-40s
Imperial Russia differ in important ways from those of Britain and France: the Russian reading
public lagged far behind its Western European cousins, and the theatrical tradition, less native to
Russia, had by Lermontov’s time a relatively short history.!8! However, Allen’s characterization
of the various binary oppositions which the 19t"-century European novel posits between itself
and the theater are helpful for thinking about the distinctions between these two artforms in the
19 century.

To summarize and systematize Allen’s points, these oppositions include: 1) private
artform (the novel) vs. public artform (the theater); 2) inward experience of the subjective self
(the novel) vs. outward performance within a public or interpersonal space (the theater); 3)
authentic feelings (the novel) vs. false, performative feelings (the theater); 4) unembodied
experience (the novel) vs. embodied experience (the theater); 5) the individual as stable self (the
novel) vs. the individual as multiple selves (the theater). Part of Allen’s project is to trouble these
dichotomies and illustrate the deep interconnectedness of theatrical drama and novelistic
narrative. However, these theoretical binaries are helpful in clarifying the reason that Lermontov
appeals so often to images, metaphors, and devices from the theater in A Hero of Our Time. One
of the novel’s central tasks is to pose the questions necessary to reach an understanding of the

extremes of tempered restraint as opposed to flamboyant histrionics”—in other words, the debate over whether
actors should adopt an attitude of “distance” or “empathy” toward their characters. See Frederick Burwick,
Romantic Drama: Acting and Reacting (Cambridge UP, 2009), p. 2. For a further discussion of this debate, see
Gloria Flaherty, “Empathy and Distance: German Romantic Theories of Acting Reconsidered,” Romantic Drama,
ed. Gerald Gillespie (Amsterdam; Philadelphia: John Bejamins Publishing Co., 1993).

179 Eikhenbaum identifies the following as major theatrical influences on Lermontov: Schiller and the Sturm-und-
drang movement; Shakespeare; Byron’s verse dramas; French romantic drama and melodrama; and the tradition of
Russian verse comedy. See Boris Eikhenbaum, “Piat’ redaktsii ‘Maskarada,”” Lermontov M.lu. Maskarad: Sbornik
statei (Moscow and Leningrad: 1zd. VTO, 1941). In addition to opera and ballet, the most popular theatrical genres
of the 1830s were melodrama and vaudeville. For a thorough overview of the most frequently staged plays and the
most successful melodramatic and vaudevillian Russian playwrights of the Romantic era, see Anatolii lakovlevich
Al’tshuller, Teatr proslavlennykh masterov: Ocherki istorii Aleksandrinskoi stseny (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1968),
Glava pervaia: Aleksandrinskii teatr 1830-1850kh godov.

180 Emily Allen, Theater Figures: The Production of the Nineteenth-Century British Novel (Ohio State University,
2003). See also J. Jeffrey Franklin, Serious Play: The Cultural Form of the Nineteenth-Century Realist Novel
(Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania Press, 1999).

181 In Fiction and Society in the Age of Pushkin, Todd outlines the major differences between the Russian and
Western literary spheres of the 19" century, including the lack of an established middle class, reading public, and
literary marketplace. Melissa Frazier suggests that the “literary public” emerged in Russia as a concept or an
aspiration in the 1820s-30s, but in reality came about only later. See Frazier, Romantic Encounters: Writers,
Readers, and the ‘Library for Reading,’ pp. 15-18.
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self. What is the self? Where are the borders been self and non-self? Is the self a stable or an
unstable entity, and to what extent is the self free from external (pre-)determination? Inasmuch
as the novel and the theater are taken to offer differing images of the self (private vs. public,
authentic vs. performative, and so on), both artforms must be employed in a literary attempt to
understand the limits and freedom inherent in the self’s embodiment.

Also helpful is Anne Widmayer’s Theatre and the novel from Behn to Fielding.
Widmayer, like Allen, argues that the connection between playwriting and novel-writing runs
deeper than has traditionally been supposed. Of particular importance for Widmayer is the fact
that so many early practitioners of the novel were also playwrights. Lermontov, too, falls into
this category of playwright-turned-novelist, and so Widmayer’s approach—to delineate the
dramatic techniques specific to each writer’s plays, and then to determine whether a version of
those techniques is also employed in their novels, suggesting a cross-contamination of the
dramatic and the novelistic—may also be suggestive for my analysis of Lermontov. Masquerade
and Two Brothers have often been discussed in connection with A Hero of Our Time with regard
to theme and character. This chapter will read these three texts together with an eye toward form.
Are there dramatic techniques in Masquerade and Two Brothers that also appear in, or which
otherwise inform the narrative techniques of A Hero of Our Time?

I will begin by turning to “Princess Mary,” the section of A Hero of Our Time that grew
directly out of the society tale storyline in Princess Ligovskaia (the novel’s parallel storyline,
about the impoverished clerk Krasinskii, was abandoned entirely). I will then turn outward to a
consideration of the novel as a whole.

Il. A Tale of Two Princesses: From Princess Ligovskaia to Princess Mary

Of the five tales that make up A Hero of Our Time, “Princess Mary” is the one that
engages most directly and persistently with theatrical metaphors and discourse. Paradoxically, it
is also the most truly diaristic section of the novel. The other two sections included in
“Pechorin’s Journal” [Zhurnal Pechorina]—“Taman” and “The Fatalist”—are not primarily
about Pechorin himself (indeed, it remains unclear at what point Lermontov began to view the
narrator of “Taman” as Pechorin at all)82; instead, Pechorin serves in these two tales as the
narrator of other people’s stories (the smugglers and Vulich, respectively). These other stories
play an important role in developing our understanding of Pechorin’s character, but only
“Princess Mary” fully follows the conventions of the diary form. The fact that the most diaristic
section of A Hero of Our Time is also the section most preoccupied with the theater is striking
when we recall that the theater is a public artform, one which (following Allen’s dichotomies)
depends upon performative rather than authentic feelings and which views the individual (who
might play a series of different roles) as an inherently unstable entity — in other words, it is an
artform premised upon a concept of the self that is entirely at odds with the image of the self that
emerges from the diary form.

And yet, “Princess Mary” features numerous references to the theater. All of these
references are proposed by Pechorin, who by Todd’s calculation uses “approximately forty
theatrical terms to organize his presentation of social dynamics in ‘Princess Mary.””*83 These

182 “The idea of combining [the various tales] into a novel seems to have occurred to Lermontov in 1838 and some
authorities maintain that Taman was written a year earlier without, therefore, any intention by Lermontov of
including it in the novel.” Reid, Lermontov’s ‘A Hero of Our Time, p. 1.

183 Todd, Fiction and Society, p. 152
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include his characterization of ongoing events as a “farce,” “melodrama,” “bourgeois tragedy,”
or “comedy” (‘Finita la commedia,’ he declares after Grushnitskii’s death), his reference to
himself as the “instrument of the fifth act” [Heo6xoaumoe nuio msroro akra], and his tendency
to describe social events in Piatigorsk using terms such as “actors,” “roles,” “poses,” and
“scenes.”'8 Thus, in addition to being the section of the novel that is most focused on the
internal, private life of Pechorin, “Princess Mary” is also the section that is most preoccupied
with theatricality, giving rise to tensions between the private and the public, between the
subjective, inner self and the outer, performative self. In my investigation of Lermontov’s
attempts to characterize the 1840 Pechorin using an experimental mix of the affordances of both
drama and prose narrative, I will therefore focus on “Princess Mary.” The first question that
arises is whether the diary form is at odds with the narrative’s theatrical discourse, or whether the
two forms somehow function together within Lermontov’s artistic concept.

One way of approaching this question is to examine the evolution from Princess
Ligovskaia to “Princess Mary.” In many ways Lermontov appears to have worked backward
from the proto-realist dual plot of the former to the unabashedly Romantic society tale-cum-
Caucasian adventure story of the latter. In addition to alterations on the level of plot and
character, two of the most important changes to the form and discourse of Princess Ligovskaia in
its transformation into “Princess Mary” are the shift to the diary genre and the addition of
extended and thematically significant references to the theater.

This is not to say that there are no theatrical elements in the nine extant chapters of
Princess Ligovskaia. The image of the theater plays an important role in the unfinished text. It is
the site of two pivotal dramatic encounters that set the stage for the rest of the novel. Pechorin’s
first glimpse of Vera Ligovskaia upon her arrival in St. Petersburg and his confrontation with the
clerk Krasinskii both occur at the Alexandrinskii Theater during a performance of Fenella (La
muette de Portici). Lermontov makes clear the parallel between these dramatic confrontations in
the narrative and the dramatic action onstage in a theatrical metaphor at the start of Chapter 3:
“Dear readers, you have all seen Fenella a hundred times, you have all thunderously called out
for Novitskaia and Holland — and therefore | will skip over the three remaining acts and raise my
curtain at the precise moment when the curtain of the Aleksandrinskii theater falls” [[Toutennbie
4YuTaTCliv, Bbl BCC BUJCIIN CTO pas3 CDeHenny, BbI BCC C 'POMOM BbI3bIBaJIN HOBI/IIIKYIO n
FOJ’IJ’IaHI[a, - U IIOITOMY 4 IECPECKOTY 4CPC3 OCTAJILHBIC 3 akTa u IIOAbIMY CBOM 3aHaBeC B Ty
caMyr0 MHHYTY, KaK OMyCTHJICS 3aHaBeC AJICKCaHIPUHCKOTO Teatpa...| (4:184). The end of the
onstage drama at the Alexandrinskii marks the beginning of the drama offstage: as the curtain
falls on the former, so it rises on the latter.®> Also present in the Alexandrinskii theater scene is
the motif of theatergoers as the true performers. Pechorin sits in his seat observing the
fashionable audience members through his lorgnette: “he began to point his lorgnette at the other
boxes; in them he recognized many ballroom acquaintances, with whom he sometimes bowed,
sometimes not, depending on whether or not they noticed him; he was not offended by the
world’s indifference toward him, because he assessed society at its true value” [(on) cran
HaBOAWTL JIOPHET HA JAPYTUc JIOKH, B HUX OH Y3HaJI MHO>KCCTBO OaJIbHBIX 3HAKOMBIX, C

18 Todd notes that the theater as a metaphor for social life was readily available by Lermontov’s time, and that
“theatrical” was an adjective already used at the time in Russia to characterize artificial social behavior. See ibid., p.
153.

185 Helena Goscilo proposes a more direct parallel between the action in Chapter 2 of Princess Ligovskaia and the
action that is occurring simultaneously on stage in Act Il of Fenella. See Goscilo, “Stage and Page: Drama’s
Incursion into Russian Fiction of the 1830s,” footnote 43, pp. 109-110.
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KOTOPBIMH MHOT'AA KIIAHAJICA, UHOT 1A HCT, CMOTpA IO TOMY, 3aMCHaIN €Iro UJIn HCT, OH HC
OCKOp6J'I$IJ'IC$I paBHOAYIIHEM CBETA K HEMY, ITIOTOMY YTO OLCHUJI CBET B HACTOAIIYIO €T0 ILICHY .. ]
(4:175-176). This moment underscores the implicit parallel between the theatricality of the
events onstage and the performativity of the social interactions among the high society
theatergoers. 8¢

In Princess Ligovskaia the theater topos ultimately serves as a fairly straightforward
metaphor to suggest the artificiality of society life. The implication that there is something
theatrical about the two major plot events—Pechorin’s glimpse of Vera and his confrontation
with Krasinskii—is suggestive, and is perhaps intended to draw our attention to the strange
“fatedness” of both these meetings. Pechorin had a presentiment that he would meet Vera; and
the chance encounter with Krasinskii so soon after he was accidentally struck by Pechorin’s
carriage is highly improbable. However, in Princess Ligovskaia the thematic parallel between the
plot action and theatrical conventions has no space to develop. Once the action moves away from
the Alexandrinskii, the engagement with theatrical discourse largely stops.

What is needed to develop this parallel further is a narrator who perceives—or shapes—
events through the lens of dramatic performance. The larger artistic problem that remains
unresolved in the extant chapters of Princess Ligovskaia is how to convincingly convey the
hero’s interiority and the interiority of the other characters. Not only are we granted far less
insight into Pechorin’s thoughts in Princess Ligovskaia—in which a face concealed by a hand is
enough to impede the narrator’s ability to reveal his hero’s feelings—but we are given only
intermittent and unreliable access to the other characters’ emotions, too. Both the narrator and
the 1836 Pechorin are significantly less skilled at “reading” other people than the Pechorin of A
Hero of Our Time. And yet Lermontov required this interior access, or the appearance of it, to
achieve his artistic aim in creating a full picuture of his hero on both the levels of psychology
and physical embodiment.

| argue that, in turning from Princess Ligovskaia to A Hero of Our Time, Lermontov
sought recourse in two distinct theatrical conventions to convey interiority. One is the dramatic
utterance—the soliloquy, the aside, and the dramatic monologue, reimagined in “Princess Mary”
as features of the diary—and the other is the dramatic gesture, the system of visual signals used
by an actor to convey their character’s feelings or intentions to the audience. In the first half of
“Princess Mary,” Pechorin reveals his thoughts to the reader in brief confessional passages that
supplement and comment upon the scenes that make up most of the May and early June entries.
These self-reflective passages can be read as a transformation of the soliloquy and the aside,
which Lermontov used extensively in constructing the tragic characters of Arbenin in
Masquerade and Aleksandr Radin in Two Brothers. The 1840 Pechorin is also an expert at
composing and delivering impromptu dramatic monologues in order to produce a certain
impression and at interpreting and employing gestures, both traits that makes him an effective
stage director as he manipulates those around him into playing out the scenes he has scripted. 8’

186 C.f. Belinskii’s sketch on the Alexandrinskii Theater in The Physiology of St. Petersburg [Fiziologiia
Peterburga] (1845), in which Belinskii, in contrast to Lermontov, focuses his description on the emergent non-
aristocratic public sphere rather than the theater’s high-society audience members. V.G. Belinskii, Sobranie
sochinenii v trinadtsati tomakh (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Akademii nauk SSSR, 1953-59), vol. 9.

187 Frederick Burwick outlines the increasing importance of gestures in British drama of the 18" and 19"-centuries:
in this period, “the use and understanding of gesture underwent radical changes affecting conventions in acting [...]
During the latter half of the eighteenth century there was a growing recognition of how gesture revealed or defined
character. Gesture in acting too was seen to have other implications beyond expressing thought or feeling. It enabled
a character to construct the very space upon the stage [...] Books on gesture began to deliberate on more complex
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Ultimately, then, the early sections of “Princess Mary” are made up of alternating
“scripted” scenes and Pechorin’s soliloquies or asides to the audience in the form of self-
reflective diary passages. We will turn first to Pechorin’s script, the “drama” that he constructs
and stages by manipulating those around him into acting out parts and by adopting a part
himself. Carefully choreographed physical behavior and gestures allow Pechorin to interpret the
roles that other characters are playing and to incorporate those roles into his master drama, as
well as to convince the other players of the authenticity of his own performance.

As soon as he arrives in Piatigorsk Pechorin begins looking for inspiration for his script.
This is not a written document—~Pechorin only records some of his plans in his journal in
advance, more often commenting that things are “going according to plan” or “going my way” as
the action unfolds—and each “scene” is necessarily “staged” before the next one can be fully
devised, since some things (though in the end surprisingly few) depend upon chance or the
behavior of the other “actors,” who are unaware that they have been engaged in a drama at all.
And yet the word “script” is helpful because it allows us to characterize Pechorin’s
maneuverings in the spa town as predetermined and deliberate, building toward a specific
denouement. Pechorin conceives an original model upon which the ensuing action is to be based,
and his goal in manipulating the unwitting dramatis personae to behave in a certain way (in
“staging” his script) is to have their behavior align as closely as possible with that model.

Pechorin is ready to embark on his script right away. As many commentators have noted,
the theatrical element in “Princess Mary” is introduced almost immediately, with Pechorin’s
reference to the mountainous setting as an “amphitheater”: “Beyond the town stands a massive
amphitheatre of mountains, bluer and hazier in the distance” (70) [...a Tam, manbiie,
amduTeaTpoM rpoMO3IATCs TOphI Bee cuHee u TymanHee] (4:356). The natural landscape forms a
theatrical venue in which the spa town stages its society dramas, and we are given to understand
that social performance is at the heart of daily life in Piatigorsk. However, these performances
follow conventional social scripts that are determined by the expectations of the anonymous
belle monde: what they lack is an author figure, a playwright-director, someone who consciously
orders events, selects the actors, and guides them as they body forth the scripted drama. This is
the role taken up by Pechorin when he arrives at Piatigorsk in early May.

Pechorin sets off to seek the raw materials for his drama at the Elizabeth spring
immediately upon his arrival: “I’m off to the Elizabeth spring. I hear all the spa society gathers
there in the morning” (70) [IToiiny k Enn3aBeTHHCKOMY HCTOYHHUKY: TaM, TOBOPSAT, YTPOM
cobupaercs Bce BoasiHOE 00miectBo] (4:356). What follows is essentially a series of auditions,
though the prospective actors are unaware that they are at a casting call. Pechorin considers the
various men and women gathered at the spring and pays particular attention to Grushntiskii and
Princess Mary, both of whom catch his attention for very different reasons. Assessing
Grushnitskii, Pechorin behaves like a director who is at first unconvinced that the actor in front
of him will suit the role he has in mind. Grushnitskii is too declamatory, too blatantly theatrical,
and too committed to the Byronic pose — in other words, an overactor?8;

instincts and motives influencing the body movement. Corresponding changes were taking place in figure painting
and acting.” See Burwick, Romantic Drama: Acting and Reacting, p. 80.

188 | ydiia Ginzburg contrasts Grushntiskii’s naive Byronism with Pechorin’s self-aware posturing in Tvorcheskii
put’ Lermontova (Leningrad: Khudozhetsvennaia literatura, 1940), pp. 169-170. Gary Cox describes Grushnitskii as
“playing a Byronic role but unwilling to admit it, a character totally lacking in self-awareness.” See Gary Cox,
“Dramatic Genre as a Tool of Characterization in Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time,” Russian Literature XI (North
Holland Publishing Company: 1982), p. 168. Cox reads the dramatic elements in “Princess Mary” as Lermontov’s
attempt to work through and move beyond Romantic conventions, towards psychological realism.
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When he talks, he has a habit of tossing his head back, and all the time he twirls
his moustache with his left hand, as he holds his crutch with his right [...]
Grushnitsky has a special passion for declamation. The moment the conversation
goes beyond ordinary topics he bombards you with words [...] He’s spent so
much time trying to convince others that he’s not of this world and that fate has
some mysterious sufferings in store for him, that he practically believes it himself.
That’s why he flaunts the thick private’s greatcoat. (72-73)

OH 3aKJajibIBaeT roJI0BYy Hazajl, KOTJla TOBOPUT, M IOMUHYTHO KPYTHUT YCBI JIEBOI
PYKO#, 10O IPaBOO0 ONUPAETCS HA KOCTBUIB |[...] ['pymiHuLKOro ctpacts Obuia
JEKJIaMUPOBATh: OH 3aKH/IbIBAJ BAC CIIOBAMH, KaK CKOPO Pa3roBOP BBIXOIMI U3
Kpyra OObIKHOBEHHBIX MOHATHH [...] OH Tak 4acTo cTapalcsl yBEpUTh IPYTHX B
TOM, YTO OH CYIIIECTBO, HE CO3/[aHHOE I MUPa, 00OpEeUeHHOE KAaKUM-TO TaiHbIM
CTpa/laHusIM, YTO OH CaM IIOYTH B 3TOM yBepuJICs. OTTOro-TO OH TaKk ropA0 HOCHUT
CBOIO TOJICTYIO COJIAATCKYIO muHENb. (4:359)

But Grushnitskii’s style might be amusing in the right scenes — with society women, for
example: “I’m curious to see him with women. I imagine he really puts it on then” (73) [Mue
JH000MIBITHO BUETH €T0 ¢ )KEHIIIMHAMU: TYT-TO OH, 51 Jymato, crapaercs!] (4:360). The ideal
society woman for Pechorin’s purposes appears almost immediately: Mary Ligovskaia, a young,
elegant beauty of whom Grushnitskii is already enamored, though she has been in Piatigorsk for
all of three days. Pechorin has the opportunity to observe the pair together, and to see for himself
how Grushnitskii is with women, in the famous water glass scene. This scene, too, plays out like
an audition for Pechorin’s drama: the dramatis personae—Pechorin refers to them as such: “The
actors were placed as follows...” (75) [/eiicTByto1ue Jiniia HAXOIUIUCH BOT B KAKOM
MOJIOKEHHH. . . | (4:363-364)—are performing for themselves and each other, not for Pechorin’s
benefit; but Pechorin is nevertheless present as the unseen judge of these performances, and he
builds a whole drama on the basis of this audition, which also becomes the first act. As Pechorin
soon informs Werner, the prologue [3aBsi3ka] has already been staged; the task now is to guide
things toward a denouement [pasesizka]: “‘The stage is set,” I cried, delighted. ‘We’ll see if we
can provide a denouement for this comedy’” (81) [3aBsi3ka ecTb! — 3aKpuyalt 1 B BOCXUILICHUH, —
00 pa3Bsi3Ke ITOM KOMeauH MbI ioxJonoyeM] (4:371).

What, then, is the drama Pechorin is scripting? What sort of play is this, and what is the
overarching plot? Pechorin refers to his drama here as a “comedy,” but the genre definition
doesn’t hold: elsewhere, Pechorin’s reflections on the unfolding action suggest that he thinks of
it as a tragedy.*® Comedy or tragedy, it is without doubt a society drama, the Romantic genre in
which Lermontov himself was most accomplished as a playwright. And indeed, Pechorin’s script
is one that Lermontov himself might have written, had he continued trying to embody his hero in
dramatic form rather than turning to novelistic discourse. Lermontov began work on Two
Brothers, his final play, in early 1836, the same year he started writing Princess Ligovskaia.

189 pechorin’s designation changes in accordance with his mood and his attitude toward the ongoing action. He uses
the term “comedy” to signify his emotional distance from events, suggesting that these events are playing out merely
for his amusement; whether sincerely (as in the conversation with Werner) or ironically (as in his pronouncement
““Finita la commedia’” upon Grushnitskii’s death). As we shall see, he uses the term “tragedy” at moments when he
is forced to acknowledge his own role and emotional investment in the action.
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Given that Lermontov was working on the two texts at almost the same time, it is hard not to see
Aleksandr Radin and Georges Pechorin as iterations of the same basic character. While the
central heroes of all five of Lermontov’s stage dramas—The Spaniards [Ispantsy] (1830),
Menschen und Leidenschaften (1830), A Strange Man [Strannyi chelovek] (1831), Masquerade
(1835), and Two Brothers (1836)—bear a certain resemblance (perhaps stemming from their
collective indebtedness to Schiller, whose plays Lermontov read and—when possible—watched
avidly), the hero-antagonists of Masquerade and Two Brothers have often been viewed as semi-
direct precursors to Pechorin, with the more psychologically developed Aleksandr appearing as a
stepping stone between Evgenii Arbenin and the hero of Lermontov’s novel. The “drama” that
Pechorin scripts and in which he also stars in “Princess Mary” could almost be another of
Lermontov’s own stage plays, a dramatic successor to Masquerade and Two Brothers in place of
the text that was actually written, the unfinished Princess Ligovskaia.

The plot of Pechorin’s “drama” follows a young, beautiful princess (Mary Ligovskaia —a
surname recycled not only from Princess Ligovskaia but also from the heroine of Two Brothers)
who comes to Piatigorsk and makes the acquaintance of two men. One (Grushnitskii) is a
buffoonish man posing as a Romantic-Byronic hero. The other is Pechorin. The role that
Pechorin imagines for himself is harder to delineate because it requires untangling the adopted
pose from Pechorin’s “authentic” self, something that Pechorin himself often seems incapable of
doing. However, if we think of one of these two selves as a “role” and the other as the person in
charge of the script—who has also decided to play one of the characters—then the bifurcation
becomes easier to manage. The character called “Pechorin” in Pechorin’s play—the role he has
chosen to adopt—is the true Romantic hero, a noble but at times self-destructive individual who
has suffered greately in his life and who is now driven to cause the suffering of others, either
unwittingly or out of despair. In this way he recalls Evgenii Arbenin and Aleksandr Radin, and
his more distant ancestors are the heroes of Byron and Schiller. This character receives its
clearest elucidation in the monologue Pechorin delivers to Mary at the end of the June 3" entry:
“Yes, that’s been my lot ever since I was a boy. Everyone saw in my face evil traits that [ didn’t
possess. But they assumed I did, and so they developed...” (106) [[1a, TakoBa ObLi1a MOSI y4acTh C
CaMoOrI'o A€TCTBaA. Bce ynrtanu Ha MoeM JIMOEC MPU3HAKU OYPHBIX YYBCTB, KOTOPBIX HE 6BIJ'IO; HO Ux
Ipe/roiaraid — U OHU poauinck. .. | (4:405). Pechorin-the-character has been devised by
Pechorin-the-dramatist to fit perfectly into a dramatic love triangle with Mary, who has already
proven herself susceptible to Byronic posturing, and Grushnitskii, the false hero.

Like most of Lermontov’s own dramas, Pechorin’s play loosely follows a traditional five-
act structure: prologue, conflict/rising movement, rising action (climax), falling action,
denouement.?® Most of these “acts” are comprised of one to two “scenes.” Act I, the prologue—
in Russian, zaviazka—consists of the initial meeting between Pechorin and Grushnitskii and the
encounter between Grushnitskii and Mary over the dropped water glass. Pechorin refers to these
two scenes directly as the zaviazka in his conversation with Werner. Here, the setting and
characters are introduced and the plot is set in motion. Act II consists of Pechorin’s (successful)
attempts to inspire a feeling of disdain—and thus fascination—for the character-Pechorin in
Princess Mary (“My affairs have come on tremendously these last two days. Princess Mary
positively hates me” (84) [B npomomkeHue AByX JHEH MO Jieia y)KacHO MOIBUHYIUCH. KHsDKHA
MeHst pemuTensHo HeHaBuauT] (4:375)); as well as feelings of hope in Grushnitskii, whom he

190 These terms are taken from Gustav Freytag’s theory of the five-act play, which was first introduced in 1863 in
The Technique of Drama (Die Technik des Dramas). However, the five-act structure was already well established as
the standard format for serious dramas in the early 19" century.
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encourages in his pursuit of the princess. This act includes the two “scripted” scenes related in
the May 16" entry: the dialogue between Pechorin and Grushnitskii, and the encounter between
all three dramatis personae on the road, when Pechorin startles Mary by galloping out of the
brush in Circassian dress. (The entry also includes an unscripted scene — the encounter between
Pechorin and Vera; we will have more to say about this below.) These scenes set the stage for
Act 11, the subscription ball. The ball concludes with a climactic scene in which Pechorin
rescues Mary from the drunken advances of the dragoon captain’s friend.'** At this point, Mary’s
fascination with Pechorin turns firmly into attraction, and her interest in Grushnitskii begins to
wane. While Pechorin could not have scripted the plot against Mary—which springs from an
older society lady’s jealousy and the dragoon captain’s promise to “teach Mary a lesson” on her
behalf—Pechorin was waiting for just such an opportunity to arise.'®? The rescue scene plays out
precisely in accordance with Pechorin’s wishes, as he indicates to Werner at the end of the May
22" entry: ““Aha!’ he said. ‘So much for you! The man who wasn’t going to meet the princess
except by saving her from certain death!” ‘I did better,’ I said. ‘I saved her from fainting at a
ball’” (98) [— A-ral — ckasan oH, — Tak-To BbI! A ellie XoTenu He HHAYe 3HAKOMHUTHCS C
KHSDKHOM, KaK CIacIlIM €€ OT BEpHOU cMepTu. — S caenan jrydie, — OTBeYal s eMy, — CIIac ee
ot ooMopoka Ha Oane!] (4:394). Pechorin cleverly follows this rescue with a revelation: he “lets
slip” to Mary that Grushnitskii is a cadet [roukep], dispelling her romantic illusion that
Grushnitskii is an officer demoted for dueling.

Following the dramatic climax at the ball we enter Act IV, the falling action, in which
Pechorin secures Mary’s love for the character-Pechorin and her contempt for Grushnitskii. In
this act the staging succeeds in following the script exactly, as it is Pechorin himself who steps
forward as the primary actor. He reflects on the successful performance of his script in the entry
from May 29": “The last few days I’ve stuck firmly to my plan. Princess Mary is beginning to
enjoy my conversation” (101) [Bce 3Tu 1Hu st HU pa3y HE OTCTYIIWI OT CBOCH cUCTeMbl. KHshkHE
HAYMHAET HPaBUThCS MOM pasroBop] (4:399). He goes on to reflect on his own performance:
adopting an ironic stance toward everything; putting on a look of deference whenever
Grushnitskii appears; purposely not speaking to the princess when she most desires his
conversation. This performance culminates in the dramatic monologue that Pechorin delivers for
Mary’s benefit in the June 3" entry, in which—*“putting on a look of deep emotion” (106)
[mpunsie riy6oko TporyThiit Bu] (4:405)—he describes his past life in vague Byronic terms.

191 Goscilo, following Nabokov, notes that the dragoon captain is a stock figure of comedy. His presence in
“Princess Mary” indicates the influence of French comedy and vaudeville on the narrative, in addition to Schillerian
tragedy. See Goscilo, “Stage and Page: Drama’s Incursion into Russian Fiction of the 1830s,” p. 101.

192 Thus, while it is in one sense a lucky coincidence that Pechorin overhears precisely the information he needs in
order to stage a heroic rescue, it matters that Pechorin is the type of person who listens in on other people’s
conversations in hopes of gleaning useful information. Engaged as he is in scripting and staging a drama based on
the surrounding spa society, Pechorin is always on the lookout for bits of gossip that he might use. Robert Reid
makes a similar point, noting that “although the instances of eavesdropping clearly are devices for securing
information crucial in a first person narrative, they also serve a positive role at the characterizational level, since
they indicate to us that the character concerned is precisely the sort of character who would eavesdrop.” See Reid,
Lermontov’s ‘A Hero of Our Time, pp. 8-9. In contrast to Reid’s psychological interpretation of the novel’s
eavesdropping scenes, Todd views them as proof of the novel’s inherent theatricality: “But when the characters use
those eyes to keep each other under constant surveillance, to catch each other off guard, and to conceal emotion, the
eyes become less a sign of romantic insight and more an indicator of a theatrically organized society in which each
character becomes, in Zhukovsky’s words, ‘both actor and spectator.””” See Todd, Fiction and Society in the Age of
Pushkin, pp. 152-53.
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This speech falls firmly into the genre of dramatic monologue. Indeed, it is almost word
for word the same speech that Aleksandr Radin delivers to Vera Ligovskaia—Yyet another
prototype for the two central women in “Princess Mary”—in Act I, scene 1 of Two Brothers.13
The first half of Pechorin’s speech follows Aleksandr’s monologue exactly, with only a few very
minor alterations in phrasing:

Aleksandr Radin’s dramatic monologue in Two Brothers:

Ja! ... TakoBa Obli1a MOSI y4acCTh CO JTHSI POKJCHHUS. . .BCE UNTAIM HA MOEM JINIE KaKUe-TO
MPU3HAKH JYPHBIX CBOMCTB, KOTOPBIX HE OBLIO...HO UX MPEANOIaraii — U OHU POIMIIHCE.
51 ObL1 CKpOMEH, MeHs OpaHUIIN 3a JIYKaBCTBO — sI CTal CKpPBITEH. — S ri1y0oko
qyBCTBOBAJ 100PO U 3710 — HUKTO MEHS HE JIacKall — BCE OCKOPOJISIIN — 51 cTall
3nonamsTeH. Sl Obl1 yrproM, — OpaT Becesl U OTKPBITEH — sl YyBCTBOBAJI Ce0sl BBIIIE €0 —
MEHSI CTaBWJIN HIDKE — 5 CHIENANICS 3aBUCTIINB. — S OBUT TOTOB JTFOOUTH BECh MUP — MEHS
HUKTO He JIFOOMJI — U s BBIyYHJICS HEHAaBUJETh. .. Mos OecliBeTHasi MOJIOAOCTb MTPOTEKIIa
B 60pb0e ¢ cy1p00it 1 cBeTom. Jlyumme Mou 4yBCcTBa, 60SICh HACMEILIKH, sI XOPOHUII B
riryOuHY cepAla...OHH TaM U yMEPIIH; sl CTAJl YECTOIOOUB, CITY>KUJ JOJTO. . .MEHS
00X0AMIH; 51 MyCTHIICS B OOJIBIION CBET, caenancs UCKYCEeH B HayKe KU3HU — a BUJIEN,
Kak Jpyrue 0e3 UCKyCCTBa CYACTIMBBL: B TPYJH MOEH BO3HUKIIO OTYAsHUE, — HE TO,
KOTOpOE JieuaT JIyJIOM IMUCTOJIETa, HO TO OTYasHUE, KOTOPOMY HET JIEKapCTBa HU B
3JIeIIHEe HU B Oyay1ell )KU3HU; HAKOHEI] s CAENal MOCIEqHEE YCUINE, — 5 PELIHIICS
y3HaTh XOTh Pa3, YTO 3HAYUT OBITH JIFOOUMBIM. ..M JyIst 3Toro uzdpan tebs! (3:505-506)

Yes! ...That’s been my lot from the day of my birth...everyone saw in my face some sort
of evil traits that I didn’t possess...but they assumed I did, and so they developed. I was
modest, and was accused of being deceitful — so I kept to myself. | had a strong sense of
good and evil — instead of kindness | received nothing but insults — so I grew resentful. |
was sullen — my brother was gay and open — | felt superior to him, and was set beneath
him — so | became jealous. | was ready to love the whole world, but no one loved me, so |
learned to hate. | spent my blighted youth in conflict with fate and the world. Fearing
ridicule, I hid my best feelings deep within me, and there they died; | became ambitious,
served for a long time...I was passed over; I set out into the big world, became adept at
the art of living — yet | saw that others were happy without that art: in my breast arose
despair — not the despair you can cure with a pistol barrel, but that despair for which there
is no medicine either in this life or the next; finally | made a last effort — | decided to find
out even if only once what it means to be loved...and for this I chose you!%

193 Vladimir Levin discusses the critical reception of Pechorin’s monologue, noting that, while Belinskii
immediately recognized that Pechorin was putting on a pose, many subsequent scholars have taken Pechorin at his
word, interpreting the monologue as a straightforward account of Pechorin’s own personal history. See V. Levin,
“Ob istinnom smysle monologa Pechorina,” Tvorchestvo M. lu. Lermontova: 150 let so dnia rozhdeniia (Moscow:
Nauka, 1964), pp. 276-282. Surprisingly, few analyses of the monologue mention that Lermontov lifted the speech
from his own 1836 play.

194 Al translations from Two Brothers are my own. In this case | have chosen to adopt the same language used in
Paul Foote’s translation of A Hero of Our Time wherever there is a direct overlap between Aleksandr Radin’s
monologue and Pechorin’s.

106



Pechorin’s monologue in the June 3" entry of “Princess Mary”:

— Jla, TakoBa OblJIa MO y4acThb C caMoOro JieTcTBa. Bece unranu Ha MoeMm Juie

MPU3HAKH JYPHBIX UYBCTB, KOTOPBIX HE OBLJIO; HO UX MpEIoiaraiy — U OHU

ponuiKch. S ObIIT CKpOMEH — MeHSI OOBHHSJIN B JIYKaBCTBE: 5 CTall CKpbITEH. S riy06oko
qyBCTBOBaJI 100pO U 3]10; HUKTO MEHS HE JIacKaj, BCE OCKOPOJISUIM: 51 CTaJl 3J10IaMsTEH; 5
ObUT YI'PIOM, — JPyTHE IeTH BeCeJbl U OOJTIUBBL; S UyBCTBOBAI €05 BBIIIE UX, — MEHS
cTaBUIM HIKe. S cienancs 3aBUCTIMB. S ObUT TOTOB JIFOOUTH BECh MUP, — MEHS HUKTO
He MOHSUL: U s BBIyYHWJICS HEHaBUAETh. Most GecliBeTHasi MOJIOIOCTh IIpoTeKaa B 6opboe
¢ co00if U CBETOM; JIy4Illie MOU YyBCTBa, O0SICh HACMEIIIKH, 51 XOPOHUJI B INTyOUHE
cepAla: OHU TaM M yMepJiH. Sl TOBOpWII ITpaBly — MHE HE BEpWIIN: 51 Ha4all OOMaHbIBATh;
y3HaB XOPOLIO CBET U IPYKUHBI OOIECTBA, 5 CTAl UCKYCEH B HAyKe KU3HU U BUJIEJ, KaK
apyrue 0e3 UCKYCCTBa CYACTIMBBI, MOJIb3YSCh 1apOM TEMH BBITOJAMH, KOTOPBIX 5 TaK
HEYTOMUMO JobuBacs. M Torna B rpyau Moeil poAniIoch OTYassHUE — HE TO OTYasHUE,
KOTOpOE JieyaT 1yJIOM UCTOJIETa, HO XOJIOAHOE, OecCUIbHOE OTUasiHUE, IPUKPBITOE
M00€3HOCTHIO U JOOPOIYIIHOM yibIOKOi. S caenancs HpaBCTBEHHBIM KaJeKOW: 0/1Ha
IIOJIOBMHA JyLIM MOEH HE CYyIeCTBOBAJIA, OHA BBICOXJIA, UCIIAPUIIACH, YMEPIIA, 5 €€
otpesain u opocui [...] (4:405)

Yes, that’s been my lot ever since I was a boy. Everyone saw in my face evil traits that I
didn’t possess. But they assumed I did, and so they developed. | was modest, and was
accused of being deceitful, so | kept to myself. | had a strong sense of good and evil,
instead of kindness | received nothing but insults, so I grew resentful. I was sullen, while
other children were gay and talkative. | felt superior to them, and was set beneath them,
so | became jealous. | was ready to love the whole world, but no one understood me, so |
learned to hate. | spent my blighted youth in conflict with myself and the world. Fearing
ridicule, I hid my best feelings deep within me, and there they died. | spoke the truth, but
no one believed me, so | took to deceit. Knowing the world and the mainsprings of
society, | became adept at the art of living. Yet | saw that others were happy without that
art, enjoying for nothing the advantages I’d worked so hard to gain. That led me to
despair, not the despair you can cure with a pistol barrel, but a cold, impotent despair that
hid behind an affable exterior and a genial smile. | became a moral cripple. One half of
my soul had ceased to exist. It had withered and died, so I cut it off and cast it away [...]
(106)

The two monologues are virtually identical right up until their respective conclusions. Whereas
Aleksandr closes his speech by telling Vera that the only recourse left to him in his despair was
to discover what it means to be loved by her, Pechorin ends his monologue with the famous line
about his split soul, the better half of which is now dead and buried. Like Aleksandr, however,
Pechorin goes on to suggest that his interlocutor is the only person capable of resurrecting his
better nature: he tells Mary that she has conjured up the memory of his soul’s dead half. Through
this speech, Pechorin places Mary in the same role occupied by many of Lermontov’s heroines,
including Vera Ligovskaia in Two Brothers and Nina Arbenina in Masquerade: that of the
gentle, beautiful woman whose love temporarily redeems the demonic hero. The difference is
that Pechorin delivers this monologue intentionally and self-consciously, knowing that it will
appeal to Mary, who longs to play the role of romantic heroine. Aleksandr’s speech is a genuine
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reflection of his feelings, and Vera responds with pity, fear, and disgust. Pechorin-the-character
delivers the same speech as part of a script devised by Pechorin-the-director, a script which Mary
is unknowingly following.1%>

With this monologue, Pechorin cements Mary’s love for himself and destroys her interest
in Grushnitskii once and for all. Act V—the denouement, or paszsszka—of Pechorin’s play is the
second ball, described in the entry from June 5™, at which Mary publicly spurns Grushnitskii in
favor of Pechorin despite Grushnitskii’s new officer’s epaulettes. Within the larger dramatic
structure of “Princess Mary” this scene is the climax: it sets in motion the plot against Pechorin,
which in turn culminates in Grushnitskii’s death. Within Pechorin’s own script, however, it is the
denouement. Pechorin has not planned beyond this point: the goal of all his machinations was to
create a love triangle in which Mary, at first enamored of Grushnitskii—the false Romantic
hero—would abandon this flirtation in favor of the character-Pechorin, the true Romantic hero.
At the ball, all is revealed: Mary makes her disdain for Grushnitskii clear, and the character-
Pechorin makes equally clear his intentions toward Mary, crushing Grushnitskii’s hopes once
and for all.

In the manner of a dramatic razviazka (literally “untying”), all the threads of the
preceding plot action are undone as the true relations between the three dramatis personae are
revealed. Significantly, Pechorin himself thinks of this moment as a denouement. Recounting his
thoughts as he parted with the naively hopeful Grushnitskii just an hour or so before the ball,
Pechorin writes,

Is it my sole function in life, I thought, to be the ruin of other people’s hopes?
Through all my active life fate always seems to have brought me in for the
denouement of other people’s dramas. As if nobody could die or despair without
my help. I’ve been the indispensable figure of the fifth act, thrust into the pitiful
role of executioner or betrayer. What was fate’s purpose? (110)

Heyxenu, tyman s, Moe €IMHCTBEHHOE Ha3HauU€HHUE Ha 3eMJIe — pa3pyliaTh
gyxue Hanex1p1? C Tex Mop Kak s )KUBY M JICHCTBYIO, Cy/1b0a Kak-TO BCET/1a
MIPUBO/IMJIA MEHS K pa3BA3Ke UyKUX JipaM, Kak OyaTo 6e3 MEHsI HUKTO HE MOT Obl
HU yMepeTb, HU NpUiTH B oTyasgHue! S ObL1 HeoOX0AMMOE JINLO MATOrO aKTa;
HEBOJIBHO 5 pa3bIIphIBaJl XKAJIKYIO POjb Najada wiu npexaarens. Kakyro nens
uMesa Ha 3To cynp0a? (4:411)

This passage is striking for a number of reasons. First, it suggests that the genre of Pechorin’s
play is ultimately tragedy. It is a five-act drama that culminates in ruin and despair. Moreover,
this ruin is imagined here in the manner of classical tragedy as a divine or preordained
punishment. The object of this punishment is Grushnitskii. It is Grushnitskii whose hopes will be
ruined in the denouement, whose illusions—about himself, about his friend and confidant
Pechorin, and about his beloved Mary—will be shattered. The question arises as to why Pechorin
is so determined to punish Grushnitskii. The answer is twofold: first, because he is bored; and

195 What is left ambiguous is the extent to which the adopted role accurately reflects Pechorin’s own moral deadness.
The narrative leaves open the possibility that Pechorin is essentially playing himself. The dividing line between self
(Pechorin-the-dramatist) and role (Pechorin-the-character) is constantly blurred, making it impossible to ever fully
locate the “authentic” self behind the Byronic pose.
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second, because he dislikes in Grushnitskii precisely those weaknesses he fears he himself may
share.

Most significant of all, however, is the fact that Pechorin relinquishes authorship at a
critical moment in the drama he has spent the past three weeks painstakingly scripting and
staging. In blaming the denouement of this drama on fate, Pechorin steps back from taking
responsibility for his own script. As we have seen, Pechorin prepared the fifth act of this drama
himself. He knowingly cast himself in the role of the true Romantic hero, whose noble sufferings
lead him unwittingly to the destruction of himself and those around him, and Grushnitskii and
Mary in the role of his victims. The implied final scene in this fifth act is not played out, derailed
as it is by Pechorin’s own unexpectedly genuine feelings of tenderness toward Mary and his
realization that a plot is mobilizing against him, to say nothing of the unscripted appearance of
Vera. Yet we can suppose that this final scene—the vaguely imagined conclusion to Pechorin’s
script—must have involved the hero’s abandonment of Mary and Mary’s own fall into despair.
(A version of this scene is played out belatedly in the final diary entry, though at that point
intervening events have changed circumstances too much for Pechorin’s script to hold.) It is
clear that Pechorin does not intend to marry the princess or even to compromise her: his only
object is to make her abandon her naive attraction to Grushnitskii and to fall in love with him—
or rather, with the character he is playing. Thus, by the end of the June 5" entry, one final scene
remains in the fifth act of Pechorin’s drama: the betrayal of Mary, which in Pechorin’s original
conception must have followed soon after the triumph over Grushnitskii. As we have seen,
Pechorin has cast Mary in the role of angelic savior to his demonic hero; and in Lermontov’s
dramas, such heroes always destroy the woman they profess to love. In the final analysis, then,
both Mary and Grushnitskii are to be punished, for their naivety and their continued adherence to
the Romantic tropes that Pechorin himself has long since dismissed as ridiculous.

In the June 5™ entry, Pechorin retroactively tries to “rewrite” this fifth act retribution as
the result of fate rather than the self-destructiveness of the Romantic hero (the character-
Pechorin). In doing so, he fundamentally reimagines his own script. The drama shifts from the
realm of Romantic tragedy—such as that which might have been written by Schiller, or by
Lermontov himself—to classical tragedy. While it is difficult to invoke categories such as
“Romantic” and “classical” tragedy without immediately falling into generalizations, I am
relying primarily upon Schiller’s dramas and theoretical tracts, which Lermontov certainly
read?®®, and on Lermontov’s own dramas for my characterization of Romantic (modern) tragedy,

19 See Eikhenbaum, “Piat’ redaktsii ‘Maskarada’””: “One can be sure that, while working on his dramas, Lermontov
read not only Schiller’s tragedies, but also his famous theoretical treatises: ‘On the tragic in art,” ‘On the pathetic,’
‘On the sublime’” [MoHO GBITh YBEPEHHBIM, UTO, paboTas HaJ CBOMMH JpaMaMu, JIEpPMOHTOB YHTAJl HE TOJIBKO
Tparenun lllunmnepa, HO U ero 3HAMEHUTHIE TEOPETHYECKUE TPAKTATHI: «O TParndeckoM B UCKyccTBe», «O
narernaeckom», «O Bo3BhieHHOMY] (translation mine). Along with The Robbers and Intrigue and Love, many of
Schiller’s theoretical writings appeared in Russian translation in the early 1800s and exercised significant influence
over Russian sentimentalism and Decembrism in the 1810s and 20s. For a detailed discussion of Schiller’s reception
by proto-Decembrist writers and thinkers, see Tat’iana Mikhailovna Rodina, Russkoe teatral noe iskusstvo v nachale
X1X veka (Moscow: 1z’stvo Akademii nauk SSSR, 1961). When it comes to Schiller’s plays, Lermontov was most
clearly influenced by The Robbers (which he saw performed in Moscow in 1829), Intrigue and Love (which
appeared in Moscow in 1827 starring Mochalov), and Don Carlos. See Edmund Kostka, “Lermontov’s Debt to
Schiller,” Revue de Litterature Comparee 37 (1963), pp. 68-88. Interestingly, Kostka also draws a parallel between
the title of Two Brothers and Die feindlichen Bruder (The Enemy Brothers), the original title of The Bride of
Messina. The Bride of Messina belongs to the genre of the Schicksalstragddie (German fate tragedy) and represents
a departure from Schiller’s usual commitment to character tragedy in favor of a Sophoclean fate drama modeled in
part on Oedipus Tyrannus. For an overview of the genre of the Schicksalstragddie and a discussion of Schiller’s
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and on the German Romantic understanding of Sophoclean fate dramas for my characterization
of classical tragedy.*®” In Romantic tragedy, broadly speaking, the tragic denouement is
unwittingly caused by the hero himself, through the collision between his personality and the
force of social repression, or through his own inherent self-destructiveness. The hero retains our
sympathy because of his strength and nobility and because, crucially, he causes evil against his
own will. As Schiller writes in “On Tragic Art,” “Pity [the enjoyment of which is the basis of
tragedy] is far more excited when it has for its object both him who suffers and him who is the
primary cause of the suffering.”%® This can only be achieved when the individual who is the
primary cause of the tragic denouement is not an instrument of fate—a self-righteous enactor of
justice like the Stranger [Neizvestnyi] in Masquerade—but rather a complex individual who
possesses both good and evil impulses and who is finally led to evil by circumstances outside of
his control. Eikhenbaum argues that this is precisely the conception of tragedy toward which
Lermontov, inspired by Schiller, was drawn. As Eikhenbaum demonstrates, the Stranger who
appears in Act IV of Masquerade to punish Arbenin is an anomaly that Lermontov was forced to
include in an effort to get the play past the censors, a role “clearly not included in Lermontov’s
original plan” [siBHO He BXO/AMBIIIasi B IEpBOHAYAbHBIN TU1aH JlepmonTosa].l®® Much more

attempt to reconcile “human responsibility and freedom on the one hand, and fatal activity on the other” in The
Bride of Messina, see Bruce Thompson, “The Limitations of Freedom: A Comparative Study of Schiller’s ‘Die
Braut von Messina’ and Werner’s ‘Der 24te Februar,”” The Modern Language Review, Vol. 73, No. 2 (April 1978),
pp. 328-336. For a further discussion of the play’s engagement with Oedipus and its status as a fate (rather than
character) tragedy, see G.A. Wells, “Fate-tragedy and Schiller’s Die Braut von Messina,” The Journal of English
and Germanic Philology, Vol. 64, No. 2 (April 1965), pp. 191-212. Wells points out that the existence of blind fate
does not “in any way accord with Schiller’s theory of tragedy.” Wells, p. 191.

197 Greek tragedy held a privileged position in the aesthetic theories of the German Idealists, including Schiller, the
Schlegel brothers, Schelling, and Hegel. Joshua Billings points out that “Idealist thinkers understand Greek tragedy
to represent a distinctive form of human freedom, and to crystallize issues of agency and subjectivity that are central
to their own philosophical inquiries.” Billings goes on to note that the conceptualization of Greek tragedy upon
which the German thinkers based their theories was both limited and, in many cases, heavily Christianized. Schiller,
Schelling, and A.W. Schlegel all took Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus as the quintessential Greek tragedy; when they
talk about “classical tragedy,” they are really talking about Oedipus. Thus, the theory of heroic tragedy that Schiller
develops in “On Tragic Art” [Uber die tragische Kunst] (1792), “On the Pathetic” [Uber das Pathetische] (1793),
and “On the Sublime” [Uber das Erhabene] (1794-96) takes Oedipus Tyrannus — probably the most extreme
example of blind fate in Greek drama — as its model of fate tragedy. See Joshua Billings, A Genealogy of the Tragic:
Greek Tragedy and German Philosophy around 1800 (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2014). For a further discussion of
German Idealism’s over-generalizing and Christianizing approach to Greek tragedy, see Simon Goldhill, “The Ends
of Tragedy: Schelling, Hegel, and Oedipus,” PMLA Vol. 129, No. 4, Special Topic: Tragedy (October 2014), pp.
634-648.

198 The full quote is as follows: “A poet who understands his real interest will not bring about the catastrophe
through a malicious will which proposes misfortune as its end; nor, and still less, by want of understanding: but
rather through the imperious force of circumstances. If this catastrophe does not come from moral sources, but from
outward things, which have no volition and are not subject to any will, the pity we experience is more pure, or at all
events it is not weakened by any idea of moral incongruity. But then the spectator cannot be spared the disagreeable
feeling of an incongruity in the order of nature, which can alone save in such a case moral propriety. Pity is far more
excited when it has for its object both him who suffers and him who is the primary cause of the suffering. This can
only happen when the latter has neither elicited our contempt nor our hatred, but when he has been brought against
his inclination to become the cause of this misfortune.” See Friedrich von Schiller, “On Tragic Art,” Essays
Aesthetical and Philosophical (London: George Bell and Sons, 1875), p. 347.

199 See Eikhenbaum, “Piat’ redaktsii ‘“Maskarada.”” The original three-act version of the play closes with Arbenin
gloating over the dead Nina, still unaware of her innocence. Lermontov added the fourth act, in which the
mysterious Stranger reveals Arbenin’s fatal mistake and Arbenin falls into a catatonic stupor, only after the censors
rejected the three-act version. The amendment wasn’t enough for the censors; Masquerade, like all of Lermontov’s
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characteristic of Lermontov’s approach to tragedy in his mature dramas is the sympathy we are
made to feel for Arbenin and even for Aleksandr Radin through their dramatic monologues and
soliloguies. These moments of performative introspection—whether couched in metaphysical
terms as a battle between good and evil, as in Masquerade, or in more psychological ones, as in
Two Brothers—reveal that these characters are led to evil acts through despair over a conflict
between their own will and the circumstances of their birth, bad character, and/or social position.

This is not to say that Arbenin and Aleksandr Radin do not emerge as villains — they
clearly do. Arbenin’s pride leads him to poison his innocent wife, and jealousy and spite drive
Aleksandr (who has more in common with Franz than Karl Moore) to destroy any hope for
happiness for his aging father, his brother Yurii, or Vera Ligovskaia, the woman he purports to
love. Yet both figures are presented against the backdrop of cruel, unjust societies, and their
strength, willpower, and originality make them objects of sympathy as well as objects of scorn.
Arbenin is confronted with gamblers who cheat and manipulate the cards rather than embracing
chance, and with a society so adept at donning masks that they are perfectly at home at a
masquerade ball?%; he responds by giving up gambling and refusing to wear a mask to the
masquerade, stating at the beginning of Act I, scene 2, “Why am I seeking entertainment in the
crowd? / It’s dazzling and it’s buzzing all around... / My heart stays cold, and dormant is my
fancy range: / They all are alien to me, to all of them I’m strange!”?°! [HanpacHo s uiry
MOBCIOy pa3BiieucHbs. / [lecTpeeT u *KyXOKUT Touma nepeno MHou. .. / Ho cepaiie xonoaHo, u
crut BooOpakeHbe: / OHU Bee Uykabl MHE, U s UM BeeM uysxoii!] (3:363). Arbenin’s strength of
will earns the audience’s admiration, and although he himself causes his own tragic downfall, he
retains our sympathy, precisely in the manner outlined by Schiller in “On Tragic Art” and
elaborated in “On the Sublime.”

Up until the June 5" entry, Pechorin has cast himself in a role similar to that of
Lermontov’s own mature tragic heroes, and Mary in the role of a Vera Ligovskaia or Nina
Arbenina (a role she clearly embraces, though seemingly without understanding that it belongs to
the genre of tragedy). Pechorin’s proclamation that he has been designated by fate as the
“indispensable figure of the fifth act” in other people’s dramas—essentially aligning himself
with the Stranger [Neizvestnyi] of Masquerade rather than Arbenin—marks a moment of
powerful self-deception that is especially ironic in light of Lermontov’s own critical views on
fate in fifth-act retribution. In naming fate as the organizing principle in a drama that has only
ever depended upon Pechorin’s own will, Pechorin attempts not only to enact a last-minute
change in genre (from Romantic to classical tragedy) but also to relinquish his position as writer-
director and to merge with the character he has been playing. Rather than Pechorin-the-dramatist
directing the actions of Pechorin-the-character, Pechorin now reimagines both of these selves as
the same self: Pechorin-the-instrument-of-fate, guided over the past three weeks by
predestination.

dramas, was first staged only decades after his death. This degree of censorship was typical of the period. Beginning
in 1828, dramatic works were subjected to the so-called “two-stage” censorship, according to which a questionable
play faced consideration by both the general censors and the Third Department, the tsarist secret police. For an in-
depth discussion of theatrical censorship in the 19" century, see Al’tshuller, Teatr proslavlennykh masterov:
Ocherki istorii Aleksandrinskoi stseny, Ch. 1.

200 V]adimir Golstein discusses the ways in which Lermontov contrasts Arbenin’s strength of will with the petty and
manipulative societies of the gambling hall and the masquerade. See Golstein, Lermontov’s Narratives of Heroism,
Chapter Three: Temptations of a Gnostic Outlook (Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1999).

201 Al translations from Masquerade are by Alfred Karpovich, The Masquerade: A Poetic Drama in Four Acts
(Bloomington, IN: iUniverse, 2013).
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Significantly, it is at this point in the narrative that Pechorin’s drama comes to an end.
The second half of “Princess Mary” is made up of unscripted events. For all that Pechorin
continues to eavesdrop, to manipulate those around him, and to speak in theatrical metaphors
(‘Finita la commedia’), the plot action from this point forward has slipped largely outside of
Pechorin’s control. The affair with Vera, which has interfered with Pechorin’s calculated
scripting from the beginning by genuinely engaging his feelings, begins to occupy more narrative
space. Pechorin’s behavior toward Mary wavers between sticking to the established pose—there
is something undeniably calculating in his tender gestures and cold silence during the June 12
horseback riding scene—and a newfound impulsivity. In the entry from June 6™, immediately
following the denouement at the ball, Pechorin finds himself disturbed by Mary’s illness and
wonders if he has fallen in love in spite of himself: “I reached home with the feeling that
something was missing. 7 hadn’t seen her. She’s ill. Perhaps I’ve fallen in love myself? What
nonsense!” (114) [Bo3Bpatsich JOMOM, s 3aMETHII, 4TO MHE Y€ro-To HeaocTaeT. A He suoan ee!
Ona 6onvra! Yox He BiaroOuiics u s B camoM aene?. .. Kakoii B3nop!] (4:415). Pechorin’s use of
italicization to indicate the thoughts going through his mind at the moment he was experiencing
the narrated events—as opposed to his retrospective thoughts as he records these events in his
diary—is unique to the June 6™ entry. Italics are not used in this way anywhere else in
Pechorin’s journal. Their appearance here marks a change in how Pechorin narrates himself: this
is the beginning of a shift away from Pechorin’s self-conception as the simultaneous director of,
and actor in, a society drama of his own making, toward a more genuinely diaristic, and thus
novelistic, self-image.

The remaining diary entries that are written simultaneously as the action unfolds—
everything up until the latter two-thirds of the entry marked June 16™, which are written
retrospectively from the fort at N.—depict Pechorin as someone who is often unsure of himself,
who is no longer commited to the role he has been playing, and who is suddenly far more
anxious over the possibility that his actions have been predetermined by fate. It is as though, in
surrendering authorship over his script to the guiding force of fate in the June 5™ entry, Pechorin
commits himself to bowing to that force for the remainder of the diary. In the entry for June 14"
Pechorin remembers having his fortune read as a child and the fortune-teller’s prediction that he
will die “through a bad wife” [cMepTsb ot 351001 xenbi]. In the June 16™ entry, Pechorin attributes
his habit of lucky eavesdropping to fate: “Grushnitsky was there, and once again | was destined
to overhear a conversation which was to settle his fate” (127) [Cyap0a BTopudHO J0CTaBHIIa MHE
cily4ail TIOCITyIIaTh Pa3roBOp, KOTOPKIN JOJDKEH ObLI pemuTh |[...] yuacts [['pyurauiikoro]]
(4:432). Although this is the third time Pechorin has happened to conveniently overhear an
important conversation in “Princess Mary,” this is the first time he ascribes the overhearing to
fate. Finally, in a famous passage from later in the June 16™ entry, Pechorin once again muses on
his position as a fatal instrument in the hands of destiny: “How many times since then have |
been the axe in the hands of fate? Like an engine of execution, I’ve descended on the heads of
the destined victims, often without malice, but always without pity” (131) [U1 ¢ Toit mopst
CKOJIBKO pa3 y>Ke s UTpall poJib TOmopa B pykax cyas0s1! Kak opyaue ka3Hu, s yrajgan Ha TOJIOBY
0OpeUeHHBIX JKEPTB, YacTo Oe3 3110061, Bcera 0e3 coxarnenusi] (4:438). By the end of “Princess
Mary,” Pechorin has given himself over fully to the idea of fate, which he first embraced as a
way out of authorial responsibility in the entry from June 5%,

As we shall see below, these changes in Pechorin’s self-conception are accompanied by
two significant stylistic changes: first, a shift toward longer, less controlled, less performative
self-reflective passages in the diary entries; and second, an increasing focus on physicality and
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unscripted (i.e., unintentional) bodily responses. In other words, the two theatrical conventions
that Lermontov employs in the earlier sections of “Princess Mary” to characterize his hero and
access his interiority—dramatic monologue/soliloguy and the successful reading and
implementation of dramatic gestures—are turned on their heads in the narrative’s latter sections,
as Lermontov moves away from dramatic models and toward novelistic ones.

Let us turn first to the self-reflective passages. Broadly speaking, Pechorin’s diary entries
in “Princess Mary” are made up of three types of discourse: narration of the unfolding action
(“scenes”); assessment of other individuals’ motives and character (such as his dispassionate
characterization of Grushnitskii in the May 11" entry or of Werner in the entry from May 13™);
and introspective passages. These moments of self-reflection are short at first, a paragraph at
most, and appear like asides to the audience as Pechorin scripts and stages his play. “Audience”
is precisely the right word here. While Pechorin is ostensibly writing this journal for himself and
is unaware of its double readership—both the implied homodiegetic readers of the journal
sections published by the frame narrator, and us, the heterodiegetic readers of Lermontov’s
novel—there is a dramatic, performative quality to these passages that implies an audience. The
form and content of these introspective sections is similar to that of Arbenin’s soliloquies and
asides in Masquerade or those of Aleksandr in Two Brothers. The lines in these dramas that are
spoken “to the side” [B cropony], “to oneself” [mpo ce6st], or simply delivered while the
character is alone on stage, reveal guilt and inner conflict as well as the character’s scheming
intentions, all of which must be presented in the form of a soliloquy or an aside in order to give
the audience insight into the inner lives of these secretive dramatis personae.2%2

For example, in Masquerade Arbenin often addresses self-reflective utterances to
himself, as in Act I, scene 3, when he is sitting alone in his bedroom waiting for Nina to return:
“Oh, God is just; it is my doom / To bear the woes of the gone-by days, / For all my sins | have
to face / The ugly shadows of atonement gloom” [Bor cnipaBennus! u st renepsb enBa u / He
OCY’KJIeH HecTu nieyan / 3a Bce rpexu MUHYBIIHX aHeH. .. | (3:378). Such melancholic, semi-
confessional statements about Arbenin’s past, his aversion to the beau monde, and his spiritual
dependence on Nina’s love are constant throughout Masquerade, and it is thanks to these asides
and occasional longer soliloquies that the audience is able to maintain sympathy for the hero.
Though the speaker is supposedly addressing himself, the nature of dramatic utterance means
that these asides are also obviously spoken aloud for the benefit of the audience, whose implied
presence is felt even when we read the play on the page. In Aleksandr’s soliloquies in Two
Brothers, a play much more concerned with psychological motivation than Masquerade, the
introspective, confessional impulse is felt even more strongly:

Yes, I am 30 years old...and what have I done; why have I lived? ... They say that [ am
an egotist; so then, I’ve lived for myself? ...No...I have denied myself in everything,
have always been a silent victim of other people’s whims, have always struggled against
my passions, never sought any pleasure, was a burden to myself — I never even
intentionally caused anyone evil...So then, I have lived for others? — also no...I have
never caused anyone good, fearing to meet ingratitude, | despised fools, feared the
intelligent, was far removed from everyone, did not care about anyone — alone, always

202 Elizabeth Burns characterizes soliloquies as “revelations of protagonists....thoughts which the spectator
overhears.” See Burns, Theatricality: A Study of Convention in the Theatre and in Social Life (New York: Harper
and Row, 1972), p. 167.
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alone, rejected like Cain [...] Why is it that I can never forget myself? Why do I read my
own soul like an open book?

Ha, mae 30 sieT...a 9To s caenai; 3a4eM Kui? ...TOBOPST, UTO 51 ATOMCT; UTAK, 5 KU JUIs
ce0sa? ...Her...q Bo Bcem ce0Oe 0TKa3bIBall, BEUHO ObLI MOJTYAIMBOM )KEPTBOM UyKUX
MPUXOTEH, BEUHO OOPOJICS C CBOMMU CTPACTSIMH, HE MCKaJl HUKAKUX HACIaKICHUH, ObLI
caMm cebe B TATOCTh — JaXKe 3J1a HUKOMY YMBIIIICHHO He caenan... Tax st »xu s
Ipyrux? — Takke HeT...sI HUKOMY He AeJal 100pa, 00sCh BCTPETUTh HeOIaroJapHOCTh,
npe3upa TIymnIoB, O0sJICS YMHBIX, ObUT JAIEK OT BCEX, HE 3a00THIICS HU O KOM — OJIHH,
BCer/ia OJIMH, OTBEepP KeHHBIHN Kak KauH [...] OTyero st HUKOrja He MOTY 3a0BIThCS?
Otyero s yUTaKO B IyllIe CBOCH, KaK B OTKpbITON kHure? (3:521-522)

Aleksandr’s long soliloquy at the beginning of Act IV, in which he compares his own alienation
to that of Cain, renders him at least somewhat sympathetic to the audience and provides
psychological justification for his actions in the play. His self-assessment, including his claim
that he has inherited a bad character and that he is cursed with acute self-awareness, prefigure
many of Pechorin’s own statements.

The soliloquies and asides in Masquerade and Two Brothers possess an inherently
confessional, performative quality, despite the contrivance that they are merely the character’s
own thoughts spoken aloud. An analogous effect is achieved in first-person novelistic discourse
whose purported author is motivated by guilt or the urge to confess.??® The early self-reflective
passages in the diary entries of “Princess Mary” follow precisely this pattern. It is as though
Pechorin is as determined to convince his diary’s implied reader of a certain pose as he is to
convince Princess Mary. Many of the early introspective passages are dedicated to performative
self-definition; in this way they are not unlike the dramatic monologue Pechorin delivers to Mary
in the June 3 entry. Consider the following remarks, each of which is taken from a different
self-reflective passage in the first half of the narrative: “I was born with a passion for
contradiction. My whole life has been nothing but a series of dismal, unsuccessful attempts to go
against heart or reason” (77) [Y MeHs BpoXIeHHAas CTPACTh MPOTUBOPEUHTS; IIe/Iasi MOSI )KU3Hb
ObLIa TOJIBKO IIeMb TPYCTHBIX U HEYTAYHBIX POTUBOPEUHIA cepily Wi paccynky] (4:365; May
11™ entry); “It’s silly the way I’'m made: I forget nothing — absolutely nothing” (83) [# riyno
co3aH: Huuero He 3abbiBato —Hudero!] (4:374; May 13™); “Enjoy myself! I've passed that stage
in life when all one seeks is happiness and when the heart feels the need to love someone with
passion and intensity” (88) [Becemo! ...Jla, st y’ke IpoIIen TOT IEPUOI )KU3HH AyIIEBHOM, KOT1a
HIIYT TOJIBKO CHACTHA, KOraa CCpALC YyBCTBYCT HCO6XOIlI/IMOCTB JIFOOUTH CUIIBHO U CTPAaCTHO
xoro-uubyns] (4:381; May 161); “I really can’t think why she is so fond of me, especially since
she’s the only woman who’s ever understood me and all my petty weaknesses and unhealthy
passions. Can evil be so attractive?” (101) [3a uro oHa MeHs Tak JrOOUT, paBo, He 3Hato! Tem
60.]'[66, 4TO 2TO OJIHA KCHIIMWHA, KOTOPasA MCHA MOHAJTIa COBEPIICHHO, CO BCCMHU MOUMHU MCIIKUMU
c1aboCTsAMH, TypHBIMH cTpacTsaMu. .. Heysxenu 310 Tak npusnekarensso?] (4:398; May 23');

203 In a 1986 article on Sinclair Ross’ As For Me and My House, Evelyn J. Hinz and John J. Teunissen make a
similar point, arguing that a “major characteristic of such narratives is that they stand mid-way between private and
public ‘confessional’ literature, between interior monologue and written articulation; in dramatic monologue an
audience is assumed/implied, with the narrative consequently taking the form of the narrator’s attempt convincingly
to present a case” (101). See “Who’s the Father of Mrs. Bentley’s Child? ‘As For Me and My House’ and the
Conventions of Dramatic Monologue,” Canadian Literature 111 (1986), pp. 101-113.
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“I’ve an insatiable craving inside me that consumes everything and makes me regard the
sufferings and joys of others only in their relationship to me, as food to sustain my spiritual
powers [...] my chief delight is to dominate those around me” (103) [4 uyBcTByIO B cebe 3Ty
HCHACBITHYIO Ka/IHOCTb, MOTJIOHIAOIIYIO BCC, YTO BCTPCHACTCA HA HYTI/I; s CMOTPIO Ha
CTpadaHusd U paJoCTH APYTHUX TOJBKO B OTHOIICHHH K 0666, KaK Ha nvmy, IoaAcpKuBaroulyro
MOH OYIICBHBIC CHUJIBI [ . ] IEPBOC MOC YAOBOJIbCTBUC — ITOAYHUHATH MOEH BoJIe BCE, UTO MECHJ
okpyxkaert] (4:401; June 3). The feelings and impulses Pechorin articulates in these passages are
perhaps more original than the ones he offers in his Byronic speech to Mary, but they are not
substantively different, and they engage in the same performative project of self-identification.
Moreover, there is something inherently suspect about the implicit juxtaposition between
Pechorin’s overt role-playing in public and the supposed “authenticity” of these private moments
of introspection. After numerous demonstrations of Pechorin’s skill at wearing masks, how is the
reader meant to take him at his word when he claims, “I’m accustomed to be frank with myself”
(77) [mpuBsIk cebe Bo Bcem npusHaBathesi| (4:365)? If the narrated events in the diary entries are
organized into “scenes,” then these moments of introspection represent performative utterances
akin to the soliloquy and the aside.

The self-reflective impulse persists in the later “Princess Mary” entries as well. However,
in the wake of the June 5™ denouement at the ball these introspective passages gradually become
longer and take on a new sense of urgency which does not feel wholly performative. For
example, the entry from June 14™ is devoted entirely to self-analysis. This analysis quickly
devolves into a series of questions that Pechorin appears unable to answer: “Why do | value [my
freedom] so much? What use is it to me? What am | preparing myself for? What do | expect
from the future? In fact, nothing at all” (123) [Otuero s Tak nopoxy [cBoeit cB0600i1]? uTO MHE
B HE#? ...Ky/a s ce0st TOTOBIIIO? Yero s 1y ot Oyayiiero? ...IpaBo, poBHo Huvero] (4:427-
428). The rapid posing of these questions one after the other and the unsatisfactory response that
follows reflect a new tone in Pechorin’s self-contemplation, one marked by uncertainty and
agitation.

Significantly, the longest self-reflective passage in the diary appears in the entry for June
16", This passage is written at two in the morning the night before Pechorin’s duel with
Grushnitskii and is characterized by a genuine sense of immediacy. There is still a tendency
toward dramatic utterances—“There must have been some purpose, | must have had some high
object in life, for I feel unbounded strength within me. But | never discovered it and was carried
away by the allurements of empty, unrewarding passions” (131) [A, BepHo, oHa [11eib, 1St
KOTOPOH I pOJHIICS] CYIIECCTBOBAIIA, M, BEPHO, OBLIO MHE Ha3HAUYEHHE BHICOKOE, IIOTOMY YTO s
YYBCTBYIO B AyLIC MOE€ cUIbI HEOOBATHEIE. .. HO o He yrajgaljl 35TOro Ha3HAYCHUs, 1 YBJIICKCA
NpUMaHKaM# CTpacTel mycThiX U HeOnaronapHbix] (4:438)—but now these statements are
tempered by more urgent, less blatantly performative scribblings. Pechorin imagines that he is
speaking directly to Grushnitskii and plays out a confrontation as he pictures it unfolding, using
the present tense and direct second person address: “Ah, Grushnitsky, your ruse won’t work. The
roles will be reversed [...] Why did you choose these fatal six paces? Do you think I’ll meekly
be your target? Oh no, we’ll draw lots and then...then... What if your luck holds out against
mine?” (131) [A! rociogun ['pytiauikuii! Bama Muctudukaiys BaM He YIacTCs. .. Mbl
MTOMEHsIEMCS POJISIMA |...] 3aueM Bbl caMu Ha3HAYMJIM 3TU POKOBBIE IecTh 11aroB? Bel 1ymaere,
YTO s BaM 0€3 cropa MoJICTaBIII0 CBOM J100...HO MBI OpOCHM XpeOuii!...u Toraa...Toraa. .. 9To,
eciu ero cuactbe nepersiHer?] (4:437). The repeated ellipses add to the impression of
immediacy, the sense that Pechorin is hastily writing these lines as they flash across his mind. In

115



spite of the grandiloguence of some of the phrases in this passage, the overall effect is much
closer to written, diaristic language than any of Pechorin’s earlier self-reflective utterances,
which give the impression of scriptedness. At this point in the narrative, Pechorin has lost some
(though certainly not all, as is clear from his manipulation of Grushnitskii during the duel) of his
initial control over both the unfolding events and his own role in them.

Interestingly, there is relatively little extended self-reflection in the second half of the
June 16" entry, the portion written retrospectively from the fort at N. This section of “Princess
Mary” is fundamentally different from the preceding sections. It is closer to the discourse of a
first-person novelistic hero than to the conventions of the diary form or the dramatic monologue
or soliloquy. Pechorin narrates the events and his participation in them from a distance of six
weeks. One of the necessary consequences of this temporal distance is that it becomes
impossible to read Pechorin as engaging with the narrated events either as a “director” or as an
“actor” in the same way he does in the earlier diary entries. This section shows Pechorin fully
and consciously stepping into the role of executioner—the “indispensable figure of the fifth
act”—as he devises a moral test for Grushtniskii (“I wanted to test him. He might show a spark
of decency after all, and then all would be well” (137) [s xoTen ucmbiTaTh €ro; B AyIie €ro Moria
MIPOCHYTHCSI KCKPa BEJMKOIYIIHSI, U TOTIa BCe YCTPOMIIOCH Obl K Jiyuriiemy] (4:447)), the failure
of which leads to Grushnitskii’s violent death at Pechorin’s own hands. Pechorin at last realizes
the role that he saw himself as destined to play in the June 5" entry: the fifth-act executioner, the
fatal judge in another person’s drama. And yet the sudden switch to retrospective narration
compromises our faith in Pechorin’s characterization of his role in the action, prompting us to
question whether Pechorin may have manipulated events in his telling of them. After all, the
intervening six weeks mean that Pechorin has had time to reflect on what happened and for his
interpretation of events to crystalize into a set narrative. Already determined to view himself as
the “indispensable figure of the fifth act,” has Pechorin mapped this predetermined outcome back
onto the plot action as he narrates it? Moreover, with the loss of the simultaneity of the diary-
drama form comes the loss of Pechorin’s introspection: there are very few self-reflective
utterances in this section of the text. Instead, Pechorin narrates himself retroactively as he might
narrate a character in a novel.

In addition to a shift in the way “Princess Mary” depicts Pechorin’s interiority, there is
also a change in the second half of the text in the representation of the various characters’
corporeality, with a gradually increasing focus placed on physicality and the body. Specifically,
the later diary entries catalogue aspects of bodily experience that can be thought of as “non-
performative” — as lacking that “consciousness of doubleness, through which the actual
execution of an action is placed in mental comparison with a potential, an ideal, or a remembered
original model of that action” which Richard Bauman identifies as fundamental to performance.
Non-performative in this case also means unscripted: these are bodily responses (mostly
Pechorin’s, but also Mary’s and Vera’s) which are unauthorized, which fall outside the purview
of Pechorin’s script.

In the June 7™ entry, for example, Pechorin interprets Mary’s behavior for the first time
as entirely uncalculated: she trembles, cries, and is pale — “One hand, trembling slightly, rested
on the back of an armchair. Her charming face looked matt and pale [...] Tears filled her eyes,
and, covering her face, she sank into the chair” (114) [Tycknas 071eIHOCTb TOKPHIBAIA MHIIOE
U0 KHOKHBL. OHA cTos1a y GOpTEIbsIHO, ONIEPIINCh OJHONW PYKOHM Ha CITMHKY KPECEI: 3Ta pyKa
YyTh-4yTh JApO’Kaa [...] ria3a HaMoOJIHWINCH CJI€3aMH; OHA OIyCTHJIACh B Kpecia U 3aKpblia
nuro pykamu] (4:415-416). Despite the melodramatic language, this description differs from
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Mary’s earlier behavior, which was always carefully measured and calculated to produce a
certain effect. From her very first appearance in the narrative Mary has followed a social script —
one which was being carefully nurtured and manipulated by Pechorin, but which Mary herself
chose to adopt. At the gatherings at the Ligovskoi home earlier in the story, Mary is languid and
cool, knowing that this is the pose in which she is most attractive: “Once or twice Princess Mary
was inclined to laugh as well, but controlled herself in order to keep up the pose she has adopted.
She thinks that languor suits her, and she may well be right” (99) [kusbkHE Takke He pa3
XOTEJIOCh TOXO0X0TaTh, HO OHA YACPKUBAIACH, YTOO HE BEINTH U3 MPUHSATON POJIH; OHA HAXO/IHT,
YTO TOMHOCTb K HEHl MJIET, —H, MOXKET ObITh, He omubdaetcs] (4:395). Pechorin likes this pose
and uses it to his advantage in staging the various scenes of his drama. Following the June 5%
denouement, he is distressed by Mary’s increasingly unperformative—unscripted—behavior.
Immediately after the June 7" meeting with the princess, Pechorin is disturbed enough that he
feels compelled to walk around the neighborhood to the point of physical exhaustion.

The later diary entries reveal that Pechorin seeks relief from acutely painful emotional
experiences by engaging in intense physical activity, usually walking or horseback riding. These
scenes of physical exertion are marked by an unusual number of references to embodied
experience for a novel that typically glosses over such details. The early diary entries emphasize
movement and gestures in the manner of a script or a director’s notes blocking out a scene. They
tell us where the various characters are positioned in relation to one another, what gestures they
use to send nonverbal signals or to accompany their lines of dialogue, and the effect they achieve
by adopting a certain stance or tone of voice. But subjective physical sensations—pain,
exhaustion, somatic anxiety—are not described, nor are signs of their presence—trembling,
paleness, nervous energy—noted by Pechorin in his account of the other characters’ behavior.
The only exception is Vera, whose involuntary physical responses are catalogued from the
beginning. As we have already observed, Vera enters the narrative outside of Pechorin’s script
and does not occupy a role in the drama he is staging.2°* Moreover, her illness (tuberculosis)
means that her own body is not entirely hers to control. She is prone to fever and exhaustion,
which intensify her physical reactions to the unexpected meeting with Pechorin in Piatigorsk: “I
clasped her tight in my arms, and so we stayed for a long time, till in the end our lips came close
and met in a thrilling, passionate kiss. Her hands were like ice, her head was burning” (88) [ eé
KPCIIKO 06H$IJ'I, W TaK MbI OCTaBaJIMCh OOJTO. HaKOHeH Fy6BI HAIIA COMU3UINCH U CIIUIINACEH B
KapKHii, yHOUTEIbHBINA NOLENyH; €€ pPyKH ObUIM XOJIOAHKI Kak Jiex, ronosa ropenal (4:380). It is
telling that Vera, the only character in “Princess Mary” who is unscripted from the beginning, is
also the only character at the spa who is truly ill. Nearly all of the non-performative,
unauthorized bodily sensations and responses that Pechorin records in the latter half of his
Piatigorsk diary are manifestations of illness: fever (there is a “feverish quality” to Mary’s
movements in the June 121" entry [B ee aBmxenusx 6b110 yTo-TO IMXOpagounoe]), headache,
insomnia, lightheadedness, exhaustion, trembling. Perhaps because sickness represents the
ultimate loss of control over one’s own body, it is to the language of sickness that Lermontov has
recourse when his hero begins taking note of unscripted bodily reactions.

It is after this meeting with Vera in the grotto that we first see Pechorin gallop out on his
horse in an attempt to overcome emotional turmoil with physical fatigue. However, the most

204 Andrea Meyer-Fraatz points out that Pechorin’s meeting with Vera in the grotto is one of the only nature scenes
in “Princess Mary” in which the natural world is not likened to a theater. See Meyer-Fraatz, “Kavkazskaia priroda
kak zerkalo chuvstv v ‘Geroe nashego vremeni’ Lermontova,” Mir Lermontova, ed. M.N. Virolainen & A.A.
Karpova (SPB: Skriptorium, 2015, pp. 528-543), p. 537.
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direct and extended focus on Pechorin’s own physical embodiment comes in the June 16" entry.
The retrospective section opens with an account of Pechorin’s physical state the night before the
duel, when he suffers from a bout of insomnia. The account concludes with a description of
Pechorin’s own face as it is reflected back to him in a mirror the next morning: “I looked in the
mirror: there was a dull pallor on my face, which still bore the marks of my wretched sleepless
night. My eyes, though, shone proud and hard, despite the dark rings around them. | was satisfied
with myself” (132) [ mocmoTpercs B 3epkaiio; Tyckiias 0JIeIHOCTh TOKPBIBAJIA JIUIIO MOE,
XpaHUBIICC CJIICObI My‘-IPITCJII:HOfI 6€CCOHHI/IIH>I; HO T'Jia3a, XO0Tsd OKPYKCHHBIC KOPUIHCBOIO
TEHBI0, OJIHMCTAK TOPJ0 U HeyMouMo. 51 octaics goBosieH coboro] (4:439-440). This
description is another manifestation of the stylistic shift from diary to retrospective narration.
Previously uninterested in recording his own appearance—apart from a brief mention of the
pleasure he takes in wearing Circassian clothing—Pechorin now offers a detailed external view
of himself for the first time.

The scene in “Princess Mary” which places the greatest focus on Pechorin’s own physical
sensations, however, is the one in which he gallops his horse to death after killing Grushnitskii
and receiving Vera’s farewell letter: “I galloped, breathless with impatience. The thought of
arriving in Pyatigorsk too late to catch Vera hammered at my heart. If only | could see her for
one more minute, to say goodbye, to press her hand...I prayed, cursed, wept, laughed. I can’t
describe the state of agitation and despair I was in” (143) [ ckakai, 3aabIXasiCh OT HETEPIICHHUS.
Mpicab He 3acTath yxe ee B IIaTuropcke MoIOTKOM ynapsiia MHE B cepAte! — oqHy MUHyTY,
elle OJHY MUHYTY BUJETh €€, IPOCTUTHCS, I0XKATh €1 pyKy. ..l MOIMiCs, NpOKJINHAI IIaKal,
CMesJICS. . .HET, HUYTO HE BBIPA3UT MOero OecrokoiicTa, otyasaus!] (4:455). Pechorin’s
description of his mad ride in pursuit of Vera represents the antithesis of scripted behavior. It
follows two major unscripted events: the death of Grushnitskii, which Pechorin could not have
entered the duel expecting, given that he seems to have believed that Grushnitskii would accept
one of the alternatives open to him (that is, either to fire wide or to own up to his own deceit);
and Vera’s departure. These unforeseen events have a powerful effect on Pechorin’s physical
state: for a brief period, he almost loses control over his body.

The horseback riding scene from the June 16" entry represents embodiment in a way that
is entirely at odds with the depictions of performative movement and gesture in the early sections
of “Princess Mary.” This sort of intense focus on the body in a state of nervous exhaustion is
more commonly associated with the early novel. Pechorin’s preoccupation with his own
(unauthorized) embodied experience in the retrospective narrative thus supports the idea that this
section of the text is closer to novelistic than to theatrical discourse. And yet the ex post facto
narration, when read against the immediacy and relative open-endedness of the earlier diary
entries, draws the “authenticity” of these narrated experiences into question almost as much as
does the performativity of Pechorin’s utterances in those early entries. Obvious contrivances
such as Pechorin’s claim to remember Vera’s lengthy letter by heart (“This is the letter. Every
word is stamped indelibly on my memory...” (141) [Bot oHO, 3TO MHCEMO, KOTOPOTO KaKI0€
CITOBO HEHM3IJIaJMMO Bpe3aioch B Moei mamsti. .. ] (4:452)) reveal that the supposed faithfulness
of this account is also a pose.

In the final analysis, “Princess Mary” is comprised of three distinct levels or modes of
narration. The first level makes up roughly the first half of the narrative, from Pechorin’s arrival
in Piatigorsk through the June 5™ diary entry. This section of the text relies heavily on theatrical
discourse and more or less follows the script that Pechorin has decided to stage in order to amuse
himself in the spa town. It is future-oriented: Pechorin manipulates events so that they will move
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toward a certain conclusion (razviazka). This level of the narrative alternates dramatic scenes (in
which the focus is on tone, gesture, pose, and effect)}—which are staged by Pechorin-the-director
and performed by Pechorin-the-character—with dramatic utterances that recall the soliloquy and
the dramatic monologue. These utterances give varying degrees of insight into Pechorin’s
character, while also being marked by a performative quality that prevents the reader from
accepting their content at face value. Recalling the difficulty that Lermontov faced when trying
to represent interiority in the third-person narrative of Princess Ligovskaia, we might posit that
he saw in the diary form of A Hero of Our Time a compromise between the first-person
confessional genre of the soliloquy—which he had already mastered in his dramas—and
novelistic discourse. At the same time, Lermontov is able to achieve a greater sustained focus on
his hero’s inner world in the fictional diary of “Princess Mary” than in Masquerade or Two
Brothers. In a play a soliloquy is always followed by the activity of other characters—other
selves—returning to the stage, potentially contradicting the protagonist’s interpretation of events
or offering their own competing viewpoint. In a diary, by contrast, no event or character achieves
representation without being filtered through the subjective perception of the diarist. The
particular image of Pechorin that emerges from this section of “Princess Mary,” then, combines
and draws upon the affordances of both dramatic art and first-person narrative discourse.

The second level of narration comprises the diary entries from June 5" through the first
half of the June 16™ entry. It is present-oriented: Pechorin has surrendered control over his script
and is no longer consistently engaged in planning or manipulating events. Instead, unauthorized
occurrences and spontaneous bodily experiences slip into the narration. The self-reflective
passages move gradually from the realm of performativity to genuine introspection, away from
the genre of the soliloquy or the dramatic monologue and toward first-person novelistic
discourse. At this point in the narrative Pechorin has surrendered to the idea that fate may be
guiding his actions, a viewpoint that allows him to escape responsibility for the events of the
June 5™ denouement.

The third and final level of narration in “Princess Mary” consists of the retrospective
section of the June 16" diary entry. This level is past-oriented: Pechorin narrates events from a
distance of six weeks, after enough time has passed for a clear narrative to crystallize in his
mind. According to this narrative, Pechorin has indeed stepped into the role of fifth-act executor
of justice, guided by fate to punish Grushnitskii for his deceit in the duel. This section of the text
is marked by an absence of self-reflective utterances as well as a far greater focus on Pechorin’s
physical embodiment. The image of himself that Pechorin offers in the retrospective part of
“Princess Mary” is almost external, at times as though he is describing a character in a novel
rather than composing a diary entry.

The characterization of Pechorin that emerges from “Princess Mary” is made up of all
three of these narrative levels. While the story gradually moves away from the model of a
dramatic script, it would be overly simplistic to suggest that “Princess Mary” abandons the
theatrical mode in favor of the novelistic. Instead, Lermontov brings together and negotiates
between these different modes—between the dramatic and the novelistic, between performativity
and authenticity, scriptedness and spontaneity—in an attempt to work out the best literary form
for depicting his hero, both on the level of psychology and on the level of physical embodiment.
The result of this experiment in juxtaposing the affordances of stage drama and first-person prose
narration is ultimately ambivalent: neither the dramatic nor the diaristic proves capable of fully
manifesting the hero’s selthood. A full picture of Pechorin is only glimpsed in the spaces
between the distinct forms that make up “Princess Mary:” between the playwright-director, the
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actor-character (both the leading protagonist and the secondary character in the fifth act), the
diarist, and the retrospective first-person narrator. Together, these multiple selves generate a
more complex and successful image of the hero whom Lermontov had only managed to capture
in fragments in previous works, whether dramatic (Masquerade, Two Brothers) or narrative
(Princess Ligovskaia).

I1I1. Theatricality and Fate in “Taman” and “The Fatalist”

Theatricality enters A Hero of Our Time with Pechorin, whose first appearance in
“Maxim Maximych” introduces an element of drama into the prose narrative. The dramatic mode
is then fully developed in “Princess Mary,” where it comes into conflict with the proto-novelistic
discourse of the diary. But what about the remaining sections of Pechorin’s journal? Which of
these forms does Lermontov employ in the other two stories that Pechorin narrates? In the
Foreword [Predislovie] to the journal the frame narrator insists that the diary is a direct reflection
of Pechorin’s mind and soul (“Reading over these notes, I felt convinced of the sincerity of the
man who so ruthlessly exposed his own failings and vices [...] it is based on the self-observation
of a mature mind and is written with no vain desire to arouse sympathy or surprise” (55)
[[TepeunThiBast 3TH 3aMUCKH, 51 YOSTUIICS B UCKPEHHOCTH TOTO, KTO TaK OSCIOIIAHO BBICTABIISIT
HapyXy coOOCTBEHHBIE C1a00OCTH U MOPOKH |[...] OHa — ClIeZICTBHE HAOMIOACHUN yMa 3peJioro Haj
caMuM co0010 ¥ [...] mrcaHa 0e3 TIIECIaBHOTO JKellaHHus BO30YIUTh y4acTHE WU YAUBJICHUE]
(4:339)) and situates the journal firmly within the tradition of literary diaries by comparing it to
Rousseau’s Confessions. Yet the other two stories that bookend “Princess Mary”—“Taman” and
“The Fatalist”—do not really fit the diary form. Both are self-contained tales rather than discrete
diary entries, and in both texts Pechorin’s function is closer to that of a wandering frame narrator
than an introspective diarist. Yet it is important to consider both of these stories—and their
relation to the drama-diary form of “Princess Mary”—in order to understand how the
experimental discourse of the latter fits into the image of Pechorin constructed across the novel
as a whole.

“Taman” is neither diaristic nor dramatic. In fact, the story is ultimately antithetical to
both modes, and thus appears as a sort of photographic negative to the two major forms
developed in “Princess Mary.” This is not a true diary: we learn almost nothing about the first-
person narrator, not even his name. Only the framing makes it clear that the narrator is
Pechorin.?%> There are no introspective passages — the most we discover is that the narrator is
interested in the study of physiognomy and that he had some vague affairs with women when he
was young, but has since become disillusioned, a fact presented in stock Romantic phrases: “It
reminded me of those looks that had played such havoc with my life in the old days” (66) [[B30p
«YH,[[I/IHBI»] MHEC HallTOMHHJI OJWH M3 TCX B3ITIAA0B, KOTOPBIC B CTAPbIC I'OAbI TAK CAMOBAJICTHO
urpayim Moeto xu3Hbio] (4:351). The one distinctive element of Pechorin’s character that is
already evident in “Taman” is his habit of spying and eavesdropping. Pechorin serves as a
passive witness to about half the action in the story: twice he secretes himself among the grass
and rocks of the cliff and spies on the group of smugglers on the beach. Pechorin’s trademark
voyeurism would seem to introduce an element of theatricality into “Taman,” as it places
Pechorin in the role of spectator to the unfolding drama of the smuggling operation.

205 Lermontov began work on “Taman” as early as 1837, before he had conceived the idea of writing A Hero of Our
Time. The story was first published separately in Notes from the Fatherland [Omeuecmeennvie zanucku] in 1840.
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And yet “Taman” is, if anything, an anti-theatrical story. The setting and characters
conspire to prevent Pechorin from understanding the unfolding action even as he watches it play
out. There is a “mystery” here that he can’t get to the bottom of: “I’d had enough of this and
went out, determined to get to the bottom of this mystery” (62) [Mue 3To Ha10€710, U 5 BBIIIEI,
TBEPJIO PEUIUBIINCH JOCTATh KIIt0Y 3ToM 3aranku] (4:347). The main events occur on a rocky
shoreline at the base of a steep slope, a hidden, nearly inaccessible location. This remote beach,
which can only be reached via a perilous climb down a sheer cliff, is a precise spatial opposite to
the open “amphitheater” of “Princess Mary.” The climate and natural atmosphere, too, are
uncooperative. While the moon shines brightly through the window of Pechorin’s room, it clouds
over or is not yet risen both times he sets foot on the beach, leaving him to observe or participate
in the unfolding events in partial darkness. And then there are the smugglers themselves. The
strange blind boy who pretends to speak only Ukrainian; the old woman who claims to be deaf,
but overhears Pechorin questioning the boy; the mischievous “undine” with her
incomprehensible song; the mysterious daredevil Yanko — all of these individuals are
incomprehensible to Pechorin, despite his avowed interest in physiognomy and the obvious skill
he evinces at reading people in “Princess Mary.”

On the one hand, it is only logical that the Pechorin of “Taman,” newly arrived in the
Caucasus, would have a harder time navigating the peripheral spaces of the Russian Empire than
the Pechorin of “Princess Mary” or “The Fatalist”; and it is no surprise that the upper-class spa
society of Piatigorsk is more comprehensible than the Taman smugglers to a Petersburg officer.
But the story’s preoccupation with obfuscation, secrecy, and not being able to trust one’s own
senses goes beyond simply showing another—younger, less experienced—side of Pechorin’s
character.

“Taman,” when read against “Princess Mary,” is fundamentally anti-theatrical. If the
prevailing theatrical metaphor in “Princess Mary” is that of the script, then “Taman” is an
exercise in unscriptedness.2% Rather than a skilled dramatist capable of bending social scripts to
his will, in this story Pechorin is unable to identify the roles for which the Taman smugglers
might be suited. Seeing the mysterious girl singing on the roof of his hut, Pechorin casts her in
the role of an undine (“my undine” [mos ynmunal), a fairytale mermaid. This proves to be a
nearly fatal mistake. In an ironic reversal, it is the girl who manipulates Pechorin, not the other
way around.?” And Pechorin is not just an ineffective actor and director in this story; he is an

206 This is not to say that there are no social scripts at work in the smugglers’ interactions. This is a social world to
which Pechorin has no access, and so the scripts that guide the smugglers’ behavior are opaque to him. My
contention is that the emphasis on opacity and misapprehension in “Taman” goes beyond merely illustrating
Pechorin’s unfamiliarity with a peripheral social space. Rather, it is so pronounced as to constitute a thematic
antithesis to “Princess Mary,” in which the ease with which Pechorin reads and manipulates social scripts sustains
the tale’s larger commitment to theatrical discourse.

207 Richard Peace takes up Eikhenbaum’s suggestion that the function of “Taman” in A Hero of Our Time is to
introduce a note of irony into the representation of Pechorin’s character, arguing that this reversal constitutes the
“ironical unmasking of the hero.” See Peace, “The Role of Taman’ in Lermontov’s ‘Geroy nashego vremeni,’”
Slavonic and East European Review 45 (1967), p. 22. For a broader discussion of role reversal and liminality in
“Taman,” see Valeria Sobol, “The Uncanny Frontier of Russian Identity: Travel, Ethnography, and Empire in
Lermontov’s ‘Taman,’” The Russian Review, Vol. 70, No. 1 (January 2011), pp. 65-79; and Joe Andrew, ““The
Blind Will See’: Narrative and Gender in ‘Taman,’” Russian Literature 31 (1992), pp. 449-76. David Powelstock
suggests that “Taman” “establishes for the reader the vulnerability that Pechorin must project for Mary to seduce
her within the fictional world of ‘Princess Mary,”” a vulnerability that becomes part of the larger “seduction of the
reader” that Powelstock sees as organizing the novel’s siuzhet. See Powelstock, Becoming Mikhail Lermontov, p.
359.

121



equally fumbling spectator, unable to understand the events that play out in front of him and
incapable of organizing them into a coherent text.

Ultimately, the characters and events of “Taman” resist scriptedness. This is especially
important because the story contains Pechorin’s first direct reference to fate: ““I felt sad. Why did
fate toss me into the peaceful midst of these honest smugglers?” (69) [Mue crano rpyctHo. 1
3a4eM ObLIO CyIb0C KMHYTh MEHSI B MUPHBIN KPYT uecmuulx konmpabanoucmog?] (4:355). As in
“Princess Mary” and “The Fatalist,” Pechorin’s remonstrance prompts the reader to reevaluate
the events of the narrative through the lens of Pechorin’s own culpability vs. the role played by
chance. Yet in “Taman” the complete absence of a script, the sense of chaos and disorientation
that colors everything that happens, renders Pechorin’s appeal to fate absurd. In the absence of
both the diaristic and the dramatic modes in this story, there is no sense of a guiding force—
either a controlling authorial persona or a higher power—to organize events and guide them
toward a predetermined conclusion.

If “Taman” resists scriptedness, then “The Fatalist” raises the opposite possibility that
there is a grand script—predestination—underwriting every aspect of human existence.?%
Correspondingly, unlike “Taman,” “The Fatalist” is a story deeply underwritten by a sense of
theatricality. As the final section of Pechorin’s journal and the last tale in the novel, “The
Fatalist”—which presumably takes place some months after the events of “Princess Mary,” but
before “Bela”—occupies an important position in the collection and would seem to offer the
concluding statement on Pechorin’s character.?®® Yet “The Fatalist,” though it follows the drama-
diary of “Princess Mary” on the level of both fabula and siuzhet, largely reverts back to the non-
diaristic discourse of “Taman.” While we know for certain that the narrator of this story is
Pechorin, the few self-reflective passages that appear in “The Fatalist” offer vague metaphysical
commentary rather than true diaristic introspection. There is certainly no clear sense in which
Pechorin has changed or been permanently affected by the events of “Princess Mary.” Despite its
terminal position in the novel, “The Fatalist,” far from holding the key to Pechorin’s psychology,
offers barely any development of the hero’s character.

What the story does provide is a final development of the theatrical motif. The action is
organized around three primary scenes: the initial bet between Pechorin and Vulich; Vulich’s
death (described to Pechorin third hand by a group of officers, who heard it from the two
Cossacks chasing after the murderer); and Pechorin’s capture of the drunken Cossack who killed
Vulich. In narrating each of these scenes in his journal, Pechorin endows them with a high sense
of theatricality, even the scene of Vulich’s death which he did not witness personally. Moreover,
Pechorin has a hand in staging both the first and the third scene. He instigates both events, first
by placing a bet against VVulich, and then by offering to capture the Cossack alive in his own
gamble against fate.

The betting scene at the beginning of the story is intensely theatrical. Out of all the scenes
in the novel, it would probably be the easiest to stage. The moment when Vulich suddenly steps
forward and interrupts the officers’ debate about predestination by offering to personally put fate

208 For a foundational discussion of the ways in which 19"-century gambling codes are made to manifest the
philosophical problem of free will vs. predetermination by a “fatal chain of causes and effects” [aranpHas nens
npuurH 1 ciaeacteuii] in “The Fatalist,” see Turii Lotman, “Tema kart i kartochnoi igry v russkoi literature nachala
XIX veka,” Izbrannye stat’i v trekh tomakh, VVol. 2 (Tallinn, 1992).

209 Thus, John Mersereau writes that a central critical problem of A Hero of Our Time is “to determine in what way
‘The Fatalist’ assists in bringing the image of [the hero’s] personality into final focus.” See Mersereau, ““The
Fatalist’ as a Keystone of a Hero of Our Times,” The Slavic and East European Journal, Vol. 4, No. 2 (Summer
1960, pp. 137-146), p. 140.
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to the test is inherently dramatic. So too is Pechorin’s proposal of a bet and his tipping of the
twenty gold pieces onto the table. Then there is Vulich’s selection of the pistol from the major’s
bedroom, followed by Pechorin’s stunning proclamation that Vulich “is going to die today” [—
Bur meiHue ympere!]. Vulich stages the moment he shoots himself with special care — he asks
Pechorin to toss a card in the air and only pulls the trigger the moment the card touches the table:

| picked up a card from the table, | think it was the ace of hearts, and tossed it in
the air. Everyone held their breath. With mingled fear and some indescribable
curiosity, all eyes darted to and fro between the pistol and the fateful ace. It
fluttered in the air and floated slowly down. As it touched the table, Vulich pulled
the trigger. The pistol misfired. (151)

51 B3s11 cO CTOJA, KaK Terepb MOMHIO, YEPBOHHOTO Ty3a U OpPOCHIT KBEPXY:
JIbIXaHHUE Y BCEX OCTAHOBHUIIOCH; BCE TJIa3a, BEIPaXKask CTPax U KaKoe-TO
HEOTIPeIeIEHHOE JIFOOOMBITCTBO, Geraay OT MACTOJIeTa K POKOBOMY TY3Y,
KOTOPBIH, Tpemnelia Ha BO3AyXe, OMyCKaICs MEUIEHHO; B TY MUHYTY, KaK OH
KOCHYJICS CTOJIa, Bysuu crycTui Kypok...oceuka! (4:466)

The overwhelming tension in this scene lends it an air of theatricality, as Vulich must have
intended. When the gathered officers cry out in relief that the pistol couldn’t have been loaded,
Vulich does not simply open the barrel to check; he aims the gun at a cap hanging over the
window and shoots a hole straight through it. This dramatic second shot proves to Pechorin, at
least, that predestination exists: “I’m not sure now if I believe in predestination or not, but that
evening | had no doubts of it at all. We’d had striking proof of it” (153) [ne 3nato HaBepHOE,
BEPIO JIK A TCICPh MPECAOIPEACIICHNUIO UIIM HET, HO B 3TOT BEYEP A €EMY TBEPIAO BepI/IJ'I:
JI0Ka3aTeNnbCcTBO ObUT pasutenbHo] (4:469). Of course, the shot proves nothing. There is no logic
behind the gamble, which cannot possibly be mistaken for a philosophical argument either for or
against predestination. But the sheer theater of the scene gives the overwhelming impression of
proof. Vulich, with Pechorin’s help, purposely plays up the drama of the moment in order to lend
rhetorical weight to the demonstration, rendering the outcome of the wager persuasive despite its
irrationality as a philosophical argument.

The other two crucial scenes in the story are also taken by Pechorin as proofs in the
argument over the existence of fate, though they are equally dependent upon theatrical effect to
function as “evidence.” The first of these scenes is Vulich’s death. This death occurs “off-stage,”
as it were, but Pechorin’s fourth-hand description of the death scene renders it dramatic
nonetheless. Pechorin focuses on Vulich’s last words, delivered right as he is on the brink of
death: “he was on the point of death and said only three words: ‘He was right’”’ (155) [on Obu1
yIKe MPU TIOCIIETHEM U3bIXaHUH U CKa3all TOJIBKO 1Ba cioBa: «Own npas!»] (4:471). Pechorin
understands that these words refer to his own proclamation that he could see the “mark of death”
[meuars Onm3koi konunHbI] on Vulich’s face. These last words, pronounced with Vulich’s dying
breath, serve as a further dramatic “proof” that predestination exists, and that fate leaves its mark
on the human body — a convention straight out of theatrical fate tragedies, in which some visible
sign of destiny is often inscribed onto the body of the hero.

Finally, Pechorin decides to follow Vulich’s example and stage his own “test” of fate. He
offers to capture the drunken Cossack alive, at great risk to himself: “Just then I had an odd idea.
Like Vulich, I decided to put fate to the test” (156) [B 3Ty MuHyTY y MEHS B r0JI0BE
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MPOMEJbKHYJIA CTPAaHHAs! MBICIIb: TOJO0HO Bynu4y, st B3ayman ucnbeitath cyns0y] (4:473). The
gripping scene that follows, in which Pechorin manages to subdue the Cossack while just barely
avoiding being shot in the head, is offered as a final proof that fate exists. Clearly it was not
Pechorin’s destiny to die that day; “How can one not be a fatalist after this?” (157) [[Tocne Bcero
3TOTO Kak Obl, KaXeTcs, He caenarbes daramucrom?] (4:473). Pechorin immediately undercuts
his own claim by acknowledging that it is safer to doubt everything, including one’s own beliefs;
but this final prevarication is not enough to cancel out the dramatic power of the three “proofs”
that have just been offered.

In developing the philosophical argument at the heart of the journal entry that makes up
“The Fatalist,” Pechorin seems to want these three narrated scenes to speak for themselves. He
presents them to the reader with relatively little additional commentary apart from the passage
contemplating the stars, alongside a few remarks about his own character that merely repeat
statements he has already made in “Princess Mary.” The focus of the story is on the three
dramatic “proofs,” which appear to have been consciously staged at least in part by Vulich and /
or Pechorin, and which become even more theatrical in Pechorin’s retrospective narration. This
narration skillfully notes details like positioning, gesture, and tone, and—with the foreknowledge
Pechorin-the-narrator possesses about the murder—repeatedly mentions Pechorin’s impression
that Vulich bears the “stamp of death” on his face.

What is most interesting about Pechorin’s (and Vulich’s) impulse to test fate via these
elaborate, highly theatrical scenes is the fact that predestination itself is often thought of in
dramaturgic terms as an ultimate script. As we have seen, in the June 5 entry of “Princess
Mary” Pechorin mentally relinquishes his own authorship over the tragedy he has set in motion
by positing fate as the actual author of events and himself as fate’s instrument. By the time we
reach the retrospective narration of the June 16™ entry, Pechorin has given himself over to this
idea entirely, a fact which is reflected in the shift in Pechorin’s mode of self-narration from
diarist-playwright manipulating future events to narrator-novelist retroactively recording events
that have already happened. In “The Fatalist” Pechorin is again a dramaturge, but one who is no
longer interested in authoring his own plays. Instead, in a sort of bizarre reversal, he
choreographs (or helps Vulich choreograph) scenes which are designed to affirm the
preexistence of a metaphysical script. In other words, the success of the scene reveals the
presence of the script. As the narrator, Pechorin imbues these events with an even stronger
atmosphere of theatricality in the retelling, thereby enhancing their dramatic effect.

Ultimately, then, “Taman” and “The Fatalist” present diametrically opposed approaches
to the question that lies at the heart of “Princess Mary” and of Pechorin’s journal as a whole:
What is the status of the individual—both in the real world and in the aesthetic world of the
literary text, where it is the task of the author to embody his hero as a unique individual—when
considered against the backdrop of social, historical, and possibly divine scripts? The
disorienting anti-theatricality of “Taman” produces an image of Pechorin as both free, in the
sense that events do not follow a guiding script, and powerless, since the seaside village is so
resistant to scriptedness that Pechorin is unable to exercise any control over his surroundings. On
the other hand, the extreme theatricality of “The Fatalist” presents a world in which nothing is
not scripted. In the world of this text Pechorin commits himself—if only temporarily—to the
idea of predestination, a commitment that is accompanied by a stylistic shift toward excessive
theatricality. As Pechorin’s final rhetorical evasion shows (“How can one not be a fatalist after
this? Yet who really knows if he believes a thing or not? How often our beliefs are mere illusions
or mental aberrations” (157) [[Tocse Bcero 3Toro kak Obl, KaKETCsI, HE CIEIaThCs GaTaaucTom?
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Ho xTo 3HaeTr HaBCPHOC, y6e)KI[€H JIX OH B YE€M WU HET? ..M KaK YaCTO MEI MNpUHHUMACM 3a
yOexeHrne oOMaH 4yBCTB WK ipomax paccyakal!] (4:473)), none of these stances or modes of
aesthetic discourse is conclusive. The Pechorin of A Hero of Our Time—the final and most
complete version of a hero Lermontov had been trying for years to capture in literary form—is
realized only through the juxtaposition of drama and narrative, performance and improvisation,
scriptedness and resistance to scripting.

1VV. Conclusion

Lermontov’s decision to abandon the conventions of early realism in Princess Ligovskaia
for the inconclusive and fragmentary form of A Hero of Our Time represents an inversion of the
standard literary-historical narrative. The tripartite structure | have identified in “Princess Mary”
would at times seem to mark a transition from theatrical to novelistic discourse, effectively
“correcting” the progression of Lermontov’s art so that it once again points toward the
psychological novel. This structure comprises three distinct narrative modes: 1) scripting (May
11 — June 5), which is future-oriented and relies on theatrical conventions like the dramatic
utterance and dramatic gesture; 2) the diaristic mode (June 5 — first half of June 16), which is
present-oriented and registers unauthorized emotional and bodily experiences; and 3)
retrospective narration (second half of June 16), which is past-oriented and presents a largely
external view of Pechorin. And yet—inasmuch as one of the central artistic goals of A Hero of
Our Time is to probe the boundaries between self and non-self, to question the extent to which
the self is free from (pre-)determination by outside social, cultural, and metaphysical forces—
each of these three narrative modes has its own affordances and shortcomings. The riddle of
where the borderline lies between Pechorin’s “authentic” and “performative” selves remains
unsolved. Neither the “theatrical” nor the more “novelistic” sections of “Princess Mary” provide
an answer; but together, these modes come closer to at least posing the right questions than
Lermontov’s purely dramatic (Masquerade, Two Brothers) or purely novelistic (Princess
Ligovskaia) works of the 1830s.

The inconclusiveness of the alternation between theatrical and novelistic modes in
“Princess Mary” is affirmed by the other two stories that make up Pechorin’s Journal. “Taman”
precedes “Princess Mary” but is anti-dramatic; “The Fatalist,” which follows it, is highly
theatrical. Since fabula and siuzhet coincide in the Journal?°, it would make sense on both a
characterological and formal level for the story that affirms scriptedness (“The Fatalist”) to
precede “Princess Mary,” and for the story that resists scripting (“Taman”) to follow it. Clearly,
then, there is no lasting change in the way Pechorin perceives or narrates himself. There is only a
series of viewpoints, genres, and narrative modes that are alternately brought to bear on the
dominant question of Pechorin’s autonomy vis-a-vis external determinants. These determinants
include fate, social expectations, and cultural models (e.g., Byronism). As | have shown in this

210 The generally accepted chronology of events in A Hero of Our Time, on the level of fabula, is as follows: 1)
“Taman” — 2) “Princess Mary” — 3) “The Fatalist” — 4) “Bela” — 5) “Maxim Maximych.” Nabokov provides a
detailed breakdown of this chronology in the foreword to his translation of the novel, complete with the approximate
years in which these events can be supposed to have taken place (beginning with “Taman” in 1830 and concluding
with Pechorin’s death in 1838 or 1839). See Nabokov, foreword to A Hero of Our Time, pp. viii-ix. The one
significant point of contention in this chronology is whether the events of “Bela” might have preceded those of “The
Fatalist.” For an argument in favor of this alternate chronology, see Boris Udodov, Roman M. lu. Lermontova
‘Geroi nashego vremeni’ (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1989), pp. 144-48.
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chapter, theatrical discourse and formal conventions from the realm of dramatic performance are
central to the novel’s experimental and open-ended approach to this question.

The importance of theatrical models is affirmed by the fact that fate is the primary
external determinant referred to by Pechorin across all three Journal stories. As we have seen,
Pechorin’s references to fate often invoke the dramatic genre of tragedy, and implicitly
contextualize his anxieties over his own autonomy and culpability in terms of a conflict between
classical (Sophoclean) and modern (Romantic) tragedy. The central question driving Pechorin’s
anxiety is whether he himself is to blame for the frequently pivotal role he plays in other
people’s tragic denouements: from the “honest smugglers” whose peaceful lives he upends in
“Taman;” to Grushnitskii’s violent death and Mary’s despondency in “Princess Mary;” to
Vulich’s mysterious fate in “The Fatalist,” which Pechorin does not cause but which he claims to
have foreseen in the “imprint of death” on Vulich’s face. This strange foresight aligns Pechorin
with the fifth-act executioners of classical tragedy, just as his ill-fated role in “Taman” raises the
possibility that here, too, he is destined to serve as the executioner of the fifth act despite the
story’s overall resistance to scriptedness. The central passage from the June 5" entry of “Princess
Mary”—in which Pechorin surrenders his dual role as director—hero and accepts the mantle of
fifth-act executioner, in an implied abandonment of Romantic tragic models for classical ones—
thus reverberates throughout “Taman” and “The Fatalist.”

Together, then, the three stories that constitute the Journal engage in a sustained literary
experiment in negotiating between theatrical discourse—particularly the discourse of tragedy—
and narrative discourse from an array of literary genres, including the adventure tale (“Taman”),
the society tale (“Princess Mary”), and the duelist’s tale (“The Fatalist”). Ultimately, neither the
theatrical nor the narrative mode is privileged. Instead, these two modes function together to
probe the literary text’s capacity for representing that crisis of selthood which arises when the
boundary lines between self and non-self, autonomy and external pre-determination, begin to
blur.
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