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ABSTRACT 

Thesis Title: "Silver Spoons in their Mouths- 
The Legacy of the Russian Silver 
Age in the Works of Nabokov, 
Pasternak and Viktor Erofeevw 

Deg ree: Ph. D. 

Year of Convocation: 1998 

Graduate Department: Slavic Languages and Literatures 

University: University of Toronto 

This dissertation examines the phenornenon of literary influence and the 

transmission of Iiterary tradition with particular application to the cultural 

hentage of the Russian Silver Age and its refractions in later writings. The Silver 

Age (1 890-1 9 1 7) has distinct historical and political boundaries (the waning 

years of the Romanov dynasty) as well as cultural confines. Hence, attitudes to 

the Silver Age-both in the Soviet Union (postcommunist Russia) and abroad- 

becarne highly politicized and laden with ethical and moral overtones. I t  is 

demonstrated that the perceptions of the Silver Age and its legacy have been 

neither uniform nor constant. This period went through various stages of being 

rejected, then reevaluated and upgraded to the status of the Silver Age in 

Russian titerature and culture; subsequently it received belated, though wide, 



recognition for *ts tremendous contribution to  the evolution of Russian culture. 

At present it is undergoing further revision and reevaluation. 

The larger part of this dissertation is devoted to a discussion of various 

strategies that Nabokov, Pasternak and Erofeev employed while assimilating the 

legacy of the Silver Age into their -tings. These inctude "heuristic imitation" 

and transposition (Nabokov), "translation" (Pasternak), and overt parody 

(Erofeev). It is suggened that each of the chosen appmaches was dictated not 

only by the indinations of each particular writer and aspects of their personal 

Iives, but also by varying attitudes t o  the Sihrer Age that were current a t  the 

specific spaces and times when Nabokov, Pasternak and Erofeev embarked on 

writing their novels. 

lt is shown that the inclusion of the legacy of the Silver Age into 

succeeding cultural phases has been a graduai and complicated process. 

However, despite a lasting and widespread assumption that the Bolshevik 

revolution and subsequent political and cultural developments brutally 

intempted the "nonnaln course of Iiterary evolution and thus consigned the 

Silver Age heritage t o  oblivion, the present study suggests otherwise. In fact, 

the abysmal rift between pre- and post-revolutionary cultures appears t o  have 

been beneficial in that it gave rise t o  an entire cultural apparatus (or even 

institution) that has been seriously engaged in the re-pmduction of the Silver 

Age's legacy for a conternporary audience, thus secuflng its vitality during later 

periods. 

This nudy offers new insights into the phenornenon of literary influence 

and throws new light on the ways in which cultural memory operates in modern 

RussiarVSoviet society. 
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION, CITATION AND TRANSLATION 

In transliterating Russian names and titles I have used the Library of 

Congres systern with slight modifications: 

a) with e and ë rendered as e consistently throughout (even in 

the beginning of the words and between the vowels); 

b) with u and N rendered as y; 

c) with B and KI rendered as ya and yu; 

d) the endings -skiy and -iy/yy in the surnames are rendered as 

-&y and -y respeafully (Trotsky instead of Trotski and Bely imtead of Belyy, 

etc.); 

e) the names Chaliapin, Diaghilev, Eisenstein, Maxim Gorky and 

Scriabin are speit according to the most common spelling. 

Ail ellipses that are in square brackets in quotatioils are mine, while those 

without brackets are the authors'. 

Unless otheMnse indicated, all translations are mine. 
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I NTRODUCTION 

Poetic history [. . .] is [, , .] indistinguishable from poetic influence, 

since strong poets make that history by misreading one another, so as 

to dear imaginative spaœ for themselves- 

Harold Bloorn, The Anxiety of Influence. 

n o m ~ ~ ~ a r i i  n m  He 6 e m ~  m ~ r m  K npeeMCLBemmcm, HO 3aqacTym 

e e e  MX M B C R ~ ~ C K M  nonseptcwBaeT. H ~ T  Hmero @tr3wgec~~ 

 inonm on mm n u e )  6onee o~parurom, n o m p m  clpo HAM 

BC'Il'X S ~ M - ~ H ~ O  CTWKW- b l i 3 ~ b  RWRHMIJ* O0113~b 3aBMCWMOCTW-3T0 

~ n 3 ~ b - - ~ 6 a n e 3 H b n w w p % ~ o ~ e i c y r n ~ ~ ~ ~  

m-3x0- n y m  K T O - H H ~ ~ L ~ ~  nepenacr m X a p a m y  linyw. 

MOCH@ Eipodcïua3, "npiiiiie~atme a t c o m e m "  

Modern literary theory tends to  consider the phenornenon of 

literary influence in terms of  assimilation, appropriation and 

digestion of the works of earlier authors within those of later ones. 

The transmission of literary tradition frequently not only does not 

exclude but even necessitates a criticai attitude by the younger 

generation towards the works of their predecessors and an intention 



tu outscore them.' Russian literature is no exception. The classical 

case study is Dostoevsky's appropriation of Gogol"s legacy in The 

Village Stepanchikovo And Its Residents [Selo Stepanchikovo i eao 

obitateli l (1 859).2 By intentionally reducing "Gogol"' to  the 

victimized and victirnizing home-brewed writer Foma Opiskin, 

whose literary and other influence does not exceed the circle of 

some senile old ladies, Dostoevsky successfully purged himself from 

the burdening influence of  his illustrious predecessor-who was 

inadvertently present in Dostoevsky's early fiction--and he thus 

secured for hirnself a piece of land within Russian Iiterature as yet 

uninhabited by Chichikov's dead souk. And when he cultivated his 

soi1 with some tools stolen from Gogol"s estate, he did so not in 

order to continue the Gogolian tradition, but because he felt that he 

could put those tools to  even better use. 

According to  Harold Bloorn, the author of some of the most 

influential books on the theory of Iiterary influence and literary 

tradition, the attitude of an artist towards the achievements of 

his/her predecessors is an explosive mixture of admiration, jealousy 

"Tradition is not only a handing-down or process of benign 
transmission; it is also a confiict between past genius and present 
aspiration, in which the prize is literary survival or canonical 
inclusion. [. . .] Poems, stories, novels, and piays corne into being as a 
response to  prior poems, stories, novels, and plays, and response 
depends upon acts of reading and interpretation by the later writers, 
acts that are identical with the new works." Harold Bloom, The 
Western Canon (New York: Riverhead Books, 1 995) 8.  

See Yuriy Tynyanov, "Dostoevsky and Gogol'," Arkhaisty i 
novatow (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1 967) 41 2-455. 



and "the anxiety of influence." The aftist evokes the earlier work not 

so as to  repeat it or t o  establish some special bond with it, but in 

order to  "swerve" from it and produce something essentially new out 

of this contact.3 

When the Acrneists vehemently criticized the Symbolists in 

the 1910s for their addiction t o  mysticism, detachment from 

mundane experience and failure to  Iive in the three-dimensional 

world, and instead cultivated an obsession with the "real," material 

world,' they did so not out of piety towards their declining 

predecessors, but t o  expose the novelty of their own ideas and to  

emphasize their own superiorïty over their former teachers. In such 

a rebellious mood there was no time t o  consider what was fair and 

ethical. Thus, in the early twenties Osip Mandel'shtam-who was a t  

that time himself preparing t o  switch from poetry t o  prose writing- 

-was particularly vicious towards Andrey Bely, whom he compared 

to "a grande dame, discharging dazzling brilliance o f  universal 

charlatanism [. . -1," and Bely's novels he Iikened t o  "exhibition 

pavilions [. . .] soon to be disrnantled."s As Bloom reminds us, "[ploets 

are neither ideal nor common readers [. . .] They tend not to think, as 

3 See his Anxiety of Influence (1 973); A M ~ D  of  Misreadinq 
(1 975); Poetw and Repression (1 976) and The Western Canon (1 994). 

4 "Mme CyruemnBcLHkfe m m  6omue ~ M O R  muru H cme 6wwe 
6omme cmm c e 6 ~  Barauan am~e~ lb  amemm" Osip Mandel'shtam, 
"Utro akmeirma, " 06 iskusstve (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1 995) 1 89. 

5 Mandel'shtam, "Pisfmo O russkoy poezii," O b  iskusstve 212- 
3. 



they read: 'This is dead, this is living, in the poetry of X.' [. . .] For 

them, to be judicious is t o  be weak, and to compare, exactly and 

fairly, is t o  be not electY 

By the 1930s, however, Mandel'shtarn had changed his negative 

view of  Bely.7 This happened not because Bely by the end of his life 

started to  behave differently or adopted a different way of writing, 

but because in the thirties Bely and everything he stood for-a pre- 

revoiutionary culture that rightly or wrongly received the name of 

Mandel'shtam and many other intellectuals a distinct aura of 

martyrdom and a veneer o f  respect. 

Mikhail Gasparov describes the poetics of the Silver Age as 

identical with Russian modernism, this being expressed through the 

activity o f  three major literary groupings that estabiished 

themselves in the period from 1890 t o  191 7; these are Symbolism, 

Acmeisrn and Futurism, plus the activity of a growing number of 

people towards the end of this period who did not belong to any of  

these trends, but shared some of their aesthetic principles. lnstead 

of  concentrating on the differences between the three ieading 

6 Harold Bloom, The Anxietv of influence (New York: Oxford 
UP, 1997) 5. 

7 See his 1 934 cycle "Stikhi pamyati Andreya Belogo." 

8 For a thorough discussion of this term see Omry Ronen, The 
Fallacy of t he  Silver Aae (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic 
Publishers, 1 997). 



movements, as is often the case, Gasparov emphasizes their fluidity 

and interconnectedness and suggests that: 

In the broader context the Silver Age roughly coincided with the 

"Aesthetic Age"l* or fin de siècie experienced in rnany Western 

European cultures, which ended with the outbreak of World War 1. 

Like the same period in Western European culture, the literature of 

the Russian Silver Age was characterized by an  extraordinary 

richness in talents, diversity of themes and approaches, and, above 

all, by a disregard for the political or moral implications of their 

work that  used t o  constrain artists of the Realistic tradition. The 

platform that  united many, otherwise different, people was the 

notion of "art for art's sake." The image of the artist was no longer 

that of a servant of society. He tumed into a Nietzschean loner, a 

superman who lived above, and apart from the rest of the world. His 

preferred dwelling was an elevated mountain cave," from which he 
-- 

9 M. L. Gasparov, "Poetika 'serebryanogo veka'," Russkava 
poeziya "serebwanoao veka". 1890-1 91 7, eds. M. L. Gasparov and 1. V. 
Koretskaya (Moscow: Nauka, 1 993) 7. 

l* This term cornes from Harold Bloomts The Western Canon. 

' 1  Cf.: 



observed the flow o f  eternity and preached occasionally to  the 

masses. As Nikolay Berdyaev remarked, "[ilt was, after all, a 

movement of the cultural elite, detached not  only from the 

processes which took place arnong the masses of the people, but also 

from the processes which took place among the wider circles of the 

intelligentsia; there was a resemblance t o  the  romantic and 

idealistic movement of the beginning of the nineteenth century"I2 

Roger Keys has reviewed all possible terms that have been 

used to describe Russian literature of the beginning of the twentieth 

century. He has discarded "the phrase 'Silver Age'" on the grounds of 

it being "an unsatisfactory terrn which tends t o  substitute a 

predetermined value-judgment regarding the quality of the work 

written during the period for an objective description and evaluation 

of that work."I3 I am going t o  use this terni precisely for the reasons 

that led Keys t o  reject it. I t  is my intention t o  show that the 

favorable "value-judgment" implied by the use of "Silver Age" in 

referring to  this period influenced the ways in which the legacy of 

this period was appropriated in later works. In this dissertation I 

will examine changes in the perception of the Silver Age that have 

1 2 Quoted in Ronen 1 2. 

' 3  Roger Keys, The Reluctant Modernist: Andrev Belv and the 
Development of Russian Fiction, 1 902-1 9 14 (New York: Oxford UP, 
1996) 16. 



occurred over the last eighty years with particular emphasis on the 

study of various strategies that were ernployed by Russian 

intellectuals in order t o  integrate the cultural legacy of the Silver 

Age into their writings. As a historian of culture, I intend to  view 

the Silver Age as a cohesive "cultural text" and describe the ways in 

which this text  has been "re-written" and re-structured within 

subsequent cultural contexts. Up to  this point no attempt has been 

made to study the Silver Age from this perspective. 

What makes the study of  the Silver Age so interesting from the 

viewpoint o f  l i terary influence and transmission of literary 

tradition is its extraordinary temporal frame. In contrast t o  the 

Russian Golden Age (the first third of  the nineteenth century), the 

Silver Age has very distinct historical and political boundaries as 

well as cultural confines (i.e. the episternological and cultural crisis 

o f  the late nineteenth century on one side, and extreme avant- 

gardism and Socialist Realism on the other). It arose as an antidote 

t o  the period of political and social stagnation of the 1880s and was 

swept away by the  turbulence of  World War 1, the  subsequent 

February and October revolutions of 191 7, and the further years of 

Civil war. 

The feeling that the old world was coming to  an end around 

1 9 10-1 9 1 7 was shared by many European artists. Despite small 

differences in their estimation of exact dates, their writings show 

"continuity in the perception of the crisis."14 Russian artists felt 

l 4  Clare Cavanagh, O s i ~  Mandelstam and the Modernist 
Creation of Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1995) 5. 



the gaping rift even more acutely, because the long prophesied 

Apocalypse, with World War I, the 1917 revolutions and the Civil 

War, turned into a tomber reality and the former prophets had to 

abandon their imaginary caves and freeze to death in the *ndswept 

caves of their apartrnent-buiidings.15 By the late-twenties some 

representatives of the Silver Age were already dead (Blok,'6 

Bryusov, Gumilev, Gershenzon, Rozanov and Sologub) and many 

emigrated of their own will or were forced to emigrate (Berdyaev, 

Bal'rnont, Bunin, Gippius, Ivanov, Khodasevich, Merezhkovsky, 

Remizov, to name but a few). The rest were adjusting to the new 

Soviet environment and either slowly turning into personae non 

gratae, (Bely, Kuzmin, Pyast, Akhmatova, Mandeltshtam and 

i5 See Evgeniy Zamyatin's short story T h e  Cave" ["Peshchera"] 
(1 920) and Olga Forsh's The Crazy Ship [Sumasshedshiy korabl'] 
(1 930). 

Blok's sudden death (August 7, 1 921 ) was seen by many as 
a tragic closure of a whole epoch in the Russian culture. Here is how 
Mikhail Kuzmin recorded in his . diary (August 8, 1 92  1 ) the immediate 

am nponmoe, u e n y ~ ~  n o m  ap-oki xmm u m m ,  M. 6 , 6 m ~ y i o  
mepm." Mikhail Kuzrnin, Dnevnik 1 921 aoda, Minuvshhee 13 (1 993): 
475. A similar sentiment is conveyed in Nina Berberova mernoirs: 
' m ~ c r a t r a a m r e a n a s  m e m e ,  ~enwnt m p  nyn c MOPH, H MM IIL~M w m, 
H, ~ a ~ e p t ~ ~ e  EE 6 ~ ~ 0  B 3mR m m  W S ~ O B ~ K ~ ,  KOTO@ 6~ are rnnyhlasr--xm 
Eiû OmW, M I I i O E E M e 4  ¶TU yMep EH? TOJlbKO bno~ .  W JW3p KlflO4[ 3TOT, 
wo K O ~ ~ T C I I  em m6ar  anacrb Han momm n Han wcropHes uenoro 
Irapona. KowaeTcr nepuon. 3aeepinae~ca Kpyr poccrri.rc~~x cyne6. 
~ ~ H ~ E U W E L ~ T C Z I  anoxa, a& noeep~y~a H rromama K mm c p o ~ a ~  [. . .] 
r M)BOPIO o myxmnmeM nepcl04e pycaroW m p a  

Soglasie, 1 996) 1 57-58 
F *TmF *O atra ~o~g~naa, -~o~~kinacb moxa" Nina Berberova, ursiv moy ( oscow: 



Pasternak) or gaining more and more recognition frorn the state, like 

Aleksey Tolstoy, Gorodetsky and Mayakovsky. 

The fact that the end of  the Silver Age coincided with 

political upheavals such as the 191 7 revolutions and Civil war, gave 

rise to the long-lasting popular belief in the "unnatural" course of 

Russian literary evolution. Its "normal" course (Le. continuation of 

the Silver Age into the 1920s and 1930s) was seen as having been 

brutally interrupted by pro-Bolshevik social and political 

developments. This concept gained particular prominence among 

Russian intellectuals residing in the Soviet Union, and encouraged in 

thern feelings o f  moral responsibility with regard t o  the 

preservation of the pre-revolutionary cultural heritage. Thus, by the 

late 1920s, for writers tuch as Akhmatova, Mandel'shtam, Pasternak 

and Kuzmin, the burning question (also faced by many European 

modernists): whether t o  get out from under "the dead weight of 

tradition or forever mourn the loss of  an infinitely precious 

infinitely distant historyN'7--was solved in favor of the latter. If 

responsible Russian writers had been typically preoccupied with the 

preservation of cultural traditions, then after the 1 9 1 7 revolution 

they became the sole bearers of cultural memory.18 Within Soviet 

culture which was totaily geared towards the future (except for the 

l 8  For a detailed discussion of this aspect of Russian 
literature see Dmitriy Segal, "Literatura kak vtorichnaya 
modeliruyushchaya sistema," Slavica Hierosolymitana IV (1 979): 1 - 
3s. 



short period of NEP), there were no other rneans of stirring nostaigia 

for, and therefore awareness of, the temps perdu. When something is 

not rernembered, it disappears. In Doctor Zhivaqo (1 945-55), a novel 

largely devoted to  questions o f  rnemory, and particularly cultural 

memory, Pasternak depicts the following situation: The same day 

little Yura forgets to  recall his father in his prayers, his father 

cornmits suicide a few miles away from the estate, where Yura has 

been invited t o  stay with his uncle. 

The key idea of Mandel'shtam's ethics and aesthetics--"to 

rernember," that first appeared in his essays of the early 1920s- 

was shared t o  a greater or lesser extent by many of his 

contemporaries in the Soviet Union. Talented writers and poets, the 

bulk of whose work was written after the 191 7 revolution, have 

been traditionally presented by scholars as conscientious keepers 

and preservers of Western and Russian cultural traditions. 

Akhmatova's Poem Without a Hero rPoema bez seroyal (1 940-66) 

about the rupture between the Silver Age and "the real-not the 

calendar-Twentieth Century" is particulariy notable in this  respect. 

Even in Akhmatova's life-time, it was generally considered t o  be a 

carefully encoded message about the past that required a similarly 

carefui deciphering on the part of the reader, as amply demonstrated 

by many of Akhmatova's scholars and admirers. 

For writers like Vladimir Nabokov who started t o  write 

seriously only after emigrating to Europe, the legacy of the Silver 

Age was an umbilical cord tha t  tied them t o  Russian literary 

tradition. Nabokov's striking impoundment of Kuzmin's Winas 



Il(rvllval (1 906) in 1 930 in his short novel, The Eye [Soplyadatay] - 
which 1 discuss in Chapter Il-can be fully appreciated only against 

the background of Nabokov's being cast by some literary cr i t ia  into 

the role of a pariah with respect t o  the "great" Russian Iiterary 

tradition. Nabokov's "allegiance" to  the aesthetics of the Silver Age 

shouid be also seen as his response to the general criticism of this 

period which was voiced in the writings of young émigré writers, 

like Yuriy Terapiano and Nikolay Otsup.19 

Such concern with the immediate cultural heritage, rather 

than its expected digestion and appropriation, points t o  an 

interesting phenornenon, that came into being as the result of a 

highly politicized attitude towards the legacy of the Silver Age, an 

attitude overlaid with various ethical and moral overtones. While by 

the mid thirties a growing nostalgia for temps oerdu on the  par t  of 

émigré writers resulted in their joint positive re-evaluation of this 

period, the attitude to the Silver Age of writers who rernained in 

Russia and did not share Socialist Realist values was much more 

ambivalent. On the one hand a growing awareness of the distinctly 

totalitarian character of the Soviet State gave rise to cornplaints 

about the loss of personal and artistic freedom tha t  pre- 

revolutionary literature used t o  enjoy; on the other, the 

irresponsible, highly individualistic and hedonistic behavior of 
- - -- 

79 Terapiano and Otsup criticized representatives of the 
Silver Age for their "art for art's sake" aesthetics and catholicity of 
tastes and approaches--characteristics that were held against 
Nabokov as well. This is discussed in more detail in Chapters I and 
f 1 .  



l iterati during the turn of  the century was stil l held to be 

accountable for the atrocities of the subsequent periods.20 

Open battling with previous tradition, however, was virtually 

impossible in the 1930s in Russia, since many of its representatives 

had met with tragic deaths or were persecuted by the authorities. In 

such a situation it was more important t o  preserve what was left 

than attack or rebel against it.2' In the preservation of the effaced 

and forgotten, political revolt against the present substituted for 

artistic revolt against the past. Writers were looking up to European 

or "classical" Russian literature for their sources of inspiration, 

while recalling their older contemporaries and peers in numerous 

poems, written often after the death of the addressees. In the 1930s 

any "sophisticatedtt mockery of the Silver Age--such as one can find 

in the memoirs of Bely or Georgiy Ivanov, for example--was 

regarded by most of their contemporaries as indecent behavior. This 

unhealthy prohibition against wrestling with tradition that many 

artists seem to  have imposed on themselves, resulted either in the 

conscientious smuggling of numerous quotations and references to 

20 See the opening paragraph in section 5, Chapter I. 

21 Already back in 1923 Akhmatova was "outraged" a t  lvanov- 
Razumnik's decision to  open his Critical Miscellany [Kriticheskiy 
sbornik] (1 925) with Blok's "Without a Deity, Without Inspiration" 
["Bez bozhestva, bet vdokhnoven'ya"] (1 921 ), a polemic piece 
directed against the Acmeist movement in general and against their 
leader Nikolay Gumilev in particular. Akhmatova was enraged not so 
much with Blok's caustic and often uneir remarks but with the fact 
that  his article was going to  be published after Gumilev's tragic 
death. Discussed in Ronen 67-8. 



forgotten or forbidden narnes, events and Iiterary sources into their 

own works-as can be seen in Akhmatova's A Poem Without a Hero- 

or in abrupt breaks with recent tradition. When Boris Pil'nyak 

started recycling his earlier works in an attempt to create 

samething new out of material that he had used before-something 

that is particularly evident in his last completed work, The Doubles 

Dvovniki] (1 933)--such a forlorn consumption of his own flesh 

resulted in the production of a rnonstroosly disjointed work, which 

nevertheiess is a powerful monument t o  the tragicaily uprooted 

Iiterature of his time. Pasternak's slow build-up towards the big 

novel Doctor Zhivaqo, for which a succession of shorter works 

published in the late 1930s had laid a foundation, should be 

considered in the same vein. It was only in the mid 1940s when the 

Siiver Age started t o  make its way back into Russian culture, that 

Pasternak found it possible t o  commence his revision--or in 

Pasternak's words, his "translation"-of i ts legacy into the modern 

language of his time. A few years earlier Akhmatova ernbarked on a 

long re-visitation of  her cultural past which would take her over 

twenty years to  write. It opens with a charmingly (almost childish) 

apologetic "first dedication": 



One may recall that Pushkin and Dostoevsky were infinitely less 

scrupulous (and much less bashful) in using either drafts or final 

copies of Karamzin and Gogol', respectively. The inevitable 

disembodiment and effacement of the original t ex t  is gently 

portrayed by Akhmatova as the melting of a snowftake, tha t  

perishes "trustingly, with no reproach." 

The strong sense of moral obligation towards the legacy of the 

Silver Age in the Soviet Union started t o  subside and give way to a 

healthier cunosity, admixed with amiable irony and sarcasm, only in 

the works of the so-called "shestidesyatniki" (writers whose coming 

of age coincided with the 1960s), particularly in the works of 

Andrey Bitov and, to a lesser extent, Vasiliy Aksenov. This new 

approach to the Siiver Age reached its apogee in the writings of 

their younger colleagues, such as Sasha Sokoiov, Viktor Erofeev and 

Viktor Pelevin. 

It is my contention that a fluidity in the perception of the 

Silver Age determined the appropriation o f  its legacy in later works. 

Harold Bloom's Freudian model of  literary influence is based on a 

family of two-that is, a poet always wanting t o  rid him/herself of 

the influence of his poetic father(s) in order to prove hirn/herself. In 

dealing with the influence of the Russian Silver Age on later 

writings, this model should be expanded by adding an ethical 

22 Anna Akhmatova, Stikhotvoreniva i Doemv (Leningrad: 
Sovetskiy pisatel', 1 984) 585. 



component too. What if this "father" is portrayed by neighbors or 

relatives as a criminal, or as an unjustly persecuted penon? What if 

there was no father a t  ail? 

Speaking about the etymology of the Russian word "~rmrrnre" 

(influence), Viktor Shklovsky reminds us that when this word was 

introduced into the Russian Language, "Karamzin was speaking about 

'~mmie B' (flowing into--in-fluence). Only later did people start  

talking about '- ai' (influence upon)."z3 With this observation 

in mind, the purpose of this dissertation is seen as twofold: to show 

(1) how the legacy of the Silver Age has been flowing into later 

cultural phases; and (2) its influence uwn later works. My purpose 

is not so much t o  track the continuity, as t o  trace the ways in which 

the Silver Age was internalized by later authors, such as Vladimir 

Nabokov, Boris Pasternak and Viktor Erofeev. 

The reason, why I have chosen these authors and not others, 

is, first of ail, because they had t o  be exceptionally talented people 

for "weaker talents idealire; figures o f  capable imagination 

appropriate for themselves."24 Secondly, I believe that the works of 

these particular authors, each separated by some 25 years from one 

another, illustrate different ways of dealing with the legacy of their 

predecessors. In addition these authors address different aspects of 

this legacy, aspects that for a variety of reasons were at  the 

23 Viktor Shklovsky; Tetiva: O neskhodstve skhodnoao 
(Moscow: Sovetskiy pisatel', 1 9 70) 24. 

24 Harold Bloom, The Anxietv of Influence 5. 



forefront of literary discussion at the times that the works of these 

authors were in a state of gestation. 

Chapter 1--"Does Silver Tarnish?"-opresents a general 

ovewiew of the ways in which attitudes to the Silver Age and i ts 

legacy have been changing over the last eighty years. Using this 

chapter as a springboard, I move t o  specific case studies. In Chapter 

Il--"Okrylennyy Soglyadatay" [The Winged Eavesdropperl--1 offer 

possible explanations for Nabokov's interest in Kuzmin's "legacy" in 

the early 1930s and show how different thematic blocks, collisions 

and motivations for the actions of the characters in Kuzmin's Wincis 

(1 906) were transmuted by Nabokov in The Eye (1 930). Nabokov's 

literary "affair" with Kuzmin is shown to be responsible for the 

birth of his archetypal character-an ambivalent, sexually inverted 

émigré loner-whose strivings and misfortunes became the main 

focus of m o n  of his subsequent works. 

In Chapter Ill-"On the Border of Two Centuriest' I consider 

Doctor Zhivaçio as a product o f  Pasternak's "translation" of the Silver- 

Age's esoteric legacy for his contemporary readers (1945-55). 

Chapter IV--"The Apocalypse Revisitedm-shows how Viktor Erofeev 

revisits the Silver Age tradition of messianic and eschatological 

writing and draws out another turn-of-the-century version of the 

Apocalypse in his novel Russian Beauty (1 982). Detailed conclusions 

of each investigation are presented a t  the end of each chapter. The 

Concfusion offers a final brief summation. 



CHAPTER ONE: DOES SILVER TARNISH? 

(CHANGES IN THE PERCEPTION OF THE SlLVER AGE 

OVER THE PERIOD FROM 7 9 7 7 TO 1 99 7) 

As Matei Calinescu arnply demonstrated, "modernity," as we 

know it now, has not one but a number of different faces-namety 

modernism, avant-garde, decadence, kitsch and, more recently, 

postrnodernism. None of these manifestations of modernity (except 



for the last, which emerged in the 1960s) was really the invention 

of the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Rather, these 

concepts were re-interpreted and already foregrounded in the 

political and cultural climates that prevailed at  the turn of the 

century in Europe, South and North Arnerica.25 In Russia the period 

when "modemity" revealed its different faces most clearly was the 

Silver Age (1890-1917). Despite some recent expressions of  

discontent with this term,26 I penonally believe that it should and 

wilt survive if only for the sake o f  'simplification' (which modern 

readers inevitably seek for), that is, t o  give a degree of coherence to  

the variety of literary movements, groups and individuals that were 

active during the Russian fin de siècle. From the vantage point of 

the current fin de siècle, it is less important t o  hunt for what 

separated such diverse people as Merezhkovsky, Andreev, Kuzrnin, 

Mayakovsky, Shestov, Bely, Severyanin, Gippius, Khodasevich, Bunin, 

Artsybashev, Berdyaev, Blok, Rozanov, Verbitskaya, Solov'ev, 

Gershenzon, Tsvetaeva, Kiyuev, B ~ ~ U S O V ,  Sologub--to name but a 

few-than t o  look for the denominator that they had in common. 

What  united these people was not so much the aesthetics of 

25 Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modemity (Durham: Duke 
UP, 1987). 

26 See Ronen's The Fallacv of the Silver Aae, which finishes 
with the following statement: 'The pious hope of the author of the 
present study is that, perhaps, more awareness of the history of this 
misnomer might help exorcise its pallid, deceptive, and meddlesome 
ghost." See also Roger Keys's The Reluctant Modernist: Andrev Belv 
and the Developrnent of Russian Fiction, 1 902-1 9 14 1 6-1 8. 



European Modernism,27 as their joint "search for modernity,"z8 a 

search for new artistic forms and expression. 

The compulsory preoccupation of previous generations of 

writers with Russian social problems a t  the turn of the century 

gave way either to  debates about universal issues-ofaith, Life and 

Death-or t o  the scrutiny of motivations behind every operation of 

the human psyche and body. Striving to  understand the nature of 

every quirk of the psyche was regarded as an infinitely more 

cornmendabie enterprise, which required a lot o f  talent and 

sophistication, than that of looking for a cure for social illnesses. 

Such joint scrutiny, and digging into the souls, of particular 

individuals brought unexpected results. Thus, in The Pettv Demon 

welkiv bes] (1 907) Fedor Sologub revealed the distinctly a-social 

nature of evil. Evil, according t o  Sologub, is not caused by social 

factors, but nests in every individual because it is inherent in human 

27 Such a distinct characteristic of European or South 
American modernists-their initial striving t o  break away from 
tradition--was less typical of Russian modernists. The latter 
started their activity by unearthing the treasures hidden in previous 
cultural traditions, by transiating and studying works of earlier 
artists, and promoting them to  the status of "eternal companions." 
Cf. Dmitriy Merezhkovsky's Eternal Cornpanions [Vechnyye sputniki] 
(1888-97) and On the Reasons for the Decline and New Trends in 
Contemporary Russian Literature [O prichinakh upadka i O novykh 
techeniyakh v sovremennoy russkoy literature] (1 892-93), that laid 
the aesthetic foundation for Silver Age culture. 

28 The phrase "search for modernity" cornes from the subtitle 
of Laura Engelstein's book The Kevs to Happiness (Sex and the Search 
for Modernity in Fin-de-Siècle Russia) (Ithaca/London: Cornell UP, 
1994). 



nature.29 The search for new forrns and means of expression was 

prompted by the radical changes in cultural and social life that took 

place in Russia thirty years prior t o  the October revolution. 

Traditional institutions such as family and marnage were invested 

with new social and cultural meanings, while phenornena such as 

sex, femininity, rnasculinity, homosexuality, prostitution, race, 

etc.,-which up t o  this point had been kept in the background-were 

foregrounded and received the status of  legitimate social and 

cultural constructs. 

In describing the Iiterature comprising the Silver Age, the 

temporal, historicai component o f  this definition--"Agen-ois as 

important as the laudatory "Silver." For despite i ts "art for art's 

sake" aesthetics, the literature of the Silver Age was neverthelers 

irnbued with the social and political concerns of  i ts time. Like 

Marxists, many representatives of the Silver Age were longing for 

radical changes in human nature and social order, which they 

associated not su much with political revolt as with "the creative 

potential of human beings, manifested in two  areaç of hurnan 

activity, art and love."30 Although seerningly apolitical, through 

their writings literati of this period contributed t o  the general 

"mood of  emotionality, disorientation and dissatisfaction with the 

29 See Viktor Erofeev, "Na grani razryva: Melkiv bes F. 
Sologuba i russkiy realizm," Sobranie sochineniv, vol. 2 (Moscow: 
Soyuz fotokhudozhnikov Rossii, 1994-1 996) 1 19-40. 

30 lrina Paperno, introduction, Creatina Life. The Aesthetic 
U to~ ia  o f  Russian Modernisrn, ed. lrina Paperno and Joan Delaney 
Grossman (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994) 7. 



present, in short a revolutionary mentality, which ultimately served 

to further the goals of the left."31 As Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal 

astutely observes: 

Despite their concern for freedom, many artists tended to a 
utopian extremism which eschewed compromise, insisted on the 
hopelessnen of parliaments [. . .] and denounced al1 constitutions 
as farcical. [. . .] Not only did the poiiticized anists fail to  
appreciate the need for rea l ic  solutions [. . .] but they weakened 
the positions of those who would introduce a constitutionai order 
in Russia; their influence subtLy defiected intellectwl energies away 
from practical solutions. After 1 905 especially, art featured 
rn ystical and a pocalyptic t hemes. Revolution was exalted in poetry, 
prose and music; it was "in the air," thus intensifying the tendency 
to defer solutions, to reject piecemeal refom, to wait for the 
revolution, to destroy, rather than t o  build. [. . .] Thus, ironically, 
and unwittingly, the aesthetes fostered a mood of revolutionary 
rnaxirnalisrn which the Bolsheviks were able to exploit. Given the 
lack of constructive action [. . .] deterioration had gone so far that 
by 19 17 only radical solutions seemed a p p r ~ p r i a t e . ~ ~  

Recent debates, however, with regard to cause and effect of 

Silver Age aesthetics and that of Socialist Realisrn have 

overemphasized this relationship.33 A perception of continuity 

- - - -  - 

31 Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, Dmitri Seraeevich Merezhkovsky 
and the Silver Ape: the Develo~rnent of the Revolutionaw Mentality 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1975) 6-7. 

32 Ibid. 

33 See, for example, lrina Gutkin's "The Legacy of the 
Symbolist Aesthetic Utopia: From Futurism to Socialist Realisrn," 
Creatina Life. The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian Modernism, ed. Irina 



between the two is only t o  be expected, since Bolshevik and Silver 

Age aesthetics-developing concurrently frorn 1 890 to 1 9 1 7-were 

often informed by the same sources, for example Nietzsche's 

philosophy.34 Representatives of both the Silver Age and Marxism 

shared the "consciousness of decadence" that was nourished on the 

perceived "advanced putrefaction of modem-day capitalism, and of 

its dying culture."3s Both saw the Apocalypse, or its manageable 

modern version-revolution, as a welcome end to  the old history and 

an opening into the future-whether Communist (for the Mamists) or 

Art-dominated (for the representatives of the Silver Age). 

Although often grazing in the same meadows as future 

Socialist Realists, the Silver Age Iiterati frequented other places as 

well. One of the most striking peculiarities of Silver Age culture is 

its omnivorousness, its unique ability to synthesize and syncretize 

otherwise incompatible phenomena, which gave rise t o  later 

accusations of ideological eclecticism: 

Paperno, and Joan Delaney Grossman (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994) 
167-98. 

34 See Nietzsche in Russia, ed. Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1986) and Nietzsche and Soviet Culture: 
Allv and Adversaw, ed. Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal (Cambridge/New 
York: Cambridge UP, 1994). 



The Silver Age of Russian literature did not lay itself open to  

subsequent transformation into the lron Age of  Socialist Realism. 

The relationship between them is both synchronic and diachronic. It 

can be best described with the help of the Jakobsonian dominant. 

While in the twenty years prior to  the October revolution diversity 

in themes and approaches as well as aesthetization of  life in general 

were considered to be the norm, after 191 7 paucity both in life 

and artistic activity, adherence to  one method only, etc. became the 

new aesthetic criteria, the dominant of that tirne. 

It will suffice t o  mention that  Russian modernists were 

virulently attacked by Marxists as early as 1908 for the hyper-- 

individualistic character of their writings, for a preoccupation with 

Eros (unbecoming for responsible writers), and for conveying a 

profound feeling of disbelief in progress and in the human mind.37 

What for the Russian people was a farniliar idea, particularly 

36 Lev Kamenev, introduction, Nachalo veka by Andrey Bely 
(Moscow: Soyuzteatr, 1 990 119331) 14. 

37 See Literaturnm raspad: kriticheskiy sbornik, 2 vols (St. 
Peterburg: T-vo Izdatel'skoe byuro/EOS, 1 908-1 909), that features 
learned contributions of A. V. Lunacharsky, Maksim Gorky, Yu. M. 
Steklov, V. Friche and P. Yushkevich among others. 



prominent under Stalinism-that literature should play a secondary 

role to ideology and serve the goals of social improvement-was put 

forward not in the 1920s or 1930s, but as early as 1905 (or 1860 

for that  matter). In his article "Party Organization and Party 

Literature" ["Partiynaya organizatsiya i partiynaya literatura"] Lenin 

contended: 

Between 1900 and 1910 such extreme daims, as well as criticisrn 

and berating o f  modernists, were only cases of wishful thinking 

among the many extraordinary ideas expressed a t  the time. In the 

late 1920s this wishful thinking gave way t o  strict orders for 

compulsory imi tat ion of  the prescribed canon.39 The 

institutionalization of one literary canon was precipitated by a 

38 V. I. Lenin, "Partiynaya organizatsiya i partiynaya 
literatura," O Iiterature i iskusstve (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya 
literatura, 1 9 5 7) 42-46, particularly 43. [Lenin's emphasis] 

39 The fact that  the Socialist Realist literature traces its 
provenance back to Maxim Gorky's novel, Mother [Mat'] (1 906), is not 
an anachronism. Between 1900 and 191 0 such a novel was a rarity, 
while in the  1920s similar novels constituted a literary canon, 
having become the nom. 



marked shift in the early twenties from artists' preoccupation with 

the inner sphere to the social sphere, which manifested itself in 

numerous projects in which artists willingly collaborated with the 

Socialist state. Aesthetization o f  social and political life replaced 

the previously dominant aesthetization of private life. Later on, the 

state and the artistic world confirrned their dedication t o  each ethsr 

by working out a matrimonial agreement, i.e. the doctrine o f  

Socialist Realism. As Jakobson reminds us, literary evolution is "not 

so much a question of the disappearance of certain elements and the 

emergence of others as it is a question of shifts in the mutual 

relationship among the diverse components o f  the system, in other 

words, a question of a shifting dominant."40 

The Silver Age tradition, however, did not recede quietly into 

the background; its end was punctuated by the premature deaths of 

some of  i ts  most representative figures, like Blok, Gumilev, 

Rozanov, Bryusov, Gershenzon and Sologub, and was later echoed by 

the tragic deaths o f  their younger colieagues, like Esenin, 

Mayakovsky, Mandel'shtam, Pil'nyaù and Tsvetaeva. It was not 

Socialist Realism as such that was particularly lethal t o  the recent 

Silver Age tradition-in many ways its attitude t o  the art of the 

40 Roman Jakobson, "The Dominant," Lanauaae in Literature, 
ed. Krystina Pornorska and Stephen Rudy (Cambridge, MAAondon, 
England: Belknap Press of Harvard UP, 1987) 44. As some scholars 
demonstrated, Socialist Realism was not  an exclusiveiy Soviet 
phenornenon. It has parallels not only in the a n  of the nazi Germany, 
but in the concurrent European and American literatures as well. 
See, for instance, Boris Groys, "Sti!' Stalin," U t o ~ i v a  i obmen 
(Moscow: Znak, 1993), 1 6. 



past was considerably more tolerant and preservationist than the 

attitude of the extreme avant-garde of the 1920s.41 What was 

lethal, however, was the distinction that was made by i ts  

p roponents  between good/progress ive /usefu I  and 

bad/regressive/useless art. The literature o f  the Silver Age was 

consigned t o  oblivion as the decadent epitome o f  the second 

category. Certainly, many writers who were active during the Silver 

Age continued writing for rnany years after the revolution, but their 

activity fell outside the then acceptable aesthetic norms. This can 

be seen in the unanimously negative response-both inside and 

outside the Soviet Union-to the belated products of the Silver Age, 

such as Mikhail Kuzmin's masterpiece, The Trout Breaks the Ice 

Forel' razbivaet led] (1 927)42 or Andrey Bely's later novels and 

memoirs. The creative writings of those writers who emigrated 

after the revolution, as well as  those of Pasternak, Akhmatova and 

Mandel'shtam, were barely known to  the average Soviet reader. I t  

was not only the texture and the quality of their writings that 

"failed" them, but the quality and texture of their lives that were 

4' On the relationship between the Socialist Realism and 
tradition see Groys, Utopiya i obmen 39-50. 

42 One of the most striking responses came from Anna 
Akhmatova, who reportedly described "The Trout" as "a highly 
bourgeois book": 

A2iBUEl  h a ~ 0 -  KY3MMHQC4W <-JE+ [. . .] k ~ ~ a f l  KHMïy, 
ma ~ [ ~ ~ o p i m i m ~  

- 34ea onew m m  ~anpyw~o. Kpow  m. - . o w m  6 xya3ws 
K H I ~ ~  (Lidiya Ginzburg, Chelovek za ~ is 'menn~m stolom ovetskiy 
pisatel': Leningrad, 1 989) 1 08. 
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impregnated with ideas that were no longer powerful or popular 

after the Bolshevik revolution. As Vadirn Kreyd summed up these 

developments: 

43 Vadirn Kreyd, introduction ["Vstrechi s serebryanym 
vekom"], Vos~orninaniya o serebrvanom veke, ed. Vadirn Kreyd 
(Moscow: Respublika, 1 993) 7. 



But should one blame the Bolsheviks alone for the interruption 

of this "Silver" Age of cultural vitality, and for denying Soviet 

citizens access t o  the wealth of pre-revolutionary culture, as is 

implied in Kreyd's article and many other articles on the period? The 

erasing of this whole period from the map of Russian culture, which 

was accomplished by the late thirties, can and should no longer be 

attributed solely t o  the machinations and arbitrariness of Party 

bureaucrats and the oppressive tota l i tar ian regime. As Mikhait 

Epshteyn shows, Russian literature and Russian culture as a whole 

are characterized by a cyclical developrnent.44 Epshteyn singles out 

the following four cycles in the history of Russian literature: (a) 

1 730-1 840; (b) 1 840-1 920; (c) 1 920-1 990; (d) 1 990-?. Each cycle 

consists of the following four phases: social, moral, religious and 

aesthetic. Epshteyn convincingly demonstrates that  each cycle 

reveals a çystematic repetition of these four phases. Thus, 

according t o  Epshteyn, the receding of the aesthetic phase of  the 

second cycle (which coincided with the larger portion of the Silver 

Age) in favor of the social phase of the third cycle (which was best 

expressed through the early works of Socialist realist writers) was 

44 Mikhail Epshteyn, Vera i obraz. Reliaioznoe bessoznatel'noe 
v russkov kul'ture 2 0 - ~ o  veka (Tenafly, NJ: Hermitage Publishers, 
1994) 95-104. 



only t o  be expected in view of the cyclic nature of the development 

of Russian literature.45 

nposownameRirri coawanatroro 3aica3~ npone~apc~aa ~yna~ypa,  
m a c m m .  m m m .  c m ~ b ~ œ  m o  marena . . Beoa T ~ K  

yxe c m a m ( I n  aToT w- 3am H B &M. u B 19-M 
me-noqemy 6ar 6- ~ m m ~ e r n e ~ ?  He 6wro 6ai y6mm 
HerrOcnyLmiMx mim~eeni3, HO 6a1m 661 y6mcr~t-e n p m ~ ~ p b ~  
np0-a- [. . .] Xapamep~o, nro nepm qma HOBO~O mima 

The f a a  that the process described by Epshteyn was typical of 

the whoie of Russian literature and was not restricted spatially to  

the Soviet Union, can be iltustrated with the works of Russian 

émigré writers. Aleksey Tolstoyts novel The Sisters [Sestry] (1 9 1 9- 

21 ), written and first published in emigration, paints an unflattering 

picture of cultural and political life in Russia between 191 3 and 

45 Vladimir Paperny sees Soviet civilization as the product 
of the subsequent alternation of the Cultures "One" and "Two." 
Vladimir Paperny, Kul'tura "Dva" (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe 
obozrenie, 1 996). 

46 Epshteyn 98. 



1918. Toktoy's characters are all pleasant but idle people, longing 

for the cleansing Apocalypse, or at least for a much more radical 

development of the sexual revolution. In the opening section of his 

novel Tolstoy revisits and debunks the myth of Petersburg as a 

mysteriously pernicious and haunted place--an idea entertained in 

the works of many representatives of the Silver Age-and shows 

instead that the problem with Petersburg, and with the whole of 

Russia, lay in the indolence and corruption of its ruling classes, and 

in the irresponsibie behavior of its intellectuals who indulged 

themselves in an artificially aestheticized life-style. World War I 

and the October revolution are presented as a well deserved 

punishment of  the educated classes for their rnishandling of 

political and social situations. 

Tolstoy is particularly hard on one o f  his characters-the 

famous poet Aleksey Bessonov--who drinks heavily, senseiessly 

seduces naive or wlnerable women, and spends only rare hours in 

raptures of creative activity during which he contemplates the- 

future fate of Russia. Like most intellectuals of his time, Bessonov 

associates the realization of his wildest drearns with the "narod- 

bogonosets" (the Chosen [common] People): 



The above quotation is a parody on the writings o f  many 

representatives of the Silver Age who expected the positive 

transformation of human beings t o  corne as a result of a world- 

consuming Apocalypse.48 Bessonov meets his own apocalypse a t  the 

front, in 191 6. He dies, however, not on the battlefield but by the 

hand of one of his own. The beloved "narod-bogonosets" takes the 

shape of a Russian soldier, who strangles Bessonov out of fear that 

the latter is going to  report hirn as a deserter. Since Tolstoy 

intended Bessonov's character t o  be identified with Aleksandr 

Blok49--the poet whose works and life style became virtually 

synonyrnous with fin de siècle Russia-his death can be interpreted 

as symbolizing the sordid demise of Silver Age culture as a whole.50 

47 Aleksey Tolstoy, Khozhdenie DO mukam (Moscow: 
Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1950) vol. 1, 70. 

48 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter IV. 

49 TolstoyCs unsympathetic portrayal of "Blok" can be 
attributed t o  the fact that the last installment of his novel for 
Sovremennye zadski was finished in August 1921, prior t o  the 
poet's death. 

50 It is not  fortuitous that  apart from his striking 
resemblance t o  Blok, Bessonov also embodies d is t inct  
characteristics of other representatives of the Silver Age culture. 
Thus, his first name-Aleksey-is identical with that of Tolstoy, 
who wrote a number of poerns and works of prose under the influence 



Although writing his novel in Berlin in the heyday of European 

Modemisrn, Tolstoy demonstrates unexpected loyalty to  and affinity 

with the Russian Realist tradition, particularly with the works of  

Lev Tolstoy. it is not fortuitous that the name of Aleksey Tolstoy's 

sympathetic character is lvan Il'ich (later to  become a prominent 

figure in the Red Anny), like that  of Leo Tolstoy's famous character, 

who-though on his deathbed-became a truly transformed hurnan 

being, by ceasing t o  think selfishly about hirnself and instead 

starting to  care for others (The Death of lvan Il'ich, rbmert' lvana 

Il ' i ch a] (1 886)). Nurnerous discussions between the heroine Dasha 

and Ivan Il'ich-4ncluding the guessing of words by their f irst  

letters-are painstakingly copied by Aleksey Tolstoy from similar 

episodes between Kitty and Levin in Lev Tolstoy's Anna Karenina 

(1877). I t  looks as if the modernistic "disarray," i ts  license to  twist 

and smash everything into incongruous bits and pieces, was 

rejected by Aleksey Tolstoy for having led in his opinion to disarray 

in real life in the form of the war and revolution.sl Probably by 

casting these events in a reaiistic mold, he was hoping t o  
-- - - - - - - -- -- - 

of Decadents and Symbolists. Although Blok, like Bessonov, served in 
the medical unit, it was another poet, Muni (S.V. Kissin) who actually 
committed suicide in 191 6 while serving in the medical unit in 
Minsk. 

5 t See my subsequent discussion of Nikolay Berdyaevts 
accusations directed against "Futurists" in the early 1920s 
("Futurists" for Berdyaev included al1 modern trends in art, 
literature and philosophy) for causing-by means of their creative 
activity-the "crisis of Humanism," which revealed itself in the 
Bolshevik revolution (Nikolay Berdyaev, Smysl istorii (Paris: YMCA- 
PRESS, 1 969) 202-221. 



"translate" the rneaningless chaos into some comprehensible pattern, 

anticipating that his orderly organized fictional world would 

eventually provide some peace and quiet to the real one. 

Unlike Tolstoy's later works, The Sisters can not be suspected 

of having been influenced or superviçed by the Bolshevik authorities. 

In fact Tolstoy was often reprimanded for not coming up with a 

sympathetic portrayal of the Bolshevik movement in this novel. In 

any case, his grotesque description of the Iife of Russian 

intellectuals in the 191 0s is no different frorn a similar description 

found in the work of Vladislav Khodasevich, whose integrity was 

legendary. Here is how the latter describes this period in 1926: 

Like Aleksey Tolstoy, Khodasevich came to appreciate if not 

the style of Lev Tolstoy, then the outlook of his characters. His 

essay "About Annensky" ["Ob Annenskom"] (1 935) is built on a 

52 Vladislav Khodasevich, Nekrowl'. Literatura i vlast'. Pis'ma 
B.A. Sadovskomu (Moscow: SS, 1 996) 74. 



contrast between the actual Iife and death of the famous Symbolist 

poet lnnokentiy Annensky (1 856-1 909)-particularly the way t h e  

theme of death was projected into his poetry-and that of Lev 

Tolstoy's lvan Il'ich Golovin. Having admitted that Annensky-by 

virtue of being a poet-was infinitely more subtle as a person than 

Tolstoy's character, Khodasevich nevertheless sadly concludes that 

the miracle experienced by lvan Il'ich shortly before his death, 

remained unknown and practically inaccessible to Annensky. Thus 

"an ordinary man" [O~MKHOEE- seno~wc] turns out to  be morally 

superîor to "an extraordinary hurnan being, the poet" [ae 0 6 - m  

semmc, a n03~l.53 

The dull uneventful life of Tolstoy's "ordinary" and relatively 

educated character who died a simple death in his own bed in the 

gloomy 1 880s-the period traditionally associated with stagnation 

in cultural and political life-suddenly became a mode1 to follow for 

Russian émigré writers, disilusioned with the alleged ideological 

impotence of Silver Age culture. Although prefacing his article "A 

Man of the Thirties" ["Chelovek 30-kh godovn] (1 933) with an 

epigraph from one of  Aleksandr Blok's poerns, the young poet and 

literary critic Yuriy Terapiano from the outset attests t o  the 

unbridgeable gap between his own and the older generation, 

acknowledging Worid War I and subsequent revolutions as having 

erected an insurmountable barrier between them. 

53 Vladislav Khodasevich, "Ob Annenskom," Literaturnye 
stat'i i vos~orninaniva (New York: Izdatel'stvo imeni Chekhova, 1 954) 
1 72. 



0 6 p a ~ o m  B cepnue coBpeMermoro senoBeita oco6oe symx~o, 
@wdi gameea BwncaR @mm xeiicKpemocm, mm 
~~BCTBOM ~monmx tra (=BeT- Eimnaprr 3 m ~ y  q p m y  Hecrepmo 
TO, ~ T O  rrpexne nptiHwmanocb umrna Kaic nyxosaoe 
060rameaue-pu~op~~a,  cxonanerca, 6e30rse~me~~aa m p a  c 

[a caustic remark at Blok's expense]. «He maïcwT <me 

Terapiano props up his denunciation of the cultural legacy of 

his immediate predecessors in favor of Lev Tolstoy by the al1 too 

familiar discussion of one's duty to adhere to the "truth" both in Iife 

and art, arguing that a man of the thirties "has learnt to distrust 

himself [and therefore] demands telling the truth from himself, 

[being always] severe and eamest [with himselfl."~s And since there 

can be only one truth, Terapiano starts campaigning against any sign 

of diversity and richness, while promoting austerity and paucity 

both in lifestyle and as an aesthetic principle. 

54 Yuriy Terapiano, "Chelovek 30-kh godov," Chisla 7-8 
(1 933): 21 1. 

55 Terapiano 21 1 . 



in his campaign for aesthetic abstinence and unification 

Terapiano was not alone. Another relatively young poet and literary 

critic of that time, Nikolay Otsup, in his 1930 article t o  

cornmernorate the fiftieth anniversary of Andrey Bely's birth, makes 

every effort tu present Bely as a cultural and intellectual 

anachronism. Otsup's "Bely", dancing wiidly in the Berlin of the early 

1920s, is perceived by the author as a peculiar extraterrestrial, 

whose habits, gestures and, especially, language are barely 

comprehensible t o  his contemporaries. Otsup is 

of Bely's versatility, of his inability to adhere to 

particularly critical 

one idea only. 

56 Terapiano 21 2. 



Otsup's pigeonholing of Bely as a writer who-because of his 

inner fragmentation-belongs to "the transitional period" and for 

whom, accordingly, there would be no room in the post-transitionai 

period, echoes the Soviet criticisrn of Bely and of "fellow- 

trâvelers" in general. They were traditionalty reprimanded for their 

fragmented vision and inability to identiS themselves unequivocally 

with the Party. The words "transitional period" were coined by the 

Bolsheviks, riich as Lev Trotsky, himself the mastermind behind the 

cieation of the wholesome "new men" of the radiant future, who 

never rnissed a chance to  berate intellectuals for their indecisive 

behavior. 

Our policy in art during a transitional period, can and must be to 
help the various groups and schools of art which have corne over 
to the Revolution t o  grasp correctly the historic meaning of the 
Revolution, and t o  allow them complete freedom of self- 
determination in the field of art, after putting before them the 
categorical standard of being for or against the Revolution.58 

To do justice to  Trotsky's carnpaign against the vacillating 

position of many an intellectual with regard t o  the October 

-- - - 

57 Nikolay Otsup, "Ob Andree Belorn. K Pyatidesyatiletiyu so 
dnya rozhdeniya," Chisla 4 (1930-31): 214. 

Lev Trotsky, Literature and Revolution (New York: Russel 
and Russel, 1 9 5 7 )  1 5. 



revolution, one has t o  remember tha t  intellectuais themselves 

provided ample evidence of their ambiguous attitudes. It is 

sufficient to  mention that the last section of Bely's Recollections of 

Blok [Vospominaniya O Bloke] (1 922) is entitled "The Doubles" 

["Dvoyniki"], and that  testirnony to  his own dubious behavior as well 

as to that of his contemporaries abounds in his later works. While 

searching for what went wrong in the life of his generation prior t o  

World War I,  Khodasevich-anticipating the famous passage from 

Pasternak's Doctor Zhivaao--concludes that the tragedy lay in this 

generation's continual oscillation between the two worlds, 

immanent and transcendent.59 The proffered means of ending this 

precarious existence between two realities were radical indeed: 

either an unresewed transformation into a wholesome superman, or 

death. Thus, the tragic drowning in 191 2 of the painter Nikolay 

Sapunov in the Gulf o f  Finland was presented fifteen years later by 

Vladimir Pyast as a welcome relief "from the excessive-for any 

human being-tortures of the split ~ersonality*' [OT 4pe3Mepmx m 

xmmm cyrnecrm W e M  pswmmml6o In 1924 Trotsky offered 

"help" to  disoriented people Iike Andrey Bely; in 1930-at the tirne 

that Otsup was ridiculing Bely's unstable behavior-Trotsky needed 

help himself. Having been accused by the Bolshevik Party of 

diverging from orthodox Leninism, he was forced t o  live in exile 

59 Khodasevich, Nekro~ol'. Literatura i vlast'. Pis'ma B.A. 
Sadovskomu 74. 

60 Vladimir Pyast, Vstrechi (New York: Orfey, 1 986 [1929]) 
243. [Pyast's emphasis] 



where he found refuge in writing memoirs, a preoccupation for 

which he used to condemn Bely back in the earfy twenties.6' 

Trotsky's project of producing psychologically and physically 

superior "new men," whose psyche was no longer contarninated with 

bourgeois culture, did not fall into oblivion with his own disgrace. 

Lidiya Ginzburg in her 1930 diary entry recorded psychological 

transformations that she observed in her contemporaries under the 

influence of social changes: 

61 Trotsky 46-55. 

Ginzburg, Chelovek za pis'mennvm stolom 95-96. 



The upbeat tone of this entry leaves no doubt that Ginzburg was 

welcoming the dissolution o f  an intellectual-individualist (or was it 

simply an individual?) and--in the best scenario--his/her eventual 

transformation into a political animal, who valued physical fitness, 

scorned preoccupation with eternal, or internal, problems and 

"perceived Iife from the social point of view." 

As this brief analysis shows, by the early 1930~~ as a result of 

the joint activity of many Russian intellectuals, both those residing 

in the Soviet Union and abroad, the Silver Age with everything it 

stood for-the unprecedented diversity in themes and approaches, 

individualism and determined rejection of traditional moralizing- 

was excluded from the then approved boundaries of Russian culture. 

In other words-its legacy was openly rejected by both i ts very 

representatives and its rightful heirs. When Viktor Erofeev, States 

somberly that the pregnancy of Russian society with the Silver Age 

ended in a "miscarriage,"63 we should not blame solely the Soviet 

authorities for this. In many instances the "unborn child" was purged 

by its own "parents." 

The many examples of artists claiming allegiance to  Pushkin's 

cultural legacy which reached its peak in 1 921 -1 937,64 should be 

seen in light of the same fervor for turning one's back on the 
- - - - - - - - 

63 Viktor Erofeev, "Razgovor po dusharn O virtual'norn 
budushchem Iiteratury," Sobranie sochineniy, vol. 3, 560. 

64 See Cultural Mythologies of  Russian Modernism, ed. Boris 
Gasparov, Robert P. Hughes and lrina Paperno (Berkeley/Los 
Angeles/Oxford: U of  California P, 1 992), especially 1 4- 1 5, 204- 
21 4, 



immediate part-be it bosom friends, inappropriate relatives or 

cultural traditions-that consumed the Russian populace a t  that 

time. In his 1931 article "Gumitev and Blok" Khodasevich makes 

denunciation o f  the past almost a precondition for acquiring the 

status o f  a new "Pushkin." By delivering his farewell "Pushkin 

Speech" in 1 921, Blok was identified by many with Pushkin himself. 

Khodasevich's record of this event is no exception. His "Blok", 

however, also spent an hour and a half after the formalities of the 

evening were over in reminiscing about his Symbolist past and in 

confiding to Khodasevich that he couid hardly undemand his own 

early poems, so foreign did they appear to  him in 1921. 

Moreover, "Blok", as seen by Khodasevich ten years after the 

described event, is endowed with al! the positive characteristics of 

a new "man of the thirties,"--self-disciplined, simple, earnest and, 

above all, truthful. In short, he represents al1 those features, that 

were foreign t o  Silver Age aesthetics and ethics, but, as we 

remember, were vehemently advocated by Yuriy Terapiano in 1 9 3 3: 

6s Khodasevich Nekro~ol'. Literatura i vlast'. Pis'ma 
B.A.Sadovskomu 87. 



Blok's aesthetic confrontation with Gumilev and his cohort in 

1920-21 --as depicted by Khodasevich-gacquires the shape of a 

political struggle between the noble and crystal-clear figure of Blok 

and the corrupt Acmeists. Without noticing, Khodasevich employs the 

al1 too familiar rhetoricaf devîces of the Bolsheviks: 

Ibid., 



To appreciate the drastic changes that took place over the period of 

1 92 1 -3 1 , one has t o  compare Khodasevich's "Blokw-cum-"Pushkin" 

with Bely's protean "Blok" of 1922, upon whom Bely--not unlike 

Dostoevsky with his "Pushkin" of 1 880--generously bestows the 

virtues o f  " the noble, new and beautiful man, capable o f  

cornprehending everything and everybody [-1," and whose 

works "are equally accessible to  specialists, stylists, t o  studying 

young people, worken, al1 Russians, the French, the Germans. . ."6* 

Despite Bely's subsequent efforts to  dethrone Blok in his later 

writings, the latter was quickly promoted in Soviet Russia to  the 

position of "Mister Silver Age," the only representative of this 

period about whom it was permissible t o  speak openly with warmth 

and reverence. This- view of Blok as being the best representative of 

his tirne-almost an anomaly--whose legacy deserved preservation, 

was also shared by émigré literary circles. Blok's exceptional talent, 

but above all, his attractive appearance and personality-and 

particularly his "timely" death in 1921-made him a perfect 

67 Ibid., 90-1. 

68 Andrey Bely, Vos~ominaniya o Bloke (Moscow: Respublika, 
1995) 16. 



intermediary between the old and new cultures, through whom the 

Silver Age eventually made its glorious comeback. The rumors of 

Blok intentionally starving himself t o  death when he came to 

recognize the true horror of the Bolshevik revolution, reconciled hirn 

immediately with those whom he had previously alienated by writing 

his allegedly pro-revolutionary The Twelve [Dvenadtsat'] (1 9 1 8).69 

While outside Russia Blok was eulogized as one of the first victims 

of the Bolshevik revolution, Soviet critics strove to  portray him as a 

poet of the revolution. For the latter he was a perfect example of  

how the a man from the old world-a member of the gentry in Blok's 

case-could gradoally turn himself into a "new" one, albeit at the 

cost of  his own life. By contrast, ail the eulogizers were 

emphasizing Blok's phenomenal ability t o  transgress different 

barriers,To including those erected by politics and time. The myth of 

69 Zinaida Gippius, Zhivye litsa. Vos~ominaniya. Kniaa 
vtorava (Tbilisi: Merani, 1 99 1 ) 36. 

70 "ki r m a  OH mmpiur, mm, KaK nocreneaao pyrn~rn=~ 
crena meuy  rn H 3an0~," Khodasevjch remarks about Blok presenting 
his "Pushkin Speech" in 1921. Nekropol'. Literatura i vlast'. Pis'ma 
B.A.Sadovskornu 87. See also A. Z. Shteinberg's account of twenty- 
four hours t ha t  he spent with Blok, while imprisoned by the 
Bolsheviks in February 191 9. Shteinberg attests to  Blok's unique 
ability t o  appeal to  different people-in this case mainly political 
prisoners-to live up to  the image of a perfect "famous [Russian] 
writer," whatever that might be: "Me- T e 6  ~ e c r a  O TOM, rn 3 ~ e a  
m- micaTena bno~, yxe ycnena o6ne~e~a o6e KaMepH II ~ o ~ p y r  
~amero m m  m6pa~raa uenaa ~ y a  ~ a p o ~ y .  M~ome , r ~ e  OH, M 
Ha uainowax nomomm r ~ome, m K o m W  OH n p e m ~ m m y m  Ha 
Hero, H CHO= OTXOHHJIW B pamy~mi, o m o c n o ~ o  Aenficb CBOHMH 
B ~ T ~ R Z ; C H M K  He EMX OBU ~~MSI~ I  O EM pamm, xm. 6sr no Haamme, 
m o m  ~ o n s ~ o  cnsmrânu O r r e ~  H yxe ooece~ w Maoriie siaranrr em- [. . .] 
HO BoeM 6~ KaK-K) OTpawO maTb, a ~ r  3At?Cb, ~a 3~0ii  a<rop0~0BOti  
ma» ~ ~ e c r e  CO x e m  «-- m a m »  M, B~~JUMS'B Ha Hem, Bce yxe  



"Blok" had nothing to do with the real manTl--each person saw what 

he or she wanted to see in his biography and his writings.7z Thus, 

Blok's ambivalent position in the Soviet aesthetic hierarchy allowed 

Pasternak t o  announce in Safe Conduct lokhrannaya aramotal (1 93 1 ) 

his decision to give up the typically Symbolist pursuit of  the "life 

of a poet," and to refer to the Symbolist Blok as his mentor in this 

endeavor. The myth of Blok, however, was powerful enough to keep 

the door to the Silver Age ajar, and Andrey Bely was the fint to 

real ize t ha t. 

- -- 

m e ~ ,  ~ m p o e  coxpamoa K HeMy BC!CE, ~ T O T  iIem AO ca.i~om 
ero n m s U e f i & ï %  JCûLüCûnirm E HeW, 9 ~ 6 ~  K ~ K - H M ~ ~ B  Bbi'pa3UTb - 
d06p0e P3fsCrBO. 0 ¶ e ~ ~ 9 ,  caM BH~- 6 r m ~  bnorca BHJ'LLIUi BCeM? s T 0  
memo m am^ aonii;eH orna ~06010 ei3~ecr~bM mcaTem», II ~ T O  ~ T O  
neno~e~,  BO MHO~OM O T ~  OT apymn~'' Andrey Bely, Ivanov-Razumnik 
and A.Z. Shteinberg, Pamvati Aleksandra Bloka (Petersburg: Vol'naya 
filosofskaya assotsiatsiya, 1 922) 42. 

71 My perception of Blok as a cultural intermediary was 
influenced by Yuriy Lotman's "K postroyeniyu teorii vzairnodeystviya 
kul'tur," lzbrannye stat'i v trekh tomakh vol. 1 (Tallin: Aleksandra, 
1992) 110-20. 

72 For a good sampling of different points of view on Blok see 
Aleksandr Blok v vos~ominaniyakh sovremennikov v dvukh tomakh, 
ed. Vladimir Orlov (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1980), 
and Pamvati Aleksandra Bloka. 1890-1 980 (London: Overseas 
Publications, 1 980). 



Andrey Bely's project of depicting intellectual life in Russia 

sorne thirty years prior t o  the Bolshevik revolution was a truly 

evolving one. It was conceived in 1921-22 as a monograph devoted 

solely t o  the l i fe of  the recently deceased Aleksandr Blok 

(Recollections of Blok Nos~orninaniya o Bloke], 1922-23), but the 

work quickly outgrew the genre restrictions o f  "hagiography" that 

Bely initially imposed on hirnself, and by 1934 had grown into three 

volumes, each corresponding rooghly t o  a period of less than ten 

years--On the Border of Two Centuries [Na rubezhe dvukh stoletiv] 

(1 930), The Beainnina of the Century [Nachab veka] (1933) and 

Between Two Revolutions CMezhdu dvukh revolvutsiv] (1 9 34). Bely 

was by no means the only one t o  indulge hirnself in reminiscing 

about temps perdu. However, the position o f  Bely's memoirs in 

Russian literature of the 1920s and 1930s is rernarkable. 

As stated in his own introductions this succession of rnernoirs 

testifies t o  Bely's numerous atternpts to  re-evaluate and even re- 

enact and re-construct for post-revolutionary readers the complex 

picture o f  cultural Iife in Russia from the late nineteenth to the 

beginning of the twentieth century. An astoundingly talented person 

himself, Bely was intimately farniliar with many poets, writers, 

philosophers, artists, musicians and simply interesting people who 

were active at  that time. Whatever scholars might Say now about the 

reliability of his memoirs, Bely in the 1920s and early 1930s 



imposed upon himself the Iiteral role of a pontifex, by quickly 

throwing a number of bridges wer the rapidly growing rift between 

pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary cultures. It is appropriate 

therefore that his death in 1 934 was lamented in the émigré world 

&y Fedor Stepun as the death of "the l a s  of [his] kin": 

In his noble undertaking to serve as an intermediary between 

the tragically split cultures, Bely faced a number of problerns, one 

of which was his potential readership. As Boris Groys and Katerina 

Clark convincingly demonstrated, even at the time of the New 

Econornic Policy (NEP, 1921 -28)-a period of ideological laxness and 

srnall-scale capitalist development in Russia-the vast majority of 

its citizens had no interest whatsoever in high-brow theater, art or 

works of literature.74 "The masses were not going to  the very 

73 Fedor Stepun, Vstrechi (Munchen: Tovarishchestvo 
zarubezhnykh pisateley, 1 962) 1 62. [Stepun's emphasis] 



cultural institutions which, in theory, the Revolution had freed them 

to enjoy. [. . .] Everyone was watching Amen'can filmsn with Douglas 

Fairbanks and Mary Pickford? According t o  Clark, the Party 

functionaries in their decisions on which trends and approaches in 

art should be favored a t  the expense of others, were forced to take 

into account public dernand and popular tastem76 Theirs was a 

difficult task, since as a direct result of the October revolution, a 

relatively smali group of ar t  consurners-which consisted mainly of 

producers thernselves and of their enlightened peers-was replaced 

overnight by the whole population whose tastes did not coincide 

with those o f  the sophisticated elite. In this situation, the 

development of the Socialist Realist canon-with the prescribed 

portrayal of good, strong and straightforward "heroes" proving 

themselves victorious under the most challenging conditions-- 

emerged partially in response to the growing need for "home-made" 

uncomplicated adventure plots that appealed t o  average Soviet 

citizens.77 Thus in his speech a t  the First Writers' Congres of 1934, 

Samuil Marshak-who mainly spoke about books for young readers- 

"defined socialist realism as travel and adventure literature, a 

cym-e FI IECWI arpomasoc ~aaaa6a.x" Groys, "Stif' Stalin," 
Utopiya i obmen 28). 

75 Katerina Clark, Petersburri. Crucible of Cultural Revolution 
(Cambridge, MMLondon, England: Harvard UP, 1 9 9 5) 1 9 6. 

76 Ibid., 196. 

77 Ibid., 197-200. 



formufa that he said he derived frorn the readers' letters about the 

literature they preferred."7* 

These new readers allegedly spoke the new language. By 1928 a 

number of politicians, artists and linguists on numerous occasions 

proudly spoke of the fact that a "new" (proletarian) language had 

corne into existence as a result of the drarnatic political, social and 

cultural changes that had taken place after 191 7. It was even 

suggested that young people of the iate twenties were virtually 

unable to  understand the language of pre-revolutionary 

intellectuals.79 By the late 1920s, the active vocabulary of Russian 

speakers was, on the one hand, significantly depleted, because 

various words were no longer recalied in everyday situations, since 

the notions and objects that they denoted had become obsolete; on 

the other hand, the language was continuously enriching itself with 

new words denoting the new realia that were unknown t o  older 

generations.80 The generation gap, the need of translation frorn one 

- - 

78 Ibid., 345, 69n. 

79 Ibid., 224. 

80 A similar situation exists in today's Russia. Thus the 
narrator in Yuriy Polyakov's satire, The Goat in Milk [Kozlenok v 
moloke] (1 996), while describing the pre-perestroyka life of Russian 
men of letters for the post-perestroyka readers, repeatedly makes 
jokes at the expense of the alleged generation gap: kanofi-TO T a .  
c o ~ m m m  ~~~ppec tmi  ~emg noxolmM ~a c c m m  Men, umopbGi 
fi onmucm en B ~ecynrec~~yronieU ywe r d  H M H ~  esrpouro uenoe 
norconeme, IIOH~IUEI I-E memwee, m moe c FI c q e ~  ero e m -  A 
momr nomapure. nime Hemoxo B (gOe Bpm-aTMBiLIOmie Ha xoM 
TBO~P~CKOM ~ e ~ o a e ,  ecm I.I m o m a m  O HeMi  TO K ~ K  O AaBHo ycomeiM 
poacnmwme. ¶ a m  AaBaBmeM Ha MopoxeHoe, HO np~r  TOM Bce B M ~ I  

(Moscow: Kovcheg, 1 996) 1 73. 
P" suTasureM Hyware HoTamu. . ." Yuriy Polyakov, Kozlenok v mo oke 



language into the other as well as the relativity of any experience- 

including cultural-was recognized by some representatives of the 

-dying tradition. Thus, in 1929 Vladimir Pyast prefaced his 

reminiscences about the literary activity of the beginning of the 

century with the following remarks: 

It is with al1 these changes in mind and particularly in view of 

the "new" Soviet reader, that Bely wrote his memoirs: 

81 Pyast, Vstrechi 5. 

82 Andrey Bely, Nachalo veka (Moscow: Soyuzteatr, 1 990) 17. 



I t  was not only a desire t o  please the authorities,83 but also the 

vision of his potential reader that motivated Bely in the 1930s to  

portray himself and his generation as romantic rebels against the 

pre-revolutionary stagnant way of living--and therefore-as allies 

of the Revolution. 

The f i c t  that Bely in his memoirs was less preoccupied with 

telling the "truth" about his generation (a fact which puzzled and 

upset some of his admirers and supporters), and more with whether 

this generation was going t o  be remembered a t  al1 by modern 

readers, along with his tendency to  tell the same story more than 

once and each tirne in a different way-all of this points directly to  

a continued process of digestion, assimilation and processing of the 

cultural legacy of the Silver Age that took place in his writings. 

Bely was not simply trying t o  remember, he was re-enacting, reg 

83 Lazar Fleishman, "Bely's Memoirs," Andrev Belv. Spirit of. 
Symbolism, ed. John Malmstad (lthaca and London: Comell UP, 1987) 
231. Bely's often hurniliating caricatures of his contemporaries 
should not be regarded solely as something imposed upon him by the 
authorities, as suggested by Fieishman. Belyls memoirs were not a 
specifically Soviet phenornenon. They are matched by Georgiy 
tvanov's Petersburg Winters [Peterburaskie zimv] (1 928), written 
and published in Paris, which, in Ivanov's words, were only "twenty- 
five percent true to life." Georgiy Ivanov, Sobranie sochineniv v 
trekh tomakh vol. 1 (Moscow: Soglasie, 1 994-95) 24. Cf. "B xpoeIme 
6enoro mon, He~owoc~a,  npepenwsem, ucrcaxcemiti, HO B H e f i  erra 
6ommile i ï 0 c T O k M C ~ ~ a :  ~ O B e ~ a ~  ~306pa31rTeJlb~0CTb, H ~ ~ J ~ K M ~ T ~ J ~ H o C T ~ ,  

S IïIâpXâ, iX&KMHM, KâpPMZCaTfl* rpOTKK% He MCTopMK, a"jT" w m  an. OH c03nae~ n o m m  Gneaa rr ruq.~a 

1955) 269. 
"mE pycCECoro cmmo~~3~a»>.~ K. V. Moch~l'sky, Andrev Bely (Paris: YM A-PRESS, 



narrating and-what the modern scholar of cultural memory calls- 

"re-presenting" the past. 

[Sluch loaking back and remembering has ta confront some 
difficult problerns of representation in its relationship to 
temporality and memory. [. . .] &-presentation a l w a ~  cornes 
after, even though some media will try to provide us with the 
delusion of pure presence. [. . .] The past is not simply there in 
memory, but it must be articulated to becorne memory. The fissure 
that opens up between experiencing an event and remembering it 
in representation is unavoidable. Rather than lamenting or ignoring 
it, this split should be understood as a powerful stimulant for 
cultural and artistic creativity. *4 

In Russian literature a similar observation was made by Anna 

Akhmatova in her highly biographical A Poem Without a Hero : 

The whole poem arose from this fissure between "remembering" and 

"re-presenting." Apart from being conducive to creativity, such re- 

84 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Mernories (New York/London: 
Routledge, 1 995) 2-3. 

85 Anna Akhmatova, Stikhotvoreniva i wemv (Leningrad: 
Sovetskiy pisatel', 1 984) 61 3. 



narration, re-enacting, re-presentation and re-processing of the old 

is essential for the preservation of cultural memory and for the 

preservation of literary tradition.86 Bely in the 1 920s and 1 9 30s 

presented a unique twofold system. His books were written 

sirnultaneously by a representative of the dying tradition and by a 

"new" writer-his rival-determined t o  overcome this old 

tradition.87 Bely's "creat ive rnernoirs" along with Osip 

Mandel'shtarn's autobiographical The Noise of Time [Shum vremeni] 

(1925), Vladimir Pyast's barely known memoirs Encounters 

Nstrechi] (1 929), Georgiy Chulkov's The Years of Pilarimaae [Godv 

stranstviv] (1 930) and Boris Pasternak's egocentric Safe Conduct 

[Okhrannava aramota] (1 93 1) were a tangibie memory-bond that tied 

pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary cultures together. "Bely 

may have caricatured his contemporaries, but a t  ieast a later 

generation could leam of their existence. In this perspective, Bely's 

- - 

86 Yuriy Tynyanov in "Dostoevsky and Gogol"' stipulates that 
"literary tradition" or "continuity" should not be seen as a smooth 
line, connecting the younger and the older generations, rather it 
should be conceived as a "struggle" between them. Tynyanov, 
Arkhaistv i novatory (Munchen: Wilhelm Fink, 1967) 41 2.  In this 
respect Bely's deliberate twisting of  the ideas of  his 
conternporaries, which verges on making them sound ridiculous and 
obsolete, is in agreement with the normal development of literary 
evolution. 

87 This can be also seen in Bely's 're-writing' of his pre- 
revolutionary novel, Petersburq into the post-revolutionary novel, 
Moscow. Khodasevich was the first t o  point t o  the mirror-like 
connection between these two novels in his "Ableukhovy-Letaevy- 
Korobkiny." See his Literatumve stat'i i vos~ominaniva. 



memoirs stand as a unique witness to the Symboiist era in Russian 

cultural history."88 

A few days prior t o  Bely's deathsg Literaturnava aazeta 

pubfished "Marcel Proust" ["Marsel' Prust"], the last article by 

Anatoliy Lunachanky who had died in France in the late December, 

1933. ln this article, with some obligatory bows towards Marxist- 

Leninist criticism of the bourgeois Proust, Lunachanky marvels a t  

Proust's ability to digest his pan, to  renew it and bring it to  life for 

the reader in the fonn of his "auto-biographical" novels: 

Lunacharsky compares Proust's "memoirs" with Goethe's Dichtung 

und Wahrheit and praires both writers for their commitment t o  the 

"inner structure" [- CI~O~OCI~ , ]  of their works, rather than to 

the telling of the "exact truth" [~owaa rrpasaa] about their lives.91 

Lunacharsky's perceptive cornments on Proust can be easily applied 

t o  Bely's rnemoirs as well. Bely's capacity t o  process and translate 

human experience was really unique. I t  is ironic that Bely's obituary 

written for lzvestiya by Pil'nyak, Pasternak and Sannikov, in which 

88 Fleishman, "Belyfs Memoirs" 241. 

89 Bely died on January 8th, 1 934. 

90 Literaturnaya aazeta 5 Jan. 1934. 

91 Ibid. 



he is syrnpathetically portrayed as a person of high "aesthetic and 

moral tension/ voltage [aanp112aeme]," is immediately followed by a 

short piece with the dreary title: ''The End of the Cornpetition for the 

Best Radio-Receiverflransmitter" [ K m y p c  ria nymm panIionpiemm 

~ ~ K O ~ C E I  192 

With the demise of memoirs as a genre in Soviet Iiterature,gî 

which almost coincided with Bely's death, the natural process of 

digestion, appropriation and assimilation of the cultural legacy of 

the Silver Age on any considerable scale came to  a halt in the 

Soviet Union. A significant effort to  preserve the cultural past was 

undertaken by Khodasevich, Georgiy Ivanov, Berdyaev, Otsup, 

Makovsky, Stepun, Valentinov, Gippius-to name but a few-but this 

body of work remained largely unknown to the Soviet reader. The 

new Soviet literature was oriented towards the future, not to a past 

which-it was expected-would shortly be forgotten. For years t o  

come the cultural legacy o f  the Silver Age was never considered 

with anything approaching the depth that Bely explored in his 

mernoirs. 

92 lzvestiva 9 Jan. 1934. 

93 See Fleishman, "Bely's Memoirs" 240-1 . 



In Soviet Russia, what is usually described as a merciless 

purge of the legacy of the Silver Age in the succeeding period (1 91 8- 

1940), resulted from the unique political, social and cultural 

situation o f  the post-revolutionary period. While fin de siècle 

culture was obsessed with the glorious past, often seeing itself as a 

rather inferior projection of distant epochs, revolutionary culture, 

with its promises of future improvement of  existing world order, 

naturally regarded the past as inferior to  the present, not to  mention 

the future. tnevitably, post-revolutionary views as to the high point 

in cultural evolution differed from pre-revolutionary views. Andrew 

Baruch Wachtel perceptively obsewed that the Russians have a 

unique tendency to  assign periods of happiness and cultural 

prosperity-such as golden or silver ages-to definite positions 

within historical time. 

Descriptions of a lost golden age, of course, form a constant 
cultural/mythologicaI pattern, from ancient Greece through the 
Renaissance and into the modem world. The Russian version of the 
golden-age myth is unusual only in that it places the golden age 
practically in historÏcal tirne, as opposed to the "sometime" more 
typical of mythic chronology. [. . .] ldeological battle was, 
therefore, not between [a] happy and unhappy [. . . version of  the 
golden age] but rather between a view that placed the golden age 



in the immediate past and one that set it in the irnrnediate 
future94 

Thus, when after the revolution the suwïving representatives of the 

Silver Age tradition were nostalgically looking back t o  Pushkin, 

whose life and work were for them synonyrnous with the Golden Age 

of Russian literature, their revolutionary-minded counterparts were 

a t  the same time dethroning Pushkin and pushing hirn off "the 

steamboat of modernity." The pro-revolutionary writers cared little 

for antiquity or for the present, when so many wonderfui things 

were expected to happen in the imrnediate future.95 Their rejection, 

nay destruction, of the past was not al1 that difficult to  accomplish 

for a number of intellectuals were by that time greatly disillusioned 

with Russian literature and culture, blaming it, Iike the writer and 

philosopher Vasiliy Rozanov, for ieading to general confusion and 

unrest. Russian literature, in terms of its main themes-according 

to Rozanov-was "such a ioathsome thing [mm ~ e p c n ] , "  because it 

was traditionally "preoccupied with only 'how they loved' and 'what 

they talked about' " instead of guiding and educating people.96 

94 Andrew Baruch Wachtel, The Battle for Childhood: Creation 
of a Russian Myth (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990) 203. 

95 Mandel'shtam in his "Word and Culture" [Slovo i kul'tura] 
(1 921) came up with a peculiar cross of the two trends, " M T ~ K ,  HM 
omom noma eme H e  6mo. MM am€hm OT rp B O C I I O M M H ~  &TO 
C K O ~ K O  panocrasrx n p e n n y m x ~ ~  &nmi~,  Emf i .  romp." ~ s i p  
Mandel'shtam, Ob iskusstve (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1995) 204. 

96 Vasiliy Rozanov, lzbrannoe (Munich: A. Neimanis, 1970) 
447. 



A similar dissatisfaction with modern civilization, the state 

of art and thought in general-which brought Europe in 1914 to the 

brink of the Apocalypse was shared by Rozanov's conternporaries, 

Mikhail Gershenzon and Nikolay Berdyaev. While in early 191 7 

Gershenzon suggested that the horror and the glory o f  World War I 

revealed to everybody the "conservatism" of human nature, which- 

despite general beliefs at the tirne-had resisted the ameliorating 

impact of progressive science and technology,gT Berdyaev in his 

191 9-20 lectures, delivered in Moscow for the students of the 

Vol'naya Akademiya, accused the culture of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century for leading t o  what he terrned "the crisis of 

Hurnanisrn."g* This crisis, according t o  Berdyaev, was caused by the 

hyper-individualistic orientation of modern culture, which reached 

its apogee in Friedrich Nietzsche's construct of the Superman. Since, 

Berdyaev argued, the rise of the Superman was expected to  result 

from mercilessly overcoming imperfect human nature, humanism 

was imperceptibly replaced by i ts  antipode--anti-humanism.. 

Another nineteenth-century personality to blame for this crisis was 

Karl Marx who, not unlike Nietzsche, denied the value of each and 

every human being, instead dissolving individuals in the collective. 

Marx "preaches coercion with regard to  man and thy neighbor in the 

name of  erecting a non-human, superhuman kingdorn of  

97 Mikhail Gershenzon, "Krizis sovremennoy kul'tury," 
Minuvshee 1 1 (1 99 1 ): 232-248. 

98 Berdyaev, Smvsl istorii 1 86-7. 



col lect iv ism."~~ Thus Berdyaev invested hi+ hopes for the radiant 

future of mankind in neither the god of Decadence nor that of 

Socialism. 

Both modem philosophes and modem artists were scorned by 

Berdyaev for their distinctly "anti-Renaissance" traits.100 Modern 

art  is blamed by Berdyaev for dispatching man as the "greatest objet 

d'art," it tears man into pieces or merges him with and dissolves 

hirn in the material world, as happens in the paintings of Picasso 

or in Andrey Bely's Petersburg (1 9 1 6). O1 Modern artists, according 

to Berdyaev, undergo bouts of "creative impotence [. . .] and envy of 

the more wholesorne periods in the history of human culture."loz 

"Man no longer has wings. [. . .] He reached the end of modem history 

by being deeply disillusioned, damaged, fragmented and creatively 

exhaustedmW'o3 However, a special feature of Russian culture lies in 

the fact that it arrived a t  its decline through by-passing the true 

Renaissance experienced earlier by all other European cultures. Io4 A 

remote chance of experiencing some sort of a Renaissance flickered 

up for Russia during the age of Pushkin, but it was too short a period 

99 Ibid., 189. 

Ioo Ibid., 206-13. 

'01 Ibid., 207-8. 

102 Ibid., 211. 

103 Ibid., 21 3-1 4. 

'O4 Ibid., 220-21. 



to produce a substantial impact, according to  BerdyaevJos The rest 

of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth were 

too immened in the mundane, and even the thirst of Russian culture 

for "religious transformation was stricken by some sort of 

unhealthy drearniness."l*6 Nonetheless, the absence of a recent 

cultural Renaissance that can be re-visited is not t o  the 

disadvantage of the under-civilized Russian people, since--more 

than Western people who are so attached to the material world- 

they recognize their critical situation and c m  find a way out.107 In 

this conclusion that a golden age is drawing on for Russia, Berdyaev 

joins forces with the Marxists, for his cultural Renaissance as well 

as their golden era of communism were expected to take place in the 

immediate future. 

Only some years later, when expectations of reaching the 

golden age-be it the communist paradise or the new spiritual 

Renaissance-wore really thin, the mythoiogical prosperous time 

was again identified as having occurred in the past. This idea was 

developed by the late twenties when the Russian fin de siècle was 

upgraded by Berdyaev to  "the time of great intellectual and spiritual 

excitementw--in short--"philosophical, artistic and mystical 

renaissance."1o* By the  late thirties he had further promoted this 

los Ibid., 220-21. 

106 Ibid., 268. 

107 Ibid., 268-69. 

108 Berdyaev is quoted in Ronen, The Fallacv of the Silver Aae 
10. 



period to  the status of  not only an artistic but also a religious and 

spiritual Renaissance.lo9 In the 1930s apart from Berdyaev, many 

émigré Russian i n t e l l e c t ~ a l s l ~ ~  joined in praising and admiring this 

period and this reached its apogee in Sergey Makovsky's eulogistic 

collection On  the Parnassus of the Silver Arie [Na Darnase 

serebrvanoçio veka] (1 962). 

Whether the twenty years prior to the Bolshevik revolution 

should be referred to as the "Silver" (or "second Golden" or even 

"Platinum") Age of Russian cult~re1~l is not so important for this 

dissertation. What is important is that by t h e  1940s this term 

became current. And what is even more important: this period had 

redeemed itself in the eyes of the beholders or--in post-Stalinist 

jargon-it has been rehabilitated. What happened is best described 

by Lidiya Ginzburgfs perceptive observation about how one's vision of 

a .certain object or of a person can change abruptly overnight. (The 

following passage was written in connection with Mayakovsky's 

suicide in 1930.) 

109 Ronen 13-15. 

1 1 *  See Vladimir Veydte, "Tri Rossii," Sovremennve zapiski 
W (1 937): 304-322. In this article Veydle explicitly describes the 
penod preceding the revolution of 191 7 as the Silver Age of Russian 
culture. 

See Ronen's exhaustive discussion in his The Fallacy of 
the Silver Aae. 



Within the Soviet Union the attitude to the Silver Age among 

the intelligentsia was far more ambivalent than attitudes abroad. 

Even from the vantage point of the 1970-s Nadezhda Mandel'shtarn 

held the Silver Age responsible for the macabre developments of the 

1920-5 and for the purges of the 1930-s: 

1 12 Ginzburg, Chelovek za ds'mennvm stolom 92. 

'13 Nadezhda Mandel'shtarn, Vtorava kniaa: vospominaniya 
(Moscow: Moskovskiy rabochiy, 1 990), 333. 



Like Terapiano's "men of the thirties," Nadezhda Mandel'shtarn 

unrese~edly dissociates from Silver Age culture both herself (on 

the  basis of age--she insists on calling herself a "little girl" [she 

was bom in 1 8991 throughout the greater portion o f  her narrative 

about the 1920s) and Osip Mandel'shtam (1 891 -1 938). Mandel'shtam 

is excused by her from any "liability" on the basis of "being 

perpetually misunderstood both by the Symbolists and the 

connoisseurs of collectivism."l l 

Such an unforgiving attitude towards the Silver Age, 

neverthelesr, did not stop Nadezhda Mandel'shtam from being "hurt" 

by the ambiguous "first dedication" of Akhmatova's A Poem Without 

a Hero.lis She resented Akhmatova's composite suicida1 protagonist 

of the long poem about the murky atmosphere of  the early 1910s- 

whose portrait was informed by a number of  different people-and 

wanted him to  be modeled unequivocally after her late husband 

alone. In her disappointment, she goes as far as accusing Akhmatova 

of egocentrism and double-dealing and reprimands her for her 

uncritical admiration of Silver Age "beauties" such as Ol'ga Glebova- 

Sudeykina and others. Although greatly impressed by the poem as a 

whole, Nadezhda Mandel'shtam associated i ts  weakness with 

114 Ibid., 333. 

5 Nadezhda Mandel'shatam devoted a special chapter, 
"'Poema bez geroya' i moya obida" to  this matter in her Vtorava 
knicia: vospominaniva. 



Akhmatova's ambivalent attitude toward the Silver Age-admiration 

and compassion admixed with overtones of the Last Judgment-and 

was bewildered by her willingness t o  adhere to the Symbolist 

literary canon: 

What Nadezhda Mandel'shtam failed to  appreciate was that the 

popular attitude to  the Silver Age changed significantly over the 

twenty years during which Akhmatova was working on her poem. The 

poem was a Iife-long project for Akhmatova; she sensed its fïrst 

fiicker as early as -191 7 and kept on writing or polishing and re- 

adjusting its various portions from 1 940 until her death in 1 966. 

In the forties the Silver Age was already slowly wedging its 

way back into official Soviet culture. A t  the beginning of 1945, 

Novw mir published Lev Nikulin's recollections of his meetings with 

the famous singer Fedor Chaliapin (No 2-3); the year finished with 

the publication of  ~ ç e v o l o d  Marnontov's "Rerniniscences About 

. . - --- - 

Nadezhda Mandel'shtarn 360. 



Artists" ["Vospominaniya O khudozhnikakh"] (No 11-1 2). In his essay 

Mamontov recalled not only the politically correct and "progressivew 

"ltinerants," like Polenov, Repin and Levitan, but typical fin de siècle 

artists, Iike Vrubel', Serov, Ostroukhov and Korovin. The 1945 

publication of a srnall portion of Akhmatova's A Poern without a Hero 

under the tit le "Nineteen-thineen" aferted Russian readers t o  the 

idea of Silver Age culture.117 This culture was making its 

comeback in preparation for the 1946 jub i l e  t o  commemorate the 

25th anniversary of Blok's death that took place in Moscow and 

Leningrad.' 18 

Although these cefebrations of a by-gone era hitherto scorned, 

were followed immediately by the infamous "Party Resolution" with 

regard to the Iiterary periodicals Zvezda and Leninarad, a number of  

scholariy and fictional works were stimulated by this event. Among 

them, and not the least important, was Pasternak's Doctor Zhivaqo 

(1 945-1 955). According to Pasternak, upon being asked t o  write an 

article about Blok, he wrote a whole novel instead-"9 Although . 

Blok's is the only Silver Age name that is openly mentioned in Doctor 

Zhivaao, in his later autobiographical essay "People and Situations" 

["Lyudi i polozheniya"] (1 9 5 6-57/67) Pasternak tenderly recalls the 

names of rnany representatives of  the Silver Age. The fact that this 

essay, full of nostalgic overtones and with the opening section 

inconspicuously called "M ladenchestvo" (evoking Vyacheslav Ivanov's 
p. .. 

1 17 See Ronen 1 9. 

l8 See Chapter III. 

This is discussed in detail in Chapter III. 



1918 long poem of the same name), was intended for publication in 

1957, shows the considerable changes that had occurred in the 

perception of this period since the time of the last publication of 

Bely's rnemoin.iz* 

In the late 1 9 50s to  early 1 960s scholarly studies of Blok's 

legacy refrained altogether from portraying him solely as a pro- 

revolutionary poet. As the editors of the first Blokovskiy sbornik 

(1964) put it, their intention was to  introduce their readers not to 

the legend but t o  a "living [ x m X i ]  human being."1Z1 It was claimed 

that the life of Blok should be studied in al1 its complexity and 

within t h e  broad context of his time. The search for the "true" Blok 

allowed the editors to include the previously unpublished mernoirs 

and letters of Blok's contemporaries in their edition. This volume 

also contained Avril Pyman's impressive fifteen-page bibliography 

of non-Soviet scholarly articles on Blok. If the 1964 Blokovskiv 

sbornik was focused on Blok alone, the second 1 972 sbornik featured 

a number of either comparative studies such as Shmakov's "Blok and 

Kuzmin" and Bel'kindfs "Blok and Vyacheslav Ivanov," or studies that 

showed Blok in contact with other artists and intellectuals of his 

time, like Dongarov's "Blok, the Editor of Bal'mont." For some time, 

the politically correct Blok served as a pretext for smuggling in 

As it turned out, this eaay was published only ten years 
later in Nowy mit 1 (1 967). 

121 Blokovskiv sbornik (Tartu: Tartuskiy Gosudarstvennyy 
universitet, 1 964) 4. 



names and works that were still castigated and deemed 

unacceptable, such as Mikhaii Kuzmin's Win~is CKryl'yal 

The interest of the general public in the Silver Age was 

growing. Thus, in 1964 the perÏodical Moskva published a series of 

articles devoted to its various representativesl22 and its May issue 

featured the first review of Akhmatova's A Poem Without a Hero. Its 

author, Korney Chukovsky, whom Yuriy Aleksandrovich called in 1908 

"the fosterling [~6mop~6mr] of Decadent journals,"123 came up with an 

astute analysis of Akhmatova's use of historical and poetic times 

and granted her the privilege of looking back at  the Silver Age not 

only with anger, Dut with love and nostalgia, since the latter were 

only to be expected in a poem about personal youthful experiences: 

122 See Shumakov, "Ivan Bunin v Tartu," (No 1 l ) ,  and 
Kuleshina, "Dinastiya Benua," (No 12). 

23 Yuriy Aleksandrovich, Posle Chekhova: Ocherk molodov 
Iiteratury posledneao desyatiletiya 1898-908 (Moscow: 
Obshchestvennaya polka, 1908) 72. 

124 Korney Chukovsky, "Chitaya Akhmatow," Moskva 5 (1 964): 
203. 



Such changes in the perception of the Silver Age and the 

restoration of its legacy-in however small doses-within Russian 

culture could have been responsible for Akhmatova's inability to 

stop revising her Poem Without a Hero.12JThe reviving of old issues 

that had been rnuffled for quite some tirne must have re-opened 

some old w ~ u n d s . ' ~ ~  She must have suffered from acute bouts of 

"anxiety of influence," an anxiety which occasionally forces its way 

through ("m w 38aR 06- B mamaTe [. . .] msce ET y Mea. 

p o n m m "  [for certain: they will accuse me of plagiarism [. . .] 1 

don't have any pedigree]). She endeavored within one poern to 

overcome once and for al1 the influence of her former 'mentorst and 

poetic rivals, like Blok, Gumilev, Kuzmin, Mandel'shtam and 

125 Cf. the following excerpt from Akhmatova's "letter to 
N.N." (May 27, 1955) which for five years was an integral part of the 
poem and later was deleted by the poet, "B TePemie  m m m a m  JET 
noma neomas~o .  K ~ K  npw~m ~a~ofi-TO aememofi 60nem, B H O B ~  
~iacmmm mm, H ~i He Moma m r i e  OTO~B~TM=H, AO~~OJIHH~~EI w w 
nmkuMMonrs: oK-HHyi0 m m  1. . .] A He y ~ m A o ,  z r j  
mama me: "Hy. BH rrponw! &a mc macorna He o ~ r r y r n ~ . ~  Lidiya 
Chukovskaya, Zapiski ob Anne Akhmatovov vol. 2 (Moscow: Soglasie, 
1997) 139. See also an entry (November 19, 1960) in the diary of 
Lidiya Chukovskaya: "-bmr crpoïca B T O ~ M ~ " , - O ~ ~ I I B ~  oHa; s B 
OTW Ha MW macmmme: d3b1 Xe y ~ e p ~ r m  wm. "f i03~a o~owxe~a».-da, 
na, a Tenefs n rrponmua ce6e no 1 mmpn . . Ha~o ~ w m b  eme 
~m.. . Chukovskaya, Z a ~ i s  i, vol. 2, 435. 



Tsvetaeva.127 As time went by, the body of the poem continued to 

expand as a result of a vast influx of poetic material that  it had to 

process. Akhmatova's derogatory remarks, highlighted by Chukovsky, 

should not be taken only in a literary sense. They attest as much to 

her discontent with the  historical, political and cultural 

atmosphere prior to  the outbreak of World War 1, as to  her 

discontent with the state of the poetry of that period, resulting in 

its subsequent demise in the 1920s-a state that she aspired to 

amend with her own poem. This must have been a nightmarish 

endeavor, for as Nadezhda Mandel'shtam testified, "Akhmatova could 

never stop wonying about her poem. She thought that  the [existence 

o f  the] poem was justified only if it were far better than anvthinq 

e Ise " [Axiam~y macorna He m m o  G e c n o ~ o ~ m  O ~ ~ H O  n03m~ - 
Osa mTana, n o  noma onpamarra, mnmo euUl oHa rn"nne Bcero 

ocramtiofol128 The repetition of the consonant clusters "p-b-g" as 

can be seen in " p m e n o ~ ,  6nymofi ir r p 3 ~ o W  is not only an 

abbreviation of 'Petersburg'--which according to Lev Loseff, is the 

irnplied hero of  Poem Without a Hero-but as, Loseff subtly 

- - - - - - - - - 

'27 Hidden and obvious references to  the texts of Akhmatova's 
predecessors and contemporaries are discussed in numerous studies 
devoted to Poem Without a Hero. It will suffice to mention the more 
recent ones, such as articles by Nivat, Loseff, Tsiv'yan and lvanov in 
Akhmatovskiv sbornik 1, ed. Serge Déduline and Gabriel Soperfin 
(Paris: Institut d'études slaves, 1989); cornmentaries of R. D. 
Timenchik to his edition of Akhmatova's Poema bez aerova (Moscow: 
Izdatel'stvo MPI, 1 989); and lnna Lisnyanskaya, Shkatulka s 
trovnvrn dnom (Kaliningrad: Luch-1 , 1 99 5). 

28 Nadezhda Mandel'shtam 3 60. [emphasis added] 



observes, also of the three initial letters of the titie of the poem 

(Poema @z geroya).lzg Thus, it is only logical t o  suggest, that the 

main theme of Poem Without a Hero is the poem itselft30-which is 

anyway obvious from the title-while its hero, if there is one, is its 

creator, a genuine outsider, who by the act of  sheer writing 

wrestles heroicallv with tradition. 

Although alfegedly devoted to the preservation of the Silver 

Age of Russian culture, Akhmatova's project was authoritarian in 

nature. The evidence of this can be found in her attempts a t  

becoming the sole custodian of the interpretation of Iiterary life a t  

the beginning of the centuryt31 and in her damning remarks about 

other interpretations of this time. The latter can be seen in her 

criticism of  Doctor Zhivario--Pasternak's own version of the 19 10s 

and 1920s--which she claimed to  be weak and highly improbable. 

Along with Bely's memoirs, Pasternak's Doctor Zhivaoo and Nina 

Berberova's The Italics are Mine [Kursiv moyl (1 969/72), 
- 

7 29 Lev Losev (Loseff), "Geroy 'Poerny bez geroya'," 
Akhmatovskiy sbornik 1 09-1 22. 

'30 Cf. ' M o ~ o  4axe maan, s ~ o  CEoxeToM [ i ~ c 3 ~ ~ b 1 ]  n ~ ~ i r n r c ~  
mropkia xyao-ec~oW H e  aawi, ucropm O TOM, KLK He y m m m  
HûniiCaTb WEi ltOllHCaTb << d 03w &3 repOlI>>, IlOECTb, COTKûEHylû K3 
WPHOBHKOB, HaMeTOK, d p 0 m e s s a o ~  npo6, H e v B a t M M X  ~ O ~ M O ~ O C T ~ ~ "  
(Roman Timenchik, introduction ["Zametki O 'Poeme bez geroya"'], 
Poema bez aeroya, by Anna Akhmatova (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo MPIy 
1989). 

l 3 1  Cf. "B m e m e  mm b m m  « m m -  w c ~ i n m y »  
KamoMy rocm, TO e c n  pacc~a3~1~ana eMy ~ c ~ o p ~ u o  a ~ ~ e m ~ a  M 
C O ~ C T B ~ H H O ~ ~  XAâHH, 9~0661 OH HaBeKH 3aIlOMHMJi HX II IIOBTOpIiJl B 
emmcmemo nonycTmoM axMaToBcKoM s a p k i a ~ ~ e "  Nadezhda Mandel'shtam 
369-70. 



Akhmatova's Poem Without a Hero was one of the last attempts by 

writers born of the Silver Age tradition t o  overcome this tradition 

from within by eating their own flesh, so t o  speak. Any subsequent 

atternpts a t  assimilation and internalization o f  Silver Age 

literature have been undertaken by people for whom this period 

meant not life, but literary history. 

6. 

The complex structure and texture of Akhmatova's A Poem 

Hero provoked a number of fint-rate scholarly analyses. Without a 

"Akhmatova and Kuzmin" ["Akhmatova i Kuzmin"] by Roman 

Timenchik, Viadimir Toporov and Tat'yana Tsiv'yan is one of thern.132 

What rapidly turned this analysis into a classic was not so much its 

numerous insights into the creativity of both poets, but a detailed 

reconstruction of the social, hlstorical and particularty cultural 

background of the 191 0-s, that was pertinent to the appreciation of 

the literary works in question (Akhmatova's A Poem Without a Hero 

and Kuzmin's The Trout Breaks The Ice). The authors of this and other 

similar studies belonged t o  a new generation of Soviet scholars and 

writers for whom the multifaceted Silver Age was a welcome relief 

from the gray rnonotony of Socialist Realism. For these young people 

the Silver Age was like a newly found exotic oasis, lit up by every 

'32 R.D. Timenchik, V.N. Toporov and T.V. Tsivtyan, "Akhmatova 
i Kuzmin," Russian Literature VI-3 (1 978): 21 3-305. 



hue of  the World of Art Movement, and populated exclusively by 

free-spirited artists.133 These "products" of  Khrushchev's "Thaw" 

were bound t o  find kindred spirits in the inhabitants of the "Stray 

Dogn [Brodyachaya sobaka] cabaret, whose adventurous lives and 

deeds they were determined to uncover. 

Comparative studies such as "Akhmatova and Kuzmin" were a 

product of  a specific cultural situation in the 1960s and early 

1970s, which fivored the eradication of many cultural, geogaphical 

and temporal barriers. 134 Another typical period piece which was 

immensely popular was Il'ya Erenburg's memoin, Peode. Years, Life 

[Lyudi. aody. zhizn'] (1 961 -66). Even though the accuracy of some of 

Erenburg's reconstructions teaves much t o  be desired, he 

nevertheless contributed to  the restoration of a greater cultural 

picture of the fim half of the twentieth 

been admitted. His narrative moves 

another, flows back and forth between 

and back to Russia or the Soviet Union, 

century than had previously 

freely from one epoch to  

various European countries 

bringing together seemingly - 

133 The older generation was 
this period as can be seen from Korney 

far less enthusiastic about 
Chukovsky's diary of 1959: 

'Tompm c Mapmaico~ O n o 3 ~ a x ~ m c r a x ,  now~ Bce wx (panmai 
~ a w n a m m  rm 6 6pm013, W, Ekm ym@mc bno~. 

- da, na, - atm oit - 'T Cono?;6 d a m e  ~ o m n a  tia 6 A 
K y a m ~  M c a ~  6bm 6" Korney Chukovs y, Dnevnik 1930-1 969 
(Moscow: Sovremennyy pisatel', 1 9 9 5) 287. 

134 Vladimir Paperny attributes this to the manifestation of 
Culture One (1 917-1 935; 1955-1 977), which has a tendency to  
expand horizontally--rather than vertically-as is typical of  the 
preceding Culture Two (1 935- 1 955). See Paperny, Kul'tura "Dva" 72- 
99. 



disconnected people and weaving a single cultural blanket covering 

the whole of Europe. In the 19605 and the 1970s, the Silver Age, to 

a certain extent, loses i ts definite geographical outlines. Thus, in 

Ada (1969) Nabokov stops looking back nostalgically a t  Russian - 
estates lost in the 19 17 revolution and instead moves his typically 

Silver Age Ardis and its inhabitants to America. A similar intention 

was already present in Pnin (1 957) in itr mocking description of 

"The Pines," a North American villa that every other sumrner 

generously opened its doors to  "liberals and intellectuals who had 

left Russia around 1920."'35 In the same novel Nabokov has a 

mediocre poet, ka - -an  overt parody o f  Anna Akhmatova-first 

move to Europe and then t o  Nonh Arnenca, where he pua her and her 

spouse in charge of psychoanalytic studies.i36 

Thanks t o  officially sanctioned memoirs (Iike those of 

Erenburg) and particularly t o  smuggled or samizdat copies of Doctor 

Zhivago, of Nabokov's novels and of the memoirs of Bunin and 

Berberova coupled with photo- or hand-written copies of some pre- 

revolutionary editions, the Silver Age acquired in the eyes of the 

Soviet intellectuals strong associations with political and artistic 

freedom and democracy. This can be seen in numerous allusions to 

Bely's Petersburg in Vasiliy Aksenov's seminal work, The Burn 

[Ozhoci] (1969-1975) in which he describes the strivings of his 

135 Vladimir Nabokov, Pnin (New York: Vintage Books, 1989) 
117. 

' 3 6  On Akhmatova's reaction to these particular passages in 
Pnin see Chukovskaya, Za~iski, vol. 2, 458. - 



generation for moral freedom and spiritual perfection; or in 

Venedikt Erofeev's short story "Vasiliy Rozanov through the Eyes of 

an Eccentric" ["Vasiliy Rozanov glazami ekstsentrika"] (1 978). In the 

latter "[tlhe author represented the momentous meeting of Russian 

independent culture of  the sixties and seventies with the 'Silver 

Age' as the only 'hope' for a conternporary intellectual who was 

planning to  do away with himself, disiilusioned as he was with the 

truisrns of rationalism. The unforeseen but long-awaited contact 

with Vasiliy Rozanov's dizzying paradoxes put everything in i ts  

place."137 

"The long-awaited contact" with the wkural past as well as 

the ways in which this past can be assimifated and internalized 

became one of the major themes of Andrey Bitov's Pushkin House 

[Pushkinskiy dom] (1 965-1 970).13* In it, Bitov tells the story of the 

Odoevtsev family in the late 1950s and early 1 960s. Significantly, 

ail the men in this family are professional students of literature. 

One day, the stilted atrnosphere in this family is suddenly perturbed 

by a number of  seemingly disconnected but actually related events. 

When "Unclen Dickens ("Uncle" Mitya, the mysterious neighbor of the 

Odoevtsev family) returns home from his place of imprisonment that 

he had been in and out of the last twenty years, Leva (the main 

'37 Viktor Erofeev, introduction ["Russia's Fleurs du Mal"], The 
Penauin Book o f  New Russian Writ ina eds. Victor Erofeev, and 
Andrew Reynolds (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1 995) mi. 

138 Pushkinskiy dom was first published in the Soviet Union 
in N o w  mir only in 1987. 



character and Bitovrs alter ego) and his parents excitedly rejoice 

over his liberation. Although I have not seen it noted before, it 

should not take long for the reader to  identify Uncle Dickens-some 

hybrid between Solzhenitsyn's Ivan Denisovich and Dionysus-with 

the Silver Age; even his personal belongings suggest this analogy. I t  

turns out that the best, the most exquisite things that the 

Odoevtsevs possessed ("a mirror, oval, in a frame of gilt-and-black 

grapevines; a table lamp with two l ittle carved Negro cupids (they 

were augun); and a long polished mahogany chest") were in fact not 

theirs, but were given t o  them on loan by Uncle Dickensm139 The word 

"silver" is also mentioned frequently enough in the subsequent 

description of the Unclers appearance t o  alert the 'quick-witted' 

reader: 

39 Andrey Bitov, Pushkin House, trans. Susan Brownsberger 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1987) 24. 



Despite his many years of imprisonment and his considerabie 

age--Unele Dickens was an officer in the Tsarist army--he is 

extremely elegant and attractive, rnaking young Leva feel clumsy and 

boorish: 

140 Andrey Bitov, Pushkinskiy dom, lrn~eriya v chetyrekh 
izmerenivakh, vol. 2 (Khar'kov/Moscow: Folio/TKO AST, 1 996) 29 - 
3 5. [emphasis added] 

'41 Ibid., 28-9 [emphasis added]. How much the Uncle's 
appearance owes to that of Blok becomes clear if we compare Uncle 
Dickens with the revised 1962 'version' of the poet's appearance as 



The Uncle's unexpected return produces a healthy effect on the 

Odoevtsev fimily. Leva's estranged parents are reunited and gaze 

lovingly at each other, they "fawn on the old man; his fou1 language 

so forbidden in the hmily, seemed to  caress their ears. Their faces 

were srnoothed, clear, almost as in the wedding picture, the way 

faces seem to  become a t  the first possibility of love. [. . .] That 

possibility was youth. [. . .] The air in the apanment shifted again, as 

though there were a certain piled-up little room, which they had 

alwavs remembered but foraotten, and it had been shoveled out. . 
."142 Leva is equally obsessed with the Uncle, t o  the extent of 

cherishing a dream that the latter was his real father, and spends 

his time studying pictures taken in the Uncle's youth. 

Wi th  the Uncle's release from irnprisonment, everything that 

was previously forbidden or forgotten-these words are almost 

interchangeable in Bitov's narrative-starts gradually filtering 

back, filling in the gaping holes in people's memories and even in 

Leva's upbringing. Leva is particularly mesmerized by the Unclers 

featured in Korney Chukovsky's memories: "PR~OM c mm nm, Bce 
ocrana~~e,+wmmami Ge;, ripemm u yro~a, Y riac iie 6mo ~ ~ M ~ ( = K O B B O G ~  
y a m 6 ~ ,  rne non cronmmm ~~ 6e(=Ko~ewoe 
aipeeae; y trac ~e 6wo mmoc noicoaoa micm npemcm u  JOB, moi4 
K y w  mpymeK, Tamm 6em-o s c r a T a o r 0  mm . . ~s(oKEE nocne- 
no3~-mpmam, nocnemïR m pymcm m m a  n o  Mor 6ai p a m b  mfi F nom n o p r p e ~ a ~ ~  aeAoB u npanenoa [. . .] C1 o6~lkmbe y mm w o  6apc~oe 
e, u c r o ~ ~ ,  tremoro irame- Aaxe B nmemnie rom-Se3 
BopoTama ii B ~ap~j '3e -0~  ~ax~ncfi  neplimm n a ~ p m e ~ . "  Korney 
Chukovsky, Sovremenniki: Portrety i etyudy (Moscow: Moladaya 
Gvardiya, 1 963) 446-7. 

142 Pushkin House 24-26 [emphasis added]. 



accommodation, that was "made t o  be sneaked into by children 

despite a ban. A book forbidden in childhood-that's exactly what 

Uncle Dickens's tiny apartment was like. [. . .] Leva loved to  be left 

there for  a moment by himself, on a settee created for 

uncornfortable sitting, t o  leaf through a monograph sweet and small 

as a childish sin, about Beardsley, let's Say, but also t o  examine the 

forbidden litt le room he had rnissed out as a child. And the books 

that he borrowed and returned to Uncle Dickens (which s e ~ e d  as the 

occasion for his visits) were also a filling in of his chiidhood: 

Aphrodite, L'Atlantide, The Green Hat. When could he have read them, 

except under the bedcovers by flashlight?"143 

For quite a while the Uncle plays an important role in Leva's 

maturing by contributing inadvertently to  the formation of his 

literary tastes and the personal attachments in his life. He is the 

only one t o  whom Leva can turn for money in order t o  keep up a 

rather costly relationship with the love o f  his life, the dazzling 

Faina. Dickens' grudging willingness to subsidize this enigmatic 

relationship is only t o  be expected, since both he and Faina are 

related through their Silver Age connection. As lrene Masing-Delic 

suggested, Bitov's Faina traces i ts provenance t o  the female 

character o f  Aleksandr Blok's poetic cycle "Faina," which t o  a 

certain extent reflected Blok's reai-life infatuation with the 

beautiful actress Natal'ya Volokhova.144 

143 Ibid., 29-32 [emphasis added]. 

144 lrene Masing-Delic, "From Blok's t o  Bitov's Faina: Russia 
as Femme Fatale," paper presented at  the Gender and Sexuality in 
Russian Civilization Forum, University of Surrey, UK, 11 June 1996. 



Despite the Uncle's undeniable virtues, such as the reportedly 

untarnished quality of his silver-rich penonality, his portrait is far 

from being soiely complimentary. He often swears foully and jabs 

"his tiny fist into the janitor's ribs" while the latter is helping him 

t o  carry his chest.145 As one finds out, he can be obnoxious, 

capricious and difficult to deal with. His pronouncements, however 

eye-opening they sound t o  the Odoevtsevs, have no practical 

implications: 

The poweriessness of the attractive Uncle is ernphasized by his 

toothlessness, the narrator repeatedly attracts attention to  his 

barren mouth. After the Uncle's death, the Odoevtsevs are introduced 

to  his sister who puzzles them with her short fat fingers, 

ungracefulness and almost hyperbolic greediness. As far as the 

Uncle's literary tegacy is concemed, Leva is equally stunned by the 

naiveté and bad quality of the Uncle's poetry, and of the works of 

prose that were handed over to him by his mother for a professional 

evaluation. 

145 Pushkin House 25. 

146 Pushkinskiv dom 3 1. 



If our identification of Uncle Dickens with the Silver Age is 

correct, then we might say that in Pushkin House Bitov not only 

testifies to  the ways in which the legacy of the Silver Age was 

assimilated in the 1960s-1970s, but offers a certain antidote 

against the spreading infatuation with it, which was hailed by many 

as a panacea for many social and cultural diseases. However 

attractive the idea of  finding a father in the easily lovable Uncle 

Dickens might seem to  Leva to begin with by the end of the novel it 

becomes clear that as a custodian of Pushkin House-the epitome of 

Russian literature in general-he also has to corne to grips with his 

own father and his grandfather, Faina, a betrayed Jewish colleague 

and his Dostoevçkian double Mitishat'ev, to name but a few. Not that 

Uncle Dickens is abandoned or dethroned-by the end of t h e  book we 

are even told that he can be resurrected in the future with the help 

of some literary devices if we have further need of him-he is 

simply history, a literary history. 

A growing awareness of the cultural legacy of the Silver Age 

laid its mythoiogy open to  scrutiny, wliich was only to be expected 

in t h e  process of its appropriation and assimilation. As becomes 

clear from the analysis o f  Viktor Erofeev's Russian Beauty 

(1 982),147 nothing rernained sacred for the future proprietors. 

147 See my discussion of this novel in chapter IV. 



Erofeev's contemporary, Sasha Sokolov, in Palisandria (1 985) 

attacks a wide-spread notion that the Silver Age was continued 

after the revolution in Russian émigré circles. When the main 

character Palisandr Dal'berg is sent abroad by the Soviet leader 

Yuriy Andropov tu establish links with old Russian ernigrants, who 

in the public mind were held to  be responsible for preservation of 

the Russian cultural tradition, he finds himself in an abode for 

senile men and women. It does not take him too iong to discover that 

the only thing that ties al1 these people t o  the lost tradition is the 

sado-masochism and pewerted sex which they praaice in memory of 

similar practices in fin-de-siècle cultures. As it turns out, the old 

émigrés cannot give anything new t o  Palisandr. On the contrary, his 

re-discovered androgyny is heavily abused by them and is 

responsible for livening up the otherwise dull existence o f  their 

institution. Sokolov shows that the contact between the two 

cultures is unnecessary and virtualty impossible on any meaningful 

level. A t  best it is approximated when Palisandr-a keen collector 

of graveyards-is appointed by the new Soviet govemment as a 

"manager of the Russian Cemetery Diaspora" [ ~ o ~ m m  P-CKO~ 

ffin61mie~moro 3apy&li~bir] which gives him the opportunity t o  

transport his vast collection back t o  the Soviet Union. 

In her short essay that was originafly disseminated among 

Leningrad intellectuals in the mid 1980s, Elena lgnatova looks back 

on her generation's predilection for wonhipping the Silver Age 



during the 1960s and concludes that it was largely dune out of 

ignorance and Mure to analyze the "Agen soberly and unemotionally: 

However, while by the mid 1980s the legacy of the Silver Age 

had been partially assirnilated and already rejected by some writers 

and intellectuals, their works and the Silver Age itself were still 

inaccessible to  the broad reading public. This situation changed 

almost overnight. 

One of the achievernents of Gorbachev's perestrovka, was that 

the Russian people were made aware of their political and cultural 

history. The new revelations about the political and cultural past 

received priority on the pages of schoiarly and popular journals and 

newspapers. Thus, the 1988-89 issues of the highty popular weekly 

Oaonek featured numerous secret documents and photographs 

illustrating the lives of Stalin, Brezhnev and other members of the 

Party elite. These 'hot' materials were printed side by ride with 

poetry starting with selections frorn the "dekulakized" Tvardovsky- 

148 Elena Ignatova, "Kto my?" Neva 8 (1 992): 256. 



who as it turned out "had never forgiven thatm--then moving t o  

various poets of  the Silver Age whose poetry needed no political 

justification to  be interesting. The issues were decorated with 

wonderful reproductions of paintings by members of the World of 

A r t  Mouement. in the late 1980s and early 1990s, following 

numerous publications that emphasized the hardships endured by i ts 

many representatives in the Soviet period, the Silver Age truly 

became a popular symbol of democratic development and of moral 

and artistic freedom. The reading public for the first time rejoiced 

together with refined literary scholars, who started producing one 

article after another on various artistic figures. This craze for the 

re-discovered pre-revolutionary culture made its way even into the 

introductory article on the Silver Age written by sober academics 

such as Vyacheslav Ivanov, Toporov and Tsiv'yan. There they 

enveloped their fascination with the  Silver Age in religious 

mysticism by stressing the esoteric properties of its legacy: 

149 See introduction 
vek v Rossii, eds. Vyach. Vs. 
(Moscow: Radiks, 1 993) 3. 

["Vmesto predisloviya"], Serebrvanvi 
Ivanov, V.N. Toporov and T.V. Tsiv'yan 



Publishing houses promptiy responded t o  the ravening thirst for 

information by printing many previously forbidden and forgotten 

literary texts and philosophic treatises. The flow of information 

appearing in the newspapen was so exhilaratingly new that many 

people sorted and filed it systernatically in their homes. 

However, the fact that t h e  "truth" about Russia's cultural 

history tended to  be presented along with the "truth" about Russia's 

political history resulted in these phenornena becoming pennanently 

entangled in the eyes of beholders. The Silver Age was like a 

territory, once annexed by a foreign power and now re-united with 

the mainland--parallels with the now unified Germany immediately 

corne to mind. In such a situation the euphorîa of reconciliation with 

the past eventually gives way to torturing queries and concerns. 

Renewed interest in the Silver Age and its position within Russian 

cultural history stemmed t o  a large extent frorn various popular 

attempts to re-evaluate the past, particularly the experience of the 

October revolution which has been blamed by many for ail 

subsequent misfortunes that befell the Russian people. In such 

reconstructions the evaluation of the period imrnediately preceding 

the revolution plays a major role. The famous study by Boris 

Groysls* in which he patently demonstrates kinship and continuity 

between the Avant-Garde rnovernent and Socialist Realism maices 

lso See his Stil' Stalin (1 988), transiated into the English as 
The Total Art of Stalinism. 



one ponder over the existence of similar links between the fin de 

siècle and the Staiinist culture of the 7 930s. Such a revisionist 

attitude to the legacy of the Sitver Age was advocated, among 

others, by the journalist Boris Paramonov. In his recent interview 

for Literaturnava aazeta Paramonov took credit for extending a 

special service to Russian speakers in 1989 while working for 

Radio Liberty, by exposing the traps that people, infatuated with the 

ideas entertained by popular figures of the  fin de siècle, might have 

faIlen into: 



in the past decade the near-surface cross-culturai and cross- 

temporal studies of the Silver Age, so typical of the 1960s because 

of the abundance of new information about this period, coupled with 

rising nationalism, have given way to  meticulous excavation of the 

lives of i ts representatives. The amount of diverse information tha t  

has corne to light could not but affect the general public. Even before 

becoming intimately familiar with works by representatives o f  the 

Silver Age, people searched for some guidelines on whether to  look 

back on it with nostaigia or with anger and contempt-in other 

words, "does and can Silver tarnish?" Now, even more than a t  the 

time of  Freud's revelations about the  important function of 

suppressed memories of childhood, people are invited to  probe their 

childhood memories in search of any trace of physical or intellectual 

abuse.'sz In Russia, as usual, the personal is intricately intemoven 

with the public. For many Russians, looking back into their past is 

indistinguishable from scrutinizing the past of their "Motherland." 

151 "Russkuyu zhizn' izurodovali khoroshie knigi: skromnyy 
nigilizm Borisa Paramonova," Literaturna~a aazeta 28 May 1997. 

Is2 Freud's books are an integral part of the display in all 
Russian bookshops and kiosks. 



Probing the past by digesting and analyzing previously concealed 

official documents, personal diaries, rnemoirs, official and private 

letters, professional and amateur photographs, and on the basis of 

these new discoveries, rejecting that past or reconciling oneself 

with it--al1 this has been on the agenda of many Russian newspapers 

and "thick" journals for the last thirteen years. The literary De Visu 

was specifically brought to  life in 1992 to accommodate 

professional and public t h i m  for unknown materials related to the 

Russian Silver Age: 

However, during my recent (1996-97) trips to Moscow and St. 

Petersburg and my analysis of the recent Russian press, I have 

noticed a distinct decline of interest in this subject. Despite 

continuous publication of previously unthinkable oeuvres of the 

Silver Age, Iike Zinov'yeva-Annibal's notonous The f ra~ic  Menaaerie 

vraqicheskiy zverinets] and Thirty-three Abominations [Tndtsat' tri 

urodal (1 907/1997), public curiosity has shifted from the beginning 

153 "Ot redaktsii," De Visu O (1 992): 34 .  



of the twentieth century t o  the eighteenth and even seventeenth 

centuries. Accordingly, recent issues of Oaonek feature classical 

portraits of Borovikovsky and Levitsky, which are now re- 

interpreted with regard to their latent erotic qualities; while 

Literaturnava aazeta discusses a surprisingly large number of newly 

released movies and theatrical performance based on the lives of 

Peter t h e  Great, his son Aleksey or even Peter II. The weekly Book 

Review concentrates primarily on books devoted to  Denhavin, 

Karamzin, Catherine the Great and other figures of this period. Its 

lengthy publication on the Silver Age with the suggestive title "All 

That Glitters Is Not Silver: Decadent Poetry o f  the Beginning of the 

Century and Modernity" ["Ne vsyo t o  serebro, chto blestit: 

dekadentskaya poeziya nachala veka i sovremennost"'] by Nikolay 

Trifonov, contains nothing new but an out-of-date Mamist-Leninist 

analysis of early twentieth-century poetry and works of prose. In 

conclusion, Trifonov calls for a revision of the current positive 

attitude t o  the legacy of the Silver Age: 

154 Knizhnoe obozrenie 1 2 Aug. 1997. 



Thus, we see that the pendulurn has already started t o  swing 

back with respect to the importance of the legacy of the Silver Age. 

1s Trifonov correct in his contention that the value of this legacy 

has been overemphasized in the ten years succeeding perestroyka? 

Or is the excitement about it cooling because the legacy has in fact 

taken root and is now seen to occupy i t s  rightful place in the 

fandscape of  Russian literature? Whatever is true, one thing is 

certain: the process of integration would have happened much more 

quickly and considerably less dramaticatly if it were not for the 

political upheavals that brought the Silver Age to its close and thus 

influenced its assimilation within subsequent cultural epochs. This 

process might also have been l e s  complicated, had later writen 

felt sufficiently at  ease t o  creatively challenge their predecessors 

and thus lift the veil of rnystery that came to obscure the whole 

period. 

What follows in this thesis is an attempt t o  address the 

problem of the protracted process of assimilation of the Silver Age 

into Russian culture through an analysis of the works of Nabokov, 

Pasternak and Erofeev, who endeavored to  digest and internalize its 

legacy in their novels which were written at different intervals 

after the close of the Silver Age. Had the works of these three 

authors become famifiar tu the mass of Russian readers at the time 

of their completion, the Silver Age would probably have been less of 

a terra incoqnita (either worshipped or denigrated, exactly because 

not known) than it has been until very recently. 



CHAPTER TWO: OKRYLENNYY SOGLYADATAY- 

THE WINGED EAVESDROPPER 

(NABOKOV AND KUZMN) 

H G ~ ~ M E L I ~  B nnesax sromara 
Nabokov, 1929 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, although steadily turning 

into one of the most prominent (and definitely one of the most 

publishable) Russian émigré writers, Vladimir Nabokov (1 899-1 977) 

was nevertheless subjected t o  severe criticism. Uncertain how t o  

classify his works, the critics labeled them poor imitations of 



French and Gerrnan originals. Sirin-Nabokov rapidty gained the 

reputation of a trickster, seeking cheap success with his readers. 

Georgiy Ivanov, whose review of Sirin's Marv, Kina. Oueen. Knave, 

The Defense and The Return of Chorb appeared in the first issue of 

the Parisian journal Chisla, described his works as "trite, banal, 

not lacking in virtuosity, however", and lamented about "our 

wretched critics" and "undemanding reading public" who contributed 

to the success of the "Sirins" of this worldJs5 lvanov portrayed 

Nabokov as "an impostor" and an outcast, who could not possibly 

belong to the great Russian tradition. 156 

If in the earlier years of his career, suffering from the 

imposed loss of his rnotherland and the tragic death of his beloved 

father, Nabokov found refuge in writing patently imitative works of 

poetry,157 in  maturity he resorted t o  claiming decidedly 

unconventional sources for his inspiration. Thus, in The Gift [Darl 

(1 938) Nabokov's alter eao, Fedor Godunov-Cherdyntsev, insists on 

"borrow[ing] [his] wings" [. . .] of artistic inspiration "[flrom 

conversations with [his] father, from daydreams in his absence, frorn 

155 Georgiy Ivanov, "V. Sirin. Mashen'ka. Korol', dama, valet. 
Zashchita Luzhina. Vozwashchenie Chorba," Sobranie sochineniy v 
trekh tomakh, vol. 3 (Moscow: Soglasie, 1994) 524-25. 

Is6 Ivanovts opinions were shared by Georgiy Adamovich and 
the Merezhkovsky-Gippius circle. See Nina Berberova, Kursiv moy 
(Moscow: Soglasie, 1 996) 286. 

See, for example, David M. Bethea, "Nabokov and Blok," 
The Garland Cornoanion to Vladimir Nabokov, ed. Vladimir Alexandrov 
(New York: Garland Publishers, 1 99 5) 374-8 1 . 



the neighborhood of thousands of books full of drawings of animals, 

from the precious shimmer of the collections, from the maps [and] 

from al1 the heraldry of nature and the cabbalisrn of Latin names 

[. . .]"15* Not withstanding these clairns, one should not ignore 

another possible supplier of Nabokov's "wings," namely the famous 

fin de siècle writer and poet Mikhail Kuzmin (1 872-1 936), whose 

novel Winqs [Kwlîva] was successfully appropriated by Nabokov in 

The Eve iSo_slyadatav] (1 930). 

In the late 1960s, to  Alfred Appel's question, "ln which of your 

early works do you think you first begin t o  face the possibilities 

that [. . .] reach an apotheosis in the 'involute abode' of Pale Fire?"- 

Nabokov gave the least expected answer, "Possibly in The Eve 

[. . .]."lsg Before now scholars have evoked this famous replica to  

justify a preoccupation and fascination with this lesser known novel 

by Nabokov. However, there is still much more to  be said about this 

underrated work which indeed marks a turning point in Nabokov's 

writing career and provides an insight into the makings of his 

Weltanschauunq, that was shaped at the time when this novel was 

in a state of gestation. 

158 Vladimir Nabokov, The G i f t  (New York: Vintage Book, 
1991) I l S .  

159 Vladimir Nabokov, Stronq Opinions (New York: McGraw- 
Hill Book Company, 1973) 74. 



WHY KUZMlN? 

When Kuzrnin's novel Winas appeared in the literary journal 

Vesv in 1906, it brought its author "instant fame and notoriety."l6o 

This was not fortuitous. Far from portraying homosexuals as 

doomed and tragically misunderstood (as would have been expected), 

Kuzmin in his work presented a picture of a homoerotic paradise, 

readily accessible t o  those who so desired. Having gone through a 

number of trials and tribulations, the young homosexual Vanya 

Smurov is gradually led t o  understand that  there is nothing 

unnatural or perverse in any activity in itself: "[wlhat is important 

in every action is one's attitude toward it, i ts aim and ais0 the 

reasons behind it; actions in thernselves are merely the mechanical 

movements of our bodies and cannot offend anyone, much less the 

Good Lord" (1 07)~'~' Srnurovts maturation is presented as a spiritual 

journey, by the end of which he cornes to  appreciate love and 

beauty.1 62 

160 John E. Malmstad, afterword ["Mixail Kuzrnin: A Chronicle 
of His Life and Times"], Sobranie stikhov by Mikhail Kuzmin, ed. John 
Malmstad and Vladimir Markov, vol. 3 (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1977) 
99. 

Ali English quotations from Winqs are from Mikhail 
Kuzmin, Selected Prose and Poetrv, ed. and trans. Michael Green (Ann 
Arbor: Ardis, 1 980); page references are given in parenthetical notes 
in the text. 

162 See Gennadiy Shmakov, "Blok i Kuzmin (Novye materialy)," 
Blokovskiv sbornik (2) 341 -364; see also Klaus Harer, "Krvl'ya M.A. 
Kuzmina kak primer 'prekrasnoy legkosti'," Amour et érotisme dans 



The publication of Winns became a significant event in the 

cultural Iife of Russia in the 1900s and gave rise t o  various debates 

and discussions. The impact of  the novel on the reading public was 

equivalent t o  Chernyshevsky's What is to  Be Done? [Chto delat'?ll63 

Thus, upon his return t o  Russia from France, the anist Aleksandr 

Benua attributed the disturbing changes that he found in his friends- 

-they were no longer concealing their homosexuality--primarily t o  

the influence of "new young people" like Kuzmin.164 

However, despite his popularity-often scandalous--Kuzmin 

was largely misunderstood by his contemporaries; because of the 

deceptive "lightness" (or as Markov puts it, "non-vodka-like 

qualityn)16s of his poetry and works of prose, he was often assessed 

as a second-rate author, whose works belonged t o  the literary 

salons. For many of his readers Kuzmin became the symbol of "art 

for art's sakew--an unrewarding position within a literary tradition, 

the main virtue of  which has been seen as that of educating and 

guiding its readers, rather than of entertaining and amusing them. 

Interestingly, the husks o f  these accusations were articuiated 

la littérature russe du XXe siècle, ed. Leonid Heller, Slavica 
Helvetica 41 (1 992): 45-56. 

163 Aleksandr Blok, O Iiterature (Moscow: Federatsiya, 
1931) 135. 

164 Aleksandr Benua, Moi vos~ominaniya v wa t i  kniaakh, book 
V (Moscow: Nauka, 1990) 477. 

165 Vladimir Markov, afterword ["Poeziya Mikhaila Kuzminat'], 
Sobranie stikhov by Mikhail Kuzmin, ed. John Malmstad and Vladimir 
Markov, vol. 3 (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1977) 409. 



twenty years later by the very same Georgiy Ivanov, in a section 

devoted t o  Kuzmin in his pseudo-autobiographical Petersburq 

Winters [Peterbur~skie zimvl. This cotlection of  "feuilletons" was 

published in Paris in 1928 and it is very likely that Nabokov was 

familiar with it. Kuzmin is presented as a Iight-weight author 

whose talent came in useful when the "progressiven reading public 

became weary o f  complex and esoteric Russian Symbolisrn and 

demanded simplicity. Ivanov's "Kuzmin" is more concerned with his 

wardrobe than with what t o  write or how t o  write; he writes 

effortlessly and mindlessly and immediately sends off his works to  

the publisher. "Why bother re-writing thern-my handwriting is 

impeccable," he confides in "lvanov."~66 

As was shown in Part 1, Ivanov's critique of Kuzrnin was part 

of a larger campaign against the cultural legacy of the Silver Age 

and everything it stood for, which was launched by Vladislav 

Khodasevich and was carried on by the younger literati such as Yurïy 

Terapiano and Nikolay Otsup. If Khodasevich in his 1928 article "The 

End of  Renata" ["Konets Renatyn] attested soberly t o  the ultimate 

failure of  the Symbolist "life-creating" project,167 then Otsup, 

Terapiano and their group were much more aggressive in their 

advocacy of simplicity and truthfulness both in life and in art. 

In such an austere environment, openly hostile to  any artistic 

activity tha t  was not pursuing identifiable ideological purposes, the 

Georgiy lvanov Sobranie sochineniv v trekh tomakh, vol. 
3, 98-108. 

167 Vladislav Khodasevich, Nekro~ol'. Literatura i vlast'. 
Pis'ma B.A. Sadovskomu (Moscow: SS, 1 996) 1 9-29. 



"Iight-weightn Kuzmin (with his Iegendary inability and 

unwillingness to  adhere t o  any particular school or movernent) 

should have appeared a perfect father-figure t o  a seemingly 

fatherless and rootless aesthete like ~abokov. '~*  Nabokov and 

Kuzmin were fint paired by Andrew Field169 and later by Gennadiy 

ShmakovI70 and Vladimir Markov.171 The sirnilarities perceived 

between these two authors are, however, very general in nature. 

Kuzmin and Nabokov are matched either because of their mutual 

disregard for the didactic, ideological function of literature or 

because of stylistic innovations that they have in cornmon. Nabokov 

himself never made any open 

16* There was also a 

statements of his attitude t o  Kuzrnin's 

farnily connection in Nabokov's latent 
identification with t h e  author of the  f irst Russian novel about 
hornosexuals. In the early 1 900s Nabokov's father, Vladimir 
D-mitrievich (a recognized authority on criminal law), argued on 
many occasions for the decriminalization o f  homosexuals, 
maintaining (not uniike Kuzmin) "that homosexuality was neither 
inherently abnormal nor morally reprehensible." Laura Engelstein, 
The Keys to  Happines (Ithaca/London: Comell UP, 1994) 67-71. V.D. 
Nabokov's interest in homosexuality was not purely theoretical, for 
many members of his family, including his son Sergey, were 
homosexuats. 

169 Andrew Field, "Notes on a Decadent Prose," The Ruçsian 
Review 20 (1 963): 300. 

70 Gennadiy Shmakov, foreword ["Dva Kaliostro"], Chudesnava 
zhizn' losifa Bal'zarno arafa Kaliostro by Mikhail Kuzmin (New York: 
Russica Publishen, 1 982). 

171 Vladimir Markov, foreword ["Beseda O proze Kuzmina"], 
Proza (oervava knipa rasskazov) by Mikhail Kuzmin, ed. Vladimir 
Markov (Berkeley: Berkeley Slavic Specialities, 1 984) vii-xviii. 



oeuvre. Kuzmin's name is not listed in the indexes of books written 

by or about Nabokov. The links between Nabokov and Kuzrnin are, 

however, much closer than would appear a t  first sight. 

John Bamstead exposed a complicated system of references to 

Kuzmin's various works in Nabokov's short story "Lips t o  Lips" ["Usta 

k ustam"] (1 929/1931). In a footnote t o  his paper he also mentions 

that the name of the protagonist in Kuzmin's Wings, Vanya Smurov, 

reappears in Nabokov's The Eye, but that it is divided between two 

characters: Smurov, the protagonist, and the girl he loves, who bears 

the nickname, Vanya.172 In fact the Iast name of Kuzmin's 

protagonist cornes from Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov: 

Smurov is a little left-handed boy befriended by  lesh ha.'^^ Smurov's 

first name is never revealed to  the reader of Dostoevsky's novel, so 

the combination "Vanya Smurov" is unmistakingly Kuzrninian. 

Nabokov cunningly preserves references t o  both literary sources: his 

Smurov is described by one of the characten as a "sexual lefty" 

[ce~cymmEi ne~ura] (8 5). 174 

172 John A. Bamstead, "Nabokov, Kuzmin, Chekhov and Gogol': 
Systerns of Reference in 'Lips to Lips'," Studies in Russian Literature 
in Honor of Vsevolod Setchkarev, ed. Julian W. Connolly and Sonia 1. 
Ketchian (Columbus: Slavica Publishers, 1 986) 5%. 

173 For the explanation as to why Kuzmin used the name of 
Dostoevsky's character in his book see: A.G. Timofeev, "M. Kuzmin v 
polemike s F.M. Dostoevskim i A.P. Chekhovym (Krvl'va)," 
Serebwanvi vek v Rossii ed. Vyach. Vs. Ivanov, V.N. Toporov and T.V. 
Tsivtyan (Moscow: Radiks, 1 993) 21 1 -2 1 . 

174 All quotations from The Eve are from Vladimir Nabokov, 
The Eve (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966); page references are 
given in parenthetical notes in the text. 



Allusions to Kuzmin in The Eve are clearly there, but they are 

camouflaged, which probably explains why Kuzmints narne, apart 

from the footnote in Bamstead's article, has not been mentioned in 

cannection with this novel. In giving the name "Vanya" to the object 

o f  Smurov's unrequited love, Nabokov provides it with etyrnological 

explanations. The girl is reported to be nicknamed "Vanya", as a 

result of her "demand[ing] t o  be called 'Mona Vanna' (after the 

heroine of some play or other)" (37).17' Another allusion that is 

intentionally left open to different interpretations occurs when 

Smurov's mistress, Matilda, invites him home t o  borrow the book, 

Arianne. Jeune Fille Russe [O K~KOB-rn py("X;ICon neBrne A p ~ a m e ]  (15). 

Arianne. Jeune Fille Russe was correctly identified by Barton 

Johnson as a novel written by Jean Schopfer but, in Johnson's words, 

it "does not seem t o  have thematic implications for The Eye as a 

whole."l76 The pairing of Matilda and Ariadne, though, brings to mind 

Kuzmin's The Gentle Kniaht [Tikhiv strazh], written in 1 9 1 5 and 

reprinted by "Petropolis" in 1 9 2 P 7  Here the longing of a dying 

175 'Mona Vanna' can be traced back t o  Maeterlinck's Monna 
Vanna. See Susan Frornberg Schaeffer, "The Editing Blinks of 
Vladimir Nabokov's The Eve," University of Windsor Review 8 (1 972- 
73): 28. 

176 0. Barton Johnson, "The Books Reflected in Nabokov's Eye," 
SEEJ 29. 4 (1 985): 399-400. 

177 "Petropolis" reprinted the following of Kuzmin's works a t  
the time when Nabokov moved t o  Berlin: Seti (3rd ed., 1923): 
Plavavushchie-~uteshestvuyushchie (3rd and 4th ed., 1 923): Krvl'va 
(4th ed., 1923) and Glinyanve aolubki (2nd and 3rd ed., 1923). See 



Matilda Petrovna for her son is mockingly compared t o  the suffering 

of the mythological Ariadne, deserted by ~heseus.'~~ Each of the 

three opening paragraphs of The Gentle Kniaht starts with the name 

Matilda, rare t o  a Russian ear. These paragraphs tell about Matilda's 

burdensome love for her son. Nabokov evokes the general mood of 

this section in the following passage that cornes near the beginning 

of The Eye: 

Matilda, who would inquire coyly if I wrote poetry; Matilda, who on 
the stain or at the door would artfutly incite me to kiss her, only 
for the opportunity to give a sham shiver and pasrionately whisper, 
'You insane boy . . .'; Matilda, of course, did not count. (1 7-1 8) 179 

commentary to the "Letter of  M.A. Kuzmin to Ja. N. BIOX," publ. John 
Malmstad, Studies in the Life and Works of Mixail Kuzmin, ed. John 
Malmstad, Wiener Slawistischer Almanach 24 (1 989): 178 7n. 

17* Mikhail Kuzmin, Podzernnyye ruch'i: Romanv, povesti, 
rasskazv (St. Petersburg: Severo-Zapad, 1 9 94) 397. Matilda's 
parting with her husband and her imrnediate starting of an affair 
with Srnurov evokes the reckless tone of Kuzmin's poem "Ariadna" 
(Parabolas) [1923], "Y m m a  ~ e ~ b  n p o ~ f l i ~ ~ ~ ~ a , \  Team ~ p e m  man, - 
\ Apama, Apwama,'\ Y n m m e ~  TBOH Tefi! \ [. . .] Pepenom mon 3a 
UBeTOhi, \ CkEIHB rrslpv KpYXHT B m  - \ It q 9 e W I â ~  BenaaiM CETOM, \ 
XhfT ~eiECîbi & 4 0 ~ k l ~ '  

'79 This passage, probably alludes also t o  Kuzmin's novella, 
The House of Cards [Kartonnw domik ] (1 907) where the name 
Matilda Petrovna appears for the fint tirne: "If you find it arnusing 
when Matilda sits on your stomach and says she's a chimera, when in 
one evening you have ten of the silliest tête-a-têtes of the most 
compromising kind, when you listen to  as many as twenty poets- 
then we've had a very good time. But, between ourselves, al1 that has 
palled to  a considerable degree." Kuzmin, The House of Cards, 
Selected Prose and Poetrv 143. 



Nabokov's depiction of the relationship between Smurov, 

Matilda and her husband Kashmarin (which frames the "main" story) 

also sets The Eve in an unmistakingly Kuzminian context. Here is the 

gist of what happens. Having learnt of Matilda's unfaithfulness, 

Kashmarin loses control and beats up Smurov. Humiliated, Smurov 

attempts suicide. Kashmarin, hovuever, finds out that Smurov was 

not his wife's first-or even last--lover; he divorces her and puts 

his energy into looking for his former rival. Not only does he 

succeed in locating Smurov, he also offers hirn his guidance and 

protection with the possibility o f  future trips t o  Italy. Srnurov 

accepts Kashmarin's proposal with gratitude. A situation similar t o  

this one is described by Kuzmin in his novel Traveiers by Land and 

Sea IPlavavushchie-~uteshestvuvuthchiel (1 9 1 5)''', in which the 

two former contestants for the attention of a woman finally see 

through t o  her 'shatlowness' and develop a special relationship 

between themselves. In Kuzmin's fictional world a conventional 

love-triangle (two men competing for one woman) is turned upside. 

down, and it is usually a man and a woman who both fancy one 

man?' Similar love-triangles are outlined in Winas. Vanya has to  

180 On references to  Travelers by Land and Sea in Nabokov's 
"Lips t o  Lips" see Bamstead. 

'*' My ideas were influenced by lrina Papemo's discussion of 
a similar love-triangle in Kuzmin's The Trout Breaks the Ice. See 
lrina Papemo, "Dvoynichestvo i lyubovnyy treugol'nik: poeticheskiy 
mif Kuzmina i ego pushkinskaya proektsiya," Studies in the Life and 
Works of Mixail Kuzmin, ed. John Malmstad, Wiener Slawistischer 
Almanach 24 (1 989): 57-83. 



compete (not seriously, of course) for Stroop's attention, first, with 

the "absolutely revolting" Nata, and then with the mare 

sophisticated Ida Gol'dberg. 

One of the striking things about The Eve is the photographic 

quality of its fictional world. The characters are either shown as if 

posing for the taking o f  a picture or are perceived by the namtor as 

static photographic images. In The Eve the world of the photograph 

takes precedence over 'real' life. It is not the photograph which 

reflects everyday life but vice versa. For example, Smurov breaks 

into Vanya's apartment in order to see. whether she still cherishes 

the picture tha t  showed hirn and her together. He S t m S  suspecting 

that his love is unrequited not because his common sense tells him 

so, but because he finds himself missing from that picture--Vanya 

has carefully cut him out. Incidentally, Georgiy lvanov remarked in 

1 928 that Kuzmin's "treacherous 'beautiful clarity' [prekrasnaya 

yasnost'] was responsible for irnparting a lifeless-photographic 

quality t o  the meaningless "jabber" of his uninteresting 

characters [. . .]"18* 

As this brief analysis shows, the Kuzminian subtext in 

Nabokov's The Eve, although obscured, is nevertheless recoverable. 

Although Nabokov was most unlikely t o  have been aware of this, the 

t i t le of his novel--Soalyadatay (translated by Nabokov himself as 

The Eye)--cornes from Kuzminian vocabulary. In May 1906-a few 

months prior t o  the publication of Wings-Kuzmin wrote in his diary 

about one of the soirées at  Vyacheslav Ivanov's: 

182 Georgiy Ivanov, Peterbursskie zimv 1 0 1-2. 



Nabokov's Srnurov combines the distinctive characteristics of 

both writers. Like Nabokov he is a Russian émigré and works as a 

tutor for a Russian family in Berlin. Like Kuzmin he is endowed with 

an effeminate appearance. "[Hlis  frailness, his decadence, his 

rnincing gestures, his fondness for Eau de Cologne, and, in particular, 

those furtive, passionate glances" that he allegedly directs at men, 

convince one of the characters that Smurov is a homosexual (85) .  

Both Kuzmin and Nabokov contributed-not without the help of 

others-to the creation of the myth about their Do~pelaanqer 

personalities.'84 Kuzmin, for instance, claimed t h a t  his " I t l  

comprised three different personae.185 With Nabokov's Smurov the 

rnyth of the elusive sou1 reaches its apogee; there are as many 

183 Mikhail Kuzmin, The Diaw (1 905-1 9061, publ. George 
Cheron, Wiener Slawistischer Almanach 1 7 (1 986): 41 7. [emphasis 
added] 

'84 See, for example, Blok, O literature 189; Georgiy Ivanov, 
Peterbumskie zimy 104-1 05; Markov, "Poeziya Mikhaila Kuzmina" 
402-405; and Zinaida Shakhovskaya, V ~oiskakh Nabokova. 
Otrazheniva (Moscow: Kniga, 1 99 1 ) 40-41. 

' 8s Nikolay Bogomolov and John Malmstad, Mikhail Kuzmin: 
iskusstvo. zhizn'. e ~ o k h a  (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 
1996) 96-7. 



different Srnurovs as there are different people that corne into 

contact with him. Each of the passers-by goes away with his own 

unique image of Srnurov. Nabokov's Bildunsrsroman tells about 

Smurovrs leaming to cope with his chameleonic perçonality. 

THE BILDUNGSROMAN 

Like  ina as,'*^ The Eve belongs to the genre of the 

Bildunasroman. A typical Bildunqsroman recounts the story of the 

moral development of an initially unsophisticated protagonist- 

often an orphan-who eventually finds his place in life. Following 

the literary canon, both Smurovs unexpectedly find themselves in an 

unknown, even hostile, environment. The mother of Vanya Smurov in 

Winns dies suddenly, and he is iooked after, first, by his mediocre 

relatives from St. Petersburg, then by some Old Beiievers, then by a 

teacher of  Greek, and, finally, he is left under the protection and 

guidance of the Russified Englishman, Stroop. Nabokov's Smurov not 

only ioses al1 of his relatives, but is forced t o  emigrate, and-on 

the one handa-to live among indifferent Germans, and--on the 

other-to be in touch with equally detached and suspicious 

compatriots. 

Kuzmin's Bildunasroman was written in the heyday of the 

Symbolist movement and was informed by the conception, popular 

186 See Markov, "Beseda O prote Kuzmina." 



among Russian Symbolists, that  the ultimate goal of  enlightened 

men and women should be no t  procreation but continuous striving 

towards spiritual rebirth or  resurrection. In th is  context 

homoerotic love (as a form which denied procreation) was seen as 

an effective vehicle in the process of accelerating this rebirth.187 

In agreement with this theory, Vanya's advancement in iife is shown 

metaphorically as the development o f  a fetus within the mother's 

womb. The novel opens with Vanya's traveling from the provinces to 

St. Petersburg in a train car with "rnisted windows" and concludes 

with his famous opening of the window in Canon Mon's house. The 

open window shows the reader tha t  Vanya is reborn as a 

"completely transformed being," who accepts the role of Stroop's 

companion and beloved one. In the larger portion of the book, 

however, Vanya sits snugly in rooms with windows closed or even 

moves into a dark cellar with the Old Believers. This, apparently, 

stems from Vanya's unwiliingness t o  part Company with the 

cornfortable protection of the womb; the second birth-admission of 

one's homosexuality-4s not al! roses. 

A t  the beginning of the story, Nabokov's Smurov also feels the 

need to  return and hide himself in a well sheltered space. Having 

been severely beaten by Kashmarîn, Smurov decides to take his own 

life. He delays his decision, however, and resolves "for five minutes 

a t  least, to  sit in safety", and goes "to his former address" [tuda, 

187 See Olga Matich, "The Symbolist Meaning of Love: Theory 
and Practice," Creatina Life. The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian 
Modernism, ed. lrina Paperno and Joan Delaney Grossman (Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 1994) 24-50. 



gde zhil ran'she] (25). Smurov's desire to return to  the place where 

he lived previously, together with the description of "the famiiiar 

room" cluttered with various vessels that the landlady keeps filling 

up with water for no particular reason, is suggestive of his craving 

t o  reenter his mother's womb. 

Nabokov's Smurov commits suicide in the outer darkness, and 

the last thing that he remembers is, "a delightful vibrating sound [. . 
.] It was immediately replaced by the warble of water, a throaty 

gushing noise. I inhaled, and choked on liquidity; everything within 

me and around me was aflow and astir" (28). The fiowing water is 

reminiscent of the breaking of uterine water. Subsequent mention of 

Smurov's "incornprehensible sensation of tight bandages" and the 

fact that  he finds himself surrounded by neighbors, ("rnummies like 

[himselfln(29)) brings to  mind not only "the semblance of a hospitaln 

(29) but, more precisely, that of a maternity ward. Nabokov, 

however, stages the "resurrectionn of his Smurov in the first, and 

not in the final chapter as might be expected. By doing this he strips 

this act of its symbolic and philosophical implications. The second 

birth is presented not as a desired culmination-the outcome of the 

character's moral revival-but only as a motivation of the plot. 

THE PLATONlC THEME 

As Donald Gillis showed, Kuzmin's discourse on homoerotic 

love echoes the second speech of Socrates in Plato's Phaedrus about 



the nature of the relationship between the "lover" and his "beloved 

onen18* For the sake of "simplification", Socrates describes the sou1 

of the lover as a charioteer in charge of two horses. One horse is 

beautiful in appearance and is always obedient, "it is a lover of 

honor [. . .] It needs no whip but is driven sirnply by a word or 

cornmand."l*g The other-the epitome o f  lust-is, however, 

"crooked in conformation [. . .] deaf and barely responds t o  a 

combination of whip and goad."'go When the lover first sees the 

beloved one, he is overcorne with lust and the charioteer has a 

difficult task taming his obstinate horse. Gradually, however, the 

lover learns to rid himself of his unbecoming, base emotions, and 

his efforts are amply rewarded. The lover is allowed to take "care of 

al1 his darling's needs and treats him like an equal of gods [. . .] and 

the dariing himself naturally becornes a fiiend to the one who cares 

for him."' 91 

Socrates speaks rnainly about the actions of the lover, who 

first starts growing wings himself-as a result of contemplating 

the beauty of his darling-and then returns "the Stream of beauty" to 

the beloved one, thereby helping his sou1 to  regain its wings too.192 

le8 Donald Gillis, "The Platonic Theme in Kuzmin's Winqs," 
SEEJ 22 (1 978): 336-347. 

189 Plato, The Symposium: and The Phaedrus: Plato's Erotic 
Dialoaues, trans. William S. Cobb (Albany: State U of New York P, 
1993) 253D. 

190 Plato, Phaedrus 253E. 

191 Plato, Phaedrus 255A. 

192 Plato, Phaedrus 255C-D. 



in Winas Kuzmin chose to  elaborate on the story of the beloved, 

which is only bnefly outlined by Socrates. In Socrates' speech the 

beloved one was initially convinced by his friends t h a t  it is 

shameful to  be associated with his lover. Similarly Vanya Smurov 

also has to  see through al1 the ''faIse" accusations against Stroop 

(for instance, Stroop's alleged responsibiiity for Ida Gol'dberg's 

suicide), "and as time goes dong destiny and increasing maturing 

lead him t o  accept" Stroop as his lover.193 

The relationship between Smurov and Kashmarin in Nabokov's 

story has al1 of the necessary Platonic ingredients. Kashmarin is a t  

first descnbed as "savagely jealous" and as a likely owner o f  rolling 

eyes, who "gnash[es] his teeth and breath[es] heavily through the 

nose" (1 6). His portrait evokes the description of Plato's "bad" horse 

with its "bloodshot eyes". Smurov's only recollection of their first 

encounter was Kashmarin's "heavy bright-knobbed cane with which 

he would tap on the floor" (1 4). When they meet for the second time, 

Kashrnarin allows his emotions t o  overtake him, he refuses t o  shake 

hands with Smurov and beats him up instead. Kashmarints repeated 

thrusting of a "thick black cane" at Smurov in the presence of the 

two boys, eagerly condoning his violence--ll[t]here he was, teeth 

bared, cane upraised, and behind him, on either side of  the door, 

stood the boys"-is suggestive of the gang-rape with the stick as a 

phallic instrument (23). 

193 Plato, Phaedrus 25SA. 



In the last scene, however, we are introduced to a totally 

different Kashmarin. Not only has he parted Company with his 

gruesome stick, but he humbly begs Smurov for his forgiveness: "l'rn 

trying to apoiogize for my vile temper. I couldn't Iive at peace with 

myself after our-uh-heated discussion. I felt horrible about it" 

(101). Encouraged by the silent approval of Smurov, who blushes 

like a boarding-school girl, hiding his face in a bunch of  flowers, 

Kashrnarin invites Smurov t o  see him the next day at the Hotel 

~ o n o p o l e ' ~ ~  to  discuss their future arrangements. This episode is 

almost an exact replica of a similar scene between Stroop and Vanya 

in the concluding portion of Winas. The "lovers" express their 

gratitude t o  their "beloved ones" in almost identical words: "1 am so 

grateful that you agreed to corne", says Stroop 1. . .] (107); Kashmarin 

exdaims, "I'm so glad, so very glad I ran into youH (1 02). Both Stroop 

and Kashrnarin urge their "beloved ones" to give them the definite 

answers by the next afternoon and morning, respectively; and while 

Stroop and Vanya are already living in Italy-a Mecca for Russian 

hornosexuals--Kashmarin reassures Srnurov that "trips t o  the 

Riviera and to ltaly are not to be ruled out" (102). 

Kashrnarin-despite al1 evidence of his spiritual growth-is 

nothing but a parody of a genuine Platonic lover such as Stroop, 

however. He appears briefly only a t  the very beginning and the very 

end of  the novel and, in Smurov's words, is important only as a 

bearer of "yet another image" of himself (1 02). One third through The 

Ig4 Halfway through the narrative, Vanya is told that Stroop 
"cm be reached at the Four Seasons Hotel" in Munich (75). 



Eve. however we leam from the narrator that he is seriously engaged 

in spying on Smurov. He sits in the back of the same room as Smurov 

and eyes hirn shamelessly. Smurov produces a strong and lasting 

impression on the nanator: 

He was not very taIl. but well proportioned and dapper. His plain 
black suit and black bow tie seemed to  intimate, in a reserved way, 
some secret rnourning. His pale, thin face was youthful, but the 
perceptive observer could distinguish in it the traces of sonow and 
experience. His mannes were excellent. A quiet, somewhat 
melancholy smile lingered on his lips. He spoke little, but everything 
he said was intelligent and appropriate, and his infrequent jokes, 
whife too subtle to arouse roars of laughter, seemed to unlock a 
concealed door in the conversation, letting in an unexpected 
freshness. (40) 

The enchanted narrator resolves to continue spying on Smurov and 

his eyes tell hirn that Smurov was "obviously a person who, behind 

his unpretentiousness and quietness, concealed a fiery spiritn (43). 

The statements of the "obseMng" narrator betray at first that 

he is not totally indifferent t o  Smurov--"l definitely liked him" 

(44)- then, that he becomes addicted to  his "espionage" t o  the point 

of admitting that he has been experiencing "an excitement new [to 

hirn]" (59). The narrator stealthily pursues Smurov like a shadow. He 

peeps at hirn in the bookstore, "1 see hirn . . behind the counter in 

his neat black suit, hair combed smooth, with his clean-cut, pale 

face" (49); then he listens to Smurov's breath-taking adventures in 

the Crimea. Even after learning of Smurov's deficiencies--Smurov is 

a proven Iiar-he can not stop regarding hirn with affection. 



The bizarre behavior of Nabokov's narrator is explicable in the 

light of the same theory that informed the behavior of Kuzmin's 

characters, that is Plato's theory of love. Contemplation of any form 

of beauty-particularly that of a beloved ~ n e ' ~ ~ - - i s  an essential 

rneans of achieving immortaiity in Plato's myth of the winged soul, 

"for sight is the keenest of the sensations coming to us through the 

body."lg6 At the sight of his beloved, the lover 

is awestruck, as though he were gazing upon a god [. . .] He is 
warmed by the effluente of beauty he receives through his eyes, 
which naturally moistens the wing-feathen. As he grow wamer, 
the foilicles, which had earlier hardened and closed so that the 
feathen could not sprout are softened; and as the nourishing 
moisture flows over them, the shafts of the feathers sweli and 
begin to grow from their roots over the entire f o m  of the soul, 
which was feathered ail over before [. . .] The sou1 of the  one who 
is beginning to sprout feathen itches and is imtated and excited 
as i t  grows its wving~.~97 

It does not take too long for the reader to realize that Smorov and 

the narrator are, in fact, one and the same person. 

lg5 Plato stipulates, that "[elach person select~ his love from 
the ranks of the beautiful according to his own style" (Phaedrus, 
252D). 

196 Plato, Phaedrus 250D. 

197 Plato, Phaedrus 25 1 A-25 1 C. 



SMUROV-NA RClSSUS 

The narrator's love for Smurov is called narcissism. As Irina 

Paperno shows, the story of the Greek fair-headed youth Narcissus- 

who fell in love wi th his own reflection-was extremely popular 

with Kuzrnin.ig8 A t  the beginning of Winas Vanya's behavior is 

clearly reminiscent o f  tha t  of Narcissus. Twice he is shown 

absorbed in examining his own reflection in the looking-glas and 

each time it coincides with someone's rnentioning the name of his 

future lover, Stroop, who a t  this point is still a complete stranger 

to  Vanya. Later, with the development of their mutual attachment 

and attraction t o  each other, he stops looking in the actual mirror, 

and relies on Stroop to  provide him with the needed reflection, for, 

in Plato's words, the 'beloved one' "is seeing hirnself in his lover as 

in [a] mirror."lgg Psychoanalysts would describe Vanya's narcissism 

as "primary," typical of any child's normal development.200 When 

Vanya matures, his feeling of self-sufficiency gives way to  the  

growing need for another male person-Btroop. Stroop, as we are 

198 Paperno, "Dvoynichestvo i lyubovnyy treugol'nik: 
poeticheskiy mif Kuzmina i ego pushkinskaya proeksiya" 60. 

'99 Plato, Phaedrus 255D; for a more detailed discussion of 
this theme see Gillis. 

zoo Sigmund Freud, "On Narcissism: An Introduction," repr., 
Freud's "On Narcissisrn: An Introduction". ed. Joseph Sadler, Ethel 
Spector Person and Peter Fonagy (New HavedLondon: Yale UP, 1 991 ) 
18-1 9. 



told, "values [Vanya's] heart's nobles aspirations, [and] will never 

deny [him] his understanding and affection" (74). 

With Nabokov's ptotagonist, the situation is totally different. 

Being a penniless and fnendless Russian emigrant in Berlin, he lives 

under constant stress. He lacks confidence and is lonely. He looks in 

the mirror, but the sight of  "[a] wtetched, shivering, vuigar little 

man in a bowler hat" is repulsive t o  him (26). This "little man" 

commits suicide, giving birth to the mysterious Smurov and his 

shadowy admirer. Not being adequately loved, Smurov goes through 

yet further fragmentation. The fact that the name of Kuzrnin's 

character-Vanya Smurov-is broken down by Nabokov into that of 

an attractive girl, Vanya, and that of Srnurov-the-namtor, can be 

seen as Nabokov's usuai playing games with his readers. On the 

other hand it can be viewed as ultimate proof of Smurov's self- 

fragmentation. In the long run, it is not the reader who is deluded, 

but Smurov hirnself, who-because of the missing or misleading 

mirrors--rernains unaware of his outlines, confusing Vanya with his 

missing half. A t  the end of the story, however, both men are happily 

reunited. 

As I pushed the door, I noticed the reflection in the side rnirror: a 
young man in a bowler canying a bouquet, hurried towards me. 
That reflection and l merged into one. I walked out into the Street. 

(97) 

Only his falling in love with hirnself finally rnakes Smurov 

"invulnerablet' t o  the threats of the outside world--"[w]hat does it 



matter that l am a bit cheap, a bit foui, and that no one appreciates 

all the remarkable things about me-my fantasy, my erudition, my 

literary gift [. . .] I am happy that I can gaze at  myself [. . .] " (1 03). 

Thus he conveniently readjusts Plato to his own needsm2'' 
- --- 

20' It is usually assurned t ha t  it was Nabokov's intention to 
portray Smurov as a failure-both as an artist and as a human being. 
I disagree with this. By carefully piecing himself together, Smurov- 
Narcissus attains a degree o f  integrity and peace within himself 
that is favorable tu creativity. Smurov, as a character at any rate, 
did not fall into oblivion. He came back to life in the happily self- 
centered Fedor Konstantinovich Godunov-Cherdyntsev of ~ h e  G i f t  
(unlike "nameless" Smurov this character is not only given a name 
but a patronyrnic and a doublebarreleci surname), who by the end of 
the book is a picture of real happiness and confidence: "lt is easier 
for me, of course, t o  live outside Russia, because I know for certain 
that I shall return-first because I took away the keys t o  her, and 
secondty because, no rnatter when, in a hundred, two hundred years- 
I shall live there in rny books-or at least in some researcher's 
footnote." Apart from the fact that both narratives are recounted by 
the interchanging Ich/Er-narrators, the protagonists in both novels 
are young Russian émigré writers; both novels also take place in the 
Berlin of the mid-1920s. The mysterious Marianna Nikolaevna from 
The Eye reappears in The Gi f t  as - Marianna Nikolaevna, Zina's mother. 
Fedor's latent homoerotic attachment to Koncheev-the scene of the 
naked Fedor meeting with the dressed up "Koncheev" with a stick 
[sic!] in the "Grunewald" (Part V) is particularly suggestive-4s 
usually overlooked by the critics. Fedor's loneiy sunbathing in 
Grunewald was equally informed by sirnilar scenes of Michel's 
suntanning from André Gide novel The Immoralist (1902). In this 
novel Michel resorts to  naked sunbathing in a secluded spot (leaving 
his devoted wife a t  home) as a means of recovery from TB, the 
disease tha t  was only an outward manifestation o f  his inner 
suppression o f  homosexual desires. It is not fortuitous that 
~abokov's Sebastian Knight (The Real Life o f  Sebastian Kniaht, 
[1941]) also suffered from .a mysterious disease tha t  eventually 
drove him away from his girlfriend, Clare Bishop. Gide's 
groundbreaking work was well known to  Kuzmin and apparently also 
to  Nabokov. 



It is no accident tha t  Nabokov's Bildunasroman about 

Narcissus' quest for identity was fashioned after Kuzrnints Winss- 

the story about the moral development of a homosexual. What 

Nabokov's "emigrant" and Kuzmin's "homosexual" do have in common 

is their isolated position with regard to  the rest of s ~ c i e t ~ ? ~  In 

many ways, Nabokov's Smurov is the same Vanya Smurov from Winas. 

but placed in the context of an emigrant. While Kuzrnin's Smurov 

gradually cornes to grips with his "estrangement" from society by 

reaching out t o  similarly oriented people, in order t o  survive in 

extreme conditions (like being uprooted and living in a foreign 

country), Nabokov's Smurov directs his love totally tawards 

himself. If for Kuzmin's Smurov narcinism is only an intermediate 

stage in his growing up, then for Nabokov's Smurov it is the only 

state which allows him t o  sustain his integrity and survive. 

Smurov's behavior is in agreement with Freud's observation that  a 

person's "narcissistic attitude" increases hislher resilience and 

diminishes his/her "susceptibility t o  influence. 11203 

Narcissism--love o f  oneself-4s in many ways similar t o  

homoerotic love, because in both situations the lover and the beloved 

are of the same gender. In his seminal study-"On Narcissism: An 

Introduction" 11 9 141--Freud suggested tha t  narcissism often 

202 On Kuzmin's Smurov as an "outsider" see Franz Schindler, 
"Otrazhenie gornoseksual'nogo opyta v Kwl'vakh M. Kuzmina," Amour 
et érotisme dans la littérature russe du XXe siècle, ed. Leonid Heller, 
Slavica Helvetica 41 (1 992): 57-63. 

203 Freud 3. 



accompanies what he terms "other disorders," like homosexuality. 204 

Freud was not alone in this assumption. In the 1910s and 1920s a 

number o f  scholars (Lowenfeld, Rank and Sadger among others) 

expressed their belief in a direct correlation between homosexuality 

and narcissism. Sadger, for example, described homosexuality as 

It is most unlikely "the narcissistic perversion par excellence. 

that Nabokov could have been totally unaware of these discussions. 

It is noteworthy that in their discussions o f  narcissistic traits, t h e  

scholars drew their conclusions both frorn their work with actual 

patients and from analyses of Iiterary texts. 'O6  Science and 

literature went hand in hand in their construction of the twentieth 

century myth of ~ a r c i s s u s . ~ ~ ~  It will suffice to mention that in The 

Eye Nabokov explored the traumatic effects of ernigration on the 

mental state of a yoong person-which he would know only too well 

204 Freud 3, 1 8.  

'O5 Havelock Ellis, Studies in the Psycholo~y of Sex vol. 3 
(New York: Random House, 1 936) 3634. 

' O 6  See Havelock Ellis, Studies in the Psvcholoav of Sex, 
vo1.3, 347-375; Otto Rank, The Double. A Psychoanalvtic Studv, 
tram. and ed. Harry Tucker, Jr. (Chapel Hill: The U of North Carolina 
P, 1971) 69-86; and Heinz Kohut, The Search for the Self (New York: 
International Universities P, 1978) vol. 2, 61 5-7. The studies of 
Ellis and Rank were published originally prior to  Nabokov's writing 
of The Eye. 

'O7 Hermann Hesse's Narcissus and Goldmund rNarziss und 
Goldrnundl about the spiritual and sensual progression in life of the 
young Goldmund was published in the same yeat as Nabokov's The 
Eve. 



h i r n s e ~ ? ~ ~ - - l o n ~  before the  fimous revelations of Heinz Kohut, who 

showed that any "extemal shifts, such as moves from one culture to 

another; from private life into the army; from the srnall town t o  the 

big city" are traumatic to one's ego and serve as a precondition for a 

growing need of exaggerated love for o n e s e ~ f . ~ ~ ~  

The question of whether The Eve was intended as a parody of 

Kuzmints Winas is a tricky one. Even if it were meant as such, 

208 Nabokov's 1 965 foreword to The Eye betrays his intimate 
links with his protagonist. In it Nabokov describes Mukhin--Smurovts 
lucky rival for Vanya's attention-as "a nasty prig, fought in 191 9 
under Denikin, and under Wrangel, speaks four languages, affects a 
cool, worldly air, and will probably do very well in the soft job into 
which his future father-in-iaw is steering himn (8-9). The actual 
text  of The Eve does not offer any support for such an "unfair" 
characterization, unless we assume that  this foreword was written 
by the aging Smurov himself. The foreword stnkes this reader as 
being unnaturally didactic and unnecessarily repetitive: it brings to  
mind Nikolay GogolWs tedious explanations of how the reading public 
and theater-goers shoutd have perceived his lnspector General. 
Nabokov finishes his introduction alrnost with a threat: "The plot 
will not be reducible in the reader's mind--if I read that mind 
correctly-to a dreadfully painful love story in which a writhing 
hean is not only spurned, but hurniliated and punished" (1 0). 

'O9 Kohut 623. See Andrew Field's discussion of Nabokov as 
Narcissus in VN: The Life and Ar t  of Vladimir Nabokov, (London: 
Macdonald Queen Anne P, 1987) 1 2, 27-30, 58, 80-81, 82, 1 39. Field, 
however, does not contider The Eve in the light of the myth of 
Narcissus. 



Nabokov's conternporaries certainly faiied to  recognize its "target 

text" and Nabokov did not assist them in this endeavor. I t  would 

seem that Nabokov (who was notoriously secretive about the works 

that truly iinfluenced him in the course of his career) took a long 

time t o  rid himself of the influence of this particular predecessor. 

Kuzmin's presence can be detected not only in The Eye and in 

The Gift,  but also in the strangely homoerotic poem "How 1 love you" 

[Yak ya lyublyu tebya"] (1934) which bears a striking resemblance 

to  corresponding portions of Kuzmin's long poem The Trout Breaks 

the Ice (1 928). Nabokov's rather fond recollections of his 

hornosexual uncle, Vasiliy Rukavishnikov, in Speak Memorv and 

Druaie beresa (1 954) are remarkably reminiscent of the canonical 

descriptions of Kuzmin. Kuzmin can be also recognized in Konstantin 

Ivanovich Chateau (Pnin, 1953), "a subtle and charming sdtolar [. . . 
with] mild melanchoiy caribou eyes, the auburn goatee [. . . and] long 

frai1 fingers" whose article Pnin forwards to  his Akhmatova-like 

future wife in the 1920s. As we are told, in his article Chateau (not 

unlike Kuzmin in Wincis and Nabokov in The Eye) "brilliantly refutes [. 

. . the] theory of birth being an ac t  of suicide on the part o f  the 

infant."2lo 

Maybe it was only in Pale Fire (1962), the main theme of which 

is apparently Harold Bloom's ."anxiety of Iiterary influence," that 

Nabokov managed t o  shed Kuzmin's influence. In this later parodic 

re-writing of The Eve, Charles Kinbote fails spectacularly in his 

210 Vladimir Nabokov, Pnin (New York: Vintage Books, 1 989) 
125, 183. 



endeavor t o  influence and enliven the artistic imagination of his 

illustrious neighbor John Shade, despite his frenzied activity 

(involving incessant discussions, eyeing, spying and eavesdropping). 

Not only does he not see any trace of his personal story in Shade's 

last poem (the only word that resonates through the whole poem is 

"shade"!), even his perceived physical resemblance with Shade is 

completeiy bogus. Shade looks not Iike Kinbote, but like Judge 

Goldsmith, a resemblance which costs him his life in the  end. 

Shortly before the tragic accident, Kinbote-not unlike Kuzmin's 

Iyrical hero from 'The Trout Breaks the IceW-rescues his "dearest 

friend" Shade from the influence of his 'mediocre' wife by inviting 

him to  his house t o  recite his cornpleted poem. Like Kuzmin's 

protagonist, he literally leads Shade (whose feet are nurnb) t o  his 

house. Not surprisingly, he brings hirn death, instead of life. After 

Shade's death Kinbote, agonizing over his literary "non-influence," 

flies away and possibly comrnits suicide. 

CONCLUSIONS 

As this chapter shows, Nabokov's discourse on alienation was 

ihformed not only by the mythoiogy of the Silver Age (via Kuzrnin), 

but the contemporary discourse on narcissism as a scientific 

phenomenon and by his own experience as an emigrant. The result of 

such amalgarnation was a literary character that  later became the 

hallmark of Nabokov's fiction. 



Smurov is the first ionely "sexual lefty" among Nabokov's 

numerous perverted characten. The happy homosexual couple from 

Marv [Mashen'ka] (1 926) is an exception rather than the rule. Latent 

or evident perversion of any kind in Nabokov's characten-such as 

Sebastian Knight, Charles Kinbote, Humbert Humbert, t o  name but a 

few-appears t o  be a product of their social isolation, and not the  

other way around. For certain, in The Eye Smurov's narcissism and 

alleged homosexuality are unequivocally presented as a direct 

consequence of  his enforced emigration and alienation. Suffering 

from finding himself in the unrewarding position of a rootless 

Russian emigrant in a hostile Berlin, Smurov does not feel himself 

at  home in the Company of his cornpatriots. His pupils openly dislike 

and despise him. The owner of the book shop, Weinstock, seriously 

believes that Smurov is a Soviet spy, while Vanya's family strive t o  

expose him as a Iiar or a petty thief. It is only after having been 

irrevocably rejected by Vanya that Smurov throws himself under 

Kashmarin's protection. Latent homosexuality therefore becomes for 

Nabokov an additional marker of  the émigré-outsider, signaling his 

exceptional position vis-à-vis an unfriendly environment. 

The Eye is in many ways a product of  Nabokov's transfer of 

Kuzrnints Wings into the cultural environment of the late 1920s and 

early 1930s. Both authon were exploring a similar theme- 

alienation-but in different contexts: the context of Russia a t  the 

turn of  the century for Kuzmin, and the context of emigration for 

Nabokov. By creatively appropriating one of the important cultural 

texts of the preceding tradition, Nabokov was able not only 'to write 



back' t o  its opponents but to rid himself of imitative features, 

unavoidable a t  the stage of apprenticeship, and glide smoothly into 

a more gratifjhg craftsmanship. "The Eye" is a perfect example of 

what Thomas Green termed "heuristic imitation." "Heuristic 

imitations corne to  us advertising their derivation from the subtexts 

they carry with thern, but having done that, they proceed to distance 

themseives from the subtexts and force us to  recognize the poetic 

distance traversed."21 

211 Thomas M. Green, The Liaht in Troy (New Haven/London: 
Yale UP, 1 982) 40. [Green's emphasis] 



CHAPTER THREE: "ON THE BORDER OF TWO CENTURIES" 

(PAS7€RNAKtS DOCTOR ZHNA GO) 

THE SILVER AGE lN TRANSLATION 

The entry on Boris Pasternak (1890-1960) in Bol'shaya 

Sovetskava Entsiklopediva (vol. 1 9, 1 975) presents no surprises. 

Here, as is to  be expected, Pasternak receives only lukewarm praise 



for his portrayal of Lenin in Maladv Sublime [Vysokava boleznf] 

(1924) and for his long narrative poemas devoted t o  the Russian 

revoiution of 1905 (Lieutenant Schmidt 11 926-271 and The Year 

Nineteen Five [1925-271). His poetic world is descn'bed both as full 

o f  contradictions and as being close t o  nature and to some 

unidentified eternal problems. Despite the deep moral and 

psychological crisis that Pasternak allegedly suffered in the 1 9 50s 

while writing his "anti-Soviet" novel Doctor aivago, he managed 

eventually to  see through his mistakes and set out t o  rectify them. 

This noble undertaking was, however, cut short by his death in 1960. 

What is, in fact, remarkable about this conventional entry is 

that it is accompanied by Pasternak's picture squeezed between that 

of Louis Pasteur (the famous French biologist and physician, 1822- 

95) and tha t  of Enrique Pastorino (leader of the Uruguayan 

Comrnunist Party and recipient of the Lenin Prize for Strengthening 

Peace Between Nations, b. 191 8). lnadvertently captured in this page 

of encyclopedia Pasternak's position as intermediary between the 

late nineteenth-century and mid twentieth-century cultures is the 

subject of this Chapter. 

The title of  this Chapter-"On the Border of Two Centuriesn- 

is meant t o  evoke Andrey Bely's attempt a t  translating the Silver 

Age's esoteric legacy for a Soviet audience in On the Border of Two 

Centuries [Na rubezhe dvukh stoletiyl (1 929) (one of several such 

endeavors mentioned in section 3 of Chapter 1, and which are 

pertinent t o  the following discussion). The idea of transposing one 

culture into the language of another was not an invention of the 



Soviet period. It lay behind many projects of the Silver Age, such as 

those of Sergey Diaghilev and the "World of A n  Movement," of 

Kuzmin, Merezhkovsky and Bryusov, t o  name but a few. The aesthetic 

principles of such translations were worked out by Merezhkovsky in 

his Eternal Cornpanions Nechnve sputniki] (1 888-97). in this work 

Merezhkovsky found features of Decadent aesthetics in the writings 

of Goethe, Calderon, Flaubert, Pliny, Marcus Aurelius, Ibsen, 

Euripides, Pushkin and Dostoevsky. By describing such diverse 

cultural figures as Decadents or at least as precursors of decadence, 

Merezhkovsky made their writings more accessible to  his 

contemporaries and promoted them to  his readers' "eternal 

companions." 

Bely's mernoirs were written in the same vein. In them, he 

tried to justiw his contemporaries in the eyes of Soviet readers by 

portraying them either as alleged Marxists or as romantic rebels 

who, as such, contributed t o  the advent of the Bolshevik 

21 Dmitriy Sergeevich Merezhkovsky, Polnoe sobranie 
sochineniv, vol. XVll (Moscow: Sytin, 191 4) 5-6. [Merezhkovsky's 
emphasis] 



revolution.z* Konstantin Fedin's own Eternal Com~anions Nechnve 

sputnikil (1 937-S3), in which he invited fellow writers to follow 

Gogo1"s lead in regard to his vivid descriptions of the "enemy [of the 

people]" were undoubtedly modeled after Merezhkovsky's work of the 

same title. 

The list of such cunning interpretations and adaptations of the 

pre-revolutionary cultural heritage for contemporary needs might 

also include Maxim Gorky's The Life of Klim Samgin [Zhizn' Klirna 

Samaina] (1 925-36), Fedin's Earlv Jovs [Pervve radosti] (1 944/46) 

and No Ordinarv Summer [Neobyknovennoe leto] (1 948) and Aleksey 

21 4 Konstantin Fedin, Sochineniva v shesti tomakh, vol. 6 
(Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1 9 54) 5 52-53. 



Tolstoy's Road to Calvaw [Khozhdenie po mukam] (1 9 19-43). The 

authors of these novels reinterpreted the cultural life of pre- 

revohtionary Russia from the uantage point of the 1920s and 1930s 

and plunged their intellectual protagonists in to the heart of 

revolutionary activity. Such transpositions differed greatly from 

those sought after by Merezhkovsky and his associates, of course. 

While representatives of the Silver Age mediated prirnariiy between 

one "high" culture and another, their Soviet counterparts were no 

longer expected to speak the language of the gods or for that matter 

of the lower classes. They were encouraged t o  translate their 

"otherworldly" language into what was thought t o  be the most 

accessible language-i. e. the one prescribed by those now in 

power.21s As Katerina Clark observes: 

AS the Russian intelligentsia went into the Revolution, they hoped 
to function as Hermes figures who might mediate between the 
language of a higher truth and that of the irnperfect wodd around 
them. Many were particularly attracted to the possibility that they 
might act as the great demystifiers. Now [in the 1 930~1, however, 
their role was closer to that of the comprador. By comprador I 
mean that special institution that  emerged in the era of European 
economic domination in Asia. The comprador was the non- 

215 AS Olga Forsh attested in 1930, not only mature literati, 
but small children were equally engaged in t h e  art of  re- 
interpretation: "Ha moKoAmme cimm ma HemMep m crynem 
OHH pa36~pas~  «Mep~srde c commrrmw nonxono~ w yxe 
OKOHWIWWO~~ ~enpiwcniocran, K mmm~ ~ a e b l ~ a ~  craporo 6ana 

- Hy, icro n o l ~ o e ~ y  6ynm % ~ K O B ?  
- A s e p r e r o m a e ~ m T ~ 3 & ~ e  
- R JEI~LIO- PkmwEio~ 6m mammm 7% ~ L I ~ J I O  ;38a~1 nerpymc cmm 

ce6k mnomu Olga Fonh, Sumasshedshiv korablt (Washington: ausen 
Language Division, 1 964) 85. 
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European who rnediated between the local people and the 
European commercial enclave. He spoke two laquages, the 
vernacular (his own language) and that of the particular European 
community he sewed. Originally, he spoke the European language 
only haltingty. Over tirne, he became increasingiy fluent in it. 

By the 1930s. the typical Soviet intellectual had become a 
comprador in that his task was to mediate between the language 
of high culture, which he spoke "natively," and that of his masers, 
the language of ideoiogy and power. A t  first, he might speak the 
latter irnperfectly, but in time the successful comprador passed 
more and more for a member of the elite group. He could enjoy 
many of its privileges (cream cakes), but only as long as his 
linguistic skills proved useful.216 

Although not motivated by Soviet cream cakes in his zealous 

drive t o  explain his own life and that of his generation for the 

modern reader, Bely fell into the trap of filling a position midway 

between the Soviet establishment and those intellectuals who came 

of age at the dawn of the twentieth century. Thur he recorded in his 

rnernoirs: 

Clark, Katerina, 1995. Petersburg, Crocible of Cultural 
Revolution (Cambridge, MNLondon, England: Harvard UP), 304-305. 



Bely's resolution t o  recollect his literary youth in a new language, 

comprehensible t o  the majority, echoed linguistic debates of the 

perïod 1926-1950. According to  those, one unified language was 

expected to  supersede the existing multipiicity of languages as a 

result o f  Soviet cultural developments. These ideas were articulated 

by the linguist Nikolay Marr (1 864-1 934) and his followers who, as 

true Marxists, believed that a subsequent giobal "hybridization" 

[k~pelfteme] of various languages would result from the further 

economic and social integration of different peoples.zi8 Needless to  

Say, not only were different nations expected sooner or later to 

speak one and the same language, but people of different social 

strata as well. In the new society both the erstwhile privileged and 

underprivileged were encouraged t o  acquire one universaf language 

(and an equally universal art), befitting the builders of communist 

society. While the commun-ist Tower of Babel was still under 

construction, many inteiiectuals hastened to  plug the gaps in its 

structure if not with their own bodies, then with the body of their 

artistic work. 

Hence, in his memoirs Bely looks back at his past through the 

eyes of his supposedly young, morally and physically fit readers, and 

from their perspective he suddenly sees that his illustrious peers 

217 Andrey Bely, Nachalo veka (Moscow: Soyuaeatr, 1 990) 17. 

21 8 See Clark 2 1 2-23. 



were seemingly "[blrought up in such traditions that stink, in an 

anti-hygienic environment, without physical culture, normal leisure 

or joyful songs and camaraderie, and never stood a chance of 

devoting [themselves] to what healthy natural instincts drew [them] 

towards [. . -1." They al1 "started [their] lives half crippled," Bely 

concludes.2lg He even identifies himself with his potential readers 

in stating that what he is depicting in his memoirs "is neither close 

to us, nor contemporaneous" [m a no-, EW a a ~  w 6~m3~0, ~r ER 

r n ~ r n r n 0 ) 2 2 ~  

Despite considerable concessions tu the tastes of his various 

readers, Bely failed to  rneet their expectations. On the one hand, his 

detailed subjective descriptions of a variety of cultural figures and 

literary movements remained foreign t o  the average reader; on the 

other hand, many intellectuals were appalled by his cavalier 

treatment of earlier cultural tradition. Similarly, Mayakovsky's 

willingness in the 1920s t o  tune his poetic voice t o  the ears of his 

less sophisticated contemporaries provoked outbursts of displeasure- 

among some of his contemporaries: 

219 Bely, Nachalo veka 18. 

220 Bely, Nachalo veka 17. 

221 Vladislav Khodasevich, Literaturnye stat'i i vospominaniva 
(New York: Izdatel'shro imeni Chekhova, 1 954) 225. 



As someone who was a t  various stages close to  both Bely and 

Mayakovsky, Pasternak was well aware of the pitfalls awaiting any 

cultural mediator. This emerged in the foliowing comments written 

in the 1950s: 

B ~ ~ K W I ,  B ~ e w y  O HOBOM ~ S ~ I I C ~ ,  ~ a q m m a m  em 
m m ,  ero rnacme M cornacme- fl mworaa He rrom~a~ 3mx 

223 

As the last excerpt shows, the search for a new language and means 

of rendition and the death of the searcher were for Pasternak bound 

by a cause-and-effect relationship. As his letters reveal, he was 

equally unimpressed by the undertakings of Aleksey Tolstoy and 

222 Boris Pasternak, '70 V. T. Shalamov," 9 July 1952, letter 
292 of Boris Pasternak, Sobranie sochineniv v wati  tomakh [referred 
to throughout as SS] vol. 5 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 
1989-1 992) 498. 

223 Boris Pasternak, Lyudi i ~olozheniva, SS. vol. 4, 307. 



Sergey Eisenstein who exerted themselves in portraying Peter the 

Great and Ivan the Terrible as precurson of Stalin.224 It was 

common knowledge that Stalin was keenly interested in the lives of 

these particular rulers, so both Tolstoy and Eisenstein strove t o  

portray them as heroic but tragically misunderstood makers of the 

new Russia who had been driven, maybe against their will, t o  

persecute the unworthy for t h e  benefii of the worthy. Such non- 

factual reconstructions of the past and falsified redemptions of 

Stalin's predecessors were meant t o  give a redeeming interpretation 

t o  the deeds of the current leader. 

A RELUCTANT INNOVATOR 

Unlike Fedin, Tolstoy and many others, Pasternak failed in the 

1920s and 1930s t o  produce the major prose work that he longed to 

do, or t o  transport his intellectual characters (with a few 

exceptions, such as those of "Aerial Ways" ["Vozdushnye puti"] and 

"Malady Sublime" [1924]) across the watenhed of World War I or the 

Bolshevik revolution.*zs By confining the tirneframe of his fictional 

224 Boris Pasternak, T o  O. M. Freydenberg," 4 Febniary 1941, 
letter 21 5, and '70 T. V. and V. V. Ivanov," 8 April 1942, letter 231 
of SS. VOL 5, 392-3, 41 3-5. 

22s This is not t o  Say that Pasternak really did not want to 
write about contemporary issues. He did, but for a number of reasons 
(some of which are discussed in the following pages), his efforts did 
not corne t o  fruition in the 1930s. His big prose work, that he kept 



work t o  pre-Bolshevik Russia, he apparently sought t o  avoid 

highlighting and testing pre-revolutionary aesthetic and moral 

ideals against the new post-revolutionary background. In his 

autobiographical Safe Conduct [Okhrannava aramotal (1 931 ), 

Pasternak similarly shunned any serious revisions of  the legacy of 

his predecessors, claiming that ail along he desired to repeat their 

findings-albeit, "more swiftly, heatedly and wholIyw-orather than 

supplant or depose them. 

Although in this excerpt Pasternak reported the feelings that he 

allegedly experienced in the 1910s, his mere recollection of them 

announcing in his letters to friends and colleagues, for a long time 
had rernained nothing but a handful of disjointed fragments till he 
finally embarked on writing Doctor Zhivaao in 1945. For a thorough 
account of Pasternak's s t r i n g  to  turn into a truly contemporary 
writer in the 1920s and t o  a certain extent in the 1930s see 
Christopher Barnes, Boris Pasternak. A literan, Bioçiraohy. Volume 1, 
1890-1 928 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989), 348-80; and Volume 2, 
in press with Cambridge UP (Chapters 1, 2 and 3). 

226 Boris Pasternak, Okhrannaya aramota, SS. vol. 4, 21 1-2. 



reinstated their relevance to  his outlook in the 193Os.227 

Symptomatically, Pasternak endowed his favorite artistic figures 

and his later character Yuriy Zhivago with a similar reluetance to  

oust their predecessors and impress their audience with an 

innovatory style or techniques. Thus, the work of Chopin, according 

to  Pasternak was "original throughout not because of i ts  being 

different from the work of his rivals, but because of  i ts kinship 

with nature," Chopin strove to emulate in his rnusic.zz8 Sirnifarly, we 

are told tha t  Yuriy Zhivago in the 1920s aspired "to achieve an 

unnoticeable [ep;cahlawbi] style" that would ffee him of the reputation 

of a trickster and jarring innovator and would "enable the reader or 

hearer to  master the content without noticing the means by which it 

reached him."229 

Only well into the 1950s did Pasternak allow himself any 

overt negative remarks about his eminent predecessors. Thus, when 

asked in 1958 which of  his fellow-writers managed to  weather 

nicely in the 1920s, Pasternak (at that time himself the author of a 

full-length novel) dismissed Andrey Bely on the grounds of his being 

227 The only thing that  Pasternak openly acknowledged as 
requiring replacement in 1930 was the tit le of Scriabin's Poème de 
l'Extase: " [ C ~ p d k ~ ]  rrpr;rexasr, u cpa3y x e  m m  p e m m  <~3Kcra3a>>- 
K ~ K  6ar me xoTen= = M e m m  31x1 samame, mnaw,mee ~ y r o m  
~ w s m m >  o6ep~~oR ym 6ome ~ A X O ~  (Ibid., 1 53). 

228 Boris Pasternak, "Shopen," SS. vol. 4, 404. 

229 All English quotations from Doctor Zhivacio are from Boris 
Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago, trans. Max Hayward, and Manya Harari 
(London: Collins HaMII, 1988) 394. Hereafter references to  this 
edition are given in parenthesis. 



always "too hermetic and too limited" [C~~MLLMOM R ~ M ~ T ~ ~ ~ H M M ,  c m m c o ~  

-1 

As we showed in Chapter I, such grating remarks about the 

generation of "fathers" or elder "brothers" (in the case of Bely) were 

virtually impossible in the late 1920s and 1930s in the face of a 

political campaign against most representatives of Russian 

Modernism; indeed, Pasternak would have seen himself as an 

endangered product of this very culture. Apart from political and 

moral pressures, the belated or protracted nature of Pasternak's 

rebellion in the 1950s is explicable also in the light of his personal 

relationship with his father, a recognized artist in the Realist 

vein, Leonid Osipovich Pasternak (1 862-1 945).231 

In the early 19 1 Os, Leonid Pasternak failed to understand his 

son's youthful thirst for experimentation, the source of which he 

succinctly identified with the influence of Boris' new bohemian 

friends, such as Vladimir Mayakovsky and his "cesspool."z3z When his 

230 Olga Carlyle, "Tri vizita k Borisu Pasternaku," 
Vos~ominaniva O Borise Pasternake, ed. E. V. Pasternak, and M. 1. 
Feynberg (Moscow: Slovo, 1 99 3) 654. 

231 1 am grateful to Christopher Barnes for bringing this to 
my attention. 



parents set out t o  emigrate in 1921, Pasternak and his brother 

Aleksandr decided to stay in Russia. Âccording to Pasternak's later 

statements, a t  the time of Leonid's departure from Russia, they 

were at odds with each other; they even had a quarrel [nocaopunuca], 

over their differing perception of post-revoiutionary reality. Ten 

years later, however, Boris' views of  Russiats socialist 

achievements changed radically and he fe l t  rernorse over their 

quarreLB3 Thus, Safe Condua (written exactly at  the time in 

question) may also be seen as a story of the prodigal son. In this 

rnythologized account of his coming of age, Pasternak replaced the 

actual father with a sort of composite cultural construct (Rilke- 

Scriabin-Cohen-and, finally, Blok), whose influence-though 

oppressive-œnevertheless, proved irresistibly magnetic. The 

narrator succeeded in running away from his spiritual fathers, 

Scriabin and Cohen; a few years later, however, the prodigal son 

returned and remained a t  home. In Pasternak's own words, "soon 

after the February revolution" he "returned home [. . .] utterly shaken" 

and resolved to shed the influence of his coeval Mayakovsky-one of 

the most innovative and influentid contemporary poets-and from 

then on to look up to a representative o f  the older generation, 

namely the poet Aleksandr Blok, as a possible role mode1.234 

232 Christopher Barnes, Bons Pasternak. A literarv Bioaraphv. 
Volume 1 1890-1 928 183, 200, 21 6. 

233 Varlaam Shalamov, "Pasternak," Vospominaniya O Borise 
Pasternake 609-1 0. 



Despite the many kilometers separating them after 1921, the 

authoritarian figure of  Leonid Pasternak remained a looming 

presence in his son's life. Even at the age of fifty-one Boris still 

claimed to feel crushed on measuring his achievements against 

those of his father. 

Only after his father's death in May 1945, did Pasternak finally feel 

free to "distinguish himself fkom al1 others." A few months later, he 

suddenly felt the urge-and, more importantly, the ability-to write 

his major work of prose, which grew into the novel, Doctor Zhivaao 

234 Boris Pasternak, Okhrannaya ~rarnota, SS. vol. 4, 226-7. 
Engiish quotations from Safe Conduct are taken from Boris 
Pasternak. The Voice of Prose. Volume One, ed. Christopher Barnes 
(Edinburgh: Polygon, 1986) 95-7. In the subsequent accounts of this 
period Blok looms even larger. See Pasternak's autobiographical 
"People and Situations" ["Lyudi i polozheniya"] (1 9 56-57). 

235 Boris Pasternak, '70 O. M. Freydenberg," 20 March 1941, 
letter 21 7 of SS. vol. 5, 395-6. 



II, KaK yropen-, mmry 6onsrnoe noBecTsosatIIie B npo3e, 

Subsequently, in 1 9 58, after the novel's cornpletion, Pasternak was 

undoubtedly content with his accomplishment: 

Yet, in the midst of his work on the  novel, Pasternak insisted on 

describing al1 his recent work as an exercise in translation of 

distant epochs into the modem language of the late 1940s and earfy 

1950s, rather than as pure innovation or as a continuation of 

preceding tradition. 

236 The title of this novel underwent various mutations till it 
finally crystallized in 1 948 as Doctor Zhivaao. To avoid confusion, 
we shall refer to it as Doctor Zhiva~o throughout. 

237 Boris Pasternak, "To S. N. Durylin," 27 January 1946, 
quoted in SS. vol. 3, 651. 

238 Boris Pasternak, '70 V. Vs. Ivanov," 1 July 1958, letter 
335 of SS. vol. 5, 565. 



C rex nop  ce nepe~em~ocb. Aaxe am marica, tra I C O T ~ ~ ~ M  rorna 

In light o f  these quoted excerpts from Pasternak's 

correspondence, one might conclude that his re-interpretation of 

pre-revolutionary artistic life for a contemporary audience would 

not essentially differ from the achievements of Fedin, Tolstoy and 

even Bely. Like them, Pasternak recognized the gaping chasm 

between pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary culture, and 

endeavored t o  bridge this by his own up-to-date "translation." Like 

Bely, too, Pasternak chose the life and art of Aleksandr Blok as a 

pivot for this project. Even one of the provisional titles for Doctor 

Zhivaao ("On the Border" ["Na rubezhe"]) was recognkably redolent of 

Bely.240 Nevertheless, as we shall see, in his "translation" Pasternak 

chose not to follow in Bely's wake, and their apparent similarities 

of approach are largely superficial. 

239 Boris Pasternak, "To G. 1. Gudz' [V. Shalamov]," 7 March 
1953, in Perepiska Borisa Pasternaka, ed. E. V. Pasternak, and E. B. 
Pasternak (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1990) 537. 
[emphasis added] 

240 See Christopher Barnes, Boris Pasternak. A literary 
Bionra~hy. Volume 2. 



BLOK'S 7 946 ANMVERSARY 

By the mid 1940s and eariy 1950s when Pasternak was wrïting 

his novel, it was no longer necessary t o  justify and defend (much 

less, attack) pre-revolutionary culture to  the extent that seemed 

irnperative in the late 1920s and 1930s. By the end of World War II 

many of its representatives and heirs were already dead, and the 

rest were left t o  die, perhaps in poverty, but a t  least, relatively 

peacefully. Moreover, as was shown in Chapter I, by the early 1940s 

the Siiver Age's contribution to  the development of Russian culture 

was gaining recognition abroad as well as in the Soviet Union. 

Particularly pertinent t o  Pasternak was his involvement in 

preparations for the 1946 jubilee t o  commemorate the 25th 

anniversary of Aleksandr Blok's death. As a result o f  the joint 

efforts of Soviet officiais, literary scholars, museum workers, 

artists and numerous admirers, Blok-who was hailed by Pavel 

Antokol'sky as "the consciousness of Russian poetryn241 -was now 

revived. Blok's eager rnythologizers provided him with both a 

suitable pedigree and with suitable heirs. He was consistently 

described as a unique representative of the Russian gentry, who 

succeeded in hastening its decline from within, and his famous 

lines--"We, the children of. Russia's terrible years" [M6i-~m 

crpammm neT Pocm]-were evoked more than once in various 

241 Pavel Antokol'sky, "Sovest' nisskoy poezii," Litera turnava 
gazeta 10 Aug. 1946. 



speeches and presentations. A later poet who was most frequently 

coupled with Blok was Vladimir Mayakovsky. 

In fact, the latter's appearance was seen as a form of answer to  

Blok's d l  for "retribution."243 Blok's own copy of Mayakovsky's & 
Cloud in Trousers [Oblako v shtanakhl-personally signed by i t s  

author-was proudly displayed a t  a mernorial exhibition in 

Pushkinskiy Dom in Leningrad.244 

Blok, however, was no longer portrayed exclusively as a 

revolutionary-minded superman, hungering for the horrors of the 

Last Judgment. The organizers of the Leningrad exhibition strove t o  

present him as an outstanding, but nevertheless human, being whose 

life and death were manifested not so much in apocalyptic 

revolutionary events, but by an unfinished cigarette and other 

snapshots of his final days: 

242 "Vecher pamyati poeta," Literaturnaya aazeta 10 Aug. 
1946. 

243 Nikolay Tikhonov, "Aleksandr Blok," Pravda 7 Aug. 1946. 

244 "Pamyati Bloka," Literaturnaya aazeta 3 Aug. 1946. 



Such an obsession with Blok's death rather than his life was not 

fortuitous in the Soviet climate, particularly following World War 

II, when considerable efforts were made to rationalize the often 

rneaningless deaths of millions of civilians, not to mention the 

military. As is often the case, and in Soviet lore particularly, only 

death can ultimately validate human life and anistic aaivity and 

endorse them with meaning. If there could be doubts about the 

purpose of Blok's bohemian life, his death was seen as utterly 

meaningful both by his friends and adversaries. The Soviet public 

was thus invited to celebrate Blok as a lone yet remarkable mediator 

between two irreconcilable epochs, who, on behalf of an entire pre- 

revolutionary culture, leaped towards the October revolution in an 

effort that eventually "rendered him lifeless." 

245 Ibid. 



If Blok's death went relatively unnoticed by the Soviet rulen 

in 1921, the literary establishment of 1946 set out t o  rectiQ that 

mistake. This was facilitated (and perhaps particularly inspired) by 

the fact that in 1944 Blok's rernains, along with those of his 

grandfather, mother and wife, were dis-interred if not for 

Fedorovian resurrection, then at least for a regburial in a place more 

appropriate for Russian literati-the special section of the Volkovo 

cemetery known as "literatorskie mostki." 

To this new grave crowds of people came to lay fiowers on the 

7th of August, 1946. Scholars Evgen'ev-Maksimov and Vladimir 

Orlov, poets Anna Akhmatova, Vsevolod Rozhdestvensky and Nikolay 

Braun, writers Evgeniy Shvarts and Yuriy Gerrnan-to name but a 

few-took part in the mernorial events a t  the Volkovo cemetery and 

in evening celebrations and a concert at Leningrad's Bolshoy Drama 

Theatre. Here, many poets, including Akhmatova-at that time a 

mernber of the "Municipal Blok Cornmittee" [ropamoN 6no~oaac1ni 

K-1-recited p&y dedicated to or inçpired by Bl0k24~ 

In his 1946 review of a forthcorning collection of memoirs 

about Blok, his cousin Georgiy Blok dismissed hitherto published 

246 Konstantin Fedin, "Aleksandr Blok," Aleksandr Blok v 
vos~ominanivakh sowemennikov v dvukh tomakh, ed. Vladimir Orlov 
(Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1980) 41 8-9. This portion 
was written in 1941. Fedin's emphasis. 

247 "Blokovskie dni v Leningrade," Literaturnaya gazeta 10 
Aug. 1946. 



memoirs because of their authors' alieged bias and preconceptions. 

ln his opinion, such failings were particularly noticeable in Andrey 

Bely's recollections. The forthcoming memoirs, by contrast, Blok 

hailed as virtually fiawless and marked by a sobriety and objectivity 

made possible by the time lapse since the poet's death.248 Hence, 

what happened in 1946 can be seen as a considerably "improved" and 

better orchestrated wake for one of  Russia's greatest poetç, who 

was now symbolically resurrected to a Soviet-style immortality and 

literary afterlife. 

This rejuvenated Blok was now available for mass 

consumption. Preparations for the anniversary celebrations were 

marked not only by the launching of a special issue of Literaturnoe 

nasledstvo devoted to Blok, a new collection o f  memoirs, and 

suitably revised and updated biographical monographs, but by mass 

production of a variety of portraits of BIok.249 Leningrad sculptors 

were also commissioned t o  produce "new busts of the poet,"*s* and 

musical publishers issoed a special edition of  Blok settings for- 

voice and piano by Soviet composers.2sl 

2443 G. Blok, "Vospominaniya ob Aleksandre Bloke," 
Literaturnava aazeta 27 JUS 1946. 

249 "Pamyati poeta," Literaturnaya qazeta 27 July 1 946. 

2s 1 Aleksandr Blok v ~esnvakh i romansakh sovetskikh 
korn~ozitorov (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal'noe izdatel'stvo, 
1 946). 



To enhance public understanding and appreciation o f  Blok's 

legacy, a new two-volume edition of his writings was scheduled to 

appear in 1946-47. As a member of the editorial board, Pasternak 

had occasion to work closely with Blok's texts and he was also asked 

tu write an article on the poet, for which he immediately started 

accumulating material, mainly by slowly re-digesting the Berlin 

Alkonost edition of Blok's writings (1 923). The article, however, 

was never finished and nothing of it was published in Pasternak's 

lifetime. As he explained in the spring of 1947, he abandoned the 

projea in fivor of working on his novel Doctor Zhivaao. 

252 Lidiya Chukovskaya, "Otryvki iz dnevnika," Vospominaniya 
O Borise Pasternake 41 0. 



In the novel which, according t o  Pasternak himself, was 

inspired by Blok's personal life and art, his named presence was 

reduced to  a bare minimum however. At some point in the narrative 

we are told that "young people in both capitals were mad about Blok" 

(80); Yuriy Zhivago is described as having promised Gordon an article 

about Blok for his journal (which he would never write); and later, 

shortly before his death, he recalls Blok's writings. But there are no 

more detailed mentions than these, and Yuriy is in fact the only 

literary figure portrayed in the entire novel. 

Unlike his numerous conternporaries who in their effort t o  

preserve the past saw a need to "rnodemize" it, Pasternak chose the 

opposite procedure. The biography of the Silver Age poet Yuriy 

Zhivago is presented not as an inferior blueprint for the story of a 

future builder of communist society, but as a projection o f  events 

that took place over the previous nineteen hundred years, including 

the Biblical story of Jesus Christ, the legend of Faust and the 

tragedy of Hamlet. lnstead of bnnging his story of  an artist closer 

to  contemporary events, Pasternak related it to  the events of the 

past in which, in his view, it had originated. 

Pasternak's composite image of Zhivago-cum-Blok-cum- 

Christ-cum-Faust-cum-Hamfet may have related t o  Bely's earlier 



(1 922) mernoirs of Blok, in which he constantly drew parallels 

between Blok and other universal literary characters,253 such as 

Christ, Hamlet and Faust.254 

253 "The ultimate shock [. . .] cornes when we realize that the 
Western worship of God--by Jews, Christians, and Moslems-is the 
wonhip of a literary character [. . .]." Harold Bloom, The Western 
Canon, (New York: Riverhead Books, 1 995) 5. 

254 TO be sure, the images of Christ, Hamlet and Faust played 
an important role in Blok's own writings. For a good oveMew of 
these themes in Blok's works see Avril Pyman, The Life of Aleksandr 
Blok. Volumes I and II (Oxford/Londan/New York: Oxford UP, 
1979/1980). 

255 Andrey Bely, "Vospominaniya ob Aleksandre 
Aleksandroviche Bloke," Aleksandr Blok v vos~arninanivakh 
sovremennikov v dvukh tomakh , vol. 1 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya 
literatura, 1 980) 252. 

Ibid., 322. [Bely's emphasis] 



Whatever the source of Pasternak's backward (as opposed to 

forward) translation, he followed its principles consistently. This 

"backward" translation is particularly noticeable in his treatment of 

Blok's poetry when integrating it into the texture of his novel. An 

example of these parallels thus arising is offered by extracts from 

Blok's verse of 1902 and from Pasternak's prose text: 

BLOK (1902) PASTERNAK (DOCTOR ZHIVAGO) 



257 Aleksandr Blok, Sobranie sochineniy v vos'mi tomakh, vol. 
1 (Moscow/Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1 960) 22 1 , 
224, 227. 

All Russian quotations frorn Doctor Zhivaao are from Boris 
Pasternak, SS. vol. 3. Figures in brackets correspond to the page 
numben in this edition. [emphasis added] 



As these juxtaposed texts suggest, Blok's early poems and 

Pasternak's mature prose are related.259 In the drafts for his 

unfinished article on Blok Pasternak copied the lines "npki x o m o ~  

ame -CIL\ Bao eosb y r n ~  cllmri~anur ~cpyr" and rernarked that 

their theme was echoed in a number of Blok's poems from the same 

cycle.260 Even more remarkably, there seems to be a reverse 

relationship between Blok's verse and Pasternak's later prose, in 

which it appears that it is not Pasternak's text that is derived from 

that  of  Blok (as would be expected), but vice versa. Indeed, 

Pasternak seems to restore the situation that notionally inspired 

the othemrise obscure poems, providing a context from which they 

might have derived, and thus clarifying their meaning for 

contemporary readers. 

The fact that even Blok's mature poetry (not to mention his 

earlier work) could benefit from some kind of a "facelift" or 

renovation was apparent even to  readers such as Lidiya Ginzburg, 

who as early as 1932 stated in a diary entry that Blok already 

seemed to her out of date: 

259 Pasternak-Blok parallels have been studied by a number of 
scholars. See for example, Henry Gifford, "Pasternak and the 
'Realism' of Blok," Oxford Slavonie Papers, Vol. Xlll (1 967); and lrene 
Masing-Delic, "Zhivago's 'Christmas Star' as Homage t o  Blok," 
Aleksandr Blok: Centennial Conference, ed. Walter N. Vickery and 
Bogdan B. Sagatov (Columbus: Slavica Publishers, 1984) 207-24 
among othen. The purpose of this chapter, however, is not t o  expand 
these studies by pointing out yet more instances in which such 
parallels can be observed, but t o  explore Pasternak's strategies of 
assimilation of any "foreign" text in the texture of his novel. 

260 Boris Pasternak, "K kharakteristike Bloka," SS , vol. 4, 706. 



Symptomatically, some peasants, with whorn the famous educator 

Adrian Toporov discussed in 1928 Blok's poem "As Soon as the 

Velvety Blackness of the Sky Begins to TMnklett ["Lisht zaiskritsya 

barkhat nebesnyy"], found it difficult to follow, because the poet 

allegedly failed to spell out what "he" thwght and felt, and what the 

woman "hem longed for thought, and why "they" did have so much 

"trouble". . . 

261 Lidiya Ginzburg, Chelovek t a  pis'mennvm stolom 
(Sovetskiy pisatel': Leningrad, 1989) 1 18. 

262 A. Toporov, Krest'vane O dsatelvakh (Moscow/Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1 930) 236-7. 



In the same collection Toporov published an account of how his 

sophisticated peasants (note their ability to draw parallels with 

Fet) reacted to Pasternak's long poem S~ektorskv (1924/30). In the 

event they were unable to stomach more than the eight opening lines 

because they were so appalled by their fuzziness and 

incomprehensibility.263 Here are some of their cumrnents: 

One should not, in fact, underestirnate the value of the comments of 

these particular readers. As Evgeniy Dobrenko amply demonstrated, 

263 The fact that peasants had problerns with this particular 
work of Pasternak is significant. For it was in this work (as well as 
in other long narrative poems of this period) that Pasternak hoped t o  
reach new artistic heights by cornbining the events of one personal 
life with those in the history of the nation (see Christopher Barnes, 
Boris Pasternak. A literarv Bioara~hv. Volume 1, 348-80). 

264 Toporov 267-9. 



it was readers like Toporov's peasants who were vltimately 

responsible for the shaping of the aesthetics of Socialist Reaiism. 

Their opinion was crucial in determining which literary works were 

worth pubiishing and which should be taken out of arculation.26s 

From the late 1920s onwards266 Pasternak was very much 

aware of his failure t o  write easily accessible literary works-a 

"shortcoming" which, as his numerous letters show, he increasingly 

tried t o  rectify in the 1930s and 1940s.267 In 1947 he confesed tu 

Vsevolod lvanov that "accessibility" [ n o x o ~ ]  was one of the key 

qualities he pursued in Doctor Zhivacio, and that he hoped the work 

would be read "in one gulp by anyone" [e3axne6 J U C ~ W  - K O M I . ~ ~ ~  

265 Evgeniy Dobrenko, "The Disaster of Middlebrow Taste, or, 
Who 'invented' Socialist Realism?" Socialist Realism Without 
Shores, eds. Thomas Lahusen and Evgeniy Dobrenko (Durham/London: 
Duke UP, 1997) 135-64. 

266 It is not fortuitous that Zhivago dies in 1929, more or 
less a t  the time when Pasternak himself felt the urge for a drastic 
change of his style and mode of poetic expression. 

267 This is discussed in detail in Barnes, Boris Pasternak. A 
Literary Biocrra~hv. Vol. 2. 

268 Boris Pasternak, SS. vol. 3, 659. The fact that Pasternak- 
a t  least a t  some stages-was prepared t o  go quite far in an effort to 
make his novel accessible can be illustrated wi th  the following 
poem. In the drafts, this poem was composed by Zhivago while 
sawing wood with his third wife Marina: 

Pa3 y nompmta 
B mMK P 0 ~ e c r B a  
C EQ~O Mapmnefi 
II mmm ~[POEEL (-, vol. 3,618) 



Hence, what Blok le f t  intentionally oblique and elusive, 

received a form of "substantiation" in Pasternak's Doctor Zhivaao. 

For instance, the bal1 scenes (the mysterious background of Blok's 

poetry of autumn 1902) materialized a few pages after the 

Chernogoriya hotel scene into the Christmas party episode a t  the 

Sventitskys'. At  this party Lara attempts to  murder Kornarovsb, 

and Yuriy observes the two of them from a distance, having 

previously been denied admission to  their magic "circlemt'269 

Pasternak seems t o  have inherited Blok's obsession with the word 

"circle" [qyr]. However, if for Blok "circle" usually meant a circle of 

light rnysteriously separating the observer from the objects of his 

"espionage," Pasternak managed t o  preserve and explore i ts various 

connotations. Thus, the chapter where Yuriy first sets eyes on Lara 

is called "Qe~owa 143 npyroro apyra" [A Girl f rom a Different 

WorldKircle 1. The first implication of this title, fully supported by 

the  narrative, is that Lara cornes from a middle-class, petty 

bourgeois background that is different both from that  of Yuriy's 

upper-class and of Pasha Antipov's proletarian worids. Still, as we 

find out, Yuriy's (and Pasha's) problerns in his reiationship with Lara 

eventually arise not  from their social differences but from her 

269 Again, as in Blok's poems, words such as "circle" and 
"wall(s)" abound in the description of the Sventitskys' party. But 
unlike Blok, they are totally "justified" by the context: "Iîhmo xapKo 

WllCK O ~ ~ f i  B HeCKOJlbKO PSUOB CI'pYZmMMCII clMHEïeM, IUypLEl 
nnaTbmm H HacTynacr npyr apyry Ha ~ o m ,  mHraJraa neptJafi mHa 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ J M B ~ I O L U K X C I I  H paxmapmamm, tIe ZWTMX mmmm B~IYTPK m m  
Genie~o wpmm miuymme" (83). [emphasis added] 



inability to break out of Komarovsky's "enchanted circle," his 

rnagical sexual powers.270 

A very revealing instance of how Blok's poetry was digested 

and assimilated by Pasternak's prose cornes in the scenes which 

show Yuriy Zhivago at  the funeral service for Tonya's rnother Anna 

Ivanovna. The "source" text for the following episode I believe to be 

the two poems written by the young Blok on the occasion of his 

grandfatherts death in July 1 902. 

PASTERNAK 

<wr c aeR 3a6rrymur B  TOM necy rr ~ q y r  
m C R  B H e M  OIW1,  6e3 Hee. [. . .] 

270 In the author's own words: "0, mca yro 6wi ~ ~ K O J I ~ O ~ E ~ W E ~  

~pyr! Ecrm 6b1 mopxeme IComapomcoro B Aapmy m3m eo36yiiu1am 
T O ~ K O  ee OrBpameme, Aapa B 3 6 p o a r a ~  6ar H ~ a p 3 u m c b  Ho neno 6a~no 
He T l  npocro ' (49). 



271 Aleksandr Blok, Sobranie sochineniv v vos'mi tomakh, vol. 
1, 202-3. 



Again, as we can see, Pasternak's text is far more "complete" and 

exhaustive than that of Blok. While Blok's lines, "but it was sweet to 

observe his soul['s departurel and detect the merriment [on the face] 

of the deceased" [m 6~no cnamo nymy ycnem w B 0~~omcu.e~  -TI 

B ~ ~ J E ] ,  would be difficult t o  comprehend since they are enclosed in 

the haze of a typically Symbolist poem, they are not only "recycled," 

but also fully motivated in Pasternak's "derivative" text. The 

sensations of sweet merriment and peacefulness that  overcome 

Yuriy during the funeral are first meticulousiy explained by his state 

o f  delirium resulting from influenza and a general state of  

exhaustion; then they are accounted for by his education and a 

recently acquired philosophical outlook the formation of which the 

reader is allowed t o  follow. Hence, just as Blok "prescribed," Yuriy 

manages to negotiate the bamen raised by his fear of death, and to 

heed the actuat message of the funeral service. 

Pasternak's treatment of Blokian texts is not so much a 

process of  adaptation and simplification as a conscientious effort to 

recreate the situation that gave rise to this or that poetic impulse, 

and by doing this to  gain understanding of Blok's poetic work and to 

help others understand it.272 In Pasternak's own words, in writing 

his novel he sought "to understand Moscow life, t h a t  is the life of 

the intelligentsia, particularly of those related to the Symbolist 

z72 In his book on the art of translation, George Steiner 
reflects on "understanding as translation"; see his After Babel, 2nd 
ed. (Oxford/New York Oxford UP, 1 992) 1 -5 1 . 



mOvementl' [ I IoHSIT~ MOCKOBCKYH) XA3Hb, ZIHTWi.JfHreHTCKYH>, 

1=MMBO- 5273 

For most of his later life Pasternak felt drawn towards prose 

writing, and was perpetually dissatisfied with his poetic 

achievements alone. As he explained to Varlaam Shalamov in 1954, 

poetry by definition could not stand on its own. It had t o  be 

accompanied by works of prose to achieve its fullest comprehemion 

and recognition. 

Therefore, Blok who wrote little fictional prose, might have 

appeared to be in need of a novel or a long story to  his credit. One - 

might indeed suggest that Doctor Zhivaae-particularly those 

passages discussed above-was precisely that prose work which 

Blok never wrote himself, but probably (according to  Pasternak) 

273 îidiya Chukovskaya, "Otryvki iz dnevnika," Vospominani~a 
O Borise Pasternake 41 0. 

274 Varlaam Shalamov, "Pasternak," Vospominaniya o Borise 
Pasternake 61 8. As was pointed out by a number of scholars, some 
of Zhivago's poems can be related directly to specific episodes in 
the prose sections of the novel. 



should have written, sa as t o  ensure his place in the culture in the 

second half of the twentieth century.275 

Blok's legacy was not the only one "translatedm in Pasternak's 

novel, however. Thus the detailed description of the shop-keeper 

Ol'ga Galuzina (who is introduced for no apparent reason and later 

disappears without trace) accounts not only for Blok's but also for 

the painter Boris Kustodievts mysterious predilection for the color 

lilac.276 Kustodiev was famous for his portraits o f  the wives of 

275 When in 1947 Pasternak claimed that Blok's prose (rather 
than his poetry) was particularly inspiring t o  his endeavor, he 
probably had in mind the long poem Retribution [Vozrnezdie]. This 
poem (which took Blok over ten years to  write and still remained 
unfinished) is usually published along with its drafts and various 
outlines written in prose. The latter-apart from providing insight 
into Blok's creative method-contain a key t o  understanding the 
obscure/fragmentary portions in the poetic text. Apparently, 
Pasternak was particularly dependent on Blok in the initial phases of 
his work on the novel: it was originally conceived as the story of 
lnnokentiy Dudorov, the unfortunate son of a revoiutionary temorist 
and a Caucasian Princess. A character of similar sort is briefly 
outlined in Blok's "Confession of a Heathen" ["lspoved' yazychnika"] 
(1 91 8), in which this character dies prematurely following a boat 
accident. Although a few sentences from Blok's story grew into a 
whole section in Part I of  Doctor Zhivaao, as work progressed 
Dudorov ceased to be the main character and was only occasionally 
highlighted, mainly in negative contrast t o  the protagonist Yuriy 
Zhivago. 

276 The fact that the following passage relates to Blok is 
pointed out by V. M. Borisov and E. B. Pasternak in Boris Pasternak, 



merchants and shopkeepers, whom he dressed up in strikingly rich 

lilac clothes against a Mac background. So, if anybody in the 1950s 

wondered about the reason for al1 this Mac color, Pasternak gave a 

plain explanation in the following passage: 

Although Galuzina subsequently vanishes from the narrative, her 

image, like that of Blok's Eternal Feminine, proves a guiding light 

for her dim-witted son Terentiy, saving him miraculously from 

almost certain death. 

On a broader scale, Pasternak's novel about the fate of an 

artist a t  a time of political and cultural uncertainty and upheaval 

SS, vol. 3, 703. The text that they quote to support their statement, 
however, does not account either for Pasternak's choice of a specific 
social background for Galuzina or for the intensely visual imagery 
that pewades this particular excerpt from Doctor Zhivaao. The other 
possible "sources" might have been Mikhail Vrubel' or Scriabin, in 
fact, lilac/mauve/violet was a general "period" color. 



seems partly indebted t o  one of the key texts from the Silver Age, 

Dmitriy Merezhkovsky's novel The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci 

[Voskresshie bocii (Leonardo Da-Vinchi)] (1 901 ). Both Leonardo and 

Yuriy are portrayed not only as free-spirited intellectuals consumed 

by a lofty passion for art, but above all, as human beings, who often 

have to resort to  rather menial jobs in order to provide for their 

near and dear ones. Both are extremely lonely figures, although 

surrounded by occasional and even devoted disciples. Most of 

Leonardo's major scientific discoveries remain unappreciated by his 

contemporaries, and many of his works of  art  (like some of Yuriy's) 

are lost in either war, fire and flood, or some other natural 

disasters. Both characters move from one geographic locale t o  

another, opting to stay out of politics, but, if necessary, they do not 

shun financial support and protection from powerful benefactors. 

They also both lack willpower and lose their lovers either through 

death or some unidentified causes, and in any case, they both prefer 

t o  immortalize them in art, rather than take care of their actuai 

needs. 

Closer to  the end of the novel, in Book Fifteen ("The Most Holy 

Inquisition"), Merezhkovsky tells briefly of Leonardo studying 

anatomy in Milan in association with a certain Marc Antonio, "one of 

the first savants of E~r0pe."277. This Marc Antonio "had consecrated 

himself to  the sewice of science when scarcely a youth [. . .] Neither 

277 Dmitriy Merezhkovsky, The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci, 
trans. Bernard Guilbert Guerney (New York: The Modern Library, 1955) 
543. 



the games of childhood, nor the passions of youth diverted him from 

this strict s e ~ c e .  He had corne to love a maiden; but, deciding that 

it was impossible to  serve two masters--love and science-had 

given up his bride and definitely forsaken the world. Even in his 

childhood he had impaired his health with excessive studies."27* In 

many ways, the character of Marc Antonio reads like a blueprint for 

a chah of similar characters in narrative verse and prose, 

culminating in the character of Pavel Antipov. 

Not unlike Zhivago and Antlpov-Strel'nikov (and t o  a certain 

extent, Gordon, and Dudorov), Leonardo and Marc Antonio are 

antipodes. If Leonardo "[alt the outposts of knowledge [. . .] sensed a 

rnystery, which, throughout al1 the manifestations of the univene, 

drew him to it," Marc Antonio only "feared it.279 The learning of 

Leonardo was directed toward God, the learning of Marc Antonio was 

directed against God, and his lost f i i th he was fain to  supplant with 

a new-a faith in the reason of man. [. . .] The one was only a scholar, 

the other both a scholar and an artist. Leonardo knew and loved,-and 

his love deepened his knowledge. His drawings were so exact, and a t  

the same time so beautiful, that it was difficult to  decide where art 

ended and science began; the one entered into the other, blending 

278 Merezhkovsky, The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci 543. 

279 Compare this with Pasternak's remark about Yuriy and 
Misha Gordon's different tesponses tu the philosophical ideas of 
Yuriy's uncle Nikolay Vedenyapin: "Yura advanced and developed under 
the influence of his uncle's theories but Misha was cramped by 
them." (68) 



together into one indivisible whole."280 Like Antipov-Strel'nikov, 

Marc Antonio is zealously fanatical. "Leonardo felt that this 

compassionate man, were he to be given power, would tend men to 

be bumed a t  the stake in the name of reason, even as his enemies the 

rnonks and the churchmen burned them in the name of God."2*1 NO 

wonder, that the tale of Marc Antonio serves as an introduction to 

the deeds o f  the "Most Holy Inquisition." What was sketched out by 

Merezhkovsky only briefly, develops into one of the major themes in 

Doctor Zhivaao, that is the conflict between a true artist, highly 

sensitive to al1 rnysteries of nature, and a rigid proponent of a 

single scientific or political doctrine. However, although Antipov- 

Strel'nikov is endowed with Marc Antonio's fanatisrn and an all- 

consuming devotion t o  his course, his behavior is also fully 

motivated and well grounded in the circumstances of his life. 

Pasternak furnishes him wi th  a believable, if elaborate, 

metamorphic chain: giggling Patulya/Pasha is transformed into the 

serious and diligent student Pavel, then into Lara's hypochondriac 

husband Antipov, and finally into the grim revolutionary, Antipov- 

Strelfnikov. 

A thrifty "translator," Pasternak transports his watermelon to 

the Chernogoriya Hotel from an equally dismal hotel in Anton 

Chekhov's 'The Lady with the Lapdog" ["Dama s sobachkoy"] (1 899). In 

this story the aging lovelace Gurov seduces an unhappy and 

280 Merezhkovsky, The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci 544-5. 

28' Ibid., 544. 



wlnerable young woman in her hotel room. When the love-making is 

over, the "lady" feels crushed by the new experience while Gurov 

finds the whole situation awkward and above al1 boring. lnstead of 

talking his partner out of her gloomy mood, he starts eating a 

watermeton. These nuances in the characters' moods and behavior 

are conveyed in a few laconic sentences. 

In Doctor Zhivago not only the watermelon grows in size, but 

the text devoted to its consumption also increases in length. 

282 Anton Chekhov, "Dama s sobachkoy," Sobranie sochineniv v 
dvenadtsati tomakh, vol. 8 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 
1962) 393. 



Although it is Lara who eats the watermelon, while Komarovsky is 

portrayed as the owner of a ferocious bulldog, the pattern of her 

(submissive) and his (dominant) behavior in this episode is 

recognizably Chekhovian. The sensual description of the cutting of 

watermelon (first deflowering and then forced oral sex) is 

preernptive of Lara's future relationship with Komarovsky. 

Pasternak, however, left no chance for future feminists t o  treat 

themselves t o  his watermelon scene (as has often been the case 

with Chekhov). He not only produced a far more impressive account 

of the dangers harbored by a juicy watennelon, but forestalled any 

attempt to savor this scene by exposing Komarowky as a blatantly 

pompous and uncaring male (in case the reader has not grasped this 

hi~dherself) who uses his power to exploit and dominate fragile and 

often naive wornen. 

The scope of this Chapter does not allow us, however, t o  

digress into discussing Pasternak's treatment of the legacy of many 

more fin de siècle figures in Doctor Zhivaao. Even the preceding 

discussion of Blok, Chekhov and Merezhkovsky does not do justice t o  

the whole wealth of intertextual parallels, transformations and 

shifts, already uncovered by many Pasternak scholars over the last 

forty years.283 In fact, Pasternak could have said the same things 

283 For a good summary of studies published prior to 1986 on 
the subject of intertextuality in Doctor Zhivaao see Neil Cornwell, 



about his own maanum OPUS, as Nabokov said about his novel The 

Gift:  "Its heroine is not Zina [Lara in Pasternak's case], but Russian - 
literature."2*4 Our task here was simply t o  point t o  some general 

tendencies in Pasternak's treatment of the works of his immediate 

predecessors. 

As the brief analysis above shows, in Doctor Zhivaqo Pasternak 

painstakingly translates the Silver Age's esoteric legacy, by 

"Perspectives on Doctor Zhivaao" (Keele: Essays in Poetics 
Publications No 2, 1986) 40-44. Among more recent studies see 
Christopher Barnes, "Pasternak, Dickens and the Novel Tradition," 
Forum for Modern lanquasie Studies Vol. XXVI, No 4 (1 990): 326-341 ; 
Saveliy Senderovich, "K geneticheskoy eydologii "Doktora Zhivago." 
Doktor Zhivago i poet Chekhov," - RLJ XLV (1 991 ): 3-1 6; Tamara 
Vershteyn, "K voprosu o prototipe glavnogo geroya 'Doktora Zhivago"' 
RLJ, XLVll (1993); Edith Clowes, "From Beyond the Abyss: 
Nietzschean Myth in Zamyatin's M& and Pasternak's Doctor Zhivaao," 
Nietzsche and Soviet Culture: Ally and Adversarv, ed. Bemice Glatzer 
Rosenthal (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1 994) 3 1 3-37; 1. P. Smirnov, 
Porozhdenie interteksta (elernenty intertekstual'noao analiza s 
primerami iz tvorchestva Pasternaka), 2nd ed. (Sankt-Peterburg: 
Yazykovoy tsentr SPbGU, 1995) and Jerome Spencer, "'Soaked in The 
Meaninci of Love and The Kreutzer Sonata': The Nature of  Love in 
Doctor Zhivaao," Doctor Zhivaqo: A Critical Cornpanion, ed. Edith W. 
Clowes (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1 99 5 )  76-88. 

284 Vladimir Nabokov, foreword, The G i f t  (New York: Vintage 
International, 1 99 1 ). 



reconstructing the initial context and by restoring rnissing links and 

filling in gaps. However, as we have seen, the names of Blok, 

Kustodiev, Merezhkovsky, Chekhov, and other cultural figures of the 

period are not explicitly mentioned a t  the moment of such 

translation. Pasternak's method of transposition was not of 

Fedorovian literal resurrection (a propaganda illusion of which was 

created with Blok's re-burial in 1 946)*8s--he did not resurrect 

Blok's protagonists, or Blok himself to make them participate in 

modem life-but a mnemonic resurrection only. As Yuriy explains to  

the dying Anna Ivanovna: 

28s As lrene Masing-Delic vividly demonstrated, Fedorovian 
fantastic ideas, albeit unidentified, were behind many Soviet 
projects. lrene Masing-Delic, Abolishina Death (Stanford: Stanford 
UP, 1992). On the principles of Fedorovian resurrection see Chapter 
IV. 



If this is so, however, why-as many critics have already asked- 

should this novel, allegedly devoted t o  life, start with a funeral? I 

think that recognition of the identity of the deceased is one of the 

keys t o  the novel. The question "Who is being buried?" thus requires 

an answer. 

The 1946 collection of mernoirs about Blok featured 

reminiscences of  Viktor Shklovsky which he later incorporated in 

his semi-autobiographicd Once U w n  a Time [Zh il i- bv l il (1 966). It 

was Shklovsky's recollections of his meetings with Blok that were 

particularly praised by Georgiy Blok in his review article discussed 

above.286 Although the full text of his memoirs was published only in 

the 1960s, like Doctor Zhivaao they were well known and widely 

circulated among intellectuals. ln these memoirs Shklovsky 

describes his own and his coevals' pitiful efforts to help organize a 

decent fimerat for Blok and preserve his memory. They posted home- 

made announcements and embarked on an expedition to find the 

gypsum, needed for Blok's death mask. None of these tasks was easy. 

Even the funeral itself acquired some grotesque ovenones due t o  

confusion about the identity of the deceased. 

impressions compare negatively with other 

Shklovsky's memoir 

accounts o f  this 

2*6 G. Blok, "Vosporninaniya ob Aleksandre 



event.287 He exeRs hirnself tu underline the shabbiness of the whole 

enterprise: very few people in attendance, the coffin carried by a 

worn out pair of horses, etc. The account concludes on a slightly 

positive note only in a sense that years later Blok was allowed to lie 

among those dear to him--al1 of them, Shklovsky emphasizes, 

famous people in their own right. But let us retum to the grotesque 

aspects highlighted by Shklovsky. The collation of the opening 

passage of Doaor Zhivaao with the concluding portion of Once U w n  a 

Time is highly revealing: 

ONCE UPûN A TlME 

287 See footnote 16 in Introduction. 
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[emphasis added] 

Although Pasternak describes the funeral of  the fictional Mariya 

Zhivago and Shklovsky the funeral of the  real Aleksandr Blok, the 

coincidence of so many details can scarcely be purely accidental. 

288 Viktor Shklovsky, Zhi l i- by l i (Moscow: Sovetskiy pisatel', 
1 966) 1 59-60. [emphasis added] 



Characteristically though, Pasternak's description is far more 

detailed and elaborate. 

What is the function of these coïncidences? It would appear 

that just like as Pasternak wanted to return Blok's poetry t o  its 

"origin" (Le. t o  the context from which it derived), he likewise 

wanted t o  retum Blok's body to  where it belonged-back to earth. 

In this way Pasternak, effectively, repaired the damage done to 

Blok's legacy by that Soviet propaganda machine which strove t o  

resurrect him in 1946 and proclaim him as the "consciousness of 

Russian poetry" (meaning primarily the 1 940s). 

By not writing his artide on Blok in 1946 (although he had the 

material for it), Pasternak, in effect, declined the role o f  official 

interpreter of his writings for the Soviet reader, Le. he refused to  

function as a "comprador." Nor did he allow hiç character Yuriy 

Zhivago to  become one. In the greater part of the novel Zhivago 

serves successfully as the medium between "God" ("Lord! [...] Why 

hast Thou admitted me to Thy presence [...]?" [rocrtow! [...] K ~ K  

289 Zhivago should be identified neither with Andrey Bely, 
nor Aleksandr Blok. Yuriy's patronymic, Andreevich, along with the 
name and patronymic of his former guardian and later father in law, 
Aleksandr Aleksandrovich, indicate that he relates t o  them 
diachronicaliy rather than synchronically. 



nomymn TH Meiia K ce& [...If] [431]) and the "imperfect world 

around" him. The problem of refusing or accepting an official stance 

assumes crucial form in 1929, when he is employed by his half- 

brother Evgraf a representative of the Soviet system, t o  write 

poetry in more cornfortable surroundings. Zhivago not only accepts 

this invitation but even prepares himself for work in a government 

institution. 

Further episodes in the novel which show Zhivago living as a 

recluse, so that nothing should distract hirn from writing good 

poetry, are highly reminiscent of similar passages in his close 

friend Vsevolod Ivanov's novel Takinsi Berlin [Pri vzyatii Berlina] 

(1 945). Ivanov's protagonist Viktor Mikheev is a painter and, like 

Zhivago, a t  some stage finds himself in love with two women a t  

once. ln 1942 he sees Stalin at  a Moscow plant, and three years later 

General Bursakov asks him t o  paint a portrait of  Stalin in a 

panoramic setting to boost the moral of workers at  the plant. Like 

Evgraf, General Bursakov insists on Mikheev's leaving his home and 

moving into a specially prepared big room where he would sleep and 

work without interruption for the next few weeks. Mikheev is 

provided with al1 the necessary equipment including imported 

coffee. Mikheev goes through al1 the agony and rapture of artistic 

creativity, and finally manages to produce a portrait which brings 

hirn recognition as one of the most talented painters of his time.290 

290 Vsevolod Ivanov, "Pri vzyatii Berlina," NOWY mir 1-6 
(1 945). 



Significantly, Zhivago's apartment, which he receives from 

Evgraf for an indefinite period o f  time in exchange for Yuriy's 

formalizing his relationship with his third wife Marina and their 

two little daughters, is compared by Pasternak to "[a] painter's 

studio," while his notebooks are compared with "unfinished pictures" 

(435). We should recall that had Zhivago resolved to  describe pose 

revolutionary Moscow in the language of Blok, Verhaeren and 

Whitman. Had he succeeded in doing this, Zhivago's poems might well 

have been very similar t o  Bely's later writings, in which (in 

Pasternak's view of 1952) he desperately trieci to pour his old wine 

into new bottles. However, Yuriy himself soon perished and no such 

poems were later found in his papers (a fact emphasized by the 

narrator). 

Zhivago's death after a heart attack in a street-car in Augus 

1929 has been interpreted and re-interpreted &y many scholars. The 

timing of his death is usually attributed to the wave of political and 

cultural repressions that began around this time marking the end of 

independent art and literature in Russia.291 This, however, does not 

explain Pasternak's choice of the month and of the streetcar setting. 

Aithough there is no conclusive evidence, it is worthwhile recalling 

that on August 13, 1926 Andrey Bely was severely struck by a 

street-car while crossing the road. Bely who had always felt that 

August was his unlucky month, was extremely shaken both 

291 This period is discussed in detail in Barnes, Boris 
Pasternak. A Literaw B i o ~ r a ~ h v .  Vol. 2, Chapters 1 and 2. 



emotionally and physically and attributed his miraculous escape t o  

his instinctive leap in order to  avoid the wheels of the vehicle. Bely 

was, in fact, notoriously preoccupied with the nature of the 

subconscious and used to  analyze such situations in great detail 

recounting them to  members of his inner circle. lt is quite likely 

that Pasternak heard about this episode either from Bely himself or 

from his wife Klavdiya Bugaeva who meticulously recorded those 

events in her mernoirs.292 Thus, had Bely died in 1926, he would have 

not written those later novels and mernoirs which were particularly 

criticized by Pasternak when wnting Doctor Zhiva~o. 

Thus, in curtailing Zhivago's life Pasternak asserted his 

freedom of a narrator and author, which in real life is controlled by 

F a t e 3 3  In this connection it is useful t o  recall Pasternak's letter to 

Mark Grigorfevich Vatagin written on December 1 5 ,  1 955, a few days 

after Doctor Zhivaqo was completed. In this ietter Pasternak talks 

about the mysterious divine force whose funaion it is to  "restrict" 

the othenivise destructive freedom of the artist. 

292 Al1 information about this accident cornes from K. NI 
Bugaeva, "lz knigi 'Vospominaniya O Belorn'," Vos~orninaniva of 
Andree Belom, ed. V. M. Piskunov (Moscow: Respublika, 1995) 404-7. 

293 l believe in a considerable gap (that was consciously 
observed and maintained) between Pasternak and his character. Cf. 
t h e  perceptive observation of Zinaida Pasternak: "[. . .] lulri MeHa 
mop X b a m ,  B m m e  OT h p w ,  6w OTHH) H e  r e p ~ m e ~ ~ ~ ~  T ~ M .  

6m mawm~lb~o ~mnne m m  repor, B %mm xe OH noit- 
Cp€!lïHOfû &iHTeflJIWeHTa 6e3 0~06ant 3 ~ ~ C O B ~  A er0 KOHeLl IIBJtIIeTCR 
3aKomoeppHaw lznrr ~ a ~ o f i  mm-'' Boris Pasternak, Vtoroe rozhdenie. 
Pis'ma k Z.N. Pasternak; 2. N. Pasternak, Vosr>orninaniya, ed. N. 
Pasternak and M. Feinberg (Moscow: GRlT Dom-muzey Pasternaka, 
1993) 359. The placing of Zhivago's coffin on his writing desk is 
another sign pointing to the lifelessness of his last project. 



In the Epilogue the reader learns about the fate of Zhivago's 

legacy. First of all, there is Yuriy's and Lara's daughter Tanya. 

However, she is not so much a real person, as a living reference to  

Blok's Retribution Nozmezdie] (1 9 1 0-1 921 ). In his introduction to 

the poem Blok revealed a plan t o  conclude the three-part work with 

an epilogue that would feature the illegitirnate son of his 

"superRuousn but sacrifice-prone character. This son was to grow up 

totally unaware of his aristocratie father and would be brought up 

by a simple Polish peasant woman. We know nothing about the future 

of this child, but it seems fairly predictable: even while he is still 

being breast-fed by his rnother, he sings a revolutionary Song: "And I 

will go towards the soldiers. . . And I will throw rnyself upon their 

bayonets. . . And for you, rny freedom, t will mount the 

2g4 Boris Pasternak, "To M. G. Vatagin," 1 5 Decernber 
letter 320 of SS. vol. 5, 54344. 
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scaffold" @l a nu- mxqmy conna~am.. . II H 6pomya ~a WC urrwcw 
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wonderful child, according t o  Blok, was pre-destined t o  eventually 

fulfill some kind of Messianic role. 

The crass contrast between the characters and fates of fsither 

and child also seems reflected in Pasternak's novel. Indeed, Zhivago's 

daughter Tanya appears as the resuit of a transfer of Blok's planned 

epilogue into the reality of the Stalinist 1940s. The consequence of 

this cnide tansfer naturally offends the feelings o f  Zhivago's close 

ffiends Gordon and Dudorov. In their eyes, the semi-illiterate Tanya 

Bezocheredova bears little resernblance to  their lofty friend and his 

muse. Not surprisingly, neither Gordon nor Dudorov express any 

interest in Tanya's future and instead happily reassure one another 

that it was Evgrafs duty t o  look after her. The sight of Tanya and 

her horrible story provoke Gordon t o  reflect on the projection of 

Blok's legacy into the Soviet period. He says: 

295 Aleksandr Blok, Sobranie sochineniy, 
Alkonost, 1 923) 51. 

H e  A ~ T M ,  a am, 

vol. 4 (Berlin: 



Since Tanya forms a biological sequel t o  Yuriy's life, which we can 

actually follow into the 1940s, her presence in the final prose 

chapter of the novel seems Iike a warning of what might have been 
* 

Yuriy's poetic fate had he l i e d  to become a Soviet poet laureate. 

The prosaic part of the novel, however, does not quite end with 

Tanya Bezocheredova, but with Gordon and Dudorov deeply immersed 

in a re-reading of Yuriy's poetry in the 1950s. After this the final 

Chapter 17 is comprised exclusively of Yuriy's poetry. Although it 

was not possible t o  preserve al1 of his verse, what remains of it his 

friends "alrnost know by hearttt (463). Zhivago's poemç that "surviven 

the state of flux are those written, of course, by Pasternak himself. 

This is not t o  state the obvious. Pasternak unselfishly bestows on 

his character, who was active in the late 1910-s and 1920-s, the 

poems that he himself wrote between 1 944 and 1 955m296 NO wonder 

that they suMved so well and did not !ose their appeal for Gordon 

and Dudorov thirty years later. 

296 In the late 1940s, Pasternak made a particular effort to  
stress that he had been writing and putting some of his poems aside 
for his character, Yuriy Zhivago, also a poet. See Ol'ga Ivinskaya, 
Gody s Borisom Pasternakorn. V plenu vremeni (Moscow: Libris, 1992) 
212. These poems became commonly known either as Zhivago's 
poems or as "poems from the novel." 



CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Thus, by the mid-1940s and for a number of reasons, Pasternak 

finally found the time ripe for his "revisionist" masterpiece. 

Moreover, far from engaging in open battles with his predecessors' 

and contemporaries' legacy, he preferred to  confine the scope of his 

work to "translatingn that heritage.297 Finding certain "flaws" in the 

writings of Blok and othen, he set out to  rectify them (i.e. the 

perceived obsoleteness and incomprehensibility of their texts), thus 

redeeming their writings in the eyes of  his own contemporaries. By 

skillfully "recycling" Blok's poetry within his novel, Pasternak thus 

proved hirnself to  be the real heir to his legacy. By contrast, as we 

remember, this privilege was granted by officiai Soviet criticism to 

Mayakovsky alone.298 

297 One should not underestimate Pasternak's own 
appreciation of the innovatory nature of his project. When in the 
early and mid-forties Pasternak devoted much of his creative 
efforts to translation, he insisted that his translations (mainly of 
Shakespeare) should be considered as original works in their own 
right, "PaGo~y [his translation of Hamletl ~ y m o  c y m  K ~ K  pycmoe 
opwmmrroe apammmoe npommeme, r t u ~ o ~ y  ao, mmim m w m ,  
pasrrocrpowxr~ c noarckif~~~l[co~ H nposem, B H ~ H  6omme ixem TOK 
wepemoii CB060m fk K O T O ~ & ~  He 6maa rpHGmxel~tls K 6 o m m  
EW[. . .] Ikpemm si n m m y  m B une- H OHU HO- 6- 
XyAOXeCrBeEEWMH ~ & e E H l i M H  H. QM O~IIMOCLU TeKCïâ, CraHOBIITbCH 
~ p o s e ~ a  c opHnmanaMH amfi -ca&memofi iiemBTopmocrbn nepemm 
matmm noro~y, wo 40 Hac mxam nepematimi npyr apyra ueme 
miTepaTyphi, a nepesom-~e cnoco6 03irairo~~epwr c oTnerraamwIr 
clporn~enirannr, a cpemm ~ e ~ o e o m  o6meabri ~ y m ~ y p  a mponosn (Boris 
Pasternak, "O Shekspire," SS. vo1.4, 386, 394). 



Pasternak's position vis-à-vis his literary progenitors was far 

from that of being their meek student, however. As we have 

demonstrated, Blok's poems and artistic biography as well as other 

texts of the Silver Age are not only "incorporated" into the prose 

texture of Doctor Zhivaao, but are further distilled in i ts final 

poetic chapter.299 Interestingly, there are 25 poems in Zhivago's 

cycle, one for each year that had elapsed from Blok's death to 1946 

when Pasternak fint started writing his anniversary article. 

298 If Antipov-Strel'nikov was indeed modeled after 
Mayakovsky (as rnany scholars maintain), then his lack of real talent 
and originality (which is consistently emphasized both by Zhivago 
and the narrator) was Pasternak's way of settling accounts with his 
rival and avenging Blok's heritage. 

299 The organization of Zhivago's cycle follows the poetic 
development of  Blok. Among Blok's eariy poetry there are several 
poems that were in one way or another inspired by an amateur 
performance of Shakespeare's Hamlet (Au~us~ ,  1898), in which he 
played the leading role and his future wife, L. D. Mendeleeva, piayed 
the part of Ophelia ("Kogda tolpa vokrug kumirarn rukopleshchet"; . 
"Poka spokoynoyu stopoyu"). Zhivago's poern "Skazka" brings to  mind 
an excerpt fiom Blok's outline (1 91 1) of Part I of Retribution in 
which he described a typical farnily of Russian intellectuals: "Bor 
CYTb B TOM' STO 3 ~ O f i  CeMbki TaK 3aM€!THit, nOTOMY W O  BCe 
Tor- rcpe~pacme nepeliowe pycaare nrow HOCWM B n m  - pi 
~ceo6me~ CHE To 6 m  mm eme btpaico~, arwiar riapema). To, wo 
K~LIIC~TCH em.mmw> Tenepz  orna ~e 6wo H~CIBHO~ a0 Omo cogaaurrtiew 
n P rrylmwr ~ p e ~ e ~  nmep6 ON) Y - E M B ~ ~  m T ~ M  GUM~IM 
~ H H M M  aeIiTeStew OH 6epers1' Blok, Sobranie sochineniy, 
vol. 3, 463. [Blok's emphasis]. The so-called "Christian" cycle of 
Zhivago's poetry can be paraileied with Blok's intention in 1 9 1 8 t o  
write a contemporary play about Jesus Christ which was never 
finished (see Aleksandr Blok, Dnevnik [Moscow: Sovetskaya Rossiya, 
19881 259-260) and with the concluding portion of The Twelve 
Pvenadtsat'l. 



CHAPTER FOUR: THE APOCALYPSE REVISITEO 

(VIKTOR EROFEN'S RUSSIAN B E A W )  

Our last example of how the legacy of the Silver Age was 

assimilated in the works of later writers cornes from Russian 

alternative Drose, the Iiterary trend that originated in the late 

1960s and gained its recognition in the late 1980s and 1990s. As we 

showed in Chapter 1, its various representatives (such as Bitov and 

Sokolov)--although still preoccupied with turn-of-the-century 

culture in their writings--nevenheless, treated its legacy as part 

and parcel of the literary process in Russia, rather than as s h a b  

foundations on which to exercise one's ethical principles and moral 



duty. Thus, as we shall see, their approach to cultural heritage is by 

far more revisionist than that of Nabokov and Pasternak. In fact, 

they have called for a revision of Nabokov's and Pasternak's own 

legacies. 

Speaking about the cultural and literary sources of the so- 

called Russian alternative orose, Viktor Erofeev (b. 1947) 

acknowledges that it "has learnt from a strange mixture o f  

teachers."3** The incornpiete list of sources includes Marquis de 

Sade, Decadents, Surrealists, mystics, poÿart and Nabokov.30' For 

Erofeev-a renowned mouthpiece of alternative prose and one of 

Russia's leading Iiterary critics-"learning" results from very 

careful study, almost X-ray examination and scrutiny. His collected 

works (1 994-1 996) include scholarly articles on Rozanov, Shestov, 

Dostoevsky, Nabokov, Soiogub, Bely and Chekhov among others. Nor 

does Erofeev lote sight of Western and American cultural traditions. 

The list of the non-Russian cultural figures that have attracted his 

attention over the last twenty years is equally impressive. Apart 

from this, he wrote introductory articles to  the selected works of 

Shestov, Rozanov, Nabokov and The Penauin Book of New Russian 

m. 
Erofeev's apparent narrow focus on representatives of the 

Siiver Age and its irnrnediate successors, like Nabokov, cannot be 

300 Viktor Erofeev, "Russia's Fleurs du Mal," The Penauin 
Book of New Russian Writinq, ed. Victor Erofeeev and Andrew 
Reynolds (Harrnondsworth: Penguin Books, 1 99 5) xiii. 

301 Ibid. 



fortuitous. Brezhnevts Russia of the 1970s and early 1980s (when 

alternative prose was in a state of gestation) followed up by a 

period of democratic reforms and cultural revitalization in the late 

1980s and eady 1990s, has a lot in common with a similar penod 

of stagnation that Russia underwent in the 1880s, and which gave 

way t o  a cultural renaissance. Whether a believer in "eternal 

recurrence" or not, Erofeev draws explicit parallels between 

Russia's newly born prose and its Silver-haired aocestors.3*2 His 

celebrated articles "A Funeral Feast for Soviet Literature" ["Pominki 

po sovetskoy Iiterature"] (1 989) and "Russia's Fleur du Mal" ["Russkk 

tsvety zla"] (1 993), in which he gives a retrospective view of 

Rusian literary tradition and provides a theoretical background for 

the emergence of alternative prose, sound very much like the 

apology for Decadence and Symbolism, voiced by Merezhkovsky a 

century earlier in his famous discourse "On the Reasons for the 

Decline and New Trends in Conternporary Russian Literature" [O 

prichinakh upadka i O novykh techeniyakh sovremennoy russkoy 

literatury"] (1 893). 

Erofeev proves himself to  be a quick learner. Like his beloved 

Vasiliy Rozanov he "pricks up his ears" [ ~ c r r y n ~ l ~ a e ~ a ]  and "peers 

tirelessly" [ ~ m a v m ]  at the most ordinary things.303 The results 

302 Erofeev, "Rossia's Fleurs du Mal" x-xi; Viktor Erofeev, 
"Razgovor po dusham o virtual'nom budushchern literatury," Sobranie 
sochineniv [referred to as throughout], vol. 3 (Moscow: Soyuz 
fotokhudozhnikov Rossii, 1 994-1 996) 560. 

303 See Viktor Erofeev, introduction ("Raznotsvetnaya mozaika 
rozanovskoy rnysli"), Nesovmestimwe kontrastv bvtiva by V. V. 
Rozanov (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1990) 6-36. In it, Erofeev admits to  



of such scrutiny well surpass those of Rozanov. Where Rozanov, for 

example, sees only a phallus (The pinetree, silver Rr, spruce tree, 

particularly, particularly the cone of the spruce tree, 'the sight of a 

tree,' the sky dome-everything is phallus-like."),304 Erofeev's 

narrator observes "with the meticulousness of a naturalist [that the 

cone of] the regal spruce tree [ look more like] a little brown 

sausage of dog's shit."3os 

Like Nabokov, Erofeev often astonishes his readers with his 

interchangeable - I ch and -narrators (his novel The Last Judament 

[Strashnw sud] (1 995) which provides allusions to Nabokov's The 

Gi f t  and Des~air,  is particularly noteworthy in this respect). From - 
Nabokov, via Gogol', Erofeev's narrator in herits a sensitive nose 

which not only ailows him t o  detect "a sharp stink from a male 

mouthn [pest[aa] mm m ~yxcmrn prapo6 and "the discreet scent of a 

poor aging woman" [npom. . . . 06~a acpomm ~ a n a x o ~  6ewoti crapemmefi 

-- - - ~~~~~ 

being a proud owner of Rozanov's own copy of The Awcalv~se of Our 
Time [A~okaliosis nasheao vremeni] (1918) which he obtained in his 
youth in exchange for the rare lifetime edition of Pushkin's Boris 
Godunov. His joy was doubled when he later on faund out that the 
tifetirne edition of Boris Godunov was one of the books that Rozanov 
really valued in his own iibrary. Oleg Dark was the first tu point to  
Erofeev's affinity with Rozanov, but refrained from exploring this 
theme ta any considerable extent (tee Oleg Dark, "Chernavoe pis'mo," 
Strelec 1 [1992]: 183). 

304 Vasiliy Rozanov, "Pis'ma k E. F. Gollerbakhu," lzbrannoe 
(Munich: A. Neimanis, 1970) 552-3. 

305 Erofeev, "Zhizn' s idiotom," SS, vol. 1, 295. 

306 Erofeev, "Galoshi," 5 vol. 3, 373. 



x e m P o 7  but also a variety o f  smells that are exuded from male 

and female genitalia. If Nabokovian characters produce a farting 

noise mostly with their lips ["Apnarrwo~ ~ C Y K H ~ R  ry6aMW"7,308 Erofeev's 

characters not only do it less delicately and discreetly but 

considerably more often. 

For an epigraph to a story about a man admiring graffiti in the 

male washroom, Erofeev shamelessly pulls a line--"leaning against a 

door-post" [npmmma K n a e p ~ o ~ y  ~owory]--out of Pasternak's poem 

"Harnlet."309 Moreover, he manages to  ootscore even the seemingly 

unsurpassable Chekhov. Erofeev's characters religiously eat the 

notorious watermelon not only after that (Le. a sado-masochistic 

gang-rape orchestrated by the protagonist for the "benefit" of his 

sweetheart of ten years),31CJ but also before that (Le. a sacrificial 

rape in Russian Beauty).31 

Alternative prose is omnivorous, it swallows and quickly 

digests both refined and unrefined food. The results o f  this digestion 

307 Erofeev, Strashnw sud, SS. vol. 3, 21 5. Cf. "AA@POB 
~~0 B3AOXHyn; mmyn ~erucbi, sma 3anau10~ H e  comeM ~ A O X I B O ~ ~ ,  
n o m o m  MYXWHH. E m  wo-TO rpymoe B T~KOM mmm~e,"  a d m r  
Nabokov, Mashen'ka, Sobranie sochineniy v chetyrekh tomakh, vol. 1 
(Moscow: Pravda, 1990) 37. 

308 Vladimir Nabokov, Otchavanie, S& vol. 3, 40 1 . 
309 Erofeev, "Yadrena Fenya," SS, vol. 3, 333. 

310 *[. . .I ap6y3 ~ 0 x p a . m . ~  ea narom [. . .I ~ y .  a mepb mmEi ecra 
ap6y3" (Erofeev, SS. vol. 3, 1 36, 23 5 ) [Erofeev's emphasis]. 

31 " k u a ~  ap6p e m ,  HO am H e  e n m  [. . .I" (Erofeev, SS, 
vol. 1, 197 ). 



are more shocking than aesthetically pleasing. After many years of 

enforced abstinence and strict diet, the alternative Drose writers 

are particularly fond of chewing on sacred cows, be they objects of 

national pride or subjects of reverence. The new Russian literature 

in Erofeev's wo~ds: 

has called everything into question: love, children, faith, the  
Church, culture, beauty, nobility of character, motherhood, and 
even the wisdom of the common people, thereby destmying those 
Populist illusions in which the intelligentsia kept believing through 

al1 the years of Soviet power. [. . .] [Alternative m e 1  is a joint 
reaction to the wild Russian reality and the excessive moralism of 
Russian cukure.312 

When Erofeev's first novel, Russian Beautv [Russkaya 

krasavitsa] (1 980-82), was published in 1 990 simultaneously in 

Russian and French, it brought him instant fame and was 

immediately acclaimed by literary reviewers for its combination of 

eroticism with audacious and inventive wordplay. Now the morbid 

story of a beautifut courtesan whose fate has been identified by 

many with that of "Mother Russia" (raped, abused and attractive) is 

translated into twenty-six languages. Although the bulk of scholarly 

articles on Erofeev are still t o  corne, Oleg Dark and Robert Porter in 

their illuminating works traced the various ascribed and unascribed 

literary allusions and quotations that one encounters in Russian 

312 Erofeev, "Russiats Fleurs du Mal" xvi. 



Beautv.313 As their studies show, Erofeev slaughtered not one, but 

many sacred cows in his novel. 

However, apart from fragments of various literary texts, it is 

possible to  uncover something much more pewasive-what Linda 

Hutcheon calls "the target textW314--which is addressed and 

appropriated by Erofeev in Russian Beauty. This "target text," I 

believe, is the Book of Revelation, more specifically its re- 

interpretation within the cultural context o f  the Russian Silver 

Age. 

Without doubt, one of the most prominent sources in Russian 

literature93ls the Book of Revelation acquired the status of an all- 

permeating artistic structure during the quarter of a century prior 

to  the Bolshevik revolution. Many a Russian intellectual welcomed 

the vision of Apocalypse, while striving to  usher in its more 

tangible version, the socialist revolution. The preceding dark period 

of reaction and al1 encompassing lethargy provided fertile soi1 for 

313 See Oleg Dark, "Chernovoe pis'mo," 177-1 87; and Robert 
Porter, Russia's Alternative Prose (OxfordIProvidence: Berg, 1994) 
147-62. Russian Beauty and its critical reception is discussed in N. 
N. Shneidman, Russian Literature. 1 988- 1 994 (Toronto: U of Toronto 
P, 1 995) 1 80-2. 

314 This tenn is introduced by Linda Hutcheon in her A Theow 
of Parodv ( New YorWLondon: Routledge, 1 99 1 ). 

315 "'There are,' as the philosopher Nikolay Berdyaev once 
wrote, 'two dominant myths which can become dynamic in the life of 
a people-the myth about origins and the myth about the end. For 
Russians it has been the second myth, the eschatological, that has 
dominated."' David M. Bethea, The Shape of Apocahmse in Modern 
Rustian Fiction (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1989) xiii. 



nursing and nurturing ideas about the ways of fostering the spiritual 

rebirth of  mankind. During the following period of cultural vitality 

intellectuals got weary of waiting for the event however; change had 

to  be instantaneous-as in the Apocalypse. The Apocalyptic theme 

played an important role in the writings of such diverse people as 

Vladimir Solov'ev, Berdyaev, Fedorov, Merezhkovsky, Shestov, Bely, 

Blok-to name but a few376-till it reached it's culmination in 

Rozanov's The Apocalypse of Our Time that was written parallel to  

the unraveling of  post-Revolutionary events, which, in Rozanov's 

words, turned the mock-apocalypse of intellectual scenarios--as 

used to  be the case-into "events, truly apocalyptic in naturemn3'7 

The origin of Erofeev's apocalyptic moods at the time of 

writing Russian Beauty can be found in his personal life. The early 

1980s were a tough and disappointing period for Erofeev: his joint 

venture--1iterary miscellany MetrOpolt [Metro~ol is]  (the cradle of 

alternative prose)--was closed by Soviet officials and Erofeev's 

mernbership in the Writers' Union was suspended for an indefinite 

period. Many of his friends were sacked, some chose to leave the 

country. Russian Beautv, which was written immediately after the 

fiasco, provides numerous allusions t o  these events. For example, 

Ira's parting with the beloved Ksyusha, who is not allowed to  re- 

enter Russia, is rerniniscent of Erofeev's parting with his close 

friend, the writer Vasiliy Aksenov, who left Russia shortly after the 

3'6 For a cornprehensive summary of their ideas see Bethea 
28-61. 

317 Rozanov, Apokalipsis nasheao vrerneni. lzbrannoe 444. 



fiasco with MetrOpol1 in 1980. Ira's persecution by the authorities 

after her arranging for the publication o f  her pictures in Plavbov 

parodies a similar campaign against the contributors to  MetrOpol' 

who prudently sent extra copies of their magazine to  the Arnerimn 

publisher. According to  Erofeev, there were even rumors spread by 

the authorities that he and Aksenov (like the fictional Ira and 

Ksyusha) were having a homosexual relationship, using their 

partnenhip in MetrOmlr as a disguise. The support of six fictional 

American beauties for Ira parallels the actual support of American 

writers (Updike, Vonnegut, Albee, Miller and Styron) for the 

contributors to MetrO~ol'.31 

Erofeev and his friends were forced t o  go through various 

trials and tribulations. The behavior of fellow writers who went out 

of their way to demonstrate their loyalty to the existing regime was 

particularly shocking and disappointing. As Erofeev remarked later, 

Russian alternative prose was purged by the Soviet establishment. 

This, according t o  Erofeev, was reminiscent of  the Silver Age 

culture being aborted by the establishment some sixty years 

earlier.319 lt would seem therefore that, like his Silver Age 

ancestors, Erofeev had every reason t o  "bring" the Apocalypse to his 

country for the edification of its citizens. Fortunately for Russian 

literature, this did not happen. Erofeev chose not t o  become another 

318 Information about the "MetrO~ol' affiir" cornes from 
Erofeev, "Vremya Metropolya," SS, vol. 3, 493-506. 

319 Erofeev, "Razgovor po dusham O virtual'nom budushchem 
literatury," Erofeev, SS. vol. 3, 560. 



prophet. Instead, with the help of an "unreliable" skaz narrator, he 

embarked on re-visiting messianic and eschatological wrîtings of  

his predecessors and as a result drew out his own, late-twentieth- 

century version of the Apocalypse. 

Russian Beautv is recounted by an Ich-narrator, lrina (Ira) 

Tarakanova, who, having learned about her unnatural (miraculous) 

pregnancy, sets out to  present an account of the events that led to  

it. Ira is an object of many a man's sexual desires, which in most 

cases she is willing to  satise. Two years prior to the tirne of her 

writing she meets a distinguished writer, Vladimir Sergeevich, who 

is -considerably older than she is and rapidly fals in love with him. 

At the outset of their relationship they strike a deal that in 

exchange for her services he will eventually marry her. This, 

however, never happens, since Vladimir Sergeevich dies in Ira's 

presence as a result of their sexual intercourse. Ira is left t o  

answer various embarrassing questions from the media and Soviet 

authorities, not to mention the hatred of Vladimir's widow and the 

betrayal of her friends and colleagues. Heartbroken, Ira decides t o  

Save the nation by sacrificing herself on the grounds of the 

historically famous battlefield, presumably, Kulikovo. However 

instead of tuming into a martyr, she is visited by the ghost of her 

late lover and conceives a child from him. Disturbed and frightened, 



Ira lives in seclusion and resolves to write about what has happened 

to her. 

While settling down to write the account of the last two years 

of her life, Ira is concemed that she lacks the necessary skills of a 

good writer: 

She contemplates Mikhail Sholokhov as the author o f  her story 

because she imagines that the most prominent socialist realist 

writer's input would add authenticity to  her account. Her fears 

about not knowing how t o  set about writing a truthful account of 

her life turn out t o  be totally justified. She is indeed a most 

unreliable skaz-narrator,3zl who either constant iy rnakes 
- 

320 AH Russian quotations from Russian Beautv are from 
Viktor Erofeev, Russkaya krasavitsa, SS. vol. 1. References t o  this 
edition are given in parenthesis. 

321 "ln the skaz the narrating act itself is made unreliable. 
The narrator gives up his function of objective truth-value 
assignments and engages in a free, non-binding narrative game. 
Speaking figuratively, we can Say that the skaz narrator dues not 
take himself seriously; he is free t o  make contradictory statements 
or t o  undermine his statements by irony. The basic law of  
authentication-the descriptions introduced by the narrator are 
i ~ s o  authentic-is invalid in the skaz narrative. In other words, the 
skaz narrator is one possible solution of the task of depriving the 
narrator of  his authority." Lubomir Dolezel, "Narrative Worlds," 
Sound. S i m  and Meaninq, ed. L. Matejka (Ann Arbor: Department of 
Slavic Languages and Literatures, University of Michigan, 1 976) 550. 



contradictory statements322 or admits t o  having been under the 

influence of excessive amounts of alcohol while writing the targer 

portion of the narrative. 

Unlike typical postmodem narraton, who are often engaged in 

confusing the reader, the question of verisimilitude is extremely 

important t o  Ira: on the one hand she is longing for a scientific 

explanation of her supernatural experiences, and on the other she 

fears ending up in a mad-house as the result of her writing. Thus, 

having discarded Sholokhov as a helper, Ira proceeds with her 

revelation which she models, "~nwitt ingly,~ on the text that is, gg 

ipso, authentic, narnely the Bible. 

Like The Gospel accordinci to St. Luke, ira's story starts with 

the Annunciation.323 Not unlike the angel Gabriel, the cunning 

gynecologist Stanislav Albertovich tells Ira about her extraordinary 

pregnancy and declares it to  be a miracle. She conceived her child if 

not from the Holy Ghost then still from the ghost of her late lover. 

However the fact that the fetus suddenly starts to  rot and that by 

the end of the story Ira commits suicide two thirds through her 

pregnancy provides allusions to the Book of Revelation.324 The idea 

322 Cf. Ira's three different versions of her second marriage. 

323 Like St. Luke, Ira arranges her narrative in the form of a 
letter which is addressed to  her friend Ksyusha (St. Luke was 
writing his Gospel to "the most excellent Theophilus") and divides it 
into 24 Chapters. 

324 On the structure of the Apocalyptic narratives, 
particularly in Russian literature, see Bethea. 



that  pan of the New Testament and the Book of Revelation were 

written by the same person, in the Silver Age context was 

particularly emphasized by Lev Shestov (1 866-1 938), a philosopher 

whose works are intimately familiar t o  Erofeev. In "Speculation and 

the Apocalypse" ["Umozrenie i Apokalipsis"] Shestov suggests that 

St. John, the author of the fourth Gospel, was "punished" for his 

exaggerated Hellenic belief in Loaor ("ln the beginning was the 

Word") by k i n g  made the author of the  Apocalypse: 

In Russian Beautv there is Iiterally one person who- 

paradoxically-in order t o  avoid punishment, narrates both texts 

simultaneously. Erofeev superimposes the Book of Revelation upon 

the Gospels and presents an intricate collage of the two. As a result 

we have an expected immaculate conception, but the mother turns 

out t o  be the "grandmother of Russian abortion" as Ira is often 

cursed by othen; and the fetus starts t o  rot in the eariy stages of 

325 Lev Shestov, Umozrenive i otkrovenive (Paris: Ymca- 
press, 1964), 63. Erofeev discusses this passage in his introduction 
t o  Shestov's selected works. Erofeev, introduction ["Odna, no 
plamennaya strastt L'va Shestova"], lzbrannye sochineniya by Lev 
Shestov (Moscow: Renessans, 1 993) 33. 



her pregnancy. The child instead of an expected Savior tums, in Ira's 

own words, into "a monster [. . .] like Hitler or some such munsters 

[. . .] "326 

Erofeev's version of the Apocalypse, apart from being informed 

by the works of Russian intellectuals, such as the philosopher 

Shestov (which will be discussed in section 4), rests on the multiple 

semantics of the word "KORU" [the end] and its derivatives. The word 

kotfeu" which is used in Apocalyptic writings to mean the End of the 

world [KOH~U amal, has, however, several connotations. Apart from 

the general meaning of an ending, and more specifically "deathn and 

"the End of the world," in colloquial Russian the word " ~ o m "  is often 

used to denote "phallus."3Z7 By analogy, the verbs from the same root 

( K O ~ T ~ ,  K O ~ )  mean not only "to end somethingtt or "to kill 

someone," but also "to reach sexual orgasrn." Due to sudi complex 

semantics, the phallus is shown tu perform a great variety of 

326 All English quotations from Russian Beautv are from 
Viktor Erofeev, Russian Beautv. trans. Andrew Reynolds 
(Hamondsworth: Penguin Books, 1994) 85. References to this edition 
are given in parenthesis. When both Russian and English versions are 
used, the page number in the parenthesis corresponds to the page in 
the English edition, while the second corresponds to that in the 
Russian edition. 

327 A. Flegon, Za wedelami russkikh slovarev (London: Flegon, 
1973) 155. 



functions in Russian Beautv.328 Thus, Vladimir Sergeevich gets out 

of a scandalous situation with the help of his phallus, so tu speak: 

Many of the pomographic scenes in Ira's narrative evolve from its 

intimate links with the Book of Revelation. In regard to Vladimir 

Sergeevich's orgiastic death the words to corne [ K O A B ~ T ~ ]  and to die 

[~o~mmm] are bound by the cause and effect relationship: 

B G ~  B WM oicotma~eJIam mmiyno, H M(IMOTPIO - rnaa m e m ,  K ~ K  

y mp06yunra, ~mop66t  3wme mr. nomam. (100) [emphasis 
added] 

Moreover, as we find out, the approaching "end of a great people" 

[~meu ~e,moro ~apona] (Le. the Russians) can be easily averted if only 

- - - - 

328 Words with a ~ i d e  range of connotations are favored and 
used to good effect by Erofeev's wntemporaries, Komar and Melamid, 
in their paintings. For example, their five panels "Eggs, Coitus and 
Cicero" (1 984-1985) are based on different meanings of the word 
"egg" or "eggs" [-o7 m a ]  in Russian and give rise t o  various 
equations. 



Ira offers her seMces to  "Russia's greatest foe" (219/177). Thus, 

when Ira agrees to Save the nation, her death should corne as the 

result of her being impaled on the phallus of the "voluptuous" rapist 

(presurnably, the Devil). 

Ira offers her body as an arena for the unraveling of the apocafyptic 

events. She hopes that the uitirnate destruction [K- cma] will 

take place not throughout the whole of the Soviet Union but onfy 

inside her own body: 

Ira's Christ-like gesture fails to Save the world, however. She 

returns home absolutely exhausted and f a h  sick. The fact, that such 

a tmly Christian idea as that of improving the worid by means of 

voluntary sacrifice and martyrdom is shown to be barren in Russian 

Beauty, might be viewed as Erofeevts allusion to  the so called crisis 

of traditional Christianity, which occurred in Russia at  the turn-of- 



the-century and was reflected in many works of this penod. Their 

authon sought new and more radical solutions to the improvement 

of mankind, involving (apart from the social changes) drastic 

changes in human anatomy and physiology (such as castration, 

enforced sexual abstinence, desired androgyny, resurrection of the 

dead, vegetarianisrn and many other).3*9 Rozanov's The Awcalvpse of 

Our Time is particularly noteworthy in this respect. In this work 

Rozanov speaks overtly about the impotence of Christianity and 

interprets the Book o f  Revelation as an appeal to (and the only means 

to) reshape a dying tradition ("Ano~as~n(xc Tpeoye~, m m  H aenif~ 

HOByH, PeJUmn EbT g0 c)rrat'). 330 

Therefore, it is only to  be expected, that instead of the semen 

of  "Russia's great foe," Ira's body receives the new revelation. This 

happens when she returns from the battlefield and is visited by the 

ghost o f  her lover, who forces her into love-making. That night 

Vladimir Sergeevich not only seduces her but requests her t o  start 

writing a new revelation in order to Save the "emasculated" culture: 

rompm. wo KY-m~ypa n-ny BMxonocIunacb, mo ~ K O  ~ o m e  

OTKWEHE &HO 6y~m ee o x m ï n  (B8) [emphasis added] 

329 For a good summary and discussion o f  these various 
teachings see Aleksandr Etkind, Sodom i Psi kheva (Moscow: Its- 
Garant, 1996), particularly 59-270; and Eric Naiman, Sex in Public: 
The Incarnation of Early Soviet ldeoloay (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1997) 27-45. 

330 Rozanov, Apokalbsis nasheso vremeni, lzbrannoe 454. 



Ira's encounter with Vladimir Sergeevich has al1 the necessary 

ingredients of an apocalyptic plot, for "'Apocalypse' is a genre of 

tevelatory literature with a narrative frarnework, in which a 

revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being t o  a human 

recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality [. . .In331 

The seer, however, should be "a member of the elect [,] deepiy 

troubled by the affairs of his church in this world."33* Then, why is 

the prostitute shown by Erofeev to be worthy of a revelation? The 

idea that  a prostitute-or any wornan with abnormal sexual desires- 

-should be endowed with Religious zeal more than anybody else most 

likely333 echoes some of the statements in Rozanov's People of the 

Moon Liqht [Lyudi lunno~o sveta] (191 2). ln this work, Rozanov 

recounts the story of a wornan who "poisonedt' the life of her 

husband, children and even grandchildren by her inability to control 

her sexual desire. Apart from her rernarkable sexual appetite, this 

woman lead an exemplary Iife: she was a hard worker, extremely 

patient and benevolent, and in every other way a decent human 

being, a tnie Christian. Rozanov does not conceal his admiration for 

women of this kind. This and many other analogous situations allow 

him to  conclude that women of this type often combine the rnost 

331 Collins quoted in Bethea 7. 

332 Bethea 8. 

333 In f ict, Nikolay Fedorov out of all women most highly 
praised Mary Magdalene and expected fallen women (after they have 
gîven up their profession) to contribute greatly to the fulfillment of 
the "Cornmon Task." See lrene Masing-Delic, Abolishina Death 
(Stanford: Stanford UP, 1992) 96. 



powerful sexual desires with religious ardor and devote their lives 

to  various heroic deeds. Such women are truly remarkable: their 

state of delirium is informed either by erotic or religious visions 

and even if they use foui language, it is steeped in religious 

mysticism. Such conclusions allow Rozanov once again to  revel in 

his favorite speculations that sex and "the really true religion" 

originate from the same r00t.334 

Ira's sexual intercourse with Vladimir Sergeevich (which Ira 

experiences in a state of delirium because of her sickness) is, in 

fact, modeled after Chapter X in the Book o f  Revelation in which St. 

John the DMne describes how he "ate" the book: 

It will be recalled that when Vladimir Sergeevich makes love to  Ira, 

she is consumed with a pleasure such as she never experienced 

334 V. V. Rozanov, Lvudi lunnoao sveta (Moscow: Druzhba 
narodov, 1 990) 62-8. 



Soon this sweet taste o f  love-making gives way to  "the 

unmistakable aftertaste, the earliest heraid of alarm [. . .] 

[accornpanied by] a nagging pain dom below" which tells Ira that she 

is pregnant (3). The above mentioned intertextual parallels suggest 

that like St. John, Ira also carries the book in her belly. The fact 

that a sexual organ can function as a writing instrument335 is 

obse~ed by Ira when she compares the phallus of one of her lovers 

t o  "a sharpened pencil" [snen ~aocrpe~, KaK osimemm ~apa~naur]  

(3361269). 

By bringing the Book of Revelation and Soviet sacialist reality 

of Moscow in 1980 together, Erofeev daringly explores previously 

untrodden paths and creates a new version of the Apocalypse. In this 

revelation, a renowned prostitute is expected to Save the nation, 

while the phallus is rnythologized and plays a crucial role in 

Erofeev's eschatology. Erofeev's Apocalypse, however, is not an act 

of intellectual sacrilege. In some ways it is an Apocalypse with a 

human face, so to speak. As is often the case in real life, Erofeevfs 

characters quietly go through with their personal Apocalypses 

335 Cf. Sisin in The Last Judament confides in his girlfriend: 
"j'écris avec ma bite" (Erofeev, Strashnw sud, SS, vol. 3, 275). 



(drugs, alcohol, death, sexual abuse, etc.), events that usually 

escape the eyes of a witness. 

In his narrowing of the sphere of Apocalyptic events336 

Erofeev might have followed in part the lead of artists of the Silver 

Age. For them private life and art (the public sphere) merged to 

such an extent that they became virtually indistinguishable.337 Thus, 

when in 1929 Bely searched for the cause of his pe~asively 

apocalyptic moods, he found it in his very personal experiences: for 

most of  his childhood he had been t o m  apart between his 

incompatible and connantly arguing parents. 

336 In Erofeev's The Last Judament the long expected and 
prophesied Great Flood often rnaterializes into the overflowing 
bathtub. 

337 See Creatina Life. The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian 
Modernism, ed. lrina Papemo, and Joan Deianey Grossman (Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 1994). 



Characteristically, Bely sought solutions t o  his private problems in 

the world-consuming holocaust that he welcomed in his writings. 

In Russian Beauty, on the contrary, Apocalyptic events are 

restricted to  the hurnan body and manifest themselves through its 

function and malfunction, such as drinking, bingeing, excessive 

sexual desires, death, unwanted pregnancy, and even flatulence. In 

the opening portion of the book Ira dismisses contemporary writen 

on the grounds that they are "always rather agitated, they fuss, and 

they corne very quicklyn [cymm ii ogew 6wxp ~owaiar] (1 4/17). The 

Russian text a b w s  this to  be interpreted both as that they reach 

their orgasm too soon or that-to one's disappointment-they stop 

telling their story half-way through. In her account Ira does not 

spare any details. She creates her version of a pnvate, intimate 

Apocalypse in which the sire of her toeç and the smell of her groin 

prophesy the approaching o f  the End. It is-borrowing the title of 

Erofeev's short story-a truly "Pocket Apocalypse" ["Karmannyy 

apokalipsisW].339 In Ira's case the Word is Iiterally made flesh, and 

338 Andrey Bely, Na rubezhe dvukh stoletiv (Chicago: Russian 
Language Specialities, 1966) 72-3. 

339 Cf. "[. . .] H ~ C K O ~ K Q  q e I c ,  ~ e m o m ~ o  mmwx Ho 113 3mx 
nelr a BkiToqerr y k o r o  e w o m  anowmaic,  He o61r1~t% a ero 

=or. Aanperi knororO . ? Lev Trotsky, Andrev Belv [1923] 
(Letchworth: Prideaux Press, 1 979) 1 3. 



this flesh immediately starts t o  rot and the smell of this rotten 

flesh replaces Ira's hmous smell of bergamot. 

In order t o  undentand what went wrong with Ira's child, we 

should look at its parents. The father of Ira's baby is an erninent 

writer who is wooed by the authorities. And he is not the only one. 

Prominent men of letters (dead and alive), striving underground 

writers and officiai Soviet joumalists abound in Russian Beauty-The 

problerns of what t o  write and how t o  write are at the core of the 

motivations and ambitions of many characters. 

Prior t o  his death Vladimir Sergeevich compares himself t o  

Fedor Tyutchev (a renowned poet and a precursor of the Russian 

Symbolists [1803-731) and deciares t o  Ira his decision t o  devote 

himself solely t o  the writing of  an autobiographical novel. In his 

novel he was going t o  portray the aging colonel who, after learning 

about the infidelities of his young lover, shoots her. 

The fact that  the novel was going t o  be written "against the 

background of earth-shattering events" (1 16), together with his 



predilection for burning trains and fighter planes, indicates that 

Vladimir Sergeevich was thinking about writing his own version of 

the Apocalypse. The pun of Vladimir Sergeevich's identifying himself 

(and his character) with Tyutchev does not only lie in the obvious 

parallels between his affair with Ira and Tyutchev's relationship 

with Elena Denis'eva. The fact that the colonel actually murders his 

lover seems to  be a crude realization of Tyutchev's famous line "Oh, 

how murderously we love" [O, m c  y6- m JII~~HNI], which was 

meant to be taken metaphorically. 

As will become clear from the following discussion, Ira's 

relationship with Vladimir Sergeevich is informed not only by 

biographic material (like Tyutchev's relationship with Denis'eva), 

but in fact by more general discourses-pertinent t o  the 

apocalyptic moods that pervaded late Imperial Russia-on subjects 

such as love, sex, death and resurrection. To start with, Vladimir 

Sergeevich's appeal to write a new revelation and Ira's subsequent 

pregnancy parodies the cherished dream of Nikolay Berdyaev (1 874- 

1948) about the "immanentn Apocalypse and the third revelation 

that was going t o  save the world. It is noteworthy that Berdyaev 

expected this new revelation to come not from Heaven but from 

within a human being of his own free will: 



Ira's lover is also spiritually indebted to  yet another thinker 

whose first name and patronymie-Vladimir Sergeevich-are 

identical with his own. This is Vladimir Sergeevich Solovtev 

(1 853-1 900), one of  the most  influential late nineteenth-century 

Russian philosophers. The Solov'evian connection throws light on 

Vladimir Sergeevich's sudden death. In his seminal work "The 

Meaning of Love" ["Smysl lyubvi"] (1 892-4) Solov'ev condemns 

promiscuity as well as any type of relationship between men and 

women that  might result in procreation, being in favor of pure 

(unconsumrnated) love. This might explain both Vladimir 

Sergeevich's inability for a long time t o  consummate his 

relationship with Ira and his sudden death immediately after making 

love t o  her. Like many of his f in de siècle predecessors did, or 

wished to do, Vladimir Sergeevich dies by the hand of his lover, 

screaming and "roll[ing] around a t  [her] feett' while she whips him 

with his leather belt (1 18). His countenance is compared t o  that of a 

dying sparrow ("his eyes are growing rnuddy, like a sparrow's" [12 1 ]), 

which can be read as a reference to  Solov'ev's name derived from a 

bird (the nightingale).347 

340 Nikolay Berdyaev, Sobranie sochineniy, vol. 3 (Paris: 
YMCA-Press, 1 989) 509-1 1 . [emphasis added] 

341 This detail was suggested t o  me by Joseph Schallert. 



Solov'ev's connection with a Socialist realist writer li ke 

Vladimir Sergeevich (he is proud to be in the sarne piaure as Stalin) 

is not far fetched. Like the proponents of Socialist Realism, Solov'ev 

saw the main function of art as creating ideal human beings. As 

lrene Masing-Delic puts it in her rummary of Solov'ev's "The General 

Meaning of Artn [Obshcttiy smysl itkusstva"] (1 890): 

If that objective is out of reach now, art can at least be prophetic, 
presenting "each and evew obiect and phenornenon in the 
pers~ective of its fmal state," which is the na te  of indestructible 
beauty. True art dernonstrates what will be and, in doing so, 
creates aesthetic models that will eventually be realized.342 

The fact that Vladimir Sergeevich (aging and slow decaying) is duly 

emphasized) dies while Ira-the epitome of beauty and the follower 

of Jesus Christ-is left to live conforms with Solov'ev's concept of 

beauty, or to be more precise, his concept of proper versus improper 

"arrangement." For Solov'ev death is a manifestation of man's 

imperfection, imperfection, however, can be erased by man's 

emulation of Jesus Christ.343 Solov'ev rnaintained, that everything 

which is well put together, like a work of art, is endowed with 

eternity, while things that are poorly put together (flesh) cease to 

exist.3" Ira's unfading beauty, her bisexuality together with her 

342 Masing-Delic, Abolishina Death 1 1 3-4. [Solovtev's 
emphasis] 

343 Discussed in Masing-Delic 1 06. 

344 Discussed in Masing-Delic 1 08-9. 



patronymic-Vladimirovna-might be seen as a distorted refiection 

on Solov'ev's vision of perfect human beings of the future, whom he 

expected to  be androgynous. 

A man who shunned women in real life, Solov'ev received 

subsequent recognition in artistic and literary circles for his cult o f  

the eternal Feminine, which was expected to  Save the world. The 

mysterious eternal Ferninine was more of an abstract philosophical 

category than anything connected with actual women. Nevertheless, 

Solov'ev's ideas inspired many of his followers (Blok and Bely among 

them) to  search for possible incarnations of the eternal Feminine 

among their female contemporaries. As Blok's poern "The Stranger" 

["Neznakomkan] (1 906) attests, the boundary between a prostitute 

and the national savior eventually became blurred t o  a considerable 

extent. Thus, Ira (an avid reader of Blok's p0etry3~5 and the 

"unearthly bride" [~eaecra ~ e ~ e ~ ~ a ~ l ]  of  Vladimir Sergeevich [l f 9/99]) 

might be seen as a Soviet incarnation of the Solov'evian-cum- 

Blokian feminine ideal. Moreover, by the end of his life Solov'ev 

identified his eternal Ferninine &th the "woman clothed in t h e  sun" 

Kea o6neneimaz1 B cornare] an image which cornes from the Book of 

Revelation.346 According t o  Solov'ev this woman (not unlike 

346 See Olga Matich, 'The Syrnbolist Meaning of Love: Theory 
and Practice", Creatina Life. The Aesthetic Utopia o f  Russian 
Modernism, ed. lrina Papemo, and Joan Delaney Grosman (Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 1994) 28. 



Erofeev's Ira) was expected to  "reveal the truth [and] give birth t o  

the word [. . .] in the end the Etemal beauty [was going to] be fertile, 

and from her [was going to] emerge the world's salvation."347 

Another thinker whose works infomed Ira's relationship with 

her lover, is Nikolay Fedorov (1 829-1 903). Fedorov did not rely on 

the Apocalypse aione in bringing universal salvation doser, and 

supplemented it with his Philoso~hv of the Common Task [Filosofiva 

obshcheao dela] (1 906/19 1 3) which propagated the all-inclusive 

resurrection of the dead "Fathers." The words "resurrection" and 

"raising from the dead" abound in Russian Beautv.348 Here, however, 

they are used by Ira as euphemisms for erection. Thus, she refers to 

the long-term process of arousing Vladimir Sergeevich as the 

resurrection of the Biblical Lazarus (Lazarus here stands for the 

phallus): 

Ira's choice of words is not accidental. As is often the case with 

Erofeev, what look to be only a risqué episode on the surface, has, 

347 Solov'ev as quoted in Matich 28. It will be recalled that 
prior t o  her meeting with Vladimir Sergeevich, Ira was declared 
barren by a number of gynecologists, thus her pregnancy cornes as a 
total shock both to her and to her doctor-. 

348 One sees, for example, a rniraculously resurrected General 
Vlasov who is brought back to  life-presurnably a t  the cornmon will 
of a Fedorovian-Iike "kollektivW--to bear witness a t  Ira's mock-trial. 



in fict, a cornplex multilayered structure beneath.349 For, according 

to Fedorov, the resurrection of Lazanis was the most important deed 

performed by Christ. "Restoring him to life, Christ proved an 

ordinary mortal to be resurrected even in an advanced state of decay 

and demonstrated the capacity of the human body for reversing the 

process of disintegration."3so 

Like a true Fedorovian, Ira combines the process o f  

resurrection with moral irnprovement.3si 

~hiicpyrswca! M nasafi ero uapanan, nconorsrs, meram, 
nymnb-noKa OH  me^, ~ecb  ~ ~ H U O B & ,  ~ a m a e ~ ~ ~ f  tl memer B 
rrocnem p a ~ ,  rpcm, Mpa! (98) [emphasis added] 

349 This can be best illustrated by the dust jackets of 
Erofeev's books. The dust jacket of his third volume of collected 
works shows a blatantly naked couple from Lucien Freud's "And the 
Bridegroom" (1993). When one removes the jacket, surprisingly one 
sees three singing angels from Gérard David's "Nativity" (1 5 1 0-23). 

350 Masing-Delic, Abolishina Death 85. 

351 Fedorov foresaw resurrection as a process that should be 
always accompanied by the moral improvement of the resurrected 
(even crooks, murderers, etc., were expected to  be transformed 
beyond recognition). 



Ira follows Fedorov's teaching reasonably closely3~~ except for one 

point. According to Fedorov, "[olne component of the human body that 

will not be needed after the abolition of death, and so will not be 

reconstructed a t  the t ime of  resurrecting, is the sexual- 

reproductive system. "353 

Vladimir Sergeevich's nickname-Leonardik-which stands for 

"Leonardo da Vinci, formerly an ltalian artist" (323) as Ira refers to 

him in her final letter, endows his personality with the traits o f  an 

outstanding Renaissance man. As we mentioned in Chapter III, in 

Russian culture the image of  da Vinci was formed under the 

influence of a powerful portrait o f  da Vinci, created by Dmitriy 

Merezhkovsky in 1901 in his novel Leonardo da Vinci. From 

Leonardo, Leonardik takes his creative power and moral 

indifferetism. Merezhkovsky's Leonardo is equally friendly with 

wonhy and unworthy people. With the same enthusiasm he devises 

projects and prepares blueprints for a new environmentally clean 

two-story city (which will be based on a totalitarian regime and a 

sharp division between privileged and underprivileged people), on the 

brothel, on the flying machine and on the gigantic canal. He 

interrupts his painting of the head of  Mary, the mother of Christ, in 

352 It is re peatedly stated that Vladimir Sergeevich belongs 
to  the generation of the fathers, he was a bosom friend of the father 
of Ira's best friend. I t  is no accident that one of Ira's friends is Yura 
Fedorov (some sort of hybrid between Yuriy Zhivago and Nikolay 
Fedorov). Fedorov accornpanies Ira to  the battlefield and volunteers 
to  write a new Testament about her deeds. 

353 Masing-Delic, Abolishinci Death 96. 



order to  draw a sketch of two crudely deformed persons. Vladimir 

Sergeevich's cherished dream of having sex with Siamese twins can 

be traced to Leonardo's insatiable passion for new experiences and 

experiments. Although there is no evidence of Leonardo's sexual 

involvement wi th wornen, his disciple believes that his master 

would definitely have had intercourse at least once, if only out of 

sheer curiosity. 

Leonardo's treatment of Mona Lisa-the love of his life-is 

equally instructive. lnstead of addressing problems of a real woman 

who happens t o  be in love with hirn, Leonardo chooses t o  

immortalize her in his painting. The real living woman is interesting 

t o  him only as an object for his art. Day after day he slowly 

transfers her features t o  the canvas. The portrait acquires 

immortality, while the real woman dies354 Leonardo's treatment of 

Mona Lisa serves as a mode1 for teonardik t o  follow when he 

resolves t o  parc with Ira and immortalize her in his future writings, 

"Well, okay, have it your way, we'll never see each other again, but 1 

will portray you and will suffer as if you had died" (1 17). Only 

Erofeev's Leonardik is "al1 too human." He begs Ira for a final love- 

making and his ailing heart fails him. 

354 For a detailed analysis of Leonardo's relationship with 
Mona Lisa in Merezhkovskiy's novel see lrene Masing-Delic, "Creating 
the Living Work o f  Art: The Symbolist Pygmalion and His 
Antecedents," Creatina Life. The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian 
Modernism, eds. lrina Paperno, and Joan Delaney Grossman (Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 1 994) 68-75. 



It is possible to  squeeze out yet another association from 

Leonardo-Leonardik. Leonardik's preference for operating from his 

dacha, his wife Zinaida who persecutes her young rival, even 

preventing her from taking an "activet' part  in his funeral-al1 o f  

these point to  Vladimir's other main prototype, namely Boris 

Leonidovich Pasternak, whose fondness for his country house in 

Petedeikino and his affair with Ol'ga lvinskaya became legendary.355 

The fabula of his last completed work, the novei Doctor Zhivaao--a 

love story in "time of trouble1'-4s not so different from that of 

Vladimir Sergeevich's unwritten masterpiece.356 

Such a nickname-leonardik-also brings to  mind the literary 

activity of Viadimir's immediate contemporary, namely Leonid 

Brezhnev, who a t  the end of his life shared his war and postwar 

experiences in a series of books, such as The Little Land [Malava 

zernlyal (1 975), Virain Soil [Tselina] (1 977) and Rebirth 

pozrozhdenie] (1 978). In these books Brezhnev presented an eye- 

witness account of the crucial events in the Iife of the Soviet people 

t ha t  can be read apocaiyptically.357 lt was also common knowledge 

355 Russian Beauty evokes the tit le of Pasternak's unfinished 
play, The Blind Beauty [Slepaya krasavitsa], which tells the story of 
a blind pregnant housemaid in midonineteenth century Russia (Porter 
150). 

356 Doctor Zhivaao is seen as an apocalyptic narrative by a 
number of scholars (see Bethea 230-269; and Bames, "Pasternak, 
Dickens and the Novel Tradition," Forum for Modem Lanauaae Studies 
M(VI. 4 (1 990): 338-9. 



that Brezhnev's books were ghost-written. "Boûpo~eme" in Russian 

means both "rebirthn and "Renaissance." This is why Ira insists on 

calling her lover a "Renaissance artist" [xynoxmm B o 3 p o n m I :  he is 

a peculiar cross-breed between an artist who inherited the cultural 

vitality of the Silver Age and a corrupt communist, between a 

philosopher who admires the Renaissance and an author of mediocre 

books. 

Boris Leonidovich Pasternak-cum-Leonardo da Vinci-cum- 

Leonid Brezhnev ... Erofeev's introduction of the unreliable skaz- 

narrator (who is "uneducated," always conveniently drunk and 

confused) makes possible and justifies the existence of  such 

cultural cross-breeds in the fictional world of Russian Beautv. Ira's 

joke on the eve of her mock-sacrifice can serve as an illustration of 

its basic principles: 

The joke is especially poignant if one remembers that Ira's last 

name is Tarakanova ("of the cockroaches"). Erofeev's syncretism 

probably has i ts  roots in a similarly syncretic approach of  some 

Silver Age artists and philosophers, particularly in tha t  o f  

Vyacheslav lvanov (1 866-1 949). On his return t o  Russia from abroad 
- -- -- - 

AepeBseB s e p e  mpoas~ rse3~a. Hoao6~oe n p ~ u l n o ~  m e  B H ~  m e  
~ ~ ~ ~ H C K O H  KHW, HO ma rryrano ~epiaoe CKmmame ~ U H O B ,  ~eneps - 
OHM a m e  6 m  noeepxem B npax" Leonid Brezhnev, Vozrozhdenie 
(Moscow: Politizdat, 1 978) 3. 



in 1904, lvanov quickly succeeded in bringing together cultural 

figures of various stripes by syncretizing virtually incompatible 

aesthetic and philosophical concepts and notions in his enays, talks 

and poetic works. As Andrey Bely recalled in 1 922: 

Thus, like Vyacheslav Ivanov, or  a no less fimous Vasiliy Ivanovich, 

Erofeev constructs 'his characters as if playing that children's game, 

in which one takes the head of one animal, puts it on a body of a 

different animai, then adds feet of yet another animal and so on. 

Such peculiar cross breeding allows Erofeev to  put his "silver- 

richt1 amalgam (Tyutchev-Merezhkovsky-Solov'ev-Berdyaev-Fedorov- 

Pasternak) within a certain time frame. Not only did Vladimir 
-- .- 

358 Andrey Bely, "Vospominaniya ob Aleksandre 
Aleksandroviche Bloke," Aleksandr Blok v vos~orninaniyakh 
sovremennikov v dvukh tomakh 265-6. 



Sergeevich absorb the features of cultural figures of the Silver Age, 

he is also a peculiar cross-breed between Vladimir Nabokov and 

Aleksandr Serpeevich Pushkin. In his first utterance Vladimir 

Sergeevich identifies hirnself with Pushkin, by ernphasizing that 

they both love winter. Like Pushkin in relation to  Anna Petrovna Kern 

(a woman of not impeccable rnorals) he keeps calling Ira "the genius 

of pure beauty" (1 01) and beseeches her to grant his wildest wishes 

just like Pushkin's "golden fish" does for an "old fisherrnan" (46-48). 

The Nabokovian theme359 intervenes when Vladimir Sergeevich 

declares his deeply Russian love for winter and adds that "[iln 

winter we turn the tennis COUR into a skating rink" (40). From 

Nabokovian characters (Humbert Humbert, in particular) Vladimir 

Sergeevich inherits his passion for playing tennis and love for little 

girls.360 AS Ira remarks about him playing tennis with Ksyusha when 

she was still in her early teens: "1 know that once, on the tennis 

court, the power behind her serve made you suddenly reaiize that she 

had grown up, and you missed the ball, causing her papa a certain. 

ernbarrassment, despite your friendship [. . .]" (89).36' When Ira 
- 

359 The outline of Erofeevts novel-an attractive Russian 
woman, marrying a considerably older man and her subsequent death 
as a result of her pregnancy-brings to mind Nabokov's short story 
"Krasavitsa" which is transiated into the English as "Russian 
Beauty." 

360 He starts eyeing the Siamese twins when they are only 
nine years old. 

361 The Iast name of Vladimir Sergeevich's best friend and 
Ksyusha's father is Mochul'siq~ As a matter of fact, the literary 
historian Konstantin Mochul'sky was one of the first to recognize 
Nabokov's talent in 1926 in his laudatory article on Marv [Mashen'kal 



analyzes her behavior in Vladimir Sergeevich's presence, she 

confesses that she "always felt like a shy schoolgirl with stumpy 

pigtails" (100). Ira's "refusal" to accept a car as a present from her 

lover brings t o  mind Lolita's unwillingness to take Humbert's car 

during their last encounter. In Ira's situation the car is most Iikely 

the product of Ira's imagination-"and I didn't need a car, and even if 

he had given me one, I would have srnashed it right up, like an egg! I 

didn't want a car, I wanted bppiness" (94)-but the fact that she 

thinks along these Iines is very revealing. Ira's patronymic- 

Vladimirovna-suggests an incestuous relationship between her and 

her iover.362 

Erofeev does not bnng Pushkin and Nabokov together (almost 
w onpmefi mworo m p ~ m  m p ~ a e f  ~e-m ~opr %AOM O A ~ T ~ )  only to 

produce laughter. Their joint appearance is only natural. If the 

See Andrew Field, VN: The Life and A n  of Vladimir Nabokov (London: 
Macdonald Queen Anne Press, 1987) 1 1 1. 

362 Ira's own father, whose name is naturally Vladimir is 
reported to  have forced Ira into an incestuous relationship while she 
was about twelve years old; a t  the time of the narrative he falls 
sick and to  everybody's surprise insists on calling his wife "Veran 
(the name of Nabokov's wife) instead of  using her actual name. 
Erofeev who wrote scholarly articles on Nabokov appears to have a 
peculiar attitude t o  his predecessor. Thus, the writer Sisin (the 
protagonist of Erofeev's The last  Judament) is nearly killed in 
Geneva by "Nabokov's relative" as a result of her seeing something 
offensive in Sisin's writings. Such a peculiar reaction on the part of 
"Nabokov's relatives" is only t o  be expected, since by altering one 
consonant in the last name of his protagonist, Erofeev turned 
Nabokov's pretentious nom de plume, Sirin, into tome kind of an 
O bscenity--Sisin. 



Russian Silver Age traced proudly its provenance back t o  

Pushkin,363 then in Nabokov it had its legitimate heir, or-in Zinaida 

Sha khovskaya's words-its last representative.364 Nabokov more 

than anyone felt this bond and completed the circle by diligently 

working on his "definitive" translation of, and commentary to, 

Pushkinrs Euslene Oneain. 

As we have demonstrated, Vladimir Sergeevich has not one, but 

a number of  conceivable prototypes. Since he has no surname and it 

is repeatedly pointed out that he is very old and that the studying of 

his books became compulsory in secondary school (Ira even says, "1 

had known of you since childhood" [87]) ,  it is possible to  identify 

hirn not only with one particular person or persons, but with the 

whole literary tradition, mainly that of the Silver Age. Vladimir 

Sergeevich's identification with the Renaissance artist is not 

fortuitous. As we rernember, h m  the late 1930s onward the Silver 

Age has been often described as the period of reiigious, artistic and 

spi ritual Renaissance.365 Thus, when Vladimir Sergeevich's child 

unexpectedly starts to rot inside Ira, it can be interpreted as a sign 

of the putrefaction of that specific literary tradition. 

363 See Cultural Mytholoaies of Russian Modernism ed. Boris 
Gasparov, Robert P. Hughes and lrina Paperno (BerkeleyAos 
Angeles/Oxford: U of California P, 1992). 

364 Zinaida Shakhovskaya, V wiskakh Nabokova. Otrazheniya 

(Moscow: Kniga, 1 99 1 ) 44. 

365 See section 4 of Chapter 1. 



Such a peculiar sensation as that of harboring the body of a 

rotting literature in one's womb was experienced previously, 

although by a man. Vasiliy Rozanov wrote in Fallen Leaves 

[O~avshie listfya] (1 91 3): 

Erofeev transforms Rozanov's figure of speech into gruesorne 

reality.367 Ira's insides really decompose and the smell of decaying 

flesh is felt not only by Ira herself, but also by her lovers and her 

gynecologist. 

366 Rozanov, O~avshie Iist' va, fzbrannoe 220-1 . [Rozanov's 
emphasis] 

367 Cf. Erofeev's essay "Ywwe narpa 06 k n m ,  ami so 
me npo~cxom~ Pa3SK,xeHkie rm~epa~ypmeaemm" (SS, vol. 2, 599-6 1 3). 



The moment ira discovers the rotten srnelf which tells her she 

is pregnant, she tries to unburden herself by throwing herself into 

writing what she dreams will be a "truthful" account o f  her life. It 

is not so easy for her to  tell her own story however. The underlying 

structure of her narrative rnirrors the pattern of her subrnissive 

sexual behavior. Her narrative is as open and vulnerable to  the 

intrusion of other narratives as is her body t o  al1 who want t o  

satisfy their sexual needs. This is why Ira's narrative lacks 

cohesiveness; we can see how one dieqetic texture permeates and 

grows within and through another. Alien pieces and fragments form 

xenolithic agglomerations within her dieaesis. 

This can be illustrated by the story of her mother in Chapter 

14 which is embedded in Ira's own story. The mother --who is 

compared to  a steam-engin-"bursts into [Ira's] life without any 

warning" (1 82),  and enters her daughter's private territory through 

every possible aperture: both through the door and through the 

peephole. Her intrusion takes Ira by surprise. The mother throws 

herself into her skaz-narrative-a compulsory insertion frorn the 

life of  "little people1'--in the middle of Ira's own story and then 

leaves the narrative without trace. This "bunting in without any 

warning" brings back to mind ira's intercourse with the musician 

Dato, who also liked attacking Ira from behind and taking her by 

surprise. The narrative intruders are no different from the sexual 

ones 

Ira's inability to pour out her story ("it's quite a burden t o  

carry around") [HOCHTL B ce6e Toxe, Hano c~asa~a ,  rpo~oonro H 



06pe~e~memm] (1 3/15), is linked semantically with her unwanted 

pregnancy [6epe~emom] .  Thus, the threadbare metaphor of cornparhg 

the work of an artist with hidher child (or to the state of being 

"pregnantn with art) is tumed upside dom in Erofeev's novel. Ira's 

"child," on the contrary, constantly interferes with her writing and 

threatens her with possible catastrophe: 

ana m c  Gynn, a m a  no mm0 6ery, T X ~  X e  am6 w xap, w 
lurra pOKOBOC? B ~~~0643 BOeT, N3 YT@M B3HBûeT He ïU4GiTb, 

yrpoxaer a ~e ~ ~ 3 a ~ b - m a c e  -I, m mie u T ~ K  we 
paem rrpona~i~m ma ylrc MOZ~ mamm [. . .] (206) 

Ira's unnatural and unwanted pregnancy, therefore, might be 

perceived as one texthadition permeating and growing inside 

another textftradition. 

In the last chapter the level of textual chaos reaches its 

apogee. Ira seemingly finds it harder and harder to preserve her own 

voice. As pointed out by Robert Porter, her eloquent speech about 

the possibility of erecting a monument to her genitalia heavily 

relies on Akhmatova's poem "Requiem" ["Rekviem"] (1 9 3 5-40): 



Ira's revengeful thoughts which suddenly give way to  humility: 

bring to mind Rozanov's: 

To restore the cohesiveness of her narrative (and of the 

fictional world) Ira has to purge her child by going through her self- 

inflicted Apocalypse ("l'm not a destroyer, not a monster, not a 

troublernaker. I don't need anything from you a t  all [. . .] I am not 

going to go through with the bimh of my son [mmuuo pomme caoar 

[324-5/261-21). In Russian Beautv the long prophesied Apocalypse is 

precipitated, occurs, and is restricted to the level of "writing." The 

narrator simpty asserts her freedom to put an end t o  her narrative, 

369 Rozanov, Opavshie list'ya 222. 



"Beat it! I composed you in order t o  compose myself, but when 1 

discompose you I shall dissolve myself as a person [. . .ln 

fi sac conwriwna, ~ T O ~ J A  COPWHHT~ ce611, HO paccoqwtim sac, H 

campauryca~xa EUC m q m m  [. . .] ] (342/273). There K no threat that 

this ghastly finale may turn into a "world" tragedy (or spill over to 

the "real" world). In accordance with Ira's wishes, it is restricted 

to  her body, for she hangs herself two thirds through her pregnancy 

before "they'll make it in tirne." The "author,"370 the only witness and 

suMvor of this novelistic Apocalypse, steps fotward and says "Good 

to see you!" 

m m f i  TaGypmce, K O T O ~ R  cr(ymma .me n;ui cmprciz &AMI, ii 

M o  mma[eno9 -y m& w mom ~ W H H ~ , - =  

-FoBopMT OH,* 3TOT pa3 BbI Bb6kipae'E CllOG06?-A& 
mwmm s 4 y ,  rn xe, rn morne mxama~-&, 
noBeSiMT~,_cornitLuama a-,.& M ~ M  H ~ X M H ~  

x - . o u e n y e ~ ~ 8 ?  M MM UWTYWCX II-? M MM oarpi~c~ 

3iGtJHa ~pymma If m a m  urar K m ~ y .  Eipocaio~ B o 6 a m  Kperme! 
O o m w w m e r i r i r c p e r m e . d ~ ~ ~ ~ e ~ ~ . ~ o r n d . O r z  
KX xoporuo! . . [-. -1 lMi m e  utamo ~-!371 TH mm xayumïr, 

370 The fact that the novel opens with the description of Ira's 
gynecologist literally sliding along her genitalia-the medical check 
up is deliberately presented as a difficult trip of an explorer of new 
territories-points to the presence of an extradieaetic narrator who 
positioned himseif inside Ira's body. lt is possible to speak about an 
extradieaetic natrator because Ira cannot see the insides of her own 
body- 

371 This can mean to die, t o  reach orgasm or to  stop writing. 
Cf. "M BOT c ~ T O H  ~ o w w  3perwi r KOEWUO s ~ow~rn. B y Memt  ens sic am 
cIpaEHœ ¶yEïûû, ¶'l'O fl llOcneAHl@l ll&fCaTWl& C KûTQpbM SMTepTyPa B006IIE 



Erofeev's version of the Apocalypse, although being literally 

pregnant with the literary tradition of the Silver Age, is 

nevertheless different from the works of his numerous 

predecessors. He breaks away from the tradition by deliberately 

n p e ~ c p a m  [. . -1." Rozanov, Opavshie list'va, lzbrannoe 221. [ernphasis 
added] 

372 Such an ending-with Ira, hustling to prepare food and 
drinks in case the guests should corne to celebrate her wedding-is 
reminiscent of a certain passage from Bely's Silver Dove 
[Serebwanw aolub'] (1 9 1 O), the novel steeped in the Apocalyptic 
moods of the 1900s. This passage shows Matrena (who, like Ira, is a 
femme fatale and an alleged witch) laying the table for anybody who 
might pay a visit to her man and rnaster Kudeyarov: "[. . .] yxe cron 
eMy HaKpbura 6am~orar Marpeiia [. . .] yxe h a ~  c3caTeprs c ~a@!ofi ~3 
KllWHbLX neTyxOB 1.. .] C XJE6OM, iiHUâMM 

- 
~a mm; H yxe mmam mmmp 

mpa riakarIisam; HO c KeM x e  M&imam& K= H e  c rocreM, a rmfl BCe ET 
1. . .] A BOT H ~" Andrey Bely, Serebwanw aolub', Sochineniva v 
dvukh tomakh, vol. 1 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1 990) 
397-8. 



dislocating the Apocalyptic events. He did not have much t o  do. He 

simply brings to  the point of absurdity the preoccupation of the 

Silver Age artists with the internai, private sphere, their obsession 

with both sex and religion, and their general tendency towards 

syncretism. In Russian Beautv, events of a cosmic order, such as 

universal salvation or world-consurning holocaust, take place not 

within the whole universe, but within the microcosm of one body 

(we might add, the body of the book). Without doubt the sensation of 

such a transitory, carefully controlled Apocalypse contributes 

greatly t o  the pleasure of Russian Beautv, for as Roland Barthes put 

it: "[tlhe pfeasure of the text is like that  untenable, impossible, 

purely novelistic instant so relished by Sade's libertine when he 

manages to  be hanged and then cut the rope a t  the very moment of 

his orgasrn, his bliss. "373 

Does this actually mean that the Silver Age holds no attraction 

for Erofeev? On the contrary. His recent literary essays show that he 

is as preoccupied as ever with the works of his predecessors (after 

all, Ira was really in love with Vladimir Sergeevich). However, it 

was precisely because of this love, and almost irresistible, 

attraction, that Erofeev felt the need to ridicule their ideas and thus 

t o  purge himself of  their influence. Otherwise (as the novel 

suggests) his "incestoous" relationship with his forefathers would 

have given birth to  a monstrous or simply stillborn child. The 

Apocalyptic theme is not fortuitous in Erofeev's first novel, it is 

373 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard 
Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975). [Barthes' emphasis] 



brought in to underscore the scale of the battle between the old and 

new traditions. 

Erofeev's situation is typical of many representatives of 

alternative rirose. On the one hand, to legitimatize their subversive 

and often overtly offensive writings within the Russian cultural 

tradition, they had t o  show that they in fact took their roots from 

one of the most vital periods in cultural history; on the other, in 

order to  acquire or preserve their own voice they had to distinguish 

themselves radically from their forefathers. In any case, "[sltrong 

writers do not choose their prime precursors: they are chosen by 

them, but they have the wit t o  transform the forerunners into 

composite and therefore partly imaginary beings."374 

374 Harold Bloom, The Western Canon (New York: Riverhead 
Books, 1995) 10. 



In this dissertation I examined the phenornenon of Iiterary 

influence and the transmission of literary tradition with particular 

application to  the cultural heritage of the Russian Silver Age and its 

refractions in later writings. Although "every generation 

retranslates the classics, out of a vital compulsion for irnmediacy 

and precise echo,"375 not every generation is quite so obsessed with 

concern for the literary past as is the case with rnany recent 

Russian writers. 

As we have seen, perceptions of the period 1890-1 91 7 and its 

legacy have been neither uniform nor constant. This period went 

through various stages of being rejected, then re-evaluated and 

upgraded to  the status of the Silver Age in Russian literature and 

culture; subsequently it received belated, though wide, recognition 

for i ts tremendous contribution to  the evolution of Russian culture. 

Now it is, apparently, undergoing further revision and re-evaluation. 

375 George Steiner, After Babel, 2nd ed. (Oxford/New York: 
Oxford UP, 1992) 30. 



The perceived contribution of the Silver Age t o  political 

developments in twentieth-century Russia is particularly crucial 

and depends on whether one sees the Silver Age as paving the road to 

the 191 7 revolution, the subsequent totalitarian regime and its 

consequences, or as having been brutally interrupted by them. 

Contrary t o  general belief, these differem perceptions of the Silver 

Age are confined neither to Russia (Soviet Union), nor t o  the Russian 

diaspora. Even nowadays the Silver Age is still perceived as a kind 

of pariah, as an enigmatic "other" in Russian cultural tradition, 

attracting either unreserved sympathy or unqualified contempt. 

As has been demonstrated, the inclusion of the legacy of the 

Silver Age into Soviet and post-Soviet culture has been a gradua1 

and complicated process. However, despite a lasting and widespread 

assumption that the Bolshevik revolution and subsequent political 

and cultural developments brutally interrupted the normal course of 

literary evolution and thus consigned the Silver Age heritage to 

oblivion, the present study suggests otherwise in regard to  the 

effects of rupture. In fact, the abysmal rift between pre- and post- 

revoiutionary cultures appears to  have been beneficial in creating an 

entire cultural apparatus (or even institution) that has been 

seriously engaged in the re-production of the Silver Age's legacy for 

a contemporary audience, thus securing its vitality during later 

periods. This re-presentation has included numerous memoirs, 

biographical materials, popular and scholarly articles, 

dissemination o f  literary and artistic works, conferences and 

symposia, literary jubilees and various fictional works whose 



authors have addressed the issues a t  stake during the Silver Age. 

Certainly, i ts fegacy has been both overtly rejected (vit. the cases 

of Terapiano, Otsup and Khodasevich, and various representatives of 

the Soviet establishment) and vehemently ridiculed (e.g. Viktor 

Erofeev and other alternative prose writers). Paradoxically, even 

these negative statements attest to their authors' dependence on 

their cultural past, serving to  re-instate its significance. As 

Thomas Green put it: 

By perpetuating the p s t ,  by reproducing ritualistically its extemal 
features, we are actually exposing its pastness, pointing to  its 
anachronism, putting it from us. By ostensibly ridiculing the past, 
by exposing its inconsequence and parodying i t s  rhetoric, we rnay 
be revealing how we depend on it, how necessary it is to us, how 
little free of it we are, how we really stem from it."S76 

The larger part of this dissertation is devoted t o  a discussion 

of various strategies that Nabokov, Pasternak and Erofeev employed 

while assimilating the legacy of the Silver Age into their writings. 

This assimilation includes "heuristic imitation" and transposition 

(Nabokov), "translation" (Pasternak), and overt parody (Erofeev). As 

we have seen, each of the chosen approaches was dictated not only 

by the inclinations of each particular writer and the facts of their 

personai lives, but also by varying attitudes to the Silver Age that 

were current a t  the specific times when Nabokov, 

Erofeev embarked on writing their novels. 
-- 

376 Thomas M. Green, The Light in Troy (New 
Yale UP, 1982) 195. 

Pasternak and 

Haven/London: 



By uniting Nabokov, Pasternak and Viktor Erofeev under the 

umbrella of this study, we are nevertheles not directly ascribing 

any of them to the Silver Age "tradition." One cannot but agree with 

Joseph Brodsky that "[llike every living creature, a writer is a 

universe unto himself, only more so" and that "[tlo taik about his 

pedigree, trying to fit him into this or that tradition of literature is, 

essentially, to  move in a direction exactly opposite to the one in 

which he himself was moving."377 But however unique, no artist is a 

totally closed, self-sufficient system. In London people drink water 

that has previously passed through the bodies of eight other people. 

However unpleasant the thought of these eight might be, we have yet 

t o  hear of anybody who has decided to  break this chain by 

collecting, purieing and re-using his or her own water! %y bringing 

Nabokov, Pasternak and Erofeev together I intended to show only that 

in one way or another they all ran the legacy of the Silver Age 

through their writings, a process equally beneficial to both the user 

and the source. In fact, this has been one of the ways of keeping the 

original source clean and alive. 

377 Joseph Brodsky, L e s  Than One (New York: Farrar Straus 
Giroux, 1 996) 29 1 . 
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