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Introduction

The story of classical reception in Russia is quite unlike that of Western Europe. Its
earliest manifestations were not part of school education, and, until the eighteenth century, there
was little admiration for or even awareness of the famous authors of antiquity. Instead, the
introduction of classical literature and history was firmly tied to the development of autocracy
and empire. As a result, it was ancient Rome and, especially, imperial Rome that attracted the
initial attention. From the start, it was distinguished from ancient Greece.! The preface of the
very first dictionary to include Greek and Latin vocabulary clearly articulates this distinction:
“Greek language,” writes the dictionary’s compiler Fedor Polikarpov, “is the language of
wisdom, Latin of autocracy” ("I'peueckuii sI3bIK €CTh S3bIK MYAPOCTH, JIATHHCKUH -
enuHoHavanbCcTBUA."). This text dates to 1704, the period when Peter the Great, the first Russian
imperator, put classics to use in his imperial spectacles, performing Roman triumphs,
commissioning artwork of himself in Roman garb, and importing Roman political terminology.?

Antiquity, in Iurii Vorob’ev’s formulation, “had to serve the interests of the new Russia.””® Since

! The same distinction is implicitly or explicitly articulated in the works of a number of writers I discuss. A. Pushkin,
as G. Knabe has written, uses Greek references primarily in mythological contexts and Roman ones in historical and
political ones (Russkaia Antichnost’, 146); Ivan Goncharov likewise distinguishes between the historical and
political Rome and the mythological Greece, though, as I show, there is a dynamic dialogue between these
categories instead of a simple distinction. Finally, Blok specifically singles out Rome as a model for empire and
revolution and only briefly refers to Greece in the context of philosophy ruined by Cicero’s mediocrity.

2In 1711, he founded a Senate, modelled in name though not function on the Roman institution of that name. He
also accepted a number of Roman titles, including “imperator,” “pater patriae,” and “maximus.” (Stephen Baehr, The
Paradise Myth in Eighteenth-Century Russia, 50). It is important to note that scholars have questioned just how
Roman these Roman allusions were. Paul Bushkovitch, for instance, argues that their more immediate significance
was the “imitation and rivalry with the Hapsburgs” and Rome’s role as a “background for the birth of Christ.”
(Bushkovitch, “Roman Empire in the Era of Peter the Great,” 158 and 161). Without engaging with the theoretical
issue of what is or is not authentic reception or authentic use of Rome here, I will just note that Rome always seems
to be about something other than Rome itself, as my dissertation will hopefully demonstrate.

3 Vorob’ev, Iu. K. Latinskii iazyk v russkoi kul 'ture XVII-XVIII vekov, 4.



these interests also included the development of imperial literature and ideology, one of the
crucial purposes of the importation of classics* was to provide the vocabulary, genres, and
structures for this new literature.®

As Russian literature continued growing, the number and functions of Roman allusions
became numerous and varied, many of them apolitical. At the same time, however, the initial role
and connotations of ancient Rome were never quite forgotten, and, time after time, we see
Russian authors turn to Roman history to respond to the political developments in their
contemporary Russia. As late as the twentieth century, the Russian Symbolist poet Viacheslav
Ivanov noted that he felt no kinship to ancient Rome because he was “indifferent to the imperial
ideal.”®

One of the goals of this dissertation is to explore this persistence and importance of the
political Rome from the early days of the Russian Empire to the Russian Revolution of 1917. 1
offer six case studies from six authors, each of whom served as a prominent literary voice in his
generation and historical moment, both in the estimation of his contemporaries and of later
scholarship: Mikhail Lomonosov (1711 - 1765), Gavrila Derzhavin (1743 - 1816), Kondratii
Ryleev (1795-1826), Aleksandr Pushkin (1799-1837), Ivan Goncharov (1812-1891), and
Aleksandr Blok (1880-1921). Despite the difference in their historical circumstances, each of
these writers turns to Roman history and literature to think through and respond to Russian
history and politics. However, Rome is a variable rather than a constant, and my more important

goal is to draw attention to variability, to refractions of Rome, because Russian Romes are

4 See Vorob’ev’s work or a detailed study of the various functions performed by the Latin language, including its
role in the development of science, technology, education and diplomacy.

5 Wes, in what seems to be a too extreme but very intriguing formulation, argues "...there was never any question in
Russia of a rediscovery of classical antiquity. Antiquity was discovered. The discoverers incorporated their
discovery into the frame of reference of their own time. They discovered what fitted into the frame. What did not fit
into the frame was not discovered. This frame was in the first place the frame of autocracy" (173).

® Rudich, “Vyacheslav Ivanov and Classical Antiquity,” 278.



numerous. They pass through the mediums of changing political circumstances, value systems,
literary trends, and legacies of earlier Romes. The Rome of Lomonosov (Ch. 1), for instance, is a
proud imperial rival to Russia, the competition with which elevates Russia and its rulers above
other nations, but the Rome of Pushkin and Ryleev (Ch. 3) is the land of passionate struggle
against autocracy; that of Blok (Ch. 5) is a bloated decomposing corpse awaiting destruction and
implicitly negating previous — admirable — Romes.

This multiplicity is important to emphasize because of one sentence that has become "the

"7 “the best-known instance of

best known example of a Russian claim to classical credentials,
Russia’s self-identification with Rome.”® This sentence comes from a letter by a sixteenth-
century monk from Pskov and reads: “Two Romes have fallen, but the third stands, and there
will not be a fourth” ("/la y6o Puma mayoma, a TpetHii cTouT, a ueTBepToMy He 66rTn"). Its
ubiquity is a problem. In the first place, as a number of scholars have pointed out, the letter was
likely neither written nor interpreted, nor used, to promote the ideas that it has come to represent
in later scholarship.’® More importantly, however, the statement is dangerous because it seems to
offer a neat (and profoundly inaccurate) way of characterizing Russia’s relationship to reception,
especially in the earlier periods. Out of its original context, the sentiment can suggest that Russia
was striving to identify itself with Rome. After accepting this attempt at identification, one can

find in this “doctrine” the justification of territorial expansion, attempts to claim status among

European nations, and other purposes that identifying oneself as Rome might entail.

" Torlone 13.

8Kalb 15.

® Catalano 147.

10 For a detailed analysis of the epistle, from its dating to its context and content, see Nikolai Andreev’s article
“Filofey and his Epistle to Ivan Vasil'jevich.” For a more recent emphatic reminder about the inaccuracy of pointing
to the idea of “Third Rome” as “an early justification for Russian expansionism” and imperial ambition, see Daniel
Rowland’s "Moscow — the Third Rome or the New Israel." For an account of how the misunderstanding of the
concept arose in the nineteenth century and developed thereafter, see Marshall Poe’s “Moscow, the Third Rome: The
Origins and Transformations of a ‘Pivotal Moment.””



An assumption of identification, however, is too neat and simplistic, and it erases the
dynamic complexity in the creation and negotiation of meanings that references to Rome often
contain, regardless of the period in question.!! In the texts that I have studied so far, from the
Tale of the Princes of Vladimir to Alexander Blok's Catiline, Rome becomes drawn into the
Russian context and used sometimes as a symbol, sometimes as a model, sometimes as a simile.
In none of the cases, however, are the authors attempting to be Roman. The closest they come is
erasing the boundaries between Rome and Russia to argue for a certain universality of human
history, which is an entirely different endeavor.

In order to understand the symbolic and ideological uses of ancient Rome in Russian
literature and, specifically, in the Russian political imagination, I am drawing on scholarship in
the fields of comparative literature, Slavic studies, classical reception, and history. My primary
interlocutors are the scholars of classical reception and Russian literature, however, and a major
motive behind my research is to help bridge the current gap between these two fields. Although
there has been a growing interest in the study of classical tradition in Russia, there is still little
attention devoted to this subject. Zara Torlone, a scholar of classical influences in Russian
poetry, has recently lamented the marginal role that Russian texts play in the study of classical
reception in the West. “In a recent 407-page Companion to the Classical Tradition,” she writes,
“the whole of Central/Eastern Europe occupies only 23 pages, and Russia is covered in a few
paragraphs.”!?

Torlone’s own work, Russia and the Classics: Poetry’s Foreign Muse (2009), is an

11 The dangers of the emphasis on identification can be illustrated by the following excerpt, which creates an
impression that, across historical periods and authors, there was a consistent and identical striving towards identity:
"There were many points of identification between Russia and Rome. Rurik, the founder of the first Russian
dynasty, was believed to have descended from Augustus. Peter the Great, by assuming the title of emperor in the
beginning of the eighteenth century, once again alluded to Russia's identification with Rome. The belief that St.
Petersburg is a Northern Rome was shared by Lomonosov, Sumarokov, and Derzhavin." Frajlich 17.

12 Torlone, Russia and the Classics: Poetry’s Foreign Muse, 8.



important contribution to the growing field of Russian reception studies, both because it
examines the role of the classics in the works of a number of prominent Russian poets and
because it acknowledges heterogeneity of Russian approaches to reception yet still offers a
possible overarching framework within which to examine this heterogeneity — that of “one of the
eternal Russian questions,” East or West? Christianity and Byzantium or Secularization and
Western Europe? Since the author’s primary interest is in the poets of the twentieth century,
however, the majority of the work is focused on individual poets, such as Ivanov, Tsvetaeva,
Mandel’shtam, and Brodsky, so the focus shifts onto these poets and their individual
relationships with the classics rather than overarching thematic patterns or frameworks. This
focus is particularly useful for those interested in these specific poets or those interested in
seeing the variety of approaches to reception in the works of a number of prominent poets of the
twentieth century. By bringing together a number of important poets in one work, Torlone also
conveys the importance of the classics for modern Russian poetry.

Torlone’s recent Vergil in Russia: National Identity and Classical Reception (2014) offers
a more narrow focus, arguing that the reception of Vergil in Russia was intimately tied to
“Russia’s challege to define its character and validity of its own civilization,” as “Vergil became
[...] a part of solving the problem of Russian national identity in political, social, cultural,
spiritual, and personal terms.”*® She examines the reception of Vergil from court literature of the
eighteenth century to the work of Joseph Brodsky, showing the enduring importance of and
engagement with Vergil’s works in Russia.

Anna Frajlich, in her 2007 book The Legacy of Ancient Rome in the Russian Silver Age,

looks at the works of nine poets of the Russian Silver Age and adopts a distinct individual

13 Torlone 5.



approach to each one without imposing an overall framework on her analyses. Her book offers a
glimpse into the pervasiveness of classical interests and influences on a variety of important
poets of this period.

Another important work devoted to classical reception in Russian is Marinus Wes’s
Classics in Russia 1700-1855: Between Two Bronze Horsemen (1992). The approach here is to
provide a comprehensive survey of the role of the classics in Russia in the specified time period,
including the extent of classical education, the attitudes of the rulers towards classical education,
the allusions to the classics in the works of various writers and thinkers, and even curious
anecdotes that are part of the story of classical presences and reception. It is an enormously
useful resource, primarily as a survey work. In addition to the historical exposition, there is also
an “interlude” where Wes offers his own potential framework for thinking about classical
reception in Russian — that of action vs. reaction, the former of which has to do with the classics
“as a source of inspiration and life,” while the latter sees them as “serving to confirm the status
quo.” For Wes, classical reception between 1765 and 1835 was originally primarily characterized
by the impulse of action, and gradually became dominated by reaction, which continued to
dominate the role of antiquity during the nineteenth and into the twentieth century. As Wes
himself readily admits, however, such broad dichotomies are rarely perfectly applicable, and
there is variation of the function of the classics often even within the works of a single writer.
Still, the work has been very valuable to me because it frequently pays close attention to the
influence of the political and historical context on the availability and role of the classics.

In Russian, there is G. Knabe’s Russkaia Antichnost’ (Russian Antiquity, 1999), which
examines Russia’s relationship to antiquity from the medieval times through Pushkin’s writing,

from hesychasm to the imperial St. Petersburg. This work is unique in that it traces the nature



and function of antiquity in the earlier periods and examines the greater historical factors that
guided the development of reception (such as, for instance, how the turn away from Byzantium
and towards Rome was advantageous to the newly centralized Russian state in its diplomatic
relationships or how the classical references in the time of Peter the Great were mediated by the
approaches to reception in Western Europe). It also attempts to classify the paths of reception,
from the adoption of specific cultural elements to the turn towards general historical periods
because they are perceived to be somehow kindred in spirit or circumstances, as well as offer a
binary for the two opposing forces that the author sees within classicism: a civic-normative force
and an escapist-individualistic force. While I am not convinced by the specific classifications
that he offers, the diachronic approach that aligns reception trends with specific developments in
Russian history and culture is useful for thinking about the greater underlying factors that guide
patterns of reception.

Finally, there is a book that has the closest resemblance to the goals of my project, though
it again focuses on the writers of a specific period: Judith Kalb’s Russia's Rome: Imperial
Visions, Messianic Dreams, 1890 — 1940 (2008). Much like my project, Kalb’s work examines
specifically the role of Rome rather than classics in general, and her interest lies in examining
how “[t]he texts reveal a striking concern with history, conceived for the most part cyclically and
mythically, and with Russia’s place in history and culture” and the way Russian modernist
writers “[s]eizing upon Rome as a crucial symbol and rewriting it, sometimes anachronistically,
to suit their own modern-day purposes, [...] created new, individual, and at times subversive
narratives of Russian national identity.”** By drawing from both the political and the religious

contexts of Roman reception in Russia, Kalb shows both the complexity and the multiplicity of

14 Kalb 33.



approaches to reception in the works of a number of modernist writers, including Merezhkovskii,
Briusov, Blok, and Bulgakov.

These are the works that take different approaches to providing a comprehensive
portrayal by focusing on different writers and/or time periods to point out patterns and
differences. In addition to these, there is a wide variety of texts, both Russian and American, that
address specific authors, works, or aspects of reception that have been immensely helpful for the
different chapters of this project. As might be expected, the amount of reception scholarship
varies widely from author to author. There is a vast amount of work on Aleksandr Pushkin and
classical reception, for instance. A recent volume titled Pushkin and Antiquity (Pushkin i
Antichnost’), for instance, offers a collection of essays exploring a variety of classical allusions
in Pushkin’s various works and includes a bibliography of roughly two hundred titles dealing
exclusively with classical reception. On the other hand, there is very little scholarship devoted
specifically to Ivan Goncharov and the classics, with the exception of a chapter from Amy
Singleton’s book No Place like Home: the Literary Artist and Russia's Search for Cultural
Identity, which interprets Oblomov’s story as a failed Odyssey. Since these various studies are of
more local and topical relevance, [ will mention them within the particular chapters for which
they have been helpful.

Finally, there are two works of Western classical reception whose works have been
important for conceptualizing my project. The first is Catharine Edwards’s Writing Rome:

Textual approaches to the city (1996). Edwards divides her book into the different concepts that

29 ¢c 29 ¢c

Rome can embody, becoming “the city of memories,” “the city of gods,” “the city of empire,”
and so on. Most importantly, however, Rome is “the city of words.” Our responses to Rome,

much like the responses of the ancients, have been “profoundly conditioned” by its textual



representations which affect our (and their) relationships with the “material Romes,” the physical
topography of the city.’® Although I am only dealing with textual Romes, Edwards’s articulation
of the various essential characteristics that Rome can been imagined to embody has led me to
wonder what Rome is a city of in the various texts I examine. Is Rome inevitably essentialized to
stand for a single concept?

The other inspiration for my project was Charles Martindale’s Redeeming the Text: Latin
poetry and the hermeneutics of reception (1993). “Meaning,” he writes, “is always realized at the
point of reception.”?® In a way, this idea has become one of the underlying assumptions behind
my approach to my project, leading me to try to understand each of the Romes I have
encountered on its own terms. Instead of looking to see which period or author saw a more
“authentic,” “better informed,” or “less distorted” approach to antiquity, I begin with the premise
that “Rome” has no meaning until it is created within a particular text and that all the Romes we
encounter have equal status.

Of course, this meaning is not created in a vacuum, and another important concept from
this text is the importance of the “chain of reception.” Martindale writes, “We all approach the
reading of texts with the baggage of our values and our experience, with certain categories,
assumptions, prejudices and ‘fore-understandings,” and “our current interpretations of ancient
texts, whether or not we are aware of it, are, in complex ways, constructed by the chain of
receptions through which their continued readability has been effected.”!’ These observations
have directed my interest towards the “chain of receptions” within the classical tradition in

Russia and the question of the way that new Romes are constructed both in the context of their

15 Edwards, Writing Rome, 1-2.
16 Martindale, Redeeming the Text, 3.
17 Martindale 5.



contemporary circumstances or values and the context of older Romes with their own priorities
and value systems.8
My own approach is somewhat different from the works mentioned above, because I
wanted to trace not classical or even Roman reception in general, but rather a specific nexus of
concepts and relationships in order to see whether I could find a meaningful and coherent story
to tell across a succession of historical periods and writers. Although most of my chapters are
dedicated to individual authors, I do not attempt to account for all instances of their classical
allusions or their relationship to antiquity. In the first place, I am primarily interested in the
allusions to Rome made specifically in a political and historical context and in works that are
concerned with understanding and responding to the authors’ contemporary Russian reality.
Secondly, within this context, the main “character” of my narrative is always Rome, and I try to
think not only about the functions of various political allusions and connections to Roman
events, figures, and so on, but also about the entity of “Rome” that is created in these different
texts.
To accomplish this goal, I approach each chapter with three interconnected but distinct
basic questions:
1. What does Rome mean and represent, and how is this meaning related to other imagined
Romes?
2. Why is Rome important; what purpose does it serve to evoke it?
3. How are the character and role of Rome constructed; what are mechanisms or modes that
govern the reception of Rome?

The last question is the most uncommon and difficult to answer and even articulate, though

181 should note, however, that, contrary to the spirit of Martindale’s book, I have applied its ideas to the Russian
writers rather than to myself.

10



maybe the most interesting. It is not a matter of content, which has to do with what Rome means
and stands for in each case. Questions of content include clear variables — the period of Roman
history that is evoked, the Roman characters or events that gain prominence, the essential
characteristic(s) that Rome is meant to embody. The function or purpose of Roman references is
closely connected to the question of content. For instance, references to the figures of Brutus and
Cassius, the murderers of Julius Caesar, are evoked by the Decembrists to oppose autocracy
because they represent the fight for political freedom and against tyranny.

The question of the underlying mechanisms for approaching reception, however, does not
necessarily have any inherent connection to the question of content. It is something akin to
Hayden White’s notion of “emplotment,” meaning “a structure of relationships by which the
events contained in the account are endowed with a meaning by being identified as parts of an
integrated whole.”'® Instead of arrangement of events or a plot, however, I am referring to the
underlying structures that govern the turn to Rome and the way to connect Rome to the Russian
reality. These underlying structures may be entirely different even when the content of the
allusions or their function is very similar. For example, the Roman Empire appears both during
the time of Ivan IV and the time of Peter the Great in order to give legitimacy to the Russian
state and autocrat. Yet the way this function relies in entirely different mechanisms. In the first
case, which I will discuss in some detail below, the link between Rome and Russia is built
literally and materially, through direct blood relationships and physical objects that are passed
down from Augustus to the Russian rulers. At the time of Peter, however, the links are figurative,
established through spectacle and performance (such as architectural constructions and

enactment of triumphal processions), conveying grandeur perhaps comparable to or evocative of

1 White, Hayden. The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation, 21.
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that of Rome but not directly physically linked to it.

This question of underlying mechanisms was one of my major motivations for studying
texts from a number of different historical moments. I am hoping that I can make up for what I
have to sacrifice in terms of comprehensiveness by drawing attention to yet another kind of
multiplicity in the practice of reception — that of form in addition to content. My other major
motive for a diachronic approach is to show how the content and function of Roman allusions
may respond to and evolve alongside Russian historical and political developments, often
echoing and engaging with previous meanings and functions to create new Romes that embody
new systems of values and serve new purposes (the “chain of reception”).

Before turning to the dissertation itself, however, I want to pause to discuss a “prequel”
of sorts - the Tale of the Princes of Vladimir — because this discussion will allow me to explain
the attitudes towards the classics in pre-Petrine Russia and point out the manner in which the
idea of ancient Rome was intertwined with the concepts of autocracy and legitimacy from its
earliest appearance.

Classical reception in pre-Petrine Russia

Despite being very brief — about five pages in modern print — this tale is the most obvious
early example and arguably the truest harbinger of the future approach to Russia’s reception of
classical Rome. Although there is no evidence to show direct influence, this particular tale
foreshadows the incorporation of Roman literature, history and imagery into the official ideology
of Peter the Great and his successors by aligning Rome with the images of military conquest,
world empire, and legitimate political power. At the same time, however, it also makes evident
just how little familiarity there was with Roman history and literature in the earlier periods.

This tale, composed during the reign of either Ivan III (1462 — 1505) or Vasilii III (1505-

12



1533),%° gained particular prominence under Ivan IV (1533-1584), now popularly known as Ivan
the Terrible. Its importance can be demonstrated by its appearance in a wide variety of sixteenth-
century documents, from the foreign correspondence of Ivan IV to the Book of Degrees of Royal
Genealogy, a history of Rus' presented as a “ladder,” with different generations of rulers
occupying different rungs up to Ivan IV, and the great Reading Menaea, a selection of readings
for every day of the year drawn from hagiographies, chronicles, the Bible, and other works, as
well as depictions in murals and carvings of the period.

In some versions, the tale begins its history from the time of Noah, then quickly proceeds
to Augustus and lingers on his history in far more detail, suggesting that it is specifically
Augustus that was of particular importance as a predecessor. Other versions start with Augustus
himself, leaving out the preceding history. The entry of Augustus into the narrative begins with
the murder of Julius Caesar, who is presented as Augustus's brother:

Meanwhile, generals Brutus, Pompey and Crassus revolted against Julius in Rome

and killed him with their own hands. Soon, the news about Julius' death reached

Augustus in Egypt, and he mourned the death of his brother. And, without

hesitation, he called all the generals and officials and informed them about the

death of Julius, the Roman caesar. And all of them, Romans and Egyptians, cried

out with one voice, “O glorious leader, we cannot resurrect your brother Julius the
Caesar, but we can crown your majesty with the diadem of the Roman kingdom to

20 Scholars disagree about the authorship and the composition date of this tale. According to the model proposed by
Dmitrieva and used mostly recently by Myl'nikov, the first version of the tale appeared in the so-called Epistle of
Spiridon-Savva in the early sixteenth century (ca. 1505) and was composed by the Kievan metropolitan and writer
Spiridon-Savva. In Dmitrieva's view, the tale was commissioned by Vasilii III (the father of Ivan the Terrible) or one
of his officials, written by Spiridon-Savva in its draft version, and, soon thereafter, given more official form of a tale
rather than an epistle, complete with dates and other historical information drawn from historical sources. Other
historians, including Zimin and Goldberg, argue that the epistle version is derivative, not original. Goldberg places
Spiridon-Savva's epistle into a slightly later category, relying partially on the testimony of the author himself, who
claims to have gotten the story from someone else. The likelier author, in Goldberg's view, is Dmitri Gerasimov, a
Russian diplomat and translator, who spent some time in Rome as an envoy and whose familiarity with works used
in The Tale of the Princes of Viadimir is attested in a book written by one of his Italian interlocutors. Zimin, on the
other hand, places the original text earlier, into the reign of Ivan III, arguing that the author should be sought among
the adherents of Dmitrii, the grandson of Ivan IIT who was, for a time, intended to be successor and crowned as a co-
ruler, but was eventually replaced by Ivan III's son, Vasilii III. See Dmitrieva R.P. Skazanie o kniaz'iakh
viadimirskikh, Myl'nikov, A. S. “Mifologemy "Kesar' Avgust' i Moskva - tretii Rim,' ili Moskovskaya stranitsa v
istorii evropeiskogo izmereniia slavianskogo mira,” Goldberg, A. L. “K istorii rasskaza o potomkakh Avgusta i o
darakh Monomakha.”

13



reward the good and take vengeance on the evil.” And they clothed him in the
garments of Seostr, the first king of Egypt: purple robes and byssus, and girded
him with a belt studded with jewels, and put on his head the crown of Porus, the
king of India, brought from India by Alexander of Macedon, and they also put on
him the mantle of king Felix, the ruler of the world, and cried out together with a
loud voice: “Rejoice, Augustus, the king of Rome and the entire world!”

[BcraBmis sxe unaru Ha Uynua xecaps, Bpyroc u [Tomnue n Kpac u youcra ero B

Pume. U ckopo npunne Bects k ABrycty crparury B Eruner o Uynuese cmepry,

OH K€ 3€J10 OIeusuIucs 0 OpaTHe CMEPTU U CKOPO Ch3Ba BCS BOCBOJIBI U

YMHOBHHUKH, HyMEPbI U IPEMIOCUTHI U Bb3BelIaeT UM cMepTh Uynua kecaps

pumMckaro. OHU e €I0HOIIACHO pelia, puMisine U eruntsHe: “O mpecaoBbIi

crparmxe, Mynua kecapst Opara TBOEro oT CMEpTH BHCTAaBUTH HE MOXKEM, a TBOE

BEJIMYECTBHE BEHUYEBEM BEHIIEM PUMCKUM LapcTBUA.” Y 001eKkocTa ero B O4ex1y

CeoctpoBy, HausutHaro napst Erunry, a nopdupy 1 BUCOH, M IPEIIOACACTa €ro

nosicoM (eJIPMUIOM, U Bb3JIOKUCTA Ha IMIaBy ero MuUTpy 1aps Ilopa unaniicka,

10ke npuHecn Anekcanap Makenon ot MHaua, u nprozelia ero mno mienema

okpoBHHLEO Haps Denukca, BIagyIaro BceleHHor. 1 pagoctHe Bcu

BBCKJIMKHYIIIA BEJIMUM TJ1acoM: “Panmyiics, ABrycre mapro puMCKbIi U Bcea

BCeJIeHHBI.” 21
It is immediately obvious that this account is, historically speaking, at best grossly inaccurate.
Such inaccuracies and distortions are not particularly striking given the context in which this tale
appears — that of hostility to and, for the most part, lack of familiarity with classical literature.
Before returning to the tale itself, it is worth discussing this context in some detail, as it provides
a clear idea about the peculiarity of Russia’s relationship to the classics.

Perhaps the major obstacle to classical reception in early Russia was the explicit
opposition to secular or pre-Christian literature. This prejudice lasted well into the eighteenth
century, when a brochure explaining the mythological and historical imagery on the triumphal
gates erected for Peter the Great had to justify the use of such non-Christian imagery to the

public.?? Before the eighteenth century, the use of non-Christian authors could be an accusation

against which one had to defend himself. Clement, the twelfth century metropolitan of Kiev, for

21 Catalano 24.
22 Derzhavina 154.
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instance, writes to a priest named Thomas to refute an accusation that he had deviated from
respected sources and wrote based on “Homer, Aristotle, and Plato,” the representatives of
“Hellenic cunning.”? Filofei, the author of the famous “Third Rome” epistle, writes that he “is
not familiar with Hellenic cunning, did not read the rhetor's astronomy, and did not hold
conversations with wise philosophers, learning instead the books and letters of grace-giving law”
("...enmmuHCKUX 60P30CTEH HE MPOTEKOX U PUTOPCKUX aCTPOHOMOB HE YUTAI, i C MYJIPBIMH
dunocodpu B Gecenax He ObIBaN, a yUMIICS KHMTaM M OyKBaM 0J1arojaTHOro 3akoHa...").2*

The 1531 trial of Vassian Patrikeev, a political and ecclesiastical figure, included the
accusation “you have included the [teachings of the] Hellenic wise men into your rules” (“a TbI
HBIHE BO CBOMX IPABMIIEX eJUIMHBCKUX MYIPELoB yueHne Hamucan”),? indicating that classical
learning was still viewed with suspicion and reproach in the circles that were in charge of literary
production. The accusation itself was false and tells us more about the attitude towards the
classics than about familiarity with them. The same sentiment is later echoed by the archpriest
Avvakum, who, writing in the seventeenth century, takes pride in speaking plain Russian
language and lacking familiarity with Greek philosophy. He even goes as far as arguing, “rhetors
and philosophers cannot be Christians.”

Given such hostility to the classics, it is hardly surprising that there was little familiarity
with ancient history or literature. The works that provided the most substantial amount of
information on Greek and Roman history were the two Byzantine chronicles, that of John Malalas

(sixth century) and George Hamartolus (ninth century.). The latter of these, translated as early as

the tenth century, proved to be more popular of the two, existing in its entirety in a number of

2 Nikol’skii 103.
24 Catalano 153.
25 Kazakova 363.
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manuscripts. The former is known only in fragments in other works and compilations of the XII -
XVI centuries.?® Both chronicles begin with the events of Genesis and end with the events of the
author's lifetime. John Malalas was less concerned with historical or chronological accuracy,
adding outstanding episodes from mythology and Christian hagiographies and often introducing
gross inaccuracies and misinformation. George Hamartolus starts with Biblical history and
proceeds to discuss Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, Alexander the Great, Rome and Constantinople,
providing a moral Christian framework for understanding world history.?’

There was, likewise, a translation of The Jewish War of Flavius Josephus, which was
translated in Kievan Rus', but did not acquire significant popularity until the XV-XVII century.?8
This translation included significant deviations from its Greek sources to imbue the work with
Christian explanations and details inspired by Russian environment, architecture, and so on. The
growing popularity in Muscovite times may be significant. A manuscript sent to the Hilandar
monastery on Mount Athos by Ivan IV includes a compilation of the History of the Jewish War
and The Tale of the Sack of Constantinople, suggesting that these two texts were not only
considered important, but were also perceived to belong together for thematic reasons. Perhaps the
explanation lies in the fact that both cities, Jerusalem and Constantinople, were thought to have

fallen because of their sins and deviations from the true Orthodox faith.?’ No doubt, the growth

% Mescherskii, N. A. Istochniki i sostav drevnei slaviano-russkoi perevodnoi pis ‘'mennosti IX-XV vv. Mescherskii
argues that the chronicle of Hamartolus was first translated in Bulgaria in the tenth century, then revised in Kievan
Rus' in the eleventh century. Another (Serbian) translation was done during the so-called Second South Slavic
influence. For a discussion of the two chronicles, see Istrin V. M. Knigy vremennyia i obraznyia Georgiia Mnikha.
Khronika Georgiia Amartola v drevnem slaviano-russkom perevode, and Istrin V. M. Khronika loanna Malaly v
slavianskom perevode. Kniga X. Odessa, 1912.

27 Ibid.

28 Ibid. and Mescherskii, N. A. Znachenie drevneslavianskikh perevodov dlia vosstanovleniie ikh arkhetipov (na
materiale drevnerusskogo perevoda ‘Istorii ludeiskoi Voiny’ losifa Flaviia).

29 With regard to Josephus' text, this explanation is, of course, anachronistic; nevertheless, the interpolations that
exist in this translation include explicit references to it, leaving little doubt that this is how the fate of Jerusalem was
perceived.
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and strengthening of Muscovy was meant to be a contrast to the fate of these cities, or perhaps it
is evidence of the model of succession of world empires, since there always seems to be only one
strong world power at a time.

The translated works listed above were often combined in manuscript compilations of
historical nature, which provided an overview of world history starting with Creation or other early
Biblical events, such as the Flood. This overview, as Francis Thompson has repeatedly pointed
out, was quite distorted.®® This distortion is due both to the sometimes incomplete or outright
fictional information provided in these works and to the lack of knowledge, historical, cultural or
linguistic, of the Russian scribes translating, copying and reading these works. For example,
judging by the contents of the I//uminated Chronicle Compilation (Litsevoi Svod) compiled under
Ivan 1V, an especially enlightened Russian reader would know that “Lukios” (Lucan) wrote that
Julius Caesar “made war against Pompey Magnus and, after catching up to him, killed him in
Egypt,” that “in those years there lived Luveos (Livy), a most wise Roman historian who wrote a
lot about Rome,” and that “at the same time Virgilios (Vergil), a Roman writer, wrote a tale about
Aeneas and Elissa, who was from Phoenicia, and about a wooden horse, and the sack of Troy.”31
Even these details, however, were copied from the Byzantine sources, and do not imply that
Muscovite scribes had any direct familiarity with the Latin authors themselves. None of their
works were available in either original or translation at this time.

In addition, mentions of Rome and its emperors occurred quite commonly in lives of
martyrs and other Christian works. In these tales, however, the role of the city or the particular

emperor was often marginal, serving as a background for the tale of the martyr. The mention of

30 Thompson 303-364.
81 Litsevoi Svod, vol.1, 513-515.
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the emperors seems to be quite one-dimensional. For instance, Diocletian, who makes frequent
appearances, is mentioned in the first sentence of the narrative as the emperor who persecuted
Christians, disappearing from the narrative after this introduction. Rome here serves as the
setting, but the location itself generally seems to be of little importance, providing the location in
the same way that other cities are mentioned in similar places and similarly cursory way in other
tales. There is no engagement with either the place or the emperor -- they seem to fill a basic role
for a historical context and are often indistinguishable from one another. A summary from an
epistle of Ivan IV appears to be an apt portrayal of the attitude towards these emperors: “and
from the time of Augustus's rule until the years of Maxentius and Galerius there was in Rome a
persecution of Christians (“u ot ABrycroBa napcrsa B Pume gaxe 1o jier MakceHTHS
Maxkcumusiaa ['anepa cue ToHeHHe OBICT Ha XpUCTHAHI >2). A possible exception to the pattern is
Constantine the Great, who often appears as the main protagonist, portrayed in a positive light,
unlike other emperors who are at best neutral figures. Reading compilations include, for instance,
the stories of his conversion (variously attributed to a pre-battle vision and a miraculous cure
from a disease) and his life. At the same time, there still seems to be no engagement with the
figure, since the same translated tales are copied without changes or explicit interpretation,
which makes it difficult, perhaps even impossible, to judge whether these names or places had
any special significance to the scribes copying them.

It is in this context that the Tale of the Princes of Viadimir appears, showing at best a
tenuous relationship to Roman history but containing definite signs of engagement and
ideologically-significant interpretation of classical references. This latter quality makes the tale a

strong candidate for a possible starting place for viable study of reception. Vorob’ev, for instance,

32 Adrianova-Perets, Poslaniia Ivana Groznogo, 200.
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uses the concept of “tracing [the tsar’s] genealogy to the descendants of ‘Augustus caesar’”
(presumably referring to this tale) to represent and dismiss all pre-Petrine classical reception and
contrasting this practice with the eighteenth century, when Russians would begin to “think about
the content and form of classical antiquity...”* Often the pre-Petrine time is left out entirely in
the studies of reception. Marinus Wes, for instances, even offers a precise date for what he
considers to be the beginning of “West European” classical reception in Russia.* This date is
December 13, 1697, the day when Peter saw an antique art collection in Amsterdam. I would like
to make a case, however, for the importance of the Tale of the Princes of Vladimir to the story of
classical reception in Russia. Let us return to it:

Meanwhile, generals Brutus, Pompey and Crassus revolted against Julius in Rome
and killed him with their own hands. Soon, the news about Julius' death reached
Augustus in Egypt, and he mourned the death of his brother. And, without
hesitation, he called all the generals and officials and informed them about the
death of Julius, the Roman caesar. And all of them, Romans and Egyptians, cried
out with one voice, “O glorious leader, we cannot resurrect your brother Julius the
Caesar, but we can crown your majesty with the diadem of the Roman kingdom to
reward the good and take vengeance on the evil.” And they clothed him in the
garments of Seostr, the first king of Egypt: purple robes and byssus, and girded
him with a belt studded with jewels, and put on his head the crown of Porus, the
king of India, brought from India by Alexander of Macedon, and they also put on
him the mantle of king Felix, the ruler of the world, and cried out together with a
loud voice: “Rejoice, Augustus, the king of Rome and the entire world!”

[Berapuus ke unatu Ha Uynua kecaps, Bpyroc u [lomnue u Kpac u youcra ero B
Pume. U ckopo npungae Bects k ABrycty crparury B Eruner o Uynuese cmepry,
OH € 3€JI0 OIEeUsUTUCs 0 OpaTHE CMEPTU U CKOPO Ch3Ba BCS BOEBOBI U
YMHOBHMKH, HyMEPHI U NIPETIOCUTHI U Bb3BeUIaeT UM cMepTh Mynua kecaps
pumckaro. OHHU ke €JOHOIIIACHO pellla, pUMJIsiHE U erunTsHe: “O npecioBblil
crparnxe, Mynua kecapst Opara TBOEro oT CMEpTH BECTaBUTH HE MOXKEM, a TBOE
BEITMYECTBHUE BEHUECBEM BEHIIEM PUMCKHM mapcTBus.” M o0iekocTa ero B oexk Iy
CeoctpoBy, HausutHaro uaps Erunty, a nopgupy u BUCOH, U Ipenosicacta ero
MosicoM (peJIpPMHJIOM, U Bb3JI0KHCTA Ha IN1aBy ero MUTpy uaps Ilopa unnuiicka,
10ke npuHecn Anekcanap Makenon ot MHauna, v nprozema ero 1o mienema
OKpOBHHUIIEIO Hapsi Penukca, BIaayniaro BceleHHor. 1 pagoctae Bcu
BBCKJIMKHYIIIA BEJIMUM Iv1acoM: “‘Panyiics, ABrycTe apro puMCKBINA U Bcea

33 Vorob’ev 4.
34 Wes 13.
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BCEJICHHBIs! ]

In his description of the beginning of the reign of Augustus, the author focuses on legitimizing
autocratic power and establishing Augustus’s credentials to set him up as a worthy ancestor of
the Russian princes. The first step in this process is portraying Augustus as the king of “the entire
world.” By attributing this title to a proclamation by one of the peoples ruled by Rome rather
than Augustus himself, the writer portrays the power of the Roman Empire as given voluntarily
and, thus implicitly beneficial to the people whom it rules. The expansion of Rome is desired
rather than opposed, even by those whom Rome conquers.

The list of previous world rulers that immediately precedes the focus on Augustus plays
an important function as well, because the model set up is that of a succession (rather than, for
instance, co-existence) of various world powers. The list includes Seostr (a pharaoh of Egypt), a
mysterious “Felix,” and Alexander the Great. According to this model, there is only one world
power at a time, and a legitimate ruler somehow inherits the place of the previous rulers.

While these previous rulers, especially Alexander the Great, whose often fictional
military exploits were well known in Russia at this time, acquired this power through military
conquest, Augustus receives them for his good character. Curiously, as this tale becomes widely
used under Ivan IV, this particular aspect of it, the non-violent acquisition of power, disappears,
and it is military strength and divine favor, or the combination of the two, that become explicitly
emphasized in state and church documents. The disappearance of this particular aspect of the
tale is important because it may point to a desire to avoid certain liabilities that could place
restrictions on the ruler. I will return to this point later on.

Equally important is Augustus’s first action — he begins his rule by imposing order on the

world and appointing suitable rulers to its different regions (“ABryct e HausIT psia MOKJIaAaTH
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Ha BceneHHyI0 %), After acquiring absolute power, the good ruler can use this power for the
greater good of everyone and everything in the world. Needless to say, this account says nothing
of the negative consequences of consolidation of power. It is only the establishment of order (that
also serves as evidence that the decision to give Augustus power was indeed a morally justified
one) that is mentioned. There is an assumption that Augustus has the right to dispose of the world
as he pleases. Even though his power was granted by others, he does not have any obligation to
consult advisers before distributing his territories. This, too, is important because it frees the ruler
from the obligation to rely on others. This motif does get repeated in later literature that makes
use of the tale.

The appointment of Augustus to this office is furnished with an impressive list of royal

ornaments from the entire world (“the garments of Seostr, the first king of Egypt: purple robes
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and byssus,” “a belt studded with jewels,” “the crown of Porus, the king of India,” “the mantle of
king Felix”’), which may symbolize, on the material level, the surrender of the entire world to
Augustus. Since all of these material objects are specifically attributes of power, a notion
emphasized by the mention of their previous owners and their status as rulers of the world, as
well as the fact that these objects were part of royal attire. The importance of the material objects
and their link to inheritance of legitimacy and power, is mirrored both later on in this tale and in
other tales that advance rival claims to legitimacy through a Roman inheritance. Most notably,
the tales from Novgorod, which will be discussed later on, rely on the same technique in
response to Novgorod's loss of independence to Moscow. The crowning of Augustus with the

regalia of previous rulers also reinforces the idea of succession -- the same imperial attire is used

for the crowning ceremonies and, logically, can only be worn by one ruler at a time. Thus, the

35 Catalano 24.
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transfer of objects does not only symbolize the transfer of power; it also implies exclusivity of
high power and legitimacy.

After presenting the process of Augustus’s being crowned the ruler of the world, the
author goes on to establish a direct genealogical line from Augustus to the Russian rulers through
a mythical “relative” of Augustus named “Prus,” who is appointed to rule over one part of the
empire when Augustus is concerned with imposing order on his realm. Centuries later, a dying
prince of Novgorod makes it his last wish that his people should go to the lands formerly ruled
by Prus to find a descendant of his to rule over Novgorod. The people follow his wish and find
Rurik, who comes to Novgorod to become the first Grand Prince of Rus’. Here, the author makes
it clear that the importance of Rurik was specifically his blood link to Augustus: “and they found
there a certain prince named Rurik who descended from the Roman tsar Augustus.” ("u
o0peTomIa TaMO HEKOETo KHs3s mMeHeM Proprka cyia oT pona puMckaro maps Asrycra"®). In
other words, it was not a mere accident that Rurik became the ruler of Novgorod, but, rather, a
conscious intention to find a legitimate ruler for the city. A crucial qualification for a legitimate
ruler was apparently a direct blood link to Augustus.

As he recounts the chain of men in the genealogy, the writer pauses to point out the rulers
who had power over the whole world, leaving out details about less prominent figures. The
emphasis on power as the focus of the story is thus immediately obvious, as it is the only
attribute specifically and consistently pointed out. Although there is a break in the genealogical
link between Alexander and Augustus, the chain nevertheless remains unbroken because of the
unbroken chain of power that connects the two, a chain embodied in the objects that Augustus

receives when he is crowned in Egypt. When the author describes the next part of the chain, one

36 Catalano 25.
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that connects Augustus to the Russian princes, he makes sure to point out there is both the link of
holding power (and voluntarily given power at that) and the material link of a blood relationship.
Prus was not only one of the members of Augustus' entourage who received a certain area to
govern, which emphasizes an unbroken link in the legitimacy of power, but also one of his
relatives, someone connected by blood. Rurik, who traditionally stands in the beginning of the
tsars' genealogy in Russian chronicles,*’ is then linked to Prus and, in turn, to Augustus and the
other world rulers.

The second episode from the tale deals with the transfer of imperial regalia from
Constantinople to Moscow. Before providing an account of the decline of Rome (due to its fall
“away from [true] faith”), the author includes a reference to an earlier legend “about how the
grand prince Oleg went and exacted tribute from Constantinople, the new Rome ” (*“...siko TO
KHs13b Beuku Onrer xoau U B3t KocTsiHTHHAONS, ¢ HOBaro Puma, o rasam nansb...””). What is
crucial here is that Constantinople is explicitly identified as the new Rome, so the soon-to-come
transfer of regalia from Constantinople continues the Roman line of inheritance. The fact that
one of the objects transferred from Constantinople is said to have belonged to Augustus (see the
quote below) reminds the reader of the ultimate origin of the genealogy, as does the sentence at
the end of the text which summarizes the text and brings up, one final time, the “fact” that the
Russian princes are descended “from Augustus, the Roman caesar and tsar, for this Augustus was
the ruler of the world” (“...oT ABrycra, kecapst puMmcka u 1apsi, ceit 00 ABryct nmoo0naaa
BceneHoro”). The use of the title tsar in connection with the Roman rulers is typical, but the fact
that the title is here specifically linked to rule over the entire world is intriguing, given that the

title 'tsar' was a matter of some controversy during the XV and XVI century. It was insistently

37 Goldberg 205.
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sought by Ivan III, but it was not until it was officially ceremonially granted to Ivan IV that it
was generally accepted.®®

After attributing the legitimacy of proper lineage to the Russian rulers, the author goes on
to provide an account of the decline of Rome and Constantinople, perhaps because the scheme of
a single world power is necessarily linked to the decline of other world powers. The fall of the
first Rome is dated to the year 6553 (1044), when the Pope “fell away from [true] faith.”
Saddened by this development, Constantine VII, the Emperor of Constantinople seems to
voluntarily give up his place as the head of the empire to the Russian prince Vladimir. This part
of the account is rather vague, and there is no explicit explanation of why it is that
Constantinople itself cannot be the new head of the Roman Empire. Perhaps this is the case
because Constantinople is considered to be a manifestation of Rome. Together, the two may
represent the legitimacy of the Roman Empire, one representing imperial power and the other
Christian faith, so that, when one of them is no longer a suitable leader, the whole empire is in
danger. If this explanation is accurate, then it does indeed appear sensible for Constantine, the
emperor of Constantinople, to transfer his power to the Russian sovereign, since it is the Russian
Church that 1s (implicitly) the new head of the Christian faith. Whatever the reasoning may be,
the Russian princes, in addition to their lineage from Augustus, receive the artifacts of the
Roman Empire, much like Augustus had received the artifacts of world rulers. These objects are
the former possessions of Constantine and Augustus, as well as a cross from the wood of the
cross on which Jesus himself was crucified. These artifacts show Russia as both the political and
religious heir of the Roman Empire, chosen by the Roman Empire itself:

From his own neck the emperor took the life-giving cross, made from the life-

giving tree on which the Lord Christ was crucified; from his own head he took the
imperial crown and placed it on a golden salver. The emperor commanded his

38 Dmitrieva 137-8.
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servants to bring the carnelian goblet from which the Roman emperor Augustus
had drunk his pleasure, and the mantle that he wore on his own shoulders, and a
chain forged of Arabian gold, and many other imperial gifts.

He committed all this to Metropolitan Neophytus and the bishops and his noble
messengers, and he sent them to Grand Prince Vladimir Vsevolodovich to
beseech him and say, “Receive from us, o godly and pious prince, these worthy
gifts—the emperor’s share from the beginning of the years of your kin and
lineage, which will last forever—for your glory and honor and for the coronation
of yourself as free and autocratic emperor. This is what our envoys will beseech
you: we ask Your Majesty for peace and loving relations, so that the Church of
God will be without turmoil, and so that all Orthodox will remain in peace under
the power of our empire and your free autocracy, Great Rus.””®

[...n1 OT cBOES BBISI MPUEMIIET KUBOTBOPSIIHMI KPECT OT CAMOTO YKMBOTBOPSIIETO
JpeBa, Ha HEM ke pacrsics Biajasika Xpuctoc. CHEMJIET ke OT CBOes IVIaBbl U
BEHEIIb APbCKBII U TIOCTABIIAET €ro Ha OJIFo/Ie 371aTe, MOBEJICBAET JKe IMPUHECTH U
KpaOuIly CepJauKoBy, U3 Hesl ke ABI'YCT Kecapb pUMCKUI Becesiecs, u
OXKepeJKe WKE Ha IUIEIy CBOCIO HOILAIIEe, U KallUIo OT 3JlaTa apaBuiicKa
WCKOBaHY, [...] ¥ MHBI MHOTBISI 1APOBE LIAPHCKBIS.

U npenaet ux mutpononuty Heouty ¢ enuCKOIbI U CBOMM OJIarOpOAHBIM
psaaHukoM. U nmocklnaeT ux K BelIuKoMmy KHs3to Bianumepy BeeBononnuy
miaronsi: “Ilpurmu ot Hac, 0 OOTOMOOUBEIN OIarOBEpHBIN KHSKE, CHs YECTHBIS
JapOBE OT HAYSITOK BEYHBIX JIET TBOETO POJICTBA IIOKOJIEHNA HA CJIaBy U YECTh U Ha
BEHYaHMe TBOETO BOJHATO M CAMOJEPKABHATO IAPCTBHA. .. "]

It may also be significant, however, that the event immediately preceding the transfer of regalia

is an attack on Byzantine Thrace. Thus, even though there is an underlying Christian framework,

the more outstanding plot structures deal with military and political power.

There is a repetition of the same motifs within the same rather short tale. The power

transfer is portrayed as fitting into the same formula, without any unpleasant interruptions - there

are no wars, usurpations, revolts. Instead, there is a steady unbroken line of rulers. When there is

a break in blood connection, such as the period between Alexander and Augustus, the void is

filled with other material links - objects of power that come directly from a ruler of the

% Trans. Dan Collins, unpublished.
40 Catalano 26-7.
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appropriate blood line. After Augustus, the line remains completely unbroken, and the direct
descent is pointed out several times.

Overall, there are two related features of Roman allusions that characterize the reception
of “Rome” in this period. The first has to do with the establishment of direct physical links.
Unlike the later identifications with Rome that we see in the times of Peter and Catherine the
Great, which rely on metaphorical or allegorical parallels, Muscovite ones (or at least the more
official of them) seem to have been of metonymic nature, focusing on material links to convey
authority, legitimacy and connection with the Roman Empire. We can see this focus in the tale
discussed above, both in the part that deals with Augustus's rise to power and the part that deals
with the transfer of regalia from Constantinople. The use of both of these tales focused precisely
on these material objects: the lllustrated Chronicle Compilation includes a number of references
to the regalia (in at least two different parts of the text), the hat of Monomachus becomes the
official coronation object of the Russian princes, the carvings on the “throne of Monomachus”
culminate in the coronation of the Russian prince with precisely this object.

The earlier part also focuses on materiality, though of a different sort. Instead of the
physical objects, it is blood that provides the legitimization. There is an attempt to show that
there is an unbroken physical chain that connects the Russian princes with Augustus - an
approach rather different from the later attempts to show that the emperor was /like or better than
Augustus (or another Roman figure). Regardless of whether the focus is on the blood or regalia,
the key element seems to be the desire to show that this particular physical link has come to
Muscovy in an ideologically significant manner. In other words, it is important that the migration
of objects is not due to chance and is not a minor byproduct of another event. Instead, intention

and purpose behind these events are highlighted throughout the tale and its interpretations.
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Another important and related feature of the identification with Rome in this period (as
opposed to the later periods) is its literalness, which is evident in the emphasis on the unbroken
chain of rulers descending from Augustus, which appears in the Tale of the Princes of Viadimir.**
Of course, there are symbolic associations present in the tale, such as the association between
material objects and the office or the power that they present. At the same time, the relationship
between the Muscovite princes and ancient Rome is done through literal physical connections
that may mask or explain symbolic associations but always insist that the link itself is literal
rather than symbolic.

Although other Romes will appear for a similar purpose — to legitimize and glorify the
Russian Empire and its rulers — they will rely on very different mechanisms to achieve this goal.
Later Romes will be different still, carrying new meanings, functions, and forms. To show the
complex and dynamic nature of these Romes, I offer the following five case studies:
Dissertation Outline:

Chapter 1

The dissertation begins with the writings of Mikhail Lomonosov in the middle of
the eighteenth century (primarily the reign of Elizabeth, 1741-1762), the period when Russian
authors were creating a Russian imperial literature and history. Roman models and allusions
played a crucial role in this endeavor, and the Rome that emerges from the works of Lomonosov
is a historical and literary rival to Russia, the competition with whom is meant to convey the
grandeur of the Russian Empire and its superiority to contemporary Western European nations.
This rivalry takes places within the structures of Roman legacy (such as impressive military

history, geographical expansion, or literary monuments), which both implies a certain kinship

41 Adrianova-Perets 378-9.
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between Rome and Russia and portrays Russia as a greater state than Rome even by Rome’s own
standards.
Chapter 2

The second chapter deals with the works of Gavrila Derzhavin, composed primarily
during the reign the Catherine the Great (1762-1796). Whereas Lomonosov turned to Rome to
convey the grandeur of the Russian Empire and its literature, Derzhavin introduces moral and
ethical considerations into his Roman allusions in order to argue that the Russian rulers must
strive not only for military greatness and geographical expansion, but also for moral rectitude
and ethical treatment of their subjects. In his works, Roman figures and events become examples
of admirable or despicable behavior. While Derzhavin is still working within the existing
Russian political structures to improve rather than oppose or radically reform the state, his Rome
introduces the possibility of doubt and disagreement into the relationship between the poet and
the ruler that will be important for the next generation.
Chapter 3

Soon Rome becomes a source of inspiration for those who openly oppose the status quo,
such as the group of aristocrats that attempted a government overthrow on December 14, 1825. A
number of these figures, now known as the Decembrists, turned to ancient Rome to find
historical precedents of fighters against tyranny. In this chapter, I will examine the works of
Aleksandr Pushkin and Kondratii Ryleev to show how these historical precedents, now found in
the Republican rather than the Imperial Rome, function as an emotional call to arms in the fight
for freedom.
Chapter 4

The penultimate chapter deals with the middle of the nineteenth century, the period that
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has been called “The Iron Age” for the classics in Russia. After the suppression of the
Decembrist uprising and in response to the political unrest in Europe in 1848, the state began
viewing political sentiments and Roman allusions with suspicion. Despite the hostile
environment and the resulting overt turn away from political to philosophical concerns, Roman
echoes continue, though in a fragmented and associative manner. In Ivan Goncharov’s novel
Oblomov, we encounter a broken Rome that shows us noble ideals and the destruction of these
ideals by the state bureaucracy, hints at the ever-present possibility of political violence, and
offers both the justification for and the condemnation of attempts to escape one’s historical

circumstances.

Chapter 5

In the final chapter, I offer a reading of Aleksandr Blok's essay Catiline: A Page from the
History of the World Revolution, written in 1918 shortly after the Russian Revolution.
Completing the trajectory from the founding of the Russian Empire to its demise, Rome now
becomes conceptually useful not for its greatness, which is itself morally suspect, but for its
corruption and violent destruction. Rejecting the Roman events and figures that had been
admired by his predecessors, Blok chooses Catiline, an impoverished aristocrat who tried to
overthrow the Roman Republic, as the unlikely “hero” of Roman history, someone who senses
and 1s driven to react to the corruption of the “triumphantly rotting Rome.” In attacking Rome,
Blok acts both as its judge and its executioner, enacting a violent destruction not only of specific
Roman myths of earlier periods, but also the reverential aura that the idea of Rome had
possessed for centuries and the tendency to use this aura for the creation of myths about the

Russian Empire.
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Although these Romes are quite distinct, they form a deeply interconnected chain of
reception, as later writers use Roman allusions to respond to and modify the political and social
value systems of their predecessors. In this way, Rome becomes an enduring means for
intergenerational dialogue with and about political power, dialogue that is highly sensitive to
historical change and developments in the Russian intellectual tradition. It is important to note
that in none of these cases is Rome used for a static superficial celebratory identification.
Instead, it often offers a way to think through, engage with, and respond to pressing political
concerns.

At the same time, this chain of reception also shows the fluidity and versatility of Rome
as a symbol that is malleable not only in content but also in form, and one that remains crucially
important regardless of the extent of these writers’ particular familiarity with or interest in the
classics themselves. Instead, Rome offers a way to think and talk about Russian politics, whether
to legitimize autocracy, inspire the fight against it, or reject political involvement altogether. It
acquires its own meanings and functions in the Russian literary-political realm. Below, I will

show the fascinating ways in which these meanings and functions arise, linger, clash, and evolve.
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CHAPTER 1

Writing Empire: Lomonosov’s Rivalry with Imperial Rome

Although Russia's desire to style itself as the new Rome has become a common
assumption among scholars writing on Russian literature and culture of the eighteenth century,*?
the exact relationship between the two empires is not so easy to categorize. There certainly were
many comparisons to Rome in this period, but it is important to distinguish between comparison
and identification, since the first preserves and the second attempts to erase the gap between the
things being compared. Sometimes, we will find that the gap exists and it is occupied by a
polemical rather than imitative attitude. When it is indeed identification that occurs, we should
ask what, exactly, is being identified? Stephen Baehr writes of the identification of “eighteenth-
century Russia with the glories and powers of ancient Rome — the archetype of empire in the
Western mind.”*® Identification with glory and power is not the same as identification with Rome
or identification with an archetype of an empire. The concept of translatio imperii, which we see
in the title of Baehr’s article, is yet another possible relationship that is related but not identical
to the other three, especially considering that Baehr is linking this concept to Filofei’s sixteenth-
century “Third Rome” epistles. It is possible that a combination of any or all of these

relationships was claimed, and there are similarities and overlaps between all of them, but we

42 Judith Kalb, for instance, has recently written of the “large-scale Romanization” and “self-identification,” in her
brief survey of eighteenth-century uses of Roman allusions. Kalb, Judith. Russia's Rome: Imperial Vision, Messianic
Dreams, 1890 - 1940.

43 Baehr, Stephen. “From History to National Myth: Translatio Imperii in Eighteenth-Century Russia,” 8.
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cannot assume their identity.**

There is, as would be expected, quite a bit of variation in the role of the classics in the
works of different authors and, in an attempt to provide a more nuanced model of this role, I will
first turn to the works of Mikhail Lomonosov (1711 - 1765), one of the most prominent and
influential authors of the eighteenth century. Lomonosov is credited with many “firsts” in Russia.
According to Pushkin, he not only created but also was himself “the first Russian university;” he
has been called the first Russian scientist, creator of the first grammar book and the first prose

45 «

composition manual, the father of Russian scientific terminology,™ “the father of Russian

poetry,”*®the first full Russian member of the Russian Academy of Sciences,*’ “Russia's greatest

2948

polymath,” and “the founding father of Russian classicism,”* who was crucial in popularizing

the classical heritage®® and establishing Rome as the primary representative of antiquity in
Russia.®

To accommodate both his admiration of Rome and desire to magnify the grandeur of

Russia, Lomonosov creates a relationship between the two empires that allows him to use Rome

4 We especially cannot merge different historical periods and texts to claim a frequent general identification
between Russian and Rome taking place in the history of Russian literature, as is done in the introduction to Anna
Frajlich’s The Legacy of Ancient Rome in the Russian Silver Age.

4 Fomin, V.V. Lomonosov: Genii Russkoi Istorii, 6-7.

46 Zapadov A. Otets Russkoi Poezii: O Tvorchestve Lomonosova (quoting Belinskii). Moiseeva expresses a similar
opinion in Lomonosov i Drevnerusskaia Literatura.

47 Marinus Wes, Classics in Russia 1700-1855: Between Two Bronze Horsemen, 33.

48 It is, however, a matter of great controversy whether Lomonosov wrote in the tradition of classicism or the
baroque. For various viewpoints, evident from the title, see: J. Bucsela, “The Problems of Baroque in Russian
Literature;” Harold Segel. “Baroque and Rococo in Eighteenth-Century Russian Literature;” I.Z. Serman. Russkii
Klassitsizm: Poetika, Drama, Satira. For a description of different scholarly positions on Lomonosov’s affiliation,
see P.N.Berkov, “Problema Literaturnogo Napravleniia Lomonosova.” For a thorough overview of the evolution of
scholarly thought on the concept of eighteenth-century classicism and an argument in favor of rejecting the notion of
‘classicism’(and other —isms) entirely, see P.N. Berkov. “Problemy Izucheniia Russkogo Klassitsizma.”

“ Frolov, E. D. Russkaia Nauka ob Antichnosti, 97.

50 Kahn 748. On the perception and legacy of Lomonosov and the way his biography became idealized and
mythologized in Russia, see Stephen Usitalo, The Invention of Mikhail Lomonosov: A Russian National Myth.
Usitalo discusses the particular elements of the myth of Lomonosov, including his humble background and the
magnitude of his contributions (primarily to the development of the sciences in Russia), and places them in the
context of scholarly and intellectual trends and binaries of Lomonosov’s own and later Russian and Soviet periods.
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both as a model and as a historical and literary rival. For this relationship to work, it is crucial
that the links to Rome remain comparisons rather than identifications and that these comparisons
are often expressed in a competitive rather than imitative context. The competition can occur
both at the level of content, such as when the Slavs are portrayed as a stronger military force than
the Roman Empire or Peter the Great as a more admirable founding figure than Aeneas. It can
also occur on the level of form, where Rome can be “displaced” from its own literature, such as
when Lomonosov adopts Roman literary precedents (e.g. Vergil’s Aeneid) but fills the Roman
structures with “better” Russian content. The underlying mechanism of Russia’s relationship to
Rome, then, is that exclusive rivalry that elevates Russia above its contemporary neighbors, both
because it was so close to Rome and because it was better than Rome.

This relationship allows him to acknowledge the greatness of Rome and make use of its
attributes in foundational Russian texts while keeping it as a separate entity that is often
portrayed as only equal or even inferior to the Russian Empire. I believe this strategy to be
responsible for the polarized reactions from scholars studying his work -- one of the common
disagreements has to do with whether Lomonosov rejected or imitated (or perhaps, as was
mentioned above, even wanted to transplant) classical models. The binary is sometimes
complicated by the question of French and German influence, which leads some scholars to
argue for a sort of “eclectic Classicism,”®* but the question of imitation or rejection still stands.

Instead of picking a side in this binary, I will try to resolve it by showing that
Lomonosov, in fact, does both (or perhaps neither). In order to get a clearer picture of his
relationship with Rome, I will look across a number of genres because ancient Rome comes up

in all of them, and, even thought generic conventions dictate that it does not come up in the same

51 See Gareth Jones, “A Trojan Horse within the Walls of Classicism: Russian Classicism and the National Specific,”
for a discussion of the term and a study of various influences present within Russian Classicism.
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fashion, the underlying relationship between Russia and Rome is quite consistent.
Lomonosov’s background

Lomonosov's biography and career reflect his immediate historical context and the
changes that were taking place in Russia during his lifetime, since many of his works, starting
with his very first ode and the poetry composition manual attached to it, were addressed to
and/or commissioned by the Court. His own humble beginnings -- his father was a peasant
fisherman in a village near Arkhangelsk, in the northwest of Russia -- meant that he had no
independent wealth and had to rely on grants from the state for his education (which included
two years in Germany), writing projects and living expenses.

The majority of his works were written during the reign of Elizabeth (r. 1741-1762), the
daughter of Peter the Great (r. 1682-1725). Elizabeth’s program included a restoration of her
father’s legislation and programs, as well as a continuation of Russia’s Europeanization (mixed
with a strongly patriotic Russian flavor, designed to show the superiority of Elizabeth over her
immediate predecessors®?), particularly in the arts and culture, and the development of a cult of
Peter the Great that had been started during Peter’s own lifetime by Feofan Prokopovich and
relied on emphasizing the gap between the old, backward, ignorant Russia and a new, civilized,
educated, European empire.

Lomonosov’s works reflect these goals, as he attempts to position Russia as an equal
among Western European nations by creating an imperial language, developing foundational
imperial genres, and writing a proud imperial history. In all of these tasks, he turns to Roman

literature and history for missing vocabulary and literary models. In this chapter, I will discuss

52 In popular perception, the government was dominated by foreigners, particularly Germans, during the reign of
Anna Joannovna (r. 1730-1740), and unpopular policies were often blamed on this foreign domination. For more
information on the anti-foreign sentiments during her reign, see the first chapter (“Government of Foreigners™) of
Hans Rogger’s work National Consciousness in Eighteenth-Century Russia.
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some of the historical and literary works of Lomonosov, which include his Ancient Russian
History, odes, a panegyric to Peter the Great, inscriptions and excerpts from his unfinished epic
poem Peter the Great, in order to show the nature and role of Roman allusions in his work.

There are several threads going through many of Lomonosov's works. The most obvious
ones are patriotism (or, more specifically, a desire to show the greatness and perhaps even
supremacy of the Russian history and language), the desire to give Russia a stable and prominent
position among Western European nations, and a palpable sense of responsibility and duty that
comes from the author's perception of being among the first to undertake these various historical
and philological projects. Given these threads, we can expect the use of Roman allusions to be a
delicate matter, and I disagree with Harold Segel, who argues that Lomonosov (together with
other eighteenth-century Russian authors who engaged with classical themes) had, as their
“prime goal...the transplantation of Western classicism.”3

Given his patriotism (Hans Rogger even argues that nobody “identified his person and his
fate more closely with this newly found national pride of place than did Lomonosov, and all of
his work was deeply imbued with a sense of Russian greatness and destiny””®*), it would hardly
be suitable for Lomonosov to openly style Russia as a second Rome, or a second anything.
Throughout the many genres of his work, he ardently defends Russian language and history, even
refusing, when urged, to publish his rhetoric manual in Latin, as was customary for scientific and
rhetorical texts. The strongly pro-Russian program of Elizabeth, the daughter of Peter the Great,
during whose reign most of Lomonosov's works were written and commissioned, also lent itself
to an ostensible distancing from Western European traditions. At the same time, however, one

who learns his science and secular literature in Latin from ancient and contemporary Western

% Harold Segel. “Classicism and Classical Antiquity in Russian Literature,” 54.
% Rogger 258.
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European authors is unlikely to do without respect for and reliance on these traditions. These are
difficult impulses to reconcile, and a study of Lomonosov’s work, with its multitude of genres, is
particularly useful for understanding the challenges of reconciling Russia’s desire to create a
proud national tradition in the arts and sciences, with its need to place itself on equal footing with
its Western European contemporaries, whose common vocabulary demanded a knowledge of the
classics.

Early Indications of Rome’s Role

The earliest indications of Lomonosov's relationship to ancient Rome and to Russia can
be found in the short work on the rules of Russian poetry composition Epistle on the Rules of
Russian Versification, which was appended to the very first ode that Lomonosov sent to the
Russian court in 1739. Here, Lomonosov attempts to connect Russian poetry with Latin poetry,
as he will later much more obviously align Russian history with Roman history. This first
attempt is rather subtle and undeveloped, and the text is quite short, but it is worth taking a
moment to consider the Roman presence in it.

The goal of the text is to provide the rules for the composition of poetry in Russian, a task
of crucial importance and responsibility in Lomonosov's eyes: “since we are only starting to
write poetry, we have to be careful whom and in what we follow, so that we do not introduce
anything unsuitable and exclude anything good” (“nonesxe Halie CTUXOTBOPCTBO TOJBKO JIUIITH
HAYMHACTCS, TOTO PaJiv, YTOOBI HUYETO HEYTOJJHOTO HE BBECTH, @ XOPOIIIETO HE OCTABHTH,
Hag00HO CMOTpPETH, KOMY H B 4eM JTydlle Tociienosars”’).> In positioning himself as the founder
of Russian poetry, Lomonosov rejects all poetry that came before him. Although it seems at first

that he is interested in looking for models to follow, we mostly see a rejection of foreign

%5 Lomonosov VIII, 10.
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precedents as well, most notably the Greek ones. Criticizing the metrical instructions of Meletii
Smotrickii, the author of an influential Church Slavonic grammar, published in Moscow in 1648,
Lomonosov singles out the author's choice of Greek metrics as a model for Slavic ones,
choosing, oddly enough, the Roman poet Ovid (43 BC - 17 AD) to support his criticism, since he
seems to suspect that Smotrickii based his metrics on a few Ovidian lines written in exile.

Of course, reliance on Ovid should not yield a Greek model. “If Ovid,” writes
Lomonosov, “wrote poems of the Latin kind in ancient Slavonic, or Bulgarian or Sarmatian
language while in exile in Tomis, I don't see why the author of the Slavonic Grammar decided to
model the length of syllables on Greek, rather than Latin” (“Exenn OBuamii, Oynydu B CChUIKE B
Tomax, CTApMHHBIM CJIABEHCKHM, MM OOJTapCKUM, MM CApMATCKUM SI3bIKOM CTUXHU Ha
JIATHHCKYIO CTaTh Mucal, To oTKyny ClaBeHCKHs IpaMMaTHKU aBTOPY Ha YM MPUIILIO JTOJATOCTh U
KpaTKOCTh CJIOTOB COBCEM I'PEYCCKYIO0, a HC JJAaTUHCKYIO IIPUHATH, HC BI/I)Ky”).SG

The rejection of Greek is significant, because it signals a change of orientation from
Byzantium and the tradition of Greek imitation and translation, characteristic of many centuries

of Russian history until the time of Peter the Great, towards Western Europe. At the same time,

% Jbid. Tronically, much of Ovid’s poetry written in exile expresses his displeasure with the tribes and their lifestyle
and culture (or the lack thereof), including their languages. See R. Batty’s “On Getic and Sarmatian Shores: Ovid’s
Account of the Danube Lands” for a discussion of Ovid’s use of the terms “Getae,” “Scythians,” and “Sarmatians,”
as well as their usage and interpretation by other classical authors. Batty argues that the term “Scythian” did not
have a specific ethnic content for classical authors and would have “summoned up for Ovid's readers not a specific
people, but a way of life: a lifestyle that the average Greek or Roman found unsavory, and indeed slightly
disgusting.” (98). The other two ethnic labels used by Ovid do not have quite the same broad application but are still
difficult to pinpoint: "Both ['Getic'] and ['Sarmatian'] probably had some sort of ethnic content, on a very broad
scale, but could be used to cover a variety of individual political units. Both brought to mind images of nomadic
marauders, but clearly also related to specific population groups.” (99). Batty’s conclusion is that “References to
[the various tribes’] ethnicity seem extremely muddled” in ancient writings and the confusion persists to this day.
(Ibid.). In short, even though the Getae and the Scythians are not portrayed as the same people by Ovid, and the
poem is specifically said to have been written in the Getic language, there is enough vagueness in Ovid himself and
other ancient sources to provide numerous interpretations of their ethnic characteristics. Lomonosov will, in fact,
later use ancient classical sources in his historical work in order to identify various ancient groups, including the
Sarmatians, as ancient Slavs. Above, he seems to suggest that Slavic and Sarmatian languages were related, since
Ovid’s use of either would justify turning to Latin meters for Slavic poetry.
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Lomonosov does not want to choose Latin as a model for Russian and argues that he “would not
expect that a poet of such deep wisdom would make such an error as introducing the length of
syllables characteristic of Latin or Greek into the poems that he wrote in a foreign and very
particular language” (*“...omHaKO TOJIb BEICOKOTO pa3yMa MUHUTA HE HAJCKOCh, YTO TaK MOTPEIINI,
9TOOBI €My JOJITOCTh M KPATKOCTh CJIOTOB, JATHHCKOMY MJIM TPEYECKOMY S3BIKY CBOMCTBEHHYIO, B
OHBIE CTUXU BBECTH, KOTOPBIE OH HA YyKOM M BECbMa 0co0IMBOM s3bike mucan’).”’ In the end,
Ovid is not useful for Russian prosody. Why, then, does Lomonosov need to mention him in his
very short and very patriotic epistle whose “first and most important” rule is that Russian poetry
“must be composed according to the nature of [the Russian] language” and that poets should not
“bring in from other languages that, which is unnatural to it” (“IlepBoe u raBHeiiee MHE
Ka)keTcsi ObITh CHe: POCCUHCKUE CTUXH HA/JISKUT COYMHSTD MO MPUPOAHOMY HAIIETO S3bIKa
CBOMCTBY, a TOTO, YTO €MY BECbMa HECBOWCTBEHHO, U3 APYIUX SI3bIKOB HE BHOCHTB”)?°8

Even though Ovid may not be useful for prosody, he is useful for elevating the status of
the Russian language and Lomonosov himself. We now know that a great poet has written
imperial poetry in a Slavic language -- we know that it is possible and, therefore, no one can
argue that Russian is not good enough for high poetry.

In praising Ovid's wisdom, Lomonosov bolsters his own claims, since this very wise and
famous poet must have (according to Lomonosov) adopted the same metrical rules as the ones
that Lomonosov proposed for Russian versification. The two poets seem to have been in a
similar position -- faced with a Slavic language that has its own natural but still hidden rules,
they discovered these rules and used them to write unprecedented poems for the court. It is

unclear what exactly Lomonosov means in referring to Ovid's Slavic poems as being “of the

57 Lomonosov VIII, 11.
%8 Jbid.
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Latin kind,” (the phrase is a translation of “modis” in the Latin poem,> and it is unclear whether
the vagueness in Russian is intentional) but there is still an undefined kinship that emerges out of
the reminder that a Roman poet of the Augustan period once may have found an earlier version
of Russian suitable for his poetry.®°

Finally, this early text exhibits the desire to position Russia among other great nations. In
order to have a common vocabulary with writers from other traditions (specifically Latin, Greek,
and German), Lomonosov, as he himself explains, chooses to use traditional Western metrical
feet and traditional terminology -- hexameters, iambs, dactyls, and so on.

Lomonosov's orientation towards Rome became more pronounced in his subsequent
works, and his translations of ancient poets, included in his longer work on rhetoric and
versification, continued to be almost exclusively from Latin.®! In his later thetoric manual, the
authors cited most frequently are Cicero, Vergil and Ovid (at 76, 26 and 20 times each,
respectively), while Homer and Plutarch appear only four times.®2
History

Lomonosov’s Ancient Russian History, written in the 1750s and published in 1766, deals

with the history of the Slavs until the death of Yaroslav the Wise in 1054. There is no explicitly

stated starting point, though the reliance on classical Greek and Roman authors for the earlier

59 “structaque sunt nostris barbara verba modis,” Pont. 4.13.20.

80 Lomonosov here presents Ovid’s approach to the new language as that of an equal, even though Ovid himself
characterized Getic quite differently, writing that he composed and recited a poem in Getic, where “the barbarian
words were arranged in our meters” (“structaque sunt nostris barbara verba modis,” Pont. 4.13.20, quoted in
Stevens, Per gestum res est significanda mihi: Ovid and Language in Exile,” 168). This process is portrayed as
“shameful.” (“pudet” 4.13.19). In fact, Stevens argues that “the image of Ovid composing not in Latin or Greek but
in ‘Getic,” and speaking ‘Sarmatian,’ is, as Nagle suggests, oxymoronic and shocking, ‘an only slightly indirect way
of saying a Getic poet is a bad poet.”” Stevens 169. A number of poems written in this period reflect precisely
linguistic difficulties, the fears of the decay of his Latin language and poetic skill in the lands of “uncultured
barbarity” (“inhumanae barbariae” 7r: 3.1.17, quoted in Stevens 174). The corrupting influence of the land is such
that “if anyone put Homer himself in this land, believe me, even he would have become a Get” (“si quis in hac
ipsum terra posuisset Homerum,/ esset, crede mihi, factus et ille Getes.” Pont. 4.2.21-2, quoted in Stevens 175).

b1 Segel 55.

62 Zapadov 242.
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portions of the history suggests that the narrative goes as far back as the fifth century B.C. or
even earlier. The text consists of an introduction, where Lomonosov states his intentions in
writing this history, part 1, which deals with the history of Russia before Rurik, and part 2, from
the reign of Rurik until the death of Yaroslav. Like the Tale of the Princes of Vladimir, this text is
important as a story of origins. It serves to define and legitimize the Russian Empire by
inserting military prowess and prestige into its past and creating the impression that the Slavs
have existed as a single and proud race longer than any other contemporary nations.

This impression is achieved through strategic references to ancient Rome. Reading this
text may give one the impression that there have ever existed only two great peoples -- Rome
and Russia. Although there are other groups and nations that make occasional appearances,
ancient Rome becomes a consistent partner and competitor in Lomonosov's narrative. As Andrew
Kahn points out, Lomonosov's view of the relationship between Russia and Rome tends to
entirely discount more recent European traditions.%* Lomonosov explains that his reasons for
comparing Russia to Rome are not accidental but, rather, based on “certain general similarities”
in the historical periods of the two empires. Lomonosov compares the number of kings and the
duration of monarchy in Rome and the number of the “Russian” Grand Princes and their reigns.
The Roman Republic corresponds to the Russian period of principalities and free cities, and the
Caesars to the Muscovite autocrats. The only difference Lomonosov finds between the two
empires is that Rome became great during the Republic and was destroyed by the autocracy,

whereas Russia was nearly destroyed by license and disagreement and was saved and made great

83 Cynthia Whittaker points out the crucial political importance that histories had in this period: “Russians who
wrote histories of Russia figured among the leading articulators of the varying ways in which monarchy was being
reconceived in the eighteenth century. These historians were nearly all amateurs, coming from the variety of milieus
that the educated elite inhabited. And, since monarchs read their works, they became major participants in the
century's political dialogue... In addition, histories in this epoch were unabashedly subjective. For all these reasons,
they offer ideal gauges for charting the reconception of monarchy that occurred in this century.” (119).

64 Kahn 750.

40



by autocracy.®®

The relationship between Russian and Rome soon moves from the “general similarities”
mentioned in the preface to a close historical relationship and, almost incredibly, to a common
mythical origin. Perhaps the most striking of Lomonosov's claims about Russia's roots in this
history is the claim that the Slavs were the same people as the Veneti mentioned by classical
authors, meaning that they were descended from the followers of Antenor, who, according to the
Roman historian Livy,%® was one of the only two Trojans whose lives were spared after the
Trojan War ended. The second was, of course, Aeneas -- the legendary ancestor of the Romans
and the hero of Vergil's Aeneid.

The pair — Aeneas and Antenor — appear (as a pair) in the very first lines of the first book
of Livy’s history:

...after Troy was captured and the rest of the Trojans murdered, two men, Aeneas
and Antenor, were spared by the Greeks [...]; from then on, their fates were
different. Antenor and the group of the Eneti [...] came to the innermost bay of
the Adriatic Sea, and after they expelled the Euganei who inhabited the land
between the sea and the Alps, the Eneti and the Trojans took over those lands.
And the place where they first disembarked was called Troy, which gave the name
to the Trojan region: the whole race was called the Veneti. Aeneas first fled his
home because of a similar misfortune but fates led him to better beginnings; he
first came to Macedonia, then he was brought to Sicily looking to settle; from
Sicily he headed with his fleet towards Laurentum. This place was also named
Troy.

[...Troia capta in ceteros saevitum esse Troianos, duobus, Aeneae Antenorique,
[...] omne ius belli Achivos abstinuisse; casibus deinde variis Antenorem cum
multitudine Enetum, [...] venisse in intimum maris Hadriatici sinum,
Euganeisque qui inter mare Alpesque incolebant pulsis Enetos Troianosque eas
tenuisse terras. Et in quem primo egressi sunt locum Troia vocatur pagoque inde
Troiano nomen est: gens universa Veneti appellati. Aeneam ab simili clade domo
profugum sed ad maiora rerum initia ducentibus fatis, primo in Macedoniam
venisse, inde in Siciliam quaerentem sedes delatum, ab Sicilia classe ad

% The convention that autocracy saved Russia dates back to the earliest chronicles, so in itself, it is not a striking
sentiment. For more on view of power in early Russian literature, see Cynthia Whittaker's Russian Monarchy:
Eighteenth-Century Rulers and Writers in Political Dialogue.

8 Livy wrote a history of Rome from its legendary origins down to his own days in the reign of Augustus.
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Laurentem agrum tenuisse. Troia et huic loco nomen est.®’]
After the initial reference, Livy puts Antenor aside and goes on to relate the history of Aeneas
and his descendants who would eventually found Rome. Lomonosov’s history, then, implicitly
becomes a complement to Livy’s work by discussing the fate of Antenor and the Veneti/Slavs.
As a story of origins, the connection to Troy and Rome is a striking reorientation from the origins
offered in the Primary Chronicle, the only Slavic historical work that Lomonosov cites in this
early history. Without explaining the historical paths of the Slavs to the lands around the Danube,
the compiler of the Primary Chronicle begins his story with the time of Noah, listing the Slavs as
one of the groups in the region given to Noah’s son Japheth. At a later point in the narrative,
there is a brief note claiming that at one time the Slavs lived in Illyricum, the region visited by

St. Paul. ®® Thus, the concern of the chronicle is to link the Slavs to biblical history and

5 Livy 1.1.

% The ethnic origins of the Slavs are still disputed, and the debate both about the origins of the Slavs and the origins
of the Russian state (loosely defined) begins precisely in the time of Lomonosov. Omeljan Pritsak discusses the
appearance of the Normanist and the Anti-Normanist camps in his Origins of Rus’, giving an account of the 18™®
century origins of this debate — in 1749, Russia’s imperial historiographer Gerard Muller proposed, in the Imperial
Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, a theory “that the ancient state of Kievan Rus’ was founded by Norsemen.”
Pritsak goes on, “Muller was never to finish this lecture. A tumult arose among the members of the Imperial
Academy of Russian national background, who protested such infamy. One of them, the astronomist N. 1. opov,
exclaimed, ‘Tu, clarissime auctor, nostrum gentem infamia afficis! [ You, famous author, dishonor our nation!]. [...]
One of the referees was the famous author Mixail Vasil’evic Lomonosov (1711-1762). His testimony was
devastating: Muller was forbidden to continue his research in Old Rus’ history and his publications were confiscated
and destroyed.” (5). Briefly: the Normanist hypothesis proposes a Norse origin for Rus’, while the Anti-Normanists
argue “that the Rus’ were Slavs who lived to the south of Kiev from prehistoric times long before the Norsemen
appeared on the European scene.” (6) The Normanist hypothesis has at various times been considered harmful to the
interests of the Russian state (including in official Soviet historiography, according to Pritsak (6)). The author
himself proposes a history of interaction between “the nomads of the sea” (Viking/Vaerings/Varangians) who
established trading settlements in the north of Eastern Europe and the [former] “nomads of the steppe” (the Avars,
the Khazars). The origins of the Slavs themselves are equally murky, and “the controversy over the origin of the
Slavs refuses to die.” (“Hiding Behind a Piece of Tapestry: Jordanes and the Slavic Venethi,” 321). The 12% century
Primary Chronicle, compiled in Kievan Rus’, “implies that the Slavs began to exist during the building of the Tower
of Babel, as the grandsons of Noah separated into tribes. Then they are on the Danube, and Volokhs appear to
oppress them.[...it] goes on to imply that the Slavs in the west, east, and north spread fom the Danube.” The origin
or time period of the process is unclear. Lund goes on to say, however, that historians “tells us that at some point, not
much earlier than 500 C. E., the Slavs appeared in the north and east and settled along the Danube from the Black
Sea to a point probably within modern Germany.” Lund 345. Lund goes on to suggest that the Slavs were familiar
with the Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s De Administrando Imperii, written in the 10" century, which
explicitly identifies “Slavic nations” with the “Avars,” who live around the Danube, and that some sort of this or
similar source inspired the accont of Slavic origins in the Primary Chronicle. Finally, he points out that it is unlikely
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Christianity. By contrast, Lomonosov traces them to the Trojan War, giving them the same
ancestry as the Romans.

There is quite a bit of preparation before we are told about the above identification, which
appears in the third chapter of Lomonosov’s book. Since the Slavs are not mentioned as such by
the ancient historians, Lomonosov has to identify them with another tribe or tribes that do appear
in the ancient sources. Already in the second chapter, Lomonosov presents evidence from the
early historians Jordanes, Pliny, Tacitus, and Claudius Ptolemy to argue that the Slavs, the Venedi
(also Veneti) and the Sarmatians are, ultimately, the same people.?® Lomonosov is not alone in
this claim. Florin Curta, who traced the history of searching for a Slavic presence among the
tribes mentioned by the ancient historians, writes,

The cornerstone of all theories attempting to project the Slavs into prehistory is,

however, Jordanes’ ‘Getica.’ Jordanes equated the Sclavenes and Antes to the

Venethi also known from much earlier sources, such as Pliny the Elder (‘Naturalis

historiae IV 13), Tacitus (‘Germania’ 46) and Ptolemy (‘Geographia’ III 5). On

the basis of this equivalence, a Polish scholar, Wawrzyniec Surowiecki (1769-

1827) first claimed the Venedi of Tacitus, Pliny, and Ptolemy for the Slavic
history.”®

that the Slavs could have existed as a “identifiable entity” before 500 and yet “were not noticed by Romans or
Greeks.” The authors, of the chronicle, however, “seem to have had no clear view of the geography or the social
groups” they mention, perhaps because they were more concerned with vague symbolic associations and
connections. At one point for instance, there is a link of the Slavs to Illyricum, important because the region is
briefly mentioned in Paul’s writings (Romans 15:19) as one of the locations he visited. See Horace Lund, “What the
Rus’ Primary Chronicle Tells Us about the Origin of the Slavs and of Slavic Writing.” Some authors argue, however,
that the Slavs had lived along the Danube as a distinct entiry for far longer. Trubachev, for instance, considers it
crucially important that there is “no memory that the Slavs had come from afar”(4) and argues that the Slavic entry
into the Danube region in the 6 century was a reconquista, a return to their native land, often mentioned in the
songs of Eastern Slavs despite their lack of familiarity with the region. (11). See Trubachev, O. N. Etnogenez i
Kul’tura Drevneishikh Slavian.

% Lomonosov VI, 176-7.

0 Curta 321. The article offers a fascinating summary of the development of this idea (prompted by political and
nationalistic circumstances of its proponents) and the resistance to it, especially because Slavic languages were not
accepted as Indo-European until 1833 and scholars were reluctant to believe that Slavic languages or tribes could
extend to the times of Tacitus. Some argued that Jordanes identified them simply because the Slavs of his time lived
where the Venethi of Tacitus’s time had lived (323). However, many scholars even of the twentieth century still
follow Jordanes’s identification, like Lomonosov had done. Curta, however, analyzes the account of Jordanes and its
sources to argue that Jordanes’s account shows very little familiarity with the Slavs (“the only thing Jordanes seems
to know about Sclavenes is that they have swamps and woods for cities”), that “Venethi” was likely not a
contemporary term — there were no people called Venethi in Jordanes’s time - and could have signified, rather, “an
attempt to link the narrative of the Gothic history to current concerns” by connecting the unknown Venethi to the
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It appears that Surowiecki was not the first to claim the Venedi for the Slavic history, after all, as
Lomonosov also looks back to the ancient historians to appropriate the Venedi.

In the process of identifying them with Slavs, he mentions alternate viewpoints, such
Tacitus's uncertainty about whether to assign them to the Germans or Sarmatians.’* Incidentally,
Tacitus goes to specify why he might characterize the Veneti as Sarmatians, which turns out to be
their adoption of Sarmatian customs, in particular that of raiding the territories that lie between
their neighbors, the Peucini and the Fenni (“Venethi multum ex moribus traxerunt; nam quicquid
inter Peucinos Fennosque silvarum ac montium erigitur latrociniis pererrant’). Ultimately he
concludes that it makes more sense to classify them as Germans (“Hi tamen inter Germanos
potius referuntur.””)’> Lomonosov, however, does include this information, leaving his mention of
Tacitus merely at his uncertainty, which allows a stronger possibility of the Sarmatian Venethi.

He also mentions and discounts the view of “some scholars” (unidentified) that the
Venethi might be of Gallic origin.”® The mentions of a possible German or Gallic connection of
the Venethi are important to the narrative not only (or so much) as acknowledgements of other
viewpoints of other historians but also as evidence that other nations might want to claim a
relationship to the Venethi but they would be wrong.

Through the identification of various ethnic groups with the Slavs, we get an image of

uninterrupted historical existence, great geographical expanse, and a tradition of military

known Sclavenes and Antes (331). Overall, Curta argues, “Jordanes’ perspective proves to be typically a-historical,
for it denies history to barbarian groups living on the fringes of the Empire. Venethi are treated as frozen from times
immemorial until the mid-sixth century” (336). In short, though it does not seem likely that Jordanes’s account is
reliable, Lomonosov was far from the only one to draw attention to it in thinking about Slavic antiquity.

1 <I do not know whether to ascribe the Peucini, Venethi, and Fenni to the Germans or the Sarmatians”
(“Peucinorum Venethorumque et Fennorum nationes Germanis an Sarmatis ascribam dubito,” Tacitus, Germania
46.1).

2 Ibid.

3 Lomnosov VI, 176 & 179.
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victories that goes back to the times of the Romans and the Greeks. In the sixth century, for
instance, “the Slavic name grew famous; and the might of this people not only was feared in
Thrace, Macedonia, Histria and Dalmatia, but also contributed much to the destruction of the
Roman Empire.” (“B Hauane mecToro cToneTus mo XpucTe cIaBEHCKOE UMs BeChMa
MPOCIABUIOCH; U MOT'YILIECTBO CEro Hapoaa He TOKkMO Bo dpakuun, B Makenonuu, B Mictpuu u B
JlanMaruu ObUTO CTPAITHO, HO U K pa3pylleHnto PUMCKO# nMmiepuu crioco0CTBOBAIO BeCbMa
muoro.”).” Earlier, the Slavs (more specifically the Bulgarian branch) “even before the reign of
Justinian the Great, during the reign of King Anastasias, after acquiring lands in Illyricum,
fought arduous wars against the Greeks” (“H60o yxe npexae napcrsa KOcruanana Benwkoro npu
nape Anacracuu npuoOpertinu cede B Unmupuke BiajgeHUE U CEICHHUE, TSHKKUE BOMHBI
Harocun rpexam”).” The Amazons, whose military prowess is legendary, are also added, with
the help of Herodotus, to the Slavic tribe.”

Although Goths, Vandals and Lombards are (almost surprisingly at this point) not found
to be ancient Slavs, we are still assured “that Slavs comprised a significant part of their armies;
and not only the common soldiers, but also leaders were of Slavic stock” (“4uro Hemanyio yacTh
BOMHCTB X CIIaBSHE COCTABIISUINA; U HE TOKMO PSZIOBBIE, HO M IIABHBIE MPEIBOIUTETH OBLIH
cnaBeHckoit mopossl.”).”” The Slavs, then, had almost certainly participated in at least one sack
of Rome, not to mention other successful campaigns in Italy. The above claim is repeated again
later in the work, with the elaboration that the number of the Slavs in these armies was so large,

that some authors even thought, incorrectly, that Goths, Vandals and Lombards were all Slavs.®

" Ibid. 176.
> Ibid. 177.
6 Ibid. 181.
" Ibid. 178.
8 Ibid. 194.
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Later, we find out that Alaric, “the conqueror of Rome,” was himself of Slavic descent.”

By the third chapter, both the geographical magnitude and the military might of the early
Slavs have been established, so it almost comes as no surprise to find out the Trojan origin of the
Veneti (and by extension, the Slavs). Still, there is another list of prominent Roman historians
prefacing this claim. We are told that Pliny, Cornelius Nepos, and Cato (the Elder), among
others, have traced the origin of the Veneti to Asia and, more specifically, Troy. Finally, there is a
quotation from Livy, “the great and wise historian” (the first epithet in the text), that “explains in
detail” the origin of Veneti, tracing their relocation to the Trojan War.2® Thus, without making
explicit the inherent connection between Rome and Russia by engaging with the early story of
Aeneas and Antenor, Lomonosov makes clear that he wants his readers to think about the
beginning of Livy’s work, where the connection between Aeneas and Antenor is made.

Although perhaps it would be going too far to claim a direct descent from Antenor
himself (though who knows? He did, after all, travel and settle with the Veneti in a new
settlement called “Troy”), the Slavs are still linked to the Trojan War. Though they may not
technically be related to the ancestors of the Romans, the association is already there for those
who are familiar with Livy's history or Vergil's Aeneid. This association and its implications are
not stated explicitly (Lomonosov himself does not mention Aeneas in this work, though he does
subtly mock him in his epic), but, combined with the earlier claim that the periodization of
Russian history is structurally identical to that of Roman history, the chiastic statement about the
role of autocracy in both empires, the emphasis on the size of the territory and military prowess,
and the examples of military interactions between the Slavs and the Romans, the reader ends up

with the impression that the Slavs and the Romans (and the Greeks before them) have coexisted

9 Ibid. 204.
8 Ibid. 179.
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and interacted on an equal footing possibly from the Trojan war itself, before either the Slavs or
the Romans existed as such. Like the mention of Ovid in the rhetorical treatise above, which also
works by subtle implication and association rather than an explicit claim, there is just a
suggestion of the special relationship between the two empires.

This association is bolstered by the many Roman names that appear in the narrative.
Slavic names, with the exception of Nestor, the author or editor of the Primary Chronicle, are
mostly absent from this part of the text, because there are no records, either Slavic (for centuries
to come) or Greco-Roman that would single out these more or less prehistoric proto-Slavs.
Instead we see many famous Roman names, mostly historians but sometimes also rulers. The
rulers are quite irrelevant to the narrative itself, but they do provide coordinates, which are the
history of the Roman Empire. The historians, on the other hand, allow the author to place himself
among the famous names, as he agrees or disagrees with them and pits them against each other.

The history continues to rely on the Romans, and the picture that emergence is that of a
thoroughly intertwined relationship. Certain Slavic migrations, for instance, are motivated by the
expansion or decline of the Roman Empire,®! as the Slavs were first eager to escape “the Roman

82 and then to avenge their ancestors.®® The name and character of the Slavs became known

yoke
because of their wars with the Romans and the Greeks.# Some branches were so respected for
their valor, that they were kept by the Roman state to defend Rome against barbarians (which, of

course, implies that they themselves were not barbarians). The Varangian branch of the Slavs has

the distinction of having Odoacer, whose name is synonymous with the downfall of the Western

8 Ibid. 182, 190.
82 Ibid. 190.
8 Jbid. 191.
8 Ibid. 183, 189.
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Roman Empire, as one of their own.%

The resulting model of early Slavic history, then, consists of two great peoples, the Slavs
and the Romans. Even though the Slavs did not have a state of their own, and the periodization
of their history (which is identical to that of Rome) begins about five centuries after the fall of
the Western Roman Empire, the impression (though, again, never an explicit claim) one gets
from the text is that the two people were more or less evenly matched for many centuries of their
common history. Other peoples may make periodic appearances, but the interactions between
Rome and the Slavs remain the one consistent historical pattern. Because of the exclusivity of
this relationship, there is also an almost intimacy, already visible in Lomonosov’s discussion of
Ovid’s poems written among the early Slavs, that becomes even more pronounced in his odes.

Lomonosov ends this first part of his narrative with an examination of the genealogy
proposed by the Tale of the Princes of Viadimir. His take on it is scientific, as he tries to explain
the possibility of the relationship of the Slavic rulers to Augustus by historical migrations,
speculating,

Among [the Romans who migrated to the Varangian shores], there likely were

some relatives of some Roman Caesar, all of whom had the name Augustus,

meaning majestic or autocratic. Therefore, Rurik could have been a relative of

some Augustus, that is a Roman emperor. I cannot deny the possibility, but see no

certainty.

[V3 HUX, 110 BEIMKOW BEPOSITHOCTH, OBUTH CPOJTHUKH KOETO-HUOYIb PUMCKOTO

Kecapsi, KOTOpbIe BCE 0OIIMM MMEHEM ABTYCTBI, CUPEYb BEJTMUECTBEHHBIE WIIH

camoZepXKIbl, Ha3bIBJIUCh. Takum 00pa3om, Proprk mMor ObITh Koero-HuOy/b

ABrycra, cupedb pUMCKOTO HMIIEparopa, CPOAHUK. BeposiTHOCTH oTpemuch He

MOTY; IOCTOBEPHOCTH He BHXKY. °°]

Moiseeva sees it as especially brave that Lomonosov dared to question the legend about

the descent from Augustus and considers it to be evidence that Lomonosov was only interested in

85 JIbid. 213.
8 Lomonosov VI, 216.
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objective truth.®” By this point in the narrative, however, the Russian readers no longer need a
legendary descent from Augustus, since there is now an even earlier ancestor, Antenor, who
establishes equality with the Romans rather than descent from them, and, perhaps even more
importantly, since the military history of the various branches of early Slavs and their ancestors
seems to be sufficient proof of their great history and lineage. The only reason that we do not
know of great early Slavs is the failure of Russian authors to match their Greco-Roman
counterparts in praising their national heroes:

...everyone who sees in Russian tales deeds and heroes similar to Greek and

Roman ones, will not have no reason to belittle us in comparison with them; he

should only blame our previous shortcomings in the art by which Greek and

Roman writers made their heroes immortal in their glory.

[...BCSK, KTO YBUJUT B POCCUICKHX TPEIaHUSIX PABHBIC JIe]la K TE€POEB IPEUCCKUM

Y PUMCKUM TOI0OHBIX, YHHKATh HAC TIPE OHBIMH ITPHYUHBI KIMETh HE OyIeT, HO

TOJILKO BUHY I10JIAraTh JIOJDKECH Ha OBIBIIMIA HAIIl HEJJOCTATOK B UCKYCCTBE,

KaKOBBIM I'PEYECKHE U JIATUHCKUE MHCATEIIN CBOMX T€POEB B MOJTHOW ClIaBe

npenamn BeqHocTi.® |

Lomonosov’s epic poem can be seen as a follow-up on the above sentiment, since the
ability of historical precedent to motivate future generations appears in the preface of the poem
and since the epic genre had proven particularly helpful to the ancients in the proliferation of the
fame of their heroes. Lomonosov himself suggests the inevitability of the rise of a Russian
literature that parallels the Roman works, writing “How could Vergils and Horaces fail to appear
now? Augusta Elizabeth is reigning; we have noble patrons similar to Maecenas, through whose
care her father’s city is provided with an augmentation of new sciences and arts” (“Kak He ObITh

HbelHe Buprunusm u [opanusam? LapctByer ABrycra Enucasera; mmeeM 3HaTHBIX U MerieHaty

HOI[O6HBIX HpCHCTaTCHeﬁ, Ype3 KOTOPBIX XOJaTalCTBO € OTEUYSCKUU T pan CHa6I[CH HOBBIMH

8 Moiseeva 17.
8 Lomonosov VI, 170.
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IIPHPAIIEHHUSMH HAYK H XyI0kKeCTB. ). %

Epic®

Lomonosov began work on his unfinished epic Peter the Great (Petr Velikii), which he
referred to as Petriada®, between 1751 and 1756, but no later than October 1756. Shuvalov
(who can be said to have occupied the role of the Russian Maecenas) later claimed that he, urged,
in turn, by the empress, insisted that Lomonosov take up this project, so we could probably
safely assume that it was commissioned by the court,”? much as the Aeneid was commissioned
by Augustus or the Russian translation of the Aeneid was commissioned by Catherine the Great.
The first canto was published in 600 copies in 1760; the second, also in 600 copies, in 1761. %
Although Gary Marker has shown that eighteenth-century print numbers may not have a direct
correlation with the readership,®* the text was reprinted soon after the second canto came out,
which suggests that it did gain some popularity. The subsequent criticism, defense and imitation
of the poem by critics and renown writers (including Derzhavin and Pushkin) is another
testimony to its importance in Russian literature.

The preface to this poem is cited both by the scholars who affirm Lomonosov’s classical
affinities and the scholars who argue that he rejected his classical predecessors.® It is possible to
see both intentions here, even if we only look at what the poet explicitly states about his
intentions:

Although I am following the path of Vergil, Xorts Bo cnen uny Buprunuro, ['omepy,

8 “TIpenucnosue o Tonbze Kuur Lieproenbix B Poccuiickom S3bike,” Lomonosov VII, 592.

% For a discussion both of the theoretical writings on eighteenth-century Russian epic and several examples written
during this time, see Ed Weeda. “Rulers, Russia and the Eighteenth-Century Epic.”

%1 An obvious allusion to Eneida (Aeneid), Iliada (Iliad) and Genriada (The Henriade of Voltaire)

92 Krasotkina and Blok 1125-6.

9 Weeda 188 .

% See Publishing, Printing, and the Origins of Intellectual Life in Russia, 1700-1800.

% A. V. Zapadov, for instance, takes these lines as evidence that Lomonosov was choosing to follow not classical
models but rather historical sources, as his work was “primarily historical” and could not “make the slightest error in
bringing to light historical facts.” A.V. Zapadov, Poety VIII Veka: M.V. Lomonosov, G. R. Derzhavin.
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Homer, He HaxoxXy U B HUX JOBOJIBHArO IMPUMEDY.

I do not find in them a suitable precedent. He BBIMBINIIEHHBIX 1TETh HaMepeH 5 boros,
For I intend to sing not fictional gods, Ho uctunnsel nena, senukuit Tpya [lerpos.
But rather true deeds, the great labor of Peter.  JlocToitnyro xBairy Bo3aarh cemy ['eporo

To give sufficient praise to this hero TpynHee, HEXKeNU Kak B I€CATH JIET B3STh

Is harder than taking Troy in ten years. Tporo.

0, if it were only in my power, O, ecTbau0 OBUIO TO B BO3MOKHOCTHU MOEH,
Vergil’s Aeneas, fugitive from his fatherland,  bernen Buprunmes u3 otuectBa Eneit

Would hardly compare to Mazepa in my EnBab ¢ Mazenor B cTUXax MOUX CPaBHUJICS,
verses, U GacHeii 661 cBoux Buprummii yerbiauacs®

And Vergil would be ashamed of his fable.

In these lines, Lomonosov compares himself to ancient writers, seemingly admitting that
he is following them on the epic path. At the same time, he claims that his work is
unprecedented, which may seem like a rejection of these classical examples.®” As was the case
with the treatise on prosody and Ancient Russian History above, the text here is presented as a
foundational text for Russian writers, because Lomonosov believes that young minds will later
follow “in his steps.”® It is also in this preface that Lomonosov speaks about his role in Russian
literature, establishing the Russian tradition of adapting a poem by the Roman poet Horace as a
summary of one’s poetic achievements. I will return to Lomonosov’s Horatian allusions in a later
section.

Although he mentions both Homer and Vergil in the beginning of the above excerpt,
Lomonosov is primarily in dialogue with Vergil, as we can see from specific comparisons of his
subject matter to Vergil’s throughout the text (the Homeric text, on the other hand, is dismissed
as a whole with the statement that telling the story of Peter is harder than conquering Troy). In

the lines above, Lomonosov seemingly rejects not only Vergil, but also the hero of his epic. He

9% Lomonosov VIII, 696-7.

9 This claim, incidentally, is not true, as Voltaire’s Henriade, was, in a way, a precedent that Lomonosov had read
and even borrowed from. As was the case with the history, Lomonosov makes no mention of more recent Western
European traditions in this work, making a direct connection to the Greek and Roman classics instead.

% This statement may be a pun, since the word for step is, in Russian, also the word for a metrical foot. Lomonosov
may be foreseeing others using his metrics as much as his literary direction.
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implies that Aeneas is not as great of a founder figure by dismissing him with the epithet
“fugitive from his fatherland” and comparing him (unfavorably!) with Ivan Mazepa, the leader of
the Cossack troops in Peter’s army, who deserted and joined Charles XII during Peter’s war with
Sweden. Aeneas, then, becomes even worse than a traitor, likely because he abandons his
fatherland. The opening lines of the first canto once again show the inadequacy of Aeneas, as
Lomonosov modifies Vergil’s opening lines to show the comparative superiority of his epic’s

hero (and his nation’s founder):

I sing the most wise Russian Hero, I[Toro mpemyaparo Poccutickaro I'epos,

Who, building new cities, armies and fleets, UYro, rpaasl HOBBIE, TIOJIKHA U (DIIOTHI CTPOS,
From his tenderest youth waged war with OT caMbIX HEXKHBIX JIET CO 3JI000H BEJI BOIHY,
zeal, CKBO3b CTpaxu MPOXOJIsi, BO3HEC CBOKO

And, going through hardships, raised up his ~ crpamy®

state

We can compare these lines to the opening of the Aeneid:

I sing the arms and the man, who first from Arma virumque cano, Troiae qui primus ab
the shores of Troy oris

Came to Italy and Lavinian shores, made Italiam fato profugus Laviniaque venit
refugee by fate, litora — multum ille et terris iactatus et alto
Much tossed about on land and sea vi superum, saevae memorem [unonis ob
By the force of the gods, and on the account iram,

of the unforgiving rage of fierce Juno, multa quoque et bello passus, dum conderet
And having suffered much in war, until he urbem

should found the city inferretque deos Latio; genus unde Latinum
And bring his gods to Latium; from where Albanique patres atque altac moenia Romae

stems the race of the Latins
And the Alban elders and the walls of high
Rome.
Unlike Aeneas, the fugitive, Lomonosov’s subject is a “hero” (not just a “man”), who
does the opposite of fleeing. Although, like Aeneas, he is a founder, not of one (though St.

Petersburg would undoubtedly be the one that Lomonosov’s readers would think of) but of many

cities, he does his founding on his own land, fighting to defend it from its enemies. He is,

% Lomonosov VIII, 698.
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moreover, portrayed as an active agent rather than a passive victim of fate.

And yet, there is much that is Virgilian in this work. Some similarities are formal — the
poem is written in hexameter (though iambic, not dactylic), it follows, as Ed Weeda points out,
Virgilian and Homeric conventions “in the apostrophes and opening lines (be it with a significant
modification of the traditional invocation of the Muses, which is replaced by an invocation of
Wisdom).”'® Even more striking are the echoes of Virgilian terminology and scenes in this
work. Like “pater Aeneas,” Peter is a “father” (“orert”). Like Aeneas, he undergoes many trials
(labor, which is “one of the most versatile and significant words in the Virgilian corpus,” used 73
times in the Aeneid,**! becomes “Tpyn,” a frequently repeated noun, meaning “labor,” often with
the same connotation of “hardship” in Peter the Great). Certain less important phrases migrate
from the Aeneid as well, such as descriptions of a sea storm or Aeneas’s promise to his men that
there will soon be a divinely-ordained end to their suffering, which is almost literally repeated by
Peter the Great to his own men. Finally, although Lomonosov claims not to be singing about
fictional gods, Roman deities with Latin names (Minerva, Apollo, Neptune) and the Muses make
several appearances in his apostrophes and asides.

There are also major plot parallels, though with major deviations, between the first books
of each work. Like Aeneas, Peter encounters a dark and terrible sea storm early on in the work
(line 81 in Vergil, line 71 in Lomonosov), though while Aeneas is fleeing, Peter is heading to
fight the presumptuous and delusional Swedes. Like Aeneas, he makes a speech in a desperate
situation, though the two speeches are radically different. While Aeneas envies those fortunate
enough to have died before the walls of Troy, Peter successfully encourages his men to be strong

and pay close attention to their tasks, overcoming the terror of the storm. Like Aeneas, Peter

100 Weeda 189.
101 See Scott Goins, “Two Aspects of Virgil’s Use of Labor in the ‘Aeneid,”” for a discussion of this term.
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temporarily stops at a new land, though it is now a monastery rather than the kingdom of a
foreign queen. Finally, like Aeneas, Peter tells the story of his painful and tragic past to his
interlocutor in the new land. In its grand overall structure, then, the first canto of Lomonosov’s
epic follows the basic plot points of the first two books of Vergil’s Aeneid, competing, in each
one, for the title of a better hero and founder.

Like the structural similarity between Russian and Roman history and the dialogical
relationship between the two empires, the imperial literature of the two appears to run a parallel
course. It is perhaps important that the relationship is not portrayed as successive. Peter is not
portrayed as the next Aeneas but, rather, as an alternative, and better Aeneas. And yet, creating a
better Aeneas still requires an Aeneas, and a system of values by which the two founders may be
judged. The criteria for evaluation seems to come from Vergil’s epic, though, bizarrely, Vergil
and his hero actually lose the competition, much as the historical Roman Empire eventually lost
the competition with the historical Slavs.

The second canto of Lomonosov’s epic does not follow a Virgilian plot, though there are
still references to the Aeneid, particularly to Book VI, where Aeneas journeys to the Underworld
and hears a prophecy about his various descendants and the future greatness of Rome. There will
be more explicit references to this part of the 4eneid in Lomonosov’s odes that I will discuss
below, but it is worth mentioning that Peter’s behavior here is reminiscent of the attributes
associated with Rome in the Aeneid. Throughout the canto, he is seen fighting those who have
become too proud (the “brazenly arrogant” Swedes'%?), sparing those he had conquered (for
instance, we are told that after a victory over the Swedes, he turns meek and provides them with

ships so that they can return home!®®), and extending the boundaries of his empire, echoing the

102
103

“Or nep3Koii HarocTH pasrueBaHHbIM [leTpom/Bosasurcs B 3anasie BOiHBI yKacHOH rpom.”
“IToberoHOCE HAIl XKap cepla omIoxui/M nmepBblif KPOTOCTHIO ycTex cBOi nocBATHI:/CHAOAMI TPOTUBHUKOB
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behaviors that were outlined as the Roman talent and destiny by the shade of Aeneas’s father
Anchises:

You, Roman, remember to rule peoples with tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento;

your power; hae tibi erunt artes; pacisque imponere morem,

These will be your skills; and to establish parcere subiectis, et debellare superbos.1%

the custom of peace, to spare the conquered,

and to crush the insolent.

Additionally, Peter is also credited with giving special attention to the sciences, which are

mentioned several times in the narrative. For instance, we are told “At the mouth of the Neva his
military sounds/Built this city, raised the Temple of the sciences” (“Ha yctusix Hebl ero

BOCHHBIN 3BYK/COOpYyKal cei rpajl, Bo3nBurHyn Xpam Hayk”). The sciences were explicitly not

the destiny of the Romans in the prophecy of Anchises:

...others... ...alii...
will plead their causes better, and will chart orabunt causas melius, caclique meatus
the motions of the heavens with a rod, and describent radio, et surgentia sidera dicent!%®

name the rising stars
The mention of Russia’s excellence at what the Romans were supposed to excel at and also what
they were not supposed to excel at is likely intentional,'% because it once again suggests that the
Russians were superior to the Romans — they can excel at what was thought to be the talent and
destiny of the Romans and what the Romans were not fated to master. It should be noted that the
praise of science and Peter’s role in the introduction of sciences into Russia is such a
commonplace in Lomonosov’s and his contemporaries’ writings that it possible the insertion of

this sentiment is not influenced by the Aeneid. However, given the explicit polemic with Vergil in

K OTIIECTBHIO CyJamMHu.”

104 geneid V1.851-3.

105 Ibid. 849-850.

106 Here I disagree with Zara Torlone, who argues that the mention of the sciences “is clearly not a Vergilian touch”
(Torlone, Vergil in Russia, 35). While she is certainly correct in pointing out “Lomonosov’s preoccupation with
Peter’s mission as reformer of Russia and a harbinger of its progress,” the mention of the sciences in this particular
passage also has the crucial role of appropriating what Vergil did not give to the Romans.
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the beginning of the narrative and Lomonosov’s familiarity of this portion of the Aeneid, 1 tend
to think that this point was made with Vergil in mind.

Panegyric

The framework of rivalry also guides Lomonosov when he compares Peter the Great to the
Roman rulers in his panegyric to Peter the Great, composed between 1754 and 1755 and
delivered in a public gathering of the Academy of Sciences. There are two instances of direct
historical comparisons between Peter and ancient Romans. In the first, Peter is compared to the
emperor Trajan and is argued to be a greater emperor because of his closeness to his people. In
the second, Peter is compared to a myriad of Roman leaders:

I see in antiquity and contemporary history rulers called “the Great.” And, it is
true, that they were great compared to others. But compared to Peter, they were
insignificant. One conquered many states, but left his own fatherland unattended.
Another defeated his opponent (who had already been called “the Great”), but
spilled blood of citizens on both sides for the sake of his ambition and heard,
instead of a triumph, laments and weeping of his fatherland. Another was
decorated with many virtues, but, far from raising, he could not even bear the
weight of a falling state. Another was a warrior on land, but feared the sea [...] I
am not using any examples other than Roman ones. But even Rome is
insufficient. What was accomplished in two hundred and fifty years between the
First Punic War and the reign of Augustus by the Nepotes, Scipiones, Marcelli,
Reguli, Metelli, Catones, Sullae, all of that Peter accomplished in the short
duration of his life.

[ BIKY B IpeBHOCTHU U B HOBBIX BpeMeHax OOnanareneil, BEMMKUMU Ha3BaHHbIX.
W npasna, npex apyrumu Benuku. OnHako npen Iletpom manel. MHoM 3aBoeBan
MHOTHS TOCYIapCcTBa, HO CBOE OT€YECTBO Oe3 Mpu3peHus ocrasuil. MHoi modeaun
HENpUsATeNs, YK€ BETMKUM UMEHOBAHHAr0, HO ¢ 00euX CTOPOH MPOJIHII KPOBb
CBOMX T'pak/laH paJay OJHOTO CBOETO YECTOIIOOMS U BMECTO TpUyM(a CiblIiall
IUTa4b U phIJaHHE CBOETO OTeuecTBa. MIHOI MHOTUME T0OpOIETeNsIMU YKpallleH,
HO BM€ECTO 4TO0 BO3ABUTHYTb, HE MOT YyJI€pKaTh TSATOCTH MaJaroIiaro
rocynapcTBa. VIHOM ObUT Ha 3eMJTM BOMH, OJTHaKo Oosyicst Mopsl. [...] Apyrux He
ynotpeOssito mpumMepoB, kpome Puma. Ho u ToT Henocrarouen. Uto B nBecTu
IATBAECAT JIET, OT nepBoil Ilynndeckoit BoiiHbl 10 ABrycra, Henotsl, Cuunuossi,
Mapxkemnsl, Perynbr, Meremnsl, Karonsl, Cymisl nmpoussenu, To [letp 3nenan B
KpaTkoe Bpems cBoeii xu3Hu. 107

107 T omonosov VIII, 611.
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We see here the same dynamic that was present in Lomonosov’s Ancient Russian History. Once
again, there are only two empires being compared, Russia and Rome, which, once again,
suggests that there is a particular underlying similarity between the two that serves as a
justification for the comparison. Once again, a Roman metric — all the accomplishments of
numerous Roman leaders — is used to evaluate a period of Russian history. Finally, Russia is,
once again, said to be the greater of the two empires based on the criteria derived from ancient
Rome. By using the Roman names in the plural, Lomonosov emphasizes the divide between the
two states — the Roman leaders are so inferior that they have to be brought up in undefined
numbers, but they still cannot measure up to what Peter has done.

It is curious that Lomonosov chooses to compare Peter’s reign to the period between the
First Punic War and the time of Augustus. The ending point is clearer, as it suggests that Peter’s
action were leading up to the times of Elizabeth, during whose reign Lomonosov was living — a
sentiment that he will state explicitly in 1758 (quoted on page 49). It is a period where the
military conflicts are over and attention is given to the improvement of the city and especially the
development of the arts, leading to the emergence of great writers comparable to great Roman
authors, such as Vergil and Horace. Lomonosov himself could fulfill the functions of Livy and
Vergil, since he offers a story of origins of the Russian people and an epic about the founder of
the Russian state. The reference to the First Punic War is less clear, but perhaps is meant to imply
that Peter’s war with Sweden (the central conflict in the extant parts of Lomonosov’s epic) as a
military event of magnitude and consequence comparable to the First Punic War.
Ceremonial Texts: Odes, Inscriptions

The ceremonial ode, the genre that Lomonosov’s name is connected to most often,
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198 and has been singled out as the representative of

appeared in Russia during the 1730s
classicism in Russia.!?® Odes were written for certain occasions, such as coronations or
celebrations of military victories and, when published, they were published individually. 1
When Rome is mentioned in Lomonosov’s odes, it is kept as a separate entity, even
though, much as in the Ancient Russian History, there seems to be a deep bond between Russia
and Rome. In the Ode for the Occasion of Her Majesty Great Sovereign Empress Elizabeth from
Moscow to Saint-Petersburg in 1742 for the Coronation,*'! Lomonosov addresses Rome in a

familiar tone, using the second person and calling his imaginary ancient audience “Quirites” (the

term used by Romans to address their fellow citizens):

[...] Quirites, your Marcus!!? lives on [...] KBuputsl, Mapk Ban sxus
In every Russian, who, without fear, Bo BcsikoM pocce, uto 6e3 cTpaxy
Will leap over fire and abysses. Upes OTHBb U PBBI TEUET C pa3Maxy.

Rome here is not personified and abstract; instead, Lomonosov speaks as if to a group of
acquaintances, and there is clearly a link between the two, though the link is vague and
unidentified, hinting at a relationship without claiming any explicitly. At the same time, he
maintains explicit distinctiveness of the two empires by establishing a relationship between
“your Marcus [Curtius]” and “every Russian.”

There are also poems that exemplify the competitive, polemical attitude towards Rome.
One of them, written in 1756, when the royal palace in Tsarskoe Selo was rebuilt, is specifically
concerned with the creation of a better Rome in Russia:

Although Rome trampled vanquished XoTs 1o napcTBaM Pum noBep:keHHBIM CTyTall,
kingdoms, OpmHaKo ceMb BEKOB M 00JIbIIIE BOCCTABA;

108 James von Geldern, “The Ode as a Performative Genre.”

109 Serman 26.

119 yon Geldern 928.

111 “Opa na Mpubeitue Ee Benuuectsa Benuxus Tocynapeinu Mmneparpuist Enucasetst [TeTpoBHbI 13 MOCKBBI B
CankrnerepOypr 1742 I'oga mo Koponarun.”

112 A legendary Roman who sacrificed himself to close the gaping abyss that opened in the Roman Forum in 362
BC; episode described by Livy (4AUC VIIL.6).
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It took seven centuries to become great; Ckopee kpotkoii Tel, MOHApXUHS, PYKOIO

You, Empress, raise Russia faster Poccuro 6e3 BoiHEI Bo3BoAuIIb 3a Co0010
Without war, with you gentle hand W menponrodruemM BOZHOCHIIL HAC

Lifting us up in your generosity. Ceonm;

Without destroying kingdoms, you build He paszpymas napcts, B Poccun crpoumis Pum.
[a?] Rome in Russia. [Tpumep B ToM -- CapcCKoil 10M; KTO BUJIUT,

An example of this is the royal palace; BCSK UyAMUTCS,

whoever sees it, marvels, Ckas3aB, uTo ckopo Pum npen Hamu

Saying that we will soon shame Rome. nocreiaures. 3

Unfortunately, Russian has no articles, so it is not immediately obvious whether Russia is
building @ Rome, which would suggest something of Rome’s grandeur and fame, or whether
there is an attempt to revive Rome and relocate it to Russia. Other aspects of the poem, however,
are clearly polemical, since Russia is portrayed as superior to Rome in three different ways: the
speed with which Russia achieved a comparable status of greatness, the less destructive path of
Russian history, and the magnificence of Russian architecture. This polemical attitude suggests
that Lomonosov did not mean that Russia was rebuilding Rome, but, rather, than Russia has built
something that can be compared to Rome — that will soon surpass Rome and “shame” it, as
Lomonosov epic would “shame” Vergil.

Another competitive poem, written in 1757, has to do with a deeper past, as Elizabeth is
portrayed as someone who could have saved Troy. The sentiment is expressed by Apollo, who is
so impressed by a copper rendition of Elizabeth’s portrait that he rushes from Parnassus to say:

“The city, my and Neptune’s,** would still be  “Crosm 651 ¥ TI0 JHECH MO¥ TOPOJ U

standing, HentyHoB,

If a Queen of Amazons similar to this one Korna 6b1 3amumars [IpusiMoB ckuntp u
Came to save Priam’s scepter and throne. TPOH

And the effort of the treacherous Greeks [Tpunuta momo6Ha ceit mapuia AmazoH.
would have been worthless U tietHa 6 Bcst Oblila KOBapHBIX TPEKOB CHJIA,
Elizabeth would defeat them in an instant.” Esucasera 6 uX B OMH 9ac Hu3I0kmma. P

113 “Hannucs na HoBoe cTpoenne Capcxoro Cena.” Lomonosov VIII, 614,

114 Troy.

115 “Hanmuck Ha KOHHOE, JIUTOE U3 Meau u300paxenue Enncasers [leTpoBHBI B aMmazoHCKoM yGope.” Lomonosov
VIII, 640.
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In this inscription Russia is again allied with the Romans, whose roots we know to go
back to Troy (and explicitly opposed to Greece, echoing the sentiments of the Aeneid) but
portrayed as superior to it, because it is depicted as a factor that would have changed the
outcome of the Trojan War. This ode is written around the same time as the Ancient Russian
History, which brings explicit attention to Rome’s (and Russia’s) Trojan background. By
portraying Elizabeth as an Amazon, Lomonosov incorporates her into the Greco-Roman mytho-
historical tradition, though with the claim that Elizabeth would have the change the outcome of
the greatest war known to literature. This image of the Empress as an Amazon will be taken up
during the reign of Catherine the Great, reaching the status of a national “myth,”*1®

Another comparison is found in a poem explaining an illumination display that was
supposed to include an image of an amphitheater:

And you, amphitheaters of the great city, U BbI, Benukaro amdurearpsl rpajia,
The joy of the Latin people after the war, = Hapona no BoitHax Jlatrunckoro otpasne,
Today, stop your still resounding applause B celi 1eHb ckOHUATE Balll JOHBIHE CIIBIITHBIN

The splendor of Elizabeth shines JIECK:
brighter.!’ Scuee Boscusn Enucaserun 6neck.

8

Once again, Russia competes with Rome at something Roman (the amphitheaters, whose
most famous incarnation was the Coliseum) and emerges victorious. The difference is so stark
that it drowns out the “still resounding” fame of these monuments and supplants it with the

splendor of Elizabeth’s Russia.

Finally, another detailed allusion to Vergil appears in an ode written for the name day of

116 proskurina 16-17.

117 There have been recent arguments that the visual Roman attributes in eighteenth-century illumination and
triumph displays were actually supposed to be imitations of Western European practices rather than allusions to the
Roman Empire. For this reason, I find it worth mentioning that in two instances Lomonosov specifies in his
illumination project proposals that the displays he is proposing are done “according to Roman custom.” While it is
likely that the Western audience was an important consideration, Lomonosov himself wanted the public witnessing
the displays and the people working on the displays to think that the parallels drawn were meant to be specifically to
the Roman Empire (Lomonosov VIII, 523 and VIII, 531).

118 T omonosov VIII, 532.
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Elizabeth’s nephew, the future emperor Peter 11l and husband of Catherine the Great. As
Lomonosov’s history and epic displace Rome from its past greatness, this ode appropriates
Rome’s future by engaging with Vergil’s famous fourth eclogue, which contains a prophecy of a
boy that will come and usher in a Golden Age (“quo ferrea primum / desinet ac toto surget
gens aurea mundo”!!®). Lomonosov preserves the basic plot of the poem — a boy, who is a
descendant of a great man, a god even, will bring about a new Golden Age. In the process, there
may be some great wars, as old vicious qualities still have a hold on people and may cause
trouble. Eventually (or, in Lomonosov’s rendition, if Russia’s enemies change their wayward
ways), the Golden Age will arrive, and Rome (or, in Lomonosov’s rendition, Russia) will have
dominion over the world.!?® There is a crucial difference, however. While Vergil places his
Golden Age into the future, for Lomonosov the boy — Peter — has already been born and the
prophecy has been fulfilled. The first word of his ode is “already” (“yxxe”), possibly meant as a
response to Vergil’s future tense.

In addition to the general structure of the poem, there are some very direct borrowings that
make it even clearer that Vergil was the underlying inspiration for this poem. I will mention three
of the most significant ones.

The first is the statement of world dominion:

Behold the sphere of the world prostrate Bo3pu Ha cBeta map npocTpaHHbIH,
Behold the sea at Your feet Bo3zpu Ha nonT, Tebe nmoacTnaHHbIN,
Behold the limitless dome of the heavens Bospu B Ge3mepHbIii kpyr Hebec %

These lines correspond to Vergil’s “Behold [...] the lands and the expanse of the sea and the high

119 Vergil, Eclogues 1V.8-9. For text and commentary, see Coleman, Robert, Eclogues.

120 For a study of the idea of the Golden Age in the eighteenth century, see Stephen Baehr. The Paradise Myth in
Eighteenth-Century Russia: Utopian Patterns in Early Secular Russian Literature and Culture.

121 Ibid. 108-9.
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heavens” (“aspice [...] terrasque tractusque maris caelumque profundum”???). Here, Lomonosov
very clearly borrows the Virgilian formula for holding dominion over the entire world, with the
possible implication of displacing Rome from this position because there can only be one ruler of
the world and it will be Russia.

Another clear borrowing is the lines:

A Russian brave Achilles [Tox uuny Tporo BHOBH MPHUCTYITUT
Will besiege another Troy. Poccuiickuii xpabpsiii Axumec. 123

These correspond to Vergil’s “and there will be other wars/and again great Achilles will be sent
to Troy” (“erunt etiam altera bella/ atque iterum ad Troiam magnus mittetur Achilles”'?*) but
introduce the specification that this brave Achilles will be Russian, perhaps suggesting that future
great heroes are now bound to come from Slavic stock.

Finally, there are the lines that have been noted by scholars for their exceptionality given
that Russian culture was still heavily Christian. They become quite a bit less controversial if we

keep the Virgilian model in mind, however:

Mighty Mars and Minerva proclaim: C MunepBoli cuiIbHBIN Mapc m1acurt:
“He was a God,?® he was your God, "Owu Bor, o bor TBoii 6511, Poccus,
Russia,*?® OH 4JIeHBI B35 B Te0O€ TIOTCKHS,

He took human form, coming down to you Cores k Te6€ OT TOPbHUX MECT;
from lofty places OH HBIHE B BEYHOCTH CHSIET

Now he shines in eternity Ha Bnyka Beceno B3upaet
Cheerfully watching his grandson Cpenu Iepoes, Bbime 38e37.1%8

122 Eclogues TV.50-51.

123 1bid. 106.

124 Eclogues 1V.35-6.

125 Again, the absence of articles in Russian and their presence in English complicated the translation. Doubtless
Lomonosov meant to say “a god,” since he would not have claimed that Peter was God (which would mean the
Christian God). There is no distinction in Russian, however, so these lines are very striking, even when spoken by
pagan deities. The meaning is further complicated by the lines about taking on human form. While classical deities
commonly took on a human disguise, and there is, theoretically, nothing strange about the image of a deity taking on
a human shape if one is a classicist, the association for most Christians would, of course, be Christ, who is the only
divine figure to take human form in the Christian belief system.

126 Evidently, this and the following two lines became popular in the XIX century Old Believers’ literature, where
they were seen as evidence that Peter the Great was the Antichrist.

128 T omonosov VIII, 109.
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From among the Heroes, above the stars.!?’

These lines, with some modification, clearly correspond to Vergil’s

he will receive the life of gods, and will see ille deum uitam accipiet, diuisque uidebit
heroes together with the gods, and himself be  permixtos heroas, et ipse uidebitur illis,
seen by them, pacatumque reget patriis uirtutibus orbem.*?°

and he will rule the world pacified by his
fathers’ courage.

The divinity here is put upon Peter rather than his grandson (by the Roman gods, not the
narrator himself, which perhaps frees Lomonosov from the charge of blasphemy), but the
concept comes from Vergil, especially since the boy in the eclogue is described as “offspring of
the gods” (“cara deum suboles”**°). Lomonosov elaborates the idea of a divine ancestor by
combining it with the description of the deified existence among gods offered in lines 15-17 of
Vergil’s eclogue quoted above.

In this poem, as in many other instances, there is no explicitly-stated connection between
Russia and ancient Rome. In fact, there is even no mention of any Roman historical figures or
events and, in this way, the ode seems to be very Russia-oriented, focusing on Russian historical
figures (most prominently, Peter the Great). On the other hand, the Roman spirit is present both
in the imagery and the underlying structure of the poem because they echo Vergil’s poem. These
characteristics give it a form that is thoroughly Roman at its foundation and it is the form of the

narrative that creates the overall impression of grandeur and power that we gather from the

127 Sometimes these lines are cited without the crucial specification that it is Mars who is the speaker, not the
narrator himself -- a dastardly tactic that contributes to the statement’s apparent oddness. A notable exception is I.Z.
Serman who interprets Mars and Minerva as representations of war and the sciences, the two fields in which Peter’s
accomplishments were particularly important in Lomonosov’s view. Serman speculates that, even though the idea of
Peter’s “divinity” was undoubtedly metaphorical, these lines could have been responsible for the delayed publication
of this ode (I.Z. Serman. “Poeziia Lomonosova v 1740-e gody.”)

129 Eclogues 1V.15-17.

130 Eclogues 1V .49.
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poem. It should be emphasized, however, that the borrowings are not made obvious, and there is
no mention of Vergil himself. I cannot say with certainty whether Lomonosov was counting on
his audience to recognize the allusions and think about their implications or including them
because he considered Vergil’s eclogue a suitable precedent for appropriation, but it is clear that
he considers Vergil and his language a model for how one should write imperial literature.

The instances of deeper engagement and polemic mentioned above occur in the wider
context of decorative allusions, such as the transplantation of Roman attributes onto Russia —
these attributes are either symbols of Roman power — triumphs, triumphal gates, laurel wreaths,
olive branches -- or signs of a classical setting — muses, nymphs, classically-named winds
(zephyrs are quite common), all of whom now inhabit St. Petersburg. The Roman gods make
figurative appearances as well. Mars and Bellona as representations of war, Bacchus of wine,
Ceres of grain, and so on. This technique became common during the reign of Peter the Great
and was adopted from the conventions of contemporary Western literature, so Lomonosov’s
usage of these decorative allusions is not, on its own, an innovation and does not merit seem to
merit special attention in this chapter. There is little contribution to the content of the poems, 3
but it is important to mention these references because the implicit claim of their appropriateness
is also an implicit claim that Russia is a recipient of classical heritage, that Russian writers have
the right to use classical terminology, and that imperial poetry should be written using this
vocabulary.

Lomonosov’s Rome

Although Lomonosov can be seen as following Feofan Prokopovich in his arguments for

131 “The legendary figures of ancient history and mythology are valuable not on their own, but as the means for
achieving maximum effectiveness in the expression of the idea of amplified national consciousness.” (Iu. Stennik,
“Ideia ‘Drevnei’ i ‘Novoi’ Rossii v Literature XVIII Veka,” 27).
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the greatness of the Russian empire and the crucial role that Peter the Great played in bringing
Russia into the circle of great European nations,'*? there is much difference between the almost
chaotic listing of classical figures (e.g. “Xerxes, Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar”) that we
find in Prokopovich's sermons, where we find reliance on accumulation rather than discussion or
elaboration, and the carefully constructed models of Lomonosov. Though Lomonosov, as well as
Derzhavin after him, are still involved in court poetry and individual praises, writing laudatory
odes for their respective empresses, they are more concerned with the greatness of the empire
rather than the greatness of the ruler.?*®

In order to praise the empire, however, Lomonosov needed an imperial language — the
vocabulary, the genres, the structures needed to write imperial literature for a domestic Russian
audience as well as a Western European audience. He finds all of these in the literature of ancient
Rome. At the same time, he is very consciously writing a Russian literature, one that, if it is to
succeed, cannot be simply imitative, so he must be careful in negotiating between Romanness
and Russianness in his work.'3* The result is a delicate and not always straightforward model.

There is a substitution going on, where Rome is displaced by Russia from its own
attributes, whether these attributes are superficial trappings of power or the imperial ideology or
even the genres that Roman writers used to write about their empire. The substitution can work
in different ways. Sometimes Lomonosov takes the structures, as was the case with using

Vergil’s Aeneid or fourth eclogue, and modifies them, filling Roman forms with Russian content.

132 For a brief discussion and examples, see Stennik 14.

133 Lomonosov’s obsession with Peter almost seems to contradict this idea, but: “Another aspect of Lomonosov’s
poetry is his belief that the ruler of a country is more than just a representative of the State; he is the actual
embodiment of the ideas and ideals, character and personality, hopes and aspirations of the people he represents.
Thus, when Lomonosov praised a Russian monarch, he was actually glorifying Russia’s greatness and her glorious
future” John Bucsela. “Lomonosov's Literary Debut,” 409.

134 For this reason, [ have to disagree with Anna Frajlich, who, citing P.N. Antsiferov, suggests that Lomonosov and
Derzhavin, among others, believed “that St. Petersburg is a Northern Rome” (17).
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Other times, he takes the vocabulary (triumphs, wreaths, chariots, muses) and transplants it to a
markedly Russian setting. The cumulative effects of these different tactics suggest a close
relationship and a historical similarity between the two empires without ever arguing for an
identity or a relationship of inheritance. Instead, there is a claim to similarity, whether based on
similar historical periodization, or the vast geographical area composed of many peoples, or the
presence of nymphs and zephyrs, or the outstanding heroes who should be immortalized in
outstanding literature. The polemical and competitive attitude towards Rome (and almost
exclusively Rome) solidifies this relationship, because it suggests likeness while preserving
separation.

In a way, there is a split that occurs between two Romes in his works. The first is abstract,
comprised not so much of values, as Stennik suggests,'® but of the status, the grandeur of
Rome. It is the conqueror of many lands, the fatherland of many famous military and political
leaders, the producer of immortal literature (whose immortality matters as much or perhaps more
than the quality that merited this immortality). For all of these reasons, it is famous, perhaps even
archetypal, to use Stephen Baehr’s formulation. The second Rome is the historical Rome, with
its historical figures and historical events, which, if desired, can be separated from the
abstraction of greatness that the long history of classical reception in Western Europe has
created. It can even lose in a competition for the title of a better Rome, competition that is based
on criteria seemingly derived from Rome itself. Here, too, Lomonosov wants to displace the
historical Rome from its status in order to confer the status upon Russia. If we want to say that
Russia wants to be Rome, we may have to say that Russia wants to be Rome by being better than

Rome.

135 Stennik 26.
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For this reason, it is insufficient, when talking about Lomonosov, to say that Russia was
claiming the legacy of Rome or that Russia was trying to identify with Rome. Russia is a
competitor rather than an heir. It is equally inaccurate to argue that Lomonosov rejected the
classical past in favor of Russian national traditions. Lomonosov did make much use of Russian
history and literature, and it is possible to write a study of his literature discussing only his use of
Russian historical sources and literary traditions.'*® Many of his Roman allusions are structural,
formal, filled in with Russian content so thoroughly that there is no question of their
Russianness.

In talking about Lomonosov’s use of Rome, it is crucial to remember the audience he
intended for his works. Harold Segel has characterized the study of eighteenth-century Russian
literature as being “to a great extent, the study of a rapidly accelerated process of assimilation of
Western ideas and literary fashions.” **" But Russian thinkers were not only assimilating Western
thought, they were also engaged in a dialogue with Western Europe, especially Germany and
France, trying to find a place for Russia in world history, literature, and science. Bukharkin even
suggests that one of the most, perhaps even the most, important feature of Lomonosov’s poetry is
that it attempts to negotiate between Russian-ness and European-ness, offering a different model,
that of a “Russian European,” a person who is part of the Western European culture but who
remains in touch with traditional Russian culture, language (including Church Slavonic) and

history. 38

136 It has, in fact, been done by Moiseeva in Lomonosov i Drevnerusskaia Literatura. For a perspective on the
importance of ecclesiastical literature, which comprises an enormous part of early Russian literature, in the
eighteenth century, see Marcus Levitt. “The Rapprochement Between ‘Secular’ and ‘Religious’ in Mid to Late
Eighteenth-Century Russian Culture.” I have not talked about Lomonosov’s use of earlier Russian literature or his
borrowings from Biblical texts, since it is not my focus and there are other sources concerned with these topics, but
these traditions were present and very important in Lomonosov’s work.

13" Harold Segel, “Baroque and Rococo in Eighteenth-Century Russian Literature,” 556.

138 Bukharkin 165.
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This attempt to position Russia among Western European nations is very clear not only in
Lomonosov’s poetry, but also in his other literary projects, both in terms of their creation and
their dissemination. His historical works were, to a degree, a response to the disparaging attitude
towards Russia that was displayed by Western European historians: "Empress Elizabeth
summoned historians to refute German scholars who described the early Slavs as 'barbarians,
resembling beasts."'3 The defensive tone of the preface to the Ancient Russian History, where
Lomonosov informs the reader that his intent is to show that ancient Russian history is not
characterized by widespread ignorance “depicted by many foreign writers,” shows that
repudiation of Western stereotypes about Russian is a major goal of his work.14°

Perhaps it is the same desire to contradict the assumption about the barbarity of Russians
that Westerners may hold that motivates Lomonosov to portray the wars he writes about as
struggles against “barbarians” (“Ysxe ocBoGox1eH oT Bapap 6611 A308”1*), or “Goths”'*2 and
“Vandals,” giving contemporary enemies (primarily Sweden) epithets that would align Russian
with “civilization” and, by extension, the West, or, perhaps even more specifically, suggest yet
another kinship with the Roman Empire, which was faced with the same enemies.*® Stennik has
pointed out that the conflicting desire both to show the extent of Peter’s reforms and to contradict
the opinion that Russia’s past had been ignorant and uncivilized led Lomonosov first to write
that Peter had brought up the status of Russia, a country that was formerly “barbaric” and then to

change this sentiment and say that Russia was “crude” before Peter’s reforms. 4

139 Cynthia Whittaker, “The Idea of Autocracy among Eighteenth-Century Russian Historians,” 152.

140 T omonosov VIII, 170.

Y1 Petr Velikii, 1.35.

142 E.g. “Baupas na Hero, Ilepc, Typok, Tor, Capmar /Benuuectsy nuua I'epoiickaro uymurcs/ Y mepTearo B Meau
6ecuyBcTBeHHOM cTpammtcs.” (VIIL.287)

143 This choice, to ally Russia with civilization, will be challenged later in Russian history, when the decay and fall
of civilization will become a more prominent attribute of “Rome” than imperial grandeur.

144 Stennik 11.
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We have to keep in mind that some of Lomonosov’s works were undoubtedly intended
for the German and French audience (as well as the Russian court and aristocracy). The
panegyric to Peter the Great, for instance, was sent to Voltaire (and certain scholars) in French
translation and published in a German journal in German translation.'*® There is evidence that
the Ancient Russian History was translated into French and known at least to Diderot.}*® Given
this audience, the function of Rome is not only to help create a Russian imperial literary
language and literature, but also to make sure that the new language and literature have a
vocabulary that is shared with Western Europe. To an extent, it is a choice of orientation, though
the choice itself had been made earlier and was made inevitable by the reforms of Peter the
Great. Perhaps we can say that it is the self-conscious attempt to reconcile the Western
orientation with the Russian past and patriotic aspirations of Russian writers through the creation
of proper imperial language.

Authorial Statement

In addition to his many other “firsts,” Lomonosov appears to have started the long-lasting
Russian poetic tradition of adapting and responding to the lines of Horace’s ode I11.30 in order to
make one’s own authorial statement. Pushkin’s rendition of the ode is familiar both to scholars of
Russian literature and to Russians in general, though only the former are usually aware of its
Horatian roots. It has also been recognized that Pushkin’s “monument ode” is a response not
only to Horace but also to Derzhavin, whose earlier adaptation transplants the Horatian testament

to the Russian setting and is generally considered to be the first adaptation of the poem.#’

145 T omonosov XVIII, 1048.

146 Zapadov 202.

147 See, for instance, G. V. Morozova, who has compiled a very helpful list of eighteenth-century Russian
translations of Horace in “Ody Goraciia v russkih perelozheniiah XVIII veka.” Zapadov makes a similar
observation, citing the versions by Derzhavin and Pushkin as adaptations and noting the accuracy of Lomonosov’s
translation (170). More recently, P.E. Buharkin has mentioned Lomonosov’s translation of Horace but argued that
Lomonosov was otherwise indifferent to Horace’s poetry (Mikhail Vasil 'evich Lomonosov v Istorii Russkogo Slova).
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Finally, it is also known that Lomonosov was the first Russian author to translate this particular
ode into Russian in 1747. The translation, in unrthymed iambic pentameter, is fairly close to the
letter of the original. The existence of the translation is definitive testimony that Lomonosov not
only knew the poem, but also singled it out from the Horatian corpus as the only one worth
translating in its entirety.

More importantly for the establishment of the tradition of adaptation of Horace are
certain lines in the preface of Lomonosov’s unfinished epic (Peter the Great), which are the lines
where he stakes his claim to world fame and the reasons for his lasting legacy. The reliance on
Horace is not as obvious here as it is in the Derzhavin’s and Pushkin’s poems, but we see here
the elements and changes that will appear in the later adaptations.

Whom will I follow, then? The path of Peter’s
feats

And with the new heroic verses
I will convince the whole world

3a keM xe s noiiay? B cien noasuram
[TeTpoBbIM

W Bo3BBIIEHHEM CTUXOB [ €pOMCKHUX HOBBIM
VBepIo Lieble BCEJICHHBIS KOHIIBI,

That I will deserve the wreaths of Parnassus
By being the first to sing the deeds of such a
Man,

Who has no precedent in any land [...]

Wishing to remember Peter’s resounding
deeds,

Later generations will read them described in
my verses.

Bountiful fields, and beautiful riverbanks
And only the places inhabited by Russian
people

And peoples that respect Russia,

Among whom Peter the Great is famous for
his labors,

Will give praise suitable to him to these
verses

Urto tem s 3acimyxy llapHacckue BeHUBI,
UYro nepBeIil e Aena Takoro Yemoseka,
KaxoB BO Bcex cTpaHax He CiIbIXaH ObLIT OT
Beka [...]**8

Kenas B ym Bneputs niena IleTpoBsl rpoMkH,
Ornucanpl B MOUX CTHXaX MPOYTYT MOTOMKHU.
OOuIbHBIE NTyTa, MPEKPACHBI OpEru peK

N Tonwko rae xuBeT Poccuiickuii yeIoBeK

W nouuraroniu Poccuro Bce SA3BIKH,

VY koux 1o Tpynam mnpocnasieH [lerp
Benukuii,

JlocTolHY /ISl HETO 1ayT CUM 4€CTh

CTI/IXS.M]'49

Horace’s version is worth quoting in full because it is important not only here but also in the next

148 Lomonosov VIII, 697.
149 1pid.
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two chapters:

I have built a monument more lasting than Exegi monumentum aere perennius
bronze regalique situ pyramidum altius,

and higher than the royal pyramids, quod non imber edax, non aquilo impotens
Which neither the devouring rain, nor the possit diruere aut innumerabilis

unruly north wind, nor the numberless annorum series et fuga temporum.
succession of years or passage of time could ~ non omnis moriar multaque pars mei
demolish. vitabit Libitinam; usque ego postera

I will not die completely, and a large part of crescam laude recens, dum Capitolium
me will avoid Libitina;*° scandet cum tacita virgine pontifex.

I will remain, continuously growing in later dicar, qua violens obstrepit Aufidus

fame, as long as the pontifex climbs the et qua pauper aquae Daunus agrestium
Capitol with a silent virgin. regnavit populorum, ex humili potens,

I will be said (where the violent Aufidus® princeps Aeolium carmen ad Italos

roars, deduxisse modos. sume superbiam

And Daunus, ' poor in water, once ruled over quaesitam meritis et mihi Delphica

rustic peoples) to have became great from lauro cinge volens, Melpomene, comam®®3,

humble beginnings,

And to have been the first to lead forth
Aeolian verse to Italian rhythms. Embrace
well-deserved pride, Melpomene, and
willingly crown my hair with Delphic bays.

Although all three adaptations (Lomonosov’s, Derzhavin’s, and Pushkin’s) make a
number of changes to the poem in order to place it into the Russian context (such as altering the
geography to refer to locations relevant to the Russian rather than Roman Empire; Lomonosov,
for instance, specifies that his verses will be read everywhere that Russian people live), the most
crucial change and point of dispute in Lomonosov’s, Derzhavin’s and Pushkin’s adaptations is
the precise reason why the poet merits everlasting fame.

It has been pointed out that Horace’s poem is intimately connected to the Roman state —

the reference to the pyramids recalls the recent annexation of Egypt, while the reference to the

150 Goddess of funerals.

151 A river in Apulia.

152 Mythical Apulian king.

153 For the poem’s context, sources, and commentary, see Nisbet, R. and Niall Rudd. 4 Commentary on Horace:
Odes Book I11.
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high priest reminds us of the Roman rituals and the mention of the Capital is “a symbol of
Roman imperium.”*®* Horace’s own legacy will continue existing as long as there is a Roman
state. The explicit claim that he makes about why he will be remembered and what will be said
about him by the later generations, however, is literary — he is proud of being the one who “was
the first to lead forth Aeolian verse to Italian rhythms.”**

Although Lomonosov could make a similar claim about his own importance to the
development of Russian poetry, he instead identifies his importance as “being the first to sing the
deeds of such a Man,” linking his importance and fame not only to the state and politics in
general, but also specifically to his praise of Peter the Great and, even more specifically, “his
deeds.” Strikingly, his relationship with the ruler is so close that he chooses to follow not a
literary precedent or even literary motivations but rather “the path of Peter’s feats,” implying that
his work will be a merging of politics and literature, a process in which the former is primary and
superior and the latter can only follow in admiration. Finally, the emphasis on “deeds” is parallel
with Lomonosov’s focus on the external actions and perception of empire (such as military
conquests and famous literary depictions) that guides his approach to ancient Rome.

There 1s another important model for Lomonosov’s presentation of his achievement,
however, — Vergil’s programmatic statement about a future epic work in the third book of his
Georgics,® where he writes, “soon, however, I shall prepare to tell of the blazing battles of

Caesar” (“mox tamen ardentis accingar dicere pugnas/ Caesaris”**"). He, too, insists that he will

154 Nisbet and Rudd, 366-7, 373.

155 The terms “potens” and “princeps” may remind us of political power, possibly placing Horace in competition
with political leaders or portraying his role in poetry as similar to the role of a political leader in matter of state.
However, Horace does not explicitly connect his own achievement to political subject matter, unlike the Russian
authors I will discuss.

156 A long poem in four books that deals with agriculture and animals husbandry, guided by underlying philosophical
and didactic concerns.

17 Georgics 111.46-7, quoted and translated in David Meban’s “Temple Building, Primus Language, and the Proem
to Virgil’s Third Georgic,” 150.
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be “the first” (“primus ego”'*®) to attempt such an endeavor. Vergil then goes on to develop a

metaphor of himself as a triumphant victor who will erect a temple, in the middle of which will

159 ( 57160) )

be Caesar™ (“In medio mihi Caesar erit templumque tenebit

Although Lomonosov relies more on the structures of Horace’s poem than on Vergil’s
proem to structure his own statement (for instance, he refers to “deserving” the wreathes of
Parnassus, echoing Horace’s final line; he also mentions the geographical area in which the
verses will be read by the later generations, tying his legacy to the existence of the Russian
Empire), he adapts these structures to once again compete with Vergil and his project — praising
the battles of Caesar, which also aligns authorial fame with a political leader, whose deeds will
be admired and read by the future generations. By changing Vergil’s “battles” to “deeds,”
Lomonosov seems to suggest that the Russian emperor is greater than Vergil’s Caesar because
his accomplishments go beyond battles (in the same way that the destiny of the Russian Empire
goes beyond military prowess to encompass the skills left to other peoples in Book VI of the
Aeneid).

These lines will be reinterpreted both by Derzhavin, who maintains the connection
between himself and the ruler but transfers the emphasis from the “deeds” to internal qualities,
the “virtues” of the monarch, and by Pushkin, who emphatically connects his fame to “the
people” in opposition to the ruler. Echoing and responding to Lomonosov, these few lines in a
very short poem become a way for the poets to express what they see as essential about their

work and its relationship to their own political values and circumstances.

138 Georgics 111.10.

159 See Meban’s article for parallels between Vergil’s metaphor and actual temple building practices, triumphal
rituals, and other extra-literary practices. For a study of Vergil’s precedents and models, see Ryan Krieger Balot,
“Pindar, Virgil, and the Proem to "Georgic" 3.”

180 Georgics 11.16.
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Conclusion

For Lomonosov, Rome provides the model for what a great empire looks and sounds like.
It is an empire with a great miltiary history, with vast territorial possessions, with a language in
which great literature can be written, and with heroes who are admired by many later generations
in different lands. It is of crucial importance that an empire must have a proper literature,
because Roman fame and grandeur survive in the works of its great writers and historians.
Accordingly, Lomonosov perceives an urgent need to create a suitable imperial history and
literature, turning to Roman models for the vocabulary and structures he needs. In writing his
Ancient Russian History, he turns to Livy and other ancient historians to insert Russia’s past into
the history of the Roman Empire, tracing the origin of the Slavs to the Trojan War and arguing
for their existence and impressive military prowess during Roman times. The Roman poet Vergil
becomes an important model in Lomonosov’s search for literary models, and Lomonosov creates
his own epic about Peter the Great, the founder of the Russian Empire, in dialogue with Vergil’s
account of the wanderings of Aeneas, the legendary ancestor of the Romans. Finally, he turns to
Horace’s formulation of the importance of his poetry to offer us his own interpretation of his role
in Russian literature and the reason for his enduring future fame.

Since Lomonosov is not interested in portraying Russia as “second best” to Rome or any
other ancient or modern state, however, his attitude to Rome is emphatically competitive rather
than imitative. The underlying framework he adopts is that of constant rivalry, whether historical
or literary, explicit or implied, and this rivalry is retrojected to the very early days of Slavs, long
before the Russian Empire begins to exist as such. The Slavs contribute to the fall of Rome, Peter
is a far more admirable founder than Aeneas, Lomonosov’s epic is a more challenging and

worthwhile project that Vergil’s “fable,” and Rome and Romans would be ashamed of their
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inferiority had they ever encountered the Russian Empire and Peter the Great. Even though
Lomonosov adopts Roman vocabulary and structures, he does so in order to supplant Roman
greatness with Russian greatness and to prove that the Russian Empire is superior both to ancient

Rome and its contemporary Western European interlocutors.
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CHAPTER 11

Qualifying Empire: Morals and Ethics of Derzhavin’s Romans

Derzhavin’s Rome comes into being several decades after Lomonosov’s and introduces
an ethical and moral dimension to the question of imperial greatness. While military might and
other external characteristics of empire are still important, they are no longer perceived as the
most admirable or useful qualities of ancient Rome. Instead, it is the virtues and vices of Roman
rulers and heroes that merit close attention because they can teach a careful reader about proper
moral and ethical behaviors. This change of emphasis underlies the two central and related
aspects of Derzhavin’s approach to Rome. The first is that the underlying mechanism of
reception is exemplarity — instead of the empire as a whole, we usually encounter admirable or
despicable Roman individuals that can be used for didactic purposes. The second is the explicit
turn away from Vergil, whose poetry is presented as political flattery, and towards Horace, whose
work is coded as a philosophical and ethical endeavor that may occasionally get involved in
political matters but only for the purposes of exposing vices or advocating a more thoughtful and

fulfilling life than the life at court.

Derzhavin’s “Monument”

Before turning to Derzhavin’s relationship to Rome, I want to discuss his adaptation of
Horace’s ode I11.30 as a response to Lomonosov’s adaptation, because it encapsulates the
difference in the two authors’ approaches to empire and, ultimately, also guides their approach to

and use of ancient Rome. Lomonosov was the first to tie his poetic legacy to his hero and, by
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extension to the political-imperial subject of his poetry. For him it is the praise of Peter and his

feats that becomes the guarantee of later generations' appreciation of his work. Derzhavin

follows Lomonosov’s precedent of establishing the connection between the poet and the ruler (in

his case, Catherine the Great), but with important modifications. The poem is worth quoting in

its entirety, partly because I will also return to it in the next chapter, when talking about

Pushkin’s response to Derzhavin in the next link of the chain of “Monument” reception.

Monument

I erected for myself a wondrous, immortal
monument,

Harder than metals and higher than pyramids;
No tempest, no sudden thunder will break it
And the flight of time will never crush it.

So it is! — Not all of me will die: the greater
part,

Escaping ashes, will live on after death
And my fame will grow, without wilting

As long as the world honors the Slavic race.

They will hear of me from the White waters
to the Black,

Where there is Volga, Don, Neva, Ural
flowing from the Riphean Mountains;
Among the countless peoples, every man will
remember

That I came from obscurity, and became
known

For being the first to dare, in the amusing
Russian verse,

To proclaim the virtues of Felitsa,
To speak about God with honest simplicity
And tell the truth to the Tsars with a smile.

161

O Muse! Be justly proud of your merits,
And scorn those who scorn you,

With an unhurried, easy hand

Crown your brow with the dawn of

161 Catherine I1.

[TamgaTHUK

S nmamsTHHEK ceOe BO3IBHT UyJECHBIMH,
BCUHLIN,

MeTtajutoB TBEPKE OH U BBILLIE MUPAMUL;
Hu Buxpb €ro, Hu rpoM HE CIIOMUT
OBICTPOTEYHBIH,

W BpeMeHHU MOJeT ero He COKPYIIUT.

Tak! -- Bech 51 HE yMpy: HO 4acTh MEHs
OoubIas,

Ot TneHa yoexas, 10 CMEPTH CTaHET KUTh,

U cnaBa Bo3pacrer Mos1, HE yBs1as,

Joxonb CnaBsHOB poJl BCEIEHHA OyAET YTHTb.

Cayx mpoiiaer o060 MHe ot benbix Bof 10
YepHsbIX,

I'ne Bounra, [lon, Hesa, ¢ Pudes nvet Ypamn;
Bcesk Oyner nOMHUTB TO B Hapoax
HEU3YETHBIX,

Kak 13 0e3BecTHOCTH 51 TEM U3BECTEH CTall,

Yto nepsblii 51 Aep3HYJI B 320aBHOM
PyckomMm ciore

O noo6ponerensx Peaunubl BO3IIACUTD,

B cepaeunoii mpocrore 6ecenoarhb 0 bore,
N uctuny apsim ¢ yjabI0koil TOBOPHUTH.

O My3za! Bo3ropauck 3aciayroi
CIIpaBeJINBOM,

U npe3upats k1O TEOs, cama TeX Mpe3upaii;
HenpuHyx1€eHHOIO pyKOH, HETOPOILUIMBOU
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immortality Yerno TBOE 3apeil 6e3cMepTus Benuait. 1%

The lines in bold present a response to Lomonosov. The word “deeds” (“nena”), which
Lomonosov singled out as his poetic subject (and that is echoed in the rest of the fragment of his
epic, which focuses on “deeds,” “labor,” and “feats”) becomes, in Derzhavin’s poem, “virtues”
(“mobponerenn”), implying that virtues and not feats make a ruler that is worth praising — this
focus on virtue will rule both Derzhavin’s odes in general and his approach to the reception of
ancient Rome. This change is also a reflection of Derzhavin’s approach to the role of the poet,
reflecting his perceived task of serving as “an instructive panegyrist.”63

Another important alteration is the reference to Horace’s first satire in the final line of the
same stanza, “tell the truth to the Tsars with a smile.” This lines alludes to Horace’s “what stops
one from telling the truth while laughing” (“ridentem dicere verum /quid vetat”'%4) and carries
several possible implications. As a response to Lomonosov, it suggests a departure from epic,
which Lomonosov had chosen as the genre that will immortalize him, and towards satire, the
genre that is concerned with exposing “the truth” rather than offering praise. This line places
addition emphasis on the earlier “virtues” by suggesting that Derzhavin will offer praise only if it
is true, and will not withhold criticism otherwise. In the greater context of his work, we may also
momentarily place the emphasis on “with a smile” rather than “the truth,” as a reminder of his
essentially close and amicable relationship with Catherine the Great — his criticisms work within
the status quo and the figures he uses in his works are the noble and patriotic heroes who defend

and preserve their state rather than attempt to bring about political change. Still, the mention of

“the truth” includes potential for disagreement with the rulers, something that we never

162 Levitsky 330.
163 Hart 87.
164 Sar. 1.1.24-5.
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encountered in the works of Lomonosov.
Catherine and Classics
The Roman presence in the Russian court continued to grow during Catherine’s

reign(1762-1796), including the performance of grandeur during public ceremonies, imperial art
and architecture, increase in translations of classical works and contemporary scholarship about
Roman history, and a reliance on classical allusions for Russian political myths. Marinus Wes,
illustrating the first of these uses, that of public ceremonies, writes,

The night of New Year’s Day 1 January 1763 was, as usual, graced with fireworks in

St. Petersburg. It opened with an allegorical representation of a ‘Trajan’s Column,’

erected in honour of Catherine and surrounded by altars where the ‘blessed nations

of the Russian empire’ brought their offerings. It was the first time that Russia

celebrated the turn of the year under Catherine. She was by no means still a virgin,

but this did not prevent the organizers from making the fireworks symbolic of the

return of the Golden Age and devoting a scene to the rise of the ‘salutary sun’ under

the returned Virgin Catherine. By way of an explanation for the spectators, the

famous sixth line of Virgil’s fourth eclogue was added as a caption:

Iam redit et Virgo, redeunt Saturnia regna*®. Since not everybody knew Latin, a
translation was also supplied: ‘Astraea will return, the Golden Age returns.’”6

A number of classical references were developed into what Vera Proskurina calls “myths

of empire.” Catherine could be portrayed as an Amazon (in an extension of a poem by

165 This is the sixth line of Vergil’s fourth eclogue. The translation identifies Vergil’s “Maiden” (“Virgo™)
specifically with Astraea, who is not present in the eclogue. The mention of Astraea occurs in the works of Ovid and
the Greek poet Aratos, who mentions that Astraea, “the virgin patron of Justice,” leaves the earth once the Iron Age
arrives (Ph. 133-6; Ovid: “ultima caelestrum terras Astraea reliquit.” Met. 1.150). Aratos connects Astraea to the
constellation Virgo. Later poets continue to link Astraea with the Virgo. If one reads the eclogue together with the
Aeneid’s prophecy of Rome’s world domination and future golden age to be ushered in by the reign of Augustus
(deneid V1.791-5), Astraea can be called “an imperial virgin,” since “The golden age is the Augustan rule, the
Augustan revival of piety, the peace of the world-wide Augustan empire.” See Robert Coleman’s commentary in
Vergil. Eclogues for the basic provenance of the association between “Virgo” and “Astraea” and Frances Yates,
“Queen Elizabeth as Astraea” for its interpretation and afterlife, particularly in England.

166 It is unclear why Wes translates the first part of the quote using future tense, since it is crucial to the message to
posit that the Golden Age has already arrived, so the entire quotation is in present tense. Stephen Baehr’s translation
is “Astraea is already descending, and the golden age is returning to us” (Baehr, Paradise Myth, 45). Wes 45. Wes
also points out that the reference had become common under Elizabeth but became especially associated with
Catherine. On a discussion of eighteenth-century paradise motifs, including the Golden Age, see Stephen Baehr’s
The Paradise Myth in Eighteenth-Century Russia: Utopian Patterns in Early Secular Russian Literature and
Culture.
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Lomonosov about Elizabeth), tying Russian monarchs to the story of Troy.*®” Her portraits could
be modeled on Scipio Africanus and Alexander the Great (in an attempt to make her more
masculine and, thus presumably more fit to rule).®® During the Russo-Turkish War (1768-1774),
the odes celebrating Russian victories compared the times of Catherine to those of Augustus, on
the basis of territorial expansion and the entry into Golden Age.'®® The portrayal of the empress
as Minerva and Astraea was ubiquitous (the last allusion had already been common in
Elizabethan England, among the Hapsburgs and France during the reign of Louis XV, and was
introduced to Russia by Lomonosov, thoroughly developed by his literary rival, Sumarokov, and
employed by other writers, including Petrov, Maikov and Kheraskov.1%) A stanza of Derzhavin

from 1767 reflects the commonality of these two titles:

Rightly we call you Minerva HoctoitHo MbI TeOst MuHEpBO Ha3bIBaeM,
When we behold your wise laws. Ha mynpsie TBOM 3aKOHBI KaK B3UPaeM.
Rightly we call you Astraea: Jocroiino MeI Tebst AcTpeero 30BeM:

Under your scepter, we live in the golden [Tox ckUIEeTpOM TBOUM 3J1aThIC JTHU BEACM. 171
days.

The number of translations of classical authors soared under Catherine the Great. A
Society for the Translation of Foreign Books was founded in 1768, which saw a number of
translations of ancient (Livy, Tacitus, Homer, Cicero) and contemporary European (Corneille,
Voltaire, Montesquieu, Hume, Swift) authors.!’2 The major projects, according to E. Frolov, who
has studied the evolution of classical scholarship in Russia, were translations of Vergil and

Homer.'”® These projects were commissioned by the empress herself or by her favorites. Perhaps

167 Proskurina, Vera. Mify Imprerii: Literatura i Vlast’v Epohu Ekateriny II, 1-18.

168 pid. 36.

169 bid. 46.

170 1bid. 62-5.

11 Derzhavin, 111, 240.

172 John T. Alexander, “Catherine the Great (Ekaterina Alekseevna), ‘The Great,” Empress of Russia.” Dictionary of
Literary Biography.

173 Frolov, E. D. Russkaia Nauka ob Antichnosti, 102.
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the best known of these translation projects was the Aeneid, translated by Vasilii Petrov, a teacher
in the Slavonic-Greek-Latin Academy, who became famous for his ode developing the Amazon
myth mentioned above and gained the (perhaps dubious) distinction of being the “Russian
Vergil.” Catherine was personally involved in this translation project, supervising and perhaps
even ‘correcting’ the translation. In a wonderful twist of sources, Petrov used Lomonosov’s epic,
Peter the Great, in his translation of the Aeneid, reminding the audience of Lomonosov’s work
and making “recent Russian reality” speak through the Virgilian text.}’*

Due to the topical foreign concerns — war with the Ottoman Empire — there was a
temporary spike in Greek allusions within a political context, but even these allusions often
maintain a Roman connection. One of the key discourses surrounding the war, was “the
restoration of the intellectual cradle of mankind — ancient Hellas — from the religious and cultural
yoke [of the Turkish barbarians], since the war was waged over the famous lands of antiquity.”"®
While Catherine was hoping to inspire the Greeks to revolt against the Turks, her own personal
Vergil began comparing her to Pallas rather than Minerva.!’® Keeping the Greek territories in
mind, Catherine even named her second grandson, born in 1779, Konstantin, after Constantine
the Great, and the hope that he would occupy the throne in Constantinople echoed in literary
works of the period (Derzhavin, for instance, wrote of “return[ing] Constantine’s city to
Konstantin” (“Adunam BoszBparutsh Aduny,/I'pax Koncrantunos Koncrantuny™)!’’ and

expected him “to build Rome again” (“Ceit BHOBb mocTpout Pum.”)!’®. The expeditions to the

newly acquired Archipelago islands in the Mediterranean provided opportunities for excavations

174 proskurina 47.

175 1bid. 152.

176 Proskurina 170.

177 “Ha Bssrue Usmanna,” 1790, I, 357.

178 “Onmcanne Ioremkunckaro Ipasnauka,” 1791.
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(there was even a discovery of “Homer’s tomb”1®), search for antique columns, statues, and
monuments “with ancient Greek writing” and a chance for practical application of the discourse
of restoring Greek learning, which manifested itself in projects on educating Greek children. '8
And yet, since the underlying context is that of empire and the military, it seems that the
relationship of Russia to Greece was closer to the relationship of Rome to Greece than Greece
itself.18! Constantine was, after all, a Roman emperor and, as we saw above, appears as someone
who will restore a Rome, even if it is in formerly Greek territory. Throughout the war, there was
a sense of following in the footsteps of ancient Roman heroes reflected in odes, panegyrics and
even official correspondence, domestic and foreign, of this period.!? Battles, campaigns,
individuals, courage and the general grandeur of Russia were consistently praised through
comparisons with the Roman Empire. In the second installment of the war (1787-1792), the
Russian general Potemkin was greeted, upon his return to Petersburg, by triumphal gates
modeled on the triumphal arch of the Roman Emperor Titus, who captured Jerusalem in 70
A.D.183 Certain conventional celebratory constructions, such as the temple of Janus, had become
so commonplace that Catherine herself grew bored with them.!8
This intimate relationship between the Russian court and the classics has led Marinus

Wes to conclude,

It was only in the time of Catherine the Great and Alexander I that antiquity could

gain a firm foothold in Russia. It was the antiquity of enlightened monarch, an

antiquity which was permitted to function as a mind-expanding element in the

processes of human imagination, in architecture, in sculpture, in literature, as long
as the expanding effect did not exceed the frame of autocracy.'®

19 Constantine, David. Early Greek travelers and the Hellenic Ideal, 215-218.

180 Elena Smilianskaia, unpublished.

181 Proskurina expresses the same sentiment, arguing that Greece that appears in Russian literature of this period is a
Roman Greece, Greece when it was already part of the Roman Empire (Proskurina 171).

182 Ibid. 164-5.

183 Ibid. 167.

184 Ibid. 198.

185 Wes 173.

82



This brief survey should be sufficient to demonstrate the pervasiveness of Roman references
in the Russian court during the reign of Catherine the Great. It would be misleading to think of
this period as one of abandonment of Russian traditions in favor of becoming a Rome, however,
as we are still dealing with a period during which significant effort was put into dispelling
foreign ideas about Russia’s backwardness, ignorance, historical insignificance, and other
unflattering characteristics. Catherine herself sponsored and even wrote works defending
Russian culture, language, history and literature.'® Alongside the performers of operas

portraying classical heroes, there were gusli*®’ players in her court, and a “discovery of the folk”

188 was taking place at about the same time as the discovery of Homer’s grave in the Greek
Archipelago.

The strong emphasis on Roman (and sometimes Greek) connections, combined with
patriotism, the desire to find and extol Russia’s own identity, and strong criticism of an
unthinking mimicry of the foreign is the general overall context in which Derzhavin and his

contemporaries are writing. We can already see the reflection of these concerns in the

“Monument” poem quoted above, especially the lines, in which Derzhavin speaks of his

accomplishment:
...being the first to dare, in the amusing Yro nepBblif 4 Aep3Hyn B 3a0aBHOM Pyckom
Russian verse, cJiore
To proclaim the virtues of Felitsa, O noGponerensax denuiibl BO3MIACUTD,
To speak about God with honest simplicity B cepneunoit mpoctote 6ecenosats o bore,
And tell the truth to the Tsars with a smile. U uctuny Lapsm ¢ yabpiOKoit roBOpUTb.

186 On Catherine’s Antidote, see, for instance, Marcus C. Levitt. “An Antidote to Nervous Juice: Catherine the
Great's Debate with Chappe d'Auteroche over Russian Culture.” See Hans Rogger, National Consciousness in
Eighhteenth-Century Russia, for details on the development of Russian history, language and other factors important
to a forming “national consciousness.” It was also of crucial importance for Catherine herself to appear emphatically
Russian, especially since she was actually German and had dubious rights to the throne of the husband whom she
overthrew.

187 An old Russian stringed instrument often associated with folk music.

18 Rogger 161-2.
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There is of course the underlying Roman connection, the Horatian model, a poem written
during the Roman Empire that assumes and demands the existence of this empire, with its
geographical expanses and continuous existence.'® But Derzhavin does not simply translate the
poem, he takes the structure and imperial background of the original, but fills it with Russian
content. It is the Russian verse that now guarantees the poet’s everlasting fame, and this fame
will be among the geographical expanses of the Russian Empire, the Slavic race. In the process
of adapting Rome’s legacy to suit Russia’s contemporary needs, Derzhavin will also implicitly
raise the question of whether it is necessarily desirable to follow Roman models, pointing both to
the admirable and the vicious qualities of Roman figures and the dangers of human ambition and
arrogance.

Brief Biography

Like Lomonosov, Derzhavin is usually perceived to have a crucial role in the
development of Russian literature. Those not fond of Lomonosov will begin their literary
histories with Derzhavin as he is often (and rightly) seen as the immediate predecessor of
Pushkin and other major nineteenth-century writers. He is often considered the greatest poet of
the eighteenth-century,!®® both by later scholars and his contemporaries, who considered his
poetic achievement “the crowning jewel of an entire epoch, one that stretched from the reforms
of Peter I to the Napoleonic era.”**! Frequently, he is credited with being the poet who finally
opened up Russian poetry to its potential, freeing it from the stricter generic and other
prescriptions and conventions imposed by his predecessors (Lomonosov, Sumarokov). In the

words of Pierre Hart,

189 Pumpianskii even argues that this poem shows “the Roman character of Russian history during the time
Catherine.” L. V. Pumpianskii, “Ob Ode A. Pushkina ‘Pamyatnik,’’204.

190 In the words of lakov Grot, “Eighteenth century had only one poet of great power. It was Derzhavin.” Lviii.
1 Aleksandr Levitsky, “Gavrila Romanovich Derzhavin.” Dictionary of Literary Biography.
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Derzhavin’s repeated transgression of Neo-classical norms imparted new vitality to
the solemn ode at the same time that it introduced a greatly expanded poetic realm to
the Russian reader. His depictions of countryside and city, his translation of diverse
visual and aural sensations into words, his juxtapositions of sublime and
commonplace experience were of considerable importance to the progress of poetry
toward its first great florescence in the early nineteenth century.!

As was the case with Lomonosov, Derzhavin’s life and literary career were closely tied to
the court, and his literary fame was inextricably tied, in his own time and in the perception of
later generations, to Catherine the Great. Although he was of noble descent, his family was poor,
and he received little formal education (with the exception of two years in a gymnasium in his
native Kazan’). He followed his father’s career path by becoming a soldier in the
Preobrazhenskii Regiment, spent eleven years in the army, and personally participated in two of
the major political events of his lifetime -- the coup that placed Catherine the Great on the throne
in 1762 and the suppression of the Pugachev rebellion in 1773. 1%

His chosen genre was the ode.’® His first odes were heavily influenced by Lomonosov,
but he soon turned away from Lomonosov (due, in his own words,® to the inability to follow
Lomonosov’s lofty style and pathos) and chose Horace as his odic model.!®® Though it is perhaps
only a question of a poetic temperament, there is also cause to think that the age in which Vergil,
Homer and Pindar were the preferred models for court poetry and became associated with

197

flattery, pompousness, and dishonesty,™’ invited a writer concerned with ethics and morals to

seek other models for imitation. I will return to the question of Derzhavin’s poetic allegiances in

192 pierre Hart, G.R. Derzhavin: A Poet’s Progress, i.

193 On the influence of Pugachev’s rebellion on Derzhavin’s poetry, see Zapadov Poety XVIII Veka, 172.

194 «Odes served him for purposes of career advancement; they established his fame as a poet; toward the end of his
life they served him as a testing ground to prove himself as a literary theoretician; and, perhaps most important, they
provided him with a mean of expressing his deepest spiritual and intellectual concerns.” Levitsky 72.

195 Derzhavin VI, 443.

19 Derzhavin was not alone in his preferences, as the nature and context of the ode as a genre was undergoing a
transformation at this time. On the change from the ceremonial, performative odes to the didactic, philosophical
odes as a preferred genre, see James von Geldern, “The Ode as a Performative Genre.”

17 The odes of Petrov, for instance, were heavily satirized by his contemporaries.
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a later portion of this chapter.

The major turn in Derzhavin’s career came with the ode Felitsa, written in 1782, which
celebrated the virtues of Catherine the Great.!% He went on to hold a number of administrative
positions (including being a member of the Law Commission, president of the Commerce
Department, minister of Finance, member of the Supreme Council and Minister of Justice)!%
though he did not hold any of them for long (due to his “inordinate sense of justice, coupled with
a hot temper”?%) and, finally, was dismissed and dedicated himself to poetry from 1803 on.
Derzhavin and Rome

The kinship with Rome appears in a number of poems, and the appropriateness of Roman
comparisons no longer needs to be proven. What Lomonosov had to justify on the basis of
historical similarity is now clearly accepted and commonplace enough not to need justification,
and can become the background to further questions and evaluation. Derzhavin accepts this
general kinship between Russia and Rome, and the praise of Russia remains an important
function of his Roman allusions. It is no longer the main function, however, and the tone of
many of these references is no longer exclusively celebratory, as the chosen figures may be either
positive or negative and, ultimately, they serve to exemplify the moral criteria for a good ruler or

nobleman. Pumpianskii has argued that these Roman allusions, unlike the historically-motivated

198 «“Felitsa’ is one of Derzhavin’s best-known and most anthologized poems. Its name was taken from an
allegorical children’s tale written by Catherine and published in 1781. The tale recounts how the young Prince
Khlor, aided by an agent of Princess Felitsa (from the Latin, suggesting ‘felicity’ or ‘good fortune’), ultimately
succeeds in his quest for virtue, symbolized as a thornless rose, which he finds on a distant mountaintop. In
Derzhavin’s ode, virtue is unmistakably connected with Catherine. As opposed to the previous tradition of serious,
lofty panegyrics, Derzhavin’s ode was rendered in a delightfully light and humorous way whenever the focus of his
attention shifted from the idealized, yet human, portrait of Catherine to her courtiers to the poet himself, who is
portrayed as replete with such forgivably human vices as excessive beer drinking, oversleeping, card playing,
womanizing, and laziness. Although this portrait was in itself a profound departure from the previously abstract pose
of the odic persona, lost in the heights of lyrical rapture, the great novelty of the ode also lay in the fact that it
offered unambiguous satiric portraits of some of Catherine’s main courtiers, depicted as embodiments of corruption,
sloth, and ineptitude.” Levitsky 77.

199 Levitsky 78.

20 Ibid.
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allusion of Lomonosov, are the result of Derzhavin’s moral notion of “two worlds” or “two
paths” that lie before every person (the path of, for instance Regulus,?®! and the path of, for
instance, Catiline??) 293

It is not only a moral binary that guides these choices. The additional considerations
include the dangers of power and ambition, or meditations on the worth of earthly power, where
Roman examples may serve as an epitome of glory and status. The Roman figures may also be
useful for contemplating the poet’s relationship with the rulers, and the choice of Horace rather
than Vergil as an object of imitation is significant for outlining Derzhavin’s take on this
relationship. In all of these nuances, which are ultimately related to ethical and existential
exploration of political power, we can see important changes from the time of Lomonosov.
Military successes, geographical expansion, and other external accomplishments of the monarch
and empire, which had been so prominent in the works of Lomonosov, take a back seat to the
question of the ruler’s virtuousness, though they are still present and prominent.

The commonly assumed connections between Russian and Rome make negative Roman
examples even more poignant. Building a relationship to Rome is no longer taken as a purely
positive practice. Rome, though it still stands for military power and imperial grandeur, now
becomes an ambivalent symbol. On the one hand, it was an unparalleled world power, with many
noble heroes immortalized in the works of great authors. On the other hand, however, Roman
leaders, especially its emperors, were sometimes overcome by ambition and immortalized not for

their greatness but for their heinous treatment of their subjects and their dubious morals.

201 The Roman general who was captured during the war with Carthage, and went back to Rome as part a
Carthaginian embassy. He proceeded to convince the Romans not to agree to the peace proposed by Carthage,
returned to captivity, and was subsequently tortured to death.

202 An improverished aristocrat who tried to overthrow the Roman Republic during Cicero’s consulship.

23 V. Pumpianskii, “K istorii russkogo klassicizma,” 129.
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As aresult of these new concerns, it can no longer be taken for granted that we know
what Rome means. Is Rome still a suitable model if one looks at its bad emperors? Might
military fame disguise ambition and corruption? And how does one reconcile the immortality
that being a Rome seems to promise with the inevitable mortality of people? Of course, none of
these questions is impossible to answer, and they need not interfere with the reliance on Rome
for imperial language and imagery. They are, however, questions that prevent an easy
identification of Rome with a single concept or cluster of concepts, because they also signal
different approaches — imperially, ethically and existentially important Rome. There is much
overlap between these approaches, but they are nevertheless different concerns.

Modified Praise of Russian Empire

Both the competitive attitude and the use of Roman models and precedents that we saw in
the works of Lomonosov were still widespread among Derzhavin’s contemporaries and are also
present in those odes of Derzhavin that are written in response to political events or for public
occasions. These ceremonial and laudatory kinds of allusions coexist with ones that carry
significant modifications and signal a change of purpose and values.

In praising the rulers, Derzhavin turns several times to the descriptions of the reign of the
Roman emperor Trajan, an important change from the praises of Peter the Great as an Augustus
or the label “Augusta,” that Lomonosov applies to Elizabeth, since the link to Augustus
highlights the reforms to infrastructure and imposition of peace and other external improvements
to the empire, while Derzhavin’s turn to Trajan is clearly motivated by Trajan’s treatment of his
subjects and the quality of life under the emperor — it was, in his view, a “happy” and “rare” time
when autocracy was mixed with liberty, and one could speak freely and live without fearing for

one’s life and safety.
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The first reference to Trajan is the epigraph to the manuscript of poems that Derzhavin
presented to Catherine the Great in 1795 and, again, to the first volume of his collected works,
published in 1808, which is composed of fragments from two different works of Tacitus,
Historiae and Agricola:

O, happy and uncommon times, when it was not forbidden to think or talk; when

incompatible things, autocracy and freedom, co-existed; when, under the lightest

rule the public safety consisted not of hopes and wishes, but of certain fulfillment

of the desired.

[O BpeMst O1aronoay4YHOE U PEIKOE, KOTIa MBICIIUTh U TOBOPHUTH HE

BOCTIPEINAIOCs; KOTJa COeTMHEHBI ObLTN BEIH HECOBMECTHBIS, BIIAABIYECTBO U

cB00O/Ia; KOT/Ia ITPH CaMOM JIETKOM ITPABJICHUH OOIIECTBEHHAs OE30MIaCTHOCTh

COCTOsJIa HE U3 OTHOW HAJIEXKIbI U JKEJIaHuUsl, HO U3 JJOCTOBEPHATO TOIyYEHUS,

IIPOYHBIM 00pa3oM, kemaemaro. 204]

In the works of Tacitus, these lines partially apply to Trajan and to his predecessor Nerva. In the
Historiae, he mentions “the principate of divine Nerva and the rule of Trajan [...] the rare
happiness of times when it is allowed to think what you want and say what you think™
(“principatum divi Nervae et imperium Traiani [...] rara temporum felicitate ubi sentire

quae velis et quae sentias dicere licet.”?®). In the Agricola, there is once again mention of the
reigns of both Nerva and Trajan: “at the beginning of the most blessed age Nerva Caesar mixed
once incompatible things, the principate and liberty, and [now] Nerva Trajan daily augments the
happiness of the age, and not only has public security encouraged hopes and wishes but the times
also have given us confidence in the fulfillment of the wishes” (“primo statim beatissimi

saeculi ortu Nerua Caesar res olim dissociabiles miscuerit — principatum ac libertatem

— augeatque cotidie felicitatem temporum Nerua Traianus, nec spem modo ac uotum securitas

204 Derzhavin 1, xlii. Grot notes that Tacitus was not yet translated into Russian, so Derzhavin either used the original
or a German translation.
205 Tacitus, Hist. 1.1. Text: Fisher, C. D., ed. Tacitus: Historiae.
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publica, sed ipsius uoti fiduciam ac robur aetas suaserit.”?®).

Combining the features of two emperors and from two works, Derzhavin creates an
image of an ideal state that offers both security and freedom to its subjects. Even though these
sentiments span the reigns of two different rulers, Derzhavin chooses only Trajan to represent the
ideal relationship between the ruler and the people, perhaps influenced by Pliny’s panegyric (a
translation of which already existed in Russia), which is specifically concerned with Trajan;
Pliny even insists that one should talk about the ruler in such a way that the words cannot apply
to anyone else,?®’ meaning that the praise should be honest and specific, unlike generic
formulations prompted by fear.?%®

In Derzhavin’s work, the function of this epigraph is likely partly laudatory?®® and partly
didactic, praising exaggerated and idealized conditions in order to encourage their realization,
since Derzhavin’s own literary and bureaucratic experience and desire “to tell the truth” caused a
number of rifts between him and the empress in the late 1780’s and the early 1790’s.21° The
former function frames the desired result as unequivocal praise, striving to repair the poet’s
relationship with the ruler and allowing the latter function to appear in an unobjectionable form
that does not place any demands and only appears to laud what has already been done. The latter

function, however, still draws attention to the specific conditions that the poet portrays as the

208 Tacitus, Agr. 3.1 For text, context, and commentary, see Woodman, A. J., Tacitus: Agricola.

207 "ne quid de principe nostro ita dicant, ut idem illud de alio dici potuisse videatur.” Panegyricus 2.2.

208 “Quare abeant ac recedant voces illae quas metus exprimebat” Ibid.

209 Cardy harshly points to Derzhavin’s need to “prostitute his talents to gain the recognition and reward from his
sovereign.” (126).

210 See Cardy’s biography of Derzhavin for a discussion of his tumultuous relationship with Catherine. It is sadly
ironic that Derzhavin himself later explains that the reason his poems were not published in 1795, when he
originally offered them to Catherine, was that “there were people, who convinced the Empress that these poems
contained satirical expressions about her.” ("6sumn Jironu, KoTOpBIE YBepHiH [ocynapsiHio, 6yaTO OBI BB
COYMHEHUSIXb CUXb ObUIN Ha cueTh Es catmpuueckus Beipakenns.”" “O0bscHenns Ha CounHenns JlepxaBuHa, UMb
CaMUMBb JUKTOBAaHHBISA pOMHOU ero mieMsHauIe, EnncaBere Hukonaesue JIbBoBoit, BB 1809 romy.” F. L’vov, ed.
Saint-Petersburg, 1834, 1).
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essential conditions for being worthy of this praise.

The dedication poem to the empress originally ended with a mention of Trajan as well:

You deserved true praise in your rule. Thl HICTUHHOW XBaJBI B IIApsAX ObLIA JOCTOWHA.
The world will remember you as it does BocnomHuT o Tebe, kak o Tpasne, cper. 21!
Trajan.

These lines were removed in a later publication, becoming, instead, part of the epigraph
quoted above, which, instead of vaguely alluding to Trajan, specifies the specific conditions
within the empire that he poet wishes to emphasize. The adjective “true” in “true praise” also
recalls Pliny’s panegyric, emphasizing the sincere rather than formulaic nature of the comparison
and possibly signaling that the poet’s concern is to respond to actual conditions of life rather than
offer ceremonial praise.

A hidden comparison to Trajan had appeared even earlier, in the poem Felitsa, where

Derzhavin praises the empress, writing,

[You] allow people to know and think ...V 3HaTh ¥ MBICITUTH MTO3BOJISICIIIH
And don’t forbid them U o cebe He 3anpeniaenib
To speak truth and falsehood about you. U 6b11b ¥ HEOBLITH TOBOPHTH. 22

Later, in his own note to these lines, Derzhavin explain that Catherine, “like the emperor Trajan,
was very forgiving of people who spoke ill of her weaknesses” (“Mmneparpuna, nogo0HO
umneparopy TpasHy, BechMa CHUCXOIMTEIbHA ObIIA K 37T0PEUUBBIM K e cnabocTsam jrofsam”).2t3
We could perhaps think of these comparisons to Trajan, particularly their later instances, as
another take on what Derzhavin could have meant by “telling the truth with a smile” — not satire,

but rather praise and idealization that carry instructions about what a good ruler should prioritize

in her reign.

211 Dezhavin, “ITpunomenne Monapxune,” 1795, 1.717 . Grot points out that these lines were included in original
manuscript but not in the edited version of the poem published in the 1808 anthology (/bid.)

212 “Dennua,” 1782, 1, 142- 3.

213 Levitsky, 440.
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A number of scholars have, in fact, offered similar readings of Pliny’s panegyric,
acknowledging the reality of wanting to offer instruction and having to do it in a way that would
still be palatable to the emperor. Betty Radice argues that the panegyric “is no idle flattery in
conventional form; it is a rather a sort of manifesto of the Senate’s ideal of a constitutional ruler,
one chosen to rule because he is qualified to do so, with emphasis on his obsequium to the
people’s will and his sense of service to his country,” “a subtle blend of fact and ‘wishful
thinking.”?!* Although it would be misleading to consider Derzhavin’s brief quotation a
“manifesto” (or to think of Derzhavin composing manifestoes in general), his use of Pliny’s
Panegyricus®® for the 1808 epigraph dedicated to Emperor Alexander I, Catherine’s grandson,
offers a laudatory yet humbling portrait:

We have no intention of flattering him, like a highest being or some deity: for we
speak not of a tyrant, but of a Citizen, not of an Autocrat, but of a Father of the
fatherland, who considers us equal to him, and surpasses us all the more by making
himself equal to us.
[MbI HE HAMEpEHBI JIACKATh MY HUTJIE, SIKO CYIIECTBY BBICOYANUIIIEMY, UJIH KO
HeKoeMy 00KeCTBY: MO0 TOBOPUM HE O TUpaHe, Ho o [ paxxnanune, He o [ocynape,
HO 00 OTIie oTeuecTBa, KOTOPHIH MOYUTAET ce0sl HAM PaBHBIM, HO TEM Taye HaC
TIpEeBBINIACT, YeM Oosee paBHsET ceds ¢ Hamu. 210
Pliny’s lines read: ““We should never flatter him as a god, or a divine spirit: for we speak not of a
tyrant but of a citizen; not of a master, but of a father. He thinks of himself as one of us, and in

thinking this surpasses us and stands out all the more” (“Nusquam ut deo, nusquam ut numini

blandiamur: non enim de tyranno, sed de cive; non de domino, sed de parente loquimur. Unum

214 Radice, “Pliny and the Panegyricus,” 168. Mark Morford even credits the Panegyricus with being a “new kind of
oratory” in a new kind of context — “the first time that a living princeps had been eulogized in his presence by means
of a speech that was designed to persuade rather than to flatter.” “Iubes Esse Liberos: Pliny’s Panegyricus and
Liberty,” 578.

215 Grot suggests that Derzhavin probably used A. A. Nartov’s 1777 translation from German as his source for the
first portion of the quotation. Derzhavin, ILviii.

218 Jbid.
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ille se ex nobis, et hoc magis excellit atque eminet, quod unum ex nobis putat...”?!"). Even while
reiterating the ruler’s superiority to his subjects, Derzhavin reminds him that he should think of
himself as one of the citizens rather than a master or some sort of a deity. Once again, he
contrasts this sentiment with mere flattery, both increasing its effect as flattery and bringing the
praise and the underlying conditions of that praise into the realm of actual contemporary court
dynamics.

The “good” Roman emperors appear in another comparison. In talking about the recently
crowned Paul I, the son of Catherine, Derzhavin predicted his future greatness (wrongly) by
seeing great Roman emperors in him:

In his valor and generosity, ITo nobGnectu u no meapore
We can see Aurelius?'® and Titus?®®. ABpenuii 3putcs B HeM u Turt.??°

In this case, Derzhavin is using the Roman emperors primarily admired for their virtues to offer
an example of what Paul’s early behavior hinted at and what he could strive to become. He once
again exaggerates and presents a wishful future outcome as a given. His hopes would prove to be
false, however, and Paul would soon be assassinated and remembered as a Caligula or a Nero
rather than a Marcus Aurelius. I will briefly return to Paul and his legacy in the next chapter.

In none of these cases does Derzhavin base his comparison on military victories,

27 Panegyricus 2.3-5.

218 An often quoted example of the perception of Marcus Aurelius in later reception is Matthew Arnold’s nineteenth-
century characterization of him as “perhaps the most beautiful figure in history,” a representative of “high human
goodness” (Henry Ebel, “Matthew Arnold and Marcus Aurelius,” 559). He has become a figure remembered for his
philosophy rather than his campaigns.

219 The reference to Titus allows Derzhavin to combine military legacy (capture of Jerusalem) and moral goodness,
such as the generosity reported by Suetonius and the posistive evaluations of his reign in this and other Roman
sources. ("The most striking thing about the accounts of Titus is the consistently favorable tone of all," “He used all
possible means to relieve the unfortunate victims of the disasters of his time [...] and gave the ornaments of his own
villas for the restoration of th city after the fire [...] Even against the warnings of his friends and household, he gave
favorable replies to all applicants for assistance.” For an overview of the accounts of his reign, see Helen Price,
“Titus, ‘Amor Ac Deliciae Generis Humani.”)

220 Derzhavin, 11, 24. Eventually Derzhavin explained that he and others were deceived by Paul’s early admirable
behavior that was later reversed.
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territorial conquests, subjugation of proud nations, or even introduction of new institutions.

Instead, the focus is internal, and the basis of comparison is how the ruler treated her or his own

subjects and how she or he dealt with having absolute power.

These modified kinds of praise coexist with the more general, unspecific praises that

glorify Russia through Roman comparisons. Rome continues to be useful in highlighting the

grandeur and especially military achievements of the Russian Empire; the ancient figures in

these instance tend to appear in lists and express amazement, which emphasizes said grandeur

and achievements. Below are three examples from three different poems:

1.

Luculluses, Caesars, Trajan, Octavius, Titus,
Seemed to come down from the walls in their
amazement

And ask: For whom does the world provide
this feast?

Who else dares to possess the world?

2.
From the Stygian darkness appear
Eugene,??? Caesar, Hannibal;
The crossing of the Alps
Has overcome them with its glory.
“Who, who,” — they question in amazement,
“Wish such courage, such zeal
Went against the forces of nature
And scorned countless obstacles
Who is greater than us?” — Your splendor,
Suvorov,
Forced them to bow their heads.

3.
Arise from your graves, Caesar, Hannibal,
Charles, Friedrich,
And turn you amazed gaze from the darkness
To the power of the Russian phalanxes

221 “Onucanue INoremkunckaro [pasguuka,” 1, 417.

Jlykymnel, Le3apu, TpasH, Oxrasuii, Tur,
Kak Oynro n3ymsich, COMTH €O CTEH Kellalu
U Bonpocuts: Koro Tak yromiaer cBet?
KTo, kpoMe Hac, B1aieTb OTBAXKUIICS
BCeleHHOH? 22

N3 mpakoB Bo3cTatoT CTUTHHCKHUX
EBrenuit, [lecaps, 'annuban;

[Ipoxox upe3 AJbIibl BOMCK POCCUICKHUX
Wx nymm crnaBoit o0ysiI.

"Kro, Kt0," - Bemaror ¢ ya1BIeHbEM,

"C Takor CMENOCTbIO, CTPEMIIEHBEM
[Ipemien npoTUB NPUPOJIBI CUIT

U Bpa)xpuX TbMBI IIOIIPaJI 3aTBOPOB?

Kto 6ompbiie nac?" - Toit Gneck, CyBopoB,
I'maBbI UX 10Ty TPEKIOHWII

Bcranb, Le3aps, ['anaunban, Kapn, @punpux,
13 MOTHUJIBI!

U n3ymneHHbIN B30p U3 Mpaka OpockTe CBOM
Ha nBuxysirecs (hagaHroB poCCKUX CHIIBI,

222 Most likely Eugene of Savoy (1663 — 1736), a military commander who crossed the Alps in 1701 during the War

of the Spanish Succession.
223 “Ha Ilepexon Anpmmiickux Top,” 1799, 11, 292-3.
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To these splendid ranks! Ha ceii Onectsmuii, KpacHbIH cTpoii!

Admit, without the passion of vanity, U B ToM npu3HANTECh BBl O€3 CaMOFOOBS
That to put the whole world under one’s CTpacTH:

command YToObI BCEIIEHHYIO CBOCH MOJBEPTHYTh
Was possible only for the son of Zeus BJIACTH,

And now for a Russian tsar. To JIueB TOIBKO CHIH BO3MOT

U MoxeT pa3Be pycckuii naps. 224

The Roman references in these examples border on decorative, highlighting Russian
greatness by showing that Russians surpass various great leaders chosen from various time
periods and geographical areas. For the crossing of the Alps, Hannibal, Caesar and Eugene are
relevant precedents because they themselves had previously done the same (in reverse
chronological order). The combination of Hannibal, the Cathaginian general and great enemy of
Rome, and Caesar in the same lines suggests that there is probably no greater ideological or
symbolic significance to this series of generals; they are listed because they had previously
accomplished an impressive military feat and can admire the Russian general who has just joined
their ranks.

The line “Luculli, Caesars, Trajan, Octavius, Titus” borders on nonsensical, however. The
order is purely metrical, not content- or chronology-driven, the figures mentioned are Romans,
but they occupied different positions in different circumstances, and there seems to be no
compelling underlying reason for this particular list other than offering a list of prominent
Roman political and military figures who, once again, can appreciate Russia’s grandeur. The
combination “Caesars” and “Octavius” is at best redundant, since Octavius (later known as
Augustus) was also a Caesar, much like other emperors.

The list “Caesar, Hannibal, Charles, Friedrich,” also out of chronological order, makes

sense as a list of well-known generals, but there is no particular reason why it is these four that

224 “Mamnespsl,” 1804, 11, 490.
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are chosen, because they are watching maneuvers rather than serving as precedents for a
patricular event or character trait. In short, these names evoke the idea of greatness and place the
Russian military on at least equal footing with the great miltiaries of the past. The enumeration
itself is motivated by the cumulative impressive effect of this bouquet of military superstars
rather than particular signifiance of the individual figures. Their amazement (which could, on its
own, perhaps be taken as a sign that the ghosts of leaders past had especially low expectations
for the abilities of Russian generals) is strengthened by the explicit pronouncement and
behaviors that Derzhavin attributes to them (“who is greater than us?”, “forced them to bow their
heads,” the feat that was only possible for a son of a deity that may now be repeated by the fully
human Russian tsar), to show that, in fact, Russia overshadows the rest of the world with its
military feats.

There is a bit more specificity when we come to the personal qualities of Russian soldiers
and generals. In these instances, Russian heroes are compared to specific Roman heroes based on
the particular traits of valor and, especially, willingness to sacrifice themselves for their country.
However, in these laudatory patriotic comparisons, there is a similar list-like approach that is not
limited to ancient Romans; contemporary European figures are added to the series, perhaps

motivated by rhyming considerations of a typological approach to human history and character:

What could defeat a Russian? Yem MokeT oTpaxkeH ObITh Pocc?
One scales a wall, climbing a trunk Tot ne3er no OpeBHY Ha CTEHY,
Another flies from the wall into an abyss, A TOT JIETUT C CTEHBI B TEEHY;

Each a Curtius?®, a Decius??®, a Bois-Rose??’  Besx Kypuwii, enmii, Byapos! 228

Likewise:

225 A legendary Roman who sacrificed himself to close the gaping abyss that opened in the Roman Forum in 362
BC; episode described by Livy (4AUC VII.6).

226 A Roman who sacrificed himself to inspire his troops in the war against the Samnites and the Latins in the fourth
century BC; episode described by Livy (4UC 1X.40).

227 A French captain who scaled a cliff to take a fort at Fécamp during the French Wars of Religion at the end of the
16™ century.

228 “Ha Basitue M3mauna,” 1790, 1, 346.
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Through you, [Courage,] the glorious Slavic ~ To6oit npecnaBublii pog CrnaBsH

race Brnanpikoii caeacs moJICBETa,

Came to possess half the world, Tocriogs ocMu Mopel, ThMBI CTPaH;
Master of eight seas, countless lands; Jyma ero, To0oii Harpera,

Its soul, enflamed by you, Kakux BHOBB JMB HE COTBOPHUT?
Could perform any miraculous feat. Tam, ['epmoreH, kak Peryn, crpaxner;
Here, Hermogenes?®?® suffers, like Regulus; WnbuH, kak Jlenwii, cMEpTH KaXKIET;
There, 11’in,?% craves death like Decius; Pesanos 'amy 3amennr. 23
Rezanov?*! will take the place of Gama.?®

While there are sometimes mentions of the bases for comparisons between the Russians and their
earlier counterparts, these remain cursory, intended to impress the reader with the valor of the
Russian soldiers rather than discuss these men or their individual traits. In the first example, for
instance, we are told that, regardless of their individual actions, each of the Russians is
simultaneously “a Curtius, a Decius, a Bois-Rose,” implying that they surpass previous heroes in
valor and patriotism because they embody the virtues of several of them. In the second, the
comparisons are individual but the selection is difficult to follow, since both the Russians and
their counterparts are chosen from different time periods, and once again the two Roman military
heroes are joined by a later European — Vasco de Gama, a Portuguese explorer.

The praises of individuals, still more commonly compared to Romans than to
representatives of other nations, are based on a lingering underlying assumption of a connection
to Rome. This underlying connection is sometimes made more explicit, though these instances are
rare. One example that stands out is the description of a feast organized by Potemkin, a favorite of

Catherine the Great:

229 Hermogenes (1530-1612) was the Patriarch of Moscow during the Time of Troubles, who played a role in
placing the first Romanov on the throne.

230 A Russian navy lieutenant in the Battle of Chesme (1770), who sacrificed himself to set fire to the Turkish fleet.
231 Nikolai Rezanov was a Russian nobleman, ambassador to Japan, and one of the commanders during the first
Russian circumnavigation of the world in 1803.

232 Vasco de Gama, Portuguese explorer (1460-1524).

233 “Myxectso,” 1804, 11, 476.

97



The spacious and magnificent building, in which the celebration took place, was
extraordinary. Anyone who wants to know about it should read descriptions of the
suburban villas of Pompey and Maecenas.

...and if any ruler of the all-powerful Rome, having conquered the whole world,
desired to celebrate the sound of his arms or pay a feast for his fellow citizens: he
could not create, for his celebration, a bigger house or to display greater
magnificence. It seemed, that all the riches of Asia and all the art of Europe were
compiled there...

[[IpocTpaHHOE M BEIMKOJICITHOE 31aHKE, B KOTOPOM OBLIIO IPa3THECTBO, HE U3

yrcia 0ObIKHOBEHHBIX. KTO X04eT umeTs 00 HeM IOHATHE, IPOUTH, KAKOBBI OBLIIH

3aroposusie gomsl [Tommes 1 Menenara. 234

..M eciii ObI KaKOW BJIACTENIMH BceMoIHaro Puma, mpekioHs moj pyKy CBOIO

BCEJICHHYIO, TIOKEJaJl TOPKECTBOBATh 3BYKH CBOETO OPYKHS WIIM OTIUIATUTh

YTOUICHUSI CBOUM COTpakJaHaM: TO HE MOT OBl JUIS IIPa3IHECTBA CBOETO CO3/IaTh

OosbLIaro JOMa WM JIy4dlIaro BeJIMKoJenus npectaBuTh. Kaszanoce, 4to Bce

6orarcTBo A3UH U BCE HCCKYCTBO EBPOITBI COBOKYIIIICHO TaM OBUIO K YKPAILICHHIO

xpama TopkecTs Benukoit Exarupunsr. 2]
In the above comparison, it is clear that, even though Russia is not Rome, there is an external
similarity between the two empires that allows someone reading about the grandeur of Roman
buildings and celebrations to understand the magnificence of their Russian counterparts.

Finally, in line with his predecessors and contemporary traditions, Derzhavin’s poems still

make use of Roman vocabulary. We still encounter triumphs, laurels, muses, zephyrs, chariots,

cohorts23®

— the vocabulary specific to military conquests, as well as more general terminology
reminiscent of classical poetry. The Romans gods also continue to appear — a victorious general
may be called “the Russian Mars” and a Russian admiral may become “Neptune.” And yet, as was
the case with Lomonosov, there is also a background assumption that, despite their similarities,

Russia is certainly distinct from Rome and can be argued to be greater than Rome. The chains of

heroes that go beyond the Roman heroes to include later European ones suggest that Rome alone

234 “Onucanne INoremxunckaro IIpasmuuka,” 1791, I, 385.
25 [hid., 391.
2% Cohorts were introduced by Catherine after the Roman example. See Grot 11.475.
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may no longer be sufficient for the expression of Russian glory. Sometimes Russia appears

explicitly without precedent (despite the Roman imperial echoes in its description):

O blood of Slavs! [You are a] son of great O xpoBb CnaBsiH! CbIH MPEKOB CIIABHBIX,/
ancestors, Hecokpyiaemslii kosiocce,

An invincible colossus, Komy B BenmdecTBe HET paBHBIX,

Who has no equal in grandeur, Bo3spocmuii Ha monceere Pocc!

Whose home is half of the world. A Russian. ~ TBou KoJ1b ClITaBHBI JPEBHU CIE/BI,
Though your ancient deeds are famed, I'poMuaii CyTh HBIHEITHU TTOOE/IBI.

Present victories sound louder. 3pro BKpyT TeOs JTaBPOBEIH Jiec;

I see around you a forest of laurels; Kapkas u TaBp ThI IpeKIIOHSEIID,

You subjugate the Caucasus and the Taurus, Bcenennoii Ha cpeny CTymnaens,

d,237 238

Step on the middle of the worl U nocsazaews 1o Hebdec.

And reach the heavens.

In another ode, Derzhavin even pits the Russian military directly against the Roman Empire, as
Lomonosov had done in his history. In an ode celebrating the defeat of Napoleon, Derzhavin
reminds France (“the West”) that “the North™ has defeated it before, and explains, in a note, that
even Rome itself fell to Northern peoples (“HM3BecTHO 10 BicTOpHH, YTO BCETIa CEBEPHBIE
HapOJIbl O/10JICBAIM 3aNaAHbIX, -- U caMblii PuM man ot Hux” 239).
Exemplarity of Rome

When we examine more detailed descriptions than the above lists of heroes, however, we
soon see that Derzhavin’s primary interest in Rome is not laudatory. It is, rather, ethical, and his
reinterpretation of Horace’s ode II1.30 and the epigraphs taken from Tacitus and Pliny embody
this change of direction.

As was probably already evident from most of the above quotations, the mode of Roman

allusions in Derzhavin’s poems usually works by the process of reductive exemplarity, where

individuals are used to represent a particular trait. Although, he, like Lomonosov, also uses

237 Constantinople.
238 “Ha Bastue W3mauna,” 1790, 1, 354.
239 “I'ymu Jlupo-Enmgecknii,” 1812, 111, 154.
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Roman references to highlight the might of the Russian Empire or praise its rulers, Rome for him
is already part of common vocabulary, both national and international. In becoming common
vocabulary, Rome loses much of its specificity and history, becoming represented, instead,
mostly by the associations of its individual heroes and villains. The figures are stripped of
biography and historical circumstances in which they lived, and they usually appear in solitude
(that is, they do not interact with other Romans) and without their context. There is, however,
usually moral evaluation present, whether or not there are any historical details included; these
figures personify a trait and give the narrator a chance to admire or criticize it, and it is the trait
and not the specific figure that is important.

It is a pool of portraits, or, in Petrov’s formulation “a school of famed heroes” (cmaBumbIx

240 reduced to their essential (as perceived by the later generations)

YUYHITUILE TePOCB
characteristic. The main importance of Rome is to help understand and illustrate proper virtuous
behavior, which is considered timeless. The names often appear in the plural and sometimes
become supplemented by contemporary Europeans. The information about them, when at all
provided, is usually contained in a brief phrase, taking up one or two lines. There are, for the

most part, two kinds of Romans that show up: the good Romans and the bad Romans.

Exemplary Romans: The Good Ones

We already saw some of the good Romans above: the heroes Regulus, Decius, Curtius,
and the emperors Trajan, Marcus Aurelius, and Titus. The heroes are generally the ones who
exhibited courage or virtue for the benefit of their fatherland and for which they became known
in antiquity and in later generations, while the good emperors are the ones whose reigns were

considered prosperous and beneficial to their people. In the instances below, the names are no

240 Quoted in Proskurina 176.
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longer used as a precedent or parallel for a particular Russian figure, intended to praise that
specific figure. Instead, they appear in meditations on what makes a good ruler or a good citizen.

Let us first consider the rulers.

Peters, and Henrichs, and Tituses ITerps! u I'enpuxu u Tuts
[alternative ms. version: Peters, Trajans, [alt. [Terpw1, Tpasabl, ['eHpux, TUTHL |
Henrich, Tituses] B HapoaHbIX BEK JKUBYT cepaLax;
Forever live in people’s hearts Exarepunbl He 3a0bITHI

Catherines, not forgotten [IpebynyT B ThicsIIE Bekax.24!

Will live on for a thousand centuries
The first line of the above stanza is interesting in that it places Peter in the historical list of
immortal rulers, giving him the status comparable to that of the Roman emperors. It is also
notable that the ruler’s immortality is granted by the people, by their hearts, which suggests a
different benchmark from accomplishments listed in history books or praised by historians. The
fame of the good Roman emperors has not lasted because of their writers or their victories, but
because they were loved by their people. The use of the names in the plural suggests that these
good rulers, regardless of their individual circumstances, represent a particular type, distinct
from another type or types of less admirable rulers. In fact, the bad Romans that show up below
will also be historically admired for their feats, but it is virtue and relationship to the people will
become the ultimate evaluation of their worth for Derzhavin.

Even when he employs the familiar comparison of Peter the Great to Augustus, he

reinterprets the importance of Augustus:

Had Octavian not exchanged Korna 6 OxraBuii KO3HU 371bIS
His evil intrigues for beneficial deeds, He npemenun B nena 6narus,

He would not still be called Augustus; [Tognech 661 ABTycTOM HE CIBLI;
And Peter would not be called “the Great” U Iletp He Ha3Bascs 0 Bemukum,
If, after so many feats Korna 6 mo moaBuramM TOIUKUM
He did not educate his people. OH cBoif Hapo He TIPocBeTH. 242

241 “Ha Hossiii T'on,” 1781, 1, 119.
242 “Ha KosapcTtBo ®panitysckaro Bosmymenns u B Uects Kusizst IToxapckoro,” 1790, 1, 323.
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These lines are ambiguous because they do not specify to what exactly “evil intrigues” or
“beneficial deeds” actually refer. It seems reasonable to assume that “evil intrigues” refer to his
early political maneuverings and his involvement in the civil wars during the period when he is
still known as “Octavian” (before 27 B.C.) and has not yet assumed the title “Augustus.” The
“beneficial deeds” are even more vague, but, if we assume parallelism between Augustus and
Peter, then we have to look to Augustus’s “beneficial” relationship to the inhabitants of Rome,
such as his improvements to the city infrastructure, a program whose value is now presented not
in terms of a magnificent appearance but of public benefit, such as, perhaps, improved safety and
building laws, 2*3 or his attempts to legislate a return to “traditional morality” and “curb bribery,
conspiracy, extortion, violence, adultery, and extravagance.”?** It is notable that Augustus’s
foreign conquests are simply omitted, as Derzhavin implies that he is remembered for his
beneficence, not being “the ruler of the world.”

Obviously, military victories are no longer enough, so the imperial archetypes have to be
revised and improved to exhibit the truly important traits. In a poem address to Alexander I,
Derzhavin enumerates some of these values, which include a rejection of military ambition:

And, being Alexander, be the conqueror of the Tak, Anexcannpom ObIB, Oyab MTOOETUTEND

world, CBeETa,

O leader of giants! But not through war and O ucnonunos Boxap! Ho He upe3 Opanb u
blood: KPOBb:

But, let love, dressed in compassion A MuIIocepareM B MyIpPOCTBIO OfieTa

And wisdom, be your might. [Tycth Oyner Moub TBOSI, -- TOOOBb.

Like Zeus, hold a thunderbolt and make it Kak 3eBc, aepxu mepyH u UM CBEpKaii 1Mo
shine across the skies; HeOy;

But, styling yourself more after Phoebus, Ho GnarorBopHOMy nogo6sich Oonbliie deby,
Shine in the world, like the god of light, CaetH Ha cBeTe, Kak cBeTa 00T,

Mups rpo30ii MATexRHY TBaph !>+

243 On Augustus’s urban care, as well as its limitations, see Diane Favro. "Pater urbis": Augustus as City Father of
Rome.”

24 Richard 1. Frank. “Augustus’ Legislation on Marriage and Children,” 43-4.

245 “Mamnespsl,” 1804, 11, 491.
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Bringing peace to rebellious creatures!

In a note later accompanying the poem, Derzhavin added, “the author thought that, given the

might and expanse of the Russian Empire, it has no need for conquest, but it should be a

mediator between warring European nations, calming them with peace.” (“ABTop qymai, 4yTo 1o

cuiie 1 nnpocrpaHcTBy Poccuiickoi MiMiiepuun HET el Hy Kbl B 3aBO€BAHUSX, HO OHE JIOJKaHa

OBITH TIOCPETHHIIEH BCEX BOIOIOIIMX €BPOINEHCKNX HApOIOB, YCIoKouBas nx mupom” 24). He

hoped in vain, and his later poems will reflect his disillusionment with continuous warfare.

In a poem celebrating peace with Sweden, Derzhavin once again emphasized the value of

peace over that of war, writing,

O angel of our quiet days,
Catherine! We are your witness:
You did not cause deaths;

You did not seek military glory,

You improved our character

And decorated yourself with silence.
A tear, provoked by your generosity,
Pleases you more than a universe

O aHrein HallIMX TUXHUX JTHEH,
Ekarepuna! Mbl cBUaETEND:
He 161 BUHOI ObLIIa CMEPTEif;
Tb1 OpaHHOI HE MCKaJla CIIaBblI,
Thl HalIM NpoCBeIana HPaBbl
W yxpamanach THILIMHOM.
Cresa, meapoToil M3BJICUYCHHA,
TeGe nmpusiTHEH, UeM BCEJICHHA,

Acquired by war. [Ipro6perenHas Boituoi! 247

Instead of war, then, the monarch should aspire to provide care and moral instruction to her
subjects. In his earlier poem to Catherine, Derzhavin makes this function clear by requesting that
she become a teacher of what it means to live a good life (perhaps alluding to the stoic philosophy
of the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius):

ITonait, denmita, HacTaBICHbBE,

Kak mpIIHo v npaBIuBo KHUTh

Kak ykpomars cTpacreil BOJHEHbE
U cuacT/IMBBIM Ha CBETE OBITH. 248

Give us, Felitsa, instruction

On how to live magnificently and honestly
How to tame the passions

And be happy in this life.

And asks,

248 Ipid.
247 “Ha IlIsenckuit Mup,” 1790, 1, 312.
28 “Penuma,” 1782, 1, 132.
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Where do virtues shine? I'ne noGponerenu cusror?
Only by your throne! V Tpona passe TBoero! 24°

Here Derzhavin presents as embodiment of virtue as a core function of autocracy, which is
embodied by the throne. The virtues are then expected to permeate the rest of the state through the
example and direct instruction of the ruler motivated by a beneficent attitude towards her or his
subjects.

Thus, despite the continual reliance on Roman allusions in praising Russian military
victories, other considerations now challenge the primacy of war-based praise. Since Rome has
become a default comparison, it is still drawn in to illustrate the new moral and ethical concerns
that underlie the evaluation of a ruler’s merits. The same holds for non-emperors who are also
urged to be virtuous and patriotic — these two qualities are indistinguishable for Derzhavin. In his

ode “On Greatness,” he writes,

To suffer patiently and die Tepnets, cTpanaTh U yMepeTh
With an unwavering soul, C HeKkoJIeOMMOI0 TYIIOH0,

And burn with the zeal Takoro peBHOCTBIO TOPETH,

From which Regulus took courage — Myxancs Peryn kakoBoto, --

It is glorious to end one’s days this way! IpecnaBHO Tako KOHUMTH AHu! 250

Although Regulus is a military figure, he appears not as an example of a military victory (he
was, according to tradition, tortured and put to death), but as an example of a patriot who was
willing to die for his country and remained steadfast in the face of suffering.

Another military figure evoked for moral reasons is Cincinnatus. Derzhavin asks the
French generals,

But where, where are your Cincinnatuses®>'?  Ho e %, rie Bamy LIMHIMHHATH?

You only dream of riches: Bbl MHUTE TOJTBKO OBITH OOTATHI:
A true hero is a stranger to self-interest.

249 “Denuua,” 1782, 1, 148.

20 “Ona Ha Benmkocts,” 1774, 111, 292.

21 A Roman best known for holding the office of the dictator multiple times, but resisting the corruption of supreme
power and relinquishing it, willingly,as soon as the military threat was gone, to retire to his farm.
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KopbiCTu 4yskJ1 IIPAMOit Tepoit. 22

While the general context of these lines is military, the evocation of Cincinnatus draws attention

not to his military success but to the underlying motivations. Military success is only impressive,

in other words, if it is driven by selfless patriotism. Military prowess once again become a

secondary consideration in Derzhavin’s ode on the desirable traits of a nobleman:

And in our times, too,

I see that famed Camillus®®®

Whose spirit was not exhaused by labors,
War or old age.

From the thunder of resounding victories
He went back to his hut

And now lives by his wooden plow

In the field of Mars.

W B Hamym BUXKY BpeMeHa

Toro s cnaBHoro Kamumia
Koroparo tpyzsl, BoliHa

U crapocTh AyX HE yTOMUIIA.

OT rpoma 3By4YHBIX OH 100OE]
Coruen B manamn cBOM paBHOAYUIHO
N ot coxu OmsATh MOCIYIIHO

On B oie MapcoBoM xuset. 2>

Camillus (or more likely, again Cincinnatus) is examplary not because of his “resounding

victories” but because he was guided by his patriotism and not selfish ambition, which we can

see from his willingness to give up political power and return to a humble life.

As Derzhavin knows, however, such virtue is rare:

Alas! When, in what ages

Did evil not oppress the good?
Where are those great men

Whose hearts could

Foresee all sorts of passions?

Where are the Leonidases®®, the
Aristideses?>®?

Where are the Epaminondases today,
Where are those Catos, Scipios,
Whose honor shines upon us

22 “Ha Ilepexon Anpmmiickux op,” 1799, 11, 295-6.

VBBI! KOTTIA K, B KOTOPBI BEKU

Hobpa ue yruerano 3107

['e Te BeNMKM YETIOBEKH,

KoropsIx cepaie 661 MOITIO
ITpemycMoTpeTs cTpacTeil Bce BUABI?
I'ne Jleonnapl, Apuctumbi?

I'ne Te DnaMMHOH/IBI THEC,

I'ne Te Karonsl, CIIMIINOHEL,
KoTopbIx upe3 BpeMeH 3aloHBl,

Kak orsp, Hac o3apser 4ecTs? 2’

253 1 think he actually means Cincinnatus and not Camillus here. Cincinnatus (519 — 430 BC) was a Roman leader
who became legendary and exemplary by relinquishing his dictatorial powers and returning to his farm. Camillus
(ca. 446 — 365 BC) was another famous Roman general, but, as far as I know, this is not his legend. However, he is
mentioned by Horace as someone who was strengthened by poverty and farm labor, so perhaps Drezhavin did mean

Camillus, or perhaps he merged two legends.
254 «“Benpmorke,” 1794, 1, 635.

25 The leader of the 300 Spartans who perished fighting the much larger Persian army of Xerxes at Thermopylae.
2% Athenian statesman and general in the Persian War, nicknamed “the Just.”

257

“Ha Kosapctso ®paniy3ckaro Bosmymenus u B Uects Kusass [Moxkapckoro,” 1790, 1, 327.
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Like a flame, across the veils of time?

Here Derzhavin puts together Cato and Scipio, two figures who are not usually combined, as
Cato is generally a representative of moral incorruptibility and defender of traditional values,
while Scipio tends to show up as an allusion to military might because he defeated Hannibal in
the Second Punic War. It is possible that Derzhavin wants to emphasize that the particular
accomplishments and field of action are not as important as one’s moral goodness and devotion
to one’s country, regardless of whether these characteristics manifest in great military campaigns
or domestic political involvement.

Virtue, however, may face obstacles even if it appears. There is another reference to Cato
in a later poem that points to the difference between Cato’s circumstances and those in Russia:

258

In the Roman Senate, there was Cato, B cenare pumckom 661 Kartos,

In the Russian — he. A B PYCCKOM - OH.

The first fought for what is right with his Tot ¢ paBHBIMU ce0e 3a IIPaBIy COCTSI3aJCS;
equals; Ceit, pab nepen mapem, ObIB MpaB, HE

The second, a slave before the tsar, yHIKancs. 2>°

did not debase himself when he was right.

One that aspires to be a Russian Cato has to fight for righteousness in conditions of unequal
status, where one might have to choose between virtue and security.

This poem was not published in Derzhavin’s lifetime.
Exemplary Romans: The Bad Ones

The bad Romans are more interesting than the good Romans, because they introduce
doubt into the greatness of Rome and the greatness of empire and its rulers in general. Although

Derzhavin is certainly not questioning the concepts of empire or autocracy themselves, he points

258 Roman politician (234-149 BC) known for his conservatism, the defense of older traditional values and political
outspokenness.
29 “K TMoprpery Cenaropa Kuszsa SIxosa ®enoposuua Jlonropyrosa,” 1797, 111, 372.
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out that immortality (in the sense of being remembered by later generations) is not necessarily a
positive thing, and that ambition, immorality, and disregard of his subjects can create a ruler that
is universally hated rather than admired. A ruler is not considered great by default, and past
examples prove that ethical and moral qualities are of crucial importance in determining his or
her worth. These examples also show the limits of the lessons that one can derive from Roman
history and even the limitations of Rome’s usefulness as an imperial symbol, because it is,
essentially, an ambiguous symbol. It offers examples of the best and of the worst, and precisely
to the superlative degree.

Qualifying the sentiment expressed by Petrov (about Rome’s role as the school of famed
heroes), Derzhavin appeals to a different Rome, one where power and corruption sometimes
were closely tied. He also points out that the worst of rulers can appear great if we only look at
their military achievements, forgetting that military prowess can be a fagcade of destructive and

murderous ambition:

In a triumph, glory, under a wreath B tpuymde, B ciaBe, oj BEHIIOM,

Did Pompey’s conqueror I'epoii, [Tomnes mobeauTens,

Julius, greedy with his sword, Wronuit, xaxnymmii MmeueMm

Not stain the whole Rome red? He cran au Puma obarpurens?

It is better to be Catherine, CnaBHelt ExarepuHoii OBITS:

Who, no longer a threat to foreign borders, [TpecTaBb OBITH YYXKJIBIM CTpax rpaHULAM,
Ordered widows to wipe away their tears, Benena cies3sl cTepTh BIOBHIIAM,

And gave us back our bliss. BiaxeHCTBO HaIlle BO3BPaTUTh. 200

There is nothing terribly controversial about the above lines, since the Roman general that
is criticized began (in Derzhavin’s perception, at least) a civil war in his own country to satisfy his
ambition. At the same time, however, Derzhavin already suggests even in this early ode that
military prowess is not a sufficient characteristic, and the attributes of power and victory may not

be fully positive symbols. Although Catherine is explicitly portrayed as a better ruler, and there is

260 “Ona ma 3HaTHOCTB,” 1774, 111, 296.
107



no criticism towards her, the terms that are ubiquitous in Russian eighteenth-century odes —

2 ¢¢

“triumphs,

suspect, as the poet ponders at what cost they may have been acquired.

glory” and “wreath” — are no longer exclusively laudatory. In fact, they become

Ambition may lead men to resort to deception in order to acquire political power and the

consequence of this ambition is inevitably bloodshed and moral dissolution. Those who want to

be considered great in the judgment of later generations need to think about righteousness rather

than political power:

You [treachery] order, and Caesar, shedding

tears,

Unfurled the banners of insurrection;
You order, and Nero, faking
Obedience, seized the throne.
Creatures of pride, dissolution

Often give themselves luster

Through your art.

One murdered throngs of his citizens,
The other pierced his mother’s womb;

But they are drowned in people’s applause.

[...]

Oh you, who desire to distinguish yourself
Through power or rank,

And live forever in chronicles

As a giant rather than a pygmy!

Although your deeds are still known,

If later descendants don’t see

Righteous paths in them, -

You will not be counted among the gods:
Unjust paths

Do not lead to the temple of eternal glory.

By constrasting earthly power with the “eternal glory” here, Derzhavin instructs his readers to

think about the greater, longer context than immediate political cravings. Through deception,

Bemums -- u Lle3zaps, npocinesscs,
3HameHa OyHTa pa3BepHYT,

Bennms -- u Hepon, npursopsics,
CMHUpPEHCTBOM TPOHA IOCATHYI.
Ucuanps ropoctu, pacimyTcTBa,
ITocpencrBoMm TBOero MckyccTBa
JHatot cebe Hepenko Oneck.

ToT TEMBI FpaXkAaH MOBEPT KO Ipooy,
Ceil maTrepHI0 POH3UII YTPOOY;

Ho uM rpeMuT HapojaoB mieck. 25

O TBI, KOTOPBIN BIACTHIO, CAHOM
Ce0s >xemnaelnib OTINYUTH,

N u3 nurmes BenMKaHOM
be3cMepTHO B J1eTONMUCAX KUTH!
XoTs fena TBOU THECHh TPOMKH,

Ho ecnu no3nHne noToMku

IlyTeil B HUX NpaBbIX HE HAMAYT,--
He Oynemrs moMerieH Tel B 00ru:
Hecnpasennuselie noporu

B XpaM BEUHOI CITaBBI He BEYT. 252

ambitious rulers can temporarily fool people in their immediate contemporary setting, but their

261 “Ha KosapcTBo ®paniysckaro Bosmyrmenns u B Uects Kusizs Ioxkapckoro,” 1790, 1, 320.

262 1bid., 320.
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true motivations will inevitably be exposed by the later generations. We also see, once again, the

contrast between “deeds” and “righteousness.” Despite the resounding glory of their deeds, those

who are not righteous will be sooner or later be despised.

The list of the bad emperors turns out to be as long as the list of the good ones and they,

too, can appear in the plural to suggest that there is also a particular “type” of bad rulers, as there

is of the good ones. In the poem inspired by the “bronze horseman” monument erected to Peter

the Great in St. Petersburg (and modelled on the equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius in Rome),

Derzhavin once again explicitly reminds us that the ruler’s relationship to his subjects is the

ultimate benchmark of his worth:

Whenever Nero, Caligula, or Commoduses
Are seated on the thrones,

Although remembered by later generations,
They are remembered like plague and famine.
[...]

Let the tyrant sound fear

All over the world with his wealth,

If the people hate him,

His armies and money are dust.

Hepon, Kanuryna, Kommozpi,
Korna Ha TpoHax rae cumsr,
XOTb MO3JHUE UX IIOMHSAT POIBI,
Ho nomHAT Tak, Kak MOp U IVIaz.
[...]

[Tyckaii B O/ICOTHEUHYIO TPYOUT
Tupan cBouM OOrarcTBOM CTpax;
Korza koro Hapos He J1100UT,
ITonku ero u AeHbru -- mpax:

Bad emperors are so despicable that they can even be ridiculed, despite their status:

Among the dishes of a golden feast
Was Caligula, imagined a god,
Not equal to his beast?

[Tpu Gnrozie B MUPIIECTBE 371aTOM
Kanurymna, ObI1Th MHUMBII 60TOM,
He paBeH 11 ¢ cBouM ckoToM? 264

In fact, power without virtue is so worthless that it would be better to be born a slave than

a Nero:

If fate did not give you

The chance to occupy the throne

And do the deeds of Titus,

Pouring generosity onto your people, --
Even in a lowly life

You can be higher than when wearing the

263 “Momnymenr Ilerpa Benukaro,” 1776, 1, 37-38.

264 “Ha sgatHocTs,” 1774, 111, 295.

CynnbuHa ecnu He aana

Komy mpectonom obmamatu
TBoputu TUTOBHI 11€M1a,

[IlenpoTel CMEPTHBIM U3JIMBATH, --
W B HMKHEH Y4aCTH MOXKHO OBITh
[IpecBeliie, Kak HOCUTh KOPOHY:
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crown: Yem ObITh O00HOMY Hepony,
It is better to be considered an Epictetus®® To nyume Enukrerom ciapits. 2%
Than be similar to Nero.
In almost every case, the bad Romans are those who have been led by ambition to seek
political power at the expense of virtue and well-being of their fellow citizens. The primary
examples of such disastrous ambition and corruption are those who managed to achieve their

immoral goals, so there is only one poem where we see a bad Roman who is not a ruler. To

demonstrate the importance of a subject’s loyalty to the state, Derzhavin turns to Catiline:

What good are talents and intelligence, K yemy criocobHOCTH U yM,

If your spirit is full of treachery? Konp 1yx HanmonmHeH Bech KoBapcTBa?
What good is all the noise of a leader K yeMy mociy>KuT BOXKIS IIyM,

If he is not a shield of his state? Korna He mut oH rocynapcTtsa?
Emel’ka?®’ and Catiline are vipers; Emenbka ¢ Karununoii -- 3mei;
Bandits, sowers of dissension, thieves Pa30oiiHuK, pacnpeHHUK, rpabuTeIb
And a tsar who oppresses the innocent, - U taph , HeBUHHBIX yTECHUTEIb, --
Is equally a villain of the whole universe. PaBHO BcelieHHOM Bceil 3J101€eii.

Derzhavin denounces those who lead political insurrections against their rulers instead of
becoming their “shield,” once again reminding us of the connection between virtue and patriotism.
At the same time, however, we are told that an unjust and tyrannical tsar is just as bad. It is as if
these universally hated figures are meant to illustrate not only the reprehensibility of revolt but
also the extent of the heinousness of a bad ruler.

All of the figures mentioned above, perhaps with the exception of Caesar, are
uncontroversially morally corrupt, and Derzhavin is simply selecting these examples to illustrate
his points about the importance of moral behavior. He is not re-evaluating admired figures or

offering new interpretations of their actions to undermine existing models. However, when we

265 Greek Stoic philosopher, born a slave.

266 “Onia Ha Benukocts,” 1774, 111, 292.
27 pygachev — leader of an insurrection during Catherine’s reign.
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remember that we are dealing with a time when “when the glory-that-was-Rome iconographically

signified the glory-that-was-to-be-Russia,”?%

a reminder that there was more to Rome than glory
would perhaps make one more careful about wanting to link Russia’s future to Rome’s past. There
is much reason to look at Rome as a warning, sometimes even a counter-example, especially since
Derzhavin’s criticisms of the Russian nobility make it clear that moral corruption is not only a
hypothetical concern. It also seems important that Derzhavin is paying particular attention to bad
Roman rulers rather than bad Roman subjects, so I would disagree with Pumpianskii’s statement®®°
that the Romans are meant to illustrate the moral paths in front of everyone. Pumpianskii chooses
Catiline to represent the immoral path, though it is quite apparent that Nero or Caligula or
Commodus or Caesar would be more appropriate as a single representation of the bad Romans in
Derzhavin’s poetry. The worst Romans were the emperors (and Caesar, who was perhaps an
emperor in fact if not in name).

I should also note the conspicuous absence of Brutus and the aversion to political change
in general in Derzhavin’s works. There is a condemnation of the much less controversial figure of
Catiline, but there is neither praise (which is perhaps expected), nor condemnation of Brutus and
Cassius, who were certainly known at this time, and would soon become the main representatives
of the Rome imagined by the Decembrists. Although Derzhavin does condemn Caesar and his
treachery and ambition, blaming him for spilling the blood of his citizens, he still does not mention
his murder, even when, in a poem discussed below, he contemplates the vanity of Caesar’s
ambition and writes about his death with some detail. In general, the heroic figures that he

mentions are ones who are not controversial, and perhaps here we see the limits of what Rome

could be used for in the eighteenth century.

268 Baehr, Stephen, “From History to National Myth: Translatio Imperii in Eighteenth-Century Russia,” 8.
269 Pumpianskii 129.
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The figures that appear are those who were morally outstanding, who were militarily
famous, who were patriots, who were willing to sacrifice themselves for their fatherland, but not
those who made political changes, who were tribunes of the people (such as the Gracchi brothers),
who criticized the political status quo.

As it is, there is a conspicuous gap in the Roman references. Reading the descriptions of
the bad Romans, many of whom were bad rulers, one may wonder what is to be done in these
situations. We know that a tyrant’s “armies and money” are “dust” if his people hate him, but does
this sentiment suggest actual opposition to immoral power? We are told that it is better to be a
generous Titus or even a lowly slave than a Nero, but this observation is made from the perspective
of the ruler’s legacy and the judgment of the later generations that will remember bad rulers as
“plague and famine.” But what are the people to do in the immediate situation of a bloody
tyrannical reign? Derzhavin provides no answer, but his descriptions do begin to hint at the
formulation of the question, and he will be respected and admired by the Decembrists, by whom
he will be considered not a court poet of Catherine, but a lover of truth, someone not afraid of
rulers and tyrants. 27
Rome’s power, transience, and mortality

The only poem in which Derzhavin explicitly speaks of Russia’s relationship to Rome, as
a whole, is also the poem primarily concerned with transience and mortality. The poem is
“Waterfall,” and it speaks about the death of the Russian general Potemkin (“the Russian Mars”).

In speaking of Potemkin’s death, Derzhavin describes the ambition of Potemkin:

Was it not you who dared to balance He TbI 116, KOTOPBIH B3BECUTH CMEI

The might of a Russian, the spirit of Mouis Pocca, nyx Exarepunsi,
Catherine, U, onepuruck Ha HUX, XOTE

And, leaning on them, wanted Bo3zHecTh TBOI I'POM Ha T€ CTPEMHUHBI,
To bring your thunder to those dalles, Ha xoux npeBuuii Pum crosut

210 Zapadov 297.
112



Where ancient Rome had stood, U Bceii BceneHHoit koneban? 2’

Shaking the whole world?

On the one hand, these lines can be read as a claim to grandeur and magnificence. The last line
reminds us of Rome’s influence over the entire world, and highlights the courage and ambition of
Potemkin, who, in his single person, combined the best of Russian heritage, and wanted to give
Russia that same influence over the entire world.

And yet, the poem is written for the death of Potemkin, and his aspirations are placed in
the context of the inevitable downfall of Potemkin himself and other important military leaders
and their aspirations. Even the unconquerable Caesar, when he seemed at the very height of his

power, had to succumb to fate:

They’ll fall, - and the unconquerable leader [TagyT, - ¥ BOXKIb HETIOOCTUMBIIA,
Caesar, surrounded by praise, B cenare Lle3app cpeap moxsai,

Fell in the Senate, covering his face with his B TOT MuT, jKenan Kak IuaaiMbl,

cloak, 3aKkphIB JIMLIE [UTALIEM, YIIAT;

At the moment he desired the diadem; Wcuesnu 3aMbICIIBI, HAJIEK/IbI,

His plans and hopes disappeared, COMKHYJTHCB aITYHBI K TPOHY BEK/bI! 22

And his eyes, craving the throne, closed!

These lines are not explicitly subversive, as their concern is not political criticism but,
rather, philosophical meditation on human mortality, but the question of mortality has, by default,
an undermining effect on the ideology of empire, the imperium sine fine promised by Vergil’s
Jupiter to the Romans in the 4eneid. For the most part, Derzhavin’s meditations on mortality do
not involve Rome or Romans, so I will leave them aside, noting only that the temporal limit works,
in a way, like the moral qualifications above. Both are limitations on the ideology of empire

without any explicit criticism. They work, instead, by introducing doubt into the previously

21t «“Bononan,” 1791, 1, 474.
212 “Bonoman,” 1791, Levitsky 306.
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exclusively positive model of ancient Rome.

Derzhavin & Horace

Perhaps it is this awareness of the vanity of ambition that motivates Derzhavin’s turn to Horace as
his model. Derzhavin himself explains his choice of genre as a matter of talent and natural
inclination, but there are hints of other — ideological — motivations. In a note found among
Derzhavin’s papers that accompanied the ode “Felitsa,” Derzhavin, writes, distinguishing himself
from others who write laudatory odes: “In order to weave praises, one must be a Vergil” (“Uro0
TIJIECTH XBAJIBI, TO JIOMKHO OBITH Buprummio’™?’3),

This brief comment, followed by a disclaimer that he cannot sacrifice to gods who have

no virtue or praise rulers, links Vergilian poetry with at least exaggeration and at most dishonest

flattery. Horace, by contrast, becomes a model for honesty. Derzhavin’s Muse is:

Cheerful, young, BecenonpaBnas, miasas,

Sincere, simple, Henunemepnas, mpocras,

A friend of Flaccus and daugher [Tonpyra dnakkoBa U qIIEPh

Of sense that life gave me. Ipuposoii fanHaro MHe cmpicnal 27

The choice of Horace is both stylistic (cheerful, young) and moral (honest, simple). The two axes
—that of aesthetics and that of virtue become linked, suggesting that a certain style, that of a simpler
and lower register, is more likely to speak the truth rather than flattery. This conclusion is not
Derzhavin’s invention, as during this period the excessively bombastic language of odes of Petrov
(and others), as well as Petrov’s translation of the Aeneid, were satirized by Maikov (and others).
Their implied criticism was usually aesthetic, however, while for Derzhavin the aesthetic becomes
merged with the moral, which we have already seen in his rendition of Horace’s poem on poetic

immortality.

273 [punosxkenue k oge: "®emuna," I, 150.
274 «“pememsIciy,” 1783, I, 170-1.
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For Derzhavin, Horace is the poet of morality, who is opposed to greed and corruption of
his contemporaries, the poet of the golden mean and moderation, as well as friendship and
loyalty.?”® He is also the poet who deals with “the brevity of life, the suddenness of death, its
finality, and its universality,” and deals with them “by celebrating man’s temporal existence as part
of an eternal life process.”’®

This coding of Horace as the poet who turns away from politics and towards ethics and
philosophy is, of course, an artificial one, as Horace’s poetry is permeated by political themes so
thoroughly that some scholars have argued that there is a fusion of the literary and the political in
his work. Ellen Oliensis argues, “Horace correlates Rome’s passage from civil war to the Augustan
principate with his own progress from a poetics of impotentia to a poetics of potency; and he
founds his newly secure lyric domain on the same conjunction of spatial and moral mastery that
underwrites Roman imperialism.”?’” The relationship between Horace and Vergil is also not the
easy binary that Derzhavin implies. Brian Breed, for instance, offers an analysis of a particular ode
of Horace (IV.15) that, he argues, “projects the Aeneid, or a sanitized version of it, as the Roman
people’s everlasting hymn in praise of Augustus and his age.”?’® And yet, Horace’s relationship to
power is complex and multi-faceted. If we compare his ode II1.30 to Vergil’s programmatic
statement in the proem of the third book of the Georgics (the two texts quoted in the the discussion
of Lomonosov’s portrayal of his legacy in the previous chapter), we might see a striking difference:

"Where Virgil dedicates his pride to Caesar, Horace offers up his, in a gesture of celestially

25 On these topics, see the Maya Pait’s 2004 dissertation Problemy recepcii od i epodov Goraziia v Rossii VIII-
nachala XIX vv.:na primere tvorchestva G.R.Derzhavina.

276 Hart 29.

277 Ellen Oliensis, Horace and the Rhetoric of Authority, 102. Raymond Marks follows up with a study of the voices
within a particular ode (III.14) to argue that we can no longer separate the public and the private voice of Horace and
that there is, instead, a Horatio-Augustan composite that reflects the formative influence of Augustus and his order:
“Horace, like Rome, has been shaped by the Augustan ideology too.” (“Horace and ‘Horatian’ Idenity in ‘Odes’
3.14.)

278 Brian Breed, “Tua, Caesar, Aetas: Horace Ode 4.15 and the Augustan Age,” 245.
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qualified modesty, only to the self-reflecting figure of the Muse (sume superbiam, C. 3.30.14)."?"

Derzhavin’s own adaptation of Horace’s monument works as a fusion of the literary and
the political, tying his legacy to his poetry praising or instructing the rulers. And yet, Horace
becomes a symbol of poetry that is concerned with ethics and philosophy and that rejects the vices
of political life in Rome. In his turn to Horace, Derzhavin seems to ignore the political odes of
Horace, those that praise Augustus. Augustus himself, who appears with some frequency in the
works of Horace, is almost entirely absent from Derzhavin’s works (and totally absent from the
those works that have Horatian allusions). The poems he adapts are, for the most part, those which
deal with the concerns mentioned above, and when Horace himself appears, he appears in contrast
with poetry of praise and flattery. Perhaps this increasingly frequent turn to Horace is motivated,
not only by the popularity of Horace in the literary circles to which Derzhavin belonged, bur also
by a conscious turn away from court, which has led to disappointment (“self-love” and
“brawling™!).

Horace’s widely popular second epode is among the poems that allow for an apolitical or

anti-political perception of his work. The poem begins with a contrast of city life and country life:

Blessed is the man who, far from business Beatus ille qui procul negotiis,
hassles, ut prisca gens mortalium

works his parental land with his oxen, paterna rura bubus exercet suis

as did the ancient race of men, solutus omni fenore

free from all monetary interest, neque excitatur classico miles truci
and who is not summoned, a soldier, neque horret iratum mare

by the fierce sound of the trumpet, forumque vitat et superba ciuium
nor fears the raging sea, and who avoids potentiorum limina?®

the forum and the proud thresholds
of more powerful men

Horace’s version goes on to undermine the idealized descriptions that his speaker offers by

219 QOliensis 105.
280 See David Mankin’s Horace. Epodes, for text, context, and commentary.
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informing the reader that this account of country life is a fantasy of a usurer who promptly returns
to his regular affairs. I will discuss this subversive approach to the binaries presented in the poem
in the fourth chapter, when I discuss its use by Ivan Goncharov. For now, I will just note that in
the eighteenth-century Russian translations and adaptations, including Derzhavin’s, the
distinctions are taken at face value or, at least, found to be more useful when taken at face value,
so much so that the final lines of the poem could be omitted from translations.?8!

This poem became one of the most commonly “imitated, translated, and set to music” of
Horace’s poems?® in Russia. It was among the first Horatian poems to be translated into Russian
in the eighteenth century,?®® and quickly became involved, according to Newlin, in the campaign
“to prod the Empress Elizabeth into abolishing compulsory service and allowing the Russian
nobleman to retire to his estate,” a campaign that “took on the form of an insistent idealization and
‘poeticization’ of country life and rural solitude, and a concomitant denigration of city and court
life and of worldly pursuits in general (fame, wealth, and so on).”?* The “escapist, anticivic
impulse” also “signaled...a certain newfound wariness with regard to utopian schemes to save,
reform, or reorganize Russia or mankind in general” and “took friendship and the garden, rather
than the state and the city-polis, as its model and its ethical and moral center.”?®

In the most famous adaptation of this epode, titled “To Eugene. Life at Zvanka,” Derzhavin,
too, describes the pleasures of country life in contrast to city life, denouncing the life that one must
lead at court:

Blessed is he, who depends on people less, bnaxeH, KTo MEHee 3aBUCHUT OT JIIOJICH,

Free from debts or bureaucratic hassles, CB00OOEH OT OITOB U OT XJIOIIOT
Who doesn’t look for gold or honors at court  npukasHbIX,

281 Baehr 69.

282 Mankin 64.

283 G. V. Morozova, “Ody Goratsiia v russkikh perelozheniiakh XVIII veka,” 56-61.
284 Newlin 28.

285 Newlin 98.
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And is free from various trivialities.

[...]

Is it possible to compare anything with golden
liberty,

With the solitude and quiet of Zvanka?
Prosperity, good health, agreement with my
wife,

I need repose at the end of my days.

He umer npu n18ope HU 351aTa, HU 4€CTER
N gayxn cyeT pasHooOpa3HbIX !

[...]

B03MO0XHO JI1 CpaBHATH UTO C BOJIbHOCTHIO
3J1aTOMH,

C yeMHEeHUEM Y TUILIMHOW Ha 3BaHKe?
J10BOJIBCTBO, 3/IpaBUE, COMIACUE C KEHOM,
[Tokoit MHE HY»KE€H — JIHEH B OCTaHKE.

The turn away from the court allows the poet to engage in literary pursuits and

philosophical reflection. The result of this reflection is a condemnation of political involvement as

“vanity”:

From there, I come to the sanctum of the
Muses,

And seated in a divine feast with Flaccus and
Pindar,

I soar up to the tsars, or friends, or the
heavens,

Or extol country life on my lyre;

Or, in the looking glass of time, shaking my
head

I look upon the passions and the deeds of
ancient and new ages,

Not seeing anything, except

Love for oneself, -- and brawls of men.

“All vanity of vanities!” I sigh;

But, casting my gaze on the luster of the
midday sun:

“How beautiful the world is! Why do I burden
my spirit?

The Creater is taking care of the world.”

OtTyna npuxoxy B cBiaTHIHILE 1 Mys3,

U ¢ ®dnakkom, [Tuagapom, 60roB Bo3ceniiy B
nupe,

K napsm,
BO3HOIIYCb,
Nnp cnasio ceNbCKy )KU3Hb Ha JIMPE;

K JpYy3bsIM MOHM Wb K HeOy

Wb B 3epKalio BpeMeH, Kadasi TOJIOBOM,

Ha ctpactu, Ha nena 3pr0 JPEBHUX, HOBBIX
BEKOB,

He Buas Huuero, kpome T00BU OJHOMN

K cebe, -- 1 qpaku 4eI0BEKOB.

"Bce cyera cyer!" 51, Bo3abIXasi, MHIO;
Ho, OpocuB B3op Ha Orneck
MOJTyTHEBHA:

"O, xonp mpekpaceH mup! Utox ayx Mot
Opemenro?

TBOPIIOM COEPHKUTCS BCEJIEHHA.

CBCTHUJIIA

286

These philosophical and literary pursuits are intimately tied to the rejection of politics. The

first of these stanzas points to both styles that Derzhavin sees in his poetry — the Pindaric ode,

which is the lofty, “thunderous” ode associated with court performance and praise,?®’ and the

286 «“Eprenuro. JKu3np 3Banckas,” 1807, 11, 637.
287

In a poem dedicated to Lomonosov, Derzhavin calls him a “Pindar” (also “Vergil”), noting that we can “still

hear” the “thunder” of his “fiery images” (“B BocToprax oH CBOMX I/ie JIMIIb YepKHYI niepoM,/ OT IIaMeHHBIX
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Horatian ode, which is the “sincere, simple” ode of morality, moderation, and country life —
suggesting perhaps an equality between the two, as the poet spends his time both “soaring” and
singing the pleasures of country life. However, the next stanza introduces disillusionment with the
grand subjects, as the great deeds of history are reduced to self-love and brawling (the word draki
is of a markedly low register, reducing martial conflict to petty vain fighting). Of course, the fact
that the entire poem is of the second kind, the kind that praises country life, daily concerns, sensory
pleasures, shows that, ultimately, the poet chooses to distance himself from life in the capital and
the court largely because of their moral corruption. In the end, Derzhavin concludes, there is little
space for righteousness in the capital; peace and the good life can be found only on one’s own
estate.

Conclusion

By the time Derzhavin transforms the genre of the ode, the Roman connection is already taken for
granted; it is the time that, in the words of Pumpianskii, “dared to think of itself: we, here, in the
North, are the same as they, in Rome!”?® Although we still see the same attribtues of power and
superiority of Russian military feats over those of ancient Romans and the same competitive
attitude that was established by Lomonosov, we find, in the works of Derzhavin, the beginning of
doubt about the greatness of Rome and the limitation of Roman allusions. The imperial grandeur
of Russia is already established, so Derzhavin turns to the inner workings of the empire. For him,
the decisive factor of greatness and immortality is not wars or splendor, but rather virtue, both for
rulers, who should provide moral instruction and take care of their subjects, and for the subjects,

who should dedicate themselves to patriotism and righteousness over selfishness and ambition.

KapTHH NoHbIHE ciblmeH rpoM.” (“K moprpety Muxaunna Bacunsesuua JlomoHocoBa,” 1779)).
288 Pumpianskii 91.
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To illustrate his concerns, Derzhavin turns to Roman examples. For him, Rome is no longer
a purely positive model used only to glorify Russia. Instead, he shows us examples and good
Romans, both aristocrats and rulers, and bad Romans. The first are to be admired and emulated,
but the second, even though they were mighty and are still remembered, are to serve as a warning.
This moral qualification, combined with reminders about the inevitable downfall of empires and
the turn away from the court and its vices toward the simpler, purer country life represented by
Horatian poetry, all pave the way for doubt about the greatness of Rome and, by extension the
Russian Empire and its rulers. Although Derzhavin himself was a “genuine monarchist,”? his
doubt will inspire the Decembrists, whose poetry will offer a possible answer to the question of
what one is to do about tyrants.

For Derzhavin himself, however, Rome is still intimately tied to empire and autocracy,
which appears as the only mode of rule in their works. Despite all of Derzhavin’s criticism of
corruption, he still does not mention Brutus or the murder of Caesar. His negatives can still be seen
as warnings, trying to give advice to rulers and citizens; they are not a call to action, nor are they
a prediction of the decay and fall of the Russian Empire. This period does not yet create a Rome
that symbolizes political change, revolution, or tyrannicide. In fact, the close tie between courtly
praises and classical allusions during this period has led Marinus Wes to conclude,

In the coordinate system of action and reaction this rhetorical juggling with a
mythical antiquity scores more points on the axis of reaction than on that of action. It
i1s more the varnish of a triumphalistic craving for power, as it repeatedly was, for
that matter, in the real Rome of antiquity and its poetry, than a conscious effort to

explain the ‘condition humaine’ which is the hallmark of a truly classical body of
thought...2%

I have shown, I hope, that, despite its ties to political power, the function of ancient Rome was far

289 Hart 3.
290 Wes 47.
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larger than a “varnish of a triumphalistic craving for power.”
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CHAPTER III

Freedom, Tyrannicide, and Roman Heroes in the Works of Pushkin and Ryleev

An important reevaluation and re-appropriation of Rome, which can be viewed as either a
rejection or a continuation of Derzhavin’s approach, occurs among the Decembrists, a group of
aristocrats who unsuccessfully attempted to overthrow the autocracy on December 14, 1825.

d?®®! and the movement never became cohesive

Although their motives and ideologies were varie
enough to present a well-defined and articulated ideology, the goals of the majority could be said
to include either a limitation or abolition of autocracy (to be replaced by either a constitutional
monarchy or a republic, depending on the particular inclination of the individual participant),
abolition of serfdom,?®2 and, especially, a guarantee of personal rights and freedoms.?%®
In this chapter, I will consider the poems of the two prominent poets most often

associated with Decembrist ideology to examine the role that Roman figures played in this

ideology. The first of these is the poet Kondratii Ryleev, one of the five leaders of the uprising

B Volk, S. Istoricheskie vzgliady dekabristov, 26.

292 On the opinions and debates about serfdom in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, see Susan McCaffray,
“Confronting Serfdom in the Age of Revolution: Projects for Serf Reform in the Time of Alexander 1.” Russian
Review 64.1 (2005): 1-21. The Emperor himself was interested in the reform of serfdom and encouraged discussion
of the subject, at least in the earlier part of his reign. According to an early biographer, quoted by McCaffray, he
once even said, “I want to leave the state of barbarism in which the traffic in human beings puts us. I will go even
further. If civilization were sufficiently advanced, I would abolish this slavery, even were it to cost me my head.”
(5). At the same time, however, there were practical difficulties, acknowledged even by those who advocated reform
and abolition of serfdom, including some of the future Decembrists.

298 “It is now clear that the criticism of the Decembrists was focused on one single basic feature of the Russian
situation, the source of all the evil: lack of security and respect for the individual, his dignity, his honor, his property,
his work, and even his life. The main cause for this situation was the autocracy and the arbitrariness and whims of its
agents. [...] In condemning particular abuses, the Decembrists condemned absolutism in general, demanding greater
respect for the enlightened and useful members of Russian society (meaning mainly the educated nobility) on the
part of the Autocrat and his officials.” Raeff, M. The Decembrist Movement, 15.
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who were executed for their participation in the conspiracy. The second is the far more famous
Aleksandr Pushkin, who did not participate in the rebellion directly, but who shared the ideals of
the Decembrists and whose poems were an important inspiration for them.?** Since Pushkin’s
body of work is vast and varied, I will focus on those of his poems that precede the Decembrist
rebellion, reflect its concerns, and allude to historical Roman figures or episodes.?®®

The Decembrists’ approach to Rome has a number of distinctive features. The most
notable is the turn away from the Roman Empire and the choices to appeal, instead, to the
Roman Republic and the figures of Brutus, Cassius, and Cato — those who fought against

Caesar.?®® Though Roman Emperors do sometimes appear, they are used negatively, as examples

2% On Pushkin’s revolutionary poetry as an inspiration to the Decembrists, see Paul Debreczeny. The Social

Functions of Literature: Alexander Pushkin and Russian Culture. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1997. On Pushkin’s
political thought and relationship to the Decembrists, see V. Pugachev. “K voprosu o politicheskikh vzgliadakh A. S.
Pushkina do vosstaniia dekabristov.”For an examination of Pushkin’s revolutionary inclinations and sympathies, see
Nechkina M. “Pushkin i dekabristy.” For a more balanced discussion of Pushkin’s blend of liberalism and
conservatism through a discussion of his changing relationship to the court and different tsars, see Leonid
Strakhovsky. “Pushkin and the Emperors Alexander I and Nicholas 1.” Meilakh, in Dekabristy i Pushkin: Stranitsy
geroiko-tragicheskoi istorii, draws parallels between the evolution of Pushkin’s poetry and the evolution of
Decembrist thought. For a discussion of Pushkin’s continued literary correspondence with and support of the
Decembrists and their cause during their exile to Siberia, see Gurevich, A. “Dekabristy v sibirskoi ssylke i Pushkin.”
For an interpretation of Pushkin’s play Boris Godunov and its reflections of the political climate, including
Pushkin’s Decembrist sympathies, see Chester Dunning, “Rethinking the Canonical Text of Pushkin’s Boris
Godunov.”

2% For overviews of Pushkin’s classical education, influences, and allusions, see Marinus Wes’s chapter “Aere
Perennius: Alexander Pushkin” and Zara Torlone’s chapter “From Russian Classicism to Alexander Pushkin.” On
the evolution of Pushkin’s relationship to the classics, from his education in the Lyceum and the superficially
decorative use of classical terminology to his identification with Ovid during his own exile and the use of classical
episodes as a way to think about history in his more mature works, see lakubovich, D. P. “Antichnost’ v tvorchestve
Pushkina.” For Pushkin’s interpretation of Tacitus in the context of the evolution of his historical thought, see G.
Knabe “Tatsit i Pushkin” and G. W. Bowersock. "The Roman Emperor as Russian Tsar: Tacitus and Pushkin." For a
discussion of satire and the relationship of Pushkin to Horace and Juvenal, see Stepanov L. A. “Pushkin, Goratsii,
Iuvenal.” For a study of Pushkin’s relationship to Ovid, see Vulikh N. V. “Obraz Ovidiia v tvorchestve Pushkina.” A
recent collection examines Pushkin’s use of mythology and his relationship to several ancient authors, include
Homer and Horace. See 1. V. Shtal’, A.S. Kurilov. Pushkin i Antichnost’. Andrew Kahn examines Pushkin’s and
briefly the Decembrists’ attitudes toward the Roman historians in “Readings of Imperial Rome from Lomonosov to
Pushkin.” On the “almost negligible” (compared to Horace and Ovid) and mostly mocked presence of Virgil in
Pushkin’s works, see Vasily Rudich. “On Pushkin and Virgil.” Rudich argues, however, that while an intertextual
search would be fruitless, certain similarities of lived experience and a concern with “the labor and cost of history”
led to some similarities between the Aeneid and the Bronze Horseman.

2% The turn to these figures echoes their earlier appearance in the French Revolution, where images of Brutus could
be found “in Jacobin clubs, public buildings, and popular societies,” and even “plates [and] playing cards;” “in
keeping with Revolutionary fervor, towns were renamed Brutus, even babies were named Brutus.” Denise Amy
Baxter, “Two Brutuses: Violence, Virtue, and Politics in the Visual Culture of the French Revolution,” 51-77. On the
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of tyrants. In the narrative arc of this dissertation, this moment also signals a turning point when
Rome becomes used in opposition to the status quo — while Lomonosov’s appeals served to
legitimize the Russian Empire and its history and rulers, and Derzhavin’s poetry strove to find
and offer the proper ethical and moral qualifications for rulers and nobility within the existing
political and social structures, the Decembrists looked to Rome to find precedents for opposing,
limiting, and overthrowing the autocracy. This and the next two chapters will offer three different
models for this opposition. In the case of the Decembrists, Rome will provide historical models
for political overhaul and tyrannicide. For Goncharov, who lived in a period when open
opposition was not a viable option, the rejection of the historical Rome will become a way to
reject and condemn involvement in Russian politics. Finally, for Blok, Roman history will offer a
way to judge contemporary Russian society and call for its annihilation.

Other distinctive features of the Decembrists’ Rome include its linking with the struggle
for undefined political and social freedom, the focus on a particular cluster of Roman figures,
and the essentially emotional and inspirational mode of evoking these figures. These particular
features reflect both the passion of the desire for change and the absence of a coherent and
concrete ideological program. Before turning directly to the Decembrists’ relationship with
Roman history (since it is specifically historical figures that are important for their ideology), 1
will discuss the response of both of these poets to Derzhavin and, specifically, to two of his
adaptations of Horatian odes that were discussed in the previous chapter. Their approach to
Derzhavin and his legacy points us towards the new value system that also guides their approach

to ancient Rome and Romans. Although Pushkin uses Derzhavin’s adaptations of Roman poems

role of classical models in the rhetoric, law, and politics of the French Revolution, see, for instance, Lynn Hunt,
“The Rhetoric of Revolution in France,” and Mortimer Sellers, “Classical Influences on the Law and Politics of the
French Revolution.”
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to contrast his own value system to that of his predecessor?®’ and Ryleev reassesses Derzhavin’s
own estimations of his importance and appropriates him as a precedent, both writers promote
similar underlying values, such as care for the people as opposed to the rulers, the praise of
freedom, and the poet’s responsibility to promote virtue and offer a critique of the status quo.
The poets’ response to Derzhavin

Two of Pushkin’s poems are important responses to Derzhavin’s adaptations of Horace’s
poems. In his 1819 poem “The Village”?®® (“Jlepesns”), Pushkin engages with Derzhavin’s “To
Eugene: Life at Zvanka” (“Eprennro. XXu3ns 3Banckas”) the adaptation of Horace’s second
epode that juxtaposes life in the country to life in the city.?®® Derzhavin’s adaptation expands
Horace’s ode by adding numerous Russia-specific details, such as, famously, a list of distinctly
Russian foods, to juxtapose his free and peaceful life in the country with the luxurious, immoral,
and constricted life in the city and, more specifically, at court. Pushkin’s poem begins in a way
that signals solidarity with Horace’s and Derzhavin’s sentiments, though his prime interlocutor is
Derzhavin, as I will show below. The beginning of the poem relies on the same distinction

between the city and the country and includes a number of direct references to his predecessors:

I greet you, deserted corner, [IpuBercTBYIO TE€OS, MYCTHIHHBINA YTOJIOK,
The haven of tranquility, labor, and IIpurOT CIOKOUCTBHSL, TPYAOB U
inspiration, BJIOXHOBEHbS,

where the invisible stream of my days flows '€ JbeTcs 1HE# MOUX HEBUIMMBbIH MOTOK

297 There are, I should mention, also numerous praises of Derzhavin in Pushkin’s other poems; e.g.: “Meanwhile

Dmitriev, Derzhavin, Lomonosov,/Immortal bards, honor and glory of the Russians,/Nourish a healthy mind and all
instruct us” ("Mex Tem kak JImurpues, lepxasuH, JJomonocos,/I1eBipl OeccMepTHBIE, U YECTD U CllaBa
poccos,/Iuraror 31paBeiii yM 1 BMecTe y4at Hac..." “K Ipyromy Cruxorsopity,” 1814), or “Derzhavin, the scourge
of the nobles, with the sound of his fearsome lyre/ exposed their proud idols ("/lepxaBun, 614 BeITbMOX, IPU 3BYKE
rpo3Hoit mupsel/Ux ropaenussie pazodmadan kymupsl." “Tlocnanue Lenzopy,” 1822). Numerous scholars have
pointed to Pushkin’s indebtedness to Derzhavin, as well. He appears particularly praiseworthy in Pushkin’s works
when he criticizes the vices of courtiers, but in the poems I will discuss he is implicitly criticized for his blindness to
the plight of the common people and his excessive closeness to Catherine the Great.

298 Full text: A.S. Pushkin. Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 10 tomakh. T. 1. M.: Gos. 1zd-vo Khud. Lit., 1959. 78-79.
2% Jakubovich argues that Pushkin’s interpretation of and relationship to Horace was mediated by both Lomonosov
and Derzhavin, though it is Derzhavin whom he identifies with Horace. Lomonosov, for him, is reminiscent of
Pindar. See Iakubovich 108-9.
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in the bosom of happiness and oblivion.
I am yours: I traded the vicious court of
circes,

Luxurious feasts, amusements, errors
For the peaceful noise of the groves, the
silence of fields,

Free leisure (the friend of reflections)

I am yours: | love this shady garden
With its coolness and flowers,

This meadow, with its fragrant haystacks
Where light brooks sound in the brush.

Ha none cuacTbs u 3a0BEHbSI.

Sl TBOM: 51 MPOMEHSIT MOPOYHBINA IBOP LIUPILIEH,
Pockornblie nmupsel, 3a0aBbl, 3201y KICHbS

Ha MupHBIii mrym 1y0poB, Ha TUIIMHY TOJIEH,
Ha npa3zqHOCTB BOJIBHYIO, IOAPYTY
Pa3MbIIILICHbS.

S1 TBOI: OO0 CeM TEMHBIN caJl

C ero npoxJiazion U LBETaMH,

Ceil nyr, yCTaBICHHBIN TyIIUCTHIMU
CKHPJIaMH,

['ne cBetsbie pydbH B KYCTApHUKAX IITYMST.

Pushkin refers to the village as the place of “tranquility, work, and inspiration,” the

aspects of country life explicitly emphasized by Derzhavin, though the first two are also present

in the Horatian ode. The peacefulness of country life is implicitly highlighted by Horace, who

contrasts it with war, sailing, political involvement, and the need to court powerful men,>® but

Derzhavin explicitly refers to “tranquility” or “repose” (“mokoii”’) as what he seeks in going to

the country, writing “What I need is repose/tranquility” (“Iloxoit mue Hyxxen"). “Labor” (“tpyn”)

is described both by Horace and Derzhavin, who list a number of tasks and occupations of

country-dwellers. Finally, “inspiration” (“BroxHoBenne”) is a clear reference specifically to

Derzhavin’s poem, which includes lines about reading and writing poetry at Zvanka:

From there, I come to the sanctum of the
Muses,

And seated in a divine feast with Flaccus and
Pindar,

I soar up to the tsars, or friends, or the heavens,
Or extol country life on my lyre.

OTTyna npuxoxy B CBITUIHUIIE S MY3,

U ¢ ®nakkom, [Tungapom, 60roB Boccenm
B IHUpE,

K mapsim, k 1py3bsiMm MOUM, Wb K HEOY
BO3HOIIYCh,

Wb cnaBiro cenbeKy )KU3HB HA JIUPE.

Although Pushkin’s poem is about four times shorter than Derzhavin’s, the echoes of

“Zvanka” are numerous, evident not only in the larger themes and concepts (as above) but also in

300 <
limina” (Horace, Epodes 11.5-8)

neque excitatur classico miles truci, / neque horret iratum mare,/ forumque vitat et superba civium/ potentiorum
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the specific words and phrases that leave no doubt that Pushkin wanted the reader to recognize
the kinship of the two poems. He mentions cultivated and uncultivated fields and a cultivated
garden (“can”) with flowers, the superficially alluring nature of life at court (Derzhavin’s
“sirens” (“cupen’) become Pushkin’s “circes” (“mupuen”), a pluralized “Circe” used as a
common noun in a context nearly identical to Derzhavin’s — a personification of the enticements
of the capital), the prisonlike atmosphere of the court (Derzhavin’s “shutters” (“3arBopsr”)
become Pushkin’s “shackles” (“oxoBsr”), the triviality of court life (both authors mention its
“vanity” — “cyernsie okoBbl” in Pushkin and “cyera cyer” in Derzhavin), and the particular
characteristics of life in the country — the “quiet” (“rummnaa” is important for both) and the
“freedom” (“cBoboma” is evoked in various grammatical forms and contexts) that can only be
found away from the capital. These echoes are concentrated in the first half of Pushkin’s poem,
and their frequency creates the impression that Pushkin is specifically attempting to provide a
summarized parallel to Derzhavin’s poem, going over the same territory in much less space.
There is no doubt, therefore, that when the focus of the poem changes drastically, the change is
intended as a challenge to the image Derzhavin presents and Pushkin summarizes. Moreover, the
fact that Pushkin provides such a brief summary suggests that the narrator is in a rush to evoke a
familiar image but ultimately move beyond it to the true focus of his poem.

Approximately halfway through the poem, there is a line that, once again, signals an
allusion to Derzhavin’s poem: “Oracles of ages, I ask you here!” (“Opakyibl BekoB, 37€Ch
Bonporrato Bac!”). This line is reminiscent of Derzhavin’s “Or, in the looking glass of time,
shaking my head / I look upon the passions and the deeds of ancient and new ages” ("1np B
3epKaJio BpeMeH, Kadast rojioBoi,/ Ha ctpactu, Ha fema 3pro ApeBHUX, HOBBIX BeKOB'"), as both

writers turn to history to begin reflecting on the nature of life. This turn to history allows their
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conclusions to acquire a seemingly universal significance, because they are examining not only
their specific historical moment but also preceding history. These conclusions, however, are
drastically different. Derzhavin’s reflections become a philosophical judgment of the selfishness
and vanity of human endeavors and political involvement: Not seeing anything, except /Love for
oneself, -- and the brawling of men” (“He Buns aHudero, kpome 068U 01HOI/K cebe u apaku
YEJIOBEKOB”).

Derzhavin’s narrator sees that the motivations behind human history are petty and selfish.
This observation leads him to reject this human commotion (and specifically life at court, since
that is what he uses as a representation of history and contrast to life in the country) and, instead,

turn to the contemplation of the divine and the eternal:

All vanity of vanities!” I sigh; Bcé cyera cyet! s1 Bo31bIXast, MHIO,

But, casting my gaze on the luster of the Ho, 6pocuB B30p Ha Gieck cBeTuiIa
midday sun: MOJTyTHEBHA,

“How beautiful the world is! Why do I burden O, xons npekpacen mup! Uto x 1yx Moii
my spirit? OpemeHto?

The Creater is taking care of the world. TBop1oM cozepskutcs Beenenna. ot

Pushkin, instead, exposes the social oppression and inequality of this idealized image of
country life. This second part of the poem was censored and did not appear in print until after his
death,®2 though the poem was known and played an important inspirational role among the
Decembrists.3 In it, Pushkin challenges the easy binary of the evils of court and the good of
country life, exposing the suffering of the people on these country estates:

But a terrible thought casts a shadow on my Ho mbicnb yxxacHast 34€ch qylly OMpayaer:

soul: Cpenu nBeTYyIUX HUB U TOP

Among the blooming fields and hills Jpyr yenoBedecTBa rnevyajibHO 3aMeyaeT
A friend of humanity will notice with sadness  Be3ne HeBexxecTBa yOUNHCTBEHHBIN TTO30D.
The murderous shame of ignorance. He Buas cnes, He BHeMIIS CTOHA,

Not seeing the tears, not hearing the moans, Ha naryOy mnroneit n3dpanHoe cyan00#,

301 Derzhavin, 11, 637.
302 T, Sedinkina, “Kompozitsionnyi analiz stikhotvoreniia Pushkina ‘Derevnia,”” 2.
303 Nechkina 158.
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The savage gentry, appointed by fate to be the 3mech 6apcTBo amKoe, 6e3 yyBcTBa, 6€3

destruction of the people, 3aKOHa,

Without feeling, without law, [IpucBomiio cede HaCHIILCTBEHHOM JI030M

Appropriated, with its violent vine, U Tpyn, u cOOCTBEHHOCTH, i BPEMsI

The labor, property, and time of the peasant. 3eMJIe/IeTIhIIA.

Leaning on an alien plow, obeying the whips, CKJIOHSACH Ha YyXKIbIi ILTYT, TOKOPCTBYS

Emaciated slavery drags itself along the ondam,

furrows of the merciless owner. 3n1ech paOCTBO TOIIEE BIAYUTCS 10 Opasaam

Here everyone bears the oppressive yoke until Heymonumoro Briagemnbiia.

their grave... 31ech TATOCTHBIN sipeM 110 Tpo0a Bce
BJICKYT. ..

The facade of the country life praised by Derzhavin (emphasized once again by the
mention of the idyllic landscape) hides the slavery, violence, and hunger of the peasants, whose
labor, property, and time are usurped by the landowners. In contrast to Derzhavin’s philosophical
detachment and abstraction, Pushkin wants to evoke indignation and horror in his reader by
pointing to the historical reality of country life and the concrete signs of suffering of the people
(their tears and moaning) and the murderous inhumanity of the landowners. His vocabulary
emphasizes destructive violence (“murderous” (“yomiicTBeHHBI”), “destruction” (“mary0y”),
“violent vine” (“HacuJIbCTBEHHOM J1030117), “whips” (“Oudam™), “oppressive yoke” (“TATOCTHBIN
sapem”)) and any “friend of humanity” could not be indifferent to this suffering. It is also worth
noting that Pushkin gives a universalizing title to his poem in order to show the extent of the
abuse. “The Village” could refer to any Russian village, unlike Derzhavin’s poem, which is
specifically concerned with his own Zvanka.

At the end of the poem, Pushkin ties the passion of indignation that one must feel when

faced with this suffering to the responsibility of the poet to act on this emotion and evoke feeling

in others:
O, if my voice could only trouble hearts! O, eciu 6 Tos0C MO yMen cepra
Why does a fruitless passion burn in my TPEBOXKUTH!
chest? [TouTo B rpynu Moeit ropuT OecIIoAHbIH Kap
Why was I not granted the terrible gift of U1 He naH MHe cynb0OOi BUTHIICTBA IPO3HBIN
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rhetoric? nap?

O, friends, will I ever see an unoppressed VYBUXKY J1b, 0 IpYy3bsi! HAPOJ HEYTHETCHHBIN
people, U pabeTBo, maniiee No MaHHUIO Laps,
And slavery fallen by the decree of the tsar, N nan oreyecTBOM CBOOOIBI IPOCBEIICHHON

And will the magnificent dawn of enlightened B3oiiner nu HakoHel IpekpacHas 3apsi?
freedom
Finally rise above my native land?

The final lines of the poem express the hope of seeing “enlightened freedom” in the land.
Though the poem is mostly focused on the particular kind of oppression (serfdom), the final lines
perhaps offer a broader idea of freedom, hoping to see “a people free from oppression” and a
“dawn” of “an enlightened freedom.”3%* The particular cluster of concepts — the struggle between
freedom and oppression, the emotional response to the current situation, and the task of the poet
as someone who exposes injustice and inspires his readers to react to it — is Pushkin’s response to
both Horace and especially Derzhavin. The crucial binary is no longer that of the city and the
country. Pushkin’s poem suggests that this distinction is a superficial one, because it hides a
much more problematic binary, that of oppression and freedom.

We find the same cluster of concerns in an untitled poem (sometimes referred to as
“Monument”) that dates to 1836 and is perhaps Pushkin’s best-known poem and certainly the
most famous adaptation of a Horatian ode into Russian.3%® Even though it is one of his final
poems, it is remarkably close to the civic poetry of his youth, such as the poem discussed above

and the poems that will be discussed below. Here Pushkin presents a summary of his own

accomplishments as a response to his predecessors. As Derzhavin had engaged both with

304 These finals lines bear a strong resemblance to the finals lines of Pushkin’s 1818 poem “To Chaadaev,” which
expresses a similar hope of freedom; in this latter case, the idea of freedom is also undefined, though it is contrasted
specifically with autocracy: “M5I x1eM ¢ TOMIEHBEM YIOBaHbs/MHUHYTHI BOIBHOCTH CBATOM] . .. |

IToka cBoGom0t0 TopuMm,/Tloka cepara i 4eCTH KUBbI,/Moi Ipyr, oT4M3HE MOCBITHM/Jly1m mpekpacHbie
nopsiBbl!/ToBapu, Beps: B30HAET OHA,/3Be3/1a MIICHUTENFHOTO cuacThbs,/Poccus BenpsiHeT oto cHa,/U Ha 00roMKax
camoBnacths/Hammmyt Hamu umena!” A. C. Ilymkun. Cobpanue couunenuii ¢ 10 momax. T. 1, M.:
TocynapcTBeHHOE M31aTENLCTBO XYIOKECTBEHHOM TUTEpaTyphl, 1959, 65.

3% For a book-length study of the poem, including its publication history, reception, and analysis, see M. Alekseev.
Stikhotvorenie Pushkina “la pamiatnik sebe vozdvig...”: Problemy ego izucheniia.
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Lomonosov and Horace to highlight the particular nature of his own legacy, so does Pushkin
look back both to Horace and his Russian predecessors to offer his own value system, the central
axis of which is the opposition of the poet to autocracy. Not surprisingly, Pushkin’s version
could not be published at the time of its composition. An altered version, edited by Zhukovskii to
exclude any politically charged lines, was published in 1841 and remained the only known
version until 1881.3%

The censored lines included the last two lines of the first stanza and the whole fourth
stanza (below). The fourth stanza contains the lines in which Pushkin contrasts his own

accomplishments with those of Derzhavin and Horace.®%’

Exegi Monumentum Exegi monumentum
No hands have wrought my monuments; no 1 maMsITHUK ceOe BO3ABUT HEPYKOTBOPHBIH,
weeds K nemy He 3apacrer HapoaHas Tporla,

Will hide the nation’s footpath to its site. Bo3zHeccs BblIlIe OH I71aBOKO HEIIOKOPHOH
Tsar Alexander’s column it exceeds AJCKCaH/IPUHCKOTO CTOJIIA.

in splendid insubmissive height. [...]

[...] N nonro 6yny Tem mro0e3eH s Hapoxy,

And to the people long shall I be dear Hro 4yBCcTBa 10OpBIC 51 TUPO IIPOOYXK AL,
because kind feelings did my lyre extol, Yro B MO¥I JKECTOKUH BEK BOCCIIABHII 51
invoking freedom in an age of fear, Ceobormy

and mercy for the broken soul.3 Y mutocTs K mafumm npusssai. %

The first important alteration Pushkin introduces to the poem is the object to which he

compares his poetry. Whereas Derzhavin, following Horace, says of his “monument” that it is

306 Alekseev 8

307 The epigraph, “exegi monumentum,” is the first two words of Horace’s ode. This direct quotation makes it clear
that Pushkin wants the reader to be aware of the Horatian version of the poem, even though the main contention is
once again with Derzhavin. Zara Torlone compares Horace’s and Pushkin’s versions and analyzes a number of
similarities and differences (Torlone 50-54). In my reading, I focus on the comparing Pushkin’s version with
Derzhavin’s, since the response to Derzhavin’s political allegiances and the summary of Pushkin’s own are, for me,
the central concern of this poem.

308 This is an early translation by V. Nabokov, which he would renounce after adopting his “literal” approach to
translation. I think it does an impressive job negotiating between meaning and sound, so I wanted to quote it here.
One important inaccuracy, however, is in the last line quoted above. Pushkin refers to mercy “for the fallen” rather
than “the broken soul”; I would also translate the second line to say “the people’s footpath to its site.”

309 Full text: A. C. Tymikun. Cobpanue couunenuii ¢ 10 momax. T. 2, M.: TocynapcTBEHHOE U3/1ATENBCTBO
XyAO0KECTBEHHOM nureparypsl, 1959, 460.
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“Harder than metals and higher than pyramids” (“MeranioB TBep»e OH U BBILIE MUPAMUA’),
Pushkin insists that his legacy is greater that Alexander’s Column, the monument erected in St.
Petersburg in 1834 to commemorate the victory of Alexander I over Napoleon, 31° whose
unveiling Pushkin had intentionally avoided.®!! Although Alekseev argues that we should not
exaggerate the importance of this line, since it was not uncommon for writers to ridicule public
monuments in the 1830s,32 the characterization of his “monument” as “insubmissive” right
before the comparison to Alexander’s Column suggests an adversarial relationship rather than
mere mockery. Likewise, the later label of the poet’s age as a “cruel age” gives a somber and
weighty tone to the poem and its characterization of the status quo.

The poet’s allegiances are made even clearer in the fourth stanza, which is both a
response to Derzhavin and a reiteration of concepts important to “The Village” and Pushkin’s
political and civic poems. The corresponding stanza in Derzhavin’s adaptation, despite
modifying the sentiment of unwavering allegiance to the ruler expressed by Lomonosov’s
adaptation, still ties the legacy of the poet to his relationship with Catherine the Great. Derzhavin

claims that the reason he will be remembered is:

For being the first to dare, in the amusing Uto mepBbIif s 1ep3HYI B 3a0aBHOM PYCCKOM
Russian verse, cJiore

To proclaim the virtues of Felitsa," O no6ponerensx Oenuisl BO3MIACHTS,

To speak about God with honest simplicity B cepaeunoit npocrore 6ecenoBars o 6ore
And tell the truth to the Tsars with a smile. W uctuHy napsm ¢ ynbIOKOH TOBOPUTH.

310 Though this interpretation is the more common one, there have been some arguments that Pushkin was actually
referring to Alexandria rather than Alexander. See, for instance, Alekseev 60-65 for the origin and evolution of the
debate. Given the content of the poem and, especially, the preceding phrase “riaBoro HermokopHOii,” it seems far
more likely that Pushkin was referring to Alexander’s column, though it is possible that the reference was
intentionally ambiguous to avoid a direct challenge to the tsar, as P. Chernykh and D. Iakubovich have argued (see
Alekseev 62). For a more recent scholarship overview and argument in favor of “Alexander’s Column,” though with
an intentional allusion to Alexandria and Alexander the Great, with whom Alexander I was often identified, see
Proskurin O. A, Poeziia Pushkina, ili podvizhnyi palimpsest, 275 — 288.

311 Alekseev 66.

312 Alekseev 72.

313 Catherine 1I.
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As I discussed in the previous chapter, Derzhavin’s emphasis on “virtues” (as opposed to
Lomonosov’s emphasis on “deeds”) and the insistence that he “told the truth to the tsars,” a
reference to Horatian satire, suggest that Derzhavin wanted to be remembered not only for
praising the virtues of Catherine II but also for challenging the rulers and exposing the vices of
the court. This last point does not necessarily claim an adversarial relationship, however, and the
specific mention of the “virtues” of Catherine leaves the impression that the poet had a strong
and favorable relationship with the monarch. Pushkin, on the other hand, explicitly emphasizes
his allegiance to the people in opposition to the rulers. He mentions “the people” twice: “the
people’s path” (“napomnas tpoma”) and “And to the people long shall I be dear” (“U gonro Oyay
TeM mobeseH s Hapony”), leaving no doubt of who his intended audience has been.3*

His other accomplishments include the praise of “Freedom” rather than a ruler. Perhaps
Pushkin’s capitalization of “Freedom” is meant not only to personify it or give it additional
emphasis, but also to contrast it with Derzhavin’s “Felitsa,” since both are the explicitly singled
out objects of the poets’ praise and the only capitalized nouns in the fourth stanza of their
respective poems. This contrast leads us to understand that the freedom mentioned by Pushkin
refers specifically to the freedom of the people from the ruler, freedom in opposition to the ruler.
Finally, the reference also recalls Pushkin’s early poem “Liberty,” which threatens despots with
their inevitable downfall and advocates for a constitutional monarchy in which the people and
the rulers are equally free under the protection of laws. “Liberty” played a large part in
Pushkin’s exile and the “cruel age” mentioned in the poem reminds us both of the penalty that
Pushkin himself had paid for praising freedom, which once again pits the poet against the

autocrat, and, especially, of the fate of the executed and exiled Decembrists. The final line is also

314 For a discussion of “the people” as a “central and essential problem in Pushkin’s entire oeuvre” and the evolution
of his views, see Gorodetskii B. P. “Problema naroda v tvorchestve Pushkina,” 282-300.
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thought to refer to Pushkin’s attempts to procure a pardon for the exiled Decembrists after their
failed conspiracy.®™® These references once again affirm Pushkin’s allegiance to the cause and its
ideals, regardless of the evolution of Pushkin’s political views and relationships in the time since
the uprising.

There may be a number of reasons why Pushkin chooses to explicate his values in
Horatian adaptations. V. Rudich, for instance argues, "One may say that poetry of Horace served
Pushkin as a vehicle to enhance and validate his public persona, that of a lofty bard, the Horatian
vates."3!® Alekseev, meanwhile, suggests that Pushkin may be invoking Horace in order to point

to tradition and defend himself (as Derzhavin had) against possible accusations of self-

317 8

aggrandizement,!” as well as offer a concrete example of the possibility of such lasting fame.>!
Of course, it is also important to remember that Pushkin does not choose to engage with Horace
directly. By choosing to offer his own values in an adaption of Horace’s ode, he places himself in
a chain of writers that includes not only Horace but also Lomonosov and Derzhavin. His
testament is also a debate with the values of his predecessors and a kind of “update” to the
relationship between the poet, the rulers, and history. It reminds the reader of the previous
tradition but offers a new definitive interpretation for what the task of the poet should be.

Unlike Pushkin, Ryleev does not polemicize with Derzhavin in Roman adaptations. He
does, however, also use the very same poems by Derzhavin (“Monument” and “To Eugene: Life

at Zvanka”) in his own poem “Derzhavin” in order to reassess Derzhavin’s legacy and portray

him as an early defender of the values that will be important to the Decembrists. The poem

315 See Tsiavlovskaia’s commentary to the poem in A. C. ITymkun. Co6panue couunenuii 6 10 momax. T. 2, M.
TocynapcTBeHHOE M31aTEIBCTBO XyAOKECTBEHHOM JTUTEpaTypsl, 1959.

816 Rudich 35.

317 Alekseev 101.

318 Alekseev 103.
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introduces a young bard, presumably Ryleev himself, who mournfully contemplates Derzhavin’s

tomb and begins to reflect, in admiration, on Derzhavin’s poetic legacy:

A thoughtful bard was looking, gloomily, [leBerr 3a4yMUnBbIN TIIsIACI

At the sad monument. Ha rpycTHbIil aMATHUK yIPIOMO.
And suddenly proclaimed, in rapture, Ho Bapyr, BOCTOp>KEHHBII, BEIIAI:
“Why do I pine here in vain? "Yro 51 HaIpacHO 3/1eCh TOCKYIO?
Our wondrous bard did not die: Harmr quBHBIN Oap HE ymMupai:
He sang and glorified holy Rus’! OH nien u citaBui Pycek cBaryio!
He considered the common good to be OH BBIIIIE BCEX HA CBETE Onar
Above all else on earth OO01ecTBEHHOE 01aro CTaBUI
And in his fiery verses W B OrHEHHBIX CBOMX CTHXAX

He glorified holy virtue.” Caaryro 1o006poaeTens caaBuil.”

It is, of course, true that Derzhavin made it a point in a number of his poems to expose immoral
and selfish behavior of the aristocracy and argue for the importance of virtue, patriotism, and
dedication to the common good. What is notable, however, is that the above estimation of
Derzhavin’s importance is introduced during a contemplation of Derzhavin’s tomb, the image
that also introduces Derzhavin’s own meditations on what would be said about him after his

death in “Zvanka.” Derzhavin’s expectations are quite different from Ryleev’s evaluation,

however:
...and you, waking your descendants with ...1 ThI, Oy/Isl TBOUM TIEPOM
your pen, in the North of the capital, [ToToMKOB 0TO CHa, OJ1M3 ceBepa CTOJUIIHI,
Will whisper to a stranger, from afar, like [IlenHens B ciIyX CTPaHHUKY, B 1aJI1 KaK
quiet thunder: TUXUH TpoM:
“Here lived a bard of God, — Felitsa.” “3naeck 6ora »xui neser, — Denunpl.”

And yet, in the long and repetitive list of Derzhavin’s admirable qualities offered by
Ryleev, which, in addition to the concerns in the lines quoted above also includes criticism of the
nobility, speaking the truth, fighting evil, protecting the laws, and defending the defenseless,
there is not a single mention of what Derzhavin himself judged to be his legacy. In other words,
Ryleev reevaluates the importance of Derzhavin, pointing to what his poetry aimed to do for the

people and against the corrupt noblemen, and leaving aside his close relationship to Catherine
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the Great and his philosophical meditations on the divine, which were crucial to Derzhavin both

in “Zvanka” and in the “Monument.”

Ryleev makes a direct reference to the “Monument” as well, agreeing with Derzhavin’s

claim that his memory will survive after his death, but once again deviating from Derzhavin’s

own professed reasons for his immortality (which, once again, were “To proclaim the virtues of

Felitsa, / To speak about God with honest simplicity/ And tell the truth to the Tsars with a smile

bh

(“Uro nepBblit 51 1ep3HyN B 3a0aBHOM pycckoM ciiore/O nooponaerensx Oenuiibl BO3TIIaCUTh,/B

cepaevHoi mpocrore OecenoBars 0 6ore/U nctuny napsm c yasiokoit rosoputs.”)). Like

Pushkin, Ryleev also introduces, though much more humbly, his own values and concerns.

Unlike Pushkin, however, he wishes to be remembered not in contrast to Derzhavin but for his

pale imitation of what made Derzhavin immortal — not Derzhavin’s own reasons, but rather

Ryleev’s re-interpretation of Derzhavin’s true importance, which consists of inspiring future

generations to be passionately concerned with the common good:

“Bard, you are right: you will live on,

You have erected an eternal monument,-

It cannot be destroyed

By thunder, or by the swift winds.”

[...]

“0O, it does not matter if I will not be in my
poems

Like Derzhavin, amazing, resounding, -
As long as an enlightened descendant could
say about me:

‘His thought soared through history,
Conjuring up hoary antiquity,

And inflaming in young hearts

Passion for the common good!’”

“TbI IpaB, MEBEI: ThI OyIEIIb KUTh,
ThbI MaMATHUK BO3JIBUTHYJI BEYHBIH, -
Ero He MoryT COKpymuTh

Hu rpom, HU BUXOPb OBICTPOTEUHBIH. "
[...]

"O, mycThb He OyJy B TUMHaX 1,

Kaxk namr /Iep»aBuH, AMBEH, TPOMOK, -
JIue TosbKO 6 MOJIBUII IPO MEHS
Moii 00pa3oBaHHBIN TOTOMOK:
‘[Tapuit OH MBICIIHIO B BEKaX,

Cenyto BbI3bIBas JPEBHOCTD,

M Bocnassan B MiIafbIx cepALax

K o6mectBenHomMy Gary peBHOCTB!""

As a result of Ryleev’s changes, Derzhavin becomes appropriated and serves as a sort of

a proto-Decembrist, though obviously without any revolutionary inclinations and concrete

intentions of changing the underlying structures of the regime. His work becomes primarily
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important not for its philosophical meditations or even its didactic intentions, but rather for
inflaming passion with his examples of virtue, the passion that will be crucial for the
Decembrists’ opposition to the unjust status quo.

Thus, each in his own way, Pushkin and Ryleev both “update” Derzhavin’s values to
reflect their own concerns, the concerns that were shared by the Decembrists in general and that
motivated the uprising, the poetry of its supporters and participants, and the allusions to the
Roman figures in this period.

Decembrists and the Roman Republic

For the Decembrists, ancient Rome and its Republican figures became the epitome of the

ideal of freedom and the struggle against oppression. They were well familiar with the classics —

many of them knew Latin3!®

and read and referenced Roman history and literature to justify and
promote their goals. lakubovich specifically points to the role that antiquity played in the
formation of the Decembrists’ historical and civic ideas, writing, “It is well known that antiquity
had an enormous formative role in their circles, and played an important role in the development
of their historical, i.e., primarily, civic and political views.”?° This argument is supported by the
words of the Decembrists themselves, who were interrogated about the origin of their ideas after
their arrest. A number of testimonies specifically mention the influence that the classics, together
with later Western history, had on the development of their thought:

Petr Kakhovskii :“Ideas are formed with age. I cannot specifically say when my notions were
developed. Studying the history of the Greeks and Romans from childhood, I was fired up by the
heroes of antiquity.”3?

Pavel Pestel:“[...] [ recalled the happy period of Greece when it consisted of republics and its

miserable conditions later. I compared the great destiny of Rome in the days of the republic with
its lamentable fate under the Emperors. The history of Great Novgorod also strengthened in me

319 Ludmilla Trigos. “Historical Models of Terror in Decembrist Literature,” 32.
320 Takubovich 154.
321 Marc Raeff, The Decembrist Movement, 49.
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republican ideas.”3?2

Petr Borisov: “The reading, since childhood, of Greek and Roman history and of the lives of
great men by Plutarch and Cornelius Nepos implanted in me a love for freedom and popular
sovereignty.”3%3

The importance of Roman history can be seen in the abundance of references that the
Decembrists continued to make both in their writings and in real life. There were a number of
functions of these allusions. Volk argues that Decembrist poetry in particular treated history as a
way to agitate and instruct.®?* Andrew Kahn refers to the “Decembrist attraction to the moral
qualities of the ancients, their models of valor, decorum, courage and statesmanship.”3?°
Following Lotman, Trigos adds that for the Decembrists ancient Roman figures provided
“productive sources for [...] self-fashioning,” and that by turning to these figures “they could try
on various stances of political resistance as they explored Russian and ancient history for
appropriate models.”®?® This argument is supported by Bestuzhev’s account of Ryleev’s words to

his mother before he left for the Senate Square:

...perhaps ... history will write my name next to the names of great men who died
for humanity. In it, the name of Brutus stands above Caesar’s, so bless me!

[...MOXeET OBbITb, ... HICTOPUS 3aMULIET UMSI MOE BMECTE C UMEHAMHU BEJIMKUX JIFO/eH,
noru0mux 3a yeiaoseuecTBo. B Hell ums BpyTa cTouT Bhllle 1ie3apeBa - UTakK,
6narocnosuTe MeHs!"3?7]

And yet, despite the desire to frame their historical situation as one that corresponds to

ancient history®?® and themselves as the followers of classical heroes, there is little influence of

322 Ibid. 54.

323 Ibid. 55.

324 Volk 20.

325 Kahn 766.

326 Trigos 30.

327 Ilerones ILE. (pen.) - Bocnomunanus 6pamves becmymxcesvix / Bocnomunanis 6pamves Becmyacesvixw, OrHu,
1917, 9.

328 In addition to giving themselves the names of Roman Republican figures in their writings or comparing their
aspirations to those of the ancient heroes, the Decembrists also identified the rulers with Roman Emperors. For
instance, “B 1i1azax 4ieHOB TaifHOTO 00IIeCTBAa CAMOBIIACTHIN AJIEKCaHIp | BIOJIHE OTOXKIECTBIISIICS C JKECTOKUM
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the classics on the practical political documents and intentions of the Decembrists.®?° This lack of
practical influence suggests that the importance of the classical precedents was largely meant to
be an inspiration, a call to action, rather than necessarily a pragmatic blueprint for the
methodology of an uprising and political action.

The language that we see in the works of the Decembrists and scholars studying this
group reflects this function, since it often points to an emotional connection to the classics. In the
testimonies quote above, Kakhovskii explains that he “was fired up by the heroes of antiquity”
and Borisov credits ancient historians with “implant[ing in him] the love of freedom and popular
sovereignty.”

Scholars point to the same sentiments. Raeff, for instance, writes, “The infatuation with
classical antiquity, which had been merely superficial decorative veneer for their fathers, now —
under the impact of the French Revolution and Napoleon — assumed vital existential meaning for
the Decembrists and became their inspiration and model for action.”®® Volk writes, “In their
opposition to despotism, the Decembrists were inspired by the classical examples of courageous
republicans and fighters against tyranny.”*3! Trigos, too, speaks of inspiration when discussing
the Decembrists relationship to antiquity: “Inspired by the mythic figure of Brutus, Ryleev’s
colleagues styled him as a model freedom fighter and romantic-era hero who placed civic duty
above all else.”®*? Finally, Irina Chistova, writing about the “agitatory role” (“aruranuonnas
poaw”) that several of Pushkin’s poems (in particular “The Village” and “Liberty”) played during

the formation of secret societies that culminated in the uprising of the Decembrists, argues,

pumcknM umneparopom Tubepuem..." (Volk 155).

29 Volk 171.

330 Raeff 22, my emphasis. Though this is not the place to engage with Raeff’s claim that the earlier uses of classical
allusions had been superficial, I hope my previous chapters have demonstrated that there was meaningful
engagement with ancient Rome in the works of Lomonosov and Derzhavin.

331 Volk 145, my emphasis.

332 Trigos 35, my emphasis.
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“’Liberty’ was not read as a dry, logically strict exposition of a political doctrine; Pushkin’s ode
attracts attention primarily as an expression of heroic, civic emotion.”3%

In my reading of the political poems of Pushkin and Ryleev below, I will examine this
inspirational role of Roman heroes in closer detail and analyze the other key features of the
Decembrists’ interaction with Roman history — the identification of Rome with freedom, the
emphasis on individual exemplary heroes (especially Brutus), and the focus of attention on the
Roman Republic in general and, often, the murder of Caesar in particular.

The overall importance of Roman examples as an inspiration to the Decembrists is well
established by the scholars mentioned above, and my aim here is not to offer a new framework
for understanding this importance. Instead, I want to pay closer attention to the inner workings
and development of this new Rome, because it is not static — it gradually evolves both in the
works of Pushkin and of Ryleev. A closer look at this evolution will provide a more nuanced
view of both the content and the mode of Roman allusions, since saying that Rome or Brutus
inspired the Decembrists does not automatically explain how this Rome was constructed and
functioned, or what mechanisms convey the new role of Rome as “inspirational.” In addition,
within my project, this new Rome does not exist on its own,; it is, rather, a link within a chain of
Romes, a response both to its own circumstances and the earlier Romes of Derzhavin and
Lomonosov.

Rome and the Romans in the political poems of Pushkin

Although the works of Pushkin and Ryleev share many themes and concerns, including

their choice of Roman figures and associations, I will discuss these poets separately in order to

show the evolution of their views. In the case of Pushkin, there is a gradual escalation to the

333 1. S. Chistova. “Oda “Vol’nost,”my emphasis.
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figure of Brutus and the concept of tyrannicide: in “To Licinius” (1815), a poem addressed by
one fictional inhabitant of Rome to another, he makes an explicit identification between Rome
and the passionate struggle for freedom, lamenting tyranny and corruption in still general terms.
In “Liberty” (1817), he threatens tyrants with inevitable demise, using the figure of Caligula (as
a thinly veiled reference to Emperor Paul, assassinated in 1801) to exemplify the fate that tyrants
must suffer. Although his passionate language and express hatred of tyrants make the poem
sound like a call to action, there is still an explicit condemnation of political murderers. In the
“Dagger” (1821), however, we finally see the figure of Brutus, who offers a model for morally
justified tyrannicide and whose passion for freedom inspires future struggle against tyrants.
Finally, in an unfinished poem “An immobile guard was dozing on the tsar’s threshold...”
(“HemBmkHBIN cTpak ApemMalt Ha HapCTBEHHOM mopore,” ca. 1824), Pushkin has the emperor
Alexander identify himself as Caesar and mockingly ask about the whereabouts of Brutus,
arguably inviting tyrannicide.

Both Pushkin and Ryleev make an explicit identification between ancient Rome and
freedom early in their poetry. Pushkin does so in his 1815 poem “To Licinius,”*** which
lakubovich singles out as an important step in the evolution of Pushkin’s relationship to
antiquity, as well as his use of antiquity to comment on his own contemporary society, writing,
“Pushkin’s task is to paint an image of ancient Rome, giving it a sense of political satire that
could reflect its own contemporary reality ... the civic pathos of this epistle ... is expressed with
remarkable energy, foreshadowing the Decembrists’ civic poetry hidden behind an antique

veneer.>*® Iakubovich goes on to connect the Roman allusions in Pushkin’s and Ryleev’s later

334 Full text of the poem: A. C. Ilymkun. Cobpanue couunenui 6 10 momax. T. 1, M.: TocynapcTseHHOe
U3/aTeNIbCTBO XYN0KECTBEHHOM nuTepaTypsl, 1959, 14-16.
335 Jakubovich 122-3
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poems precisely to this poem and its epigraph “After the Latin,” since Pushkin uses a Roman
setting to protest corruption and oppression by evoking the idea of Roman freedom.*® As Wes
points out, Pushkin’s addition of “after the Latin as a subtitle, much like Ryleev’s later claim
that his “To the Favorite” was an imitation of a satire by Persius, was likely meant for the
censors, since these poems are rather concerned with the poets’ own contemporary reality.>*” The
importance of “To Licinius” is especially evident in the fact that Pushkin not only chose to
republish it soon after the execution of the Decembrist leaders in 1826 but also placed it first in
the compilation.33® At the same time, however, this early poem does not make any concrete
references to the Russian reality. Instead, it establishes the importance of a free society and
establishes Rome as the example and symbol of that freedom.

In this poem, written from the perspective of an ordinary Roman citizen of an undefined
historical period who despises the immorality, venality, and slavish behavior of his fellow

Romans, Pushkin’s narrator proclaims, “I am a Roman in my heart; freedom burns®*°

in my
chest;/The spirit of the great nation does not slumber in me” (“4I cepaemM puMISIHUH; KUIINUT B
rpyau cBobomaa;/ Bo mue He apemiieT ayx Benukoro Hapona”). These lines imply that the essential
characteristic of a Roman is the desire for freedom. This desire is primordial (as the speaker
refers to the “spirit” (“ayx”) of his people) and emotional rather than intellectual, as he places the
freedom in his chest rather than his mind. Moreover, this desire is not a passive one. The verb
“xunut,” perhaps best translated as “burns,” suggests passionate and perhaps even

violent/destructive love for freedom, one that is bound to react violently against oppression.3*°

336 JTakubovich 125.

337 Wes 164.

338 Wes 162.

339 Literally “boils.”

340 This vocabulary of passion and “civic exaltation” often expressed through the vocabulary of burning and fire will

become a common feature of Decembrist poetry. See A. lanushkevich. Istoriia russkoi literatury pervoi treti XIX
veka, 163.

142



The connection between Roman-ness and freedom is so strong that that the abandonment
of it is portrayed as the downfall of the entire people: “O Romulus’s people, tell me, how long
ago did you fall?/ Who enslaved you and shackled you by [his] power?” (“O Pomynos Hapog,
CKa)ku, TaBHO J1b ThI as1?/Kto Bac mopabotun u Bnacteio okoBan?”’). The invocation of Romulus,
the legendary founder of Rome, hints at the foundational role that freedom must have had at the
inception of Roman society, which has now been destroyed by the chains of power. Although the
narrator bemoans other vices of his compatriots, the root of the corruption is ultimately their
willingness to become servile. The poem goes on to “prophesy” the future fate of Rome, whose

demise is once again explicitly linked to the disappearance of freedom:

Rome will disappear; deep darkness will Hcae3ner Pum; ero mokpoeT Mpak riTyOOKHid;
engulf it; W nyTHUK, yCTpEeMHB Ha TPYy/Ibl KAMHEH OKO,
And a traveler, looking at the pile of stones, BockimkHeT, B MpaqHOe pa3ayMbe YIITyOJIeH:
Will exclaim, immersed in dark reflection, “CBobonoii Pum Bo3poc, a pabctBoM

“Rome was made great by freedom and noryoseH.”

destroyed by slavery.”

The reflection is spoken by an outsider, presumably a non-Roman, who echoes the
sentiments of the Roman narrator, legitimizing the idea that the essence and greatness of Rome
were both inextricably tied to the freedom of its people. In fact, the only thing that remains of
Rome in the memory of later generations is this binary of freedom vs. slavery, and the history of
the empire ultimately serves as a tale not of its military conquests or geographical might, which
are forgotten, not of its architectural accomplishments, which have been reduced to rubble, but of
the greatness of freedom and the destructive effects of losing sight of that freedom.

Even though the term “freedom” appears multiple times in this poem, it is difficult to
figure out what the narrator means when he speaks of freedom. This concept remains undefined
throughout the poem and it is part of a conceptual matrix that involves hints towards political

oppression, the rule of money, the duplicitous and immoral behavior of political sycophants, and
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the people’s worship of a young and popular “idol.” There are a number of political terms,
suggesting that the central concern of the poem has to do with the subjugation of the people by
the rulers. For instance, we are told of the “enslavement” by “power” (“Bnactp”), a term that
refers specifically to rulers. We are told of the misery of “the people,” and the poet uses “the
people” (“napoxn”) rather than “people” (“romu’™), invoking the term that is often used in
political discourse and that is important for Decembrist poetry in particular (Pushkin’s
“Monument” poem, as [ mentioned above, makes a point to emphasize the poet’s relationship to
the narod rather than the rulers, for instance). We hear about symbols of power, such as purple
clothes and lictors. There are mentions of a “despot” and “a weak Senate.” The combined effect
of political terminology is the understanding that a crucial problem of Rome is the “yoke”
imposed on the people by the ruler.

At the same time, however, the complaints about the lost freedom are intertwined with
complaints about the immoral and venal behavior of Roman society that worships popular
figures as “idols.” The complaints about the people being oppressed are often preceded and
followed by criticisms of these people’s behaviors. For instance, the speaker contemplates
leaving “the immoral city” (“pa3Bparnsiii ropon”) “where everything is for sale: laws,
righteousness/ And the consul, and the tribune, and honor, and beauty” (“I'me Bc€ mponaxHoe:
3aKoHBbI, MpaBoTa,/U koHCy!, u TpuOyH, 1 YecTh, U kpacoTta”). He complaints about the behaviors
of “shameless” Romans who “crawl” between the houses of the rich. The condemnation of the
oppression of the people is combined with the condemnation of the people themselves, and the
question about who enslaved the Romans is followed with the more ambiguous “The proud
Quirites bowed to the yoke” (“Ksuputsl ropasie moax uro npekiaoHmmcsh”’), where the active verb

may suggest that the people themselves are complicit in the surrender of their freedom.
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There are a number of consequences of this imprecision. On the one hand, the vagueness
at first seems to weaken the political thrust of the poem because the narrator’s complaints do not
expose a specific problem or advocate a particular course of action. On the other hand, however,
the variety of manifestations that the concept of freedom has in this poem might reflect the
pervasiveness of this notion and its essential role in society. In other words, freedom is important
not only in the political relationship of the rulers to the subjects, but also as the foundation of the
entire society, whose morals and character disintegrate in an atmosphere of subservience. The
constant movement between the complaints about the lack of freedom and the laments about the
immorality of society suggest that the two conditions are mutually dependent, that a society is
bound to be corrupt without freedom (and can only be free when morally sound). We will see the
sentiment in the works of Ryleev.

Although this early poem does not yet call for a violent fight for freedom, we can see the
emotional, passionate response of the narrator, who cannot help acting against the status quo. He
is driven to fight it, though he will do so by abandoning the city and engaging in writing
literature that will do the fighting for him by exposing the vices of contemporary Rome: “I will
expose vice in righteous satire/And bare the morals of our times to later generations” (“B carupe
IpaBeIHOM Mopok n300paxy/ Y HpaBbl cCMX BEKOB MOTOMCTBY 0OHaxy”’). In subsequent poems,

7341

literature and fighting are even more merged. In his famous 181 poem titled, not very subtly,

“Liberty” (“BompHocTb"2*?) Pushkin writes, “I want to sing Freedom to the world,/ To strike vice

341 There is some dispute about whether the ode was written in 1817, 1818, or 1819. For arguments in favor of 1817,
see Tsiavlovskii, M. A. “Khronologiia ody ‘Vol’nost’,” 66-81. For an argument for a later date, see Oksman Iu. G.
“Pushkinskaia oda “Vol’nost” (K voprosu o datirovke).”

342 For an analysis of central concepts and figures in the poem, its relationship to Radischev’s earlier “Ode to
Liberty,” and the ambiguities of the extent to which this poem can be called “revolutionary,” see Skatov Nikolai
“Ona A. C. Ilymxuna BonsHOCTS B cBeTe coObITuii Benukoii gppanmysckoit pesomrormu,” 103-111. For an account
of the poem’s background and inception, see I. S. Chistova. “Oda “Vol’nost.” For a comparison between Pushkin’s
poem and the identically titled poem of Radischev, inspired by the American Revolution, see Danovskii, A. V.
“’Vol’nost’ u Radischeva i Pushkina.”
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on the thrones” (“Xouay Bociers CB0OOIY Mupy,/Ha Tponax mopasuts mopok”). The verb “to
strike” (“nopasutp”’) suggests specifically a violent physical confrontation, giving the poet the
role of a fighter.

The lines above can also be used to summarize this poem. It is written in the first person
and contains passionate insistence on the importance of freedom and equally passionate threats
and warnings to tyrants, whose fate is shown through allusions to the French Revolution and the
assassination of Paul I. There are a number of references to the Marsellaise (the French
revolutionary song), who is presented as Pushkin’s muse, and to the rulers of the world, who are
instructed to safeguard the freedom and laws in their land and threatened with demise should
they choose to become tyrants.

There is a curious feature of this poem pointed out by a few scholars. Both Skatov and
Debreczeny, for instance, persuasively argue that the poem is an argument for constitutional
monarchy, and that it actually shows pretty obvious distaste for political assassins. Similarly,
Pugachev analyzes the allusions to the French Revolution in the beginning of the poem to argue
that the initial emotional excitement for the beginning stages of the revolution turns into a
condemnation of lawlessness that eventually leads to new despotism. For him, the references to
the French Revolution are meant to “remind [the reader] of its lessons.”®** At the same time,
however, the poem was and still often is read as a passionate call to revolution, something that
both Skatov and Debreczeny bring up. Their explanations for this apparent contradiction are
different, though not mutually exclusive. Debreczeny argues that certain psychological factors,

such as the experience of collective reading by the Decembrists and the effect of specific

343 Pugachev V. V. “Predystoriia Soiuza blagodenstviia i pushkinskaia oda ‘Vol’nost’,” 133-135. Pugachev’s article
includes a discussion of the political theory behind the poem. See Skatov for a discussion of the relationship
between “freedom” and “law” in the poem.

146



historical references, particularly to the French Revolution and to Radischev’s criticism of
autocracy and subsequent exile (making him a victim of tyranny), were crucial in the reading of
the poem and have affected the perception of its nature, making it appear more revolutionary
than it in fact was. Skatov’s explanation argues that this perception is not a misreading but,
instead, a consequence of certain ambiguities of the poem’s language that make Pushkin’s
attacks appear neither so general as to be read as a meditation on the corruption of power nor so
concrete that it could only be applied to a specific historical moment.

The ambiguity of the poem’s language and the particular resonance of its historical
references are amplified by the essentially emotional, passionate, and martial vocabulary of the
poem.>** As Chistova argues, “the ode attracts attention primarily as an expression of heroic,
civic emotion,” a feature that is common to Decembrist civic poetry.3*® The combination of these
three factors results in the perception of the poem as a call to action. For example, the poem
begins, Pugachev and Oksman have argued, with a reference to the Marseillaise, which is

personified as “the proud singer of freedom”34:

Where are you, where are you, the bane of ['ne Th1, THE THI, TpO3a HApEH,
tsars, CBo0OozbI Topaas meBuIa? —
The proud singer of freedom? — [Tpunu, copBU C MEHSI BEHOK,
Come, tear off my wreath, Pa36eii n3HeKEHHYIO HPY. ..
Break the pampered lyre... Xouy Bocnets CBOOOIY MUY,
I want to sing Freedom to the world, Ha TpoHax nmopasursb Mopox.

And strike vice on the thrones.
The subsequent lines of the poem contain references to French history that place the

“proud singer of freedom” in the context of the French Revolution and suggest that the above

344 In fact, Debrecezny’s observation about the importance of the emotional appeals in “The Village” could be
equally applied to this poem: "the concrete intellectual content was obscured by a general emotional impact."
Debreczeny 9.

345 «“The poetics of ‘Vol’nost” are driven by excitement, lyrical tension, heroic pathos — the elements that form the
Romantic pathos of the pre-Decembrist and Decembrist civic poetry (cf. Ryleev’s ode 'Civic Courage.").”

348 Tu. G. Oksman, “Ot ‘Kapitanskoi dochki’ A. S. Pushkina k ‘Zapiskam okhotnika’ I. S. Turgeneva,” 184.
Pugachev, V. “Predystoriia Soiuza blagodenstviia i pushkinskaia oda ‘Vol’nost’,” 132-133.
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scholars are correct in their analysis. For instance, in the very next stanza Pushkin refers to “the
noble Gaul” who was inspired to write “a brave hymn.” The very next lines include a clear
allusion to the Marsellaise itself. Pushkin writes, “Tyrants of the world! Tremble!” echoing the
Marsellaise’s “Tremblez, tyrans.” A few stanzas later, Pushkin refers to the execution of Louis
XVI (“Bocxoaut k cmeptu Jlronosuk”). In other words, there is little doubt that Pushkin wants
his readers to think of the French Revolution here. In fact, until Pushkin turns directly to Russia,
the only specific historical allusions in the poem are to the Marsellaise and to Louis X VI,
suggesting that Pushkin’s meditations on the importance of law for the peace and well-being of
nations are firmly grounded specifically in the historical example of the French Revolution and
its bloodshed. At the same time, however, there is enough ambiguity to allow the poem to be
read as a warning to tyrants everywhere rather than simply a case study.

Let me return to the beginning of the poem quoted above. These lines are in the present
tense and include three imperatives, which suggest immediate and current relevance rather than a
historical overview. Three of the verbs allude to progressively more violent actions: “tear off”

99

(“copBu”), “break”™ (“pazbeir”), “strike” (“nopaszuts’); the first two are simply violent,
destructive actions, but the last, as mentioned above, foreshadows a battle that this poem is to
fight — the poet’s goal of praising freedom is identified with attacking vice on thrones; in other
words, the freedom is opposed specifically to the abuses of power. This goal is presented as an
active immediate aspiration, suggesting that the poet is preparing for an impending fight rather
than contemplating the virtues of freedom or mourning its demise as a passive observer, as
Radischev had done in his ode.

There are similar markers of immediate relevance through the poem despite its ostensibly

French context. For instance, when Pushkin writes, “Pets of capricious Fate,/Tyrants of the
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world! Tremble!” (“ITuromusl Berpenoit Cynn0b1,/ Tupanst mupa! Tpenemmre!”), the temporality
(the time to which they are meant to refer) is, once again, ambiguous. The exclamation marks,
the imperative mood, the direct address, and the use of plural to address “tyrants of the world” all
suggest a general and immediate threat to those practicing oppressive rule. Later, there is another
similar apostrophe to a similarly unnamed despot, variously conjectured to be Napoleon I,

3% or a generalized tyrant®*8: “Autocratic Villain!/I hate you and your throne”

Alexander
(“CamoBnacturenbublil 3noaeit!/Te6s, TBo TpoH s HeHaBXKY[.]”). The emotional charge of the
poem — the passionate hatred of tyrants, the warning that tyrants should “tremble,” the mentions
of tyrannicide, the condemnation of the “shamefulness” of despotic rule (“You are the horror of
the world, the shame of nature” (“TsI yxxac mupa, cteig mpupoasr”)), the “cruel joy” the poet
feels seeing the death of tyrants (“I see your death, the death of your children/With cruel joy”
(“Troro morubenb, cMepTh feTeit/C KecToKoN patoCTHIO BUXKY))— inspires the reader to share
the poet’s indignation and his goal of attacking the “villains” who oppress the people. The direct
addresses, fighting vocabulary, and ambiguous temporality allow this indignation to be applied to
the contemporary situation, especially since Pushkin ends his poem with the allusion to the
assassination of Paul I (which I will discuss below), bringing the reader into recent Russian
history.

Not surprisingly, Rome makes an appearance in this poem and is once again implicated in
the binary of oppression and freedom and, specifically the violent struggle against oppression.

There 1s, from the beginning, a ghostly presence of Brutus through the obvious allusion of the

poem to Radischev’s ode of the same name, which includes a prophesy of Brutus’s awakening in

347 For an argument against Alexander I and in favor of Napoleon I, see B. Tomashevskii. Pushkin. Kniga Pervaia
(1813-1824). b. TomameBckwuii . [Tywxun. Kuuea nepeas (1813—1924), 144-150.

348 Pugachev, “K voprosu o politicheskikh vzgliadakh Pushkin do vosstaniia dekabristov,” 224-5.
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the very first stanza.>*® However, Brutus does not make an explicit appearance in this incarnation
of “Liberty,” perhaps because at this point in history Pushkin, like many others, still believed that
constitutional monarchy and rule of law could be achieved through peaceful, legal means.>*° At
this point, Pushkin warns that neither the rulers nor the people should go beyond the law: “And
woe, woe to those tribes,/[...]Where either the people or the kings/Can hold power over the law”
(“U rope, rope mnemenam,/... [ae unbs HapoIy Uib HapsM/3aKOHOM BIIACTBOBATH BO3MOXKHO!”).
This belief will soon dissipate, both because of the dissatisfaction with the lack of progress in

Russia (in terms of securing a constitution)®**

and the examples of revolutionary movements in
Spain and other Western European countries in the 1820s,%? leading to the introduction of Brutus
and the murder of Caesar to two later poems. In the meantime, the readers would perhaps think
of Brutus and tyrannicide as an always looming possibility, though not a desirable one at this
point.

As Pugachev argues, however, despite the warnings against lawlessness by either the
rulers or the people, the main attack and strongest criticism of the poem is targeted at the
former.>®® The direct threats and emotionally charged accusations mentioned above are directed
exclusively at the rulers, without a call for specific actions from the people. As a result, at this
point in Pushkin’s political poetry, Caligula is more useful than Brutus. Still, ancient Rome

continues to play a central role in the allusions to tyrannicide and provides a historical model and

blueprint for this undesirable but ultimately inevitable outcome. Caligula appears when the poet

349 The figure of Brutus, so important to the French Revolution, began appearing in Russian literature in the early
nineteenth century and gradually “became a signal-[word] of the rapidly developing theme of struggle against
tyranny.” He became known to Pushkin and the Decembrists through both ancient (Plutarch and Suetonius) and later
(primarily Shakespeare and Voltaire) sources. See Ospovat A. “’Pavel I’ — potentsial 'nyi ziuzhet Pushkina.”

350 Pugacheyv, , “K voprosu o politicheskikh vzgliadakh Pushkin do vosstaniia dekabristov.”

351 Strakhovsky 18, Gorodetskii 284, Raeff 17-18.

352 Nechkina 162.

33 Pugachev, “K voprosu o politicheskikh vzgliadakh Pushkin do vosstaniia dekabristov,” 224.

150



is contemplating the lessons of history while looking at the abandoned palace of Paul I:

When the star of midnight Korpa na mpaunyio HeBy

Shines upon the dark Neva, 3Be3/1a OJIYHOUYH CBEPKACT,

And restful sleep make heavy U 6e33a00THYIO TIIaBy

Carefree heads, CIIOKOMHBIN COH OTATOIIAET,

The thoughtful singer looks upon I'aauT 3aayMUnBbIN TIEBEL]

The tyrant’s monument, Ha rpo3Ho crisiiuii cpeab TyMaHa
Ominously sleeping in the fog, [TycThIHHBIN NAMATHUK THPAHA,
The palace abandoned to oblivion — 3a0BeHBIO OPOIIEHHBIN ABOPEI] —
And he hears the fearsome voice of Clio U capimmut Kinu ctpaniHeiii riac
Behind these fearsome walls, 3a CUMHM CTpPAalIHBIMH CTCHAMH,
Seeing the last hour of Caligula Kanurynsl nocneanuii uac

Play out before his eyes OH BUINT KUBO MPET O4aMu

It has been persuasively argued that the lines above refer to the 1801 murder of Paul 1,%%*

whose abandoned palace is said to have inspired Pushkin’s composition of this ode. Ending the
poem with a veiled reference to Russian history "where the example of the murdered Emperor

Paul, father of Alexander I, [is] held up as a lesson to tyrants"3>®

naturally emphasizes the
immediate relevance of the poem to the contemporary Russian situation. There is an ominous
tone in these final stanzas as the “thoughtful” poet contemplates the “sleeping” palace of the

99 ¢e

tyrant, hearing the “terrible voice” of history. The participle “sleeping,” “ominously sleeping,” in
fact, presents the palace as still threatening and suggests that the abandonment of the palace is
temporary, that another tyrant could occupy it. The “terrible voice” of history behind the
“terrible walls” conveys the poet’s fear of this possibility. It then becomes the task of the poet to
warn aspiring tyrants that retribution will inevitably find them, a direct address that once again

implies immediate contemporary relevance and conveys a concrete threat:

Learn from this, o tsars: W nueck yuurecs, o napu:

354 See commentary on the ode in A. C. ITymkun. Co6panue counnenuii B 10 Tomax. T. 1, M.: Tocynapctsensoe
M3JIaTENLCTBO XyI0KECTBEHHOM TuTeparypsl, 1959, p. 563. Moreover, as Irina Chistova writes, “In the archive of N.
I. Turgenev, there is a hand-written text of the ode with Pushkin’s drawing in the line ‘the crowned villain perished,’
which depicts a caricatured portrait of Paul I. ” See I. S. Chistova. “Oda ‘Vol’nost.”

35 Strakhovsky 19.
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Neither punishments, nor rewards, Hu Hakazanbsi, HM Harpaibl,
Nor the cover of prisons, nor the altars, Hwu kpoB TeMHu11, HU anTapu
Are reliable protection for you. He BepHble 11151 Bac orpajpl.
Although these stanzas are obviously meant to evoke Russian history (the mention of the
Neva leaves little doubt about the location of the “tyrant’s monument”), the explicit references in
the stanza are to Clio, the mythological muse of history, and to a Roman emperor, placing us in
the ancient context. One reason is, most likely, censorship. The desire to avoid mentioning Paul,
however, does not automatically translate into the choice of Caligula as a stand-in for the
Russian tsar, and it is peculiar that scholars tend to treat this figure exclusively as a transparent
mask for Paul.®®
So, why Caligula? Martin Lindner, writing about the reception of Caligula, points out that
out that Caligula comes out as the most “sinister” of the emperors described by Suetonius in his
biographies®’ and illustrates his point with a telling quotation from Suetonius: “So much about
[Caligula] as a princeps, the rest has to be told about the monster.” In popular reception, he is
consistently "the archetype of an intolerant and deranged tyrant, [...] corrupted by his
omnipotence."® It may be that he was chosen by Pushkin specifically as an archetype, a tyrant
with no redeeming qualities. Among the poems published to express joy at the death of Paul,
who "was remembered as a despot who had acted according to personal whim and had ignored

1359

the rights and dignity of the members of the elite,"*>” there are references that seem to be made

exactly for this purpose. In one poem, he is briefly compared to Commodus®®°: “The meek race

3% The author of the monograph dedicated exclusively to the poem refers to a “St. Peterburg Caligula” or “Paul-
Caligula” while talking exclusively about Paul. See V. Morov. Oda Pushkina “Vol’nost’” i “Arzamas.” Marinus
Wes refers to the mentions of Clio and Caligula as “incidental” and leaves them without further comment (165).
357 Martin Lindner. “Power beyond Measure —Caligula, Corruption, and Pop Culture.” Seduction and Power:
Antiquity in the Visual and Perming Arts.

38 Lindner 220.

39 Richard Wortman, Scenarios of Power. Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy, 95.

360 Roman emperor 180-192 AD; allegedly exhibited megalomaniacal, dictatorial, capricious, and murderous
behavior and was eventually assassinated; his memory was cursed. Due to the near absence of contemporary
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of Russians is freed from him/He inherited the throne, lived, and died like Commodus”
("M36aBieH OT HETO MPEKPOTKOI poccoB pox./Hacnenmt on nmpectod, xwuwi, ymep kak Komon"). In
another, he is compared to both Caligula and Nero®*®! to show the extent of his tyranny. The
absence of any specific details about any of the emperors involves, as well as the vague and
hyperbolic claim that Paul implemented everything that Caligula and Nero could “know [only] in
theory” suggests that the author of the poem was not drawing thoughtful parallels but rather

wanted to shock his reader with the extent of Paul’s despotism and evil:

Here you see the remains of that ruler, Ce BuAMIIb, CMEPTHBIH, ITPaxX BIACTHTEIS
In whom Russia saw its tyrant, TOrO,

What Caligula, Nero knew in theory, Poccust 3pena B KoM THpaHa CBOETO.

The Russians experienced from him in Kanuryna, Hepon B Teopuu 4to 3Hamu,
practice. To pOCCHI OT HEro Ha [ee UCTIBITaH. ®2

More frequently, however, poems refer to him simply as a tyrant, without any particular
identification with past historical rulers, and it does not seem that there was a tradition of
associating Paul specifically with Caligula, though one could draw certain broad superficial
parallels, and it may be that Pushkin was using Caligula as an exaggerated example of Paul’s
actions and characteristics, such as the concentration power under his personal control, public
performances of domination and authority, humiliation of the court, and volatile moods and
eccentricities.>®® However superficial these similarities are, however, they are intensified by the
identification (not even the similes that we saw in the two poems above) with Caligula and

imbued with insinuations of the enormous and incredible cruelty, murderousness, and depravity

accounts and the extreme hostility of the two that survive (Cassius Dio, for instance, insists that Commodus was
worse for Rome than any plague (LXXII.15)), Commodus continues to be a strong candidate for the role of “the
ultimate delinquent of the classical world.” Michael Kustow, “A Beast in the Coliseum,” 236. His enduring
suitability as a villain is attested by the recent film Gladiator.

361 Lindner argues that reception often conflates and combines the figures of Caligula and Nero to offer a sort of
“compound emperor” (212). This seems to be the approach of this poem as well.

362 Both anonymous poems are published in V. P. Stepanov. “Ubiistvo Pavla I i ‘vol’naia poeziia.”

363 See Wortman 85-97 for a discussion of Paul’s reign. For the Life of Caligula, see Suetonius, Gaius.
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that permeate Suetonius’s account of Caligula, whose favorite saying (according to the
biographer) was “oderint dum metuant, %4 “let them hate, as long as they fear.” By presenting
Paul as Caligula, the author instills in the reader the fear that he himself feels and that motivates
the twice-repeated adjective “fearsome” (“crpamnsiii”), in the memories of Paul-Caligula’s
reign. Likewise, he perhaps evokes (and legitimizes) the hatred that dominates the immediately
preceding stanza (“Autocratic Villain! I hate you and your throne” (“CamoBracTutenbHbIN
3noneit! Tebs, TBoM TpoH s HeHaBKY ')). The identification with Caligula, then, seems
especially appropriate given that fear and hatred are the dominant emotions of this part of
Pushkin’s poem.

Of course, Caligula is mentioned exclusively in the context of his murder, preserving
Rome’s status as the site of the struggle for freedom. By beginning the stanza with a reference to
Clio, the muse of history, Pushkin may be giving this episode a universal significance, especially
since the preceding stanza opens with an apostrophe to a generalized “Autocratic Villain” and the
following stanza is once again a generalized lesson to current and future rulers — “Learn from this,
o tsars” (“U muech yumrech, o mapu’’). In other words, the episode of the murder of Caligula is
placed in the context of generalized universal statements. All rulers who do not pay sufficient
attention to preserving liberty and laws become identified with this extreme example of a violently
destructive reign that will not last long and that is bound to end tragically. The inclusion of
Caligula, then, not only shows us a tyrant but also, and perhaps more importantly, teaches a lesson
of the violent and justified response to tyranny.

Two later poems make the connection between Rome and freedom even more explicit by

praising tyrannicide and, finally, by overtly connecting contemporary Russia with one particular

364 Suetonius, Gaius 30.1.
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365 written in

episode of Roman history, that of the murder of Caesar by Brutus. “The Dagger,
1821, makes Rome not only the source of freedom but also of the violent fight for freedom and
against oppression; it is here that we finally encounter Brutus. Wes, for instance, calls it “a frankly

revolutionary poem glorifying tyrannicide”3®

and Gorodetskii singles it out as the “strongest” of
Pushkin’s revolutionary poems.3®” Not surprisingly, “The Dagger” circulated only in handwritten
copies,®®® but, nevertheless, became a major inspiration for the Decembrists, many of whom knew
it by heart.36°
In this poem, Pushkin offers models for tyrannicide and praises the dagger, which
metonymically represents tyrannicide. The poem opens with an apostrophe to the dagger:
The god of Lemnos®” forged you JlemHOCCKHIA Gor TeOs CKOBaT

For the hands of the immortal Nemesis, 3! s pyk 6eccmeptHoit Hemesuapl,
The hidden guard of Freedom, the punishing =~ CBoOozbI TaliHBIi CTpaXk, KaPAIOLIHIA

dagger, KUHKAJI,

The last judge of shame and humiliation. [Tocnenuuii cynus mo3opa u OOUIBI.
Where Zeus’s thunder is silent, where the ['me 3eBca rpoM MOJTYHT, T/I€ APEMIIET MEY
sword of the Law is asleep, 3akoHa,

You fulfill curses and hopes, CepuinTens Thl MPOKIISATUN U HATCK]I,
You hide in the shadow of the throne, ThI KpoenbCs MO/ CEHBIO TPOHA,
Under the splendor of festive attire. [Ton 61eckoM Mpa3IHUYHBIX OEHK.
Like a hellish ray, like the lightning of the Kak ajgckoii 1yd4, Kak MOJIHMSI OOTOB,
gods, Hemoe 5ie3Bue 37107€10 B 04M OJIEIIET,
The silent blade shines into the villain’s eyes, U o3upasice oH Tpemnenier,

And, looking around, he trembles, Cpenu cBOMX IUPOB.

During his feasts.

The initial lines of the poem, as Nemirovskii points out, offer a universal prototype of

365 Full text: A. C. Ilymkun. Cobpanue couunenuii 6 10 momax. T. 1, M.: TocynapcTBeHHOE H3aTENbCTBO
XyAOKECTBEHHOU JuTepatypsl, 1959, p. 142-3.

366 Wes 167.

367 Gorodetskii B. P, Lirika Pushkina, 244.

368 Wes 167.

369 Nemirovskii 195. For an analysis of the poem and the choice of its central figures, see Nemirovskii, I. “Ideinaia
problematika stikhotvoreniia Pushkina ‘Kinzhal.””

370 Vulcan/Hephaestos, who forged the weapons and armor of the other gods and certain heroes.

371 The goddess and personification of divine retribution.
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tyrannicide, with subsequent examples showing concrete applications of this prototype to
particular situations.3’? Once again, the emotional charge of the poem strikes the reader right away.
There are references to many of the same emotions and passions that we have already seen in “To
Licinius” and “Liberty,” such as the shame of oppression (“judge of shame and humiliation™), the
curses that tyrants elicit (“You fulfill curses™), the fear that tyrants should feel (“looking around,
he trembles”), the passionate love of freedom (“But the freedom-loving Brutus rose up,” see
below). We also see the familiar labels of tyrants as “villains” (“The silent blade shines into the
villain’s eyes”). The crucial difference, however, is that while the narrator of “To Licinius” is
driven by his love of freedom to leave the oppressive city and fight its vices with his writing and
the narrator of “Liberty” praises freedom and threatens tyrants with inevitable and just demise
while also condemning the assassins, “The Dagger” focuses on the specific instances of
tyrannicide and praises the very instrument of the act.

The dagger, moreover, is presented as a tool used by humans but delivering divine
retribution (“The god of Lemnos forged you,” “For the hands of the immortal Nemesis,” “like
the lightning of the gods™), a characteristic that, combined with the vilification of tyrants, imbues
the act of tyrannicide with higher moral authority and elevates it above the notions of human
murder. The tone of the poem is correspondingly elevated. Gorodetskii writes, “the pathos of this
struggle is matched by the solemnity and grandeur of the restrained nervous oratorical
intonation.”®”® This tone contributes to the feeling of crisis, of the importance of these historical
moments, and the immediate relevance to the contemporary situation. Paul Debreczeny even sees

a veiled threat pointed at the Russian throne, though none of the examples listed are drawn from

872 Nemirovskii 197.
378 Gorodetskii, B. P. Lirika Pushkina, 245.
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Russian history.>"*

Although there are quantifiers that impose strict limitations on this act — we are told, for
instance, that the dagger is “the last judge” (“Ilocnenuuii cynus’), meaning that it is only to be
used as the last resort — the praise of an instrument of tyrannicide, written once again in present
tense and in passionate language condemning the injustice of despotism, evoking the inevitability
of retribution, and offering past examples as inspiration, gives an impression of a call to violent
action. There are no peaceful, legal alternatives presented. Moreover, there is a reminder that the
dagger is a “hidden guard” (“raiinsiii ctpax’’) that always strikes unexpectedly (‘“’Your unexpected
blow will find him everywhere” (“Be3ne ero maiiner ymap HexmaHHBIH TBoi’)) and in any
imaginable location (“On land, at the sea, at the temple, under the tents/Beyond secret locks,/ In
your bed, among your family” (“Ha cymre, Ha MopsiX, Bo Xpame, IoJ] Iiarpamu,/ 3a MOTaCHHBIMHU
3amkamu,/Ha jnoxe cHa, B cembe poaHoii”)). By stressing the idea of a potential attack, Pushkin
creates an atmosphere of an immediate danger that is now, and always, a real possibility.

After discussing the mythical origins of the dagger and praising its role in history, Pushkin
offers three historical illustrations of admirable political assassinations. The first and most

important of the three examples discussed in the poem is the murder of Caesar by Brutus:3"

The coveted Rubicon sounds under Caesar, [ymut nox Kecapem 3aBeTHbIi PyOuKkoH,
The sovereign Rome fell, the law bowed its JepxaBHbIil Pum ynas, 1aBoii IOHUK 3aKOH;
head; Ho BpyT BoccTan BOIbHOIIOOMBBINA:

But the freedom-loving Brutus rose up: Te1 Kecaps cpasun — u, MepTB, 00beMIIET OH

You struck Caesar — and he, dead, embraces [Tommiess MpamMOp ropA€IUBBIH.
the proud marble of Pompey.

Since the opening lines of the poem present the mythological and divine origins of the

374 nThis reference suggests that the dagger can strike close to the Russian throne, too, for Kotzebue was
assassinated as a suspected agent of Alexander I.” Debreczeny 6.

375 1 will focus only on this first example, since the next two are drawn from more contemporary history.
Nemirovskii discusses in detail the choice of the other two figures, Charlotte Corday and Karl Sand.
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dagger (in the vocabulary of classical mythology, giving legitimate political murder a Greco-
Roman origin), the introduction of Caesar and Brutus also signals the move from the universal to
the historical. By presenting Brutus’s action as the first historic example that illustrates the mission
of the dagger, Pushkin creates the impression that Brutus was the first embodiment of that mission,
the point of contact between the divine and the human. This one Roman episode, in turn, has been
disseminating its ideals throughout history, becoming the source and underlying blueprint that
inspires the future struggles for freedom of other historical figures in other times.’® Because the

poem portrays history as a chain of heroic actions,®"’

the reader is left wondering what the next
link in the chain will be. Combined with the earlier general threats against tyrannical rulers, this
question may turn the reader towards contemplating Russian history and autocracy.

Nemirovskii rightly emphasizes the importance of Brutus’s virtue and character for
Pushkin and the Decembrists, who were well familiar with the account of Plutarch and
Shakespeare’s portrayal of Brutus, both of which highlight the nobility of his character.>”® As
Nemirovskii goes on to argue, the other two figures chosen as examples of praiseworthy political
assassinations were also known specifically for their impeccable morals and willingness to
sacrifice themselves for the common good.®”® All of this is true and undoubtedly crucial to
remember while reading the poem and understanding its premises and context. As the dagger was

said to be the last resort in an otherwise hopeless situation, so do those who wield it need to be

exceptional figures, driven by the notion of the common good and not personal ambition. In fact,

376 1t is attested in Charlotte Corday’s own writing that she connected her actions to the precedent of Brutus. See
Gérard Walter, ed., “Le procés de Charlotte Corday,” in Actes du tribunal révolutionnaire (Paris: Mercure de France,
1968), 23.

377 Nemirovskii 200.

378 Nemirovskii 196-7.

379 “Thus, Brutus, Ch. Corday and Sand belong to one type in Pushkin’s perception. The main features of this type
are immaculate personal virtue and complete selflessness, which may include intentional refusal to save one’s own
life after the act of tyrannicide.” Nemirovskii 200.
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we see here that the two Romans who were vying for power in Rome, Caesar and Pompey, are
portrayed as driven by personal motives of ambition and pride (“covetous Rubicon” (“3aBeTHbrit
Pybukon™), “proud marble” (“mpamop ropaenussiii”’)), while Brutus acts in response to the
oppression of Rome and its laws (“The sovereign Rome fell, the law bowed its head”
(“epxaBubIit Pum ynan, rmaBoii moHuk 3akon”)). Thus, as was the case in “To Licinius,” there is
an inseparable connection between concern for the common good, personal virtue, and the love of
freedom.

At the same time, however, Pushkin himself offers only one characteristic of Brutus —
“freedom-loving.” It is as though this one characteristic is all that we need to know about Brutus
to understand and learn from this historical episode. This one characteristic is imbued with great
power, as Brutus manages to do alone what entire Rome could not. Perhaps this point too was
intended as potential evidence of (and inspiration for) what one person motivated by true love of
freedom can accomplish despite the seeming hopelessness of his circumstances.

In another, unfinished, poem known by its first line, “An immobile guard was dozing on
the tsar’s threshold...” (“HenBmkHbIil cTpax apeMan Ha apcTBeHHOM mopore’ %) and probably
written in 1824, the urging to act escalates to an explicit identification of contemporary Russia
with Caesar’s oppression of Rome. A large portion of the extant poem is a monologue by “the ruler
of the North” (meaning Alexander I). This identification, therefore, is all the more powerful
because it is spoken by Emperor Alexander himself, who mocks aspirations of freedom, rejoices

at the suppression of European revolutionary movements, and delights in his tyranny:

“Has it been long since the decrepit Europe “JlaBHo 51 BeTxasi EBpona cBupemnena?
raged? Hanexnou HoBoro I'epManus kumena,
Germany boiled with new hopes, [aranace ABcTpusi, Heamons BoccTaBan,
Austria swayed, Naples revolted, 3a [MupeHesimMu 1aBHO Jib CyNbOOM Hapoaa

380 Full text: A. C. Iymkun. Cobpanue couunenuti ¢ 10 momax. T. 2, M.: TocynapcTBEHHOE U3/1ATENBCTBO
XyAOXKECTBEHHOM nureparypsl, 1959, p. 20.
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Freedom ruled the fate of people Vx nmpaBuia CBobona,
Beyond the Pyrenees, N CamoBnactue Juiib CEBEp YKpbIBaJI?
And only the north preserved Autocracy?

JlaBHO JIb — U TJI€ K€ BbI, 3HKIUTENN

Has it been long — and where are you, CBo06ons1?
bringers of Freedom? Hy 4ro x? BUTHICTBYITE, HIITUTE TIPAB
Well? Bring your oratory, seek natural rights,  IIpuponsi,
Trouble the senseless crowd — Bonnyiite, Myapersl, 0€3yMHYIO TOIITY —
Here is Caesar — and where is Brutus? O, Bot Kecapp — e sxe bpyr? O rpo3nbie
fearsome orators. BUTHH.

Kiss the scepter of Russia Hamyiite sxe3n Poccun
And the iron foot that tramples you.” UM Bac momnpagIIyro Xeae3Hy0 CTomy’

According to Gorodetskii, this poem and especially the lines above should be read as evidence of
Pushkin’s complete disillusionment with the “cult of a hero” who will bring freedom to his
people, ! brought about by the suppression of the revolution in Spain in 1823 and the increasingly
reactionary policies in Russia.®® This notion is debatable, especially since, as Gorodetskii goes on
to say, Pushkin did not abandon his political ideals; instead, he saw that they were not achievable
by the originally intended means.3®® Since the poem remained unfinished, it is difficult to judge
the overall effect that it was supposed to have, but Alexander’s statements can also be easily read
as provocation and yet another call to action. The latter was the interpretation of Turii Lotman, who
considered Alexander’s question to be an “easily decoded [...] program for a future act."%%* After
all, the mockery of the ideals of freedom and the arrogance of the open defense of oppression are
bound to provoke indignation. Finally, the suppression of the revolutionary movements in Europe
did not necessarily mean an end to the aspirations of making political changes in Russia, as the

uprising of the Decembrists, still in the making, would soon show. Around this same time, Ryleev,

381 Gorodetskii 284.

382 Ibid. 263.

383 Ibid.

384 Ju. Lotman. “Dekabrist v povsednevnoi zhizni (Bytovoe povedenie kak istoriko-psikhologicheskaia kategoriia,”
41.
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writing in response to the failures of the revolutionary movements in Southern and Western
Europe, ends with a thinly-veiled threat — "now there is a deadly silence in Europe - but it is the
same silence as there is on Vesuvius."3®

Alexander’s megalomania (“Kiss the scepter of Russia/ And the iron foot that tramples
you” (“Llanyiite sxe3n Poccun/U Bac mompapmryro skene3Hnyro cromy’’)) aims to engulf the whole
world in slavery, “bring[ing] quiet servitude to the world as a gift” (“U mupy THXyr0 HEBOIIO B
nap Hecnm”’). Alexander’s insatiable territorial ambitions may have been intended to recall
Caesar’s military conquests, while his open delight in oppression may allude to Caesar’s alleged
monarchic and dictatorial ambitions that provoked his murder. These similarities support
Alexander’s own identification of himself as Caesar and serve to emphasize the danger that he
poses to Russia and the world.

The image of the “iron foot” with which Alexander steps on revolutionary movements
around the world may be crucial in understanding the response that Alexander’s similarities to
Caesar, openly stated ambitions, and mockery of freedom were supposed to elicit in the poem’s
readers. This image closely recalls a characterization of Caesar in Cassius’s speech to Brutus in
Shakespeare’s “Julius Caesar’:

Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world

Like a Colossus, and we petty men

Walk under his huge legs and peep about.>®

It 1s precisely this speech that is intended to (and does) provoke the indignation of Brutus

in Shakespeare’s play and ensure his participation in the conspiracy. Shortly after portraying

385 Ryleev, quoted in O’Meara 94.

386 Julius Caesar, Act 1, Scene 2. The 1821 French translation by F. Guizot, which Pushkin is known to have used
since he did not know English, preserves the image: “Eh quoi, mon cher, il foule comme un colosse cet étroit
univers, et nous autres petits hommes nous circulons entre ses jambes énormes” (Euvres complétes de Shakspeare,
Vol. 2, 347. On Pushkin and Shakespeare, including his use of the Guizot translations, see M. Alekseev’s “Pushkin i
Shekspir.”
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Caesar as the oppressor of the entire world, Cassius reminds Brutus of their agency, the fact that
it is their own fault that they have been tolerating Caesar’s tyranny:

Men at some time are masters of their fates.

The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars

But in ourselves, that we are underlings.>®’

This allusion to Shakespeare play and, in particular, the speech of Cassius at the crucial
moment of Brutus’s choice to join the conspirators is very telling, since the readers of the poem
would have been familiar with the play and would likely remember not only the likening of
Caesar to a Colossus but also the subsequent point that they, and only they, are responsible for
their inaction and the persistence of the oppression. Perhaps the readers were also meant to
realize at this point that they now find themselves in an identical situation that Brutus, the
original archetype of a fighter against tyranny, was once in. It is now up to them to make the
right choice — to follow Brutus’s precedent. By mockingly asking for a Brutus, Pushkin’s
Alexander makes it clear that the act of tyrannicide is the only possible action against his
tyranny.

Brutus’s response (which shows “fire,” in Cassius’s evaluation) in Shakespeare’s play
ends with lines that strongly resonate with the sentiments of Pushkin’s earlier 7o Licinius:
Brutus had rather be a villager
Than to repute himself a son of Rome
Under these hard conditions as this time
Is like to lay upon us.38®

Unlike the speaker in Pushkin’s early poem, however, Shakespeare’s Brutus makes the

opposite choice. He does not try to escape oppression, he remains in Rome and kills the tyrant.

387 pid. In Guizot’s version, “Les hommes, a de certains momens, sont maitres de leur sort ; et si notre condition est
basse, la faute n'en est pas dans nos étoiles ; elle est en nous-mémes.” 347.

388 Jhid. In Guizot’s translation, “Brutus aimerait mieux étre un villageois, que de se compter pour un enfant de
Rome aux dures conditions que ce temps doit probablement nous imposer.” 348-9.
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Would there be a Russian Brutus willing to do the same?
Rome and the Romans in the political poems of Ryleev

The same question also came to plague Kondratii Ryleev, “the poet of the Decembrist
cause,”® in his own work, which, as Patrick O’Meara argues, “"bears witness to - indeed, it
articulates - his political aspirations and those of many of his generation."3® Ryleev’s biography
includes active participation in a Decembrist secret society and the conspiracy itself. Shortly
after resigning his military post and moving to St. Petersburg in 1821 to work as an assessor in a
criminal court, Ryleev began publishing civic poetry denouncing oppression, joined the ranks of
and eventually was elected to the editorial board of the Free Society of Lovers of Russian
Literature, whose members took an active interest in political topics (and whose meeting were
also attended by Pushkin), and in 1823 became a member of the Decembrists’ underground
Northern Society.*! His poetry continued to promote Decembrist ideals until the uprising, in
which he himself took part and after the failure of which he was imprisoned and executed.

In Ryleev’s poems, we can see more clearly a number of the themes, moods, and
purposes that were present in Pushkin’s poems above, % especially the final two, “The Dagger”

and “An immobile guard was dozing on the tsar’s threshold...” There is the same enthusiastic

embrace of freedom3®® and the struggle for this freedom, conducted by individual freedom-

389 For a detailed examination of Ryleev’s life, education, influences, and political outlook, see Patrick O'Meara.
K.F. Ryleev: A Political Biography of the Decembrist Poet.

3%0 O°Meara 89.

31 O’Meara 155-164.

392 In fact, the similarity of certain concerns shared by Pushkin and Ryleev can be seen in the Gofman’s attempt to
prove that a poem traditionally considered to have been written by Pushkin (“To Chaadaev’’) was actually composed
by Ryleev. See Todhman M. JI. “ITymkun u Peutee.” Hedpa. M., 1925. Ku. 6. For a rebuttal, see I'poccman JI. T1.
“Ilymkun wu PeuteeB?” Hedpa. M., 1925. Kn. 6.

3% Maimin, writing about the concept of freedom in Pushkin and Ryleev, argues that it was central to both Ryleev’s
and Pushkin’s work, though it is important to note that there are also differences between the two authors in their
approach to it. For Maimin, the main differences between the two is that Pushkin praised freedom without teaching
it, unlike Ryleev and that Pushkin was concerned with the complex and sometimes problematic nature of freedom,
both political and personal. See E. Maiimun. "O Teme cBoO0bI B poMaHTHYeCKOH upuke [Tymikuna. ”

163



loving heroic figures,*** whose actions are central to the historical process. We can also see

n395

wn

similar “"pent-up feelings of civic indignation, of anger and frustration,"**> often expressed with
identical vocabulary, as well as an emotional, inspirational presence of Rome and its heroes as
models for translating these feelings into action and joining the struggle against oppression. The
call to action often comes to the foreground of his poetry.>®® O’Meara, writing about Ryleev’s
thought, even argues that the poet “formulated no systematic program for revolt or for
subsequent reforms. Yet he was not short of ideas and opinions. He was primarily an enthusiast, a
man of action yearning to act."*®” Polina Rikoun sees this impulse to act and inspire action in
others as the defining characteristic of Ryleev’s work: "Virtually all of Ryleev's mature writings
aim to convert readers into self-abnegating fighters for freedom."**® Since Ryleev subordinated
his poetry to its civic, revolutionary message and was far more explicit than Pushkin in his

399

intentions, there is less ambiguity and nuance in his political poetry®** than there is in Pushkin’s,

though he, too, had many doubts about the use of political violence.*® As is the case with

394 On the role of individual historical actors in Pushkin’s work, see Svetlana Evdokimova. Pushkin’s Historical

Imagination. The interest in heroic personalities was influenced by and in turn led to great interest specifically in the
historian Plutarch: “The book Plutarch for Youngsters, or The Lives of Great Men of All Nations from the Most
Ancient to Our Own Times was translated from French into Russian in 1808; it then underwent two more
republications (in 1814 and again in 1819-23), both of which included biographies of worthy Russian men as well.
Under the influence of these models, the Decembrists cast themselves as tiranobortsy (fighters against tyranny), in
the tradition of the heroic figures of Greco-Roman history. For them Brutus was the ideal, a noble and virtuous man
who risked all for the good of his country. They were well aware of Brutus from a variety of sources, ranging from
Plutarch to Shakespeare to Voltaire, but it appears that Plutarch held sway for them, whether they read him in the
original, in translation, or through the filter of Rousseau, who popularized Plutarch in Russian during the eighteenth
century.” Trigos 32.

3% O’Meara 169.

3% This feature was singled out by Gabov as a defining feature of the Decembrists, whose patriotism “was alive,
active, revolutionary. They thought that to love their fatherland and people meant taking part in the struggle against
the oppressors...” Gabov G. Obschestvenno-politicheskie i filosofskie vzgliady dekabristov.

397 O’Meara 89.

3% Polina Rikoun. “The Maker of Martyrs: Narrative Form and Political Resistance in Ryleev’s ‘Voinarovskii.””

3% And considerably less attention paid to the aesthetic aspects of his poetry, which was often schematic/formulaic
and for which he was criticized by Pushkin, as well as later critics. Grossman, for instance, labels Ryleev’s style as
“heavy-handed,” “almost prosaic” and “rhymed prose” (p. 215). However, there is a recent argument in favor of
paying more attention to Ryleev’s form and artistic skill: Polina Rikoun. “The Maker of Martyrs: Narrative Form
and Political Resistance in Ryleev’s ‘Voinarovskii.””

400 Tseitlin characterizes Ryleev’s poetry as a struggle between the revolutionary and the legal approaches, showing
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Pushkin’s poems, however, Ryleev’s poetry becomes gradually more radicalized, “as he moves
from supporting a constitutional monarchy to advocating [...] regicide and republicanism.”*%!

A poem written shortly before the Decembrist uprising, “Voinarovskii,” evokes many of
the concepts and emotions we saw in Pushkin’s poems above (I have italicized the familiar

vocabulary). Though the poem is ostensibly set in sixteenth-century Ukraine, both scholars and

Ryleev’s contemporaries saw it as a clear expression of contemporary concerns.

But I am not able to forgive Ho BekoBbIe 0CKOpOIICHBS

The tyrants of my fatherland Tupanam poauHBI IPOIIATH

For the centuries of insults U cmwv1o0 06u0bi 0CTaBIATH

And leave the shame of injury bes cnpaseonusoco ommuyenws,
Without just retribution. He B cunax st: omuH Iuis pad

Only a slave can be so despicable and weak. Tak MokeT OBITh U ITOIJI U CJ1a0.

Can I calmly look Mory 11 paBHOIYIIIHO BUJIETh

At my enslaved countrymen?... Tlopabouyennvix 3eMIIAKOB?..

No, no! This is my lot: to hate Hert, Het! Moii sxxpebuii: Henasudems
Tyrants and slaves, without distinction. PaBHO TupaHOB U padoB.*??

The role of the poet is to promote that freedom, and, like Pushkin, Ryleev writes that his
task will be to praise the hero who defeats the tyrant: “O, how I will try to praise with my

lyre/Him who frees my fatherland from you [tyrant]” (O, kak Ha nHpe s MOTIIYCh TOTO

)403

npocnaBuTh,/OTedecTBO MOE KTO OT Tebs n3basut!”)™" This quote is from an early poem,

however, and Ryleev soon goes much further than Pushkin, creating the concept of a “citizen-

55404

poet”*™ and subordinating his poetic aspirations to his duties as a citizen. In his famous

a clear preference for the former: “bopnba Mex Ty peBONIOIMOHHBIMA U THOSPaTbHBIMH TCHACHIMIMH HICONOTHH P.
MIPOXOJIUT Yepe3 BCIO €r0 TBOPUECKYIO JICSTENBHOCTD. «MATEKHOMY» «BOJBHOIIOOMBOMY», «TPAXKIAHCKOMY»
COZIEP’KaHUIO €ro MO33UH NPUXOAMIOCH NPOOUBaTh cede JOPOry CKBO3b TOJILY HEOIAronpHATHBIX IS €r0 pa3BUTHS
TEHJICHIIUH — Yepe3 CTpEeMIICHHE K JIerajibHOM 00ph0e ¢ cymecTByomuM pesxkumoM.” Leiitnun A. Peinees //
Jlureparypnas sanuknonenus. T. 10. — [M.: Xynox. mut., 1937]. — C16. 453—459.

401 Trigos 34. In an 1821 poem “To Alexander I,” he expresses a sentiment similar to Pushkin’s warnings in
“Liberty,” writing “PaBno yxacHbl ais iroaeit/1 msatexxu u camopnacthe./[ po3a HaposoB u miapeii/He um noctaButh
Mupy cuacthe!” By 1824, however, he sees a violent uprising as the inevitable and only means to secure freedom
and rights (see poem “SI 16 Oymy B pokoBoe BpeMs...” below).

402 See O’Meara 190-3.

403 “To the Favorite” (see discussion of this poem below).

404 "The citizen in the Decembrists' sense was above all an eloquent orator, a public tribune, convincingly
demonstrating the allure of liberty and the intolerable nature of slavery." Bazanov’s definition, cited in O’Meara 169

165



dedication that accompanied “Voinarovskii,” Ryleev explains his priorities:

As Apollo’s stern son, Kak AnoiyioHOB CTPOTHIA CBIH,
You will find no art here: Tbl HE YBUIMIIIb B HUX UCKYCCTBA:
But there will be living feelings, - 3aro HaliJielIb KUBbIE YyBCTBA, -
I am not a Poet, but a Citizen. S ue Ioart, a I'paknanuH.

There is an explicit contrast of priorities here, that of art versus feeling. 4% The feelings
are then identified as the feelings of a citizen, and presumably refer to the civic duty and the
participation in the fight against tyranny. Across the poems written in 1824 and 1825, we can see
the poet become consumed by the desire for freedom and the preparation for the coming struggle
for this freedom. Soon he will write, “[My] soul, troubled by heavy thoughts/Now only aches for
freedom” (“/lymia B BomTHEHBbH THXKKHUX Aym/Tenepsb ogHON CBOOOIBI >Ka>1<z[eT”406). This
progression is clearly reflected in the poems that evoke Roman figures.

Like Pushkin, Ryleev makes an explicit connection between Rome and freedom. Out of
the ancient figures, Cato and, especially, Brutus, make the most frequent appearances in his
poetry.*?” In his 1823 poem “Civic Courage,” he explicitly refers to Rome as “This land of
freedom” (“Ceii kpaii cBo6ombI”’) suggesting, as Pushkin had, that freedom is the defining quality
of ancient Rome. Roman figures become important for their virtue, their love for their fatherland
and, especially, their struggle for freedom. Before turning to Rome directly, Ryleev, likely

following Derzhavin, condemns those leaders whose actions were guided by military ambition.

495 Polina Rikoun has demonstrated that the very narrative structure of one of Ryleev’s poems works to encourage
“political conversion” by offering “a chain of framed narratives, where each frame both describes a story of a
character’s conversion into a fighter against tyranny and helps convert another important character in the next
frame,” a chain that is intended to extend “into the real world” and draw the reader in as part of the next episode in
the fight against tyranny. She uses this observation to argue that Ryleev’s poetic skill deserves more attention, which
it does, though, of course, we could also take this observation to show the extent to which Ryleev’s perceived duty
as a citizen permeated his poetry.

406 “K N. N.” (1824 or 1825)

407 The hero of the poem “Voinarovskii” above, for instance, singles out Brutus as the central influence on the
development of his character: “I have respected Brutus from my childhood:/[He was] a noble defender of
Rome,/Truly free in his soul,/ Truly great in his deeds” (“Urnuts Bpyra ¢ nercrsa s npubik:/3ammTHIK Puma
01aropoHbId,/J{yIIor0 UCTHHHO CBOOOTHBIHN,//{enaMu HCTHHHO BEITUK).
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It is notable that the figures that Ryleev chooses to illustrate those military leaders whose
behavior is to be abhorred are not Romans, while those who illustrate proper civic duty and

virtue are exclusively the inhabitants of the Roman Republic:

Alas, every century, in turn, VBEI, ATTIi1, Hanoneonos

Saw Attilas*®® and Napoleons*°: 3pen KaxIbplid BEK CBOSH Ype/Ioi:
They appeared in throngs... OHM ABISIINCS TOJIIOH. ..

But how many Ciceros*'? have there been? Ho muoro 516 656110 [{H1ieponos?
Only Rome, the master of the world, JIums PuM, BceaeHHOI BIIaCTEIMH,
This land of freedom and laws, Ceii kpaii CBOOO/IBI U 32aKOHOB,
Was able to produce, alone, Bosmor npousBectu onuH

Two Brutses and two Catos. U BpytoB nByx u aByx KaroHos.

Whereas Derzhavin had used both positive and negative examples of Roman figures to
illustrate proper behavior and virtues of a nobleman,*!! Ryleev offers us an idealized Rome for a
moment by describing it as a free land of virtuous men who fought for freedom and protected
their fatherland. Although Rome is introduced with the epithet “master of the world,” it is
ultimately more notable and worth-mentioning for being “the land of freedom,” a sentiment that
is in line with the preceding lines that contrast military might with civic virtue.

As a number of scholars have pointed out, there is a generalized image of a fighter for
freedom in Ryleev’s poetry. In the words of Bazanov, this hero “was a generalized and abstract
figure.”*'? We can see this tendency in the fact that Ryleev refers to historical figures in the
plural in the lines above. Moreover, there is a list-like quality to his references, where historical

details of the individual figures are erased and only a particular quality that is perceived to unite

408 The leader of the Huns, who invaded Europe in the fifth century, causing widespread death and destruction.

409 Emperor of France, who invaded a number of European countries, and Russia, during a series of wars between
1803 and 1815. Both he and Attila are used here to represent greedy ambition that leads to warfare and bloodshed.
410 Roman orator of the 1% century B.C., admired by the Decembrists as a patriotic defender of republican freedom
and values. For Ryleev, he appears to be particularly important as the savior of Rome from Catiline (as will be
evident in two poems quoted below).

11 See discussion of the odes “Nobleman” and “On Nobility” in the previous chapter for examples.

12 Introduction to Ryleev’s collected works, B. bazanos, A. Apxunosa. “Teopueckuii myTh Pruteesa.”
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them is important. The “two Brutuses” mentioned above are Lucius Junius Brutus, who lived in
the 6™ century B.C. and, according to tradition, was instrumental in overthrowing the monarchy
to become the first consul of the Roman Republic, and the far more famous Marcus Junius
Brutus, who lived in the 1% century B.C. and was involved in the conspiracy against Caesar. The
“two Catos” are Marcus Porcius Cato “the Elder,” who lived in the 374-2" century B.C. and is
remembered as a staunch defender of traditional Roman values, morality, and discipline, and his
great-grandson Marcus Porcius Cato “the Younger” who lived in the 1% century B.C. and was a
major opponent of Caesar, finding it preferable to die fighting for the republic than to submit to
Caesar.

The details — such as their specific beliefs, actions, and life circumstances — are not
important, however, and perhaps would be detrimental to the spirit of the poem.*® Instead, the
figures, are made identical to each other through a kind of mathematics — a “Brutus” and a
“Cato” become human units of freedom-loving and virtue. In the process, their best individual
associations with or exhibitions of patriotism, morality, and defense of freedom become
amalgamated into a generalized ideal citizen to provoke admiration and emulation. This
amalgamation also seems to suggest that these particular qualities — excellent moral character,
patriotism, and love of freedom — are inseparable and each one entails the others, the same
sentiment that we saw in “To Licinius” and “The Dagger.”

We can see this inseparability in another, earlier, stanza, where civic courage is portrayed
as “the strength” of free souls and the spirit of ancient peoples (presumably ancient Greece and
Rome) that had saved Rome from Catiline’s conspiracy and made the Catos famous. All of these

concepts are so intertwined that it is then no longer surprising that the Brutuses and the Catos are

413 Cato the Elder’s work on agriculture, for instance, included instructions to sell old and sick slaves — hardly a
point suitable to the anti-serfdom platform of the Decembrists.
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equally admirable and interchangeable figures:

Is it not you, civic courage,

Of unwavering, noble citizens,

Is it not you, who was the genius of ancient
states,

Who is the strength of free souls,

O courage, the gift of gracious heavens,
The mother of heroes, the cause of miracles,
Was it not you who made the Catos famous,
Who saved Rome from Catiline,

And who remain, in our days,

The firm pillar of the laws.

He Tb1 116, 0 MyKECTBO Ipax/iaH,
HekoneOumbIx, 01aropoiHbIX,
He Tp1 11 reHuil IpeBHUX CTPaH,
He To1 i1 cuna mymn cBOOOIHBIX,
O nobnects, nap Onarux Hebec,
I'epoeB marh, BUHA yyjec,

He Te1 116 ipocitaBuiia KatoHos,
Ot Karanunsl Pum cnacia

W B Hamu gHU Beeraa Oblia
Omnopoit TBEpJ010 3aKOHOB.

Cassius — another participant in the conspiracy against Caesar — joins the ranks of

freedom-fighting abstractions in the poem that made Ryleev famous, “To the Favorite,” written

in 1820 as a thinly-veiled attack on Alexander I’s extremely unpopular minister and counselor

Count Arakcheev:

It is not rank, or blood, — only virtue is
venerable;

Sejanus! Even the tsars are despicable without
it;

And in Cicero I respect not the consul,

But rather the savior of Rome from Catiline.
O, worthy man! Why can you not appear
again,

To save your countrymen from a dire fate?
Tremble, tyrant! He could be born —
Cassius, or Brutus, or Cato, the enemy of the
tsars.

He can, He pox — 01HU JOCTOMHCTBA
IIOYTCHHBI;

Cesn! u cample apu 0e3 HUX — IPE3PEHHBI;
W B [luiepoHe MHOI HE KOHCYI — CaM OH
YTHUM,

3a To uTo UM cnacéH ot Karunuusl Pum.

O MyX, TOCTOHHBIN MyX! TIOYTO HE MOXKEIIIb,
CHOBa

PopuBivce, corpaxaan cracTa OT poka
3510107

Tupan, BocTpenemu! poIuTbcs MOXKET OH,
Wns Kaccenit, nnu bpyT, nis Bpar napei
Karon!

Instead of addition, we see substitution here, but the underlying effect of creating human

units of freedom-loving virtue is the same. By prophesying the birth of a “Cassius, or Brutus, or

Cato,” Ryleev suggests that any one of these figures will do and nothing about the individuals

themselves is particularly important. Instead, they once again represent a type of a man who is an

embodiment of personal virtue, love of freedom, and patriotism. The role of these figures is
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rhetorical and emotional effect — they serve as inspiration to the noble (perhaps inflamed by
Ryleev’s rhetorical question and hope for a similar figure) and a direct threat to the tyrant. The
abundance of exclamation points and the use of direct address convey the emotional charge of
the poem, and emphasize the expectation of impending crisis suggested by the historical
allusions. The references to Sejanus (the prefect of the Praetorian Guard who came to hold
enormous and oppressive power under the emperor Tiberius in the 1% century A.D. but was
eventually executed) and the conspiracy of Catiline (an impoverished nobleman who tried to
overthrow the Roman Republic in the 1% century B.C.) are important not only as illustrations of
men whose immoral ambition was destructive to their homeland but also because they conjure up
past instances of conspiracy and violent political confrontation.

The transition to the Russian context echoes the previous examples by the repetition of
the verb “to save” (“cractu”) and the reference to “dire fate” (“or poka 31moro”), suggesting that
there either will or should (perhaps intentionally left unclear) also be a confrontation between the
tyrant and the noble heroic savior. The insistence that Russia will soon face a critical moment of
its own makes the need for a Russian incarnation of Cassius, Brutus, or Cato even more pressing.

There is a curious blurring of villains to create a composite object of opposition in the
poem as well. The identification of Arakcheev with Catiline and Sejanus implies that he is an
enemy of Russia and its people and that whoever attacks him will be acting to save the state.
Thus, ostensibly, the tyrant is not identified with the ruler but rather with a perfidious ambitious
individual acting to further his own ambition even against the legitimate authorities. The very
next lines, however, attempt to call forth a Brutus, Cassius, or Cato, all of whom are remembered
for opposing a dictatorial ruler. Moreover, Ryleev mentions “tsars” twice in this except, a

reference that is definitely not applicable to an emperor’s minister. As a result, there is once
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again a blurring that erases specific historical details and circumstances in favor of an abstract

generalized image of an immoral oppressor who is guided by ambition and will eventually be

opposed and deposed by a virtuous citizen. For instance, Sejanus, who otherwise is a more apt

comparison to Arakcheev because of his involvement in the military and close relationship to the

emperor Tiberius, was put to death not by a noble citizen but by Tiberius himself, whose

dictatorial tendencies, as described by Tacitus, were well-known to the Decembrists.

This generalized and universalized struggle soon becomes more precise and concrete. As

was the case with Pushkin’s poem “An immobile guard was dozing on the tsar’s threshold...”

(“HensmxHbIN cTpaXk ApeMat Ha apcTBeHHOM mopore”), Ryleev’s last political poem that

evokes Rome also openly connects it to contemporary Russia and shows the need of a Brutus in

an explicitly Russian context. This poem, “Will L, at this fateful time” ("SI 15 Oyay B pokoBoe

Bpems”) was probably composed in 1824 or even 1825; according to several of the Decembrists,

it was written in December 1825, the very month of the uprising.*** Due to its “political

suggestiveness,” it could not be published in Russian until 1893.#'® The poem is worth quoting

in full:

Will 1, at this fateful time,

Shame the title of a citizen

And mimic you, pampered tribe

Of degenerate slavs?

No, I cannot spend my life

In the embrace of lust, in shameful leisure
And to suffer with a burning soul

Under the heavy yoke of autocracy.

Let those youths, who are unable to guess
their fate,

Let them fail to understand the destiny of
these times,

Or to prepare for the future struggle

For the oppressed freedom of man.

414 Mordovchenko, “Ryleev,” 81.
415 O’Meara 195.

S b Gyny B poKOBO€ BpeMst

ITo30puTh TpaxkaHuHa caH

U noapaxarp Tebe, N3HEKEHHOE TUIeMS
[lepepoauBinxcs cnaBsH?

Hert, HecrmocoOeH 51 B 00BSITHAX
CIIaJIOCTPACThA,

B nocTeaHOM Mpa3IHOCTH BIAYUTh CBOM BEK
MJagou

W m3HBIBaTh KUIISILEIO TYIION

ITox TSKKMM UTOM CaMOBIIACTbSI.

[TycTh roHOIIM, CBOEH HE pa3razias CynbObI,
ITocTUrHYTH HE XOTAT IPEJHA3HAUYECHbE BEKA
U ne roroBsiTes 11 Oynyieit 60pbObI

3a yrHeTeHHYI0 CBOOO/Ty YeIOBeKa.
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Let them look coldly, with a cold soul [TycTh ¢ XJ1aAHOIO AYIION OpOCArOT XJIaHbIH

Upon the misfortunes of their fatherland, B30p

And fail to see in them their future shame Ha OenctBHst CBOEH OTYU3HLI,

And just reproaches of future generations. W He ynTaroT B HUX TPSAIYIIHA CBOU ITO30D
They will repent, when the people, rising, U cnpaBeyinBbIE IOTOMKOB YKOPU3HBI.
Catch them in the embrace of leisurely bliss OHH packaroTcs, Korja HapoJ, BOCCTaB,
And, seeking free rights in tumultuous 3acTaHeT UX B 00BATHAX Mpa3AHON HETU
insurrection, U, B OypHOM MATE)KE HIIIa CBOOOIHBIX IPAB,
Cannot find among them their Brutus or B Hux He Haiiner Hu bpyra, Hu Puernu.
Riego.

Like much of Ryleev’s civic poetry and certainly the poems above, this poem is written
as a passionate monologue that prophesies an imminent violent uprising of the oppressed against
“the heavy yoke of autocracy” specifically in Russia. The coming struggle for freedom and rights
is portrayed as the fated, defining moment of the age ( “the destiny of these times”
(“mpenna3Havyenbe Beka’)), the preparation for which should be one’s only concern. The
narrator’s passionate opposition (“to suffer with a burning soul” (“U3HBIBaTh KHIISIIEIO TyIION "))
to autocracy turns into a passionate accusation of those who do not share his passion and are
indifferent to the plight of the people and the impending struggle. Ryleev uses the word “shame”
(“mo3op”) twice here in order to condemn those who are not willing to fight and presumably
shame them into playing their part in the coming revolt.

Strikingly, and certainly in contrast to Pushkin’s poems above, Ryleev writes himself into
this poem, drawing attention to his own position as a citizen who, unlike many of his
compatriots, is prepared to join the fight. This development echoes a draft version of the poem
“Voinarovskii” mentioned above, which included the explicit turn away from writing and
towards action: “There is no peace, no conditions/Between a tyrant and a slave;/ We need not

ink, but blood,/ We have to use the sword” (“Het npumupenss, HeT ycnoBuii/Mex 1y THpaHOM U
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pa6om;/TyT Hajo He yepHMI, a kposH,/HaM nomkHo neiictBoBars Medem™*1%). In a way, this
poem becomes the point of transition where the poet delivers a rallying cry before joining the
battle himself. He now identifies himself not as a poet but as a citizen and a fighter and we are
told that the only figures that matter now are Brutus and Riego, those who have personally
served as leaders in the struggle against tyranny.

Brutus appears here in a particularly important role, though there is once again a list-like
quality to the final line where Brutus is now interchangeable with Rafael del Riego, the Spanish
general who led the 1820 revolt that briefly re-established the Spanish Constitution of 1812
before French intervention restored absolute monarchy. These names focus the various themes of
the poem (the passion for freedom, the understanding of one’s civic responsibility, and an active
role in the fight against tyranny) and, as Bazanov and Arkhipova argue, serve as a call to
action.*!” Perhaps the departure from exclusively ancient history as inspiration is meant to
remind the reader that recent history, too, has seen such heroic behavior from citizens of other
countries, and it is now the Russians’ turn to become the next link in the chain of exemplary
freedom fighters. The autocracy has become intolerable, the people are ready to fight for their
freedom, and it is up to the readers to understand their civic duty right now, at this defining
historical moment, and step into the role that Brutus and others have played in their respective
societies. It is no longer enough to admire Brutus; one must become him.

It seems this poem had precisely the effect that Ryleev had hoped for: one of the
Decembrists will later write in his memoir,

“The echoes of ‘Citizen’ were heard on December 14 in the Senate Square. As he

was leaving his house, the Decembrist A. M. Bulatov said to his brother, ‘We, too,

will have Brutuses and Riegos, and they might be even greater than those
revolutionaries.””

416 O’Meara 191.
417'V. Bazanov, A. Arkhipova, Introduction.
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“Or3Byku ‘[paxmanuHa’ ciblimanuch 14 nexadps Ha CeHaTCKOW IJIOIIAIH.
Beixons u3 nomy, gexabpuct A. M. Bynaros roBopun cBoemy Opary: ' y Hac
sBsiTcss bpyTel 1 Pueru, a MoxeT ObITh, M IPEB30MAYT TEX PEBOFOIIMOHUCTOB.

1418
Conclusion

For both Pushkin and Ryleev, then, Roman history came to represent the struggle for
freedom and provide a model for opposition to the Russian autocracy. Although their attention to
the outstanding character and patriotism of their chosen heroes can be considered a continuation
of Derzhavin’s approach to ancient history, the Decembrists introduce major changes to the
understanding and use of Roman allusions by focusing their attention on the Roman Republic
and its heroes to actively oppose the status quo. As it becomes increasingly clear that there are
no available legal means for implementing a constitutional monarchy and introducing greater
personal freedoms in Russia, both authors turn to the example of Brutus to legitimize the notion
of tyrannicide, appeal to the noble sentiments of their fellow men, and inspire a Russian Brutus.
The intent to inspire is responsible for the essentially emotional, agitatory function that Rome
plays at this time.

The importance of Roman examples to the Decembrist thought was immediately
perceived by the state, and classics came to be regarded with great suspicion, contributing to the
political Rome’s virtual disappearance from the public discourse in 1826-1855. Hints of it

remain, however, and in the next chapter I will examine the continuing, though fragmented and

elusive, presence of Rome in the novel “Oblomov” by Ivan Goncharov.

418 Dovnar-Zapol’skii, ed. Memuary dekabristov, 238.
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CHAPTER 1V
Ivan Goncharov’s Oblomov and the Rejection of the Political [Rome]

Goncharov’s Rome is a broken Rome. It stands for youthful civic dreams crushed by
bureaucracy, for the everpresent echoes of ever-looming violence, and for the unrealizable and
morally suspect desire to escape. It is broken in form as well as content, as Roman allusions in
the novel are indirect and brief, working through associations and hints rather than overt
narrative. There is, perhaps, a glimmer of hope offered by an aesthetic approach to Rome that,
combined with classical Greek and later European art and literature, can remain a repository of
the noble and the beautiful, but even this Rome now has to fight for existence in a hostile
environment, and the question of whether it can be useful for the contemporary Russian context
remains unresolved.

By this period, mid- to late nineteenth century, the classics, especially Latin classics, had
become inextricably bound with Russian political thought, and both were distrusted by the
government. The relationship between intellectuals and the state, in general, was gradually
worsening, as the Decembrist revolt of 1825 and the European events of 1848 made the emperor
progressively more fearful of potential oppositional ideas.*!° In 1833 the Minister of Education
proclaimed the doctrine of “Orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality,” writing,

Our common obligation consists in this, that the education of the people be conducted,
according to the Supreme intention of our August Monarch, in the joint spirit of

Orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality. I am convinced that every professor and teacher,
permeated by one and the same feeling of devotion to throne and fatherland, will use all

419 For a more detailed account of the effect to the events of 1848 in Russia, see Isaiah Berlin, “Russia and 1848,” 1-
21.
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his resources to become a worthy tool of the government and to earn its complete
confidence.*?

Becoming a worthy tool of the government was not a pleasant experience, however. State
service was viewed with disdain as a swamp of petty bureaucracy and incompetence, since there
was a sense that meaningful involvement in the political life and thought was impossible.
Censorship was strict, especially after 1848 until Nicholas's death in 1855, and “Uvarov's brief
formula dominated most of the Russian press.”*?! These conditions were understandably hostile
to the kind of uses that Roman history and literature had been put to before now. Since these
general circumstances are well known and thoroughly discussed in historiography, I will limit
myself to citing a few contemporary testimonies about the intellectual and political atmosphere
of the time when Ivan Goncharov’s Oblomov was written in order to demonstrate the underlying
trends that existed in the background of the novel.

Contemporary testimonies from the mid-nineteenth century paint a bleak picture, often
employing the metaphor of suffocation to convey an inability to express oneself freely. Boris
Chicherin, a jurist, scientist, and professor of the Moscow University, paints a dark picture in his
memoir:

At the time there was no public life in Russia, no practical interests that could

attract the attention of intellectuals. All external activity was suppressed. State

service consisted of routine ascent up the bureaucratic ladder, in which protection

played an enormous role. Young people who initially passionately embraced it

soon became disillusioned because they saw the uselessness of their efforts and

only necessity could force them to remain on this path. Public service, likewise,

was empty of any substance and served as a field for personal ambition and petty

intrigue. [...] Censorship excised everything that could appear to contain even a

distant hint of a liberal mindset. No deviation was allowed from the views of the

government and the demands of the Orthodox Church.

[B To Bpems B Poccuu He ObLTO HUKAKOH OOIIECTBEHHON JKU3HH, HUKAKHUX

420 Cited in Nicholas Riasanovsky, 4 Parting of Ways: Government and the Educated Public in Russia, 1801-1855,
108.
421 Riasanovsky 110.
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MPAKTUYCCKUX UHTCPCCOB, CHOCOGHBIX IPUBJICYb BHUMAHNUEC MBICIIAIINUX HIOI[QP'I.
Bceskas BHemIHAs qesTeNbHOCT ObUla mojaBneHa. ['ocynapcrBennas ciuyxoa
IIpeICTaBIslIa TOJBKO PYTUHHOE BOCXO0K/IEHUE 110 YUHOBHOM JIECTHUILIE, /1€
MPOTEKLIMA OKa3bIBaja BceMoryliee Aeiictsre. Mooble 1014, KOTOpbIe
CHauaja ¢ )apoM 3a Hee IPUHUMAJINCh, CKOPO OCTBIBAJIIH, [IOTOMY YTO BUJIEIU
0€ecII0THOCTh CBOMX YCHIIMM, U JIUIIb HYKJ]a MOTJIa 3aCTaBUTh UX OCTaBaThCs Ha
3TO# opore. ToYHO Tak ke 1 oOLIecTBEHHAast CTyk0a, TUIIEHHAst BCIKOTO
CEpbE3HOI0 COJIepPKaHus, ObUIA MOMPHUIIEM JIMYHOTO YECTOIFOOUS U MEJIKMX
UHTPHUT. [...]| [Ipu Torgamnei neH3ype HEMUIOCEPIHO OTCEKAIOCh BCE, YTO
MOTJI0 OBl TOKA3aThCsl XOTS OTJAJIEHHBIM HAMEKOM Ha JInOepaibHblid 00pa3
MbIcael. He nomyckanocs HU Masieiiiee, 1axe Npu3pavyHoe OTCTYIUICHUE OT
BUJIOB NIPABUTENLCTBA MM TPEOOBAHMIT PABOCIABHOH epKBH. 22]

This distrust of dissent extended to the arts and sciences, since they often seen as the sources of
political unrest, and censorship grew stricter. In a diary entry dated December 20, 1848, the
censor, professor, and literary critic Aleksandr Nikitenko laments this distrust, writing,

Today there is a fashion for the kind of patriotism that rejects everything
European, including science and art, and insists that Russia is so blessed by God
that it will live only by Orthodoxy, with no science or art. Such patriots know
nothing about history and think that France proclaimed itself a republic and
German rebels because there are in the world such things as physics, chemistry,
astronomy, poetry, panting, and so on.

[Tenepr B Mozie MaTpUOTH3M, OTBEPralOLINil BCe €BpONEcKoe, HE NCKITIoUast
HayKH U UCKYCCTBa, U yBepsouuii, uro Poccus ctonb 6marocioBeHHa 60rom, 4To
MIPOKUBET OTHUM IIpaBoOCIaBueM, 0e3 HayKu U UCcKyccTBa. [larpuotsl aToro poaa
HE UMEIOT MOHATHS 00 UCTOPUH U TojararoT, 4to dpaHius o0bsBUIa ceds
pecnyonukoii, a ['epmanust OyHTYET OTTOTO, UTO €CTh Ha CBETE (PU3HKA, XUMHUSI,
aCTPOHOMMS, TIOD3HS, JKUBOTHCH | T. 1.%%3]

An entry from December 6 provides a extreme example of such “patriotism”:

Yesterday one of our young master’s students...was defending a dissertation: “On
the embryo in general and the embryo of the gastropod slug” ...As is common, his
talk included some Latin, German, and French terminology, which he put in
parentheses when talking about technical subjects. From this Professor Shihovskii
drew the conclusion that Varnek does not love his fatherland and despises his
language, which he pompously announced to the author of the dissertation. The
latter was so puzzled by this new method of scholarly disputation that he could
not think of anything to say. The professor then began hinting that the disputant
has materialist leanings and in conclusion announced that the dissertation was so

422 Boris Chicherin, Vospominania, 40-1.
423 Nikitenko, A. Zapiski i dnevnik.
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nonsensical and confusing that he could not understand anything at all.

[Buepa onuH M3 MOJIOJBIX MATUCTPOB...3aLHIAT B YHUBEPCUTETE AUCCEPTALUIO:

"O 3apoplliie BOOOIIE B O 3apOJIbIIIe OPIOXOHOTHUX CIM3HAKOB."... JlucyTant, mo

OOBIKHOBEHHIO, COITPOBOX/1aJI CBOIO PeUb B MHBIX MECTAX JIATUHCKUMU

TEPMUHAMH, UHOT/Ia HEMEIIKMMHU U (PpaHITy3CKUMH, KOTOPBIC CTaBHJI B CKOOKaX

MIPY HA3BaHUH TEXHUUYECKHUX IpeameToB. 13 satoro npodeccop IlInxoBckuii BeiBen

3aKIIIOYEHUE,4TO BapHek He TI0OUT CBOEro OTeYeCTBa U MPE3UPACT CBOH SI3BIK,

0 YeM BEJIEPEUHMBO M 00BSIBIII aBTOpY Auccepranuu. [locnennuit 6611 10 TOTO

03aJ1a4€H STUM HOBBIM CIIOCOOOM HAyYHOTO OIPOBEPIKCHUS, YTO PACTEPSUIICS U

HE HalleJ, YTo OTBevars. Torna npodeccop Havaa HaMeKaTh Ha TO, YTO

JMCITYTAHT SIKOOBI CKIIOHEH K MaTepUaIN3MY, a B 3aKIFOYCHHE OOBSBHII, YTO

JMCCepTaIMs TaK Hellena ¥ TEMHa, YTO OH He MOHsI ee BoBce. 24
In this climate, the classics were viewed with particular hostility. Marinus Wes has called this
post-Decembrist period from 1826 to 1855, and particularly 1848-1855, “The Iron Age” for
classics in Russia, and not without reason.*?® Roman allusions were viewed with suspicion,
particularly when they could be interpreted to contain political statements, even when these
statements were purely historical. Roman history was heavily edited to erase politically
dangerous episodes. One censor was engaged in erasing the names (“not the ideas but the very
names and facts”) of ancient Greeks and Romans who “fought for the freedom of their fatherland
or had a republican way of thinking in the republics of Greece and Rome.”*?® Roman emperors
were no longer “assassinated,” they simply “perished.” The censors also monitored translations.
Even the Minister of Education, Sergei Uvarov, encountered trouble when he tried to translate
the Greek term demos with narod (“the people”). He was instructed to write “citizens” instead
and had to engage in a long dispute with the censor to keep his original translation, since he

thought the latter term would be a gross mistranslation of the original. 4?

424 Nikitenko 316.

425 Wes 196-250.

426 “T went to the censorship commmittee. There are strange things happening there. For instance, the censor
Mehelin is erasing from ancient history all great people who fought for the freedom of their fatherland or had a
republican was of thinking in the republics of Greece and Rome. He is not erasing the ideas, but the very names and
facts.” Nikitenko 326.

427 «“Count Uvarov was telling me the other day about his struggle with the censorship in the publication of his book,
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Of course, there were those who attempted to defend the importance of classical learning
and arts and sciences in general. A number of prominent intellectuals, including Belinsky,
Herzen, Gogol, Goncharov*?8, Granovsky, Uvarov, and many other critics, writers, and
professors believed that Greek and Latin classics should remain an integral foundation of one’s
education. Because the chief opposition to the teaching of Greek and Roman literatures and
history was their potential to inspire anti-autocratic sentiments and important European political
upheavals into Russia, those who defended the classics had to address the relationship between
classics and politics and argue that there was no direct causation between classical learning and
political events in Western Europe, particularly the French Revolution and the political upheavals
of 1848. Of course, these events often did, however superficially, evoke the classics. Images of
Brutus, one of the murderers of Julius Caesar, had been commonly ‘displayed’ during the French
Revolution.*?® In Russia, too, Roman figures had recently been used as a call to action against
autocracy by the Decembrists, who repeatedly evoked the figures of Brutus, Cassius, and Cato as
precedents and inspiration for their aspirations. Such proliferation of classical imagery made it
difficult to separate the classics from the way that the classical figures had been used, and, in
fact, the attempts to argue for such a separation ultimately proved unsuccessful.

In such a climate, Rome no longer had space to be an explicitly political Rome that could

‘On the Green antiquities discovered in southern Russia.” He had to translate a few Greek inscriptions into Russian.
He came upon the word demos — the people. The censor would not allow this word and changed it to ‘citizens.’It
took the author a lot of effort to convince the censor that that was not a translation but a distortion of the original.
The censor also would not allow him to say that the murdered Roman emperors were murdered, he had to write that
they perished, and so on.” Nikitenko 342.

428 Goncharov lamented the contemporary state of the classics in The Precipice, where the figure of Kozlov
exemplifies their sad fate: “In Kozlov’s character I had the self-effacing Russian scholar in mind [...] Without
response, without the fertile soil and the company of soulmates in which scholarship may develop itself, he makes
his way through life, painfully and miserably, exiled to the countryside, forgotten, without books, without money,
surrounded by people who are absolutely not interested in scholarship.” Quoted in Wes 320.

42% On their presence in the visual culture of the French Revolution, see Denise Amy Baxter, “Two Brutuses:
Violence, Virtue, and Politics in the Visual Culture of the French Revolution.” On the role of classical models in the
rhetoric, law, and politics of the French Revolution, see, for instance, Lynn Hunt, “The Rhetoric of Revolution in
France,” and Mortimer Sellers, “Classical Influences on the Law and Politics of the French Revolution.”
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openly serve as a meditation on Russian history, though, of course, it does not disappear
completely. The association between Rome and autocracy remains — the emperor Nicholas I was

still being “compared to Jupiter, Neptune, Apollo,”*3°

much like his predecessors were compared
to various Roman emperors and deities. At times, one could also get away with Aesopian
criticism. Timofei Granovsky, a history professor at the University of Moscow, for instance, used
his lecture on the Roman Empire to point out, implicitly, the flaws in the Russian educational
system*3! under the conditions of autocracy, though it was expected that he would instead “bring
out the grandeur of the Roman Empire, which has not yet been understood by historians, and
which lacked only one thing, hereditary succession!”*32

Rome, and the classics in general, were on safer ground as a Romantic aesthetic realm
that serves as an escape from the bureaucratic nightmare of government service, the “red specter

of censorship,”433

the disillusionment with contemporary society, and other political and social
concerns. As an aesthetic realm, Rome loses much of its specificity, and becomes joined with
ancient Greece and later Western European traditions to exemplify artistic ideals. Importantly,
here we often encounter ancient art and mythology rather than ancient history. One traveler to
Rome, the poet Apollon Maikov, reflects in his “Roman Sketches” both the aesthetic perception

of Rome and its merging with ancient Greece:

How marvelous the sky is above this classical Ax, uynHoe He0o, eii-bory, Han >TUM

Rome! KJIacCM4eCcKUM Pumom!

Under this sky one must become a painter. [Ton sTakuM HEOOM HEBOJIBHO XYIOKHUKOM
Nature and people seem different here, as if CTaHEeIlb.

they are paintings [Tpupona u moau 3aeck OyATO Ipyrue, Kak
From an anthology of bright verse from OyZITO KapTUHBI

434

ancient Hellas. W3 apKkuxX CTUXOB aHTOJIOTHH JIpeBHEHN

430 Wes 196.

431 Priscilla Reynolds Roosevelt, “Apostle of Russian Liberalism: Timofei Granovsky” 83.
432 From a letter to Herzen written in 1850, quoted in Wes 342.

433 Herzen, preface to Letters from France and Italy.

434 Maikov, Ocherki Rima, 189.
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DIutaael

Here we see the identification of Rome with aesthetics, since one must inevitably become
an artist (not, for instance, a revolutionary) when one visits Rome. This transformation occurs
automatically, regardless of the visitor’s inclinations and intentions, which suggests that there
may be no other possible reactions to Rome except the move into an exclusively aesthetic realm.
The people and landscapes are then compared to “paintings” that, curiously, arise from Greek
poetry. The last two lines both contribute to the impression of Rome as an aesthetic location and
merge classical Greece and Rome into a single aesthetic realm.

At the same time, however, the political is rarely entirely absent.**® Andrew Szegedy-
Maszak, in his study of the impressions and motivations of nineteenth-century foreign,
particularly British and French, tourists in Rome, argues that for most foreign visitors of this
period, “the basic tone remains one of romantic elegy,” and the “dominant emotion...a satisfying
melancholy.” %% For these tourists, the dilapidation of the Colosseum was a crucial feature of the
monument, bringing to mind the notions of transience, passage of time, the interaction of nature
(which could be seen in the flowers growing among the ruins) and human endeavors, and other
such subjects.*” Importantly, these concerns are not particularly important to the Russian writers
visiting Rome in this period. For Alexander Herzen, a Russian political thinker, for instance, the

Colosseum remains a clear reminder of Rome’s imperial grandeur, and the perception of the

435 While the impression of Italy as “the country of the arts” was common among travelers from other countries as
well, the authors I discuss present the desire for the aesthetic and the arts specifically as an alternative to the
political, rather than something that has its own merit. For an account of the impressions of British tourists in Rome,
see C.P. Brand, Italy and the English Romantics: The Italianate Fashion in Early Nineteenth-Century

England.

436 Andrew Szegedy-Maszak, “A Perfect Ruin: Nineteenth-Century Views of the Colosseum,” 121, 124.

437 See, for instance, Roland Mayer, “Impression of Rome,” on the expectations and subsequent impressions and
reactions of various foreign visitors to Rome. Mayer includes an account by Charles Dickens and other nineteenth-
century writers, who expressed strong disappointment at the absence of general “desolation and ruin,” the features
that they expected of Rome.
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contemporary Rome, though introduced as an aesthetic escape from the political, remains
inextricably tied to Roman and Russian history. Even the anthology of Maikov, who found
himself becoming “a painter” in Rome, includes a poem originally named “The Colosseum,”
which reminds the readers of the tyrants and the martyrdoms associated with imperial Rome.

Moreover, even in the instances where Rome becomes ostensibly de-politicized and
aestheticized, the escape to Rome becomes a political statement, a desire to escape the
environment where the aesthetic is constantly suspected of being politically subversive. In the
works of Goncharov, the flight to Rome is an alternative to the retreat inward, into one’s
imagination. In fact, in figures such as Oblomov and Raiskii (the protagonists of his two major
novels Oblomov and The Precipice, respectively) the two impulses are inextricably intertwined,
because the flight into imagination and fantasy appears with a desire to go abroad to Italy.

The reverse is also true, however. The political Rome is rarely strictly political, even in
the broadest understanding of the term. Andrzej Walicki argues that, disillusioned with political
ambitions, Russian writers of this period turned to philosophical questions instead.** In many
cases of Roman allusions, what we see is a sort of a merging of the political, the philosophical
and the ethical. These writers are concerned with the individual’s role in society, his involvement
or the lack thereof in social and political matters, his response to change and historical events
around him. These concerns are intertwined in a variety of combinations, but they are essentially

inseparable, as they are inseparable in much of the criticism during this time.

Oblomov+*®

438 Andrzej Walicki, "Russian Social Thought: An Introduction to the Intellectual History of Nineteenth-Century
Russia," 6.

43% The novel was published in 1859 and deals primarily with the inaction of an impoverished and “superfluous”
member of the aristocracy. For the most part, we see the protagonist on his sofa, avoiding any activity other than
daydreaming. He receives visitors, including his childhood friend Stoltz, who try to draw him out of his house and
into society, but for the most part they fail, as he comes up with a series of delays and excuses to justify inaction. In
the second part of the novel, Oblomov falls in love with Olga, an acquaintance of Stoltz, and their romance
temporarily leads him to become more involved in the world. However, once the prospect of marriage becomes a
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Ivan Goncharov's Oblomov is a fruitful text to explore in terms of its relationship to the
classics because it embodies all of the trends I discussed above. While it is not obviously and
overtly concerned with the classics, much like other novels of this period, it nevertheless
includes a number of allusions to ancient history and literature, and I will speculate about the
way that these allusions contribute to the more prominent concerns of the novel. The allusions
are never as explicitly explained or justified as they are in the other works I’ve dealt with. They
are usually seemingly minor, always oblique, and easy to overlook. I believe that these qualities
are responsible for the fact that there is, on the one hand, definite if scattered recognition that

classics are indeed very important to the novel,**°

and, on the other hand, a lack of any dedicated
and systematic treatment of their role. They work on the level of hints and possible rather than
definite associations, a method that is not surprising given that Goncharov himself had once
worked as a censor. And yet, these hints and associations form definite patterns in this and his

other works.

My task in this chapter is to try to explore these patterns and offer a reading different

29441

from the dominant ones that think of it as a representation of a “superfluous man”*** and

serious consideration and Oblomov has to consider its practical aspects, he ends up backing out and returning to
inaction. Despite all these ostensible failings, he remains a deeply sympathetic figure, because he is kind and honest
and a stark contrast to many of the more pragmatic characters in the novel whose motivations are greed and
ambition. The motives for his departure from public life and a preference for his dream world reflect the common
complaints about bureaucracy and moral corruption of state service, and his refusal to participate in it often seems
noble, though the impression is undercut, time after time, by his laziness, apathy, and helplessness. The novel
became popular immediately after its publication and was considered by many of its early critics to be an accurate
depiction of the failings of a particular stratum of Russian society (or the Russian “character” in general).

440 Marinus Wes, for instance, dedicates one of his two individual author sections to Goncharov in the chapter on this
period. Amy Singleton has dedicated a full chapter to the resemblances between the novel and Homer’s Odyssey in
her No Place Like Home. Other scholars, such as Milton Ehre and Christine Borowec, draw occasional attention to
some of Goncharov’s classical references in their bigger arguments.

441 Nikolai Dobrolyubov’s 1859 article “What is Oblomovism?” (Ymo maxoe obnomosuuna?), which was written
shortly after the publication of the novel and which was endorsed by the Goncharov himself, provided the model for
this reading and interpretation. Dobrolyubov argued that the central feature of Oblomov is “utter inertness resulting
from apathy towards everything that goes in the world. The cause of this apathy lies partly in Oblomov’s external
position and partly in the manner of his mental and moral development. [...] He became accustomed to lolling about
at a very early age because he had people to fetch and carry for him, to do things for him. Under these circumstances
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“Russian laziness and apathy.”**? Instead of focusing on the moral and social virtues or, more
frequently, failings of the central character,**® I will try to explore the circumstances and
underlying models for his choices and behaviors, models which appear to be classical and carry
evaluative content independent of the satirical portrayal of the main hero. More specifically, I
will look at the Roman and Greek allusions in the novel in order to see how they function to give
particular meaning to Oblomov’s understanding of contemporary circumstances and escapist
fantasies, suggesting a darker interpretation than the comical and hyperbolic pronouncements of
the main character may lead us to expect. Milton Ehre, a leading Goncharov scholar, has called

29444

the novel “a comedy of alienation,”** and I would like to explore how classical references and

genres complicate the idea that the novel as a “comedy” and provide a way to understand the
“alienation” of its main character.

Although most of these allusions remain in the background of the novel, they appear at
crucial moments where Oblomov talks about his motivations and ideals, as well as moments
where Oblomov is nearly provoked into action by either his far-more-socially-active friend Stoltz
or his love interest Olga. Because they appear at such crucial moments, these allusions supply
the concepts and binaries that serve as the underlying structure, the foundation of the novel, and

offer a hidden movement from the dangerous historical and political Rome, to the transitional

he lived the idle life of a sybarite even when he did not want to...he really does not know how to do anything and
cannot do anything; he is really unable to undertake any useful task.” Nikolai Dobrolyubov, “What is
Oblomovism?” 333 & 335. For a discussion of the term and the phenomenon “superfluous man,” see F. Seeley, “The
Heyday of the ‘Superfluous Man’ in Russia.” Seeley dates this “heyday” to the period between 1815/1820 to 1855,
“the period of uncertainty and comparative inaction marking the transition of the intelligentsia from its 18"-century
function as an instrument of the autocracy to its 19%-century function as protagonist of a new order.”

442 Miliukov, A. P. “Russkaia apatiia i nemetskaia deiatel’nost’.”

443 Not surprisingly, since Oblomov is the central character of the novel, most scholarship focuses specifically on
him or the way that he functions as a representative of a social phenomenon, “of the man wholly alienated from
society, who can neither know or need to render social service nor fulfill a social function” or a psychological
attitude. See F. D. Reeve “Oblomovism Revisited,” Milton Ehre, Oblomov and His Creator: the Life and Art of Ivan
Goncharov, and Leon Stilman, “Oblomovka Revisited.” See Helen Rapp, “The Art of Ivan Goncharov,” for a
biographical reading of Goncharov’s works. For a collection of criticism contemporary to Goncharov, see M.
Otradin, ed. Roman I.A. Goncharova Oblomov v russkoi kritike.

44 Milton Ehre, Oblomov and His Creator: the Life and Art of Ivan Goncharov, Chapter 7.
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idyllic (Horatian) opposition of the country to the city (the reliance on the pastoral here continues
a long-standing pattern of members of the Russian nobility “retreating from the clamor and
complexity” of the “increasingly impersonal and abstract public realm”*4°), and, finally, the
attempted escape into Greek mythology.

The oppositions we see rely on an identification of Rome with the historical, political,
active, temporally linear and violent, whereas the Greek offers a mythological, perhaps
philosophical, apolitical, passive, cyclical and safe alternative. The turn from Roman to Greek,
then, also means a rejection of all these attributes of Roman and, by extension, Russian life. This
rejection is significant because it seems to be complete — the author does not turn simply turn to a
different period of Roman history to find a more suitable example, as was the case with the
Decembrists. Instead, the political is rejected entirely. This movement away from the Roman
(historical), through the idyllic, and into the Greek (mythological) realms is one of two
underlying structures of classical references here.

The second is another, wholly separate trend of Roman reception, one that continues the
Romantic tradition of relating to Rome as a repository of cultural and artistic ideals. This Rome
is quite different — it is composed not only of ancient Roman artifacts, but also Hellenistic ones,
as well as later Renaissance, Baroque, and other masterpieces.

These two ways of approaching Rome at first seem to run parallel courses, since their
nature and role in the novel are quite different. On the one hand, we see a Rome that fuses the
classical past (both Greek and Roman) with later (Renaissance and beyond) art to create a
repository of artistic and cultural ideals. This Rome is associated with youthful idealism and,

importantly, with Stoltz’s attempts to revive his friend’s ambitions and immerse him in active

445 Thomas Newlin, The Voice in the Garden: Andrei Bolotov and the Anxieties of Russian Pastoral, 1738-1833..
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social and perhaps political life. On the other hand, we see a Rome of the 1% century B.C., the
time of bloody civil conflict, proscriptions, and the transformation of the Roman Republic into
an empire — a transition to autocracy. This Rome and the turn away from it through escape into
the idyllic and the mythological are much more concrete and grounded in Rome’s political
history.

Despite the essential difference between these two approaches to Rome, there may be a
reason for their coexistence in the novel, especially because they are united by Oblomov’s
rejection of them; in both cases, moreover, the rejection is motivated by a certain
disillusionment. It may be that the underlying purpose for both Romes is to show that classical
ideals are incongruous with contemporary circumstances. However, since this similarity is a very
broad one and the particulars of the two approaches to Rome in the novel are essentially
different, I will treat them as distinct in this chapter.

Goncharov’s references to antiquity, then, are not a straightforward matter, and it is worth
paying more attention to Stoltz’s exclamation “You reason like one of the ancients: they wrote
this way in the old books,” (“Tsl paccyxaaenib, TOUHO APEBHUMN: B CTApPbIX KHUTAaX BOT TaK BCE
mucamn”**®) to ask which ancients and books he might have in mind, and what this mode of
reasoning might be.

The idealized aesthetic Rome

The life of II’1a Oblomov consists of nostalgia and avoidance of practical matters. We first
meet him at home, where he is usually found. Most of the time, he does not bother to dress or get
off the sofa, spending his days daydreaming of a free and peaceful existence in the country,

where he would not be bothered by practical concerns, such as keeping accounts, paying bills,

446 Goncharov 174.
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and so on. What makes Oblomov's stagnation (which I will discuss at a later point) even more
poignant is not only his occasional inspired monologues, but also his conversations with Stoltz,
in which the two friends remember the plans they once shared and provide a glimpse into
Oblomov’s earlier motives and views of an ideal life, where political and social involvement
coexist with, and are complemented by, the aesthetic side of life, the prime artifacts of which are
found in Europe and, especially, in Rome.

We find out that Oblomov himself had aspirations of government service in his youth,
and that he even worked for two years, before becoming disillusioned with the nature of the
work and the transformation that he saw in himself as the result of this work. The revelation
comes as a surprise, because we have seen Oblomov’s distaste for service and, in general, for
any kind of active involvement in society. The satirical portrayal of his daily routine, which
consists of lying on his couch in a robe, intending and failing to accomplish even the most simple
practical tasks, such as putting on his shoes and writing a letter, gives us the impression that his
inaction is a matter of indolence, of a weak and spoiled character. And yet, Oblomov had initially
come to St. Petersburg in order to enter the service. He was preparing “for an occupation, a role —
mainly, of course, in service, which was the goal behind his arrival in St. Petersburg. Then he
also thought about a role in society...” (“k mompuiy, K poJi -- IPEXKe BCETO, pa3yMeeTcs, B
ciryx0e, 94To 1 ObLIO 1eNbo ero npues3na B [lerepOypr. [ToTom oH gAymMan u o poiu B
obmectge...”**"). The word “of course” (“pazymeercs”) presents this goal in a matter of fact tone,
suggesting that it is a given that Oblomov, as any young man, would have the ambition of
entering state service. The fact that this ambition is presented as the desire for a “role” tells us

that there is an expectation of making a difference. In other words, Oblomov dreamt of entering

47 Goncharov 55.
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service because he wanted to make an active and important contribution to the functioning of
government and society.

At a later point, in his attempts to reawake his friend’s interest in life, Stoltz reminds
Oblomov that he had once intended “to serve as long as he can, because Russia needs hands and
heads to make use of its inexhaustible resources” (“‘Ciy>kuTb, IOKa CTAaHET CHJI, IOTOMY YTO
Poccuy HYXKHBI PYKH U TOJIOBBI JIJIs Pa3pabOTHIBAHUS HEUCTOIMMBIX HCTOUHHKOB *4®) and,
having fulfilled his duties, he had intended to travel around Europe and enjoy art and poetry. The
first part of the statement brings us back to the motivation behind state service, linking it with the
notion of necessity. While the earlier statement had only referred to Oblomov’s desire to make a
contribution, this iteration of his motivation paints a situation where he is needed.

In the ideal world that he had imagined, the political and the aesthetic are supposed to
complement each other. The travel and aesthetic experience were supposed to culminate in a trip
to Rome. Stoltz continues,

Was it not you who, with tears in his eyes, looked on the engravings of Raphael’s
madonnas, Correggio’s night, the Apollo Belvedere, and said: ‘My God! Will I
never be able to see the originals and grow mute from horror that I am standing
before a creation of Michelangelo, Titian, with the soil of Rome under my feet?
Will I live out my whole life and only see myrtles, cypresses, and orange trees in

greenhouses rather than their homeland? Will I never breathe the air of Italy, revel
in the blue of its sky?

[He T 1€ co cnmezamu TOBOpWI, IISAS HAa TPaBIOPHI padad’neBCKUX MaJoHH,
Koppemxuesoit Houn, Ha Anouiona bensBeaepckoro: "boxe moit! Yikenu Hukoraa
HE yJacTCsl BCIUISIHYTh HA OPUTHMHAJBI U OHEMETh OT y’Kaca, YTO Thl CTOUIIb NIEPE]T
npousBeeHneM Mukenanpkeno, Tuimana U nonupaeib nouBy Puma? VYxenn
MIPOBECTHU BEK U BUJIETh 3TH MUPTHI, KUIIAPUCHI U TIOMEPAHIIBI B OPAHKEPESIX, a HE
Ha ux ponune? He mogpimars Bo3ayxom Mtanuu, He yUThCs CHHEBOM Heba!” 449]

This view of Italy, which merges the classical and later traditions in order to present Rome as the

cultural capital of the world, that emphasizes the authenticity of experience, foresees emotional

448 Goncharov 180-181.
449 1pid.
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responses, and foregrounds the Italian sky, echoes the expectation of Romantic travelers in
Rome, with the notable difference of excluding the themes of ruins, transience and decay that we
find in the works of many visitors to Rome, including, for instance, Byron.**° The Rome that is
important here is a place where art, from the classical Apollo Belvedere to the later works of
Raphael and Titian, lives continuously and organically.

This Rome is, of course, an imagined realm. It is represented only by the best-known
examples and masters of painting and sculpture, such as the Apollo Belvedere, which had been
singled out of by a number of writers, including Goethe, who is included in the list of exclusively
Romantic writers that Oblomov was reading in his youth — “Rousseau, Schiller, Goethe,

Byron”451

— and for whom, as for the other writers in this list, Rome was an important source of
aesthetic and intellectual inspiration. It is important, however, that this aesthetic experience in
Oblomov exists not independently, not for its own sake, but in an underlying binary relationship
with government service. The trip to Rome is intended to replenish the energy that Oblomov has
spent and will continue to spend in his service.*? Both of these are part of an active life, and
Stoltz, in his attempts to inspire Oblomov to return to a more active life, continues to remind him
of his youthful aspirations and to call him to Italy, which is again represented as the culmination
of the journey:

Oblomov received another letter from Stoltz, which began and ended with the

words: “Now or never!,” and contained accusations of immobility and an

invitation to come immediately to Switzerland, where Stoltz was intending to go,
and then finally to Italy.

450 Catharine Edwards, Writing Rome, 14-15.

451 Goncharov 183.

452 This attitude towards Italy was quite widespread and is reflected in letters and other writings from this period.
Alexander Herzen, for instance, wrote in the fifth of his Letters from France and Italy “And as soon as I stepped on
Italian soil, I was enveloped in another world, one that was full of life and energy, that filled me with strength and
health. I healed morally after crossing the border from France; I owe to Italy the renewal of my faith in my strength
and the strength of others, many of my hopes again reappeared in my soul, I saw inspired faces, tears, I heard
passionate words.”
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[O6momoB noMa Hamien emre mucbMo ot LITonbia, KOTOpoe HAaYMHAIOCH U
KOHYaJIOCh cioBamu: "Teneps mnm HUKora!", TOTOM OBLIO MCIIOTHEHO YIIPEKOB B
HEMOJABH>KHOCTH, IOTOM INPUNIIALLICHUH ITpUuexarh HenpeMeHHo B IlIBeinaputro,
Kyna coobupaics Ltonbi, u, HaKOHEII, B I/ITaJ'II/IIO.453]
It is important to remember, however, that it is Stoltz’s memories that paint an energetic and
restorative picture of this journey. Oblomov’s recollections of such intention have a markedly
different tone:
Yes, — he said suddenly, remembering the past, — after all we intended first to travel
across all of Europe, to cross Switzerland on foot, to burn our feet on Vesuvius, to
descend into Herculaneum. We were almost mad! Such nonsense!
[Kak ke, — ckazail oH, BAPYT BCIOMHUB MPOILIOE, — Bellb Mbl, AHJIpeil, cOnpaiuch
CHauajla M3bE3IUTh BIOIb M monepek Espomy, ucxoguts IlIBelinapuio nemikom,
o0xeub HorU Ha BesyBuu, criyctutbes B [epkynan. C yma uyth He couuiu! CKOJIBKO
raynocreii! 4%4]
Unlike Stoltz, Oblomov refers to his former plans as “nonsense,” conveying the disillusionment
that he feels about such aspirations. The hyperbolic description (burning ones legs on the volcano,
traveling everywhere across Europe) conveys youthful and unrealistic idealism. It is also notable
that the two final points of his journey are a destructive volcano and an Italian town destroyed by
the volcano - even this never taken journey ends in ashes and death. Even the excitement of the
journey is tainted by pessimism. Unlike Stoltz, Oblomov now views the trip as madness; given
that the trip itself was a part of a certain lifestyle — “to work so that the rest would be sweeter, and
to rest by living another, artistic, elegant kind of life, the life of painters and poets” (“paborars,
4TO00 Cialle OTAbIXaTh, a OTABIXaTh - 3HAYUT KUTh APYroi, apTUCTHUECKOM, U3SIIHON CTOPOHOM

KM3HH XyJTOKHHKOB, T09T0B”*%°), the other half of an active political and social life, the madness

can be extended to include all of these youthful intentions.

453 Goncharov 265.
454 Goncharov 181.
455 1pid.
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While we may be inclined to blame Oblomov’s laziness for the failure of these plans,
Oblomov’s own past experience and present encounters with his acquaintances, who are involved
in state service, suggests that there may also be the nature of service that leads to disappointment
and escapism. After all, in his account of the decline of his enthusiasm and participation in life,
Oblomov singles out his work in the chancellery as the moment when his spiritual death began.**®
The pattern of triviality, incompetence, and, especially, fear reigns among the state employees, and

Oblomov’s immediate reaction is disillusionment:

...he was bitterly disappointed on the very first day. As soon as the supervisor
appeared, the commotion began; everyone became embarrassed, ran around,
straightened themselves in fear that they don’t look good enough to be seen by the
supervisor [...] This happened, as Oblomov noticed later, because such supervisors
see in terrified faces not only respect but also earnestness and aptitude for service.

[...OH JKECTOKO pa304apoBayics B MEPBBINA ke JIeHb CBOeH Ciry:xObl. C mpue3noMm
HavaJIhbHUKA HaYMHAJIach OCTOTHS, CyeTa, BCE CMYIIAIKNCh, BCE COMBAIIH APYT IpyTa
C HOI, MHBIC 00/IEPTUBAIUCH, ONAcasICh, YTO OHHU HE JIOBOJHLHO XOPOIIHM KaK €CTh,
yTOO0 TMOKa3aThCsi HAYAJIBHUKY [...]3TO mpoucxoamio, kak 3ametrwsi OO010MOB
BITOCJIC/ICTBUH, OTTOTO, YTO €CTh TAKHE HAYAJIbHUKHU, KOTOPhIC B UCITYTaHHOM JIO
OJIypCHUS JIMIIC TIOAYNHEHHOTO,[..] BUIAT HE TOJHKO TOYTCHHE K cede, HO Jaxe
PEBHOCT, a MHOTJIA U CHOCOOHOCTH K CiTyk0e. 4°7]

Instead of playing an important role, the employees lose their individual identities in the
“commotion.” The label sueta emphasizes the pointlessness of such activity. This commotion is

not merely meaningless, however, it is actually harmful because it changes people:

And Il’ia II’ich suddenly grew timid without knowing why when the supervisor
entered the room, and his voice began disappearing and a different voice appeared
instead, thin and nasty, as soon as the supervisor spoke to him.

[U Unesa WUneuy BApyr poOen, caM He 3Has OTYEro, KOTAa HAaYalbHUK BXOIWI B
KOMHATy, ¥ y HEro CTaj MNpoIaaarb CBOW TOJIOC W SIBJISUICS KAaKOW-TO JPYToH,
TOHEHBKHHi 1 TaJIKHif, KaK CKOPO 3aroBapHBall ¢ HIM HadalbHUK. 4°8]

Oblomov’s visitors, whom we see in the very beginning of the novel, suggest that the nature of

456 Goncharov 183.
457 Goncharov 56.
458 1pid.
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state service has changed little since Oblomov left it. One of his visitors, a certain Sud’binskii,
who appears in the novel only once to speak to Oblomov about his job, gives us a picture of what
government service entails: trivial tasks, endless hours, and fear. The speaker, answering
Oblomov’s question about news and changes in the service, first suggests that there have been
many important changes. His list, however, includes only superficial rule changes that address

formalities rather than any practical issues:

Yes, there are a lot of changes: they got rid of “your faithful servant” in letters, now
you have to write “please accept the assurance”; we are no longer supposed to
provide two copies of the service records. They are adding three offices and two
special assignment officials.

[[la MHOrO KO€-uero: B nuchbMax OTMEHUJIM NHUCaTh "MOKOPHEUIIUH ciiyra," MUyt
"mpumuTe yBepeHue"; (HOpMYISPHBIX CIMCKOB IO JBa 3K3EMIUIIpa HE BEJICHO
MpEJCTaBIsATh. Y Hac MpUOaBISIOT TpU CTOJNA W JABYX YMHOBHHUKOB OCOOBIX
nopydenui. °°]

The triviality of the changes, especially the change in how one is required to sign one’s letters,
appears particularly comical when juxtaposed with the expansion of the staff and the long hours
that Sud’binskii has to work (eight to five in the chancellery, then eight to midnight at home).
Because there is no mention of any changes that actually seem to demand the long hours or
additional staff, the news of the expansion prompts us to agree with Oblomov’s judgment that

Sud’binskii is drowning in triviality:

You, my dear friend, are stuck in the mud up to your ears, - Oblomov thought
watching him leave. — He is blind, and deaf, and mute to everything else in the
world. But he’ll become important, he will be in charge of things, racking up
titles... We call that a career! But how little of a person is needed there: who needs
a mind, a will, feelings — what for? A luxury! He will live out his life and feel
nothing stir inside him...and meanwhile he works from eight to five in the
chancery, from eight to midnight at home — that poor man!

[VBs13, 1100€3HBIN APYT, MO YIIH YBS3, - 1ymMas O6I0MOB, MPOBOXKas €ro Ia3aMu.
-- U cnemn, u m1yX, ¥ HEM JJIsl BCETO OCTaJIbHOIO B MUpPE. A BBIIIET B JOIH, OyaeT
CO BPEMEHEM BOpOUaTh JeJaMH U YNHOB HAaXBaTaeT...Y HAac 3TO Ha3bIBAETCsI TOXKE

459 Goncharov 22.
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Kapbepoil! A Kak Majio TyT 4€JIOBEKa-TO HY>KHO: yMa €ro, BOJIHU, YyBCTBA -- 3a4€M
310? Pockonis! M mpo’kUBET CBOM BEK, M HE MOILIECBEIIMTCSA B HEM MHOIOE,
MHOTO€...A MEXIy TeM paboTaeT ¢ BOCBMH JI0 MATH B KAHLEISPUU, C BOCBMH JI0
JIIBEHAIIATH JOMA -- HECUYACTHBLIN! 460]

The meaninglessness of the job ensures, for Oblomov, that Sud’binskii entire life will be equally
wasted. He reduces Sud’binskii’s interests to finishing his tasks and getting promotions, concerns
which take up all his time and prevent any development of his mind, will or emotions. His
conclusion, “how little of a person is needed there,” creates an unbridgeable gap between
government service and being a decent human being, the gap that is made especially prominent
in the case of another minor character, Tarant’ev.

Tarant’ev is the only character engaged in service whose background and motivations are
revealed to the reader. He is also one of the only two characters in the novel who are portrayed as
thoroughly despicable. Tarant’ev ambitions, we find out, have to do with abusing his fellow men.
Curiously, one of the things we hear about his background has to do with his unfinished classical
education. At first, it seems that knowledge of Latin is tied to the boy’s potential, though we
soon find out that his Latin learning ended right around the time when he was beginning to try to
make sense of one of the basic Latin texts used in schools:

The boy was naturally gifted and mastered Latin grammar and syntax in three

years. He was starting to work on Cornelius Nepos, but his father decided that

what he already knew was enough and would give him a huge advantage over the

older generation and that future studies might hurt his chances of working in a

government office.

[CriocoGHBIi OT TPUPO/IBI MATBYKK B TPU TOJIa MPOILIEI JIATHHCKYIO TPAMMATHKY

U CUHTAaKCHUC U Haval Obuto pa3dupats Kopuenus Henora, Ho oTen pemu, 4yTo

JIOBOJIHO U TOTO, YTO OH 3HAJI, YTO YK M 3TH IMO3HAHUA Jal0T €My OTPOMHOE

NpEeMyIIE€CTBO HaZ CTAPbIM ITOKOJICHUEM U UYTO, HAKOHCII, )IﬂJ'IBHCfIHIHC 3aHATHUA
MOTYT, noxcanyﬁ, IMMOBPCAUTH CJ'Iy)K6C B IPUCYTCTBCHHBIX MCCTAaX. 461]

460 Goncharov 25.
461 Goncharov 38.
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This approach to the classics is a stark contrast to that of Oblomov and Stoltz portrayed above,
because it is linked not to ideals but to gaining an advantage over one’s fellow men in state
service. The interest is not in the works themselves, but in using the superficial familiarity for
abusing others. Moreover, it seems that any real knowledge of the classics was viewed as a
possible obstacle. Accordingly, Tarant’ev begins to forget his Latin: “The sixteen-year-old Mihei
did not know what to do with his Latin and began to forget it while living in his parents’ house”
(“LIecTHannaruineTnuit Muxei, He 3Has1, 4TO JeIaTh C CBOCH JIAThIHBIO, CTAJI B JIOME POJUTEIICH
3a0bIBaTh €e”’) and, once he joins the service, he abandons it entirely: “His Latin was useless in
Petersburg service” (“B merepOyprckoii ciry:x0e eMy Hedero ObLIO JeIaTh CO CBOCIO
nateiHBI0”)*%2 Here, there is an explicit opposition between service and a classical education, an
opposition that was also present in Oblomov’s experience and that he will bring up again when
talking to Stoltz about his country estate.

It is also important that the abandonment of classical learning happens simultaneously
with the gradual decline of Tarant’ev moral qualities and his involvement in State service. As he
begins service, he both becomes an increasingly bitter and abusive person and abandons his
Latin learning, and the simultaneity of these developments suggests at least a strong correlation.
Classical learning, then, is closely tied to a moral and noble life, as we see both in the example of
Oblomov and Stoltz and the counter-example of Tarant’ev.

The historical Rome

There is another Rome present in Oblomov, however, and it is a much more concrete,
historical and darker Rome than its Romantic artistic alternative. In this respect, the novel differs

from other works of Goncharov. In most cases, classical references are positive and connected

462 Goncharov 39.
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with ideals (in the case of Raisky, Kozlov, Aduev and other characters of The Precipice and A
Common Story, the two other novels that are often grouped together with Oblomov in a sort of a
trilogy, though Oblomov is by far Goncharov’s best known work), as they were in the youthful
aspirations of Oblomov and Stoltz. References to Roman history are uncommon in the works of
Goncharov, and they occur more frequently in Oblomov than in Goncharov’s earlier or later
writing.

These references to the historical Rome point primarily to the 1st century B.C, a
tumultuous period characterized by political instability, civil war, proscriptions, bloodshed and
the official demise of the Republic. Importantly, all of these references are reminders of the
negative aspects of this period, and they form another alternative to Oblomov’s inaction and
refusal to participate in political and social life. Unlike the Romantically-conceived Rome of his
youth, however, this active, historical ancient Rome is destructive rather than restorative, both to
the individual and to society. This use of history complicates the readings of the novel that point
to “historical time as the triumphant force in the temporal realm”*®® (as opposed to Oblomov’s
idealized cyclical time in the country). Although this force may be triumphant in that it
overcomes other approaches to life and attempts to escape it, its moral standing can no longer be
taken as unambiguously positive. At the very least, it will lead us to ask at what human cost this
triumph is achieved.

The references to historical Rome occur in the narrative moments where we see a
possibility of an active involvement in society or a drastic change in Oblomov’s life and
behavior. They occur at points where either Stoltz or Olga, the two catalysts that could, but

ultimately fail to, inspire Oblomov to abandon his escapism in favor of an active life. At first,

463 A view that comes out in Aleksandr Tseitlin’s I. A. Goncharov, as Christine Borowec points out. See “Time after
Time: The Temporal Ideology of Oblomov.”
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they seem humorous and out of place, a reflection of Oblomov’s delusions of grandeur. For
instance, during Stoltz’s first visit, Oblomov compares him to Brutus, one of the assassins of
Julius Caesar. The comparison is completely incongruous, since Stoltz is simply trying to get
Oblomov to leave his house and, eventually, take charge of his life, yet Oblomov perceives this
encouragement as a murderous betrayal. Throughout the novel, Stoltz acts as Oblomov’s
protector, keeping track of his estate and finances and protecting him against those who try to
take advantage of his incompetence and gullibility. Oblomov’s comparison here is mostly
humorous, though he is prone to seeing himself in opposition to the world, so the joke is likely to
contain a measure of accusation. An allusion to Caesar lies in yet another evocation of Roman
history by Oblomov. In contemplating his life with Olga, Oblomov compares his decision to get
married to crossing the Rubicon, the act that signaled the beginning of the civil war in Rome in
49 B.C. As in the previous case, the comparison seems incongruous and is, therefore, comical.
On its own, it would likely be merely amusing rather than provocative.

However, though Oblomov is certainly no Caesar and there is no reason to think that the
allusions are meant to characterize Oblomov himself, these references remind us of a specific
period of Roman history, and the choice is so consistent that it does not seem coincidental. In a
conversation with Stoltz, where Oblomov paints a picture of his ideal life and opposes his
imaginary ideal life to what he perceives to be the reality of an active political life, he once again
refers, in what seems to be a less delusional way, to the same period of Roman history. In his
picture of his life in the country, Oblomov uses words and images that signal a Roman context.
Significantly, it is Rome of the same period, the first century B.C. For instance, in mentioning
the pleasant silence that comes during a conversation he includes the specification that the

silence is not related to a senatorial case, and that the conversations, when they happen, are never
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“philippics with foam on the lips.”*®* The philippics were vitriolic condemnations of Mark
Antony composed by Cicero in 44 and 43 B.C.*®° intended to “induce the Senate to declare war
on Antony and proclaim him a public enemy.”*®® Ultimately, Cicero did not succeed and was
eventually proscribed and assassinated. Although the term “philippic” itself may, in common
usage, refer only to a vehement speech against someone, the term itself carries very specific
historical associations, much like “Brutus” or “the Rubicon.”

Strikingly, even the aria that Oblomov loves and imagines sung in Oblomovka (and then
hears Olga perform when they meet), “Casta Diva,” suggests similar associations. This aria is
from Bellini’s 1831 opera, Norma, set in 50 B.C. in Gaul shortly after Caesar’s conquest.
Although Oblomov points exclusively to an emotional and aesthetic experience of the aria
(“There is so much sadness in these notes!...And no one around knows anything...She is

2

alone...Her secret is a burden, she entrusts it to the moon...” ("Kakas rpycTs 3an0xeHa B 3T
3ByKu!... HUKTO He 3HaeT HU4Yero Bokpyr...OHa ofHa... TailHa TATOTUT ee; OHa BBEPSIET €€
nyre..."*7)), the setting of the opera once again brings in a number of associations of historical
political violence, which are so pervasive that they have found their way even into Oblomov’s
imagined state, which tries to exclude both politics and history.

Although none of these allusions are elaborated upon explicitly and, in fact, they seem to
play a relatively minor role in their specific immediate context, there is nevertheless a combined

effect that associates the historical Rome and, in turn, participation in Russian public life with

political violence and fear, because all of the historical Roman references are linked to war,

464 Goncharov 178.

465 They were based on earlier speeches of Demosthenes, but because Oblomov also mentions the senate and makes
use of a Horatian epode in the same passage, it is safe to conclude that the philippics he was alluding to are the ones
composed by Cicero.

466 Conte 185.

467 Goncharov 179.
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gladiatorial combat (see below), and political persecution — all different forms of political
violence. Incidentally, the same can be said of Oblomov’s “sequel” to Oblomov, the novel The
Precipice, where the only historical reference to Rome alludes to the destruction of Jerusalem,
once again linking the historical Rome specifically to death and destruction, even though, once
again, the allusion is made in passing rather than elaborated upon extensively. Curiously, it seems
that these allusions only convey this particular effect when viewed separately from their
immediate usage, because the seemingly hyperbolic and comical usage of them, combined with
the general unreliability of Oblomov as a narrator, obscures the specific pattern of these
allusions. It is only when they are combined that one can feel their effect, which is important less
for the specific events (there is, after all, no civil war that Oblomov has any chance of beginning
in Russia) than for a general impression, a sense of fear of lurking death and violence that is
associated with participating in public life. There are no specific allusions either to other periods
of Roman history or to less violent Roman history, and this absence of alternatives suggests that
any involvement in history will inevitably be a destructive one, even if the particular way of
perishing might be different.

In a striking confirmation of Oblomov’s otherwise apparently hyperbolic views, the
narrator (who is said to be recounting Stoltz’s account of Oblomov’s life) makes the following
unexpected announcement after Oblomov’s death: “He was born and raised not to be a gladiator
for the arena but a peaceful spectator of the fight” (“U poawics u BocnuTaH oH ObUT HE KaK
TTauaTop /IS apeHsl, a Kak MUPHEIH 3putens 60s°**%). This pronouncement is striking because
it once again relies on a Roman allusion, not exclusively linked to the first century B.C. but one

that certainly evokes violence and death, to characterize an active life that would be the

468 Goncharov 474.
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alternative for Oblomov’s inaction. The same characterization is repeated in the second half of
the quote, where “the battle” underscores the image of violence evoked by “gladiator” and
“arena.” The reference to the arena is likely to evoke in the reader the image of the Colosseum,
the best known of the arenas, and an imperial project; the gladiatorial games themselves are often
associated with imperial spectacles. This characterization is surprising, because such
pronouncements have, until now, been only made by Oblomov and it was unclear whether they
were merely a product of his hyperbolic imagination. And yet, it does suggest that we cannot
consider Oblomov simply a reflection “of the progressive idea: criticism of the inertia, laziness,

apathy...so characteristic for Russian gentry,”*%°

that his comical and hyperbolic opinions may
actually reflect an understanding, whether rational or intuitive, of a deeper underlying context of

his historical circumstances.

What is to be done? (Not much)
The escape from the political occurs through the idyllic and mythological approaches,

which are combined in Oblomov’s dream and descriptions of his country estate. Classical
references are by far most prominent in these episodes of the novel, so, in a way, they offer us
the underlying foundation for the distinctions on which the novel relies. The nature of these
allusions is no longer historical, as Oblomov first retreats into the idyllic realm, which functions
as a transition for the escape from active political life, and then into the mythological realm.
While the idyllic still has a Roman historical connection because it is based on Horace’s second
epode (inflected by the previous Russian tradition of the “pastoral impulse,” advocating retreat
“into the self, into the family, into the benign, quiet, familiar landscape of the estate”*’0), the

mythological is Greek, which perhaps emphasizes the extent of Oblomov’s escapism.

49 A Tseitlin, I. A. Goncharov, 152.
470 Newlin 5.
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This distinction between the Roman and the Greek seems significant because at the end
of the novel, when the narrator tells us that Oblomov had not been born a “gladiator for the
arena,” Oblomov is also referred to as a “Plato of Oblomovka” ("o610omosckuit ITnaron"4'?), a
label that is specifically in opposition to “gladiator” in the passage. Although the comparison is
ironic, because the narrator goes on to say that such philosophy lulled him to sleep and let him
avoid dealing with life’s questions, the basic distinctions remain the same as they are elsewhere
in the novel: the Roman reference is historical and violent, whereas the Greek reference provides
an escape from this historical violence. At the same time, however, it is also soporific — a
prevalent characteristic of Oblomov’s escapist fantasies. I will discuss this sleepy escapism after
examining the idyllic allusions in Oblomov’s conversation with Stoltz.

As I mentioned above, the historical Rome appears in Oblomov’s justification for
choosing his country estate over an active political and social life, and may provide an answer to
the question of which of the ancients Stoltz was referring to when he said that Oblomov reasons
like them. The rejection of an active life is itself patterned on a Roman literary example — there
are strong allusions to Horace’s poetry informing Oblomov’s reasoning, specifically to Horace’s
second epode. Horace himself participated in the events alluded to by the historical references to
ancient Rome discussed above, fighting for the losing army at Philippi in 42 B.C.,*’? receiving a
pardon after the war but losing his estate, and living through the years of proscriptions,
confiscations, and continuous civil conflict.*"3

The epodes were composed between 42 and 31 B.C., and were likely a “’response’ to the

crisis of the end of the Republic,” since five of the seventeen Epodes explicitly address recent

471 Goncharov 474.
472 The battle where Brutus and Cassius were defeated by Octavian and Mark Antony.
473 For Horace’s biography, see Lindsay C. Watson, 4 Commentary on Horace’s Epodes.
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history.*”* The second epode, then, is firmly entrenched in historical and political experience,
even though there is disagreement about what the connection is and how the poem is to be read.
Moreover, it may be important for Goncharov that Horace himself was a witness, a participant,
and a victim of political violence. Finally, regardless of the historical reality of Horace’s
relationship to power and his pro-Augustus poems, his poetry had been coded as a rejection of
political involvement (and, in this, a contrast to Vergil’s endorsement of and affiliation with the
emperor) by a number of earlier Russian writers, including Derzhavin and Pushkin, so it may
likewise be important that he chose the Horatian model to portray the turn to the idyllic even
though Vergil’s Eclogues could offer an equally valid “highly civilized urban sensibility” that is
“a reaction against certain aspects of the culture and material environment of the city.”*” The
appearance of this poem as the foundation for Oblomov’s reasoning, combined with his early
enthusiasm for and subsequent criticisms of state service, suggests that we cannot simply dismiss
him as “a mere dreamer (albeit an attractive one), unable to take action and participate in life.”*’®
From its early appearance in Russia in the eighteenth century, the pastoral tradition was
fully implicated in a political struggle and the opposition to state-dominated life by presenting a
better, more ethically and morally sound alternative. I have already discussed its most famous
Russian adaptation, Derzhavin’s “To Eugene. Life at Zvanka,” in an earlier chapter. Curiously, it
seems that Goncharov is actually alluding both to the original Horatian poem, with which he
would have been familiar from his university education, and the expanded version of Derzhavin,

which transferred the poem specifically into the Russian countryside, to Derzhavin’s estate of

Zvanka. The question of which poem he is actually referring to (or how he combines the two) is

474 David Mankin, Epodes, 6.
475 Robert Coleman, Eclogues, 1.
478 A conclusion that Christine Borowec also finds unreasonable (Borowec 561).
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important because of the overall tone of the poem, which determines whether one takes its
assertions as earnest statement about the virtues of country life or as satire containing
“misgivings about the possibility and morality of escapism.”’” As has been pointed out, one way
to interpret Horace’s second epode is satirical, since the speaker turns out to be a money lender
who is unlikely to spend any time in the country.*’® This tone underlies Oblomov’s idyllic
narrative as well, since we suspect that he, too, will never return to his country estate, and that he
has neither the experience nor the ability to run this estate.

Derzhavin’s version, on the other hand, contains no irony. It is written at Zvanka, not in
St. Petersburg, and there is no sense that the narrator, presumably the author himself, since the
poem is written in the first person and contains biographical information, is incapable of living in
the country. Instead, it conveys sincere disillusionment and rejection of a political courtly life,
with which the poet was intimately familiar, in favor of a moral, philosophical, and artistically
rich life in the country.

It may be that Goncharov wants to combine the tone of both poems — from Derzhavin, he
borrows the sincere, familiar disillusionment with state service and the life that one is expected
to live in the city, whereas from Horace he borrows the satirical portrayal of the escapist
fantasies of the speaker and the implication that these are merely fantasies that will not be
fulfilled.

The beginning of Horace’s epode lists what the speaker wishes to avoid by moving away

from the city:

Blessed is the man who, far from business Beatus ille qui procul negotiis,

hassles, ut prisca gens mortalium

works his parental land with his oxen, paterna rura bubus exercet suis
477 Mankin 64.

478 §.J. Heyworth, “Horace’s Second Epode,” 71-85. The same point is made in the commentaries and other
scholarship.
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as did the ancient race of men, solutus omni fenore

free from all monetary interest, neque excitatur classico miles truci
and who is not summoned, a soldier, neque horret iratum mare

by the fierce sound of the trumpet, forumque vitat et superba civium
nor fears the raging sea, and who avoids potentiorum limina®’®

the forum and the proud thresholds
of more powerful men

Oblomov follows a similar formula in articulating what his estate will allow him to avoid:
Just think, you would not see a single pale, suffering face, no troubles, no questions about

the senate, the exchange, bonds, reports, visits to the minister, ranks, or raises. Only
sincere conversation!

[Ter mogymaii, 4To Thl He yBUAAl Obl HM OJHOTO OJIEAHOTO, CTPaJANbueCKOro JIWIIa,
HUKaKOH 3a00ThI, HM OJJHOTO BOIIPOCA O CeHare, 0 Oupike, 00 aKIUsIX, O JOKJIaaax, O

InpueMe y MUHUCTpPA, O YHHAX, O HpI/I6aBKe CTOJIOBBIX ACHCT. A Bce Ppa3roBOp.I 110 I[yme!
480]

Several of the concerns replicate those of Horace — the obligation to visit the powerful figures,
for instance, identifies visits to a minister with the position of a client in Rome; the concern with
profit is present in both texts, the Senate corresponds to the Roman Forum and, of course, echoes
the Roman institution of the same name. He also substitutes a number of concerns, mostly of a
financial and bureaucratic nature for the aversion to war and seafaring. It is possible that by
“downgrading” Horace’s concerns, Goncharov points, agreeing with Derzhavin, to the more
trivial nature of contemporary urban concerns. There is no need to worry about land or naval
warfare; instead, it is bureaucracy that is threatening one’s life. On the other hand, the
substitution can be taken to mean that the mire of bureaucracy is as destructive to one’s life as
warfare, or it can be read as another piece of evidence that Oblomov is prone to exaggeration.
Perhaps it is a combination of all of these purposes, since we see the trivial nature of
contemporary state service, its soul-killing effect, and Oblomov’s hyperbolic imagination in

other parts of the novel. At the same time, however, we may recall that much of the novel was

479 Mankin 28.
“80 Original: (Oblomov 180)
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written during or immediately after the Crimean War (1853-1856), so the concerns about war and
violence are not as remote as Oblomov’s overt content might suggest.

Regardless, Oblomov’s main concern appears to be philosophical, as was the case with
Derzhavin — his explicit concern is not so much the practical effects of these various events but
the emptiness and superficiality of such occupations. In this he echoes Derzhavin’s formulation:
“’Everything is vanity!’ I reflect with a sigh” (“Bc€ cyera cyer! s, Bo3nbixas, Mmar”’). Both
speakers experience disillusionment with state service and its meaninglessness at best and
destructiveness at worst. Whereas Horace’s narrator merely lists what he wishes to avoid by
leaving the capital, Derzhavin and Goncharov explain why leaving these behind is admirable
and, in both cases, the motivation is moral. They are both part of the tradition of placing the
ethical and moral center away from the political, depicting and condemning ambition and

hostility as the underlying motivations for such activities:

Derzhavin:
I look at passions, at the deeds of ancient and ~ Ha ctpacTu, Ha nena 3pro IpeBHUX, HOBBIX
new times, BEKOB,
And I see nothing except love for oneself He Buzas Huuero, kpome I00BU OJTHOU
And brawls of men K cebe u npaku yenoBekoB”

Goncharov:

No one has a clear, calm gaze [...] everyone infects each other with some
tormenting worry, anguish, they keep seeking something. And if they at least
sought the truth, or some good for themselves or others — no, they grow pale
hearing about the successes of their acquaintances. One worries about making it
to a government office tomorrow, his case has been going on for five years, the
other side is winning, and for five years he has carried a single thought in his
head, a single wish — to trip his opponent and to build his own well-being upon
the fall.” And underneath these various concerns, “there lies an emptiness, an
absence of sympathy for anything!”

[Hu y xoro sicCHOTO, TOKOWHOTO B3TJISAA [...| BCE 3apaXkatoTcsl APYT OT apyra
KaKO-TO My4YHTEIbHOM 3a00TOM, TOCKOH, 00JIe3HEHHO 4ero-To uiryT. M mo6po Obl
WCTUHBI, O1ara ce0e 1 IPyruM - HET, OHH OJICIHEIOT OT ycIiexa ToBapuia, Y
OJTHOTO 3a00Ta: 3aBTpa B MPUCYTCBEHHOE MECTO 3alTH, €TI0 MATHINM IO/ TSHETCS,

204



IOpOTHBHAA CTOPOHA OAO0JICBACT, U OH IIATH JICT HOCHUT OAHY MBLICJIb B I'OJIOBC, OAHO

KeJaHHUe - COMThH C HOT JJPYroro W Ha €ro MaJCHHH BHICTPOUTH 3IaHUE CBOETO

6narococtosuns. 8! [...Jkpoercs mycToTa, OTCYTCTBHE CHMIATHH KO Beemy. 48]
And yet, Goncharov’s disillusionment is so profound that it also undermines the alternatives —
both the idyllic alternative that Oblomov paints and the paradise for which his escapism strives.
While there is much evidence that Oblomov is correct in his criticisms of state service and
contemporary society, he is not permitted to follow the pastoral conventions to simply criticize
reality and escape into fantasy. In part, this criticism is already present in Horace’s epode.
Horace’s narrator “betrays the speaker’s ignorance of authentic country life”” and his descriptions
occur in a “such a way as to minimize the effort and maximize the pleasure involved.”*® To a
large extent, this criticism can be applied to pastoral writing in general. As Newlin writes, “it is
an essentially /iterate and literary act, [originating], pretensions to simplicity notwithstanding,
from a vantage point of sophistication,” “from a city,” “for it is precisely this distance that makes
it possible to look back and yearn.”*8*

Oblomov’s description goes even further. Unlike Horace’s or Derzhavin’s narrators, he
does not even attempt to claim that he will be performing other work as an alternative to these
concerns of urban life. While earlier Russian writers relying on the pastoral tradition proposed an
alternative and nobler work, such as writing, or gardening, Oblomov seems more concerned with
doing nothing. This change points to the extent of Oblomov’s escapism and makes us question
the underlying morality of his motives. In fact, we mostly see him watching others work for him

— it is the gardener who is doing the gardening, not Oblomov himself. The only activities we see

Oblomov perform consistently are talking and eating. So, while the criticisms of the political and

481 Goncharov 174.
482 Goncharov 175.
483 Watson 93.
484 Newlin 20.
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social life that Oblomov seeks to escape seem to be supported by his own personal experience,
the portrayal of other characters who are somehow involved in service, and by allusions to other
writers and their criticisms, the response to them is portrayed as inadequate because the
ultimately goal of this escape no longer appears to be noble.

In the early, eighteenth-century adaptations of this epode, the concluding lines were often
left out. By the time of Pushkin and his contemporaries, however, there was quite a bit of irony
caused by the discrepancy “between a poeticized, pastoral vision of Russia and rural life and the
prosy, unpastoral reality of the Russian countryside.”*®® In short, the genre itself had been subject
to criticism and irony for quite a while before Oblomov. It had also been subjected to a social and
political reassessment, as we saw in the case of Pushkin’s response to the epode — “The Village”
— which introduced historical reality and its underlying oppression and exploitation into the
idyllic depiction of life in the country, pointing to the discrepancies between the narrative and the
lived reality.

In Goncharov, however, the overt criticism 1s focused not so much on these discrepancies,
though they must linger in the background, as on Oblomov and his motives — in a way,
Goncharov restores Horace’s conclusion by bringing attention not to the inadequacies or social
dynamics of the Russian countryside but to the speaker himself. The narrator does not allow
complacency, and we see the shortcomings of this idyllic picture, in the way that is implied by
Horace’s conclusion. These shortcomings and escapism are exposed more explicitly in Oblomov,
as Stoltz actually engages with Oblomov’s pronouncements. When, before describing the toil-
less paradise, Oblomov offers a criticism of the motivations of city life and suggests instead that

one should “choose a modest hard-working path” ("u36parb ckpoMHYI0, TPYIOBYIO TPOITUHKY ),

485 Newlin 32 & 36.
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perhaps suggesting the humble work in the country, Stoltz questions this intention and its
fulfilment, to which Oblomov can only say, “Well as soon as I finish...the plan...” ("a BoT s
KOHUY TONBKO...TiaH...”*8®) and continue offering uncertain excuses punctuated by ellipses. When
Stoltz offers practical suggests for making the dream a reality, Oblomov refuses and finds
excuses for not going:

Oblomov: I would go to the country.

Stoltz: What’s stopping you?

Oblomov: The plan is not finished. Plus I wouldn’t go alone, I’d go with a wife
Stoltz: Ah! I see! Well, Godspeed. What are you waiting for? In three or four years no one will
want to marry you...

Oblomov: Well, I guess it’s not meant to be! —[...] — My finances don’t allow it
Stoltz: What do you mean, what about Oblomovka? Three hundred souls!
Oblomov: So what? That’s not enough to live on with a wife!

Stoltz: That’s plenty for two!

Oblomov: - And when we have kids?

Stoltz: You’ll bring them up and they’ll provide for themselves...

[ -- Ja kak! Yexai Obl B IepeBHIO.

-- Yro x Tebe memaeT?

-- [Inan He xoH4eH. [ToToMm 51 OB yexail He OJTUH, a C KEHOM.

-- A! Bot uto! Hy, ¢ 6orom. Yero x ToI sxxaemis? Emie rona Tpu -- 4eTbipe, HUKTO 3a TeOs He
TTOMET...

-- Urto nenath, He cynbOa! -- ckazan OO1I0MOB, B310XHYB. -- COCTOSHUE HE MO3BOJISAECT!
-- [Tomunyi, a O6momoBka? Tpucra mymr!

-- Tak urto %? YeM TyT KUTb, C JKEHOU?

-- BisoeMm, ueM KHUTh!

-- A netu nonyt?

-- Jletreli BocniuTaellb, CaMH JIOCTaHYyT; yMEH HalpaBUTh UX TaK...]

By having Stoltz actually offer practical advice about going to Oblomovka, Goncharov allows
the possibility of turning the idyllic into the real rather than a distance and impossible ideal. It is
now not a dream but a real choice and an opportunity to go beyond the limitations imposed by
the pastoral genre. The fact that Oblomov refuses this option brings to light what is often

suggested but not explicitly stated in the pastoral genre — that the speaker has no interest of

486 Goncharov 175.
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fulfilling his ideal. In the end, it is clear that Oblomov’s ideal is important to him not as a goal
but as a justification for refusing to act.
Oblomov’s dream and the escape into mythological time[lessness]

Oblomov’s flight from his contemporary reality does not end in the pastoral genre — it
transports us all the way into the mythical paradise that his idyll aims to recapture, and this
paradise, in turn, gets scrutinized and is likewise shown to be an inadequate and morally suspect
alternative. At first glance, however, it seems that the imagined Oblomovka exists in a Golden
Age, the mythological timeless space free from suffering and toil that is alluded to by the first
word of Horace’s epode that serves as the transition from the historical to the mythological.*8’
The beginning of Oblomov’s dream, which serves as an illustration of life on his estate, begins
with an echo of the beginning of Horace’s epode: “Where are we? In what blessed corner of the
earth did Oblomov’s dream transport us?” (“I'ne Mb1? B kakoii 6J1aro0CI0BEHHBIN YTOJIOK 3eMITH
nepenec Hac con O6momoBa?”*®). The word “blessed” (“6marocnoBennsrii”), is a direct
translation of “beatus,” and the fact that we have already been transported to this place implies
that the goal has been reached, that we have managed to escape into a place that still exists in a
Golden Age.

The paradise myth, as Stephen Baehr points out, has a long history in the Russia,
especially starting in the eighteenth century, when Biblical and classical sources (such as Ovid’s
Metamorphoses or Vergil’s Aeneid or, more commonly, his fourth eclogue) became blended and
used interchangeably, “whether labeled ‘paradise,’ ‘golden age,” ‘Elysium,’ ‘Fortunate Islands,’

‘promised land,” ‘Eden,’ ‘heaven on earth,’ ‘Arcadia,” ‘peaceable kingdom,’ or even ‘Hesperides,’

487 “Beatus reflects the common belief that the life of the farmer was a throwback to the felicity of the Golden Age”
Watson 87.

488 Oblomov 98; Heather Buckser, too, calls attention to this sentence and the way it connects the dream to the
tradition of “genuinely grateful pastoral scenes” (Buckser 180).
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the ideal place or time [...] described through identical details, drawn from a single reservoir of
paradisal motifs.”*%® Baehr goes on to list a number of other features of this paradise myth, such
as the abundance reflected on “lexical level” conveyed by details, the “negative formula, which
defined ideal places and times not through the presence of positive qualities but through the
absence of negative ones” and “provided a particularly good vehicle for social criticism,
picturing paradise as excluding undesirable qualities present in society of the author,” the theme
of harmony between humans and nature, paratactic syntax, “adding one paradisal detail to
another with no logical or inevitable order, and, the “panegyric and propagandistic purposes” for

which these myths have been used.*%

Mikhail Lomonosov, for instance, adapted Vergil’s fourth
eclogue in his panegyric of Elizabeth and Peter, which I discussed in my first chapter.

In the nineteenth century, however, we find implicit commentary on the “impossibility of
a golden age in an era of autocracy,” an opposition we find, for instance, in Pushkin’s “Bronze

2 ¢

Horseman,” “which overturns many of the eighteenth-century themes and patterns [by]
portraying Peter the Great creating not a golden age but an age of bronze, the forerunner of the
(contemporary) iron age.”*®! Thus, Goncharov is writing after both the construction of the
paradise myth and its rejection, and it seems reasonable to think that we are meant to have both
of these in mind when we read about Oblomov’s paradise, especially since Goncharov makes use
of a number of the paradise myth features (harmony with nature, accumulation of positive details

conveying abundance, absence of work and suffering, the triumph of good over evil), while

ultimately undermining the ideal and making it seem impossible given the current circumstances.

489 Stephen Baehr, The Paradise Myth in Eighteenth-Century Russia: Utopian Patterns in Early Secular Russian
Literature and Culture, 2.

4% Baehr 2-9. See his chapter on “The ‘Language’ of Paradise” for more specific features and examples of these
features in various European sources.

491 Baehr 165. In his epilogue, Baehr links the turn to Republican Rome (and away from the Imperial Rome) to the
“new Rome theme to challenge the autocratic myth of Russia as Rome restored and the official paradise myth of
which it had become part.”
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Again, however, we are dealing with associations, echoes and suggestions rather than any
explicit commentary from the narrator.

Goncharov departs from the straightforward paradise myth tradition in important ways.
In the first place, he gives his paradise myth a more specific foundation. Although he does make
use of a number of sources both in the classical and the Russian tradition, he ties the introduction
of his paradise dream specifically to Horace’s poem and the rejection of a political and social
life, generalized to participating in history. He also undermines a number of these features — the
“locus amoenus” is no longer very pleasant, nature ultimately seems threatening rather than
harmonious, and, perhaps most importantly, the paradise eventually seems to take on a number
of negative characteristics that Oblomov wishes to escape by refusing to participate in state
service.

Classical references are more numerous in the description of Oblomov’s dream than
elsewhere in the novel, but, significantly, we mostly encounter explicitly Greek, and specifically
Greek mythological allusions here, in contrast to the Roman allusions used to refer to actual
contemporary life. These allusions are merged with Russian folklore of legendary, pre-historic
times, placing Oblomov into a different temporality than that of history; the preference of one
also signifies the rejection of the other. At the same time, however, the escape is imperfect, and
we soon see that the atmosphere of fear pervades even this mythological realm that is supposed
to be safe and comfortable. Perhaps because the escape is merely a reaction to Oblomov’s reality,
the dangerous alternative circumscribes and threatens its existence. Even more strikingly,
however, we can notice a number of similarities between this supposed fulfillment of the
paradise myth and the criticisms of social life that Oblomov offers us — we see the same sleep,

the same stagnation, loss of agency, loss of identity, and fear that he wants to avoid. The Golden
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Age paradise myth ends up actually being the same thing as its alternative, which undermines the
binaries of Horace, Derzhavin, and the pastoral tradition in general, and suggests that the
circumstances of life as they currently are cannot be escaped, whether in a city or outside of it.
At first glance, life in Oblomovka appears calm and satisfied, never changing and
proceeding according to a cyclical temporal pattern which emphasizes sameness, repetition, and
reliance on familiar patterns. One may conclude that the inhabitants “live their lives in peace and

quiet,”492

a striking contrast to the commotion and danger of urban life. A number of details
emphasize this cyclical temporality, including the placement of the description into a dream.
Dmitrii Likhachev gives special significance to this placement, arguing, “The dream serves as
the justification of the slow flow of time in this Oblomovka. A dream is a method of typification,
the main component of which is the indication of slow change or unchangeable slowness,
rhythmic alternation, repeatability and lack of responsibility for events, which seem submerged
in slumber. It’s not Oblomov who is asleep — it is nature, Oblomovka, life.” 4%

This dreamlike and timeless state is emphasized by the mythological allusions in this part
of the novel. Borowec briefly mentions these classical allusions, arguing, “references to classical
authors and myths made specifically in conjunction with the dream-like idyllic stages in
Oblomov’s life emphasize his cyclical time system...”*%* It seems notable to me that she notices
only these Greek allusions, not the Roman connections, with the exception of the reference to a
gladiator at the end of the novel, which she mentions but does not explain, treating it as part of

the cluster that that emphasizes Oblomov’s cyclical temporality. Still, her remark is accurate for

this part of the novel, though, again I would want to say Greek rather than classical allusions to

492 Wes 311.
493 Dmitrii Likhachev, ITosmuxa dpeenepycckoii aumepamypei.
49 Borowec 570.

211



distinguish them from the Roman ones.

The Greek references appear both as stories and as similes for the way of life in
Oblomovka. The comparisons here evoke a number of Greek tales, including the /liad, the
Odyssey, the journey of the Argonauts, the distant land of Colchis, and the labors of Hercules:

[The nanny] told him about the fears of our Achilleses and Ulysseses, about the
prowess of II’ya of Murom, Dobrynia Nikitich, Alesha Popovich, about Polkan-
bogatyr, about the Pilgrim Cripple, about how they traveled around Rus’, defeated
scores of infidels, how they competed to see who could drink a goblet of bitter
wine in one breath...

With the simplicity and good-naturedness of Homer, with the same lifelike
authenticity of the details and depth of images she put into his memory the iliad of
the Russian life, composed by our Homeridae of those distant times when man
still could not deal with the dangers and mysteries of nature and life, when he
trembled before the werewolf, and the forest spirits, and sought protection from
Alesha Popovich from the misfortunes that surrounded him when wonders ruled
the air, the water, the forest and the fields.

Listening to his nanny’s stories about our golden fleece — the Firebird, about the
obstacles and the secrets of the magic castle, the boy either imagined himself the
hero of the feat, feeling goosebumps on his back, or suffered along with the brave
man’s misfortunes.

[[Hsius1] moBecTBYeT eMy O MOABUTax HAIUX AXWIIOB U YIHUCCOB, 00 ynanu Unbu
Mypowmria, Jlo6peiaun Hukutnaa, Anemm [lonoBuua, o [Monkane-6orarsipe, o
Koneuute npoxoxeM, 0 TOM, Kak OHH CTPaHCTBOBaJH 10 Pycu, mo6uBanu
HECMETHBIE TTOJTYHUIIa 6aCypMaHOB, KaK COCTS3AJIUCh B TOM, KTO OJHUM JTyXOM

BBIIIBCT Yapy 3CJICHA BUHA U HC KPAKHET... 495

Ona ¢ moctoToto u 1o0ponymuem ['omepa, ¢ TOIO ke )KUBOTPENELYIE0
BEPHOCTHIO MOAPOOHOCTEH U pebe(PHOCThIO KapTHH BiIaraja B AETCKYIO MaMATh
Y BOOOpaXeHHE UITNAAY PYCCKOM KU3HH, CO3/IaHHYI0 HAIIMMU TOMEPUAAMH TE€X
TYMaHHBIX BPEMCH, KOIZla YCJIOBCK €1IC HE JTaanJI C OMaCHOCTAMH U TalHaMH
MIPUPOJIBI U KHU3HU, KOT/Ia OH TPENeTall U Tepe] 000POTHEM, U Mepe JICITUM U Y
Axemmu ITommoBrya mckan 3aIIUTEI OT OKPYXXAaBIIUX €TI0 66}1, KOrga M B BO3yXE, U

B BOJC, U B JICCY, U B ITIOJIC HAPCTBOBAJIN YYyACCa. 496

Crnymas oT HSHU CKa3KU O HAlLlEM 3010mom pyHe — Kap-nmuye, 0 Iperpajgax u
TafHUKaX BOJIIEOHOTO 3aMKa, MAJIBYUK TO OOPHIICS, BOOOpaxkas ce0st repoemM
MOJIBUTa, — U MYPAIIKH O€rajiy y Hero Mo CIuHe, TO CTpajai 3a HeyJauH

495 bid. 116.
4% 1hid. 117.
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xpabpena. 497]

Blending real everyday life in Oblomovka with these mythical tales, Goncharov compares
geographical locations with places from Greek tales, the inhabitants of Oblomovka to Olympian
gods, and their perception of the world to that of “the ancients™:

At certain times the peasants brought their bread to the near dock on the Volga,
which was their Colchis and their Pillars of Hercules; twice a year some of them
went to the fair, and, beyond that, they had no contact with anyone. They knew that
there was a “province” eighty miles away, that there was the provincial capital, but
very few of them ever went there; they also knew that farther away there were
Saratov and Nizhnii; they had heard of Moscow and Petersburg, and that beyond
Petersburg there are Frenchmen and Germans. Beyond that, for them as for the
ancients, began the dark world, the unknown lands, populated by monsters, two-
headed people, giants; then there was darkness — and, finally, everything ended with
the fish that is holding up the world.

... Their way of life was prepared and given to them by their parents, who accepted
it from their grandfather, who received it from his great-grandfather, with the
bidding to guard its integrity and sanctity like Vesta’s*®® fire. ..

...everyone remembered the amusing incident, everyone is roaring with laughter,
for a long time, together, like the Olympian gods...

[KpecThsine B m3BeCTHOE BpeMsi BO3WIM XJieO Ha Onrpkaiiinyro nmpuctanb k Bomre,
KoTopas Obuia ux Konxuaol M repkyaecoBBIMU CTOJNMAMH, a pa3 B TOJ €3IUIH
HEKOTOpBIE Ha SpMapKy, U O0jee HUKAKUX CHOIICHWH HU ¢ KeM He umenu. OHu
3HAllM, YTO B BOCBMHJIECATH BEPCTaX OT HUX OblIa «TyOepHUS», TO €CTh
TyOepHCKUN TOpOJI, HO PElIKUE €3Kalli TyAa; MOTOM 3HAJIM, YTO TOJAbIIE, TaM,
CaparoB nnu Hwxnuit; cineixanu, uro ectb MockBa u Ilutep, uto 3a [lurepom
KUBYT (DpaHIly3bl WIIH HEMIIBI, a Jlajiee YKe HAYMHAJICS JIs1 HUX, KaK JJIs IPEBHUX,
TEMHBII MUp, HEU3BECTHBIE CTPAHbI, HACEJICHHBIC UYIOBHILAMHU, JTIOABMHU O JIBYX
roJIOBax, BEJIMKaHAMM; TaM CJIEIOBAJI MpaK — M, HAKOHEIL, BCE OKAHYMBAJIOCH TOM
pBIOOIA, KOTOpast AEPKUT Ha ceOe 3eMITIO. 499

Hopma >xu3Hu Obl1a rOTOBA U MPENOAaHa UM POJUTEISIMU, a T€ MPUHSIIHA €€, TOKE
TOTOBYIO, OT JISAYIIKH, a ISAYIIKA OT MPAIEAYIIKH, C 3aBETOM OJFOCTH €€ IEIOCTh
Y HEMIPUKOCHOBEHHOCTh, KaK OTOHb BecThl. 500

497 Ibid. 118-9.

4% Vesta is the only Roman deity to appear in this part of the novel. I cannot think of a possible intentional reason
for this particular irregularity, since we are still firmly rooted in the mythological realm and Vesta does not stand out
from other instances of mythological allusions.

49 Ibid. 103-4.

500 1hid. 122.

213



. BCE BCIIOMHHJIM 3a0aBHBIN CITy4aid, BCE XOXOYYT JOJITO, IPYKHO, HECKAa3aHHO,
KaK onummmiickue 6oru. 1]

One possible function of these literary allusions to timeless works of literature is to underscore,
once again, the timeless and ahistorical nature of life in Oblomovka. The first aspect of this
timelessness is in the nature of idyllic literature itself. Because it portrays an ideal scenario, and
because perfection does not allow for change, an idyllic depiction is by nature a static
depiction.*®® By linking the seemingly insignificant country life with magnificent ancient works
(though only those of mythology and the oral tradition), Goncharov makes Oblomovka seem like
a place that exists outside of ordinary time and place. It acquires mythical dimensions, with its
cyclical time marked by seasonal holidays, activities and visits.>*®® As Christine Borowec points
out, “references to classical authors and myths, made specifically in conjunction with the dream-
like idyllic stages in Oblomov’s life emphasize his cyclical time system.”*** Any event that
seems singular creates disturbance, regardless of how minor it seems to be, and the unexpected
letter that sends the household into a panic can serve as a prime example of the aversion to the
changes in the routine.>® The rarity of such disturbances is a stark contrast to the sleepy and
quiet predictability of this mythical life. In Amy Singleton's formulation, the set-up of
Oblomovka is one where “a sense of timeless stasis derived through ritual repetition describes
2506

the beauty and significance of life.

Another plausible function matches Milton Ehre's observation about the immensity of

501 Ibid. 130.

%02 E. Liapushkina, Russkaia Idillia XIX Veka i Roman I.A. Goncharova <Oblomov>,15.

508 For a thorough study of the cyclical and linear temporalities in Oblomov, see Christine Borowec, “Time after
Time: The Temporal Ideology of Oblomov.”

504 Ibid. 570

%% Goncharov 134.

%% Amy Singleton, No Place like Home: the Literary Artist and Russia’s Search for Cultural Identity, 71.
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objects in Oblomov's dream.*®’ By the virtue of their immensity these figures may overwhelm
reality, whether it is the literal immensity evoked by the imagination when thinking about
mythical deities and heroes, or the immensity of their fame, the figurative weight that Homer and
ancient heroes carry with their names, their legacy, and their authority. This immensity in turn
provides a sense of immobility, stasis, and security.

Upon a closer examination, however, we find a darker undercurrent in this supposed
paradise. The magical atmosphere evoked by the references to mythologically-resonant places
like Colchis and the Pillars of Hercules stand here not for the heroic feats performed by Hercules
but for the irrational fear of darkness and monsters that may be lurking beyond (“and beyond for
them, like for the ancient, began a dark world, unknown lands, populated by monsters, two-
headed people, giants; then there was darkness.” The same is the case with the allusion to the
Argonauts — the story leads Oblomov not to adventures (though, of course, there is the temporary
inspiration of imagining himself as the hero performing various feats), but to fear — “he sadly
looks around and sees harm and misfortune in life, he keeps dreaming about that magical land
where there is no evil, troubles, sadness.” Goncharov himself points out that this approach to life
originates in fear, the times “when people could not handle the dangers and mysteries of nature
and life, when he trembled before the werewolf, the forest spirits, and sought protection from
Alesha Popovich from the misfortunes that surrounded him.”

The fear turns out to be pervasive, together with other dark undertones: the stillness, the
dreamlike atmosphere, the fear of change that borders on paranoia, the obsessiveness over every
step of the child (as Oblomov returns to his childhood in this dream). All these qualities suggest a

lining of death and terror that is hidden behind the continuously asserted happiness and affection

597 Milton Ehre, Oblomov and His Creator: the Life and Art of Ivan Goncharov, 169.
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in the household. There are, after all, complicated connotations to the concept of son, which can
mean both “dream” and “sleep,” and includes associations both with idyllic fantasy and with the
changing stillness of death. Despite the positive aspect of stillness — security — that Oblomov
clings to so desperately because of his fear of change, the imagery of the dream is increasingly
disturbing, as the silence becomes overwhelmingly ubiquitous:

How quiet, how sleepy things are in the three-four little villages that make up this
corner! [...] Everything in the village is quiet and sleepy: silent houses stand with
open doors; there is no one around, only clouds of flies are flying and buzzing in
the stuffy air. You might go inside and call loudly, but it will be in vain: a deathly
silence will be your answer; in a rare house an old woman living out her days above
the stove might respond with a pained moan or muffled cough, or a long-haired
three year-old child, wearing only a shirt, might show up from behind the partition,
look silently and closely at the visitor and shyly hide again.

[Kak Bce THXO, BCe COHHO B TPEX-UCTHIPEX JEPEBEHBKAX, COCTABJSIONIMUX 3TOT

yrosok! [...] Tuxo v COHHO Bce B JiepeBHE: 0€3MOIBHBIC H30bI OTBOPEHBI HACTEXKb;

HE BUJIHO HH JyIIHM; OJHA MYXH TY4aMH JICTAIOT U JKYXKXKar B Iyxore. Boiins B

130y, HalpacHO CTaHEeNIb KIMKAaTh TPOMKO: MEPTBOE MOTYaHUE OYJET OTBETOM; B

penkoit u3be oT30BeTCsl OOJIE3HEHHBIM CTOHOM WJIM TIYXHM KallllIeM CTapyxa,

JO’)KMBAIOIAsi CBOM BEK Ha TI€YM, WM TOSBUTCSA H3-3a MEPErOpoJIKH Oocoit

JUTMHHOBOJIOCBIH TpeXJeTHUH peOeHOK, B OHOM pyOallloHKe, Moyiya, MPUCTAIbHO

TIOTJISIUT Ha BOIIEANIEro 1 POOKO CIPSUETCS OMATH. °00)

The explicit associations with death (the dead silence, the buzzing flies, the dying old
woman) in the very beginning of the description of the dream prime us for mistrusting the
excessively happy descriptions of the family and we soon see the layer of fear that guides much
of the behavior that adults display towards the young boy. He is barely allowed to go outside.
Most importantly, argues Ehre, the child is prohibited from going near the ravine, which may

function as a symbol of death.>®® In a world that is perceived as essentially hostile, despite its

supposed quiet and comfort, the child’s mere safety becomes sufficient grounds for continuous

%98 Goncharov 102-3.
599 Ehre 177. See the following pages (177-182) for a discussion of the role that fairy tales play in the dual nature of
the dream and a Freudian reading of this duality.

216



gratitude and displays of affection.

The affection and the fear are inextricably linked, and the child learns both, as we see in
the anxiety that the adult Oblomov displays from the very beginning of the novel, when he
continuously questions his guests about the weather outside. In short, Oblomov’s dream
encapsulates both the warmth and affection that the adult Oblomov longs for throughout the
novel and the deeply engrained fear that cripples him and prevents him from actually acquiring
the objects of his desire. In the end, Oblomov’s dream shows us that life in Oblomovka does not
just fail to live up to Oblomov’s expectations but, also, that it shares many of the very same
problems that Oblomov wishes to escape — the fear, the stagnation, death, insects — many of the
criticisms of society that he offers us throughout the novel and the accompanying metaphors and
similes are actually also the underlying patterns of life in Oblomovka.

Finally, the criticism of this life is also evident in the fact that the fantasy is thoroughly
infantilizing and relies on a surrender of agency. It is especially evident in the prominence of
childhood and childishness that appear in the description of Oblomov’s dream. We first see

Oblomov himself as a small child:

II’ia II’ich woke up in the morning in his little bed. He is only seven years old. Life is
comfortable, happy. How adorable he is, how red, how plump! His little cheeks are so
round...

[Mnbst Unbry mpocHYIICSl yTpOM B CBOEH MalleHbKOM TocTeNbke. EMy TOJIBKO CeMb JieT.
Emy nerko, Beceno. Kakoil oH XopouieHbkuil, KpacHeHbkHi, nonueiii! [eukn Takue
KpYTJIEHBKHE. .. *1]

The diminutives here reflect the speech that adults often employ when addressing a loved child
and convey the tone of joy, affection and pride in which Oblomov wishes to dwell. The fact that

the sentence starts with his full name and patronymic, however, reminds us that he is, in fact, an

510 Goncharov 106.
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adult who should be able to take care of himself that that there is an incongruity between the
fantasy and the reality. The dream is marked as a desire to return to childhood and leave the
regular world filled with obligation and responsibilities. In short, even though Oblomovka is
portrayed as an ideal for Oblomov, neither the dream nor the motives behind it are portrayed in a
positive light. The resulting conclusion may be that while Oblomov’s fear of politics and service
may be justified, and while the bureaucracy he wishes to escape may indeed be poisonous,®*
the aristocratic escapist fantasies are not a suitable alternative, both because they are not as
idyllic as may be expected and because the underlying motives behind these escapist fantasies
are themselves morally suspect.

The questions of who is to blame and what is to be done remain are left open at the end of
the novel, though there is a sense that something must be done.
Conclusion

Oblomov fails at his odyssey, because he never makes it home, to his estate. And yet, if

we remember the ending of the Odyssey and the bloodbath that precedes the establishment of the
proper order, we may wonder whether this return is even desirable, or whether Oblomov’s
avoidance is the only ethically responsible behavior. Christine Borowec argues that the
combination “of the [cyclical and linear images of time] throughout the work suggests that
Goncharov refused to give either one greater moral, psychological, or aesthetic value” by

512

juxtaposing Oblomov and Stoltz,>* the first of whom attempts to live within cyclical time and

the second within linear time. Since the portrayal of Stoltz is undoubtedly positive, if not terribly

51! The way Oblomov’s context and circumstances are portrayed may lead us to agree with N. Ahsharumov, who
wrote, “At times you might start thinking that Oblomov fell asleep not only because he was brought up in
Oblomovka or was well taken care of, but also because he felt enormous disharmony between himself and others,
between his crystal soul and the fever of egotism and unsatisfied ambition that was raging all around him.” See
Ahsharumov’s 1859 review “Oblomov. Roman I. Goncharova” in Roman I. A. Goncharova “Oblomov” v russkoi
kritike, 172.

512 Borowec 565.
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interesting or developed, this argument is convincing when viewed through this juxtaposition,
and it is tempting to share her optimistic conclusion about “the value of combining the cyclical
and linear temporal modes.”'® However, if we instead pay attention to historical and
mythological allusions, the linear, historical progression of time appears as undoubtedly more
sinister of the two. It also seems unlikely, especially if we keep in mind Horace’s epode and
Derzhavin’s adaptation of it, that the two temporalities and thus the two lifestyles, the active and
the escapist, the political and the apolitical, could ever be combined successfully, precisely
because there is a different morality attached to each.

Thus, rejecting any political involvement, whether in its contemporary form of
destructive and abusive bureaucracy or in its Roman form of imperial conquests and ambitions,
both of which are destructive to those involved, Goncharov turns instead to the question of moral
values and ideals, for which classical literary references and genres can provide the models. He
uses a number of his characters, including Oblomov, to show the incompatibility of the current
state of society with classical ideals. This incompatibility is not quite straightforward, however,
because the turn to these ideals may lead one to become blind to reality or try to escape it,
usually with unhappy results. It is not enough simply to follow a pastoral tradition and
complacently reject political and social obligations in favor of a fantasy. It is likewise impossible
to escape into mythology. The old genres are neither viable nor morally justifiable, though
neither is their rejection. The question of how one is to incorporate ideals into reality for the most
part remains an open question for Goncharov and the impression that the reader is left with at the
end of the novel is that of thorough rejection, both of contemporary circumstances and of the

currently available and used alternatives.

513 Borowec 570.
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There is, however, a note of optimism, though it is found in the other thread of Roman
reception — that of art and culture. Wes remarks that Goncharov’s “references to classical
antiquity always occur in his descriptions of moments and situations that are part of the romantic
side [of life], the side of feeling and heart,”*!* and even though I think this perspective ignores a
number of other functions of classical references, many of which I discussed above, Wes’s
argument is a testament to the frequency with which such references occur. The aesthetic Rome,
which serves as a repository of art and high culture, does, in the end, retain its potential to be
beneficial, though this potential and the mechanism for fulfilling it are not revealed until

Goncharov’s next and final novel, The Precipice, whose protagonist, Raiskii, described by

99515

Goncharov as “an awakened Oblomov,”™ actually makes it to Rome by the end of the novel. He

seems to provide a model both for an understanding and interpretation of the classics through the
memory of real people who are important to him. Even more importantly, he seems to be able to
integrate classical literature and art into his everyday life.

Immersed in this passionate artistic life, he never betrayed his family, his group,
he did not grow into the foreign soil, he saw himself as a guest, a foreigner. Often
during the times of rest from his work and the new strong emotions caused by the
provocative beauty of the south, he felt a longing for home. He wanted to gather
up this eternal beauty of nature and art, to soak up the spirit of frozen legends and
take it all back with him, to his Malinovka. [...] Behind all that there were three
figures that kept calling to him, his three figures: his Vera, his Marfin’ka, his
grandmother. And behind them stood another giant figure that summoned him
even more urgently, his other great “grandmother” — Russia.

[U Be3ne, cpenu 3TOM ropsueil apTUCTUUECKOM )KU3HU, OH HE U3MEHSIT CBOEH
ceMbe, CBOEH IpyIre, He BpacTaj B UyXYIO IIOUBY, BCE UyBCTBOBAJI ce0si TOCTEM U
npuienabiieM TaM. YacTo B 4ackl 1ocyra OT padoT U OTPE3BIEHUS OT HOBBIX U
CHJIBHBIX BIIEUATICHUN Pa3apaKUTEIbHBIX KPAcoT tora — €ro TAHYIIO HazaJ,
nomoil. EMy xotenocs O0b1 HaOpaTbcst ATON BEUHOM KPacoThl IPUPOIBI U
HCKYCCTBA, IPOMUTATHCSI HACKBO3b TyXOM OKaMEHEJIbIX MpeJaHui U YHECTH BCE ¢
co0oii Tyna, B cBOr0 ManmnHOBKY |[...] 3a HUM BCE CTOSITM M TOPSIYO 3BAJIU K ceOe
— ero Tpu ¢urypsl: ero Bepa, ero Mapdunbka, 6a0y1ika. A 3a HUMH CTOsUIa U

514 Wes 306.
%15 Goncharov, “Luchshe pozdno chem nikogda,” quoted in Wes 316.
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CWJIbHEE UX BIIEKJIA €T0 K cebe — ele Ipyras, UCIIOIMHCKas (purypa, qpyras
BeNHKas «6adymka» — Poccus. 6]

While Oblomov had, in his youth, dreamed of traveling to other places “in order to better know
his own,”®'” Raiskii actually accomplishes this goal. In the end, it is Russia that calls him to herself,
personified as a giant, great “grandmother.” “Russia” is the final word of the text, underscoring
that it is the Russian aspect of his life that is the most important in Raiskii's perception. And yet, it
is his estate that he wants to return to, so it is never made clear how Raiskii will use his newfound
knowledge and whether there is any space for it outside of his own estate. Though one may find a
way to reconcile his personal life with his ideals, there is still no clear way to incorporate them

into state service.

515 Opryv 772.
517 Goncharov 181.
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CHAPTER V

Blok, Catiline, and the Decomposition of Empire

Rome once again came into prominence at the end of the nineteenth century and during
the first decades of the twentieth century, when a number of major political events, combined

with "a revival of interest in classical studies">8

prompted many major writers of the newly
emerging Symbolist movement®® to once again turn to Roman history to interpret, encourage,
judge, or criticize their own contemporary events. These writers, as Judith Kalb writes,
"inhabited a world in which the classical past was a living, powerful presence in cultural

nn

discourse," "seizing upon Rome as a crucial symbol, rewriting it, sometimes anachronistically, to
suit their own modern-day purposes" and "[creating] new, individual, and at times subversive
narratives of Russian national identity."?® The “decline and fall” of the Roman Empire

t,°2! and was often used to prophesy the end of the old world,

provoked particular interes
variously interpreted.

In this chapter I will focus on one treatment of the significance of Roman history for the
end of the “old world” — the essay “Catiline: A Page from the History of the World Revolution,”

written in April 1918 by one of the most prominent Russian poets of the twentieth century,

Aleksandr Blok. I have chosen this essay as the final chapter of the dissertation not only because

518 Frajlich, Anna. The Legacy of Ancient Rome in the Russian Silver Age, 20.

519 For the most complete comprehensive history of Russian Symbolism see Pyman, Avril. A4 History of Russian
Symbolism.

520 Kalb, Judith. Russia’s Rome: Imperial Visions, Messianic Dreams, 1890-1940, 33. Judith Kalb’s excellent book
examines the various appeals to Rome made during this period by a number of prominent writers, including Blok.
%21 Lodge, Kirsten. “Russian Decadence in the 1910s: Valery Briusov and the Collapse of Empire.”
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it is a fascinating reinterpretation of Roman history and systematic attack on the admiration
Roman figures often elicit, but also, and especially, because it responds specifically to the end of
the Russian Empire, offering a particularly appropriate endpoint for a narrative that began with
the solidification of the empire and its ideology.

“Catiline” is an essay written towards the end of a brief period when Blok was a
passionate believer in change and the revolution, not for any specific political or social reason,??
but because he hoped that the destruction of the old world could bring with it a radical
transformation of life. In an earlier essay, written in January 1918, he insists, “[ We must] change
everything. Make it so that everything becomes new; so that our dishonest, dirty, boring, ugly life
becomes a just, pure, happy and beautiful life” (""Ilepederams 6cé. YcTpouTh Tak, 9T0OBI BCE
CTaJIO HOBBIM; YTOOBI JKUBAs, TPsI3HAs, CKydHas1, 0e300pa3Has HaIllla )KU3b CTala CIPaBeIuBOM,
YHCTOM, BeceNoi n mpekpacHoil u3Hpi0""2%). He quickly lost this hope, however, and his
enthusiasm for the revolution turned to disillusionment and horror at its violence and complete

524 In “Catiline,” we see both the

failure to enact the transformations he thought it could bring.
passion for that cleansing destruction of the old, corrupt world, exemplified by ancient Rome,
and, already, the signs of fear and despair at the possibility that the revolution will ultimately fail
to bring about any real change, much as Catiline’s attempt to overthrow the Roman Republic
ended with his death and accomplished nothing.

Blok’s prose, in general, and “Catiline,” in particular, have so far attracted far less

attention than his poetry, both among his contemporaries and among scholars,>?® though there

522 In fact, it has been pointed out that there are no characters even in Blok’s ostensibly political works that are
motivated by rational understanding of and concrete goals for the revolution. See Stepun, F. “Istoricheskoe i
politicheskoe mirosozertsanie A. Bloka,” 603.

52 “Intelligentsiia i revoliutsiia,” Blok o Literature. Proza, 310.

524 See Anatolii Iakobson, Konets Tragedii, for a discussion of Blok’s thoughts, disillusionment, and writing in the
last years of his life.

5% See Aleksandr Etkind’s chapter on Blok in Aleksandr Etkind. Khlyst. Sekty, Literatura, i Revoliutsiia, for an
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have been recent attempts to remedy this neglect. Aleksandr Etkind points out that Blok’s prose,
usually viewed simply as “evidence of [Blok’s] literary tastes,” also contains “mysticism,
political philosophy, and a rather unique anthropology,” in addition to literary criticism.>?
“Catiline,” specifically, was singled out by Blok himself as his favorite prose piece among
everything he had written,>?” a sentiment that seems to warrant closer attention to this piece. The
neglect of “Catiline,” in turn, may be responsible for the omission of Blok from some of the
works on classical reception in this period,>?® though there have been studies of Blok’s classical
education and the influence of the classics on Blok’s poetry.>?°

There are a few notable exceptions: Judith Kalb devotes an entire chapter to Blok’s
“Catiline” in her book on classical reception in the Russian Silver Age,>*® M. Gasparov briefly
discusses several major influences in his introduction to the recent edition of the essay,*! Boris
Romanov, whose article “Letiaschii v bezdnu Rim: Mif o Katiline Aleksandra Bloka” is included

with the recent reprint of Blok’s essay,>>? Renée Poznanski, who describes Blok’s depiction of

Catiline as a revolutionary,533 and Aleksandr Etkind, who offers an interpretation of the relevance

overview of approaches and responses to Blok’s prose. Tynianov even goes as far as arguing that there is a division
between “Blok the poet” and Blok who wrote the now-ignored prose, in which he functioned as a “publicist, even
historian, and philologist.” He himself goes on only to discuss Blok’s poetry however. Tynianov Yu. N. “Blok.”
Poetika. Istoriia literatury. Kino, 118-123.

5% Etkind 315

52V, Orlov. Gamaiun: Zhizn’ Aleksandra Bloka, 243.

528 He is entirely absent, for instance, from Anna Frajlich’s The Legacy of Ancient Rome in the Russian Silver Age,
as well as the 2010 compilation of essay on Classical reception during the Silver Age Antichnost’i kul 'tura
Serebrianogo veka.

529 The author of a recent MA thesis, for instance, points out that the interest in Blok’s classical influences arose only
at the end of the twentieth century and remains largely unexplored; she herself addresses some ancient images and
influences in Blok’s works, though, like most studies of Blok’s writing, she deals primarily with his poetry. See
Nadezhda Demenkova. Antichnye konteksty mifopoetiki A. Bloka.

530 Judith Kalb, Russia’s Rome: Imperial Visions, Messianic Dreams, 1890-1940. Kalb’s chapter is an excellent
holistic approach and introduction to the essay, addressing questions of its modernist context, the influence of
Nietzsche, Viacheslav Ivanov, and Ernest Renan, Blok’s concept of a revolutionary, and the nature of poets —
Catullus and Blok himself — as people who can perceive and reflect the spirit of the revolution.

581 M. Gasparov, “Predislovie,” 121-130.

532 Boris Romanov, “Letiaschii v bezdnu Rim: Mif o Katiline Aleksandra Bloka,” 177-219.

533 Renée Poznanski, “Catilina, le bolchevik romain.”
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of Catullus’s “Attis” poem to Blok’s essay in his chapter “Revoliutsiia kak kastraciia: mistika
sekt i politika tela v pozdnei proze Bloka.”®3* For the most part, however, the essay remains
neglected. This neglect is unfortunate because, like his contemporaries, Blok also uses Roman
history and literature as an underlying model for interpreting and criticizing the events around
him,>*® going as far as casting a figure from the Roman Republic as the first bolshevik and
modeling the impending destruction of Russia on that of the ancient Rome. **® For him, as for
many others, Rome appears to be “the world,” in the sense that it can be used as a manifestation
of universals, a way to find the underlying binaries and patterns of history and shed light on the
necessity of the Russian Revolution.
Summary of the essay

“Catiline” is roughly divided into three parts. The first and longest part is concerned with
retelling and reevaluating the story of Catiline, an impoverished and, according to tradition,
despicable nobleman who, after an unsuccessful bid for office, led an unsuccessful conspiracy to
overthrow the Roman Republic in 63 B.C. The two major sources for our information about this
episode are the four orations of Cicero, intended to convince the Senate to act against the
conspirators, and an account of the conspiracy by the historian Sallust written roughly twenty
years after the event. Blok adheres to the traditional account of the conspiracy in his brief
summary of the events themselves. The brief factual account, however, is only present because it

gives Blok the opportunity to show the “true” significance of this episode and the real motives of

53 Etkind, Aleksandr. Sodom i Psikheia: Ocherki intellektual noi istorii Serebrianogo veka.

5% For an analysis of the different ways that Blok combines the past and the present in his general philosophy of
history, see Isupov, K. G. “Istorizm Bloka i Simvolistskaia Mifologiia Istorii,” 3 — 21. Isupov also points out that for
Blok, as for the other Symbolists, the most popular historical analogy for their time was “the fall of the Roman
Empire” (17).

536 Reeve points out that parallels between Roman and Russian history form a common thread across Blok’s writings
in the Revolutionary period (207). In an unsent letter to Z. Gippius, for instance, he wrote “Don’t you know that
‘Russia will cease to exist’ in the same way that Rome did?” (“"Hexenu Brr He 3Haete, uto ‘Poccun He Oynet’ Tak
xKe, Kak He cTano Puma...?” May 31, 1918, quoted in Orlov 235).
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its participants, which, in Blok’s view, were misunderstood both by the participants themselves
and the later historians.

The retelling of the episode quickly turns into a condemnation of Roman society. To give
more weight to his condemnation, Blok lingers on a number of historical figures. Cicero, who
was consul in 63 B.C. and played an instrumental part in uncovering the conspiracy and putting
several of the conspirators to death without a trial, and Sallust merit particular attention, because
the former was directly involved in the event and the latter shaped the enduring perception of it.
Other politicians and writers, such as Caesar, Marius, Sulla, and Plutarch, also make an
appearance to represent various stata of Roman society. Condemnations of individuals are paired
with denunciations and mockery of the Roman society and state as a whole. By drawing frequent
parallels between Rome and Russia, Blok extends his criticisms to include contemporary society
and demonstrate the inevitability and desirability of its impending destruction.

In addition to condemning Roman society, Blok also reinterprets the nature of Catiline’s
rebellion. Following the ancient sources, he denies the possibility of any positive motivations of
Catiline’s actions, such as social equality or love of the people. Instead, Blok presents Catiline’s
transformation into a revolutionary as precisely that — a transformation, an event in which
Catiline himself has no agency. Instead, he is taken over, possessed even, by the fury, the
madness of the intolerable conditions of Roman life and the spirit of the looming destruction of
the old world. Without being consciously aware of the true motivations of his actions, he is
driven to attempt to destroy the corrupt and decaying civilization around him, but this early
attempt ends in failure.

The second part of the essay deals with a poem (# 63) by the Roman poet Catullus that,

according to Blok, is the only remaining Roman monument that captures the atmosphere of those
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days and the true spirit of Catiline’s rebellion. The poem tells the story of a young man called
Attis who sails to Phrygia and castrates himself in a fit of madness, becoming a devotee of the
goddess Cybele. After reaching the temple of the goddess, however, Attis falls asleep and wakes
up to realize what he (now “she”) had done and weeps for his/her former homeland, parents,
friends, and past life in general. Cybele, seeing this change of heart and mind, sends her lions to
once again instill madness and bring Attis back into her dominion, and Attis remains her servant
for the rest of his/her life. In the final lines of the poem, the narrator speaks to the goddess
Cybele asking that she keep her madness far away from him.

Blok offers a summary of the poem but does not engage with its content, focusing instead
on its rhythm, in which, he argues, we can hear the spirit of Catiline. This part includes
reflections on the special sensitivity of poets that allows them to perceive the underlying rhythms
of history that remain hidden from the general population (represented in this essay by Cicero
and Sallust, who were unable to see the real meaning of Catiline’s actions). In one of the central
moments of the essay, the revolutionary and the poet are merged because of their ability to feel
these rhythms; there is a fusion of the historical episode and the poetic reflection of its spirit,
namely Catullus's poem. Blok, for the first and only time in the essay, addresses his reader
directly, asking,

Can you hear the uneven, hurried steps of a man fated to die, the steps of a
revolutionary, the steps where a storm of rage spills into broken musical sounds?

Listen to them:

stpér alta uéctiis Attis céléri raté maria
Phriigium iit némiis citdto ciipidé pédeé tétigit...>’

537 These lines are the first two lines of Catullus’s Attis. They are quoted in Latin with no translation because Blok
wants the reader to listen to rhythm of its meter. I have included a scanned version with long (&) and short (@)
syllable markings (not present in Blok’s essay) in case you would like to sound it out. (Blok 56)
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The physical feet of Catiline thus become the metrical feet of Catullus, giving voice to the
underlying rhythm of the Late Republic. In the end, the only thing that remains from the period
and the only thing that accurately conveys both the spirit of that period and the universal pattern
underlying all of world revolutions is the orgiastic meter of the most “Romantic” of Latin
poets.>*8

Finally, there is a brief final section that discusses Henrik Ibsen’s retelling of Catiline’s
story and reinterpretation of Catiline’s character, as well as a mention of a few times Catiline’s
story has resurfaced in history, inspiring other — also unsuccessful — rebellions. The essay ends
with a reminder that in Ibsen’s play Catiline is deemed worthy of entering the Elysian Fields
after his death.
Blok’s condemnation of Roman society

As M. Gasparov notes in his introduction, focusing on historical facts and Blok’s
treatment of them would simply “turn into a very long list of factual inaccuracies and
fictionalizations,” stemming not from Blok’s ignorance but from the fact that he disliked
scholarly approaches to literature and “wrote to spite [scholars],” as well as the fact that he could
count on his readers to be familiar with the traditional accounts of this historical episode.>® His
intention is not to provide a new factual account. Instead, he uses Roman history and literature to
put forth his own views about revolutions, the nature of a revolutionary and a poet, the rhythms

of history, the synthesis of politics and art, and other related concerns. Judith Kalb has written a

persuasive reading of a number of these topics, paying particular attention to Blok’s depiction of

538 Blaiklock, E.M. “The Romanticism of Catullus. ” University of Auckland Bulletin 53, "Classics Series" 1 (1959),
37.

539 Gasparov 121-2. Romanov, however, points out that Blok did make extensive notes while working on the essay,
though he too ultimately writes that we are dealing with “historiosophic etude, poetic prose” rather than a
“philological study” (201).
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the archetype of a revolutionary, driven by “holy anger,” and the role of a poet, for both of whom
there is no separation between life and art. Her essay, which has been developed into a chapter in
her book, is an excellent analysis of these aspects of “Catiline.”

My own reading of the essay has evolved to develop a different focus, one that remains
grounded in the Rome that Blok creates. I am interested in how he conveys the pervasiveness of
corruption in Roman society (and, by analogy, contemporary Russia), which is now portrayed as
“triumphantly rotting” in order to make its destruction seem both inevitable and desperately
needed. By using Roman history, Blok offers a much more damning judgment of contemporary
civilization, creating the sense that it is not only the incidental contemporary events that are a
problem. Instead, it is the very roots of Western civilization that are rotten, that have always been
rotten.

The judgment and condemnation of Rome rely on a number of techniques. First, Blok
places the episode into a frame of a final judgment by using Biblical allusions and identifying the
fall of the empire as the inevitable punishment for its corruption. He himself takes on the role of
judge in the essay, condemning and discrediting a number of prominent and often admired
Roman figures, as well as the entire underlying structures of Roman society. By focusing both on
individuals and the society as a whole, Blok conveys the extent of corruption that has turned
Rome into a bloated rotting corpse rather than the great empire that it is traditionally considered
to have been. It is especially telling that the best “hero” Rome could hope for is Catiline — an
impoverished aristocrat of highly questionable morals who was unaware of the true reasons of
his actions.

The extent of Roman corruption makes its destruction seem both inevitable and

necessary, and Blok delights in the thought of the coming barbarians and the violent cleansing
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that Catiline, caught up in and transformed by the spirit of the revolution, attempts to bring
about. Blok’s text, in turn, performs the same destruction with respect to the legacy and cultural
capital of Rome. He approaches this task in a number of ways, including placing ancient Rome
in an explicitly anachronistic context, using bodily metaphors to refer to its “fall,” and ridiculing
many of its traditionally admired politicians and writers with personal attacks, all of which lends
a consistently irreverent and contemptuous tone to this essay. The jarring effect that this
irreverence produces makes us aware of the reverence with which Rome is usually used as a
symbol, whether of great good or great evil. By portraying Rome as a prosaic, quotidian example
of inequality, immorality, and hypocrisy, Blok attacks not only the status of Rome in the Russian
imagination, but also the foundations of the “old world,” all previous ideological positions built
on the ideals symbolized by Rome and the Romans.

In addition to showing us the necessity of destroying the old civilization, however, Rome
can also teach us about the futility of such endeavors. Rome fell, but the transformation of life
into something new, just, and pure never happened. Now, after so many centuries, Europe and
Russia are still exactly where Rome had been, suggesting that it is unlikely that the Russian
Revolution will end differently. In the end, Blok’s essay demonstrates not only the intolerability
of the status quo and the need for a violent overhaul of the current structures, but also, implicitly
and perhaps unintentionally, the hopelessness of the attempts to bring about a new world order.
Rome, Russia, and the nature of history

Throughout the essay, Blok explicitly insists on the relevance of his chosen episode from
Roman history to contemporary events, so much so that he invites the readers to supplement the

picture he paints with what they know of contemporary life: “I would like the readers to fill in
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the gaps with the help of their imagination; let our current European reality lend them a hand’**
(“SI xoren ObI, 4TOOBI YUTATEIM CAMU JIOTIOIHHUIIN UX, IIPH TOMOIIA BOOOPaXEHUs; B TOM ITYCTh
TIOMO’KET MM Hallla eBpoIeiicKas AedcTBUTensHOCTE M),

In fact, it is precisely the perspective of contemporary events that can elucidate ancient
history that would remain obscure to someone who is only looking at a specific isolated period:
“Through the prism of my own time I can see and understand more clearly those details that are
bound to escape a scholar approaching the subject academically” (“CkBo3b npuzMy Moero
BPEMEHH S BIDKY M TOHUMAIO SICHEE Te MOJPOOHOCTH, KOTOPhIE HE MOTYT HE YCKOJIb3HYTh OT
JICCIIEIOBATEIs, TTOAXOISIIETO K IPeMETy akageMudeckn’>*2). Paying too much attention to
historical “facts” can even lead one to lose this perspective, and it’s the task of a true artist to
expose what would be obscured by “objective” academic scholarship: “The task of the artist ...
is to restore the connections, clear the horizons of that messy pile of worthless facts that, like
deadfall, get in the way of all historical perspectives” (“Jleso XymoKHUKA [...] BOCCTaHABIMBATH
CBSI3b, PACUUILATH TOPH30HTHI OT TOH OECHOPSIIOYHOM TPYAbl HUYTOXKHBIX (PAKTOB, KOTOPBIE, KaK
OyperIoM, 3aropakMBalOT BCE HCTOPUUYECKHE MEPCIEKTHBEI %),

The underlying aspect of this perspective includes the perception of analogousness of
ancient Rome and contemporary Russia, the idea that Blok returns to a number of times; Orlov
even refers to the parallels between the fall of Rome and the fall of tsarist Russia as Blok’s

“favorite historiosophic thought.” While working on this essay, Blok wrote in his diary, “What a

close, , sad wor aKoM OJIM3KMH, v,neqanLHmﬁ mup’’). The
lose, FAMILIAR, sad world”*** ("Kaxoit 6 it, SHAKOMBIU p”). Th

540 For examples of Blok’s thoughts on the decrepit state of Europe in his other works, see Kalb 110.
%41 Blok 45.

542 Blok 57.

53 Jbid.

54 Blok, Zapisnye Knizhki, 402.
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essay reflects this sentiment, as Blok repeatedly blurs the differences between Rome and Russia
(and Europe in general), implying not simply parallelism or similarity, but actual identity (the
branding of Catiline as a Bolshevik and the pronoun "our" in "our contemporary Europe" in the
quote above suggest that Russia is included in the same category).’* There are even more
explicit comparisons as the essay progresses, such as the comparison of the Roman
“intelligentsia” to their Russian counterparts.>*® Events from either period are used
interchangeably, and, to make the similarities even more obvious, Blok consistently and
anachronistically applies contemporary vocabulary to present his version of Roman history.
Catiline is a “Roman revolutionary” ("pumckuii peBosroririonep”), Sallust — an “offended
bureaucrat” ("obmxennslit 6ropokpar"), Cicero — an “assistant attorney” ("IOMOIIHUK ...
npucsbxHoro nmosepeHnoro') and a “clueless intellectual” ("Henpo3opauBHIil HHTEIITUTEHT"),
Marius — an “NCO” ("yarepodunep"); the Roman “proletariat” ("mponerapuar"), we are told, is
in conflict with the Roman “bourgeoisie” ("Oypxxyazuu").

This vocabulary is striking, since it does not bring ancient concepts and terminology to
the contemporary circumstances, lending prestige or validity to the author’s claims (such as
when, for instance, Lomonosov portrays historical Russian competition with Rome to present
Russia as a strong empire with impressive history, or when the Decembrists evoked Brutus to
inspire others to join their cause). As Kalb notes, Blok “did not seek to bring European or
‘Roman’ values into his vision.”* Instead, we look back to see that Rome was actually an

earlier but mostly identical version of contemporary Russia, governed by the same underlying

545 See Orlov 217ff.

546 Blok 29. Romanov speculates on whom Blok could have referred to as “contemporary Ciceros,” arguing that
there were “plenty of revolutionary orators” around. He mentions Kerenskii, Lenin, Trotskii, and Lunacharskii
(208). However, since Blok is using Cicero to represent non-revolutionary oratory, it seems likelier that Blok was
referring more generally to the members of the intelligentsia who were unable to perceive the necessity of the

revolution.
547 Kalb 128.
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political and social forces. Instead of Roman concepts’ bringing cultural prestige to Russia,
Russian concepts are used to invalidate the exceptional status and cultural prestige of Rome and
put forth a claim of the universality of historical patterns. The markedly Russian vocabulary also
ensures that the focus remains on contemporary Russia, where the latest iteration of the world
revolution is currently taking place.

At the same time, Blok also insists on the continuous relevance of ancient concepts,
particularly that of a metamorphosis. In a striking blending of historical moments, Blok tells us
of Catiline's rage that takes hold of him and transforms him, while he listens to Cicero’s
condemnations: "The fury that gripped [Catiline] also helped him shake off the weight of
[Cicero’s] abuse; he underwent a metamorphosis, a transformation, so to speak. He felt lighter,
for he 'renounced the old world' and 'shook off the dust' of Rome from his feet.">* To adequately
explain Catiline’s experience, Blok brings up the Ovidian concept of metamorphosis and links it
to the first lines of the "Workers’ Marseillaise," a Russian revolutionary song, with the melody of
the original French Marseillaise but different lyrics.®*® The different temporal markers united in a
description of a single historical moment manage to create a sense that there is an underlying
sameness between events separated by centuries of history, from ancient Rome to the French and
the Russian Revolutions. Because of these explicit and implied associations, everything that Blok
says about Rome becomes a clear commentary on his own contemporary history, and his
insistence that Rome not only was but also needed to be destroyed becomes both a prophesy of
and a demand for the destruction of old Russia.

The framework of judgment

548 Blok 54.
%49 Blok alludes to the first two lines of the song, “Let us renounce the world world/shake its dust off our feet”
(“Otpeuémcs ot craporo Mupa,/OTpsIXHEM ero mpax ¢ Hamux Hor!”).
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Blok begins his essay with a sentence that signals the tone and a number of concerns that
will be important for this essay: "Lucius Sergius Catilina, a Roman revolutionary,®® raised the
banner of armed rebellion in Rome sixty years before the birth of Jesus Christ" (“JIrortuit Cepruii
Karununa, puMCKHiA peBOJIOIIMOHED, TIOIHSIT 3HAMsI BOOPY)KEHHOTO BoccTanus B Pume 3a 60 net
1o poxaenns Mucyca Xpucra™?). Instead of providing a date, Blok uses the temporal marker
"sixty years before the birth of Jesus Christ," placing the events he will discuss into a context of
higher, divine, moral authority. A few paragraphs into the essay, Blok once again turns to the
same temporal marker, writing: “a few decades before Christ, poor Catiline was fated to revolt
against the old world and try to explode the decomposed civilization from within” (“3a
HECKOJIBKO JICCSITKOB JIET 10 Xpucta OeHoMy KarnimHe BbIano Ha IO BOCCTATh IPOTHB
CTApOro MUPA U TIOTBITATHCS B30PBaTh PACTICHHYIO IMBUIM3AINIO H3HYTpH >°%). By speaking of
the two events together, Blok creates an impression that they are somehow associated, that
Catiline’s attempt to destroy the Republic was a precursor to the judgment that would be
delivered by the advent of Christianity.

It is important to note, however, that he is not here concerned with the teachings or values
of the Christian church.>*® As V. Orlov points out, “this is not an ecclesiastical Christ; Blok was
not trying to give a religious justification and blessing to the revolution.”*** For Blok, Jesus was

a figure separate from the institution of Christianity and important for being a symbol of justice,

%50 M. Gasparov notes the influence of T. Mommsen’s History of Rome on Blok’s depiction of the Roman Republic
both in the “naturalistic picture of political stagnation [and] corruption” and in branding the end of this period as a
“revolution.” While Mommsen singled out Caesar as the representative of the new world, however, Blok’s choice
was Catiline (Gasparov 124).

%51 Blok 5.

%52 Blok 7.

553 Reeve, and others, point out, however, that Blok “uses Christian symbols in a non-Christian or even
antidoctrinaire understanding,” and the poem even includes ridicule of institutionalized religion 213). Gasparov
argues that Blok’s image was synthesized from Ernest Renan, Nietzsche, and Viacheslav Ivanov (Gasparov 126).
For a detailed discussion of these three influences on Blok’s portrayal of a revolutionary, see Kalb 116-120.

%54 Orlov 215.

234



democratic beginnings, and violent rebellion against the status quo.>®® In this essay, he appears in
the role of a just judge who will condemn and convict Rome: “in several decades [Rome would
hear] its eternal and immutable sentence [...] in the just court of Jesus Christ” (“koTopoii yepes
HECKOJILKO JIECSATKOB JIET ObLT TPOM3HECEH HABEKH U OECTIOBOPOTHO MIPHUTOBOD [...] HA cyze
HenuueMepHoM, Ha cyne Mucyca Xpucra “°°°). Elsewhere we are reminded that the Roman
Empire “was living out its last days, when the old civilization was about to hear the merciless
judgment from Nazareth” (“pumMckast UMIIepus TOXXKHBAJIA IOCIEAHUE THU, KOT/Ia TOTOB OBLIT
npo3Bydath u3 Hasapera Gecrommaguplii IPUrOBOP CTApOil IUBUIM3AIIN '),

By framing his narrative with references to the eventual judgment, Blok claims the
authority of this (chronologically later) judgment for his own condemnation of Roman society.
Neither the judgment itself nor its specific consequences are ever discussed. What is important,
instead, is the knowledge that it will happen, that the Roman civilization will receive a just death
sentence, and this knowledge colors the entire historical episode that is inexorably moving
towards this judgment.

In addition to the temporal markers that insistently date events with reference to the
sentencing and destruction of Rome, Blok from time to time uses Biblical phrasing in his
narrative to perhaps reiterate the importance of the overarching higher morality for the
interpretation of these events. In writing about Caesar and summarizing the end of his life, for
instance, Blok writes, “glory works in ineffable ways” ("mytu cnaBsl HencrioBegumsl") echoing
the Biblical expression about the unfathomable ways of God.>*® The passage then goes on to talk

about the reversal of Caesar's fortune and his “fall,” recalling Derzhavin's poem "the Waterfall"

555 1pbid. 216.

556 Blok 31.

557 Blok 41.

558 Romans 11:33.
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that, too, juxtaposes human ambition (also with reference to Caesar) with the unpredictability of
fate and the ever-present threat of death. > In Blok's rendition, however, there is an emphasis not
on human frailty but rather on justice, as the author points out that Caesar “still fell — at the very
moment when he was about to be proclaimed the tsar of all Roman provinces; and the hand that
struck him belonged to that same “popular party” in whose affairs he himself once clandestinely
took part” (“Bce Taku maj—=a Ty CaMyl0 MUHYTY, KOTJIa €ro JOJDKHBI ObUIH IPOBO3IIIACHTD [ApeM
BCEX PUMCKHX IIPOBUHIMHI; U PyKa, Cpa3UBILas €ro, IPUHAIeKala K TOM CaMOH ,,HApOIHOU
napTuu', B eiax KOTOPOM KOorja To TalHO, Kak 3aroBOpIuK, Llezaps cam mpuHUMAa
yuaactue ). The phrase “still fell” (“6ce maxu man”) and the linking of Caesar’s demise with
his earlier secret activities suggest a higher intervention and just punishment for his earlier
actions.>®!

Other phrases, too, have a Biblical origin, as Blok refers to sowing the wind,®? the

%63 the weakness of man, and

Ecclesiastes proverb about everything having its time under the sun,
so on. The accumulated effect of these allusions, combined with the frequently evoked temporal
markers of judgment, place the events he discusses into a context of something greater than

human ambition. Once again, however, the references are not used to bring up any Christian

teachings or values (there is no mention of faith, mercy, compassion, humility, etc. in this essay),

%9 In Derzhavin’s version: “They’ll fall, - and the unconquerable leader/Caesar, surrounded by praise,/Fell in the
Senate, covering his face with his cloak,/At the moment he desired the diadem” (“IlanyrT, - u BOXIpb
nenobeaumeiit,/B Cenate Lle3aps cpenp noxsan,/B TOT Mur, xean Kak AuaauMbl,/3aKpbIB JIKIE TUIANIOM,
ynai;/cuesnu 3aMbIciibl, Haex b,/ COMKHYIHChH aT4HBI K TPOHY BEXIbI”).

560 Blok 40.

%61 Gasparov argues that because of Mommsen’s influence and admiration for Caesar, Blok was unable to provide a
truly scathing description of Caesar (Gasparov 124). I’'m not sure this is necessarily the case, however, since Caesar
is very firmly placed into the context of guilt and divine punishment, and he is treated with as little respect as the
other characters. There are others, too, who are portrayed as mildly rather than enormously contemptible (Sulla and
Plutarch, for instance), so I do not see any evidence of Caesar’s exceptionalism here.

562 A. Blok. Sobranie Sochinenii. vol. 6, Moscow: Gos. Izd-o Khud. Lit., 1962, 70.

%63 Blok 71.
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but rather to point towards the existence of a greater authority that will one day deliver violent
retribution and destruction. In fact, the only thing we are explicitly told about the advent of the
“new morality” is that it will be “like an all-consuming fire” (“kak ‘orap noegarommuii’”), a
phrase that is a direct reference to Hebrews 10:27, which delivers a reminder of a “terrifying
expectation of judgment and the fury of a fire which will consume the adversaries.”*®* It is this
“terrifying expectation of judgment” and destruction that is meant to frame our reading.

Blok then usurps this greater context to bolster his own position as a judge, a role that he
often takes on explicitly, and the condemnations that he will deliver. These condemnations
extend to nearly all the individuals that he mentions in the essay, though the specific “sins” they
are guilty of vary from person to person. It is possible that the figures he chooses to attack also
metonymically represent the various strata of society and that, by attacking them, Blok shows the
pervasiveness of corruption in Rome.>®® For instance, Sallust, the historian responsible for one of
the two extant accounts of Catiline’s conspiracy, is labeled a “bureaucrat.” Cicero, the other
source of information about Catiline, is “an intellectual.” The Roman generals Caesar, Marius,
and Sulla represents the military and ruling forces of different backgrounds. In addition to
attacking them in general, Blok also devotes some time in discrediting them as representatives of
their roles, so that their personal flaws, such as hypocrisy and blindness to reality, are paired up
with their failings as public figures.

The most attention 1s devoted to the life, character, and fate of those whose accounts
condemn Catiline — Sallust and Cicero. Sallust, as [ mentioned earlier, is portrayed as a

representative of Roman (and all other) bureaucrats, and Blok offers us an unflattering portrait of

%64 Hebrews 10:27, text from the New American Standard Bible.
%65 Poznanski notes the representative role that Sallust (“la gent bourgeoise est d'abord représentée par Salluste”) and
Cicero ("le prototype de l'intelligent bourgeois") play in the essay, but does not pursue this observation further (637).

237



his career and motivations. Sallust, we are told,

had held a fairly important post in a province, and, by the way, left a very bad
impression: he managed to squeeze all the juices from the rich country with his
bribes and taxes; the amounts of the bribes were so exceptional that they attracted
attention even in this time when this method of enrichment was considered
ordinary and universally accepted.

[...3aHMMAJI JIOBOJILHO BHICOKUH IOCT B IPOBUHIIUY, IPUYEM OCTABUII IO ceOe

O4YEHb IUIOXYIO NAaMSTh: €My YAaJI0Ch BBDKATh BCE COKH U3 OOTaToi CTpaHbI

B3ATKaMH U 1000OpaMu; pa3Mephbl 3THX B3SATOK ObLIM TaK HCKIFOYHUTEIBHBI, YTO HA

HUX 00paTWiIi BHUMaHHUE JJayKe B TO BPEMs, KOTZIa TAKOW CIIoco0 o0orameHus

CUMTAJICS JeIOM OOBIKHOBEHHBIM H OOIIEIPHHATHIM. ]

Through this description of Sallust, Blok condemns not only Sallust’s own enormous corruption,
but also the general exploitative conditions that Rome imposed on the provinces and the
universal corruption of its officials. Blok then offers a brief summary of the remainder of
Sallust’s career — he was tried, acquitted through the patronage of Caesar, managed to keep much
of the money he had stolen, and eventually retired to write his histories.

By including an account of Sallust’s career, Blok brings attention to what he sees as
hypocrisy in Sallust’s condemnations of the corruption around him, and he condemns Sallust for
the moralistic tone he assumes in his writing. In fact, Blok goes on to “explain” what Sallust’s
“true” motivations for writing his histories must have been:

Naturally, Sallust, snubbed by the aristocrats, could not forgive Sulla for [his
victory over Marius].%®” He takes his opportunity to mourn the demise of
ancient Roman valor, the disintegration of discipline in the army; basically
everything that is mourned by officials who all their lives got by on having the
right convictions and suddenly found themselves superfluous after a hostile
party came to power.

[EcTrecTBeHHO, YTO BCEro 3Toro He Mor mpoctuth Cyiie 000HaeHHBIN
apuctokparamu CaTrOCTHI, KOTOPBI CKOPOUT 1O 3TOMY CIIydaro U O TaJeHUN

CTapUHHON PUMCKOM 100IeCTH, M 00 YHUUTOXKEHUH JUCHUIUIMHBI B BOHCKAX;
B0OOIIE 000 BCEM, O YEM CBOMCTBEHHO CKOPOETh YMHOBHHUKAM, KOTOPbIE BCIO

566 Blok 10.
%57 Blok uses the conflict between the generals Marius and Sulla as a representation of the conflict between plebeians
and the aristocracy; they are mentioned in passing and are not important to the main narrative.
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KHU3Hb TPEJH PYKU OKOJIO MPABBIX YOEXKIECHUH U BAPYT OKa3aJIUCh HE y e, 110
cIlydaro T106e/Ibl HapTUH, UM Bpaxae6HoM. %8

Here, Sallust’s behavior is generalized to include officials in general, making him a
representative example and extending the criticism to a wider stratum of society. By suggesting
that Sallust’s proclaimed concerns (degradation of Roman society) were actually just a knee-jerk
reaction to the failure of his career aspirations, Blok undermines the moral authority that Sallust
had attempted to claim in his exposition of Roman vices. After all, Sallust (as we saw above) had
attempted to take advantage of the general corruption himself and only began to denounce it after
he failed in this endeavor.

After his criticisms of Sallust’s career and the motives for his writing, Blok introduces
the question of whether Sallust should be "forgiven" for hypocrisy and decides that, ultimately,
the affectation of his moralizing is unforgivable:

Man is weak and can be forgiven everything except the lack of culture, perhaps

we could forgive Sallust his dissipation, and corruption, and sycophancy; indeed,

one British historian already forgave Sallust all of this because of his “talent;”

there is one single thing that cannot be forgiven: the moralistic and patriotic tone

assumed by him. “Whether out of shame or annoyance, I don’t want to waste

words describing Sulla’s actions,” whines Sallust; it 1s difficult to forgive the

gifted stylist and bribe-taker for this affectation.

[Cnab yenoBek, M Bce eMy MOXKHO NMPOCTUTh, KpOME XaMCTBa; Tak U CaluIIoCTHIO

MOYHO, TTOKAIYH MMPOCTUTH U Pa3Bpart, U B3ITOYHUIECTBO, U MOIXATMMCTBO; BCE

3TO €My U IPOCTHII YK€ OJMH aHIJIMHCKUI HCTOPUK — 32 €ro ,,TAaHT"; HeNb3s

TOJIBKO TIPOCTUTH €MY OJTHOTO: TIPUHSATOTO UM HPAaBCTBEHHOTO U MaTPUOTUIECKOTO

TOHa. ,,OT CTBIIAJH, OT 0CA/IbLIH, Sl HE X0Uy TEPSATh CJIOB HA ONMHUCAHUE TOTO, YTO

nenan Cynna", nomaercst CalmtocTuii; BOT 3TO JIOMaHHE JAPOBUTOMY CTUJIUCTY U

B3ATOYHHKY TIPOCTHTH TPYIHO. °]

The word “forgive” is used five times in two sentences, conveying the intensity of the judgment.

It is perhaps curious that Blok insists on such a scathing account of Sallust, who was quite vocal

%8 Blok 14.
%59 Jbid.
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in criticizing the vices of his contemporary Rome and providing a “diagnosis of the decadence
that gripped Roman society.”*’® In fact, Ramsey argues, the choice of Catiline as a subject for his
history was felicitous precisely because it gave Sallust “an opportunity to examine the moral

571 3 goal that is much in line with what Blok’s description of

degeneracy of the late Republic,
Roman society tries to establish.
In fact, Blok does not contradict Sallust’s account of Catiline or the contemporary

social vices. He actually appears to agree with both. For instance, even while he is criticizing
Sallust’s “true” motivations, he still implicitly accepts the accuracy of his condemnations and
descriptions:

Sallust did not spare any hues to depict the extent of the fall of the aristocracy in

his portrayal of Sulla. The historian was very successful in this task, because the

material was truly plentiful.

[CammrocTuil He TOXKajen KpacoK JUIst TOTO, YTOOBI n300pa3uTh B nuie Cyiibl BCIO

IyOWHY TIaJIeHUs1 apUCTOKpaTHu. icTopuk mpeycmelt B 3TOM Jelie, TOTOMY YTO

Marepuall ObUI, IEUCTBUTEIBHO, OOTATHIM. 572]
Thus, even though Sallust is writing his account because he was personally wronged and wants
to take out his bitterness on the people whom he holds responsible for the offenses, his
observations about the immorality of the aristocracy seem to be accurate — by saying that Sallust
had plenty of material for a successful depiction of the aristocracy’s corruption, Blok implies that
he does not disagree with Sallust’s assessment.

The insistence on attacking not the content of Sallust’s account but the personality,

behavior, and motivations behind it suggests an underlying approach — all the negatives (but only

50 Ramsey J. T., Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae, 68. Christopher Krebs points out that Sallust’s depiction of Catiline
“reinforces Sallust’s notion of the interconnection between society and individual. For, sociologically, the
conspirator (as much as Sallust) is ‘a product of the times’: he is spurred on by the corrupti ciuitatis mores (BC
5.8).” (“Catiline’s Ravaged Mind: ‘Vastus Animus’ (Sall. ‘BC’ 5.5),” 683.

571 Ramsey 8.

572 Blok 13.
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the negatives) are allowed to remain. Sallust’s scathing depictions of society are allowed to stand
even though he himself, as a member of that society, is judged to be corrupt and immoral. The
resulting conclusion seems to be that only destruction (such as one planned by Catiline) can
remedy the situation, since criticism, even if it happens to be accurate, is delivered by equally
corrupt hypocrites driven by petty and immoral motivations. As a result, this criticism does not
and cannot lead to any actual change, as its author is only interested in revenge rather than any
productive positive changes.

Cicero also receives a scathing treatment. He is judged not only for putting the
conspirators to death without a trial, but also for his morals and motivations, his attitudes toward
the Rome of his day, his blindness to the true state of things, and even his writings that,
according to Blok, were harmful to later generations.

As was the case with Sallust, Cicero is also placed into an overarching framework of guilt
and judgment, first in the context of his actions during the conspiracy and then in terms of his
blindness to reality. In terms of his political actions, Blok tells us: “Cicero was not forgiven for
the execution of the conspirators. It was one of the rare examples when “white terror,”*’® which
usually remains unpunished, did not escape punishment” (“Llumiepony He ObuTa MpoIIeHa Ka3Hb
YYaCTHUKOB 3aroBopa KaTuinHbel. ITO - OUH U3 PEIKUX TPUMEPOB TOTO, KaK ‘OelbIit Teppop’,
0OBIKHOBEHHO Oe3HaKa3aHHBIN, He ocTajcs O0e3 Hakazanus > %), The reference to “white terror”
once again aligns Roman history with later events, as “white terror” is likely a reference to the
repressive measures of the royalist forces in France in 1815 after the restoration of the Bourbon

monarchy, which included assassinations, executions, sentences of exile, mob attacks, and

573 For a discussion of white terror in the Russian context, see Viktor G. Bortnevski. “White Administration and
White Terror (The Denikin Period).”
574 Blok 41.
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lootings.®™ This alignment drastically reinterprets Cicero’s role in the conspiracy by suggesting
that he should be remembered not as a savior of his fatherland, but, rather, the source of violent
and unnecessary reactionary repressions (“white terror”’). By pointing to Cicero’s “punishment”
in the context of his “terror,” moreover, Blok presents Cicero’s actions as essentially criminal
and deserving of retribution.

The punishment that Blok refers to here is Cicero’s temporary exile in 58 B.C. It was
brought about by unrelated personal enmities and political intrigue, and Cicero’s actions in the
conspiracy five years prior served merely as a pretext to drive him from Rome, to which he was
soon recalled. Blok, however, does not discuss the context of Cicero’s exile, merely citing it as
evidence that Cicero was “not forgiven,” as though there is some higher authority that could
judge Cicero and find him deserving of punishment.

After his return, Cicero, according to Blok, continues to be tormented by guilt. We are
told that Cicero drastically decreased his involvement in public life, perhaps because “he was
tormented by his conscience” ("ero myuunu ynpeku copect"). In the very next sentence, Blok
reminds us that Cicero was living in the days “when the merciless judgment of the old
civilization was ready to sound from Nazareth” ("korzma rotoB ObuT mpo3By4atrs U3 Hazapera
OecnomaaHblil mpuroBop crapoi nusmwim3anuu'). The judgment of the individual is again placed
in a context of the judgment of the world, and again the author’s moral condemnation seems
interchangeable with the eventual judgment and destruction of the entire civilization.

Blok’s condemnation of Cicero extends beyond his specific role in the suppression of the

575 For more on white terror in France, see Daniel P. Resnick. The White Terror and the Political Reaction after
Waterloo. “White terror” is also a term that refers to "the repressive actions carried out by the enemies of the
Bolsheviks during the Civil War,” but given the composition date of this essay, it is unlikely that Blok would already
be speaking about Russia here since most of the acts that historians cite as example of “white terror” happened at a
later point. For a discussion of white terror in the Russian context, see Viktor Bortnevski, “White Administration and
White Terror (The Denikin Period).”
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conspiracy and the execution of the conspirators, however. While he is not a hypocrite like
Sallust, he is guilty of (in addition to murder) unforgiveable blindness towards the conditions in
Rome and the advent of the new world order. His writings, moreover, are portrayed as harmful to
future generations: “The middle ages suffocated in the philosophy expounded by Cicero” “B
dunocopun, nznoxennoit 1{uepoHom, 3a10XHyIHCh cpeanue Beka™™ °). By adding the detail
about the future harm of his work, Blok seems to suggest a connection between Cicero’s general
blindness to reality and the resulting quality of his work, since no specific alternate explanation
is offered for this harmful effect.

Like Sallust, Cicero becomes a representative of a whole stratum of society — in his case,
the intellectuals, who are presented as being out of touch with reality and unable to perceive and
respond to the underlying causes of a revolution. There is once again an explicit parallel with
Russia, where there is an explicit identification of Cicero with the Russian intelligentsia, who,
remarkably, are portrayed as being even more out of touch, though perhaps less to blame than
their Roman counterpart:

There are Ciceros in Russia today [but because] Rome had already been under

Republican rule for four hundred years, the Roman intelligentsia, which

developed more naturally, was not so removed from the soil; unlike ours, it did

not break under the strain of the endless fighting against something vague, dull,

bureaucratically-idiotic.

[[{umiepons! ecth B Poccuu u B Hallle BpeMsi; MOXKET OBITh, ’TO MOXXHO 00'SICHUTh

TeM, 4TO B PuMe OB yXe yeTsIpecTa JeT pecnyOnnKaHCKHd 00pa3 mpaBJieHus, 1

pHUMCKasi MHTEJUTUTSHIINS, Pa3BUBasCh OOJIee €CTECTBEHHO, He ObLIa TaK OTOpBaHA

OT MOYBBI; OHA HE HA/IOpBAJIaCh TaK, KaK Hallla, B HEMPECTaHHBIX CPAKEHHSX C

YeM TO TIONYCYHIECTBYIOIINM, TYTIBIM, OI0POKPATHIECKMHIHOTCKUM. ' |

Here we may recall the criticisms of state service in Oblomov and the disintegration of

Oblomov’s youthful patriotism and desire to serve his people and country in the face of precisely

576 Blok 42.
577 Blok 29.
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something “bureaucratically-idiotic.” The end result for Oblomov is complete isolation from and
uselessness to society. By crediting the Republican way of life with the development of a more
functional intelligentsia, Blok implicitly blames the autocracy for the establishment of the
circumstances that led to the alienation of the intelligentsia in Russia, since the only difference
that Blok offers us to account for the difference between Rome and Russia is the political system
of the state.

Though it is Cicero and Sallust who merit particular attention and vitriol, the
representatives of other public roles and social strata also appear to be briefly criticized, even
when they have no particular connection to the story of Catiline. For instance, the generals and
political leaders Marius and Sulla appear as military leaders from opposite backgrounds to
represent their entire respective classes. Marius, a plebeian, is described in a way that
foregrounds his ignorance and lack of education: “Marius was a man created by and for war;
that is, a senseless and noxious creature,” guided “by a deep disdain for all education — a disdain
typical of undeveloped people” (“Mapuii Ob1T YeIOBEK, CO3/IaHHBIN BOMHOW U JIJIsl BOMHBI, T. €.,
co3/1aHue OECCMBICIIEHHOE U BPEAHOE |...] MUTaBUINI NTyOOKOEe Mpe3peHne KO BCIKOMY
06pa3oBaHMIO—IIpE3pEHNEe, CBOMCTBEHHOE JIIOMISIM Hepa3BUTHIM °'%). Marius, then, is used as a
type to represent uneducated military and public figures and dismiss them as thoughtless and
harmful. Sulla, on the other hand, was a member of aristocracy, and appears as an example of
“the extent of the fall of the aristocracy” (“CamntocTuii He moXajnes Kpacok JJIsi TOTO, YTOOBI
m306pasuTh B e CyIUIsl BCIO ITyONHY majenus apuctokparun 2 0). Like the other figures, he
is portrayed as a representative of his class, since his behavior is used to describe the vices of the

entire aristocracy. His (and their) sins include the excessive love of luxury and entertainment,

8 Blok 12.
579 Ibid.
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dishonesty, and general immorality. These two figures are completely peripheral to the story and
are mentioned almost in a side note mentioning Sallust’s political allegiances in order to discredit
the motivations behind his writing. The way they are portrayed, however, extends Blok’s
judgment of individuals to other types of public figures not covered by the condemnation of
Cicero and Sallust.
The decomposing state
The judgment of the individual representatives and strata of Roman society is

accompanied by extensive scathing criticism of the Roman Empire as a whole. We see that it was
plagued by underlying and widespread corruption and decay, the descriptions of which aim to
destroy the idealized myth of Rome. By showing corruption in individuals and the entire state,
Blok conveys the extent of the corruption that permeates not only the upper layers, individuals
(which could be outliers), or greater structures (which could allow individual exceptions), but
really the entire society, on the big and the small scale. He reinterprets the traditionally evoked
characteristics of Rome, such as its military might, to show not greatness but pathological
tendencies. Consistently throughout the essay, Blok uses imagery of decay and disease to
describe Roman political and social life, eliciting a visceral disgust and aversion in addition to
intellectual condemnation. This imagery of decomposition insistently implies that there is no
hope for this society, that its death has already taken place and, since it continues to rot, total
purging destruction is the only possible positive development. At the same time, the allusions to
disease may suggest an ongoing danger, which adds a sense of urgency to the sense of
inevitability.

In discussing Cicero’s opposition to Catiline, Blok writes, “of course he had to save his

fatherland — that is, the rapidly bloating body of Rome that was beginning to show definite signs
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of decomposition” (“Hazo Beab OBLIO CacaTh CBOE OTEYECTBO, TO €CTh 0€3MEpHO pa3dyxaBiuee
¥l HAUMHAIOIIEE BHIKA3BIBATh SBHBIEC IPU3HAKH PA3JIOKEHH TOCyIapcTBEHHOE TeIo Puma” °80),
Here Blok may be using the term “fatherland” in order to allude to the rhetoric of Cicero’s
orations against Catiline after the discovery of the conspiracy, where “fatherland” (“patria”) is
one of the most frequently invoked terms. Reminding the reader of Cicero’s rhetoric, Blok
appropriates this term in order to show the “real” Rome, undermining the validity of Cicero’s
claims about the greatness of his fatherland (and, implicitly, his condemnation of Catiline, since
we now see that Catiline’s was trying to burn a decomposing corpse rather than a flourishing
Republic). There is also considerable irony in Cicero’s attempts to save something that is already
dead and decomposing, and his endeavor allows Blok to once again remind us of and mock his
blindness to reality.

The image of a corpse appears a number of other times, ensuring that the readers
remember that the Roman state “made its demise inevitable through its own growth, its

99 ¢c

unstoppable bloating, similar to the bloating of a corpse” “o0Opekio camo cedst Ha THOETH

COBCTBEHHBIM POCTOM, HEYIEPKMMBIM PACIyXaHHEM, HAMOMUHAIOIIMM pacilyXaHue Tpyma’ el),
Curiously, even though Rome is compared to a decomposing corpse it is still blamed for its post-
mortem bloating, as if its guilt overcomes the laws of nature.

Here and elsewhere Blok juxtaposes the "reality" of a rotting organism with the
traditional perceptions of Rome’s grandeur. He includes the commonly evoked descriptions of
ancient Rome, perhaps in order to make his descriptions more convincing (and more destructive)

by first acknowledging and then destabilizing the more traditional epithets and characteristics

with which Rome is often evoked. He refers to such common and familiar characteristics as

%80 Blok 31.
%81 Blok 42.
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military might and geographic expanse, but reinterprets them as symptoms of decomposition and
pathological compulsion rather than evidence of prowess. In the two quotes above, he likens the
geographical expanse to the bloating of a corpse, and it is this image of “unstoppable bloating”
that underlies the references to expansion:

And so, Rome, the happy possessor of Republican liberties and powerful

conqueror of nearly all of the known world, as it always happens, had no control

over its own sweeping ambitions of mastery over the entire world and its own

imperialistic appetites; it continued to fight.

[UTak, Pum, cyacTiuBblil 00nanarens peciyOIMKaHCKUX BOIBHOCTEH 1

BEJIMKOJICPKABHBIN 3aBOEBATEINb MMOYTH BCETO U3BECTHOTO B TO BPEMSI MHPa, yXKe

caM, KaK 3TO Bcerya ObIBaeT, He UMel BIIACTH CAeP)KaTh pa3Max COOCTBEHHBIX

MPUTSA3aHUH HA OKOHYATEIIbHOE MUPOBOE BIIAJBIYECTBO U CBOU

MMIIEpPUATUCTHYECKHE aNeTUThl; OH MPOJOIKAI BOEBATh. o2 ]

The military prowess of Rome, according to Blok is a symptom not of greatness but of the
inability to control its appetites and bloating. The ironically used pompous epithet “powerful
conqueror” (“BenuKoAepxKaBHBIN 3aBoeBatelnp”’) refers to the perceived greatness, setting us up
for the surprises of “reality” — that the expansion was pathological, driven not by reason or
strategy but by some sort of unstoppable compulsion. By referring to “appetites” Blok once
again brings us to the physiological realm (as he had done with the mentions of bloating and
decomposition), evoking an image of an enormous bloated body that compulsively continues
binge-consuming everything that surrounds it.

The external bloating of the state is accompanied by a diseased and degenerating society
within Rome, which is hardly surprising since, as we had already seen, the individual members
of this society are driven by corruption and hypocrisy:

The result was evident in Rome, as it is evident to us: the majority becomes

gradually more stupid and bestial, the minority becomes weaker, emptier, loses its

sanity. The eyes of Rome, like our eyes, did not see this; and if anyone did see it,
he would not be able to anticipate that terrible disease that is the clearest symptom

%82 Blok 7.
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of a civilization’s decrepitude: the disease of degeneration.

[pe3ymbrar [...] ObUT Ha TIIa3ax y Bcero PuMa, oH Ha T1a3ax u y Hac: OOJBITHHCTBO

- TYIIEEeT U 3BEPEET, MEHBIIMHCTBO - XUPEET, OMYCTOIIAETCS, CXOMUT ¢ yma. [I1aza

Puma, kak u Hamm 11a3a, He BUACIH TOTO; & €CJIM KTO U BHJIEI, TO HE yMell

MPEIYNPEAUTh CTPAITHOW OO0JIE3HH, KOTOPAst €CTh JYUIIUH MOKa3aTeib IPSIXIOCTH

LUBUIIN3AIIN: GONE3HH 8bIPOJICOCHUS. *0
This image of disease and degeneration that, in various forms, permeates all levels of society,
suggests not only the inevitability of demise, but also its desirability, the need for destruction.
Since the entire society has been affected by this degeneration, it can no longer be fixed from
within the existing structures (as we already saw with the specific individual example of Sallust),
and the only solution offered by the text is to raze the old world and build something completely
new.

Those who can think otherwise and defend Rome (and, by extension, old Russia) are
shameless hypocrites:

Despite all this, these citizens of this great state dared to wistfully speak of ancient

Roman valor; they had the gall to speak of their love for their fatherland and

national pride, they were shameless enough to be pleased with themselves and

their fatherland: the triumphantly rotting Rome.

[[Tpu 5TOM, BCE 3TH TpaXkJaHe BEIIMKOTO TOCYAaPCTBA HMEIIU CMENIOCTh

COKPYILATHCS O PEBHEH PUMCKOM JJ00IECTH; Y HUX XBaTajo IyXy FOBOPHUTH O

JTF00BU K OTEYECTBY U HAPOIHOU TOPJOCTH, Y HUX XBaTaJI0 OECCTHIICTBA OBITH

JIOBOJIBHEIMH CO0OM M CBOUM OTEUECTBOM: TpUyM(banbHO THHIOMMM Prvom. 8]
The “triumphantly rotting Rome” is a striking summary of Blok’s approach to Rome. The
adverb “triumphantly” evokes, of course, the triumphs, the celebrations of military conquests

95585

and victorious generals, as well as the “grandeur that was Rome”>* in the perception of many

later generations. Blok, however, applies the term to Rome’s rotting, suggesting that the

583 Blok 17.
584 Blok 44-45.
%85 Edgar Allan Poe, “To Helen.”
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triumphant, victorious appearance was merely a fagade that was hiding decay and
decomposition. The attack includes not only Rome, however, but also the vast majority of its
citizens who remained blind to this reality.

In Blok's description, there are no positives, redeeming characteristics, or fluctuating
circumstances. Though he discusses a specific period, he extends his condemnation through all
Roman history, because he discusses this specific episode and then suggests that, after the death
of Catiline, everything continued exactly as before. The only future events mentioned are the
birth of Jesus and the fall of Rome to the barbarians, which are blurred into a single event of the
destruction of Rome (I will discuss the sameness of subsequent Roman history and the allusions
to the destruction of Rome in more detail at a later point in the chapter). Since we know that
everything continued as before and Rome continued decomposing for a few more centuries, we
can assume that the entire history of the Roman Empire was essentially identical to the episode
described by Blok.

Social inequality and revolutionary rhetoric

Mixed in with these various condemnations of Roman figures and society is another
important feature of Rome that also serves to connect it to contemporary circumstances and
revolutionary rhetoric. The Roman society, we are told, was an example of consistent and
worsening social inequality. This characteristic is not something that Blok attempts to prove or
analyze, however. Instead, it is taken for granted and mentioned in passing when Blok is trying
to make a different point or establish a general context for his narrative. For instance, when he
tries to show the conditions of Roman life before or after Catiline’s conspiracy, Blok gives a
brief general overview that refers to social and economic problems:

...the majority of the citizens grew poorer, while a few were amassing enormous
capital [...] the numbers of the urban proletariat were growing rapidly...
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...oligarchs remained in power even though the slaughter of the bourgeoisie had
been going on for a number of years...

...slaves, whose number and plight grew with each new triumph of the Roman
arms, those faceless, cunning and wretched Roman poor....still deserted,

speculated, sold itself...

...the aristocratic swine, painting its eyebrows with red paint, continued to look
through their lorgnettes at the strapping healthy barbarians bought at a discount...

[...00MBIIMHCTBO rpakaH OeqHENO0, a B pyKaX HEMHOTHUX COCPEI0TOYUBAIUCH
rPOMAJHBIEC KAIUTAIIHI [...]pOCT FOPOJCKOTO MpoJieTapruaTa yCUIMBaJICA C

HETIOMEPHOH OBICTPOTOH. .. °6°

...HECMOTPSI Ha TO, YTO B CTOJIMIIE, B TEUCHHE PAJIA TOIO0B, IPOMCXOIMIIA PE3HS
Oyp KyasHH, y BIACTH IPOIOIIKAIIM OCTABAThCS ONUTApXH. .. 2o/

.. .pa651, YHCJIO U 6CI[CTBCHHO€ ITOJIOKCHUEC KOTOPBIX POCIIO € Ka’XKJbIM HOBBIM

TpI/IYM(i)OM PUMCKOI'O OPpYKUs, BCA 9Ta 6€3J'II/IKa$I, JIyKaBasg U HECHaCTHas1 puUMCKast

Oe/HOTA. .. TIONPEKHEMY JIe3epTHPOBAJIA, CIICKYIMPOBaIa, MpoiaBaiach 3a

nenbru. .. >

...apUCTOKpaTHUYECKast CBOJIOYb, CYPMUBILAS OPOBH KPacHOW KPACKOMH,

MOTIPEKHEMY JIOPHUPOBAJIA C JTFOOOTBITCTBOM POCIBIX U 370POBBIX BapBapOB,
KyIUIEHHBIX B PaGCTBO MO CXO/HO 1eHe... %)

The result of these descriptions is an impression that Roman society was permeated by
social inequality, though this inequality remains on the level of general context and is not tied
into the central narratives of the text, in the sense that, with one exception, there are no explicit
ties between this general context and the specific events within the text, no causality or
consequences that show specifically how this social inequality impacted the stories of the

individuals and specific events that Blok discusses and, for the most part, condemns.

The one exception at first seems striking. At one point in the narrative, Blok outright

586 Blok 8.
587 Ibid.

%88 Blok 44.
%89 Jbid.
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credits the emergence of the conspiracy to Roman inequality, arguing that Catiline was the direct
product of "social inequality”: “he was created by social inequality, nurtured in its suffocating
atmosphere” (“oH ObUT CO3/1aH COIMATILHBIM HEPABEHCTBOM, BCKOPMIIEH B €TO YIYILITHBOMN
armocdepe ). The implication here may be that “social inequality” (the term remains
undefined) is bound to result in destructive, violent opposition, and that it itself is to blame for
the consequences. This pronouncement is certainly important for the use of Catiline’s story as a
precursor to the Russian Revolution, since it grounds the episode in class struggle. And yet, there
is not a single description of the mechanism that led from these general structures of social
inequality to Catiline’s conspiracy.

There is, however, an explanation that is not in any immediate way related to social
inequality. Catiline himself, Blok argues, was not someone who wanted to expose social
inequality or punish the vices of those around: “Obviously, Catiline was not a defender of the
people, he did not dream of social equality” (“““O Tom, uto Karununaa 011 HApOIOTIOOIIEM, HITH
MedTan o BCeoOIIEeM PaBeHCTBE, PN, KOHEUHO, OBITh He MokeT 1), Blok bypasses the question
of exact mechanisms and connections, however, by arguing that one cannot look for reason in a
true revolutionary, that he is a product of greater forces of which he himself is unaware and
which cannot be explained with logic: “the conclusions of the brain and the heart appear wild,
incidental, unfounded. Such a man is a madman, a maniac; he is possessed. His life flows
according to different laws of causality, space, and time” (“BbIBOIBI MO3Ta U CEp/IlIa
MPE/ICTABISIOTCS JUKAMH, CITyYallHBIMHU U HA HAa Y€M HE OCHOBAaHHBIMHU. Takoi 4eT0BeK—

Oe3ymel], MaHUaK, oJiep>KUMbIN. JKu3Hb MpoTekaeT, Kak Obl, MOAYUHSSACH APYTUM 3aKOHAM

0 Blok 22.
%91 Jbid.
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IPUYUHHOCTH, HPOCTPAHCTBA M BpeMenn” %), The transformation into a revolutionary is
something that completely bypasses agency, intentions, and our understanding of causality.
Perhaps by refusing to be specific Blok is attempting to infuse the episode with universal
significance — the specific circumstances and details are not known or relevant; it does not matter
what Catiline was trying to accomplish or why he was trying to accomplish it. The important
impression is that social inequality will somehow inevitably eventually breed extreme violent
opposition that will and should lead to the destruction of the status quo.

Similarly, none of the extensive targeted condemnations that we saw above, such as those
of Sallust and Cicero, have much to do with any stated social inequality. While it is a concern
that insistently appears in the general descriptions and that makes Rome unquestionably relevant
to Russia, Blok's actual and specific accusations towards individuals are usually about hypocrisy,
corruption, immorality, ignorance, and other character flaws, not their participation in social
oppression. Perhaps Blok is trying to create a sense of the inseparability of social inequality and
other types of corruption in such a society by placing the individual episodes of his narrative in
the general explicit context of inequality. Or perhaps he is more invested in showing that Rome
had to fall because its corruption was varied and ubiquitous, whether one looks at social and
political structures, the corpselike bloating of the state, or the motives and behaviors of
individual figures.

Destroying the myth of Rome

While demonstrating the inevitability and necessity of the destruction of Rome that was

intended by his Catline, Blok also performs this destruction in his descriptions, attacking the

status, even the memory of the society he has condemned and ensuring that the destruction is

%92 Blok 23.
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indeed total. In the process of destabilizing the perception of Roman greatness by comparing it to
a diseased rotting organism, Blok also mocks its great figures. This tactic is different from the
extended and elaborate moral condemnation that I discussed above. In addition to explaining the
faults and “sins” of the specific people or strata of society, Blok undermines various heroes,
values, accomplishments, or notions of status and prestige that these might evoke, and the tone
here is often one of banter and ridicule. At times, its lightness may suggest playfulness, but its
aim is rather a systematic undermining of the usually reverent tone with which Rome is
discussed (after all, even the negative portrayals often reflect a sense of awe, of grand
proportions; Rome is grand even in its immorality, as Hollywood films never fail to show), and
there is a palpable bitterness behind much of the humor. The bitterness and the mockery are
mostly of a petty kind, aiming to place Rome and its revered writers and politicians in the realm
of triviality and even banality.

For example, with a single epithet devoted to each, he dismisses the writings of Sallust,
Cicero, and Plutarch as irrelevant to any actual concerns of their society: “We won’t find a word
about this in the blathering of Sallust, the prattle of Cicero, or the moralizing of Plutarch” (“Ms1
HE HaieM 00 TOM HH CJIOBA HU B Pa3ryiaroyibcTBoBaHusax CayumiocTus, HU B OOJITOBHE
{unepona, Hu B Mopanmsuposaann ITmyrapxa”®). This dismissal is very much different from
mere disagreement or criticism. Instead, it is if these historians are so clueless and irrelevant that
their entire corpus of work is worthless for understanding the real history of ancient Rome.

Other Romans are often presented with concise scathing descriptions as well. The general
Marius, as [ mentioned above, was “a senseless and noxious creature” (“‘co3manue

BeccMbIcieHHOe  BpeaHoe 2%), who “filled his army with the lowest of lowlifes” (“Habupan B

59 Blok 56.
5% Ibid. 12.
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CBOM BoiicKa TOCIeHION cBojloub > °), Caesar’s main quality is his “cunning head” (“xutpas
rosoa”), Sulla spent his days “chasing dancing girls” and “creeping into [Marius’s]
confidence,” managing “to snatch victory from under Marius’s nose.”® The aristocracy is called

”),%97 whose main pastime consists of lusting

“aristocratic swine” (“aprcToKparuyecKkasi CBOJI09b
after slaves, who had been bought at a discount (the detail about the buying of slaves at a
discount lends a particularly prosaic and quotidian tone to the immorality of the aristocracy).
Roman society, in general, consists of “a few dozen degenerates,” who are “finishing on its back
their shameless, degenerate, patriotic dance” (“1OTaHIIOBBIBAIM HA €r0 CIIMHE CBOW OSCCTBITHBIM,
BBIPOKIEHHBIH, TATPHOTHYECKHUI Tanel %),

These insults, vulgarisms, and trivializations are aimed at stripping Rome of its mythical
status and the reverence with which its legacy is often treated. The trivialization is a more
destructive tactic than demonization because the latter still includes an aura of reverence while
the former implies that there is nothing worthy even of close attention in this civilization, that its
supposed values are delusions and its heroes are ultimately either corrupt or pathetic or, more
often than not, both.

Catiline as the agent of destruction

Given the magnitude and extent of corruption in Blok’s Rome, it is perhaps not surprising
that Blok chooses Catiline as the “hero” of his narrative, though he himself readily admits
Catiline’s flaws and vices. Still, the choice is noteworthy if we think about whom Blok could

have chosen as a hero in an essay ostensibly concerned with social inequality and personal

virtues. The last century of the Roman Republic was a turbulent period characterized by a

55 Ibid 18.
5% Ibid. 13
7 Ibid. 44.
58 Jbid. 45.
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number of vibrant figures with strong convictions against the status quo. Why choose Catiline if
one could write about Brutus or Cato, the perennial symbols of political freedom, who had been
frequently and emphatically evoked by the Decembrists in their opposition to autocracy? Cato

the Younger does merit a mention in this essay, though it is only as someone who, together with
Cicero, had insisted on a death sentence for Catiline and, therefore, loses all moral credibility as
another perpetrator of “white terror.” Why not the Gracchi brothers, “the founding fathers of the

popular movement,”®%

who would be a more logical choice as precedents for the struggle
against social inequality? These figures, though not mocked like a number of other Romans, are
curiously completely absent from Blok’s narrative, and their absence allows him to offer an
insistently bleak picture of Roman society that lacks any positive heroes with any real, pragmatic
motivations. There is no mention of Brutus even when Blok writes about the eventual murder of
Caesar in the passage quoted above.

Instead of any of Rome’s more traditional heroes, Blok turns to the figure who was
hateful even to the Decembrists — Ryleev, for instances, praises Cicero for saving Rome from
Catiline in several of his poems (discussed in the third chapter). One of the reasons for choosing
Catiline is likely the desire to destabilize and re-evaluate the existing perceptions and accounts of
Roman history. From the very beginning of the essay, Blok signals this intention, writing,
“Scholars of recent times think that Catiline’s life has not yet received a just evaluation”
(““YueHble HOBOro BpEMEHH I0JIaratoT, YTO *KHU3Hb KaTanuHbl He MOMy4yusia 10 CUX Mop
cipaBemBoit onenkn.”%%). As it turns out, of course, Blok’s re-evaluation goes far beyond

Catiline himself, as he mocks Rome’s perceived greatness and great figures in order to condemn

Rome and, with it, his contemporary civilization. Catiline himself may be a useful starting point

%9 Odahl, Charles. Cicero and the Catilinarian Conspiracy.
690 Blok 5.
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for such an evaluation because his reputation hinges on the accounts of Cicero and Sallust, who,
for Blok, are representative of the flaws of ancient Roman society. Rehabilitating Catiline’s
rebellion (if not Catiline himself), then, necessarily involves discrediting these sources, which is
in line with Blok’s intentions for the essay.

Another, perhaps even more important reason, is that there is a precedent for re-
evaluating Catiline — Henrik Ibsen’s 1849 play Catilina, which presents Catiline as a Romantic
hero and which is explicitly cited by Blok as a more accurate understanding of this figure. It may
be significant that Ibsen’s retelling was influenced by his own interest in the 1848 revolutions.?%!
Though Blok himself does not discuss this point, the choice of a previous account that was
influenced by the spirit of revolution seems appropriate given that the subtitle of Blok’s essay is
“A Page from the History of the World Revolution.” He dedicates the final pages of his essay to
Ibsen, noting that even though no one could argue that Ibsen was a socialist, “there could hardly
be any doubt that Ibsen was a revolutionary” (“Ho eaBa i MOryT OBITH COMHEHHS B TOM, YTO
WN6cen 6611 pesomonronepom.”%°?) Ultimately, his own portrayal of Catiline is not totally
aligned with Ibsen’s interpretation, despite his claims to the contrary, and I will discuss some
differences between the two accounts at a later point. First, however, a few words about Ibsen’s
initial reinterpretation.

Like Blok, Ibsen relied on the two extant accounts, those of Cicero and Sallust, to tell his
fictionalized version of the story. His task was made easier by the fact that these sources already

contain potential for reinterpretation. The speeches of Cicero are filled with hyperbolic

polarization,®® establishing Catiline and his followers as the very antithesis of Rome and the

801 McLelland 40.

692 Blok 61.

893 For a defense of Catiline against Cicero’s “wild charges” and “efficient propaganda machine,” meant to
exaggerate the threat Catiline posed and thus glorify Cicero’s role in averting this threat, see K. H. Waters, “Cicero,
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Senate. The “most beautiful and flourishing city” (“urbem pulcherrimam florentissimamque’%%)

of Rome and the “most sacred and dignified assembly” (“sanctissimo gravissimoque
consilio®%) of the Roman senators, are contrasted to the vile conspirator, driven by an
“unbridled and furious desire” (“cupiditas effrenata ac furiosa”®’®), whom “nature bore [...],
desire has trained [and] fortune preserved [...] for this madness” (“Ad hanc [...] amentiam
natura peperit, voluntas exercuit, fortuna servavit®°’).

Cicero establishes these binaries in order to alienate Catiline from the rest of the senators
and portray him as the enemy of the traditional Republican values. These binaries, however,
easily lend themselves to a Romantic re-interpretation, once the relative merit of these categories
becomes reversed and urban civilization, with its laws and courts, is now considered the source
of oppression and discontent, while the return to nature, a reliance on internal instincts, passions,
dreams and even madness is now desired and explored, especially in literature.®®® Important for
this re-evaluation, too, is precisely the uncontrolled, excessive, immoderate nature of Catiline’s
passion and will.%%°

The other main source of information about the Catilinarian conspiracy is Sallust’s
monograph Bellum Catilinae,®'® which was written relatively soon after the conspiracy and which

became the main source for Ibsen’s account.?'* Unlike Cicero’s account, Sallust’s work does not

glorify contemporary Rome and, perhaps consequently, it is not built around dualities. It is,

Sallust, and Catiline.”

804 Cicero In Catilinam 11.28.

805 Cicero In Catilinam 1.9.

896 Cicero In Catilinam 1.25.

897 Cicero In Catilinam 1.25.

808 Hauser, A. The Social History of Art, 163.

80% Gasparov 124.

610 For background, sources, text, and commentary, see Ramsey, J. T. ed. Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae.

611 See McLelland, Samuel. On Catilina: A Structural Examination of Ibsen’s First Play and its Sources.”
Scandinavian Studies for a study of Ibsen’s sources and influences, as well as commentary on the “romantic mode”
of the play.
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however, full of information that leaves just enough room for doubt about Catiline’s true nature to
be useful to a writer seeking to reinterpret the event. Sallust presents the following portrait of the
man:

L. Catiline was of noble birth, and had a great mental and physical power, but an
evil and depraved character. From his youth, internal struggles, murder, rape, and
civil discord were pleasing to him and it was in such a setting that he spent his
youth. His body could endure hunger, cold, and lack of sleep to an incredible
degree. He had an audacious, crafty and changeable spirit, capable of simulating
and dissimulating anything, eager for others’ property, wasteful of his own, burning
with wants; enough eloquence, too little wisdom. His enormous®!? spirit always
desired things that are immoderate, incredible, too high. After the dictatorship of L.
Sulla, he was taken by a strong desire to seize the state...

[L. Catilina, nobili genere natus, fuit magna vi et animi et corporis, sed ingenio
malo pravoque. Huic ab adulescentia bella intestina, caedes, rapinae, discordia
civilis grata fuere, ibique iuventutem suam exercuit. Corpus patiens inediae, algoris,
vigiliae, supra quam cuiquam credibile est. Animus audax, subdolus, varius, cuius
rei lubet simulator ac dissimulator; alieni adpetens, sui profusus; ardens in
cupiditatibus; satis eloquentiae, sapientiae parum. Vastus animus inmoderata,
incredibilia, nimis alta semper cupiebat. Hunc post dominationem L. Sullae lubido
maxuma invaserat rei publicae capiundae...5%%]

This description, much like Cicero’s orations, establishes Catiline as a rebel against civilization,
propriety, and rationality. He is said to be motivated by greed and enormous desires, including,
significantly, a desire for things “immoderate, incredible.” The man’s reliance on the instinctual
rather than the rational, while abhorrent to a traditionally-minded Roman, finds a ready
acceptance among the Romantics, who prized precisely this desire to move beyond the limits of
the intellect.®** Catiline’s disregard for societal norms, furthermore, can be easily interpreted not
as delinquency but as a Romantic opposition to “everything clear-cut and definite” and a desire

to explore the “unfulfilled possibility” of a more dynamic approach to life.?t

612 For a discussion about the interpretations and translations of “vastus,” which can refer to immensity or
desolation, see Christopher Krebs, “Catiline’s Ravaged Mind: ‘Vastus Animus’ (Sall. ‘BC’ 5.5).”

613 Qallust, BC, 5.1-6.

614 Hauser 155.

615 Hauser 171.
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Using the potential for reinterpretation available in these two original sources, Ibsen
presents his own Romantic version of Catiline, who is “torn apart by passions and rushing
towards his demise.”®'® Samuel McLellan, who has studied the relationship between Ibsen and
the Latin sources, argues that, overall, Ibsen includes and compounds the flaws and crimes, but,
at the same time, also “depicts a noble side of Catiline,” ultimately providing a conflicted but
sympathetic portrait.®}” The revolt of Ais Catiline is not against the glorious Roman Republic,
but, rather, against the hopelessly corrupt people and institutions of a degenerate, abusive and
artificial social/political construction. The rebellion here is the product not of debt and dissolute
living but, rather, of a Romantic idealization of the earlier days of Roman glory and a desire to
return to the past unfettered by the “complication, conflict, [and] oppression” of civilization and
its social institutions.®'® At several points in the text, Catiline addresses the audience with a
monologue revealing his dreams (both literal and figurative) of “something better,/Something far
nobler than this present life.”%%°

Because of this quest, he is set apart from his co-conspirators, who are, quite in line with
Cicero’s and Sallust’s condemnations, motivated by greed or other base lusts. This alienation
from both his enemies and his friends emphasizes the individualistic and tragic nature of
Catiline’s struggle. He feels dissatisfied and superfluous, wondering whether he shall die
“without first having lived”’®?° and, ultimately, his conspiracy becomes the manifestation of his
attempt to escape into the world of fantasy, an attempt that is destined to fail because it cannot be

reconciled with reality. Ibsen’s Catiline’s final lines summarize his life as that of a dreamer who

616 Romanov 197.

617 Samuel McLellan, “On Catilina: A Structural Examination of Ibsen’s First Play and its Sources.”
618 M. Abrams. Natural Supernaturalism, 199.

819 Henrik Ibsen, Early Plays, 9.

620 Tbsen 39.
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has, somewhere inside him, a childlike innocence that got lost but did not disappear completely:

Oh, how sweet! Now I remember my forgotten dream,/ How the darkness was

dispersed before a radiant beam,/ How the song of children ushered in the new-born

day./ Ah, my eye grows dim, my strength is fading fast away;/ But my mind is

clearer now than ever it has been: / All the wanderings of my life loom plainly up

within./ Yes, my life a tempest was beneath the lightning blaze;/ But my death is

like the morning's rosy-tinted haze.%?!

Though Blok himself talks about Ibsen as someone who has done an accurate re-evaluation of
Catiline, there are important differences in his own portrait of Catiline. Although Blok is
sympathetic to the reversal of the narrative about the greatness of Rome, his account does not
attribute any of these positive characteristics or idealistic motivations to Catiline.®?? Blok’s
Catiline also does not have any patriotic aspirations; as we saw earlier, Blok openly mocks those
who continue to love Rome or mourn the loss of traditional Roman values.

In fact, Blok implicitly accepts the negative characterization of Catiline left by Sallust,
writing, “Even if three quarters of all this is malicious gossip, the remaining quarter would be
enough” (“Ecnu naxke Tpu 4eTBEpTH BCETO 3TOTO - 3I00HAs CIIJIETHA, HO M OCTaroLIeics
weTBepTu n0BonbHO %), Unlike Ibsen, he is not trying to redeem Catiline, and I cannot agree
with Romanov’s assessment that Blok “does not simply rehabilitate Catiline, he makes him a
hero.”®?* His Catiline is certainly not a dreamer, he is a product of his hopelessly corrupt society.
In fact, he even “combined all the vices [of his contemporary society] and turned them into

legendary monstrosity” (“OH coequHUI Bce MOPOKU [COBpEMEHHOTO 00IIeCTBa] U JOBET UX A0

nerenapaoro yponactea”®?®), he is a “criminal and a murderer” (“6e33aKOHHUK U YOuiina”).

62! Tbsen 94.

622 There was also a Russian precedent for a positive interpretation of Catiline - Nikolai Dobrolyubov had earlier
portrayed Catiline as a “true revolutionary” driven by “noble aims.” Though this account was known to Blok, it is
neither mentioned nor followed in this essay. See Romanov 196.

623 Blok 19.

624 Romanov 202.

625 Blok 23.
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Moreover, Blok also makes it clear that he thinks Catiline did not have any productive or
socially-conscious intentions. Perhaps this refusal to portray Catiline as a noble figure also
reflects the desire to portray the pervasiveness of Roman corruption — even its hero is despicable
— and suggest, once again, that violent destruction is the best and only desirable outcome.®?®
Most importantly, however, Catiline is the agent of destruction. He is important because
he wanted to burn Rome and the references to burning place Catiline’s actions into the context of
retribution established by the reference to Hebrews 10:27, mentioned above. Blok makes the
connection clear by describing the entire conspiracy as a fire, writing, “The conspiracy [...]
flared up for a minute; its fire was drowned out, crushed, trampled; the conspiracy was
extinguished” (“3aroBop Karmimasl — 6neHbIN peIBECTHUK HOBAaro MUPa—BCIBIXHYI HA
MHHYTY; €T0 OTOHb 3aJIIJIH, 3aBAJIHIIH, PACTONTANIH; 3aroBop noTyx "%%"). There are three different

99 ¢¢

words that refer to fire in this description (“flared up,” “fire,” “extinguished”), so we know that
Blok really wants to emphasize this particular metaphor. Burning is a key notion for two reasons.
The first is the context of punitive destruction inflicted by a higher force that I already
mentioned. The other is the cleansing function and effect of burning — it completely destroys
what existed before. It is the only approach that can purify a site of decomposition, cleanse the
civilizations that are so thoroughly permeated by corruption that they can no longer be changed
from within the existing structures. This is why Blok looks to Catiline and why the traditional

heroes evoked by earlier writers are no longer suitable.

Finally, Catiline is also a figure of failure, and though Blok himself seemingly tries to

626 Judith Kalb also points out that Blok accepts “Sallust’s unflattering physical description,” but argues that Catiline
becomes a revolutionary “despite these flaws,” “because of his awareness of his surroundings” (258). I think, rather,
that Catiline is chosen not despite but because of his flaws in order to show the extent of Roman decay and the need
for thorough purification.

627 Blok 43-4.
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mitigate this failure (by placing Catiline in the chain of great revolutions, for instance, or by
mentioning his influence on a later generation), there seems to be an underlying sense of despair
pervading this essay, which comes out from the stories about the lack of meaningful change,
figurative blindness, misunderstanding, and, finally, destruction that does not seem to be
followed by anything new.
Despair

This sense of despair may be responsible for a number of things that Blok does not do in
this essay. He does not either fear or look forward to the advent of the barbarians that will
eventually destroy Rome. He does not romanticize the fall of Rome, which for other Symbolists
appeared “sensational and apocalyptic.”?® His hero is hardly heroic, more useful for
destabilizing the greatness of the traditional notable Roman figures and carrying out destruction
than exemplifying any values of his own. This essay is essentially a story of decay and failure,
and though Blok uses the phrase “triumphantly rotting Rome,” the text emphasizes the rotting
over the triumphs. Judith Kalb mentions that Blok anticipated and feared the dissipation of the
revolution, citing Blok’s notebooks and the mention of Catiline’s ultimate failure, though she
argues that Blok nevertheless kept his faith in the power of the artist.%?° I would like to pursue
the notes of disillusionment and hopelessness more extensively because they seem to me to be
more pervasive than first appears, and the essay seems to undermine the revolution that it so
passionately demands and justifies, both in terms of its motivations and its ultimate outcome. It
is worth thinking about whether Rome might, in the end, become a symbol of hopelessness, since
we already know the ending of its story and can use it to predict an equally bleak ending for all

stories that use it as a model.

628 Lodge 286.
629 Kalb 122.
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As is evident in “Catiline,” Blok dreaded what he considered a degeneration and
debasement of spirit, a kind of pettiness that he saw in historical figures like Cicero and Sallust,
as well as in the world immediately around him and that led to his disillusionment with
contemporary history, the epoch of “great hopes and “collapses.’”’%% He had responded similarly
to World War I, which “had turned out to be prosaic and petty, devoid of any sense. It was fit
neither to inspire heroic deeds or patriotism, nor to transform man. ...there was a mechanical
feeling to events; they appeared to develop without human influence, and their inner meaning
was hidden from man."%®! The same disillusionment, and for the same reasons, took hold of him
after the October Revolution, even though he had been originally very enthusiastic about it,
going as far as getting involved in political and social activism.®¥2 Though he never joined the
Communist Party, he worked on the Soviet government's board of directors of the State theaters,
and as chairman of the Petrograd division of the All-Russian Union of Poets and a director of the
Petrograd division of the All-Russian Writers' Union.%*® Eventually, however, “He came to see
[it] as a failure, the product of abstract economic theories and bourgeois intellectuals who, like
himself, had no real contact with or understanding of ordinary people.”®3* Blok’s final years and

writings are filled with frequent, though not invariable, references to disillusionment, despair and

830 Kolobaeva, L. “Polifunktsional’nost’ neomifologizma v tvorchestve simvolistov (V. Briusov, Vyach. Ivanov, In.
Annenskii).” Antichnost’i kultura Serebrianogo veka. Moscow: Nauka, 2010.

831 Hellman, Ben. Poets of Hope and Despair: The Russian Symbolists in War and Revolution (1914-1918).
Helsinki: Institute for Russian and EE Studies, 1995, p. 238.

832 He was not alone in his enthusiasm; there was a widespread excitement especially after the February Revolution:
"Writers like Gippius and Briusov went out among the crowds, attended demonstrations and meetings and talked to
soldiers and workers. The atmosphere was electrifying. Gippius felt this initial stage of the revolution to be 'bright as
the first moments of love.' Blok, who had arranged a swift return from the front, walked the streets of Petrograd as in
a dream, intoxicated by the freedom and joy. The sight of disciplined revolutionary soldiers filled the usually
reserved Merezhkovskii with rapture. Sologub felt as if he were in a temple when watching 'the good-natured faces'
around him. People appeared to be completely changed and class barriers seemed to have disappeared. As in 1914,
there was again the feeling of a wonderful, instantaneous metamorphosis, bordering on a metaphysical miracle."
(Hellman 249).

83 F. D. Reeve, Aleksandr Blok: Between Image and Idea, 16.

834 Reeve 14.
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ill health, both physical and mental.®*® His notebooks from 1918 already often register a sense of
despair and boredom, with the word “anguish” appearing as the most commonly expressed
mood.

It may be that the turn to Rome and to Catiline is connected to the anticipation of failure,
since his story reflects both the need for something new and the ultimate failure to bring about
any changes. Blok’s notebook has several brief remarks about the essay, the earliest of which
conveys a sense of enthusiasm about the topic, which promises to be fascinating: “Catiline
(again). The topic is just too magnificent” ("Karununa (onsits). Tema y:x oueHb BeJIMKOJICTHA. "
636). And yet, the very next day he writes: “Catiline. What a close, FAMILIAR, sad world! — And
right away — the bitterness of failure. How boring, familiar. [...] Catiline wanted something not
boring, not lavish, not beautiful, unreachable. And that, too, is boring” (‘“Karununa. Kakoit
omuskuit, SHAKOMBIH, neuansusiit Mup! - U cpasy - ropeus najenns. Kak ckyuHo, H3BeCTHO.
[...] KarnnuHa 3axoresl HECKy4HOT0, HE MBIIIHOTO, HE KPAaCUBOTO, HepocsraeMoro. M 3To Toxe
ckyarno”%"). The world of Catiline appears sad precisely because the desire for change and the
bitterness of failure are so familiar. As Etkind points out, it is not Catiline’s story that is boring,
“but rather the eternal return of historical episodes.”®*® Boris Romanov speculates, and I think
rightly, about a possible connection between this sentiment and an earlier (1909) poem of Blok,

where he turns “a famous medieval proverb into a prophecy” °:

The circle of existence is tight: Komb110 cy1iecTBOBaHbS TECHO:
As all paths lead to Rome, Kak Bce mytu npuBoasT B Pum,
So do we already know Tax Ham 3apaHee U3BECTHO,

That we will slavishly repeat everything Yro Bce MBI paOCKH MOBTOPUM

835 Forsyth, James. Listening to the Wind: an introduction to Alexander Blok, 117-8.
836 Blok, ZK, 402.

837 Ibid.

838 Etkind 66.

639 Romanov 189.
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By extending the proverb to the paths and permutations of history, Blok predicts the
inevitability of repeating Rome’s history and perhaps conveys either the horror or the despair
caused by having an awareness of this inevitability (suggested, for instance, by the image of the
tight ring of existence or the adverb “slavishly”’). Though this poem predates the essay by almost
a decade, it conveys a similar sentiment to that found in this essay, when Blok discusses the
failure of Catiline’s revolution. He explains that this episode was “one of the numerous
unsuccessful revolutions, one of the many suppressed uprisings” (“3to - ogHa U3
MHOTOYHCIIEHHBIX HEYIABIINXCS PEBOIIONHIA, OJHO M3 MHOTHX TOJaBIeHHBIX BoccTanmit %40).
The terms “numerous” and “many,” combined with the absence of any other successful
precedents, make us wonder if a similar fate awaits the Russian Revolution, especially since
there have been insistently repeated parallels between the two worlds throughout the essay. Blok
goes on to point out that the rebellion was only suppressed, but also failed to change anything
about Roman society: “The circumstances in which [the conspiracy] flared up remained, it
seems, the same, its hues did not change” (“Tot oH, Ha KOTOPOM OH BCIBIXHYJI, OCTAJICS,
TIOBHIMMOMY, HPEKHHUM, OKpacka He u3MeHunacs %41).,

In describing the subsequent behavior of “aristocratic swine” and other inhabitants of
Rome, Blok uses the word “still,” “as before” (“nonmpexuemy”) five times, emphasizing the
sameness of the situation after Catiline’s failed attempt to change his world:

The Republic was still ruled by a useless, venal, and decrepit Senate. The slaves,

whose number and misfortune grew with every new triumph of the Roman arms,

this faceless, cunning, and miserable throng of the Roman poor [...] still deserted,

speculated, sold itself for money [...] aristocratic swine, painting their eyebrows

with red paint, still curiously examined strapping healthy barbarians, bought into
slavery at a discount; Roman matrons still painted their hair yellow, since

640 Blok 38.
641 Blok 43-3.
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Germanic hair color was in vogue. Wealthy bourgeois still kept a lapdog and a
Greek; these, too, were in vogue.

[PecniyGnkoii monpekHeMY yIpaBiisiil HUKyJa HETOIHBIN, TOJKYITHBIN 1
JPSIXJIBIA ceHat. PaObl, unciio 1 O€ACTBEHHOE MOJ0KEHNUE KOTOPBIX POCIIO C
Ka)XIbIM HOBBIM TpUYM(pOM PUMCKOTO OPY>KHsI, BCsI 3Ta Oe3/InKas, JTyKaBas u
HecYacTHasl puMcKasi O€/THOTA [...] mompekHeMY JIe3epTUpOBaa, ClIeKyIupoBaa,
MIpO/aBaach 3a JACHbIU |[...] apUCTOKpaTHYeCcKas CBOJIOYb, CYpMHUBIIAsi OPOBU
KpaCHOM KpacKoM, MOMPEKHEMY JOPHUPOBAa C JIOOOIBITCTBOM POCIBIX U
3I0POBBIX BapBapOB, KYIUICHHBIX B paOCTBO MO CXOAHOM IIEHE; pUMCKUE OapbIHU
MOIMPEKHEMY KPACUJIU BOJIOCHI KEITOM KPACKOW, TaK KaK TEPMAHCKHI IIBET BOJIOC
ob11 B Mozie. CocTosiTenbHbIE OypiKya MOMPEKHEMY JIep:Kaliu y cedst B ToMe
KOMHATHYIO cOOauKy M Ipeka; TO M JApyroe Toxke Obu10 B Mozie. 4]

The terrifying thing about the episode, however, is that we know that the modern world is very
much the same as the ancient world, and so we may expect its people to be similarly invested in
clinging to the status quo:

Among the people of that old world, there was — much like among the people of
our old world — a mutual guarantee, a silent agreement, passed on from one
generation to the next: this guarantee consisted and consists in pretending that
nothing happened and everything stayed the same: there was a conspiracy, there
was a revolution, but the revolution was suppressed, the conspiracy was exposed,
and now everything is back to normal; so it was with Catiline’s rebellion.

[Mexay Tr0apMU TOTO CTapOro MUPA, TAKKE KaK U MEK]Y JTIFOABMU HAIIIETO
cTaporo Mupa, Obl1a Kpyronasi mopyka, 0€3MOJIBHOE COTIacue, Iepe1aBaeMoe 1Mo
HACJIEJICTBY OT OJHUX MEIIaH K APYTMM: 3Ta MOpyKa 3aKIrouanach U 3aKI04aeTCs
B TOM, 4YTOOBI JIeJIaTh BU, Oy0 HUYErO HE TPOU30IILIIO U BCE OCTAIIOCH 10
CTapoMy: ObLT 3aroBOp, ObLIIa PEBOIIOLINS; HO PEBOIIOIHSI TO/IaBIIeHA, 3ar0BOP
PACKPBIT - ¥ BCE OMSATH OOCTOUT OJIATOMOIYYHO; TaK CIYIHIIOCH, KOHEYHO, U C
BoccTanueM Karnnmmanr 04

One can sense the bitterness towards these people who are invested in the charade of wellbeing
of the old world; they are the ones actually responsible for the general stagnation, they make sure
that attempts at change “of course” fail. Blok describes their actions as a pretense in order to

show that this way of thinking is dishonest and even harmful because it hides the underlying

642 Blok 44.
643 Blok 46.
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problems and represses all possibility of change.

We could perhaps think that Catiline was a precursor of the true revolution and fiery
destruction that would be ushered in by the advent of Christianity or the barbarians, that the
change is yet to come and will be described later on. And yet, there is actually a resounding
silence about any future Rome. It is telling that there is nothing in the narrative about the
aftermath of the destruction, either of ancient Rome or of contemporary Russia, even though the
allusions to the destruction of the Roman Empire are numerous:

...a few decades after Christ, it would be up to Tacitus to mourn the fall of the old
world and the sick civilization.

The heart of Rome stopped beating when Christ was born. The organism of the
monarchy was so enormous that it took centuries for all the limbs to stop seizing.

But centuries passed; the empire stopped not only living but also existing. The
barbarian hurricane covered much with earth and ruins.

[...uepe3 HeCKOJIBKO JECATKOB JIeT nocie Xpucra, TaluTy yke BHITAIO0 Ha TONIO
OTIJIAKATh MAJICHAE CTAPOro MUpa M 6oIbHOM muBHmI3amyy. °44

Korna ponuncs Xpucroc, nepecrano 0utkes cepaue Puma. Opranuzm MoHapXuu
ObUI TaK TPOMaJIEH, YTO MOTPEOOBAINCH BeKa /I TOTO YTOOBI BCE WIEHBI 3TOTO
TeJla MepecTaly CYI0OPOXKHO JABHTAThCA. .. 84
Ho Bexa npomuny; umnepust IpekpaThiia He TOJIBKO ObITHE, HO U CYIIIECTBOBAHHUE.
Bapsapckuii BUXpb 3aHEC MHOTOE 3eMileii 1 pazBaiuHaMmy... 48]
Several scholars have pointed to Blok’s curious lack of clarity about the exact mechanisms and
aftermath of the destruction. Mikhail Gasparov writes, “It is unclear how exactly Blok

understands this transformation of the world by the fire of Christ, or how this understanding fits

into the historical frame; it seems that the ideal people of this Christian future are only the

644 Blok 7.
645 Blok 58.
846 Jbid.
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‘strapping, healthy barbarians’ with their ‘might and freshness.’”®*’ Boris Romanov, too, notes

that Blok “does not know” what the old world will transform into.

648

We can contrast Blok’s silence about this topic with another poem, “Transubstantiation”

(“TIpeocymecteienne”®*), also written in 1918. Its author, Maksimilian Voloshin, also compares

the Russian Revolution to the fall of Rome but ends his analogy with the description of the new,

transformed (by Christianity) Rome and the anticipation of a new, spiritually transformed Russia:

[...]

When the last light faded

At the bottom of silence and oblivion,

And ancient Rome disappeared in darkness,
A transubstantiation was occurring

Of universal power on earth:

The eagle’s claw opened

And the world fell out. And the Pope accepted
The state and erected a throne.

And a new Rome flourished — great

And immense, like a force of nature.

Like a seed, which must

Perish in order to grow,

Perish, Russia,

To bloom into a kingdom of spirit.

[...]

Korna mocnennuii cBeT norac

Ha nue mMoidanbs v 3a0BEHb,

N npeBunii Pum ncues Bo mrie,
Caep111anock MpeoCyieCTBICHbE
BcemupHoii B1acTu Ha 3eMIie:
OpnuHas pas3xanace jamna

U Beiman mup. U npunsin [1ama
JlepxaBy ¥ pecTon BO3JBUI.

U HoBBIN PrM miponiB€n — Benuk
W HeoOBsATEH, KaK CTHXHS.

Tak cems, 1aObI MPOPACTH,
JIOMKHO UCTIETS. ..

Hctaei, Poccus,

U napctBOoM myxa paciseru!

Given his numerous invocations of Christianity and the end of the old world, we might

expect a similar pronouncement from Blok. Instead, there is silence. Perhaps this is because the

destruction of the Roman Empire did not ultimately produce the changes that he hoped to see and

there is, in fact, no historical precedent for a positive outcome of a revolution. All Rome can

teach us about is need for the destruction of the old world.

Conclusion

One of the entries in Blok’s notebook reads “CATILINE — all day. Swan song of the

847 Gasparov 127.
648 Romanov 209.

849 T am grateful to Romanov’s essay for bringing this poem to my attention.
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revolution?” ("KATHUJIMHA - Bech nenb. Jlebeaunas necus peomouuu?"). There are a number
of ways to interpret this question mark. Etkind, for instance, sees it “not as a sign of doubt but
more likely a sign of hope,”®° but, given the signs of failure in the essay, I do not believe that
much hope can remain. To me, this note conveys the sense that the “death” of the revolution is
coming, and the Roman precedents used in the essay foreshadow the inevitability of this
outcome.

Before the despair sets in, however, Rome can also provide the model and the inspiration
for the revolution — it can be used to show exactly how corrupt its society and values, which have
become the values of the Western world, really were, and how much its inevitable destruction
was needed. In this role, Blok’s Rome is a stark contrast to most earlier Romes, because his
approach no longer looks at a different period or different figures to admire — even Goncharov’s
broken and disillusioned Rome still looked up to at least the aesthetic ideals that Roman art and
literature could offer, even if these ideals were untenable in contemporary Russian
circumstances. Blok’s Rome, instead, represents the entire Western civilization, including
Russia, but only to demonstrate the extent to which this civilization has rotted and the need for
its destruction. In order to convey this impression, Blok takes on the role not of a rival, student,
or emulator, but that of a judge. He finds Rome and, by extension, Russia guilty of corruption,

physical and moral, and calls for its annihilation.

sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk skeosie sk sk sk sk sk st sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk sk skeosie sk sk sk skeoske sk skoskosk skok sk

Postscriptum
Blok’s enthusiasm for destruction did not last very long. The following excerpt from a letter to

an acquaintance, written in January 1921, shows that his initial enthusiasm soon turned into

6%0 Etkind 67.
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horror:

There still remains in me 1/100 of something that I should pass on to somebody else;
I want to express this best part of me in my wish for your child, a person of the near
future. My wish is this: let him, if it is at all possible, be a person of peace and not of
war, let him calmly and slowly create what was annihilated by the seven years of
horror. If this proves impossible, if his blood continues to boil and mutiny and
destroy, as it does in all of us, sinners, - then let him always and constantly be
tormented by his conscience, let it at least neutralize his venomous, terrible impulses,
so common in our times and, perhaps, in the near future.

[Ho Bo mHe emie, npaBaa, 1/100 Toro, 4To0bI HaO OBLIO MEpeaaTh KOMY-TO; BOT 3Ty
JYYIIYIO MOIO 9acThb st ObI MOT BBIPA3HTh B MOXKeTaHUU Bamiemy pebeHKY, 4eI0BeKy
Onmu3koro Oymymiero. OTO TOXKETaHUE TaKoe: MYCTh, €CIU TOJIBKO 3TO OyaeT
BO3MO)XKHO, OH OyJeT 4eJOBEKOM MHpa a HE BOWHBI, IyCTh OH OyleT CHOKOWHO U
MEIJIEHHO CO3UJaTh UCTpeOJIeHHOe CeMblo rojaMu yxkaca. Ecnmu ke 310 Oymer
HOBO3MOXHO, €CJIb KPOBb BCE eIlle OyZeT B HeM KHIEeTh U OyHTOBATh M pa3pyuiarh,
OHa BO BCEX HAC, TPEIIHBIX, - TO MYCTh YK €ro Tep3aeT Bcela U HEOTCTYITHO MPexk/ie
BCET'O COBECTh, MIyCTh OHA XOTh 00E3BPEKHUBACT €TO SITIOBUTHIC, CTPAIIHBIC TIOPBIBHI,
KOTOPBIMH OOTraTra COBPEMEHHOCTh Hallla U, MOJKET ObITh, OyaIeT Ooraro u Onuxkaiiiiee

oymymee. 1]

651 Blok 94.
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Conclusion

Ferdinand de Saussure once argued that in language there is only difference, and it is this
difference that creates meaning.%®? We could say the same about the reception of ancient Rome.
The meaning of Rome appears in contrast to other Romes, both existing and possible, and a
diachronic comparative approach is particularly useful for examining how and why various
Romes are created. In this dissertation, I have offered readings of five different Romes in five
different historical moments. In each case, I have considered the historical circumstances that
may have guided these five manifestations of Rome, as well as the way that they speak to other
Romes in order to articulate and distinguish their own ideological priorities and values.

The Romes that frame the narrative are those of Lomonosov and Blok, and they stand,
respectively, at the beginning and the end of the Russian Empire. In Lomonosov’s Rome, we see
grandeur, which is then transferred onto Russia through historical and literary rivalry between
the two empires. Lomonosov himself takes on the role of the Russian Livy and the Russian
Vergil, competing with these authors to provide Russia with a proud story of origins, history,
destiny, and literature. Blok’s Rome, on the other hand, is an empire of decay and corruption,
offered as a case study for the corruption of contemporary Russian civilization. Its expansion is
now portrayed as the bloating of a corpse, its literature shows delusions of grandeur and

blindness to reality, and its great figures are petty and ignorant hypocrites. Blok concludes that

82 de Saussure, Ferdinand. Course in General Linguistics. Trans. Roy Harris. London: Duckworth, 1983 [1916],
119.
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this Rome and this Russia both have to be destroyed, and he himself performs this destruction in
his writing by attacking the admirable Romes created by Lomonosov and the generations that
followed him.

Between these two Romes are those of Derzhavin, Pushkin and Ryleev, and Goncharov.
Each of these responds to its own historical moment. Derzhavin modifies Lomonosov’s Rome to
teach the rulers and subjects of the Russian Empire that what makes an empire truly great is not
its military prowess but rather the ethics and patriotism of its inhabitants. Although Russian
military triumphs continue, it is time to look inward and evaluate the inner workings of the state
and the individual. This look inward, however, is not intended to destabilize the status quo, and
Derzhavin simply encourages rulers to care for their subjects. His Rome is still an imperial Rome
that should be defended rather than opposed by its citizens, even if its greatness is no longer a

given.

As frustration with the existing structures grows, those who want to see political change
turn for inspiration to the Roman Republic. For a group of young men, later known as the
Decembrists, the figures of Brutus, Cassius, and Cato become examples of patriots willing to
fight tyranny and sacrifice themselves for the sake of their fatherland. Their names become a
way to inspire the Russians to act against tyranny in their own land. The failed attempt of the
Decembrists to oppose the state, however, leads the government to become greatly suspicious
both of political sentiments and Roman references, which are so closely linked in the writings of
the Decembrists and their sympathizers (and which also frequently appear in various

revolutionary movements in Europe).

As a result, there can be no overt political or civic Rome. In Goncharov’s Oblomov,

however, there is a curious case of a ghostly Roman presence that delivers criticisms of
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contemporary circumstances by showing the incompatibility of Roman ideals with the Russian
reality. Without offering a clear narrative, these Roman allusions still manage to convey

disillusionment, fear, and paralysis, crushed hopes and forgotten dreams.

These are a few of the Romes that have appeared in the Russian Empire. I have
intentionally avoided the term “evolution” in my narrative, because I want to avoid the
implication that there was a linear, teleological progression from the first of these Romes to the

last.

And yet, as [ have shown in the case studies above, these Romes do form a “chain of
reception,” in the sense that later Romes are informed by the earlier ones and often directly
respond to them. Although the ways of creating new Romes are numerous, they may engage with
much earlier rather than more recent Romes, and, often, very different Romes can co-exist within
the same generation or even the works of the same author, there is a clear intimate connection
between the Romes that | have discussed. This connection shows not only the enduring
importance of Roman history and literature for thinking through and responding to Russian
history, but also the continuous and dynamic accretion and negotiation of meanings,

connotations, and functions that guide the reception of Rome in the Russian Empire.
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