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Abstract

The thesis focuses on two major aspects. Firstly, it offers a discussion of
the evolution of the notion of ‘historicity’ in the thought of various Russian
thinkers and cultural historians with particular reference to the ideas of Berdiaev,
Bakhtin and Likhachev. It also addresses the problem of the contribution made to
the twentieth-century humanities by the ‘Slavonic Renaissance’ of the early part
of the twentieth century. Secondly, the work examines various views on the issue
of historical time and its perception and representation in artistic work, focusing
primarily on the specificity of artistic time in the prose of Ivan Bunin. The
discussion of this issue is based on four of Bunin’s substantial works (7he
Shadow of the Bird, The Life of Arsen’ev The Emancipation of Tolstoi and Dark
Avenues), examining the problem of historical time from semantic and formal
points of view. The analysis of the novel The Life of Arsen’ev emerges as central
to the whole discussion since it approaches the problem of the notion of ‘path
through life’ and its significance both for an understanding of Bunin’s work and
in relation to the discursive practice of the 1920s and early 1930s in Russia.
Moreover, for Bunin this category proves to be both a feature of artistic thinking
and of generic significance, extending the boundaries of understanding and
portrayal of historical time in its various aspects.
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Translation and Transliteration

Throughout the work all quotations are given in both the original language and
in English. All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated. Russian
words are transliterated according to the Library of Congress system (without
diacritics).



FOREWORD !

As the twentieth century draws to a close we can assert with some
confidence that in the history of the development of intellectual thought, our
century will always be marked by its deep, at times ‘obsessive’, engagement
with the study of time and space, and the interrelation and interaction between
them, representing, above all, a determined striving to exercise control over
the way this issues develops. In other words, an attempt if not to solve the
problem, then at least to draw certain conclusions and formulate some
concepts from it. It is therefore no surprise that for the contemporary
humanities, statements about the complexity and diversity of forms of time
and space and their importance for an interpretation of artistic work are
accepted at face value. However, every time we move this issue from the
realm of philosophy (where its study originally began and has been a priority
for a long time) and place it within the sphere of poetics, we stumble across
unexpected difficulties, one of which lies in the fact that here such notions as
‘time’, ‘space’, ‘history’, and such associated categories as ‘historical time’,
‘historical method’ and finally ‘historicity’, their meaning and content, are not
fully and clearly defined.

The present study, containing as it does five chapters, can be
provisionally divided into two sections, one theoretical and the other practical.
The function of the former is, by definition and purpose, to be theoretical and
introductory at the same time. The latter seeks to establish and maintain an
organic link between the two parts, dealing primarily with an analysis of the

literary text.
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The thematic core of the study focuses on two major aspects. On the
one hand, it offers a close examination of various views on the issue of
historical time and its perception and representation in artistic work. On the
other hand, it approaches the question of the state of the Russian humanities at
the turn of the century and during the first three decades of the twentieth
century. Needless to say, in the history of Russian culture this epoch is
noteworthy in many respects, marking a time of tremendous intellectual
ferment and challenging questioning of conventional values which found their
expression in a new, daring way of thinking and in a phenomenal diversity and
prosperity of artistic and literary manifestations. But there will always be one
distinctive feature that underlies all the work of Russian thought of this period.
This peculiarity can be describe as an aspiration to broaden one’s awareness
of, in essence, a single problem, namely, man’s existence in history, broadly
speaking, in culture. In conjunction with this it was important for me here to
raise afresh the issue of the meaning and content of such notions as
‘historicity’ and ‘the historical’ and to demonstrate their significance both for
an understanding of the discursive practice of the 1920s and early 1930s in
Russia and in relation to an analysis of the artistic work.

A significant part of the thesis is concerned with the study of Ivan
Bunin’s fiction. The focus on Bunin is stimulated not only by my personal
interest in his work, but, more importantly, by a wish to examine the
specificity of artistic time in Bunin's work, to reveal all the complexity of its
understanding and the profound context of its perception and representation.
The discussion of this issue is based on four of Bunin’s substantial works

(each of which is closely examined in a separate chapter): the collection of
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travel notes The Shadow of the Bird; the novel The Life of Arsen’ev (in English
translation The Well of Days); the monographic essay The Emancipation of
Tolstoi; and the collection of short stories Dark Avenues. The choice of these
particular works is conditioned first and foremost by the fact that, representing
different phases in the development of Bunin’s creative thinking, they allow us
to trace most vividly the dialectics of Bunin’s ‘sense of time’, that is, the
formation and evolution of the concept of historicity as such. Furthermore, the
generic diversity of the selected works (travel notes, novel, essay, and short
stories) offers an opportunity to consider the problem of historical time from a
semantic as well as formal point of view. From this perspective it thus
becomes possible to broaden the spectrum of study of Bunin’s fiction in
general, shifting the endless and seemingly unresolvable debate about Bunin’s
position on the Realism - Modernism scale to a discussion of the true place of
his artistic world in Russian literature of the turn of the century and onwards.
Such an approach, moreover, enables me to trace the polemics on the nature of
time and its perception and representation in Bunin’s work, arguing against the
view, widely held in contemporary scholarship (in the works of such scholars
as Afanas’ev, Kucherovskii, Connolly, Woodward and Mikhailov), that Bunin

was a thoroughly ‘ahistorical’ artist.

In my work I greatly benefited from the material held in the Bakhtin
Centre (University of Sheffield) to which I was attached as a PhD student. 1
have found the Russian State (formerly Lenin) Library to be an invaluable

source of secondary bibliographical material and the Russian Archive at Leeds
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University to contain much important information on Bunin’s life and work
such as diaries, periodicals, magazines, literary journals and Bunin’s
correspondence with writers and critics.

I owe a debt to my supervisor Professor David Shepherd for his
considerate guidance, indefatigable help and encouragement. I should like to
thank Professor William Leatherbarrow for reading and commenting on two
chapters of the present work. Thanks are also due to Professor Robert Russell
for his constant willingness to offer assistance with my research. Finally, I am
grateful to Thomas Dearman for his patience, and linguistic and moral support

through each stage of the writing of this work.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Idea of 'Historical Existence' in the Chronotope of Early 20th Century

Russian Culture.

Ho sniTHe, Ha MO BIrNIAA, - G6HTHE HCTOPHYECKOE, HCJIOBCK HO
nmocesieHen kaxofi-Hu6yab reorpaduueckolt Touxn. Ioam u
CTOJIETHA, BOT YTO CAYXHT €MY MECTHOCThIO, CTpaHON,

npocTpaHcTBOM. OH O6HTaTenb BpeMenu. [...] Yenomex -
aeficTayomee nHuo. OH repolt mocTaHOBKH, KOTOpaN

Ha3mBaeTcH ‘HcTOpHR’ MM ‘HCTOpHMeCcKOe CyuIeCTBOBaHMe .

Bopuc Ilacrepuax, Yro rarxoe wemoserx’

1. Why the 'Slavonic Renaissance'?

The question of what took place in Russian culture at the end of the
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century and how this should be
defined has interested the contemporary humanities for some time. The idea
that for Russian philosophy, literature and art the turn of the century and first
quarter of the twentieth century was both chronologically and qualitatively a
new epoch representing a peculiar cultural-historical phenomenon, remains
widely accepted. The sources of this approach can be found in the theoretical
works of thinkers and writers of that time. Nevertheless the significance of the
experience gained by the Russian humanities of the turn of the century and
first quarter of this century turns out to be hotly debated, constantly ‘troubling’
contemporary minds. Moreover, there are reasons, perhaps decisive ones, for
touching upon certain difficulties which arise when answering this question.
The first reason is one of material, for the existing theoretical and critical
literature devoted to this subject is quite considerable. It includes substantial

monographs and books, essays and articles in literary magazines and journals



and conference papers and abstracts on studies in Slavonic literature and
poetics. However, notwithstanding the large quantity of research material
which offers various general descriptions of the contribution made to cultural
history by the first quarter of this century, the very notion of the productivity of
the cultural content of that epoch (not its status), along with its influence on
the further development of Russian humanities thinking, has not yet received
precise and clear definition and problematisation. The second reason is the
status and notion of a ‘turning point’ and its content. For, the more we try to
consider that period from our own cultural-historical position (which has not
yet been given any firm definition but which could be conventionally named,
by analogy, the late twentieth and early twenty-first century), the more we
become certain of the idea that everything which is somehow related to and
can be described in terms of ‘turning’ or ‘transitional’ is not easily susceptible
to any sort of definition and classification. All that is left to us is to ‘forecast’
and at the same time ponder the ideas expressed at ‘the dawn’ of our century
about the possibilities of this century. Even after amassing substantial
knowledge about the epoch, so that the essence of what happened becomes
more or less clear, we find ourselves in a situation where familiar events and
facts unexpectedly reveal their new, hitherto unexplored, side. In this sense,
the recent polemics among Russianists (particularly in the sphere of Bakhtin
studies) on the fate and role played by the so-called ‘Third” or ‘Slavonic

Renaissance’' in Russian cultural history of the turn of the century and first

! This notion was introduced in 1919 by the Russian Hellenist F. F. Zelinskii in his book
Drevnegrecheskaia literatura epokhi nezavisimosti [Classical Greek Literature of the Period of
Independence]. In his comments on the article ‘Tretii Renessans’ [The Third Renaissance] (1995),
Vitalii Makhlin draws attention to the importance of the context in which Zelinskii proposes the terms
the ‘Third’ or ‘Slavonic Renaissance’. Zelinskii points to the fact that in the two Western cultural
Renaissances - Romanic and Germanic - which were inspired by Classical Greek Literature ‘the



quarter of the twentieth century, can serve as a vivid example. This discussion
was initiated by Vladimir Bibler’s book of 1991, Mikhail Mikhailovich
Bakhtin ili poetika kul’tury [Mikhail Bakhtin or The Poetics of Culture].
Bibler begins the description of the turn of the century and first quarter of the
twentieth century by outlining that the most fundamental peculiarity of this
epoch lies in the difficulty of approaching it from an evolutionary-genetic or
the more widespread comparative-historical point of view, since this period,
like no other age, developed the idea of the ‘unity of humane knowledge’
(edinstvo gumanitarnogo znaniia), expressed, as Bibler puts it, ‘in the
aspiration [...] to understand every phenomenon of human life as a
phenomenon of culture’ [stremlenie [...] ponimat’ kazhdyi fenomen
chelovecheskoi zhizni kak fenomen kul’tury].? In other words, the major
feature of that epoch’s thinking (or what Bibler calls ‘indeterminate intuition’
(neopredelennaia intuitsiia)) is based on a ‘fully determinate’ historical and
‘creative pathos’ to consider every phenomenon of nature, history, society,
human life, relations, passion and thought to be first and foremost a
manifestation of culture. This pathos (and this is a correct and important
observation of Bibler’s) turns out to be an ‘a priori’ for all thinkers in the first
quarter of the twentieth century, for:

If a scholar (or artist) of the twentieth century falls out from this pathos, then a

reader, spectator or listener of his works inevitably feels a certain inferiority,

inapplicability, lack of vitality and secondary nature of the perceived cultural

Slavonic world participated only indirectly, illuminated by reflected or refracted light; its future
cultural originality requires it to have its own, third in number, great Slavonic Renaissance’

[CraBanckufi MMP B 060HX YYACTBOBAN JIMIIL KOCBEHHO, OCBOIIAEMLNl OTPAXEHHAM HJIH NpPEOMICHHAIM
CBETOM; €ro GYAymAaf KYyJIbTYPH&X CEMOGMTHOCTL TPE6YCT, YTOSM H OH MM6JI CBOG - YHCJIOM TPEThE -

Benuxoe cnasancxoe Bospoxaenue] (quoted from V. L. Makhlin, ‘Tretii Renessans’, in Bakhtinologiia:
Issledovaniia, perevody, publikatsii, ed. K. G. Isupov (St. Petersburg: Aleteliia, 1995), pp. 132-54 (p.

151)).



phenomena (these may be very nice and comfortable for one’s perception as reader

and spectator).

[Ecnu xaxoli-ro mcciemosarens (M XyRoxHuHK) XX Bexa BHMARAET H3 3TOrO

nadoca, TO YHTATENAD, 3pUTCNIh, CAYLIATONb €ro NPOH3IBCACHHE HeH3sEXHO
omywaerT Kakyio-TO HCMNOMHOUCHHOCTh, HCAACKBATHOCTD, HCXHIHOHHOCTD,

BTOPHYHOCTh BOCMIPHHHMACMAEX KYJNBTYPHHX (EHOMCHOB (6BITh MOXET, OHMCHE

MHJIBIX H YIOTHBIX AJIA MOCro YHTATONALCKXOrO H 3IPHTOEJILCKOro IOCHPHI‘I‘HI).]

(Ibid.)
Moreover, in his book Bibler seeks to demonstrate the fruitfulness of
approaching a cultural phenomenon from the position of a quest for the
‘evolutionary vector’ (p. 15): in so doing we part from an understanding of that
which, in the end, forms and defines the integral character of the epoch. Bibler
argues that a cultural phenomenon is always ‘crystal-like’ (kristallichen)
(ibid.): by considering culture, its every occurrence and manifestation as a
simultaneous existential crystal, we can link different temporal, historical and
aesthetic layers, art and life. Hence Bibler’s metaphor of culture as crystal
vividly expresses the aspiration to perceive any cultural epoch as a single
whole, with all its, at times, contradictory occurrences and points of view, to
see in it above all an Event, an Image, a work of fine art (within the limits of a
single artistic work) and even a text (if we apply this idea within the total
literary output of a single author).” He proposes that we regard Bakhtin as the

structural and meaningful centre of this ‘crystal’ (that is, the cultural context of

V. S. Bibler, Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin ili poetika kul tury (Moscow: Progress, 1991), p. 37.

? Bibler’s book is a fruitful and quite successful example of an attempt to read and understand
Bakhtin’s works as a single whole (‘a unique crystal’), as one work, compressing the period from 1918
to 1975 into one year. According to Bibler, this is guided by the idea that this approach ‘offers a new
way of paraphrasing Bakhtin’s idea of the chronotope (time-space of culture) and at the same time
offers a preliminary summing up of our understanding of the chronotopic peculiarities of the cultural
phenomenon known as “M. M. Bakhtin™’ [naet Hosuit napadpas saxTuHcKolt HAEH XpOHOTONA
(BWM!-HPOCTPI“CT“ xym.'rypu) H OJHOBDPEMCHHO MNMOABOAMT NEPBOHAHANLHAIC HTOrH B NMOHHMANHH
OCOGEHMOCTER XPOHOTONA TOrO KyNhTYPHOro deHoMena, XoTopiit asuBaetcs “M. M. Baxtun”) (p. 36).



the beginning and first quarter of the twentieth century) or, more precisely,
Bakhtin’s idea of culture as ‘the focus of all other (social, spiritual, logical,
emotional, moral and aesthetic) meanings of human existence’ [sredotochie
vsekh inykh (sotsial’nykh, dukhovnykh, logicheskikh, emotsional’nykh,
nravstvennykh, esteticheskikh) smyslov chelovecheskogo bytiia] (p. 38).
Indeed, the first quarter of the twentieth century in Russia emerges as the focal
point of human thought’s spiritual strivings, as ‘the realm of “ultimate
resolutions” of [...] the destiny of culture’ [pole “poslednikh reshenii” [...]
sud’by kul’tury] (ibid.). Bibler, moreover, notes:

In this sense culture in the twentieth century is not only a problem of so-called

‘cultured people’. It is a problem of the life (to the extent that life becomes a spiritual

problem) of every individual who is ill with the twentieth century illnesses, and

healthy with its health.

[B s70M cMbicne xynsTypa B XX Bexe - 3To mposipeMa HE TONBKO TaK
Ha3BIBACMBIX “KyJIBTYPHHIX jsoReftl”, - HeT, 3To nposneMa xu3nu (B Tolt Mepe,
3 kxaxoff XH3HL CTAHOBHTCA AyXOBHOR mnposieMolt) Xxaxaoro uecnoscxka,

cTpanaloulero 6o/e3iaMu XX Beka, 3z0posoro ero 3aoposbeM.] (Ibid.)

Bibler also dwells on the significance of those alterations without which an
understanding of 1920s Russia does not seem to be possible and which, in their
turn, define the specific character of the cultural chronotope of that period in
particular and the twentieth century in general. The chronotope of culture in
our century, according to Bibler, shifts towards the ‘epicentre’ of social and
personal catastrophes and decisions, emerging as a major ‘subject’ of sincere
and spiritual efforts, since:

The enigma of culture - of its rise, existence and downfall - becomes the individual

torment of the human spirit, even in the perception of phenomena of nature, in



everyday life. This all follows only if man makes sense of daily disquets as the

disquiets of Being, that is, interprets them in the heights of spirit.

[33!‘322& KYABTYDPH, - €€ BOIHHKHOBCHHA, O6LITHA H TIHOGCJM, — CTAHOBHTCA

JIHYHBIM  MYYEHHCM ‘CJIOBCYCCKOTO XAYXa, nake B BOCHPHATHAX sARnexuil
NPHPOALI, B IOBCCAHCBHOCTH 6LITA. Koneuro, eciw TPOROrH 6LITA BOOSIUS
OCMBICJTHBAIOTCA YCJIOBCKOM KaK TPCBOTH OANTHA, TO 6CTh OCMBICIIHBAIOTCA Ha

BuicoTax nyxa.] (p. 39)

Pointing out that his view of culture is particularly concerned with its spiritual
and existential meaning (in Bibler’s terminology this is ‘the sphere of self-
determination’ (sfera samodeterminatsii)), Bibler introduces a qualitatively
new approach to the evaluation of the meaningful context and spiritual content
of both the beginning of the twentieth century and, in retrospect, the whole of
our century, whose originality (and here it is very difficult to disagree with
Bibler) is ‘exhausted’ (ibid.) by its first thirty years. The understanding and
attitude to culture developed during the 1920s and 1930s raised the question
which defined that epoch’s main content and pathos, namely, the idea of man’s
historical existence in culture, since it is, indeed, in the twentieth century that
culture emerges as the realm wherein man truly encounters history in such a
way that, remaining ‘alone’ with history, he begins to feel and understand that
he is an inseparable part of it. At this point I shall deliberately pause in order
to return to a closer examination of the works of those scholars without whose

conclusions this theme cannot receive its final problematisation.

It should be noted that Bibler’s book was followed by a large number
of publications which dwell on the necessity of (re)turning to and reviving the
humanities that were born at the turn and beginning of this century. Almost all

of these works, indisputably different in their purposes and content, have one



thing in common: a moment of uncertainty and disturbance when the question
of the current state of the humanities and its future development is raised. All
the authors seem to be unanimous in the conclusion that it is unlikely that,
without an appeal to the discursive practice introduced and developed by the
thinkers of the Third or Slavonic Renaissance, we would be able to ‘come out
alive’ (Bibler’s expression) from the upheavals of the end of this century and

enter into the twenty-first century.

In his article ‘Russkii neklassicheskii gumanitet 20-kh godov XX veka’
[The Russian non-classical humanities in the 1920s] (1994) Vitalii Makhlin,
for example, is firmly convinced that the contemporary humanities are in a
state of ‘inevitable and fruitful crisis of consciousness and cognition’
[neizbezhnyi i produktivnyi krizis soznaniia i poznaniial.* In this sense the
paradigm of the Russian non-classical humanities acquires great significance
since, as Makhlin argues a year later in ‘Tretii Renessans’ [The Third
Renaissance], the mentality which was formed by this paradigm ‘had already
given the answer in the past to today’s question about the absolute future’
[uzhe dal otvet v proshlom na nash segodniashnii vopros ob absoliutnom
budushchem] of the culture of humanities and our own ‘possibilities’ in the
light of this absolute future.’ The great goal of the Slavonic Renaissance, for
Makhlin, is ‘to discover for us and in us that historical potential which has not
been revealed’ [raskryt’ nam i v nas samikh istoricheskii potentsial, eshche ne
raskryvshiisia].® This comparatively new way of thinking (or what Makhlin

defines as ‘the Russian Atlantis’ (‘russkaia Atlantida’) in twentieth-century

4 V. L. Makhlin, ‘Russkii neklassicheskii gumanitet 20-kh godov XX veka’, in Bakhtinskie chteniia:
Filosofskie i metodologicheskie problemy gumanitarnogo poznaniia, ed. D. Z. Arsent’ev and Iu. S.
Borisov (Orel: Izdatel’stvo OGTPK, 1994), pp. 37-45 (p. 38).



humanities)’ was fully formed and historically situated between the pre-
Revolutionary Russian and post-Revolutionary Soviet mentalities, including
such names as Ukhtomskii, Bakhtin, Fedotov, Meier, Berdiaev, Kagan,
Pumpianskii, Losev, Bitsilli, Mandel’shtam, Pasternak, Prishvin, Stepun,
Shpet, Frank, Vygotskii and many other representatives of the so-called
‘unofficial layer of culture’ ®

Both Bibler and Makhlin consider Bakhtin to be the central figure of
the whole paradigm. This they substantiate by pointing out that, regardless of
how well Bakhtin himself and his ideas were known in 1920s Russia and the
extent to which they could have an influence on the actual development of that
epoch’s philosophical and aesthetic thinking, Bakhtin’s thought, nevertheless,
‘inhaled the pathos’ of Russian and European culture of the early twentieth
century, becoming ‘one of the focal points of the culture’ [stav odnim is
sredotochii kul’tury] of the 1920s and the early of the 1930s.” Furthermore,
Bakhtin with his dialogism as a new type of consciousness and cognition
defines, as Makhlin puts it, ‘this concrete movement of discursive practice as
“the absolute future’™ [eto konkretnoe dvizhenie diskursivnoi praktiki v
kachestve 'absoliutnogo budushchego'].'® Proceeding from the assertion that
the Third Renaissance should be regarded as a peculiar mentality (since it is
not only complete in itself and accomplished in its own time, but also

fundamentally differs from both classical and anti-classical ways of thinking),

$ Makhlin, ‘Tretii Renessans’, 134.

¢ Makhlin, ‘Russkii neklassicheskii gumanitet’, 44 (emphasis added).

? Makhlin, ‘Tretii Renessans’, 133,

¥ Sergei Bocharov, ‘Sobytie bytiia: O Mikhaile Mikhailoviche Bakhtine’, Novyi mir, 11 (1995), 211-22
(p. 213).

° Bibler, Bakhtin ili poetika kul'tury, 10. Here Bibler also touches upon the problem of the connection
of some of Bakhtin’s ideas with the philosophy of Viacheslav Ivanov in Russia and Herman Cohen in
Germany.

19 Makhlin, ‘Tretii Renessans’, 132.



Makhlin proposes a brief description of the new paradigm’s initial
characteristics: ‘the reality of experience’ (real’nost’ opyta) (the term used by
both Ukhtomskii and Bakhtin) and that of ‘otherness’ or, in other words, ‘an
orientation toward the face of the other’ (ustanovka na litso drugogo)." The
whole paradox of this paradigm is (and herein lies the explanations of its long-
term obscurity) that it did not receive any official recognition,'? remaining, as
Sergei Bocharov maintains, ‘the underground life of the cultural epoch which
had almost no way out onto its turbulent surface’ [podvodnaia zhizn’
kul’turnoi epokhi, pochti ne imevshaia vykhoda na ee burliashchuiu
poverkhnost’].” The whole activity of these thinkers, mainly of a group
character, was legally suspended as early as the mid 1920s (the polemics
finally ceased to exist by the end of the 1920s), and the ‘unique impulses’ of
their ideas were, in Bibler’s expression, ‘completely eclipsed’ (naproch’
zasloneny) by classical reason, which our century inherited from the
nineteenth, with its gravitation towards ‘absolute essences’, ‘eternal values’,
strikingly manifested individualism of consciousness and monologism of
thinking.

But what, in fact, had been accomplished - and here Bocharov, Bibler
and Makhlin come to a similar conclusion - is an absolutely new
comprehension of man, life, the world, God, the historical process and culture
as a way, as Makhlin formulates it, ‘to see, think, understand [...] and “act” in

conditions of new experiences (emphasis added) of “unprecedented changes™

1! Makhlin, ‘Russkii neklassicheskii gumanintet’, 42.

2 In ‘Tretii Renessans’ Makhlin comments on this as follows: ‘unaccomplished “officially”, that is,
unacknowledged even as “an enemy” (the usual pretext for the “appearance’ of a “trend” in science, art
and the public consciousness; in accordance with them, as is well-known, one - with hindsight -
changes “the epoch”)’ [ue cocToapwasca “opuunannuo”. T. 6. He NPHIHAHHAL XOTA 6 HAXE B KaHECTRE
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[videt’, myslit’, ponimat’ [...] i 'postupat" v usloviiakh novogo opyta
“nevidannykh peremen”]. Furthermore:

Raising the question on the theoretical level that something had been accomplished
without being accomplished legally and institutionally, we are simply putting to the
test this matter of principle [...] the concept of ‘non-official culture’, that is, we are
raising the question of the reality of this notion for ourselves.

[B TCOPETHHECKOM IIJIaHe, CTABA BONMPOC O TOM, HTO HGAUTO COCTOAIOCHh NC

COCTOABIONCS JICTANIBHO H HHCTHTYAJIHIHPDOBAHHO, MH TONBKO [OABCPracM

HCOBITAHHIO MPHHUKHMHANLHOS [..] NOHATHE ‘HeodHuHanbHOR XynbTYpM”™, T. ©.

CTABMM BONPOC O PC&JIBHOCTH 3TOro NMNOHATHR AJIX HAC X¢ ClMHX.]“

Thus, the epoch of the Slavonic Renaissance or, to be more precise, its
very beginning is our age - the late twentieth and early twenty-first century.
For the peculiarity of our historical vantage point is that we are only beginning
to grasp and experience what was manifested by the first thirty years of our
century. Speaking metaphorically, the notion of an historical point is very
useful in connection with the above, since the life of every single one of us, to
a certain extent, turns out to be that very point (on a terribly complex winding
path, namely, the twentieth century) which seeks to stay alive. An historical
point is a dramatic phenomenon in the sense that people who live during
periods such as the turn of the century experience more acutely the action of an
historical point on themselves, because it presupposes that they make a
spiritual effort, twofold in character. The first requires the renunciation of the
‘nostalgia’ for eternal essences, for this feeling is an enemy of Being. Such a
rejection of ‘absolute’, ‘theoretical’ values not only enables us to perceive the

whole of mankind and the historical process as a living ‘thread’ that conducts

“spara” (osuuMuil Nomox “‘nosBneHHA’ Xaxoro-To “nanpaBnennx” B Hayke. B HCKYCCTBC. B OSIIECTBEHHOM
COZHAMHMM: O HHM-TO, K&X H3BECTHO, MEHSIOT - 3aMHHM 4HcnoM - “amoxy”)] (p. 133).
'* Bocharov, ‘Sobytie bytiia’, 214.
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the current of ‘communication’ (Jaspers) or ‘dialogue’ (Buber) between
people, but also offers us an opportunity to enter freely into this dialogue on
the basis of equal giving and receiving. This dialogue, moreover, contains in
itself that ‘fire of Existence’'* that we liberate by joining in this dialogue. This
keeps us alive, and only in this context does it become possible to speak of a
Renaissance both cultural and spiritual whose final goal and meaning are
sublime. The second effort is closely linked to man’s aspiration or, perhaps,
ability to be complete in himself and in time, simultaneously extricating that
experience which helps him become free of the dogmatic wreckage and ashes
of the past.

Herein, as I see it, is rooted the ‘goal’ (Makhlin) or ‘pathos’ (Bibler) of
the Russian non-classical humanities. It is, indeed, now that this paradigm’s
experience (which has not yet been consolidated in a separate study or
monograph, although the first fruitful steps have been taken in this direction in
the works of the above mentioned scholars) turns out to be as vital as ever,
since only with its help can the question of what, in essence, defined the
cultural content of the first quarter of the twentieth century be answered. For,
as was noted at the beginning, there were a large number of works devoted to
the problem of this epoch’s general status which today no longer require
official recognition. Finally, and this is of great importance in the context of
my work, beginning to experience or, to be more exact, speculate on the actual
significance of the contribution to the humanities made by the Third

Renaissance, reviving its ideas and applying its terminology, we can assert that

4 Makhlin, ‘Tretii Renessans’, 133.

' The term is used by the Soviet philosopher Merab Mamardashvili with reference to the works of
Proust: see M. Mamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti: M. Prust, ‘V poiskakh
utrachennogo vremeni’ (St. Petersburg: Universitetskaia kniga, 1997), p. 401.
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this epoch was able to change the problem of man and history (broadly
speaking - man and culture) in a direction of which the nineteenth-century
consciousness (exhausted as it was by Tolstoyan strivings to find an absolute
knowledge and experience) was badly in need. Here history emerges as that
real, concrete realm wherein man fully realizes himself and wherein the ‘social
and existential’ (Bibler) sides of human life (which in the last century and
right up to the beginning of this were thought of as two diametrically opposed
poles of human life) are drawn together, reaching a harmonious co-existence in
an open dialogue with each other.

Beginning, perhaps, with Chekhdv and Bunin, and afterwards in
Mandel’shtam and Pasternak, everyday life was discovered and chosen to be
that way of thinking, that sphere, where Being finds its final manifestation.
For Chekhov, man’s existence in history is his byz, that is, everyday life, the
quotidian (povsednevnost’). History never exists outside a direct relationship
with man. Chekhov did not see, as did, for example, Dostoevskii, Garshin or
Andreev, a furious struggle between the good and bad sides of life. In fact,
Chekhov did what had not been done in Russian literature before: he
demonstrated the identical susceptibility of all that exists in relation to man to
the same influences from the point of view of historical time. This discovery
was to a certain extent significant both for representatives of realist art and for
artists of modernist tendencies. Turning his attention to the problem of the
meaning of human existence, Chekhov in virtually all of his substantial works
tells a story (istoriia) of an individual who finds himself in a difficult
relationship with time. The concept of the temporal relativity of literary

characters and their lives, conditioned by real and visible everyday existence in



13

historical time, becomes the major feature of Chekhov’s literary thinking,
more precisely, an aesthetic category.

The idea of an exceptional fullness of human existence remains crucial
in all of Bunin’s works too. Accepting and re-working Chekhov’s tradition, he
attempts to show human life as something that cannot be divided into good or
bad, for, in order to accept life in general, one has to deny the existence of such
categories.'® Mandel’shtam and Pasternak (and herein lies the root of the
synthesis of their artistic thinking) seek to return to man the proud dignity of
Existence which is not sufficient if it is merely taken for granted and
mechanically understood; it is worthy only if it cannot be guaranteed and is
therefore not always safe. This is man’s existential pride and property. Only
thanks to the existence of these two oppositions - the plenitude of this world
and life and their emptiness - the world or ‘the world-picture’ (Lotman) finds
its completeness. This probably also explains what Bibler means by ‘the new
dominant of vreasoning in the twentieth-century’ (novaia dominanta
razumeniia v XX veke). He expresses his point of view in the following way:

Man in Europe (but also in Asia and Africa...) finds himself somewhere between
different counter-running curves of meaning, he loses the comfortable position of the
material point on a single rising trajectory. In such an in-between space each
intelligent act no longer has an absolute historical and axiological sanction any longer
and bears in itself the risk of re-solving anew historical choices and destinies. [...] A
re-orientation of reason from the idea of 'science-learning’ (as the basis of modem
philosophy) toward the philosophical logic of culture (or, more profoundly, - toward

the grounding of the fundamentals of mutual understanding).

'8 I shall return to this theme later, in a closer examination of Bunin’s works. See also the splendid
study by V. A. Geideko, 4. Chekhov i I. Bunin, 2" edn. (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1978) which
offers a detailed discussion of the significance of Chekhov’s influence on Bunin’s artistic thinking in
conjunction with a vivid description of that time’s literary atmosphere.
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[Uenosex Esponst (Ho u - A3uM, AQPHKH..) OKa3bBRCTCA TrAC-TO B

NPOMERYyTKe Pa3IHYHBIX BCTPCUHBIX CMBICJIOBLIX KPHBBIX, OH TepACT
xoMmbopTHOE mnonoxeHue MaTepHaNnbHON TOYXM Ha HEKOSH eauHCTBeHHOHN
BOCXORRICH TpPaeKTOpPHH. B TaxoM npoMexyTKe Xaxaull ocMbicneNHuit
MOCTYNOK yXe HE HMCOT a6CONMIOTHOH McTOpuuyeckolt M meHHOCTHON cawxuumu u

HECET B CC6C HCKX [CPpOPOLUCHHA 3AHOBO HCTOPHHECKHX BLISOPOB H

HCTOPHUCCKHX cyaes. [..] JIGPCOPDHCNTSUHN pasyMa OT HACH “‘HaAYyXOyYeNHs'
(xax ocHosm ¢unocoduu HoBOro BpeMeuu) X Purocodcrxol Jorare XYTbTYDE

(#7H, IIyEKE ~ X OCOCHOBANHIO HEVAN BI&HMOTONNMaNHA).]"

The common problem which arises in the context of Bibler’s book and
the works of Makhlin can be formulated in the following way:'® the period of
the 1920s in Russia, along with its understanding of time, memory, the role of
myth, God and culture through and as an inalienable part of human experience,
prepared the ground for solving the crucial question: What does it mean, in the
end, to be able to be free, to understand yourself, other people and the world in
general? The 1920s begin to consider the idea of human freedom in terms of
man’s personal ‘answerability’ (Bakhtin) for the destiny of culture in time.
For this epoch’s consciousness, the notion of the extra-temporal and eternal
find their meaning only when they are interpreted in terms of the temporal, the
finite and that which is directly related to human life. The category of the
extra-historical, in its turn, also makes sense only if it receives embodiment
and realization in the realm of history. Thus, the epoch manifested the acute

necessity for an essentially new problematisation of the philosophy of history.

'7 Bibler, Bakhtin ili poetika kul'tury, 40-41.
'8 T should note that this is my reading and understanding of the works of the above mentioned scholars
whose ideas and conclusions I use in accordance with the main logic and context of my work.
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2. The turn of the century and the new attitude to history

The end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century was
(if we were to consider this notion as a certain cultural state) a unique cultural
chronotope when people, as never before, sensed time and history through
themselves. The turn of our century represented an exceptionally compressed
(uplotnennoe) time, noteworthy for its extraordinarily diverse ways of thinking
(the development of Russian Religious Philosophy, Symbolism, Acmeism and
Futurism), which was characterized by a tremendous interest and engagement
in the study of historical memory. Here historical memory emerges as an
aesthetic category, which lies at the basis of a new philosophical-religious and
literary-artistic thinking. The factor of the historical or historicity is of utmost
significance in this context since it manifests, in essence, that very realm
where different historical events, consciousnesses, ways of thinking, behaviour
and life styles encounter and intersect with each other. The idea of history and
the aspiration to explain and express its meaning and goal turn out to be the
spirit and dominant of this epoch’s mood, conditioning, in the end, its inner
unity and uniqueness.

The intensity and tragic nature of this epoch are combined with
impressionism of art forms, the publicistic and professed-confessional
character of literary-creative thinking, illustrating the complete merging of life
style and literature. On the one hand, the twentieth century began with a
vigorous process of the free manifestation of human individuality based on the

idea that the only reality is human life and man or, more accurately, man’s

Therefore Bibler and Makhlin are not responsible for the generalisations and comparisons suggested

here.
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personal destiny is the central theme of history. On the other hand, man
discovers for himself the terribly disharmonious world of the turn of the
century and, having entered it, he at once begins to feel the disharmony of both
this world and life and his own estrangement and throwing from the chain of
Existence wherein the process of stratification and collapse dominates the
process of synthesis. Blok, by saying that ‘there is positively nothing to cling
to’ [polozhitel’no ne za chto zatsepit’sia] offers thereby the most vivid
description of man’s state and culture of that time. In the foreword to the
poem Vozmezdie [Retribution] Blok’s metaphor of ‘world maelstrom’ (mirovoi
vodovorot) bears in itself the concern that this whirlpool of history ‘sucks into
its funnel almost the whole of man’ [zasasyvaet v svoiu voronku pochti vsego

cheloveka), and furthermore:

There is scarcely a trace left of the personality, which itself, if it still remains in
existence, becomes unrecognizable, disfigured and crippled. There was man - and he
is gone, all that is left is worthless, limp flesh and a decaying soul.

[01‘ JIHYHOCTH NMOUTH BOBCC HC OCTACTCA CJicRa, CAMA OHA, €CJZIH OCTaeTCK ¢elluo

CYIIeCTBOBATDh, CTAHOBHUTCA Heyauancuon. osclospadeHHolt, ucxaneuernoit.

Bun 4ejioBeX - H HEe CTAJIO 4EJIOBCKA, OCTA/IACh APAHHAX BAJIAX NJIOTE M

THAeollan AyLIOHKA.] 19

Thus, as K. G. Isupov very rightly maintains, thanks to the ‘efforts of
Neo-Kantian “atomistic” psychology, Freudianism and neo-avantguardism in
art, at the beginning of the twentieth century the ontological status of the
personality found itself under threat’ [usililami 'atomamoi' neokantianskoi

psikhologii, freidizma i1 neoavangardizma v iskusstve ontologicheskii status

** Aleksandr Blok, Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh (8 vols), (Moscow-Leningrad:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1960-63), I1I (1960), pp. 295-300 (p. 298).
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lichnosti v nachale XX veka okazalsia pod ugrozoi]. ® Hence, such ‘over-
saturated’ culture, with all its diversity of art forms and attitudes, leads to the
rise of a new type of art and literature where personality does not have the
same kind of importance as it did in the nineteenth century. Man finds himself
on the way to creating a different system of new values, capable of reassessing
such categories as God, good, evil, history and acceptance of the world in all
its fullness. Moreover, not only does time as an objective factor of human
existence change, but man’s perception of time and his attitude to things and
events happening in the outside world become completely different. This
epoch, signifying the transition from an abstract philosophical understanding
and attitude to history, develops the idea of the perception of history as
something concrete and closely associated with man, as a continuous
movement, a permanent transformation of both external forms of life and
categories of consciousness with whose help (from the position of one’s own
time) one can understand other times, ways of thinking and culture in general.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, man, as mentioned above, conceived
the world in much broader, but at the same time less normative, categories
which required the creation of a new system of spiritual values and attitudes
capable of responding to the problem of changeable and moving time.

At this point it would be appropriate to mentioned Bitsilli’s book of
1919 Elementy srednevekovoi kul 'tury [Elements of Medieval Culture], which
examines the historical and social structures of medieval society and human
psychology. Bitsilli offers a truly remarkable study of the cultural and

religious-aesthetic horizons of medieval man, his perception and reflection of

® K. G. Isupov, ‘Ot estetiki zhizni k estetike istorii’, in Bakhtin kak filosof, ed. L. A. Gogotishvili and
P. S. Gurevich (Moscow: Nauka, 1992), pp. 68-82 (p. 74).



18

the world in works of fine art and literature. Analysing the meaning of such
notions as ‘history’, ‘the historical process’ and the category of ‘historicity’,
Bitsilli comes to the conclusion that it was not until the twentieth century that
historicity and the idea of historical understanding proved to be the principal
feature of human consciousness and cognition. He asserts that our century,
like no other age, emerges as an epoch of historicity, for it is now that human

thought begins truly to grasp the world, life and the meaning of culture:
The “historicity” of our time is organically linked to the colossal complexity of our
life, to its rapid tempo, to the continual non-coincidence between the rhythms of the
personal and intersubjective spheres, which forces us to feel directly the swift
flowingness of the stream of life such that for every one of us panta rhei (“everything
is flowing”) is a primary experience. [...] For us the world is a process. [...] Forus
the world itself creates its own God.

[“McTopusm™ Hamero BpeMEHH OPraHHYGCKH CBA3AH C  XONOCCANbHOM

CJIOXHOCTHhIO Hawell XH3HH, ¢ 6LCcTpoTOf e€e TeMmnma, ¢ MNOCTONHHBIM
HECOBMAACHHEM PHTMOB B JIHHHOR X HHTGPCYS%G!THIHO” cdepax, uTO
3acTaBnseTr Hac HEMNOCPCACTBCHHO omyiiaTthb BCIO CTPEMHUTONBHOCT D

kuTelickoro noToxa, Tax uro panta rhei (“sce Teuer”) mam xaxmoro H3 Mac -
nepsyyHoe nepexkusanue. [...] IHnas Hac MHp - mpomecc. [..] anm Hac Mup

caM TeopuTt cmoero Bora]”

Bitsilli outlines a scheme within which for man of this century there is nothing
that is given once and for all or that can be merely taken for granted by him.
History and time become man’s major passions, making him sensitive to life’s
rhythms and creative work.

These words of Bitsilli’s are a useful starting point for a discussion of

the problems of the aesthetics of history™ introduced and developed in the

' P. M. Bitsilli, Elementy srednevekovoi kul 'tury (St. Petersburg: Mifril, 1995), pp. 138-39.
2 The term the ‘aesthetics of history’ was introduced and widely used in the works of the Soviet
medievalist A. V. Gulyga (see, for instance, his book Estetika istorii (Moscow: Nauka, 1974)) on the
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works of representatives of the Russian Religious Renaissance such as
Fedotov, Solov’ev, Florenskii, Bulgakov, Viacheslav Ivanov, Karsavin and
finally Berdiaev. A more detailed analysis of some aspects of Berdiaev's
philosophy of history will be presented in the next part of the present study.
For the purposes of my work I have chosen to focus on Berdiaev’s conception
of the philosophy of history because of its flexible character and completeness.
By flexibility I mean the fact that Berdiaev’s broad analysis and treatment of
the notion of history and the category of the historical raises many problems
which were symptomatic and essential for an understanding of the discussions
that took place in 1920s Russia on the essence of history: the correlation
between culture and civilization, historicity and historical method, the
historical process and eternity, time and space, God and man’s goal and
destiny and finally between historical myth, tradition and memory. The idea
of completeness (or perhaps it would be more accurate to say openness) in
relation to Berdiaev’s philosophy of history can be expressed in a way that
does not reduce or place the polemics within the framework of a philosophical-
religious interpretation. In spite of my personal disagreement with Berdiaev’s
final conclusions, unlike those of many other thinkers of this paradigm
engaged in the study of the question of the meaning of history, Berdiaev’s
conception vividly shows the extent to which this problem was seen as being
central to the debate at the turn of the century and first quarter of the twentieth
century, shedding light on the question of historicity developed in the works of

Losev, Shpet, Askol’dov, Mandel’shtam, Bitsilli and Bakhtin, and in part

aesthetics of the Middle Ages and Renaissance to describe not a scholarly discipline but an aesthetics
of the historical process. This term was also employed by Isupov in ‘From an aesthetics of life
towards an aesthetics of history’ [Ot estetiki zhizni k estetike istorii], in which he examines the source
of Bakhtin’s philosophy in the light of the tradition of Russian philosophical-religious thought.
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Likhachev, who consider the idea and the meaning of historicity in the context
of, as Likhachev puts it, ‘the inner life of the work of art’ [vnutrennego mira

khudozhestvennogo proizvedeniia).?*

3. Berdiaev: Towards a reconsideration of the philosophy of history

The First World War and two Russian Revolutions mark a period of
heightened interest in the problems of the philosophy of history for both the
representatives of the Cosmic (kosmicheskoe) trend in Russian philosophical
thought, such as Fedorov, Tsiolkovskii, Vernadskii, Murav'ev, Sukhovo-
Kobylin, Umov, Gorskii, Chizhevskii, Maneev, Kholodnyi, Kuprevich and
Setnitskii, and for thinkers of the Russian Religious Renaissance, such as
Solov'ev, Bulgakov, Florenskii and Berdiaev. The latter school is noteworthy,
in Berdiaev's terminology, for its anthropocentric character, that is, concern
with orientation towards the problem of human existence and activity in nature
and society. This tendency developed the idea of active eschatology, the
essence of which was described by Berdiaev as follows: 'the end of this world,
the end of history depends on the creative act of man too' [konets etogo mira,
konets istorii zavisit i ot tvorcheskogo akta cheloveka.]**

In Moscow during the winter of 1919-1920, at the Free Academy of
Spiritual Culture (Vol'naia Akademiia Dukhovnoi Kul'tury), Berdiaev

delivered a course of lectures on the major questions of the religious

2 D. S. Likhachev, ‘Vnutrennii mir khudozhestvennogo proizvedeniia’, Voprosy literatury, 8 (1968),

74-87.

*N. A. Berdiaev, Russkaia ideia: O Rossii i russkoi filosofskoi kul'ture (Moscow: Nauka, 1990), pp.
235-36; 258.
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philosophy of history; some of these ideas, developed throughout the course,
were expanded upon in his book Smys! istorii [The Meaning of History]
(1922), in which Berdiaev's discussion of the essence and meaning of the
historical is a direct continuation of the nineteenth-century Russian literary-
philosophical tradition: during the previous century, Russian philosophical and
literary thought strives, as never before, to solve the problems of the
philosophy of history raised in the works of Chaadaev, Pushkin, the
Slavophiles, Tolstoi and Dostoevskii. This was an important development.
Firstly, it paved the way for an understanding of the spiritual and cultural
atmosphere of a new epoch and prepared the ground essential for the growth
and development of twentieth-century individual and national consciousness.
Secondly, it enables us to trace the polemics of the Slavophiles and
Westernizers on the place of the West and East in humanity's spiritual
evolution and the role of Russia and Europe in this process. Berdiaev sees 'the
enigma of Russia' and the specific character of its historical destiny as 'the
enigma of the philosophy of history'. For him the idea of the religious nature
of the philosophy of history is a result of nothing other than the originality and
vocation of Russian thinking, which, unlike the Western way of thinking, is of
apocalyptic character, that is, appeals to the eschatological problem of the End
(death, judgement, heaven and hell). Berdiaev's philosophy of history seeks to
solve three crucial questions: What is the historical? When and in what
circumstances is history endowed with positive meaning? And finally, if
human destiny lies at the basis of history, can the problem of individual

destiny (and its connection with universal destiny and participation in the life
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of all mankind) be solved within the bounds of history? In answering these
questions, we begin to understand the meaning of 'the essence' of history.

It should be noted that Berdiaev followed a rich religious-philosophical
tradition in examining the notion of history. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century Chaadaev pointed out that a distinguishing feature of
modern man’s thinking is the aspiration to ‘envelop all types of knowledge in

historical form’ [oblekat’ vse vidy poznaniia v istoricheskuiu formy], for:

Contemplating the philosophical fundamentals of historical thought it is impossible
not to admit that it is now called to rise to an incomparably higher level than it has
hitherto reached; one could say that reason now feels free only in the realm of
history. [...] It is time to realize that the human mind is not limited by that force
which it draws from the narrow present, that it has another force which, combining in

one thought both elapsed and promised times, forms its authentic essence and raises it
to the true sphere of its activity. [...] The reason of this century requires a new
philosophy of history.
From Chaadaev onwards, in the thinking of Gogol’, Dostoevskii and Tolstoi,
the idea of the historical process is primarily concerned with moral aspects of
history, expressed by an aspiration to grasp the ‘moral meaning’ of great
historical epochs, cultures and nations and understand man as a moral being in
his primordial connection with God, Reason and the life of the whole of
mankind. In other words, for the nineteenth-century philosophy of history the
meaning of history was the quest for a solution to the mystery of man’s goal.
Berdiaev describes our century as 'the very peak of history' (samaia

vershina istorii),”® arguing that the social catastrophes and spiritual crises

which contemporary mankind is forced to live through are distinguished by a

 P. Ia. Chaadaev, Filosoficheskie pis’'ma, in Stat’i i pis'ma (Moscow: Sovremennik, 1989), pp. 38-147
(pp. 103-4).
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hitherto unprecedented sharpening and intensification of historical movement.
Such an awareness of the critical moments in history, according to Berdiaev, is
particularly significant, since it is during such moments that human thought
and consciousness begin to reconsider the philosophy of history. In this sense,
the state of the contemporary epoch requires a re-evaluation of the notion of
'the historical'. To understand the historical and perceive its inner essence, it is
necessary to establish a distinction between 'the historical' (or historicity) and
the 'historical method'. Without formulating the defining difference between
historicity and the historical method, Chaadaev does highlight that there is a
difference between these two important categories: a continual accumulation
and sorting of events and facts leads, in the end, to the conclusion that history
is nothing other than ‘causeless and senseless’ movement and that the
historical process illustrates ‘the pitiful comedy of the world’ carried away by

7 For Berdiaev these categories are by no means

the genius of reiteration.’
identical, but contain an important 'difference’, if they are not in fact
diametrically opposed. This antithesis manifests itself in such a way that the
historical method (the characteristic and final result of the development of the
science of history, which sprang up mainly to serve science by offering general
points of view on questions of culture) turns out to be far distant from the
'mystery' of the historical, losing all 'ways of communication' as well as points
of intersection with it. Moreover, Berdiaev argues that the historical method
can neither cognize nor conceive the historical, for historical science,

concentrating on collecting historical data and the abstract usage of documents,

buries in oblivion the very fact that history and historical life have their own

2% Nikolai Berdiaev, Smys! istorii (Moscow: Mysl', 1990), p.15.
27 Chaadaev, Filosoficheskie pis 'ma, 105; 125-27,
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inner order and essence. In this sense, Berdiaev considers the twentieth
century to be an epoch of addressivity and return to the problem of the
historical, since all the social disasters which we witness should be seen, first
and foremost, as catastrophes of the human spirit:
[...] when, having experienced the collapse of the familiar historical order and way of
life, having experienced the moment of splintering and schism, it [the human spirit]
can compare and contrast these two moments, the moment of direct participation in
the historical and that of splintering from it, in order to move to a third spiritual state
which affords a particularly acute consciousness, a particular capacity for reflection,
and, at the same time, a particular appeal of the human spirit to the mysteries of 'the
historical' is accomplished.
[[] xorna oOH. mepexHB XpYWICHHE H3BECTHOrO XHIHEHHOrO HCTODHYECKOro
CTPOS M 5ana, NEpeXHB MOMCHT DpacUlCNJIEHHA H Da3iBOGHHN, MOXOT

COMOCTABHTD H NPOTHRONOCTABUT b I3TH nsa MOMGCGHTA - MOMGHT

HENOCPEACTHBCHHOIO NPESLIBAHHK B HCTODHYCCXOM H MOMCHT DPaCUICNJICHHOCTH
¢ HHM, YTOS6H MNepeiTH B TpPEeThe COCTOAHHO ayXa, KOTOpOoe XIaeT OCO6YI0
OCTPOTY COIHAHHA, OCOGCHHYI0 CNMOCOSHOCTH K pedsIcKCHH U, BMECTE ¢ TOM, B

HEM COBEPLIACTCH OCOGCHHOC OGpaALEHHE IyxXa Yenosexa K TaliHaMm

28
“scTopuueckoro’.]

Here, Berdiaev points out that his view of history is particularly concerned
with its spiritual meaning.

What is the purpose of the philosophy of history according to
Berdiaev? What is understood by the historical? And what lies at its basis?
To answer these questions it is important to consider Berdiaev's description of
the historical as 'reality of a special kind and order', 'a special stage of
existence' [osobaia stupen' bytiia] (p.12). This description, moreover, is
closely associated with the category of historical tradition; only through this

can the historical be known, and without it historical thinking is impossible.
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Thus he enters an open polemic with the Marxist conception of history, which
completely denies the importance of historical tradition in the understanding of
the historical. By 'reality of a special kind' Berdiaev assumes the concrete
nature of the historical, stressing that history deals only with concrete subjects,
and all abstract ideas are opposed and alien to both history and the historical.
Thus, he seeks to distinguish historical reality from knowledge; sociology,
says Berdiaev, on the contrary, is utterly and completely based on abstract
thinking and operates with solely abstract and general notions and categories,
such as class, social group, collective or class consciousness, majority opinion
and so forth. In this sense, speaking of the historical as 'reality of a special
order', Berdiaev points out that it is not only of concrete but also of 'individual
character' (p. 13), because historical reality is closely linked to concrete
spiritual reality, namely man. Hence, it is important to establish and observe
this well-defined opposition between the historical and sociological, since the
purpose of historical cognition as well as the philosophy of history is the

destiny of a concrete individual in history:

Man is in the highest possible degree an historical being. Man is situated in the
historical and the historical is situated in man. There exists such a profound,
mysterious and primordial union, such a concrete reciprocity between man and 'the
historical' as to make their rupture impossible. It is as impossible to isolate man from
history and consider him in the abstract as it is to isolate history from man and to
examine it outside of man and from a non-human point of view. Nor is it possible to
think of man outside of the deepest spiritual reality of history.

[UesmoBex ecTh B BucOdallllell cTeneMH HCTOpHYECKOE cyllecTBO. Yenosex

HaXOAHTCA B MCTODPHHCCKOM H MCTODHHCCKOC HAXOZXHTCA B HOJIOBCKO. Mexny

YeNIOBEXOM H  “HCTOPHYECKHM”  CymlecTBYeT TaXoe TIysoKoe, Takoe

8 Berdiaev, Smysl istorii, 6.
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TRHHCTRBCHHOC B cBoelt NMePBOOCHORBC CpPAIUCHHS, TaxKkan KOHKpeTHaAR
B3aHMHOCTDH, 4YTO PpPA3PLIB HX HCBOIMOXCH. Hens3s BHAGJIHTL ueJOBCXa H3
HCTOPHH, HENIb3f B3ATh €ro A6CTPAXTHO, H HEJ/NIB3X BHACIUTDL MCTOPHIO H3
HEJIOBCKA, HCGJIB3A HCTOPHIO PACCMATPHBATE BHCG 4HCJIOBSKA M MHCHYGJIOBGUEGCKH.

H Henw3s paccMaTpuBaTh Ye/NOBEKa BHC raysoyaimelf anyxomsHolt peanmHocTH

ucropun.] (p. 14)

Thus, for Berdiaev the basis of the historical is of an ontological nature, and
the essence of Being as well as the inner meaning of history truly reveal
themselves only in the historical. The historical turns out to be profoundly
enriched with existence and eventness; in order to understand 'the mystery of
'the historical', man must, above all, grasp both the historical and history as
something that is intimately related and belongs to him, as his history and his
destiny (p. 15). Berdiaev also emphasizes the necessity of recognising the
existing and unbreakable connection between man and history, to the extent
that the two are united and identified with each other and understood in terms
of each other.

To define the essence of the historical Berdiaev proposes that we
consider the significance of historical memory, the role of myth and the general
meaning of the mythological in history. For Berdiaev historical memory
represents nothing other than 'the spirit of eternity in our temporal reality
[dukh vechnosti v nashei vremennoi deistvitel'nosti], a spirit that ‘upholds the
historical connection of the times' [podderzhivaet istoricheskuiu sviaz' vremen]
(p. 58). 'Memory', Berdiaev writes, 'is the basis of history. [...] It is the
eternal ontological principle which creates the foundation of all that is
historical' [Pamiat' est' osnova istorii. [..]  Pamiat' est' vechnoe
ontologicheskoe nachalo, sozidaiushchee osnovu vsego istoricheskogo] (ibid.).

Historical myths, according to Berdiaev, are born in the historical memory;
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they give meaning to history, symbolising the historical destinies of man. By
saying that ‘history is not an objective, empirical given; it is a myth' [istoriia ne
est' ob"ektivnaia empiricheskaia dannost', istoriia est' mif] (p. 18), Berdiaev
argues that myth cannot be treated as fiction or fantasy; on the contrary, we are
dealing with a reality which is distinguished from that which exists
objectively. He does not restrict the notion of myth to the context in which we
usually use this word; rather, in Berdiaev's thinking, myth is synonymous with
symbol. Discarding Schelling's doctrine of mythology as an initial human
history, he seeks to demonstrate that apart from myths whose roots stretch into
the distant past, different historical epochs (even the current epoch which is so
unfavourable for mythology) turn out to be saturated with myth-making,
creating their own myths. He explains this by assuming that we cannot
understand, and therefore accept, 'purely objective history', since we always
find ourselves in a quest for inner, profound connection with 'the historical
object":

It is necessary that not only the object be historical, but also the subject, that the

subject of historical cognition sense and reveal 'the historical’ in himself. Only as it

reveals 'the historical' in himself does it begin to grasp all great historical periods.

Without this connection, without its own inner ‘historicity' it would not be able to

understand history.

[HYRHO. YTOG6K HC TOJNIBXO O6BCKT OLIT HCTOPHUEH, HO YUTOGL H CYSBCKT 6MIJX

HCTOPHYEH, YTO6K CYSBCKXT HCTOPHYHECKOro NOJHAHUN B CC6C OLUYIUAT H B CE6O

packpusan ‘“ucropuuecxoe”’. TORBXO MO MEPE pacCXpHTHRX B Ce66

“ucropuqccxoro” HAYHHACT OH INOCTHraThk BCC BCNHKHC NCPHORLK HCTOPHH.

Be3s 3Tolt cBA3M, 663 coscTReHHONR lﬂy'rpemleﬂ HCTOPHYHOCTH HE MOr 6M OH

nousth ucropuio.] (ibid.)
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Furthermore, Berdiaev extends Plato's doctrine of recollection to
support his own concept of history. According to Plato, penetration into
various epochs is achieved and can be fruitful only when this penetration is the
inner recollection, or inner memory of events that took place in human history;
the authenticity of human cognition is based on this. For Berdiaev,
recollection manifests in its turn a certain profound unity which identifies
everything happening inside us and to us with that which has been
accomplished in different historical periods. In this sense, historical myths are
singled out for their great importance in 'the great act of recollection’ [velikii
akt pripominaniia] (p. 20). The actual 'tale’ (rasskaz) which is represented and
preserved in historical myth and inherited in popular memory helps to arouse
from the depths of human memory the spirit of an inner layer that is linked
with the depths of time. Thus, myths are closely associated with human
existence, providing us with the opportunity to cognize history in ourselves
and become part of it on the strength of the fact that each single individual
bears inside himself all previous historical epochs along with knowledge about
them, and this cannot be destroyed either by successive temporal layers or by
recent historical life. It may well become covered or pushed aside by human
consciousness, but it can never be completely lost.

At this point it would be useful to touch upon the conception of myth
developed by Losev in his now well-known book Dialektika mifa [The
Dialectics of Myth] (1930), devoted to the question of contemporary myth.
According to Losev, it is during periods of spiritual catastrophes and social
instability, which undermine the cultural base and tear man away from his

natural ground, that human thought finds salvation in turning to classical
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antiquity. Myth, therefore, turns out to be one of those very old, ‘absolutely
essential categories of thinking and life’ [sovershenno neobkhodimykh
kategorii mysli i zhizni]*® capable of effecting and maintaining the link
between times which, under pressure from social disasters, is threatened with
collapse. In the classical Greek language the word ‘myth’ had more
connotations, meaning ‘word’, ‘name’ and ‘appellation’, and signified a way
of representing life’s experience. Losev defines the major theme of his book

in the following way:

It is necessary to wrest the doctrine of myth from the sphere of both theological and
ethnographic study. [...] I take myth as it is, that is, I want to reveal and positively
establish what myth is in its own right and how it conceives its own miraculous and
fairytale-like nature.

[Hnno BHIDBATH YUYOHHC 0 MH)e M3 cepH BOREHHKX 60roc/iosos ¥ uH3 chepu

seacHUR 3THorpados. [...] M ocpy Mup 7Tax Xaxr OH oCTs, T. 6. XOMY
BCKDHITh H MO3HTHBHO 3adHKCHPOBATL, YTO TAKOE MH} caM IO cesc M xakX OH

MBCTHT CAM CHOIK YyRECHyIO M CKasowHyio mpuposy.] (pp. 23-24)

Thus, from the very beginning Losev intends to show that myth cannot
be treated as an abstract-ideal being or category of poetic figurativeness.
Myth, if we proceed from its ancient interpretation, is, above all, the ‘image of
a person’ (obraz lichnosti), ‘personality itself® (sama lichnost’) and
‘personalistic history’ (lichnostnaia istoriia), manifested in a word (p. 74). By
seeking to ‘purify’ mythology of any anti-mythological theories (such as
metaphysical or psychological), and of approaches developed by modem
science in order to give a ‘positive’, that is, phenomenological understanding

of myth, Losev (and herein lies the paradox of his whole theory) offers a

» A F. Losev, Dialektika mifa, in Filosofiia. Mifologiia. Kul'tura, ed. A. Rostovtsev (Moscow:
Politizdat, 1991), pp. 21-187 (p. 24).
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conception of myth which contradicts and, to some extent, disclaims the
original idea. Myth still acquires the same ideal-abstract content which
remains in the depths of its initial treatment. Hence myth, in Losev’s
interpretation, turns out to be an extra-temporal as well as extra-historical
reality, isolated from the concrete, that is, outer vision of the world where the
real experience of human life is concentrated.

In this sense, returning to Berdiaev’s ideas, it is possible to say that
within the framework of his conception of history, Berdiaev makes an original
attempt to problematize the notion of myth. For him myth is a Being whose
riddle is very difficult to solve. He therefore proposes that myth is first and
foremost an existential, that is, not an abstract but a concrete reality, which,
being based on and living by the inner connection of events, gives meaning to
history, concentrating in itself both the link between times and man’s concrete
participation in the historical process. In Berdiaev’s philosophy the
identification of myth with symbol offers an opportunity to leave the
interpretation of the notion and context of its usage relatively open. A
comparison with M. I. Kagan, Berdiaev’s contemporary, who was also
engaged in the study of myth and history, is appropriate at this point. In the
work ‘Dva ustremleniia iskusstva’ [Two Aspirations of Art] (1922) written at
the same time as Berdiaev’s The Meaning of History, Kagan comes to a similar

conclusion on the question of the essence of myth:

Myth is always nothing other than the discovery of the meaning and connection of
events and phenomena whose purpose is as though anticipated by the inner character
of events. After all, no event can be historically finite or completed. Just as it is
impossible to speak of a concrete historical beginning. History is the inclusion of

events in this identity of the infinite beginning and end of man and Being in their
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mutual unity. If history was only a stream this would, of course, be enough. But
what is to be done with pure chance, or the pure fact which, immanently-historically,
in its own right is not at all pure? After all, the purity of chance and fact in history is
not finite. But finiteness exists. It as it were irrupts into history and offers itself to it.
Myth is precisely this original finiteness of the concrete. It is the principle and fact of
the permanent creative principle in anticipation of a revelation of the future in the
present, and of the inclusion of the past in the constantly opening eternal present

which lives by the future. Already lives by the future.

[Mud) - 3TO BCEraa MHe YTO HHOC, XAk OTKXDLITHC CMBICJI& B CBA3H COSHITHHR H

fAIBJICHUN, uUens KOTOPBIX KaKk 6Bl IIDCABOCXHIICHA CcaMHM BHYTPCHHHM
XapaxTepoM coouTHH. MCTODHYECKH BOAb HM OAHO COGMITHE HE MOXOT GHTh
OKOHYMBUIHMCSH, OKOHYEMHEIM. IIONO6MO TOMY, XAX HEAB3X TrOBODHTR O
KOHKPCTHOM HCTOpHYCCKOM Hauasie. MCTODHR H eCTh BKJIIOUCHHE COSMITHH »
TaKo¢ TOXAGCTBO GECKOHEMHOro HAYANa H XOHIA YCJIOBeXa M OLITHA B HX
B3aHMHOM O6BERHHEHHH. ECHH 6M HCTOPHR SHLIIA TOJBKO ROTOKOM, 3ITOrO,
XKOHEYHO, 6LIJI0O 6B ROCTATOHMHO. YUTOo neJaTh, OAHAKXO, € YMCTAIM cnyyaeMm, ¢
YHcTHM GaKTOM, KOTOPbI HMMAHEHTHO-HCTOPHYECKH C8M MO Ce66 BOBCE He
uyuct? Bens uucTOTAa Ccnyyax ¥ (akrTa B HCTOPDHM He 3amepmeHa. A
3aBEPUICHHOCTE CYWIECTBYeT. OHa XaX 6L BPHIBAETCH B MCTODHIO M RApYyeTcA
ef. Mud M ecTh 3Ta HIHAuANBHAN 3aBEPUIEHHOCTH XOHKpeTHoro. 3To
NPUHUHN ¥ GAKT MOCTOAHHOrO TEOPYECKOrO MEPBOHAYAJIA B NPEABOCXHIUCHMH
OTKPOBCHHA GYAYLIEro B HACTOSLIEM H BXJIIOYEHHSN MPOMIJIOrO B INOCTORHHO
OTXpLIBAIOWIEECK BEYHOE HACTONUNEE, KOTOPOE KHEBET GYAYHMIHM. VYXE XHBOT

syaymum.]*’

In his discussion of the meaning of the historical, Berdiaev dwells on
two aspects which require extended interpretation. They are both related to the
problem of the origin of this notion: in other words, why did the historical
occur in human history, and how did human consciousness become aware of
the existence of these realities, namely, 'historical movement' and ‘historical

process'? The answer to these questions, as Berdiaev sees it, is rooted in the

30 Quoted from Makhlin, ‘Tretii Renessans’, 132-54 (p. 142).
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Hellenic and Hebraic worlds, since both these principles, according to
Berdiaev, lie at the basis of contemporary European consciousness, and their
combination gave birth to the Christian world. Berdiaev seeks to demonstrate
that the idea and sense of history were absolutely alien to the whole of
Hellenic culture in general. There the notion and awareness of historical
fulfilment did not exist at all. This is explained by the fact that the ancient
Greeks’ attitude was founded on an aesthetic perception of the world, which
was seen as a complete, static and harmonious cosmos, where everything was

cyclical in character, manifesting only reiteration and perpetual return:

The Hellenic consciousness was always addressed not towards the future, where
history comes to an end, and where the centre of history and the exit from it must be,
but rather towards the past. [...] For the ancient Greek consciousness there was no
attitude to the future that could have become a point of departure in the perception of
the historical process and which would have made it possible to be aware of history
as a certain drama in progress.

[Onnunckoe coaHaHHe Bceraa SO O6PAICHO HE X rpaaymieMy. B XOTOPOM
3aBEpLIAETCA HCTODHA, B XOTOPOM RONIXKEM GhITh HMEHTP MCTODHH H BMXOX & K
npousioMy. [...] JNAN rpedeckoro CO3HaAMHA HE 6LUIO TOr0 OTHOUICHHN K

syayimieMy, XOTOPOE CACNMANOCh 6Bl  HCXORHOM  TOMKON  BOCMPHATHX

HCTOPHYECKOro mnpouecca H CACNANO 6bl BOIMOXHLIM COIHAHHC HCTOPHH Kak

HexoTopolt cosepmaomeitca apamut.] (p.23)

Berdiaev argues that this understanding of history as tragedy or
fulfilment (so alien to the Hellenic world) can be found in the thinking and
spirit of ancient Israel, since the ancient Hebrew consciousness saw the
historical process in the light of the Messianic idea. This, first and foremost,
accounts for its orientation to the future, which turns out to be nothing other
that the tense expectation of a certain great Event, capable of resolving the

fortunes of countries and nations (in this case, the fate of Israel). The world's
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fate, moreover, can no longer be seen as a closed circle; on the contrary, it is
regarded as a tragedy which has its own ultimate aim. Berdiaev sees in
ignorance and lack of freedom the explanation of why the Hellenic world did
not know and did not understand history and the historical. He argues that the
ancient Greeks were not capable of knowing freedom simply because the
whole of the ancient world's existence was firmly based on the idea of man's
complete feebleness and submissiveness to fate. Thus, man was not
considered by them to be a creative subject of history without whom
fulfilment, awareness and perception are impossible. The Hellenic ignorance
of freedom also accounts for the predominance of form over content which we
see expressed in every sphere of the ancient Greeks’ life, and in particular, in
politics and art, including literature and philosophy, where the principle of
formal perfection and shape prevailed over the material, that is, the principle of
content; the latter, according to Berdiaev, is closely linked to the irrational
principle of human life, namely, freedom, which, in its turn, was brought into
this world by Christianity. Christian thinking, by giving all the prerogatives to
content, seeks to disclose first and foremost human freedom and 'liberate the
creative subject', that is, man, for whom history and the historical process
emerge as reality endowed with meaning:

Christianity was characterized by a particular historicity [...] unknown to the ancient
world, where all revelations of the world, the Hellenic as well as the Jewish world,
were reunited. One of Schelling's most interesting and profound thoughts was the
idea that Christianity is in the highest degree historical, representing God's revelation
in history.

[XpucTHAaNCTBY, B XOTOPOM NPOH3OLINO BOCCOGAMNEHME BCOX OTKPOBCHHI

MHPpa. IJTHHCKOTO MHpPa W MHpa eBpolicxoro, ceolicTeeNMa 6LIa HeBeaOMAX

apesxeMy MHPY [..] ocosasx MCTOPHYHOCTH. OANHA H3 CAMEIX HHTEpPECHMX H
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FJ1Yy60KHX Mmelcnelt Ilennuura - 3TO MHCAbL O TOM, HTO XPHCTHAHCTEO B

Bhiclicl CTEMeHH HCTOPHYHO, YTO XPHCTHAHCTBO ©€CTh OTKposeHue Bora »

ucropuu.] (p. 26)

Christianity introduces, along with the notion of the singularity and
uniqueness of human life and events, the idea of the dynamics of the historical
process, giving, thereby, new strength to historical movement. Here Berdiaev
echoes Chaadaev’s idea that Christianity, like no other religious doctrine, is
shot through with the sense of historicity, which represents the real force that
makes the historical process come into being. Finally, the Christian
consciousness, being founded on the idea of freedom, for the first time fully
acknowledges that the efernal can be manifested in the temporal, to be more
precise, here these two categories are treated as inseparable from each other,
that is, the eternal enters the temporal and vice versa. Thus, the dynamics of
the Christian world, its freedom, which tears temporal boundaries apart, and
the irrational principle, which is connected with the content of human life,
define together, according to Berdiaev, the historical process. The major role

in this triad, moreover, belongs to the irrational principle:

Historical reality presupposes [...] an irrational principle which makes dynamism
possible, because neither history nor true dynamism is possible without this irrational
principle which is turbulent and provokes a struggle between light and darkness. [...]
This irrational principle must be understood [...] in an ontological sense, in the sense
of a recognition of the irrational principle in Being itself, in the sense of that
irrational principle without which history is impossible, dynamism is impossible.

[Meropuuecxax neficrsuTenbHOCTS, mpeamonaraer [..] uppauHonansHoe

Ha4YaJI0, XOTOpOE ACJAACT BOIMOXHLM AHHAMH3IM, NOTOMY 4YTO 6€3 3TOro

HPPAUHOHAJILHOTO HAYHRJIA, KAX HAYAJNIA 6YPJALIErO, BLI3LIBAKILEIO 60PKEY

CBETA H TMMH, [] 6€3 ITOro HauaJia HEBOIMOXHA HCTOPHA, MCBO3IMOXCH

HCTHHMME AWMaMH3IM. 3TO HPPALHOHANILHOC HAYANO HYXKHO NMONHMATS [.] B
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OHTOJIOFHYCCKOM CMBLIC/IC, B CMBIC)IC MPHIHAHHX HDPPAUHOHANIBHOIO Hadajna B
CaMOM G6BITHH, B CMBICJIE TOro HPpPAUHOHANIBHOrO HAavana, 663 KXoToporo

HEBO3MOXHA HCTODHA M HEBOIMOXOH XHHaMu3M.] (p. 29)

As was noted earlier, the nineteenth century, more than any other age,
emerges as an epoch of deep engagement with the study of problems of history
and the meaning of the category of the historical; even words such as
'historicity’ and 'historical method' had gradually become deceptively habitual
over the last century. The nineteenth century, in Berdiaev's opinion,
introduced the idea of 'historical revolt' (istoricheskii bunt), which manifested
itself in the rise and firm establishment of a 'false' attitude to history that made
history dead and internally unreceptive to man. Berdiaev points out that the
major difficulty of our time consists in the fact that the appreciation of and
approach to the problem of the historical developed during the nineteenth
century had been extended to contemporary consciousness, representing still
the same ‘'anti-historical' and 'anarchical understanding of the historical
process. In other words, the twentieth century has to face and deal with a
situation where man, feeling his own estrangement, isolation and even
complete rupture from the historical, rises up against the violence of the
historical process. In this revolt, Berdiaev says, one can find all things except
one: 'spiritual freedom' (p. 30), which Berdiaev describes as man's peculiar
state where he ceases to sense history as something that is thrust upon him or
inserted from without, and, instead, begins to experience history as an inner

Event, as his own freedom:

Only such a truly free and emancipating attitude to history made it possible to
understand history as man's inner freedom, as the moment of his celestial and earthly
destiny. In it man follows his peculiar path of martyrdom where all the great

historical moments, the most terrible and torturing, turn out to be the inner moments
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of this human destiny, for history is the inner and dramatic fulfilment of the destiny
of man.

[TOJ“-KO T&KO0¢ OTHOLICHHG, IIOMCTHHO, CBOGOAHOE H OCBOSOXAAKOLIGE

OTHOLUCHHE K MHCTOPHM H ZRajJio BOIMOXKHOCTH NOHATH HCTODHIO Xax
lHy‘!‘peHHIOIO CBOGOAY NCJ/IOBOXA, XaX MOMGCHT He6eCHOH u 3cMHOR CYRRSH
yesioBexa. B Hell yenomex npoxoauT cBoft ocosuift, cTpaToTepnueckuft nyTs, B
KOTOPOM BCC BCJIHKHC MOMCHTH HCTOPMH, CaMLI6 CTPALIMLIS, CaMHe
CTPARAJIBYCCKHE OKAILIBAIOTCA BHYTPSHHHMH MOMCHTAMH 3Tolt yemomeuecxoi

Cyab6hl, H60 HCTOPHNX €CTh BHYTPCHHCGS, NOJHOC IAPAMATH3IMA, CREDILICHHE

cyansu yenosexa.] (pp. 30-31).

Berdiaev, returning to the question raised earlier in his work about the
way human consciousness first created and fully grasped the historical process,
speaks of two elements - the conservative and the creative (or dynamic) -
without whose combination the perception of history as movement is not
possible by any means. The conservative element symbolizes man's close link
with the spiritual past and an acceptance of that which is most sacred from this
past. By the creative element he means the idea of man's ‘initiative’ (pochin)
in continuing the historical process, its completion and final settlement. For
example, abstract conservatism refuses to continue history, since its functions
are exclusively conclusive, preservative and protective. For Berdiaev,
faithfulness to the past, association with it and its sacred heritage is, therefore,
a direct path to the future, orientation towards a new life and its union with that
of the past; and this process of reunion takes place in one internal movement of
history or, in other words, in eternity.

Thus in Berdiaev's conception of history an understanding of the
historical process identifies the historical and metaphysical, bringing together
the temporal and eternal and joining terrestrial history with celestial. The latter

is more significant than the former, since it pre-determines that very history
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whose embodiment is realized in man's earthly life and destiny. Celestial
history, as Berdiaev puts it, is 'a heavenly prologue like that which opens
Goethe's Faust. Faust's destiny is man's destiny, and the terrestrial destiny of

mankind was pre-determined by this heavenly prologue' [nponor na nese.
NMORO6HO TOMY Mpojiory, ¢ koToporo HauuHaercix [ereBcxuft Qaycr. Cama
CyAb6a d)aycra €CTh cyansca HeJIoBeKa, H ITHM npojxoromM Ha He6e

npenonpexenuiach 3eMHax cyansa yenoseuectsa] (p.32). Hence, history should
be understood, according to Berdiaev, as prophecy or prophetic exegesis

which, by addressing itself to the past, leads to the future:

Man's destiny is not only a terrestrial, but also a celestial destiny, not only historical
but also metaphysical, not only a human but also a Divine destiny; it is not only a
human but also Divine drama. Only a prophetic appeal to history, to the past, can
make dead evolution and movement alive, active and inwardly spiritual [...]. There
can be no opposition between man's spiritual world and the great world of history.
Such an opposition is the deadening of both man and history.

[qQHODG‘(GCKlI Cyabsa 6CTh HC TOJILKO 3ICMHAN, HO H HEGECHAX CyAksa, HeE

TONBLKO HCTOPDHUECKAN, HO H MeTaduiIHuecxan CYyRb6a, HS TOJIBKO YCJIOBCHCCKASR,
HO MU BOXCCTBCHHAX CYRLSs, HE TOJILKO YCJIOBOYOCKAN, HO H BoxecTReHHAaN
apaMa. Mep'nylo IBOJIOLHIO, MEPTROC ABHMKCOHHC CACNATE XHBHM,

DBHXYIUHM, CHCNaTh BHYTPEHHE AYXOBHHM MOXET TONBKO NPOPOMGCKOS
OGpalllcHHe X HCTOPHH, X npomnoMmy [...] He MoxeT 6LITH
NPOTHBOMO/MIOKEHHN YC/IOBEXS M  BEJIHKOrO MHPA HCTODHM. Taxoe

NMPOTHROMOJIOKCHHE €CTh OMODTBCHHE YCJNIOBCXA M OMCEDTRCHKC HCTOPHH.] (pp
33-34)
Thus, Berdiaev sees the real goal of historical consciousness as establishing a
proper attitude to both the past and the future. This idea leads us to one of the
key notions of Berdiaev's conception of history, namely, the problem of time.

It is significant that in the chronotope of Russian culture in the first

quarter of the twentieth century the word ‘time’, and the metaphor of
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‘temporal’ or ‘temporality’, acquire a particular importance because of their
fundamental connection with other problems such as space, culture, artistic
freedom and history. The question of the meaning and essence of time and
space, their nature and function emerges as one of the central issues in various
philosophical-religious and literary-linguistic as well as natural scientific
discussions. At the beginning of this century there were thinkers interested in
this problem and writing about it from various perspectives and with different
purposes: S. A. Askol’dov (Thought and Reality [Mysl’ i deistvitel’nost’]
(1914) and ‘Time and Its Overcoming’ [Vremia i ego preodolenie] (1922)), V.
I. Vernadskii (‘Beginning and Eterity of Life’ [Nachalo i vechnost’ zhizni]
(1922)) and G. G. Shpet (‘Phenomenon and Meaning’ [lavlenie i smysl]
(1914) and ‘The Inner Form of the Word’ [Vnutrenniaia forma slova] (1927)).
A deep engagement with the study of time can also be found in the works of
Ukhtomskii, Karsavin, Bitsilli (Elements of Medieval Culture [Elementy
srednevekovoi kul’tury] (1919)), Mandel’shtam, Losev (in a number of his
books on aesthetics, mythology and literary theory such as Ancient Cosmos
and Modern Science [Antichnyi kosmos 1 sovremennaia nauka] (1927), 4
Philosophy of Name [Filosofiia imeni] (1927), The Dialectics of Artistic Form
[Dialektika khudozhestvennoi formy] (1927) and The Dialectics of Myth
[Dialektika Mifa] (1930)) and finally Bakhtin (Author and Hero in Aesthetic
Activity [Avtor i geroi v esteticheskoi deiatel’nosti] (1920-24), ‘Forms of Time
and Chronotope in the Novel’ [Formy vremeni i khronotopa v romane] (1937-
38) and ‘The Bildungsroman and its Significance in the History of Realism’

[Roman vospitaniia i ego znachenie v istorii realizma] (1936-38)).
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For Berdiaev and for the Russian humanities in the 1920s in general,
the treatment of this problem has two aspects. The first is directly concerned
with time in a historical-metaphysical sense (Florenkii, Losev). The second,
developing this notion in the context of 'freedom of will' (Askol'dov),
approaches the theme of the fate of human culture and its interrelation with
civilisation. The second aspect requires more detailed elucidation. Firstly, it
substantiates the conception of ‘surmounting’ or ‘removing’ time which was
developed in modemist thinking, art and literature. Secondly, some of the
ideas introduced by Sergei Askol’dov’' can be used as a starting point to
understand Berdiaev’s approach to the question of the nature of time and its
role in history. In the work ‘Time and Its Overcoming’ [Vremia i ego
preodolenie] (1922) Askol’dov stresses the fact that for a long time
philosophical thought has sought to find a departure from the bounds of time,
to theoretically surmount it. In so doing, philosophy tended to forget time
itself as a true measure of Existence. This is a potentially perilous path, for
forgetting Being (here I simply paraphrase Heidegger’s idea of ‘fleeing into
care’),”” man forgets his own temporal and therefore finite and mortal essence.

Illustrating that in history this surmounting of time had been accomplished for

3 Sergei Alekseevich Askol’dov (Alekseev) is another, in Makhlin’s terms, ‘as it were
successful/unsuccessful thinkers’ [kak by sostoiavshiisia/ne sostoiavshiisia myslitel’] of the first
quarter of the twentieth century. In the brief biographical supplement compiled by professor P. V.
Alekseev, the editor of the collection Na perelome. Filosofskie diskussii 20-kh godov: Filosofiia i
mirovozzrenie (Moscow: Politizdat, 1990), Askol’dov is described as ‘a philosopher of the idealistic
trend’ (p. 513). This supplement also provides some information about Askol’dov’s life and a list of
his works which includes Major Problems of Epistemology and Ontology [Osnovnye problemy teorii
poznaniia i ontologii] (1900), Thought and Reality [Mysl’ i deistvitel'nost’] (1914), Consciousness As
a Whole: The Psychological Notion of Personality [Soznanie kak tseloe: Psikhologicheskoe poniatie
lichnosti) (1918), Gnoseology [Gnoseologiia) (1922), ‘The Works of Andrei Belyi’ [Tvorchestvo
Andreia Belogo] (1922), ‘The Religious-Aesthetic Significance of Dostoevskii’ [Religiozno-
esteticheskoe znachenie Dostoevskogo] (1922), ‘Analogy As the Major Method of the Theory of
Knowledge’ [Analogiia kak osnovnoi metod poznaniia] (1922), ‘Time and Its Overcoming’ [Vremia i
ego preodolenie] (1922) and ‘Form and Content In Verbal Art’ [Forma i soderzhanie v iskusstve slova)

(1925).
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different purposes, Askol’dov tries to explain what lies at its basis. He
emphasizes that the whole experience of the previous epochs demonstrates that
this question was approached either from the point of view of various
ontological doctrines about higher constant forms of Being (time was one of
them) which are not subordinated to the general law of alteration, or
considered to be a property of Epistemology and Theology where time is
understood as cognitive and therefore a purely subjective form of human
experience.

For contemporary thought concern with this problem is closely linked
to the question of freedom and freedom of will. Askol’dov argues that very
often in order to achieve a departure from temporal limits many thinkers and
artists simply deny time to one or other realm of Being. As a result of such an
attitude to time they begin to create and introduce new terms and words with
prefixes or suffixes ‘extra-’, ‘supra-’, ‘over-’ and ‘-less’, for example, ‘extra-
temporal’, ‘timeless’ and so forth, without ‘any concem’ to understand the

meaning of the ‘lying beyond the bounds’ (‘zapredel’nogo’) attitude to time:

Attention is rarely paid to the fact that [...] “extra-”, “-less” and “over-” do not
explain the notion of ‘lying beyond the bounds’ in relation to time; this notion must
of necessity be understood in its positive content also, since in all the ways of
formulating this question the “timeless” or “extra-temporal” are not fenced off by
some sort of impenetrable partition from temporal Being. On the contrary, as is
especially evident with the problem of freedom, the timeless and temporal [...] in a
sense are fused into a single ontological unity. [..] Perhaps, the most important
aspect of the problem is indeed the understanding of how and in what sense the

“timeless” or “‘extra-temporal” comes into contact with the “temporal” and how two

32 See Martin Heidegger, ‘Temporality and Within-time-ness as The Source’, in Being and Time, tr.
John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980), pp. 456-89 (p. 477).
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such opposed modus of existence can be implanted into one and the same or, in any
event, contiguous Being.
LL 1Y

[Peaxo ospamatoT BHuMause Ha TO. YTo [..] “sHe”, “se3”. “wan” momarue

JanpeaenbHOro B OTHOIUGHHHM BPCMCHH COBODUICHHO HCE BRLACHACTCK., 3ITO
MIOHATHEG HCEO6XOAKMO MHOJNIXHO G6HTH KaKk-TO YHACHOHO M B CBOCM

NMONIOXHTENBHOM CONCPXAHHH, NMOCXONbLKY BO Bcex $OpMax MOCTAMOBKH 3TOR
nposneMun ‘‘6€3BPEMEHHOS’ HIIM “‘BHEBPEMEHHOE' He ABJXETCA OTrOPOXCHHHIM

OT 6LITMRA BPEMGHHOro kaxoli-to Henmpownuaemofl neperopoaxoit. Hanporus,

KaX 3TO OCO6CHHO BHAHO B IIPOGJICME CBOGOALI, 6CIBPOMCHHOC H RPOMCHHOC []

CNHTH B XAKOM-TO CMBIC/IC B ORHO OHTOJIOTHY6CXOe eXHHcTRO. [..] Exsa nn
He caMoff cyulecTBEHMOR CTOPOHOH NpPOGNEMBI ABINCTCR MMEHHO YACHCHHE

Toro, Xax H B XaKoM CMicHIe '‘seaspeMonHoe’ MAH ‘‘BHeBpeMeHHoe’

COMpPHXAcacTCA ¢ BPCMCHHBIM, K&KHM O6DAIOM B OAHOM M TOM X¢ HJIH BO

BCAKOM CJIy4ae, XaK-TO CONMPHXACAIOWIEMCA SHTHH MOLYT 6LITh YXOPDCHOHM RBa

ctons nporusononoxuwx modus’a cymecrsonanus.]”’

Thus, Askol’dov outlines the necessity of finding a realm where the
problem of time and its surmounting loses its negative connotation. This idea
received its final embodiment in Bakhtin’s conception of chronotope, where
historicity is considered to be that sphere where the removal of time, which is
of such crucial importance, not only becomes possible but can be fully
accomplished within time itself. For Askol’dov to answer the question about
time is the same as to answer the question about change, for ‘if there is no time
then there is no change’, he writes, ‘if there is no change - there is no time
either’ [Esli net vremeni, to net izmeneniia, esli net izmeneniia, to net i
vremeni] (p. 400). Change defines the essence of time, forming a unity with
the past, present and future. The triplicity of time (as with any change in

general) indicates its major peculiarity - time is ‘shot through with the unity of
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changing Existence’ [pronizano edinstvom izmeniaiushchegosia bytiia] (ibid.).
The combination, unification, keeping and forewarning of these changeable
moments is realized in human consciousness and through it. ‘Only living
consciousness or life in general’, concludes Askol’dov, ‘is possessed of such
power of keeping and forewarning’ [Podobnoi siloi uderzhaniia ili
predvareniia obladaet lish zhivoe soznanie ili zhizn’ voobshche] (ibid.). Thus
alteration, that is, time is above all a property of the human soul. Hence it
follows that time in its content is psychological and all other meanings of time
- ontological and physical - are based on this psychological meaning which, in
its turn, is subject to philosophical interpretation. The major feature of
psychological time is its relativity, that is, it contains both individual and
subjective, and general and objective aspects. The temporal relativity is also
explained by the fact that experience of the temporal course can be quite
diverse and in different psychological conditions the range of the present is not
the same, not only for different people but even for one single individual.
Thus, the psychological conception of time introduced a vertical section to the
world, which had hitherto been understood in cross-section. Indeed, it was
modernist art that made great discoveries, considering and portraying the life
of an individual as the point of intersection of different temporal layers and
meanings. It is difficult to ascertain whether or not during his work on The
Meaning of History Berdiaev was familiar with Askol’dov’s conclusions,” but

Berdiaev’s views on the essence of time and history as the dynamic unity of

33 G. A. Askol’dov, ‘Vremia ontologicheskoe, psikhologicheskoe i fizicheskoe’, in Na perelome.
Filosofskie diskussii 20-kh godov: Filosofiia i mirovozzrenie, ed. P. V. Alekseev (Mosow: Politizdat,
1990), pp. 398-402 (p. 399).

34 1t is more than likely that he was, since Askol’dov’s major works were published before 1922 (see
footnote 7), that is, before Berdiaev’s expulsion from Russia.
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that which disappears, resides and appears, and his concern with the
psychological aspect of time, show a certain similarity to Askol’dov’s ideas.
As was pointed out earlier, Berdiaev considers history to be the most
profound interaction between eternity and time, a continuous intrusion of the
former into the latter. From the point of view of Christian consciousness
(historical in its very nature) the eternal can only occur and be fully incarnated
in time. But in order for history to be fulfilled as a process and understood as a
movement, it is essential, Berdiaev insists, to recognize and be aware of the
presence of a continuous struggle between eternity and time. Thus, history
assumes time for its fulfilment, but time should only be taken here as the

antithesis of the eternal:

This is a constant struggle, the constant opposition of eternity in time, the constant
effort of the eternal principle to accomplish a victory of eternity not in terms of a
departure from time, nor a denial of it, nor in terms of a transition to a position which
does not have any link with time, because this would be a denial of history, but a
victory of eternity in the very arena of time, that is, within the historical process
itself.

[@To ecTh MOCTONHHAN 6ODHOA, NOCTOXHHOC MNPOTHEORCHCTBHE BEUHOro RO

BpPCMCHH, IOCTOAHHOC YCHIHC BCHHBIX HaYaJll CBOPLIHTR nO60Ay BO'YHOCTH,
CBCPUIHTh €6 HE B CMEIC/I¢ BMXOAR H3 BPCMCHH, HE B CMBLICJI6 OTPHUAHMK
BPCMCHH, HEC B CMBLIC/IC MEPEXOAA B TO NOJOXKCHHE, KOTOPOE HE HMeeT HHKaxoh

CBSI3H C BpECMEHEM, MOTOMY HTO ITO 6LIJIO 6N OTPHUAHHEM MCTODHMM, & NoOscay

BCYHOCTH Ha camolt apeHC BPCMCHH, T.¢. B CAMOM HCTODHYOCKOM npouecce.]”
Furthermore, Berdiaev also speaks of another struggle that lies at the
basis of the struggle between eternity and time: the tragic struggle between life

and death which, in essence, exists along the whole length of the historical

process. He argues that the process of interaction between the eternal and

3s Berdiaev, Smysl istorii, 53.
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temporal principles can only be realized in the clash of life and death, since the
final separation of time from eternity would signify the triumph of the
temporal principle over the eternal principle, that is, the victory of death over
life, just as the entire transition from time into eternity leads first and foremost
to a withdrawal from the historical process as such. Hence, by saying that 'in
reality there is a third way and a third principle to which the very essence of

the struggle between the eternity of life and the mortality of time is reduced’ [s

ReHCTBHTENBHOCTH CYWMECTBYET TpeTHH nyTh H TpPEThC Ha4ano, X KOTOpPOMY

CBOAHTCA M caMO€ CyLIeCTBO 60pbSH BEYHOCTH XHIHH CO CMEpPTHOCTHLIO

spemenu] (p. 54), Berdiaev proposes to base this third approach on the idea of
the necessity of finding the correct correlation between the past and the future,
for the historical process, according to Berdiaev, is founded on the struggle
between them.

For Berdiaev the present, moreover, has no significance whatsoever,
since it represents a fleeting 'instant' (mgnovenie) 'when the past has already
ceased to exist and the future has not yet come along' [kogda proshlogo uzhe
net, a budushchego eshche net] (p. 55). In this sense he describes
contemporary reality as an 'evil and diseased' period, as an epoch of
'fragmented' and false time, pointing to a severance of the past from the future.
The contemporary world (and herein lies the root of its tragedy) bears life only
superficially in itself, seeking to create this life on the basis of oblivion of the
past, plunging the past into the 'abyss of non-existence'. Thus, this reality is
lethal, its present state is reminiscent of a madman, finally deprived of his
memory, the loss of which is, in its turn, the proof of madness. Hence, as was
already noted, for Berdiaev memory turns out to be a real force, a peculiar

ontological principle, capable of resisting the 'evil and mortal' nature of time.
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Memory initiates and directs the struggle for the restoration of the integrity of
history, bringing together the past, the present and the future. Historical
memory, and this is of particular importance here, functions as a carrier of the
'paternal principle' (otchee nachalo), that is, our connection and relationship

with our fathers which links the future with the past, for:

A complete forgetting of our fatherland would be a complete forgetting of the past.
This would be that madness where mankind is in the shreds of time, its tom instants,
without any temporal connection.

[OKOH‘ISTOJ":HOG JA6BCHHC HALUCro OTCHECTBA GHIJIO 6 OKOHUYATCABHMM

3a6BCHHECM IpouUIJIOro. OTO 6LTI0 6K TEM CYMACLICACTRHEM, NIIPH KOTOPOM

YEJIOBCUCCTRO INPCGLIBAJIO 656l B KJIIOULAX BPCMCHH, B PA3OPBAHHLIX MIHOBCHHXX

BpeMCHH, 6¢3 Beakol cea3u spemen.] (p.58)

This is the very reason why Berdiaev rejects Futurism and the Futurist
interpretation of life and events, for, being utterly based on the cult of the
future and that of every present instant, it would lead the whole of humanity to
genuine insanity. The Futurist attitude to things, symbolising a rupture of
ontological connection, undermines any possibility of such connection,
indicating, in the end, the loss of historical memory.

It seems appropriate here to recall the historical conception which was
introduced and developed in the works of the Russian Futurists, whose artistic
thinking and aesthetic strivings, based on the futurist feeling of everlasting
progress in time (in contrast to Berdiaev's anti-Futurist point of view on the
historical process), represent an attempt to perceive history through the idea of
the future.* The Futurists attached great importance to myth and folkiore (the

study of which was initiated in the second half of the nineteenth century in the

% It should be pointed out here that I intend not to examine the significance of these ideas from the
scientific or historical point of view, but rather to touch upon the question of the innovative character
of their artistic and aesthetic approach to the problem of history and time.
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works of Rovinskii, Potebnia, Afanas'ev and Veselovskii), since historical
myths offered profound evidence for the understanding of the inner essence of
both time and history. In historical myths and legends they discovered first
and foremost the link between time (which was fragmented in contemporary
reality), raising to the literary surface old and even at times archaic (in the case
of Khlebnikov, for example, heathen, or of Maiakovskii early-Christian and
medieval) cultural layers.

The development and flourishing of Futurism are chronologically
situated between the two Russian Revolutions (1905-1917) - a period of social
catastrophes and intellectual ferment in Russian spiritual life. It was a time
when ‘history was happening before people's very eyes in a most unexpected
manner, defining passionate rejection of the surrounding world, culture and
civilisation, a radical denial of the contemporary world's orders and an

intuitive foresight of a new time’ [Mcropua caMuM HEOXHAZHHLIM O6pa3OM

pa3sirpuiBajlach Ha Trjasax y Joneft, onpemensx CTPACTHOE HENPHATHC

oxpyxamluero MHpa, KyJAbTYPhl H UHBHJIHIAUHH, PAaniHKanbHOC OTpHUAHHE

IOPRAKOB COBPCMEHHOro MHpa H HHTYHTHBHOC NPCABHACHHE HOBOro IPGMGHH]”.
The crisis of Symbolism was perhaps the most striking phenomenon of that
epoch's spiritual situation, primarily because it gave rise to two new trends in
literature and art, Acmeism and Futurism. Secondly, it marks the beginning of
a turning point in the understanding of myth and folklore: in the process of the
re-evaluation of historical events, contemporary reality and human experience

in general mythology acquires a new significance.

7 M. Ia. Poliakov, 'Velimir Khlebnikov: Mirovozzrenie i poetika', in Velimir Khlebnikov, Tvoreniia
(Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1987), pp. 5-36 (p. 9).
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The Acmeists, mainly developing the ideas of the late Symbolists, in
particular Viacheslav Ivanov's theory of neo-myth as a way of conserving the
past, advocated the so-called eternal essences (vechnye sushchnosti),
illustrating their meaning in the past. Their appreciation of contemporary
reality was realized in the realm of previous cultural tradition and experience,
where the present was entirely transferred into the past. The Futurists, on the
contrary, attempted to place the present in the future, or, as Poliakov puts it,
moving away from Symbolism, they searched for a way to an immediately
given, material reality [...] and destroyed the boundary between art and life,
between image and everyday life’ [orranxusascs or cumsonusma, ucxanu nyTs
X MeNocpeACTBEeHHO naHHOfl, BemHo# neficTBUTENBLHOCTH [], pa3pylianax
rpaHHLE MEXIy HCKYCCTBOM H XH3HBbIO, Mexay ospasom u enroMm] (ibid.). The
present was considered by the Futurists to be a certain reality - 'State or
Continent of Time' (Khlebnikov) - with the logic of time and space broken:
time and space here swap their functions, overflowing one into the other. The
sense of time, moreover, disappears, time emerges as space and the past and
the future resemble spatial 'tatters' or fragments. This is guided by the idea
that, with the help of a fragmentary vision of the world, time becomes
surmountable, that is, the border between contemporary life and that of the
past also becomes eroded, which leads, in the end, to the combination of
historical events and the restoration of the broken link between times in
history. The conception of time-space which was introduced and developed by
the Futurists leads, in the end, to extra-temporality, for in their space (where
different temporal layers coexist together with mythology and history)

historical movement comes to a halt. Such space or, in Losev's terminology,
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'hyperspace' (giperprostranstvo)’® can be represented or imagined, but it
cannot be perceived because of the absence of change that defines the essence
of time as the unity of that which disappears, resides and appears. Herein also
lies the root of Berdiaev's denial of the Futuristic point of view on meaning of
history. Berdiaev comes to the conclusion that the Futurist approach,
ahistorical in character, simply destroys the very possibility of perceiving the
link between time and understanding history and the historical process as a
‘coherent fulfilment'.

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, in the discursive practice of
the 1920s the theme of cultural Renaissance was one of the most widely
discussed issues within the framework of the current state of contemporary
humanities in general. Development of this question can be found in the
works of Zelinskii*’, Bitsilli, Mandel’shtam, the brothers Nikolai and Mikhail
Bakhtin and Kagan. In the book A Study of the Development of Russian
Philosophy [Ocherk razvitiia russkoi filosofii] (1922) Shpet touches upon the
theme of the Renaissance in connection with the at the time, widespread
discussion about what should be understood by the historicity or ahistoricity of
opinions. Assigning the problem of the philosophy of history to the realm of
methodology, Shpet argues that the notions of ‘historicity’ or ‘ahistoricity’ are
not defined by the character of estimations or portrayal of fact, but by ‘their
introduction into an appropriate 'context', establishment and choice of this
context’ [vvedeniem ikh v dolzhnyi “kontekst™, ustanovleniem i vyborom

etogo konteksta]®. In this sense Shpet regards the current state of European

38 Gee Losev's analysis of space in the Futurists, Cubists and Marc Chagall with reference to N. M.
Tarabukin in Losev, 'Dialektika mifa', 96.

¥ See footnote 1.
4 G. G. Shpet, ‘Istorizm i novaia filosofiia’, in Alekseev, Na perelome, 84-88 (p. 85).
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culture as a ‘sunset’ in which he sees ‘the behest of a new sunrise’ [zavet

novogo voskhoda] and furthermore:

This is already a matter of subjective belief and wish to foresee in this sunrise not
renewal or restoration but Renaissance as a real new Existence in the strict sense of
the historical category of Renaissance.

[31‘0 yxe aeno CYG‘I:CKTHIHOﬁ BECPH H XC/IAHHA NOPEABHACTEL B 3ITOM BOCXORE
He BOCCTBHOBJICHHE, HC PCCTABpaunio, a BospoxaeHue, Xxax pealbHOE HOBOE

SLITHE, B CTPOrOM CMBICNIe HCTOpHYeckolt xaTeropuu Peneccanca.] (p. 86)
Shpet links his own confidence in the ‘Russian Renaissance’ with his belief in
the ‘new intelligentsia’, which has not yet even been finally formed, but
‘already healthy in spirit, representing a new [...] aristocracy, an aristocracy of
talent’ [uzhe zdorova po dukhu, predstavliaia novuiu [...] aristokratiiu,
aristokratiiu talanta] (p. 87). ‘This new Renaissance’, concludes Shpet, ‘will
bring with it a new philosophy in that stage of development which I consider
to be the highest’ [Etot novyi Renessans prineset s soboi i novuiu filosofiiu, v
toi stadii razvitiia, kotoruiu ia schitaiu vyssheiu] (ibid.).

For Berdiaev one of the central themes in history is that of 'the end of
the Renaissance and the crisis of humanism'.*' 'I sense the epoch which we are
now entering', writes Berdiaev, 'as the end of the Renaissance period of history'
[Ia oshchushchaiu epokhu, v kotoruiu my vstupaem, kak konets renessansnogo
perioda istorii] (ibid.). The main pathos of the Renaissance, for Berdiaeyv, is
the rise of human individuality and the liberation of the human spirit, and this
idea has a deep religious basis. Berdiaev argues that in order to become firmly
established (in the Renaissance sense of this word) human individuality must

recognize and accept its own connection with a higher divine principle (p.

41 Berdiaev, Smysl istorii, 116.



50

120). For, when man does not want to know and be aware of anything apart
from himself, he ceases to sense both himself and the world. To feel free and
be an individual it is necessary to recognize 'not only yourself but also the
other (i ne sebia') (ibid.), that is, another human personality and individuality
as well as the Divine Existence. 'Only this', Berdiaev concludes, 'gives a sense
of human individuality' [Tolko eto i daet oshchushchenie chelovecheskoi
individual'nosti] (ibid.). Here Berdiaev expresses the general tendency for all
thinkers of the paradigm of the Russian non-classical humanities of the 1920s
to be aware and recognize the other person’s existence - the Other Self, the
Thou. For through such recognition ‘the I’, ‘personality’ becomes more truly
‘a Self’. K. G. Isupov observes that for Russian culture the turn of the century
marks a period of heightened interest in the study of the other person’s
significance and uniqueness.” He suggests that this ‘curiosity’ in the life of
the other has two main sources. The first, external, source is associated with
the spread of Neo-Kantian ideas along with the philosophy of Nietzsche and
Freud’s psychoanalytical theory. The second, internal, source stretches its
roots into the Russian religious-philosophical tradition, with its themes of the
eschatology of history (Bulgakov) and, divine love (Solov’ev), and Nikolai
Fedorov’s calls for a restoration of the lost kinship between people: as Fedorov
puts it, ‘one ought to live not for oneself (egoism) or for others but with all and
for all’ [Zhit’ nuzhno ne dlia sebia (egoizm) i ne dlia drugikh, a so vsemi i dlia
vsekh].® Here, indeed, the theme ‘I and the Other’ arises and finds its

problematisation.

2 K G. Isupov, ‘Mikhail Bakhtin i Aleksandr Meier’, in Bakhtinskii sbornik Ii: Bakhtin mezhdu
Rossiei i Zapadom, ed. D. Kuiundzhich and V. Makhlin (Moscow: n. p., 1992), pp. 60-70 (p. 61).
4 Nikolai Fedorov, Filosofiia obshchego dela v dvukh tomakh (2 vols), (Moscow: Tipografiia
Semirechnogo oblastnogo pravleniia, 1906), vol. 1, p. 96.
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In The Meaning of History Berdiaev only begins to approach the
problem of ‘the other’, which receives its final development in his subsequent
works, particularly Solitude and Society [Opyt filosofii odinochestva i
obshcheniia] (1934), written in emigration. Berdiaev’s conception is similar to
(indeed sometimes echoes) Martin Buber’s / - Thou relationship (whose nature
is dialogical) with the Other Self or the Thou. Considering the problem of the
Other within the framework of Russian religious-philosophical thinking based
on the idea of the sobornost’ (alltogetherness) of consciousness, Berdiaev
argues that, although Buber rightly ‘envisages the relationship between the
Ego and the Thou as one uniquely between man and God’, he does not take
into account several points which are essential for understanding the very basis

of this relationship. Berdiaev writes:

His [Buber's] investigations do not extend to the relationship between human
consciousness,

between the Ego and the Thou, between two human beings, or to the diverse
relationships implied in the multiple life of mankind. Nor does he consider the

problem of social and human metaphysics, that of the We. “

The existence and significance of the We, according to Berdiaev,
cannot be ignored, since it postulates the social, on which the very possibility
of joining in relations with the other or others is founded. Thus the We
symbolizes a ‘community and communion with other people, a communion
wherein each person is not an It but a Thou’ (ibid.). ‘The pure ontological idea
of the Church’, concludes Berdiaev, ‘is founded upon such a relationship’ (p.
108). Hence the social is always to be found within the personal and every

personal act in human life represents at one and the same time a social act.
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The communication both between the I and the Other, and between man and

God, is based on the idea of free love:

This is the mystery of the relationship between God and man, the mystery of love
and freedom, the mystery of free love. It is this understanding of the inner
relationship between God and man as a drama of free love that lays and reveals the
sources of history. [..] The mystery of Christ is therefore the mystery of the
relationship between God and man, the tragedy of free love.

[@To u ecTs Tafina orHomenult Mmemny BoroM H 4HCMOBCKXOM, TaliMa JIICSBH H

cBo6onnl, TaliHa cBosomHolt IIO6BH. Bor 3TO0 mnNOHNHMaHHe BHYTPCHHHX

oTHomenuft Bora W uJenmoBcxa Kax ApaMbl CBOSOAHON MIO6BH, OGHAXKACT H

PACKDLIBACT MCTOYHHKH MCTODHH. [...] Iloatomy Ttafina XpucTa ecThr M

Tafina orHomexult Mexay BOoroM H YeJIOBCXOM, TPareaHs cBosonHof mosn«.]‘S

At this point Berdiaev’s philosophy parts company with the traditional
Christian conception of sacrificial love. The idea of freedom and free love,
erotic or friendly, is, in essence, an Existentialist solution. Furthermore, the
tragedy of human destiny and contemporary reality in general, according to
Berdiaev, is that, on the one hand, we have discovered the idea of individuality
which was hitherto unknown, or, to be more precise, had not been achieved
during any previous epoch. On the other hand we observe the process of the
shattering of 'human individuality' which we have never experienced before.
In this sense, for Berdiaev ‘the current epoch’ (nashe vremia) turns out to be
nothing other than an open and outspoken manifestation of extreme and
unrestrained individualism (of which Socialism is a striking example) that
destroys human individuality. Human self-affirmation which 'does not wish to

recognize any authority' [ne zhelaiushchee nichego znat' nad soboi] (p.121),

4 Nicolas Berdiaev, Solitude and Society, tr. George Reavey (London: Geoffrey Bles, The Centenary

Press, 1938), p. 107,
S Berdiaev, Smysl istorii, 42-43.
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turns into the complete disintegration and denial of the human image, leading,
in the end, to the loss of man. This signifies, in its turn, that humanism begins
to grow into its own opposition, that is, anti-humanism, of which process the
philosophy of Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche is a vivid illustration.
Moreover, according to Berdiaev, the symptoms of anti-humanism can be
found in almost all modern literary and artistic trends, but a complete break
with Renaissance traditions is particularly clearly revealed (finally reaching its
peak) in Futurism with all its themes and forms. By comparison with the
Renaissance, that is, integral perception of human forms, 'in Futurism man as
the greatest theme of art dies'; and furthermore:

In Futurist art man is no longer present, he is torn to shreds. Everything begins to
enter into everything. All the realities of the world are shifted from their individual
places. Objects, lamps, divans, streets begin to enter into man, disrupting the
integrity of his being, image and unique countenance. Man is swallowed by the
surrounding world of objects.

[[..] = dyrypHIMe morusaer uyenoBex Xax BenHuafturax Tema McxyccTsa. B

GYTYPHCTHYCCKOM MCKYCCTBE HOT YXC HEJIOBOKA, YCIOBOK DA3ODPBAH B KJIOYMA.
Bce HaUMHACT BXOAUTE BO B¢e. Bce PCANIBHOCTH B MHPS CABMIAIOTCA ¢ CBOEro
HHAHBHAYANBHOTO MECTA. B YeoBSXa HAUMHAIOT BXOAHTH MPEAMOETA, JIAMIM,
RHBAHL, YAHUK. HADYUIAX LENOCTHOCTE €ro CYUIeCTBa, €ro O6pa3s. oro

HEMORTOPHMOro JNHKA. Yenosex NPOBANHBACTCA B oxpyxuouml ero

npeamerHmit Mup.] (p. 135)

Berdiaev argues that the process by which man 'disperses and
disintegrates' his own forms and negates his own image in artistic works is
violated, manifesting the final de-humanisation of modemn art. The same
process can be observed in social life: man becomes indistinguishable and ‘as
an individualized being, ceases to be the theme of art, plunging [...] into social

and cosmic collectives' [chelovek, kak individualizirovannoe sushchestvo,
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perestact byt' temoi iskusstva, on pogruzhaetsia [..] v sotsialnye i
kosmicheskie kollektivnosti] (p. 136). This explains one of the major
peculiarities of our time which, like no other epoch, has fully realized the
phenomenon of the crisis of artistic creation, which Berdiaev defines as that
state of defiance when the results or products of creation do not entirely satisfy
the creator. He firmly believes that this fundamental antithesis of every
creative activity has become particularly acute in our age. He claims that all
great artists of the Renaissance worked joyfully, without experiencing all the
bitterness of a 'divided consciousness', where the creative aim has not been
given the exact realisation that was initially intended by the master. Herein

lies the secret of their 'great mastery'. In our time, on the contrary:

Great contemporary trends bear the imprint of profound inner dissatisfaction and a
torturing search for and escape from the vice in which human creation is gripped.
The greatest creative individuals, such as Nietzsche, Dostoevskii and Ibsen were
conscious of the tragedy of creation and tormented by [...] the impossibility of
creating what was demanded by the creative urge.

[Bemume K€ TCeYCHHR HAaIlCro BpPOMCEHH HOCAT OTINOGHATOX rnysoxon

BHYTPCHHEH HEYROBJCGTBOPCHHOCTH, MYMYHTCJIBHOTO MCKAHMA BLHIXOA&A H3
THCKOB, B KOTODHIX YeJloBeYeckoe TBop4YecTBO chasnexo. Taxue senuvaiimue

TBOPYECKHE MHAMBHNyalibHOcTH, Xax HuTtuwe, docroescxull, Hecen coanasanu

TPAreTHIO TBOPYCCTBA, OHH MYYMJIHCh [...] 3TOM HEBOIMOXHOCTRIO CO3NATE TO,

4TO 3aIaHO B TROpYeckoM moaseMme.] (p. 138)

Berdiaev attempts to show that Russia is singled out for the unique role
that she played in the process of the end of the Renaissance since Russia
(although she had never known the Renaissance in the strictest sense)
experiences the decline and humanist crisis more acutely than anywhere in the
West. Herein lies the explanation of the peculiarity and originality of her

historical fate:
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It was never given to us to experience the joy of the Renaissance, nor have we ever
had an enthusiasm for humanism [...]. The whole of Great Russian literature, the
greatest of our creations, and of which we may justly be proud [...] is not renaissance
in its spirit. There was only one moment, one outburst in Russian literature and
culture, when the possibility of the Renaissance flashed: the phenomenon of
Pushkin's creative work, the cultural epoch of Alexander I [...]. But it was only a
brief period that did not determine the destiny of the Russian spirit. Russian literature
of the nineteenth century, which began with Pushkin's charming genius, was not
Pushkinian; it revealed the impossibility of Pushkinian creation and spirit. We
created from grief and suffering; great sorrow, a thirst to expiate the sins of the world
and salvation lie at the basis of our great literature. We have never had the joy of
plentiful creation. Remember Gogol' and the whole character of his works. This was
sorrowful and tormented destiny. Such was the destiny of the two greatest Russian
geniuses, Tolstoi and Dostoevskii. The whole of their creative work is neither
humanist nor Renaissance. The whole character of Russian thought, Russian
philosophy, Russian morality and Russian State destiny bears within it something
excruciating that is opposed to the joyous spirit of the Renaissance and humanism.
At the moment we are living through a crisis of humanism in all spheres of our public
life and culture. Herein lies [...] the paradox of our destiny and [...] the originality of
our nature. It is given to us to reveal, perhaps more acutely than European nations,
the contradictory and unsatisfactory character of middling humanism. Dostoevskii is
most typical and most important for an awareness of the inner failure of humanism.
It was Dostoevskii who made great discoveries in this area. It was Dostoevskii, who
felt such pain about man and his destiny and who made man the only theme of his
creative work, it was Dostoevskii, who revealed the inner insolvency and tragedy of
humanism. His whole dialectic was directed against the essence of humanism. His
own tragic humanism is deeply opposed to that historical humanism on which
Renaissance history was founded and which was professed by the great European
humanists. These peculiarities of the Russian East denote its unique mission in
cognising the end of the Renaissance and humanism [...]. It is no accident that in the

loftiest manifestations of religious philosophy Russian thought has always been
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addressed to the Apocalypse. Beginning with Chaadaev and the Slavophils and then
in Vladimir Solov'ev, Leont'ev and Dostoevskii, Russian speculation was
preoccupied with the theme of the philosophy of history, and this Russian philosophy
of history was apocalyptic. And the Russian Revolution in its metaphysical essence
is the bankruptcy of humanism, and thereby brings us to the theme of apocalypse.

[HaM He 6HII0O RE8HO NMEPEKHUTDH PAROCTR PenoccaHca, ¥ HAC, PYCCKMX, HMKOraa

Me 6HJI0 HacTosmero mnadoca ryManmsma [.] Bex  senuxasm  pyccxas
JNIHTEpaTypa, Benuyalillce Halle COINAHHCE, KOTOPHM MB MOXEM TOPAMTMCK
[...], - He pemneccancnax mo ayxy csoemy. B pyccxoit nuTeparype m pyccxoil
KyAbTYpe GBI JIHWE OAHH MOMCHT. OAMA BCNLILIXA, XOraa 6JIECHYNA
Bo3MOXHOCcTh PeHeccanca - 310 aBnenne ITyIIKHHCKOro TBOpHecTBA, 3TO -

KynbTypHas 3noxa Anexcawapa [ [..]. Ho 3To emn nuws Xoporxult mepHos,

He onpenenusuuii cyanenl pycckoro nyxa. Pyccxas nutepatypa XIX mexa, »

Hauane xoropofft crosn vapyromuli rennit ITymxwwa, 6LIa He NYWIKHHCXASN:
OHa OGHAPYXHJIA& HEBO3MOXKHOCTP NYIUKHHCKOrO TBOPHECTBA H NYIIXHHCKOro
ayxa. Mbl TBOPHAH OT rOpPX H CTPAAAHHA: B OCHOBe Haumelf sonuxoft
JIHTCPATYDPH JIeXAJIa BEJIUKAK CKOPSh, XKAXAS HCKYIUICHHX TpOXOB MHDa H
cnaceHus. Huxorna He 6BJIO Yy HAC DANOCTH HISHTOYHOrO TBOPHECTSEA.
BeciomuuTe IOrojIt M BeCh XapaKTep ©ro TROPHECTBA. IJTO CKOpGHAs H
MyYHTENBHO-TBOpUECKAX cynnsa. Taxosa xe cyassa asyx menuyaliurnx
pycckux rewues - Toncroro H Hoctroesckoro. Bce MX TBOpPYECTBO Mo
rYMaHHCTHYECKOE H He peHeccancHos. Beck xapaxTep pycckoll Mucin,
pyccxoft  dunocodpun. pyccKkoro - MOpAJILHOro cCKkjlaxa H  pycckoit
roCyRapcTBGHHOl  CYABSK  HECGT B CE66  MTO-TO  MYMHTENIbMOS,
NPOTHBONONIOXHOE PAXOCTHOMY Ayxy Peneccanca u rymannima. Celiuac Mu

nepexHBacM B0 BceX chepax Hawelt ocwecTmOHHON XHIHM H KYABTYDM
xpu3nc rymaHusma. B stom - [..] napanoxcansuocTs mamelt cynsest H [..]

cBoeospasde Hawell npupoan. HaM ZaHO packpuiTh, MOXET STk OCTPEE, YEM
Haporam EBpDONE. NPOTHBOpEYHE M HOYNOBACTBOPHTENLHOCTR CEPERMHHOro
ryManusMa. HocTOCBCXHIl HaH60NCe XADAKTEPOH H HaMOONGE BAKEH IR
OCO3HAHHX BHYTPEHHEro Xpaxa ryManusma.. Hwmenmo Hocroescxult caenan
3nech BENHKHE OTKDWTHA. MocToescxult, xoTopuill Tax somen o uenosexe, o
cyap6e YeoBeKka, KOoTopult caeman venomexa eauncTmenuo# TeMolt cmoero

TBOPYECTBA, HMCHHO OH H BCKDMBACT BHYTDPCGHHIOI HOCOCTOATENLHOCTD
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ryMaHHIMa, TpareIHi© TryMaHH3IMa. Bcx  aunanexruxa Hocroesckoro
MampaBficHa NPOTHMB cyulecTBa rymMaHHima. Ero coscTseHHu Tparuyuccxuit
TYMaHH3M [JIy60KO NPOTHBOMONOXKGH TOMY MCTODHYECKOMY TFyMaHH3IMY, Ha
KOTOPOM 6bI7Ia OCHOBAHA& PpEHECCAHCHAN MCTODHA, XOTOPME HCNOBEXOBANH
BEJIHKUe ryMaHuHcTh Esponm. ODTH O0CO6EHHOCTH pyccxoro BocToxa

O0603HAYAIOT CBOCOGPA3HYIO €ro MHCCHIO B MNOJHABAHHH XoHua Pexoccanca u
xoHua rymanusMa [..]. He caysaltHo Ha »epuminMax pyccxoffl penuruosHofi

dunocodun MLICNIL Bceraa o6hljIa ospamieHa x Anoxanuncucy. Hauuwas c
Yaanaesa u cnapanodunos u nanee y Bnaaumupa Conoseena. y K. Jleonrnsa
u HocTOoeBCKOro, PyCCKasm MEIC/IL 6HIJIa 3aHATA TeMaMH GuNocoPHH HCTODPHH,
M 9Ta pyccxax ¢duynocopus HCTOPHH 6ula - amoxanunrtuvecxof. M pyccxas
PeBOJIIOUHA, NTO METaDHUIHYECKOMY CYWIECTBY CBOEMY, 6CTh KPax FyYMaHH3IMa H

9THM MOABORMT X amoxaauntuveckolf reme.] (pp. 143-44)

Berdiaev comes to the conclusion that humanist European culture had
finally reached its end. And contemporary mankind finds itself in the
'twilight', making preparations to enter into (or return to) a new 'nocturnal’
historical period which he named, by analogy, the ‘New Middle Ages’ (Novoe
srednevekov’e) (p. 139). Russia and Europe, according to Berdiaev, are far
from a cultural Renaissance. In this sense the opposition of the Slavophiles to
the Westernizers is no longer valid in the twentieth century. This is firstly
because the whole of their polemics takes on an increasingly abstract-
theoretical character and therefore does not have the same significance as it
did in the previous century. Secondly, true Slavophile consciousness as
expressed by Khomiakov, Tolstoi and Leont’ev has never been hostile towards
Western culture itself, but towards European civilisation. And certainly both
the Slavophiles and Westernizers have historically been unanimous that the
triumph of civilisation is the death of cultural spirit. In this sense for the
twentieth-century Russian national consciousness Chaadaev’s figure once

again becomes of utmost importance, for it manifests the synthesis of these
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two mentalities. The idea of synthesis in relation to Chaadaev’s thought was
first proposed by Mandel’shtam in his now much-cited article ‘Petr Chaadaev’
(1915):
The best way to describe Chaadaev’s thought is as national-synthetic. The synthetic
national character does not bow its head before the fact of national self-consciousness
but it rises above this fact in sovereign, original and therefore national personality.

[...] I think that a country and a people have already justified themselves if they

create at least one absolutely free person who wishes and could benefit from his

freedom.
[Ayune Bcero XapaAKTCPH3OBATS MbICT b Yaazacsa xax
HauHOHlHLHO—CHHTGTH‘IOCRyIO. CHHTOTH‘(GCX.I HAPORHOCTSL HE CXJIOHRET

roioBnl nepen $axToM HAKHOHAJBHOIO CAMOCOIHAMHA, & BOIHOCHTCA HAR HHM
B CyBepCHHOH /IHYHOCTH, CAMOGLITHOH, a moroMy Hauumonansuol. [.] A

AyMal, YTO ¢TpPaHa H HApPOR YXeé ONPABAAJIH CE6X, CCJIH OHH COIRANH XOTh

OXHOTI'O COBCPUICHHO CROGOAHOro 4ejoBexa, KoTOpuH noxenan cyMmen

46
BOCNOJNIL3OBATACA CBOCH cBOGOAOR. ]

Civilisation and Renaissance are two peculiar, and at the same time
incompatible states of mind and spirit. The former manifests nothing but death
and the latter symbolizes the cult of life and freedom outside their meaning and
reality. The whole experience of Modernism, Post-Modernism and the avant-
garde does nothing but serve as a vivid illustration of this idea. ‘Nothing has
value in and of itself’, writes Berdiaev in the work ‘Will to Life and Will to
Culture’ [Volia k zhizni i volia k kul’ture] (1922), ‘no experience of life has
depth, or connection with eternity’ [Nichto ne predstavliaetsia samotsennym,

ni odno perezhivanie zhizni ne imeet glubiny, ni priobshcheno k vechnosti]*’.

4 Osip Mandel’shtam, ‘Petr Chaadaev’, in Collected Works in Two Volumes, vol. 2 (New York: Inter-
Language Literary Associates, 1966), pp. 326-34 (p. 333).

47 Nikolai Berdiaev, ‘Volia k zhizni i volia k kul'ture’, in Smys! istorii (Moscow: Mysl’, 1990), pp.
162-74 (p. 169). This article was written in 1922 and included as a supplement to the book. As
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But the failure and tragic result of the New history does not necessarily mean
that this history has no meaning. History has an inner meaning which should
be understood in the following way. The resolution of historical contradictions
cannot be realized within history. The solution lies beyond the limits of
history itself. If we were to approach history from this point of view then all
its fiascos and conflicts would turn out to be full of profound meaning. But at
the same time the meaning of history cannot be reduced to the resolution of the
problems raised by one or other historical period or moment. For, if we
assume that for a very short period of time all contradictions were resolved and
man became fully satisfied then this seemingly successful outcome would
reveal the complete meaninglessness of history. Hence, Berdiaev sees the
authentic significance of history not in finding possible solutions to the
conflicts, but in the revelation of all its spiritual potential which makes 'the
inner movement of the tragedy' [vnutrennee dvizhenie tragedii] possible.*® The
goal of history cannot be found within history itself. The failure of history
illustrates that 'the higher calling' for man and mankind in general is extra-
historical. History, in its religious content, is 'the path to another world' [put' k
inomu miru] (p. 154). The problem of history is a problem of the nature of
time in that it can never be solved within the framework of human time.

The solution lies in surmounting human time and history, in a transition
into the realm of the eternal and extra-historical. This transition presumes the
introduction into the closed circle of history of extra-historical forces, that is, a
new celestial Event in mundane life - 'the future Coming of Christ'

[griadushchee iavlenie Khrista] (ibid.). Furthermore, history is endowed with

indicated in its preface, Berdiaev considered this work ‘essential’ for his conception of a philosophy of
history.
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positive meaning only when it has an end. The whole metaphysic of history is
shot through with the idea of the inevitable finiteness of history, since history
as an infinite process would have no significance whatsoever. Finally, man as
an historical being realizes himself not only in history but also in extra-history,
bringing into the world the religious unity of his human and at the same time
divine personality. Hence, the individual destiny, which lies at the basis of
history and which history is incapable of solving, presupposes an extra-
historical goal and resolution. Herein lies the fundamental confirmation that
history has a supreme (meta-historical) meaning.

David Richardson suggests that Berdiaev's idea of the meaning of
history can be clearly explained with the help of a symbol. This symbol is an

onion. He writes:
The meaning of history for Berdiaev is like a large onion. Beneath the topmost layer
of onion is another layer, beneath that is another layer, and so on down to the kernel
of the onion. And just as a given area of an inner layer refers to a larger extent of the
cover the closer to the centre it is obtained; so in Berdiaev's philosophy of history, the
layers of meaning of history become truer as they become more comprehensive and
closer to the kernel, the Godman. And just as the outer layer of the onion is a true
reality and existential participant in the totality of the onion, though rather dry; so the
merest symbols found in history are true realities, participating in the existence of the
Godman, in whom the knower participates and in whose image the knower exists.
This idea of an onion is useful for understanding Berdiaev. However, the merest

symbols in history are less real than the cover of the onion is part of the onion.*

The major peculiarity and at the same time originality of Berdiaev’s
conception of the philosophy of history is that it expresses, with astonishing

accuracy, the general aspiration of the twentieth century humanities to find that

48 Berdiaev, Smysl istorii, 43.
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sphere wherein philosophical and religious thinking would be united in such a
way as to answer the crucial questions about the essence of history, the
‘enigmatic’ nature of the historical process, the goal of culture and the role of
certain countries in the destiny of the whole of mankind. Richardson rightly
maintains that it would be too simple to describe Berdiaev’s approach as anti-
historical or ‘uninterested in human history’ (ibid.). Firstly, in Berdiaev’s
philosophy the theme and the very phenomenon of history are centrally
concerned with all the concreteness and reality of human life and destiny. For
Berdiaev, history realizes itself through man as much as man lives and creates
in history, experiencing it as an inalienable part of his ‘spiritual biography’.
Without such ‘reciprocity’ and interrelation between man and history, history
does not make any sense. Secondly, the meaning of history in Berdiaev’s
philosophy is not concerned with history itself. For him every individual is
the indissoluble unity of both human and divine personality, but the destiny of
the latter cannot be solved within the limits of terrestrial, that is, human time
and history, it seeks to find its way out into eternal Existence, the realm of the
extra-temporal and extra-historical. This explains why Berdiaev’s conception
is neither historical nor anti-historical, since the very meaning of history is not
rooted in history. His philosophy of history should be understood as
Personalism, that is, a philosophy of the quest for a universal, supra-historical
force conducive to the formation of the historical process. Furthermore,
despite his outstanding examination of the role played by the ancient world
and the Jews in the formation and flourishing of Christian culture, and his

profound conclusions on the essence of myth and historical memory, Berdiaev

¥ David Bonner Richardson, Berdyaev's Philosophy of History: An Existentialist Theory of Social
Creativity and Eschatology (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1968), p. 169.



62

seems to call into question history itself which gradually (if we ponder over
Berdiaev’s theory) loses its ‘historical’ side, and the moment of historical
emergence is substituted for that of historical anticipation and prophecy. In
this sense Berdiaev’s philosophy of history approaches the most topical
question which was only raised by the twentieth-century humanities: the
problem of the ‘historicity’ of history. The philosophy of history, in
Berdiaev’s understanding, is tragic in its essence. Mankind must therefore
surmount history in order to reach its completion in the traditional-Christian
depth of the Godman and Trinity. Finally, in Berdiaev’s philosophy the theme
of history, harmoniously combining discussions on myth, the essence of
memory, the nature of time and the significance of the category of ‘the other’,
offers a useful starting point for recalling Bakhtin’s conception of chronotope
and the metaphor of ‘concrete historicity’ (‘konkretnaia istorichnost’’), for
historicity, according to Bakhtin’s theory, turns out to be that realm where the

surmounting of time becomes possible within the limits of time itself.

4. Bakhtin's theory of the chronotopicity of art

In the late 1930s Bakhtin in his work Formy vremeni i khronotopa v
romane [Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel] (written in 1937-
38, supplemented in 1973, published only in 1975) proposed a radically new
approach to the problem of the study of temporal and spatial interrelations in
literary works. Bakhtin's starting point is that artistic thinking and perception,

and even any 'point of view' is chronotopic in its very nature, that is, 'includes
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in itself both spatial and temporal features'” Bakhtin describes the
interconnection between temporal and spatial narrative forms as 'chronotope’
(khronotop), considering this to be a 'formally constitutive categor)'
(formal'no-soderzhatel'naia kategoriia) of literature and art’. *' For Bakhtin
chronotope always contains a so-called 'emotional and evaluating aspect', it
defines 'a literary work's artistic unity in relation to an actual reality' (p. 243).
'Art and literature', Bakhtin writes, 'are shot through with chronotopic values
of varying degree and scope. Each motif, each separate aspect of artistic work
bears value' (ibid.).

Chronotope is a key notion of Bakhtin's genre theory. According to
Bakhtin, major genres are defined by chronotopes, which, in their turn, enable
genres to preserve their uniqueness over time. In so doing, chronotopes
provide us with in-depth knowledge about the subject of genre identity or
'genre memory' (zhanrovaia pamiat’) and cultural memory. Hence, for
Bakhtin, genre is ‘a specific way of thinking' (ibid.).

Bakhtin's analysis of temporal and spatial forms is particularly
concerned with narrative genres of literature (especially the novel), for they are
'dense and concrete', and 'the richest discoveries about the relation of people
and events to time and space have been made by narrative genres of literature'.
Above all, 'having the most complex sense of chronotopicity, the novel offers

our most profound image of people, actions, events, history and society.”

5 M. M. Bakhtin, Estetika slovesnogo tvorchestva (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1979), p. 338.

st M. M. Bakhtin, 'Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel: Notes toward a Historical

Poetics' [1937-38 (1973)], in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael

Holquist, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 84-
59 (p.84).

522 G:Fy S.)Morson and Caryl Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaic (Stanford, California:

Stanford University Press, 1990), pp. 367; 372.
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Chronotopes have their own peculiar features that differentiate one
chronotope from another. Touching upon the question of the quality and
diversity of chronotopes, Bakhtin also emphasizes that they are not given once
and for all, but can, along with their functions, vary in the process of genre
development in accordance with the demands of the given situation.

Bakhtin speaks of the heterochronous character of literature, stressing
the fact that at any given time it represents a multiplicity of chronotopes.
'Within the limits of a single work and within the total literary output of a
single author' one can find and determine 'a number of different chronotopes
and complex interaction among them'”> The general nature of these
interrelations Bakhtin describes 'as dialogic (in the broadest use of this word)'
(ibid.).

What is the place of chronotopes 'from the perspective of the literary
work as a single whole' [v perspektive proizvedeniia kak edinogo tselogo]?**
Bakhtin outlines that to them belongs, first and foremost, 'the meaning that
shapes narrative': 'they are the organizing centres for the fundamental narrative
events of the novel. The chronotope is the place where the knots of narrative
are tied and untied'”® Chronotopes provide 'the ground essential for the
showing forth, the representability of events' (ibid). Thus from this follows
their 'representational importance':

The chronotope, functioning as the primary means for materializing time in space,
emerges as a centre for concretizing representation, as a force giving body to the
entire novel. All the novel's abstract elements - philosophical and social

generalizations, ideas, analyses of cause and effect - gravitate toward the chronotope

53 Bakhtin, ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope’, 252.
3¢ M. M. Bakhtin, 'Iz chernovykh tetradei', Literaturnaia ucheba, 5-6 (1992), 153-65 (p. 163).
s5 Bakhtin, ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope’, 252.
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and through it take on flesh and blood, permitting the imaging power of art to do its

work. Such is the representational significance of the chronotope. (Ibid.)

As noted earlier, describing the nature of any artistic perception as
chronotopic, Bakhtin tries to illustrate that the principle of chronotopicity also
lies at the basis of 'any and every literary image'. In this sense he comes to the

following conclusion:

Language, as a treasure house of images, is fundamentally chronotopic. Also
chronotopic is the internal form of a word, that is, the mediating marker with whose
help the root meanings of spatial categories are carried over into temporal

relationships (in the broadest sense) (p. 251).

Thus, engaging Bakhtin's theory of chronotopic analysis, that is,
interpreting literary works in terms of their temporal and spatial
determinations, we, in essence, examine their concrete and potential
historicity. Historicity cannot be studied formally nor understood simply as a
sum total of historical data and facts, gravitating towards a certain abstract
unity where the literary work remains only as an illustration, incomplete and
insignificant. On the contrary, approaching the literary work as an Event, we
are dealing with the actual context of culture in its possible emergence and
movement. Herein lies the explanation of Bakhtin's metaphor 'the gates of the
chronotope' (vorota khronotopa), through which 'every entry into the sphere of
meaning is accomplished' (p. 258). The chronotope, therefore, turns out to be
a dynamic unity, the inner essence of literary work that provides the
connection among individual elements of the content and defines, in the end,

the action of artistic meaning.

In his ‘Response to a Question from the Novy Mir Editorial Staff

[Otvet na vopros redaktsii Novogo mira] Bakhtin introduces the notion of
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‘great time’ (bol'shoe vremia) which, for him, is not simply time. He proposes
that artistic, that is, ‘creative understanding does not renounce itself, its own

place in time, its own culture; and it forgets nothing’ and furthermore:

In order to understand, it is immensely important for the person who understands to
be located outside the object of his or her creative understanding - in time, in space,
in culture. In the realm of the culture, outsideness is a most powerful factor in
understanding [...] and the foreign culture responds to us by revealing to us its new

aspects and new semantic depths.*

For Bakhtin, outsideness is not ahistoricity or timelessness; on the contrary, an
artist does not and cannot locate himself outside time and history. In early
fragments from 1921, Bakhtin sees the goal of understanding as consisting of
releasing our thinking from being ahistorical. This means that everything that
we live through, all our experiences, feelings and spiritual values, become the
property of time. In this sense one aspect of time turns out to be the profundity
and multi-layeredness of our consciousness, Being in general. Broadly
speaking, any appreciation of events, anything described and understood by
the artist from the position of outsideness, belongs to history (as does the artist
himself, but in a different sense). Hence, human and, in particular, artistic
outsideness cannot be considered as a timeless category; on the contrary, we
can comprehend and express ourselves only because our life takes place in the
historical course of time (understanding, realized in great time and through

great time, can only happen from the position of our own time).
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5. Issues of the poetics of literary time and space in Likhachev

In general, the late 1960s and early 1970s in Russian literary
scholarship mark a period of revived interest in the study of temporal and
spatial narrative categories and their function and meaning in the literary work.
The discussion begins with Shklovskii’s short article ‘Vremia v romane’ [Time
in the Novel] where he approaches the problems of the specific character of
time in the novel and the method of representing time in literary works.”’
Shklovskii expresses the idea that ‘the conventionality’ of literary time can
only be of interest as a 'particular case of literary conventionality - an
agreement between the reader and writer about the laws of the given work, that

is, the work being offered at this moment' [yacTHm#t cnyuali nuTepaTypnoft
KOHBCHLHH - AOroBOPa MEXAy YHTATENIEM H NIHCaTeJIEM O 3aKOHaxX LAHKOro, TO

ecTh celtyac npeanaracMoro HPOKSBCROHKI]. 58

Dmitrii Likhachev emerges as a key figure in this debate, for his ideas
on time, history and literary development became quite influential, provoking
broad interest in literary-critical circles of that time.”” A considerable part of

Likhachev's monograph of 1971 Poetika drevnerusskoi literatury [Poetics of

56 M. M. Bakhtin, ‘Response to a Question from the Novy Mir Editorial Staff’ [1970], in Speech Genres
and Other Late Essays, ed. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, tr. Vern W. McGee (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1986), pp.1-7 (p. 7).

57y, Shklovskii, 'Vremia v romane', in Khudozhestvennaia proza: Razmyshleniia i razbory (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel' , 1961), pp. 326-39.

s8 . Shklovskii, 'Konventsiia vremeni', Voprosy literatury, 3 (1969), 115-28 (p. 127).

59 The Dutch Slavist Katerina Hansen Love in her book The Evolution of Space in Russian Literature:
A Spatial Reading of 9* and 20" Century Narrative Literature (Amsterdam and Atlanta, GA: Rodopi,
1994) which offers a well compiled survey of major contemporary theories (Smirnov, Toporov,
Lotman and Van Baak) on the question of the literary development of the narrative category of space
in Russian literary scholarship, regards Likhachev’s works of this period to be a ‘crucial link between
the Formalist model of evolution and present-day, notably, Soviet-semiotic, understanding of literary
development and cultural development in general’ (p. 10). She also provides an exceptionally good
example of spatial reading of well-known texts by Lermontov, Gogol’, Goncharov, Sologub and
Platonov, examining the functions and peculiarities of different types of space: Romantic, Realist,
Symbolist and Modernist.
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Old Russian Literature] (1971), raises and develops the issue of the poetics of
literary time and space, examining artistic time and space along with the
different ways and aspects of their reproduction and representation in art and
literature. To conclude this chapter it seems appropriate briefly to touch upon
Likhachev’s conception, for I shall frequently comment on and apply some of
his ideas whilst working on Bunin’s texts.

Likhachev considers the factor of time and the whole evolution of this
notion to be one of the most 'significant achievements' of modern literature.
According to Likhachev, time, enclosing in itself the idea of variability and
alteration, 'conquers and subordinates to itself ever larger fields in human
consciousness' [otvoevyvaet i podchiniaet sebe vse bolee krupnye uchastki v
soznanii liudei]l.®® Time is also closely linked to the idea of historicity;
historicity, extending to broader spheres of human activity (science,
philosophy and all forms of creative thought), lies at the basis of understanding
both reality and the 'diversity of forms of movement and at the same time its
unity’ [mnogoobraziia form dvizheniia i odnovremenno ego edinstva] (ibid.).
Tt is a matter not only of historicity', Likhachev writes, 'and of an aspiration to

perceive the whole world through time and in time'; and furthermore:

Literature, more than any other art, emerges as the art of time. Time is its object,
subject and instrument of representation. The awareness and sense of the movement
and variability of the world in diverse forms of time runs through literature.

[Ho neno He TONBXO B MCTOPHYHOCTH, M B CTPEMJICHHH BeCh MHp
BOCIIPHHHMATS YCPe3 BpEMX H B0 BpeMend. JlurepaTypa B sonsucit Mmepe,
YeM JII060¢ KPYroc HCXYCCTBO, CTAHOBHTCX HCKYCCTBOM BpeMeHH. Bpems ero

OG6BCKT, CYSBCKT M OPYAHG HIOSPAXCHHA. Co3nanue OIIYINCHHE ARHXCHHK H

® . S. Likhachev, ‘Poetika khudozhestvennogo vremeni. Poetika khudozhestvennogo prostranstva’,
in Poetika drevnerusskoi literatury (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1971), pp. 209-351 (p.

209).



69

H3IMEHACMOCTH MHpPa B MHOrOOSPasHHX (GOpMax BPEMCHHM NPOHM3ILIBAST cosOM
nurepatypy.] (p. 210)

Likhachev seeks to demonstrate the variety of aspects in which time
appears in the literary work. Closely examining these aspects, he comes to the
conclusion that there are three principal approaches in the study of the literary
work. The first approach deals with the study of grammatical time, which, in
his opinion, is particularly fruitful in the analysis of lyric poetry. The second
approach examines philosophical aspects of time: various theories on this
subject, the meaning and function of time in art and literature. Likhachev
attaches great importance to the artistic aspect of time and the way it is
reproduced in literary works, arguing that for literary scholarship this approach
is of particular significance and turns out to be far more productive 'for an
understanding of the aesthetic nature of verbal art' [dlia ponimaniia
esteticheskoi prirody slovesnogo iskusstva] than, for instance, the study of

philosophical conceptions of time:
Artistic time is not a way of looking at the problem of time, but time itself, as it is
[...] represented in the literary work. [...] Literary time is a phenomenon of the very
fabric of the literary work which subjects to its artistic aims both grammatical time
and its philosophical understanding by the writer.
[XynoxecTBeHHOe BpEMR - 3TO HC BIIJIAA HA NPOGNACMY BPEMEHM, & CaMO

BpPEMA, XaX OHO [..] H306paxaeTcx B JMTEPATYPHOM NpoM3BexeHMu. |[..]

XyaoxecTBCHHOS BPEMA - fABJICHHe caMoli xylJoxecTseMHoRi Txawm
JMTECPATYPDHOIO NPOH3IBGACHHN., MNOAMHHAIOLIEE CBOHM  XYIOXECTBEHHLIM

3anayaM H TrpaMMaTHyeckoe BpeMs M dunocodcxoe ero nonumanue

nucatenem.] (p. 211)

Hence, all elements of the narrative structure, without exception, turn
out to be shot through with time; and on examining the text, this penetration

can be found and shown to exist on different levels. Likhachev believes that,
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taken as a whole, literature has its own ‘principle of relativity’ which takes into
account several factors. First of all, literary time, by comparison with
objective time, uses a diversity of individual, that is, purely subjective
perceptions of time. The subjectivity of time's perception explains why
narrative time is capable of 'stretching' (tianut'sia), 'shrinking' (szhimat’sia) or
'running' (bezhat'), an instant can 'come to a stop' (ostanovit’sia) or 'last for
ever' (dlit'sia vechno) and a long-term period can 'fly by imperceptibly'
(nezametno promel'knut'). Secondly, our perception and interpretation of time
in literary work are determined not only by causation of events, but also by
their psychological and associative connection, that is, their correlation, for
'where there are no events', Likhachev writes, 'there is no time' [gde net sobytii
- net vremeni] (p. 213). Hence, he approaches an extremely important and
complex issue in the study of literary time: the problem of 'the unity of the
temporal stream in a narrative with several plot lines' [edinstva vremennogo
potoka v proizvedenii s neskol'kimi siuzhetnymi liniiami] (ibid.) and the
understanding of that unity as a flow of historical time.

Touching upon the issue of time's portrayal in literature, Likhachev

argues that this problem is not related to the sphere of grammar as such, for:

Grammatical time and time in the literary work are capable of fundamentally
diverging from one another. Time of action, author time and reader time are formed
by a totality of many factors, among which grammatical time is only one. [...]
Moreover, the divergence of grammar from the artistic idea is, of course, only
external: the grammatical time of a literary work in itself often enters the highest
order artistic idea, that is, the meta-artistic structure of literary work, Grammar
appears as a piece of smalt in the general mosaic of a literary work. The real colour

of each piece of this smalt may not be the one that it seems to be in the whole picture.
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[I‘ paMMAaTHHYECKOEC BpEMA H BPCMSA CJ/IOBCCHOIO IPOHIRCACHUX Moryrt

CYWECTBCHHO PpAaCXORHThCA. BpeMa acliCTBHRX M BpEMX  aBTOPCKOC M
YHTATENBCKOE CO3ARIOTCA COBOKYMHOCTBK MHOrHX (GAKXTOPOB: CPERH HMX -
IrPAMMAaTHYCCXHM BPCMCHEM TONBXO OTHacTH. [..] Pacxoxnemue rpaMmaTuxu
¢ XYROXCCTBCHHMM 3aMLICJIOM NPH ITOM, KOHEYHO, TONMBKO BHOLINES: CAMO NO
ces¢ rpaMMATHYCCKOC BPOMA NPOHIBECREHHUN BXORXUT HYACTO B XYROXOCTBEHHMWE
3aMBICCNI BHICIICTO PORA - B METaXYROXKECTBCHHYIO CTPYKTYPY MPOHIBEACHHA.
I'paMMaTHXa BHCTYN&ET K&K KyCOX CManbTh B o6well Mosauunolt xapTune

CJIOBECHOrO IIDOH3IBCOACHHA. CnasHuft user xaxaoro XycKka 3Tolf cManmTH

MOXET 6HITh COBCEM HE TEM, XKAXHM OH XaXeTCA B XapTHHe B uesoM.] (p. 215-
16)

Likhachev suggests that every type of art develops one or other aspect of time
and has its own forms of flow and duration of time. Thus, literary genres and
trends establish their own attitude to time and specific character of time's
reproduction and representation. He stresses that contemporary literature is
'shot through with a sense of the world's variability' [pronizana
oshchushcheniem izmeniaemosti mira] (p. 219). For in order to understand the
peculiarities of contemporary usage of time and its diverse manifestations in
literature, it is important to appeal to previous literary tradition and especially
to consider old literature and folklore. Because literary time reveals itself in so
many different ways and forms, we cannot possibly find two writers who
would 'make the same use of time as an artistic tool' [odinakovo pol'zovalis'
vremenem kak khudozhestvennym sredstvom] (ibid.). Thus, according to
Likhachev, time, in all its manifestations (actual time and represented time,
plot time and author time, reader time and performer time, that is, folkloric

time) becomes, and should be treated as, a phenomenon of s#yle.
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6. Towards a 'definition’ of 'historicity'

As has been shown throughout this chapter, the term ‘historical’ or
‘historicity’ has different associations and meanings according to the context
in which it is used. As also noted earlier, right up to the last two decades of
the nineteenth century, history itself was chiefly perceived as an abstract idea
except when used to denote a scientific discipline. Here the meaning was clear
enough: history emerged as a property of sociology and the historical was in

most cases identified with the sociological.

The turn of the century and first three decades of the twentieth century
saw human thought pushed towards a different understanding of history and
historical life: it was regarded as something concrete, a reality aimed first and
foremost at man. From now onwards the historical was no longer treated as a
sphere of the abstract and supra-personal. On the contrary, it was considered
in conjunction with many meanings (anthropological, mystical-religious,
mythological and artistic) and categories (time, space, the eternal and so forth)
which are significant in their own right and which, when taken separately, can
form the basis for or serve as links to various areas of human knowledge and
activity: the natural sciences, especially physics and biology, psychology,
philosophy, verbal and fine art. Nevertheless, the historical, signifying
something primarily concerned with man’s existence and experience, does not

have a long history.

In the light of the preceding, the question inevitably arises: is there any
working definition of this notion by which we can establish or perhaps even

compare the extent of the historicity of any given artist? At this stage of the
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study I find myself unable to propose any straightforward or even provisional
definition of historicity. One of the reasons for this is the risk of
misinterpretation associated with the purpose and meaning of the word
‘definition’, that is, stating the precise nature, marking out limits and declaring
degrees of distinctiveness of any term, especially one which, as in this case,
has hardly been approached. Nor can I be sure that in the end I shall not have
to face the same inability to define what forms the realm and meaning of the
historical, not to mention an understanding of all its possible implications. But
it is part of my thesis to come as close as possible to finding the context where
this notion truly belongs or, more exactly, to uncover the message that the
Russian humanities was determined to deliver in the 1920s and early 1930s. It
is also my intention, however ambitious it may sound, to rescue the notion of
historicity, which was misused and at times simply abused by the vulgar
Soviet Marxist scholarship that dominated the Russian humanities from the
mid 1930s until the late 1980s, in which anthropology was, along with the
issue of the historical, eithe; utterly ignored or assigned to the sphere of
sociology. Thus, it seems logical to set aside the problem of the formulation of
historicity and rely on a more practical and persuasive approach instead. By
subjecting the term to constant examination throughout the study, we should
finally be able to see what exactly it means and embraces, particularly with a
reference to the works of a writer such as Ivan Bunin, who has never been

seriously read in this key.

7. The problem of Bunin's historicity and literary criticism
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Indeed, it is a common assertion of Bunin criticism that Bunin is an
ahistorical artist. Even such combinations of words as ‘historical process’,
‘historical life’, ‘historical time’ and so forth are rare in the vocabulary of
Bunin scholarship, which is more familiar with expressions and terms such as
‘tragic disposition’, ‘extra-temporal values’, ‘the eternal’, death, ‘unhappy
love’ etc. In his survey of Bunin’s work ‘The Path of Bunin the Artist’ [Put’
Bunina — khudozhnika] Oleg Mikhailov (who was a leading expert on Bunin in
Soviet and post Soviet scholarship for some time), insists that history is not
something that Bunin's thinking is particularly concerned with. In fact, if

anything, the opposite is the case:

The peculiarity of Bunin’s talent is his well-known narrowness, his belonging to the
sphere of ‘literature’ proper, estrangement from the publicistic principle and, at the
same time, his robustness, primordial faithfulness to himself, independence of
‘fashion’, ‘the street’. All this conditioned the steadfastness and vitality of Bunin’s
works in the most difficult conditions, when he found himself cut off from his

motherland.

[OCOGGHHOCTD G6YHHHCKOro TajlauTa - ero HIRGCTHAR y30CTh, ero

MPHHARNEXHOCTD K CcHEPE COGCTBCHHO “JHTEPATYPM’, OTHYKACHHOCTS OT
MYGTHUHCTHYECKOTO HAYAJNA H, ONHOBPEMEHHO, KPeMKXOCTh, H3IHAYANbHAX
BEPHOCTDH CE66, HEIABHCHMOCTD OT “MOAM”, “ynHuM”, - BCE ITO O6YCHOBMIIO

cTOiXOCTE H XUIHECNOCOSHOCTh TBOpYecTBa ByHMHa B TpyaueHIINX yCITOBHAX,

61
KOraa OH OXa3aJiCx 3&a SOPTOM pommu.]

Mikhailov’s assertion is crucial here because it illustrates a widespread viewin

Soviet scholarship, with its strong insistence on the primacy of the sociological

6! O. N. Mikhailov, ‘Put’ Bunina-khudozhnika, in Literaturnoe Nasledstvo, vol. 84, pt. 1 (Ivan
Alekseevich Bunin) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), pp. 7-56 (p. 36).
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over other approaches based on the tendency to interpret historicity in terms of
the historical method, reducing, as a result, the understanding of the historical

in art to a direct and pure portrayal of historical events.

In his monograph of 1977, Na rubezhe vekov: O russkoi literature
kontsa XIX-nachala XXv. [At the Tumn of the Century: On Russian Literature
of the Late 19™-Early 20" Century], Lev Dolgopolov takes the discussion of
the issue of Bunin and history significantly further. Focusing primarily on the
aesthetic aspect of the category of the historical, he argues that by looking at
Bunin’s work only from the position of his direct response to the problems of
the current social situation or his association with the literary-philosophical
movements of the early twentieth century, it is no surprise that an explicit link
to history cannot be found:

It is striking that in the extensive correspondence with N. Teleshov, encompassing

more than one decade and numbering 250 letters, not a single problem of any

significance connected with the social or literary state of the age was touched upon.

There is no movement here, no history.

[nopa:m'rensuo. B oswupuelimelt nmepenucke ¢ H. TesewioBhlM, oXBaTuBalomel

He oaHO mecaTHAETHE ¥ HacuHTmBawomel 250 nucem, He JATPOHYTO HH onHolt

CXO/IbKO-HHGY b JHAYHTCENMHOA NPOSNCMEI, CBA3AHHON C OGIICCTREHHMM HIH

63
MUTEPATYPHLIM COCTONHHEM JNOXH. 3A6Ch HOT ABUNXEHMS, HOT MCTODMH.]

But this alone is not sufficient, in Dolgopolov’s view, to justify

describing Bunin as an ahistorical artist. The explanation for his ahistoricity

62 See, for example, L. V. Krutikova, ‘Na kraiu sveta — pervyi sbornik rasskazov I. A. Bunina’, Vestnik
Leningradskogo universiteta, 20 (1961), 77-88. See also 1. D. Bazhinov, Dooktiabr 'skaia proza
Bunina (Kiev: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk Ukrainskoi SSR, 1963), p. 6; and N. M. Kucherovskii,
“Esteticheskaia sushchnost’ filosofskikh iskanii I. A. Bunina (1906-1911 gg)’, Filologicheskie nauki, 6
(1969), 25-35 (p. 28).

63 1 ev Dolgopolov, Na rubezhe vekov: O russkoi literature kontsa XIX-nachala XX v. (Leningrad:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1977), p. 285.
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lies in Bunin’s attitude to the epoch he chronologically belonged to, which was
unlike that of Blok or Gor’kii, for whom the contemporary situation
manifested itself as a ‘process happening before our very eyes’ (ibid.).
According to Dolgopolov, Bunin, although he lived at a turning point in
historical epochs, did not recognize its crisis, its ‘hidden and overt tragedy’
(ibid.). Even literature, which was essentially ‘the product and reflection of
this break’ with all ‘the totality of its peculiarities and contradictions’, proved
to be absolutely ‘alien’ to Bunin (p. 299). This alone made Dolgopolov
conclude that in Bunin we are dealing with a writer who completely ‘fell out’

(‘vypal’) of historical time. And furthermore:

Brought to the idea of the world was socially deeply disturbed by the very process of
Russia’s historical development (to which idea Bunin’s artistic single-mindedness, in
its turn, helped him), he, nevertheless, as early as in his works of the 1910’s, strives
to take the contradictions of reality beyond the framework of social and historical
limitations. He is both profoundly historical in his narratives and stories of this
period and at the same time patently ahistorical: he is in these years a writer who
perceives the slightest of changes in social life with extreme sensitivity and wariness,
but immediately secks to take them beyond the bounds of historical time, elevating

them to the level of the extra-temporal and the universally human,

[[IpuscauMuilf CaMHM XONOM HCTOPHYECKOTO DA3BUTHX POCCHH X MLCAH O
raysovaliieM COUMAIBHOM MHCGNATOMONMYYHH MHpa (YCMy, B CROIO ouepeab,
CNOCOGCTROBANIA XYROKCCTBCHHAX NPHCTANLHOCTE BYHHMHA), OM. OnHaxo, yxe

snech, B mpousseneHHAx 1910-x roaos, cTpeMHTCA BHBECTH NPOTHBOPEYMSN

neffcTBHTENBHOCTH 34 PAMKH COUHANIBHAX H HCTOPHYECKMX orpaMuyenufi. Ou
H INY60K0 HCTOPHHUCH B NMOBECTRAX H DPACCKA3AX ITOro mepHona, M CTONL XO
HATMIAAHO HEHCTODHYCH: OH B I3TH rOoabl MHCATEND, Ype3Bnvaiivo YYTKO H
HACTOPOXCHHO BOCMDHHHMAIOWHE MajellinHe MHIMEHEHHMN B oO6LICCTROHHOM

XKH3IHH, HO TYT X¢ CTPCMIB{H“CI BHIBECTH MX 38 NpeAeNnk HCTOPHYECXOro
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BpEMEHH, BOIBCCTH B CTEMCHL BHCBPEMCHHOrO H oOslleyesnomedecxoro.] (299-

300).

Thus, stressing that Bunin’s attitude to history is of a profound and
complex nature, Dolgopolov maintains that, on the whole, it is nevertheless
thoroughly ‘ahistorical’,* associating, quite contradictorily, the significance
and understanding of eternal human values only with the ahistorical and
timeless position of the artist.  Furthermore, despite some valuable
comparisons and remarks on Bunin’s literary views, Dolgopolov does not
recognize what is surely the real reason for Bunin’s alienation from the current
literary and political debate. In his perception of reality Bunin proceeded from
entirely different principles, which he described in an interview with the
newspaper The New Life [Novaia zhizn’] in 1917:

The aim of the artist is not to justify some task but to reflect life profoundly and

essentially... The artist must proceed not from external data but from life’s depths,

life’s soil, paying heed not to the noise of party regulations and debates but to the
inner voices of a living life that speak of the layers and extraneous features in life

which are created against all wishes, in accordance with the indisputable laws of life

itself.

[ueﬂb XYAOXHHXAa - HC ONPABAAHHC KAKOro-JIH60 38RAHMNA, & YrIYySA¥HHOE H

CYMHOCTHO® OTpPAXCHME XH3HM.. XyNOXHMX NONIXEH HCXOAHTR HE HI
BHEIUHHX RAHHBIX, @ H3 [NYGHH XH3HH. H3 NMOYBM XMIHH, IPHCIYIIHBAACH KO K
WwyMy napTHANKX NOJIOXEHHE M CNMOPOD, & X BHYTPCHHHM ro/nocaM xusoft

KHIHH, TOBOPSIIHM O MJIACTEX M HACJIOCHHAX B Hell, co3naunnIx BOMpEKH BCEM

XOTCHHAM, IO HEMPCAOXHLM 3aXOHaM caMolt xu3muu.]*

Clearly, for Bunin’s artistic thinking the social, in all its possible

manifestations, was never a point of departure, but represented, above all, an

64 A similar view is taken by V. Ia. Linkov in his book Mir i chelovek v tvorchestve L. Tolstogo i I.
Bunina (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Moskovskogo universiteta, 1989), pp. 122-27; 172.
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inert and genuinely immobile background. The peculiarity of Bunin’s

response to social problems, as Colin Wood rightly maintains,

[...] was always to look behind them to the deeper perturbations of the human spirit
which have troubled men in every age but perhaps never so acutely, or with such

repercussions on literary form, as in the modern.®

Dmitrii Likhachev was the first scholar to speak of the notion
of historicity in relation to Bunin’s work. In his Poetics of Old Russian
Literature Likhachev, discussing the issue of artistic perception and
representation of historical time in literary work, expresses the view that a
heightened sensibility to history lies at the basis of Bunin’s literary thinking.
For him, Bunin, perhaps like no other Russian artist in this century, is a writer
who is utterly and completely absorbed by an interest in history, which,
moreover, receives its most acute manifestation in the works written in
emigration.*’”  Although this remark of Likhachev’s remained unnoticed in
Soviet and Western critical circles alike (which is in itself surprising since the
problem of historicity has never really been considered to be an issue with
reference to Bunin’s writings),” it certainly deserves further consideration.
Firstly, because of its immediate relevance to the subject of the present study.
Secondly, it serves as a crucial link to the discussion of the sources, nature and

quality of Bunin’s historicity.

¢ Novaia zhizn’, 1 February (?) 1917, p. 67.

6 C. Wood, ‘The Modernity of Ivan Bunin’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Bradford,
1996), p. 108.

67 I ikhachev, Poetika, 217-18.

68 Having stated this, I intentionally excluded from the discussion at this point D. J. Richards’ article
‘Bunin’s Conception of the Meaning of Life’, Slavonic and East European Review, 119 (1972), 153-
72. Although at the beginning Richards indicates that Bunin is ‘concerned’ with both personal and
supra-pcrsonal questions (among which is the question of history), the rest of the article primarily
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focuses on exploring the nature of Bunin’s approach to these questions which, as he describes it, ‘is not
that of a philosopher’ but that of ‘a lyric poet’ (p. 155).



Part Two
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CHAPTER TWO

The Sacred Time of History:
The Shadow of the Bird.

30/10TOe PYHO, A€ X€ Thi, 30JI0TOE PYHO?
Bcio aopory myMed MOPCKHE TSKEJIEe BOJIHBI,
H, noXuHYB KOpPa6jih, HATPYAHBUIHN B MOPXX MOJIOTHO,

Oxnuccell BO3BpaTHJIICK, NPOCTPAHCTBOM H BPEMEGHEM IONHEIN.

Ocun Manaensumram, 1917

In his analysis of the forms of interrelation between time and space in
the literary work Bakhtin draws particular attention to the chronotopes of
encounter and the road which function as carries of broad temporal meaning.
The road, moreover, emerges here as a symbol of man’s eternal, endless
search, his wanderings and aspiration to see, understand and be able to

describe:

The road is a particularly good place for random encounters. On the road (‘the high
road’), the spatial and temporal paths of the most varied people - represéntatives of
all social classes, estates, religions, nationalities, ages - intersect at one spatial and
temporal point. People who are normally kept separate by social and spatial distance

can accidentally meet; any contrast may crop up, the most various fates may collide
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and interweave with one another... . [...] The chronotope of the road is both a point
of new departures and a place for events to find their denouement. Time, as it were,
fuses together with space and flows in it (forming the road); this is the source of the
rich metaphorical expansion on the image of the road as a course: ‘the course of life’,
‘to set out on a new course’, ‘the course of history’ and so on; varied and multi-
leveled are the ways in which road is turned into a metaphor, but its fundamental

pivot in the flow of time."

Thus, with the help of the road, man begins to realize his temporality and
profound connection with Being which, in its turn, endows him with a strong

feeling of the necessity, the 'nontriviality’ (nepustiachnost’) of his own

existence.

Bunin himself and almost all his characters possess a peculiar passion
(which sometimes borders on madness) for travelling, an aspiration to survey
the world, dissolving themselves in the unexplored journey. This feature of
Bunin's literary thinking is probably best explained in the following way:
everything of an unknown nature always scares but at the same time remains
mysteriously beautiful, open to cognition and self-knowledge. In accordance
with this, the journey cannot be simply a change of spatial place or locality.
Journeys are first and foremost, as David Richards says with reference to
Bunin’s philosophy of travel, ‘quests for the truth about life, searches for
spiritual enlightenment’.? The journey is historical in its very essence, that is,
has a profound historical character. It turns out to be a significant source of
the acquisition of experience based on the idea of the succession of human
existence. The journey greatly changes man's life, helping him to establish his

attitude toward culture and his own place within it, fortifying him, above all,

! Bakhtin, 'Forms of Time and of the Chronotope', 243-44.

2 p. J. Richards, ‘Comprehending the Beauty of the World: Bunin’s Philosophy of Travel’, Slavonic
and East European Review, 129 (1974), 514-32 (p. 525).
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with the idea that there is something 'inscrutably divine in man' [nepostizhimo

bozhestvennoe v cheloveke] which cannot perish and which is called life.

Departing on a journey to the East, Bunin seeks to find the answer the
following questions: how can one enter this world? How should one
understand it? Where can one fasten one's eyes in order to appreciate time,
history, humanity and its common roots? The result of these reflections was
the collection of travel poems The Shadow of the Bird (1907-1911), a
remarkable account of Bunin’s intimate encounters with different Eastern

cultures.

2. The symbolic and the historical in the Khozhenie: the problem of temporal

correlation

The author's own designation of the genre of The Shadow of the Bird as
‘travel poems’ (putevye poemy) indicates that we are dealing with a variant on
the genre of travel notes (putevye ocherki or khozheniia). The khozhenie is an
historical genre of religious journeys (travels) which describes the author's
pilgrimage to the Holy Land and holy places.’ The beginning of this literary
genre in Russian literature goes back to the historical events that took place in
eleventh-century Russia. This was a time when the Russian Orthodox Church
started the process of establishing direct links with the countries of the
Christian East. Russians, adopting and mastering Christianity and its

traditions, wished to see 'with their own eyes' (voochiiu) the places mentioned

3 For more detailes on the history of the genre see V. V. Danilov, ‘K kharakteristike Khozhdeniia
igumena Daniila’, in Trudy Otdela Drevnerusskoi Literatury, 10 (1954), 92-105. See also the
discussion of the specific character and definition of the genre in V. V. Kuskov, ‘Khozhdenie igumena
Daniila’, in Istoriia drevnerusskoi literatury, ed. Kuskov, 3rd edn (Moscow: Vysshaia shkola, 1977),
pp- 72-75, 163-65.
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in the books of Holy Writ in order to become firmly convinced of the
Scriptures' fairess and trustworthiness. The founder of this genre in Russian
literature was the Father Superior Daniil. In 1106 he undertook a pilgrimage
to Palestine, spent sixteen months there and came back to Russia in 1108. The
events which took place during Daniil's journey and the period of his stay in
Palestine form the basis of the travel notes Khozhenie igumena Daniila v
Sviatuiu zemliu [Journey of the Father Superior Daniil to the Holy Land],
written by Daniil immediately after his return home. The explanations given
by Daniil of the purposes of his journey are of particular interest here: Daniil
claims that he felt obliged to go because he 'was forced by his thought and
impatience' [ponuzhden mysliiu svoeiu i neterpeniem] wishing to see the 'holy
city Jerusalem and the Promised Land {sviatyi grad Ierusalim i zemliu
obetovannuiu] and also 'for the sake of love for these holy places' [liubve radi

sviatykh mest sikh].*

The works written in the genre of Khozhenie are noteworthy for their
detailed description of the holy places, and of the personality of their authors,
who see the sense of the journey not in the journey itself but in a true portrayal

of the vista, its philosophical-religious investigation and interpretation:*

The pilgrim journeys about holy places, which are filled to overflowing with sacred
objects and which represent at every step the material and tangible vestiges of
memories drawn from the Old and New Testaments. He carries within himself, in
his own consciousness, a special atmosphere of devout feelings, thoughts, moods,
and concepts, while the world about him, the external environment of the holy land,
acts upon the pilgrim's inner world like a powerful resonator, increasing the intensity

of all his experiences, thoughts, and feelings. Both worlds, the external and internal,

4 Khozhenie igumena Daniila, in Drevniaia russkaia literatura: Khrestomatiia, ed. N. 1. Prokof’ev
(Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1988), pp. 47-52.

5 For more information see P. Zabolotskii, ‘Legendamnyi i apokrificheskii element v Khozhdenii ig.
Daniila’, Russkii filologicheskii sbornik, 41 (1899), pt. 1-2, 220-37 and 3-4, 237-73,
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flow together into one, and the pilgrim is unable to distinguish where one ends and
the other begins. In that environment, he sees and heeds only those things which are
in harmony with his inner world; he drinks this all in, and simultaneously, imposes

his own personal religious experiences upon everything he sees and hears.®

As a rule, the action of travel notes takes place 'under the open sky'
(pod otkrytym nebom), in permanent motion, and embraces different time-
spaces, countries and cultures. However, the works written in this genre do
not provide the reader with any kind of information concerning the
preparations for the journey, or its peripeteias, solely because this is not
considered to be worthy of attention. What is important here is the author's
aspiration to expound, in condensed and at the same time expressive form, real
historical events for cognitive and educational ends, to reproduce the original
circumstances which he witnessed or in which he was a participant. In this
sense travel notes represent a precious historical document, a peculiar
programme of transformation and development of one’s thought, the living
word of an individual of a certain time. The major feature of the literary
portrayal here is a true representation of historical life in combination with a

legendary-Christian narrative about biblical figures and events.

Bunin transfers the tradition of the khozhenie into a narrative device,
finding in The Shadow of the Bird that specific correlation between symbolic
(mythological) and historical elements which allows him, in the light of the
symbolic narration (expressed in the body of the text through a direct re-telling
of Biblical legends, depiction of characters from Christian and Greek myths
and descriptions of sacred objects), to bring into the narrative ancient and
contemporary history. The perception of the Christian East in The Shadow of

the Bird is based on a vision and understanding devoid, in essence, of any

6 Nikolai S. Trubetskoi, ‘Afanasii Nikitin’s Journey Beyond the Three Seas as a Work of Literature’, in
Reading in Russian Poetics: Formalist and Structuralist Views, ed. Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna
Pomorska (Cambridge, Mass. and London: MIT Press, 1978), pp. 199-219 (p. 215).
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religious exaltation. The whole of Bunin's collection turns out to be a
distinctive pilgrim's tale of our time about Turkey, Egypt, Syria, Israel,
Palestine, Ceylon and Greece. The poetic hero here is not simply a traveller
searching everywhere for the unexpected and inexplicable, but, in Bunin's
case, he is, first and foremost, an investigator of the antiquity, which surrounds
him. Meeting people of different nationalities and creeds, speaking to them
and listening to their languages, he enters an open dialogue with the ancient
world and history, thereby gaining cognisance of its hidden sense and
harmony. In the opening poem, which has the same title as the book itself,

Bunin states the following:

Any long journey is a sacrament, it brings the soul into communion with the infinity
of time and space, which is the cradle of mankind. And I shall go to the exit from the
temple of history, from the ruins, the most ancient in the world and look into the

misty-blue abyss of Myth.

[Beaxufi maneHMA NyTh - TAHHCTBO: OH NPHOGINACT AYWIY X 6ECKXOHEHHOCTH
BPEMCHH H NPOCTPAHCTBA, & TaM - KOJIMGCNDL denomedecTsa. H x nofiay x
BLIXONY W3 XANHINA HCTOPHM, - U3 DYHH, IpeBHeHIINX B MMpe, 3arnsuy B»

TyMaHMO-ronysyio seanny Muca.]’

As was mentioned above, the time of Bunin's travel notes may be
classified in the same terms as that of medieval journeys. This experience of
time requires one to consider and portray the past as something utterly
inseparable from the present. The fullness of mankind's time was achieved by
identifying it with historical time. In this sense, time, representing nothing
other than the chain of human generations, was enclosed and strongly involved

in human life, activity and acts. In accordance with the specific character of

7 1. A. Bunin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (9vols) (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1965-67),
111 (1965), p. 317. Hereafter all subsequent references to Bunin's works are given in the text as volume
number followed by page number (e. g. 3:317).
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the genre, the peculiarity of perception and the reproduction of time were
based on the idea that side by side with terrestrial, mundane time there also
existed sacred time. The latter, moreover, was considered to be the only
carrier of true reality for the medieval author (man in general). Likhachev,
examining closely the factor of time and its functional behaviour in the works
of Old Russian literature, comes to the conclusion that in the Middle Ages, in
literature in particular, the 'subjective’ aspect of time had not been fully
recognized. That is why time for the medieval author 'was not a phenomenon
of human consciousness' [ne bylo iavleniem soznaniia cheloveka).
Aleksander Gurevich points to the fact that the applicability of such notions or
categories as 'objective' and 'subjective’ (Likhachev's terms) in relation to
man's thinking of that epoch is highly doubtful if not inappropriate. Most
probably, this opposition, in its very nature, reveals modern attitudes to the
world which deliberately create a differentiation between man's internal world
(internal time) and external reality (history) existing apart from him. Gurevich
seeks to demonstrate that in the Middle Ages man was seen as a 'microcosm’,
that is, a miniature model, the embodiment of a 'macrocosm', which
reproduces the world picture in all its aspects. Subjective and objective
categories, moreover, merged with one another, or more accurately, they were
not divided yet, and the individual was not represented as an analogue. And
precisely because time 'was not a phenomenon of human consciousness', it
was 'cosmic’, that is, 'objective’. Thus, time in medieval journeys can be

defined as historical:

In medieval society the category of mythological sacred time co-existed with the
category of mundane secular time, and both of these categories were united in the

category of historical time. Historical time is subordinated to sacred time, but not

8 1 ikhachev, Poetika, 248.
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dissolved in it. Rather, it is correlated with it in such a way that Christian myth gives

a criterion for defining historical time and evaluating its meaning.

[B CPERHEBCKOBOM OOGLUCCTRE XAaTCropus Mudonoruvecxoro, caxpajibHoro
BPEMCHH COCyllleCTBOB&JIA C xaTeropueft 3emMHoro, Mupcxoro BPGMCGHH, H O6C
3TH KATCrOpHH OGBCAHHAIOTCA B KaTCIrOpPHIO BPCMCHH HCTODPHYGCKOrO.
Hcropuuecxoe BpPEMA IORYHHEHO CAKPAJIBHOMY, HO HE DACTBODACTCK B HOCM,
OHO CKOpee COOTHECCHO C HHM T&KHM OSpDA3OM, UTO XpHcTHaHcxuft Mud xnaer
CBOCro pona xpuTepuli onpeneneHHs MCTOPHYECXOro BPEMEHU H OleHKYy ero

9
eMpicna.]

Bunin's literary treatment and interpretation of time in The Shadow of
the Bird enabled him to remove the opposition established by genre tradition
between eternity and time. In his literary thinking these categories become
important criteria of 'human consciousness’ based on the idea that man's life is

realized only in the course of historical time.

Why did Asia, and particularly the East, attract Bunin's attention? It
needs to be said that in Russian literature the subject of Eastern, especially
Indian journeys, became popular from the end of the fifteenth century, after
the appearance of Khozhenie za tri moria [Journey Beyond the Three Seas]
written by the Tver merchant Afanasii Nikitin (placed under the year 1475 in
the Sofiiskaia letopis’ [Sofiiskaia chronicle]). Nikitin undertook this journey

to India, crossing the three seas (Caspian, Indian and Black) in 1466-1472, and

9 A. Gurevich, ‘Chto est’ vremia?’, Voprosy literatury, 11 (1968), 151-74 (p. 157).
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he was one of the first Europeans to reach the so-called 'Brahmanists land'
(zemlia brakhmanov), known from ftranslated literary works such as
Aleksandriia [Aleksandriia] and Skazanie ob Indii bogatoi [Tale about
Wealthy India]. In contrast to the travel notes and pilgrimage literature of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries which describe journeys to the Holy Land,
Nikitin's Journey Beyond the Three Seas tells of the events of his travels to the
pagan land. Moreover, Journey Beyond the Three Seas does not pursue a
specific religious-didactic purpose: this indicates a profound difference in the
author’s religious-psychological situation (this subject will be touched upon
later). The main motive here has a cognitive nature, because the East, with its
centuries-old history and culture, was always considered by travellers and
pilgrims to be a realm of human spirit, the mystical ancestral land of mankind.
Perhaps this explains Bunin's interest in the East, his intense desire to study
Eastern traditions, literature, folklore and art. India, in particular, was always
in the centre of Bunin's literary imagination: he referred to it on one occasion

as 'the cradle of human religion' (kolybel' chelovecheskoi religii).'

In The Shadow of the Bird the East emerges as a great historical
chronotope, open to the past as well as the future. With a knowledge of the
East one can understand not only ancient civilisations but, through the insights
of their sages, the fate of contemporary mankind. Bunin sees in the East a
certain meaningful unity that, along with its originality, becomes a significant
part of the indivisible and difficult process by which human culture comes into
being. As a consequence of such a general approach to the problem, we are at
the same time dealing with history, philosophy and religion. A similar
combination is formed by aesthetic views and spiritual values, which are

brought to life by historical experience.

107 iteraturnoe Nasledstvo, vol. 84, pt. 1 (Ivan Alekseevich Bunin) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), p. 363.
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For Bunin, any religion, even the private faith of the individual, is a
form of self-manifestation, a moral, philosophical and aesthetic position. This
shows the hidden, profound difference of Bunin's traveller from the previous
literary tradition (works of medieval pilgrimage literature, Karamzin's Letters
of a Russian Traveller [Pis’ma russkogo puteshestvennika] (1791-1801) and
Goncharov's Frigate Pallas [Fregat ‘Pallada’] (1855-7)), where the author had
a tendency always to place in the centre of the whole narrative his real
Motherland (in this case, Russia). The idea of the narrator's strong attachment
to a specific locality and space (for example, Afanasii Nikitin is a Russian
merchant from Tver), formed the basis of both his thinking and understanding
of foreign countries, with their cultures and their literary perception and
portrayal. The very fact of the existence and presence of such feelings as
feelings for the native land was a significant aesthetic category, which defined
the author's vision and interpretation of the world and events and, finally,
represented man's statement of the epoch to which he belonged. As was noted
earlier, for the author of medieval journeys the memory of the journey was,
above all else, the memory of a powerful religious experience. This was quite
vividly reflected in Journey Beyond the Three Seas, where Nikitin feels is his
duty to write down everything, 'to record these memories for posterity, since in
Old Rus, in principle, only what was recorded and clothed in a literary form
was religiously valuable, while everything religiously neutral was, in principle,

left as a subject - not for written but for oral literature'."

As a rule, all works written in the genre of travel notes are noteworthy
for their relatively lyrical exposition (exclamatory sentences are frequent, and

addresses to the reader are also encountered), which constitutes a prayer of a

! Trubetskoi, ‘Afanasii Nikitin’s Journey’, 215-16. For a broader discussion of this theme see also G.
Lenhoff, ‘Beyond Three Seas: Afanasii Nikitin’s Journey from Orthodoxy to Apostasy’, East
European Quarterly, 13 (1979), 431-47. See also N. L. Prokof’ev, ‘Khozhenie za tri moria Afanasiia
Nikitina’, in Drevniaia russkaia literatura: Khrestomatiia, ed. N. 1. Prokof'ev (Moscow:
Prosveshchenie, 1988), pp. 216-23.
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‘poor servant of God’ and consists of the traveller’s promises on his path,
assurances of his love for God and faithfulness to the Homeland. However, at
first glance, the beginning of The Shadow of the Bird creates the impression of

a parody:

... Russia is already three hundred miles away... Ah, I have never felt love for her
and probably shall never understand what love for the motherland is, a love that is
supposedly inherent in any human heart! I am well aware that it is possible to love
one or other life style, that it is possible to devote all one’s strength to creating it...
But what does the motherland have to do with this? If however, the Russian
Revolution worries me more than the Persian one, I can only regret this. And every
moment that we feel we are citizens of the Universe, is, indeed, blessed! The sea,

too, in which one feels only one power, the power of Neptune, is thrice blessed!

[.. Poccla yxe 38 TPHCTA MHU/Ib OT Te€6A.. AX, HHKOIRa-TO % HE YyBCTROBAN
NIOGBH K Helf H, BepHO, Tax H He MoOltMy, YTO TAKOE JIIO60BL X DPOAHKE, XOTODAX
6YATO &bl NMpHCYIIa BCAKOMY 4enomeueckoMy cepauy! S xopowo 3Haw, YTO
MOXHO JIIO6HTh TOT HJIH HHOHl YyXJIan sH3IMM, YTO MOXHO OTAATh BCS CHJIM Ha
cosunanue ero.. Ho npu yeM Tyt poauna? [Ecau pyccras pesonouus
BOJIHYCT MCHA BCE-TAKH 60JIce, Y€M NEPCHACKAN, X MOTY TONABKO COXANlIETh 06
3ToM. H BOMCTHHY G/IATOCJIOBEHHO K&XIOC MIHOBCHMC, XOrXa MM YYBCTBYCM
cesn rpaxasHaMi BcejieHHo#t! M TpuXab 6NArocnoBeHHO MOpe, B XOTOPOM

YYBRCTBYCUIh TONBKO ORHY BracThk - Baacts Henrtyua!] (Bunin 3: 314 [428])

Undoubtedly, there is a hint of irony here. However, Bunin is not directing
this irony at the genre, but rather at himself. He pursues a completely different
purpose by choosing centres of the Christian East as the destination of his
journey. The inalienable attribute and 'spiritual' companion of his wanderings
was the book Tezkirat, written by 'the most delightful of the previous and the
best of the subsequent writers, sheikh Sadi of Shiraz, may his memory be

sacred!' [usladitel'neishego iz pisatelei predshestvovavshikh i luchshego iz
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posleduiushchikh, sheikha Saadi Shirazskogo, da budet sviashchenna pamiat'
ego] (p. 314). In The Shadow of the Bird the traveller does not part with this
book during the whole of his travels in the East. He repeatedly refers to the
Persian philosopher-poet, frequently punctuating the narrative with fables and
parables from Tezkirat. Bunin also finds something close to himself in the life
story of Sadi who, 'having been born, spent [...] thirty years in the acquisition
of knowledge, thirty in travelling and thirty in reflection, contemplation and
creativity' [pomusmuce, ynorpesun [..] TDPHALATH NET Ha NpPHOGPETEHHE
No3HaHull, TPHALATL HAa CTPANCTBOBAHNHA H TpHAUATH HAa pPa3SMEIIIJICHHSA,

cosepuanue u TBopuectso] (ibid.). Later, in 1921, Bunin would write about his

own desire to

[...]strongly especially feel not only my own country, but others, not only myself, but
other people... I thirst to live, and live not only my present and past life, but also
thousands of other people's lives, my contemporaries, and the past of the whole of
history, of all mankind with all its countries... My life is a trembling and joyful
communion with the eternal and the contemporary, with the near and the distant, with
all centuries and countries, with the life of all that has been and is on this earth, which

is so beloved by me.

[[] OCOS6HHO CHJILHO YYBCTBOBATH HE TOJILKO CBOIO CTPAHY, HO H ApYyrue, He
TOJIBKO CAMOro CE6X, HO M NpPOvMX jtoach.. A Xaxay XHTh H XHBY HC
TOJNIBKO CBOHM HACTONIIUM H cBoch npomnon XKH3IHbIO, HO H THICAYAMH YYyXHX
XM3Hell, COBpEMEHHLEIMH MHC H IPOLINWM BCC MCTOPHMH, BCOro 4eoBEHECTBA
€O BCCMH CTPAHAMH €ro.. XKusnp Mmox - TPENCTHOC H PAAOCTHOS NMPHUHACTHE X
BCYHOMY H COBPCMCHHOMY, G6JIHIXOMY H XAJICKOMY, BCCM BCXAM H CTPAHAM,

XH3IHH BCOro GLIBIIGro H Cymero Ha Tolt aemne, ctons nosHMON MHOIO.]lz

12 | iteraturnoe Nasledstvo, vol. 84, pt. 1 (Ivan Alekseevich Bunin) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), pp. 384,
386.
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Thus, in Bunin's opinion, only an inquisitive look, love and trust in the

earth one walks on enable one to accept Being and life in all its fullness:

- How splendid is a life spent surveying the Beauty of the World and leaving behind

an apt imprint of your soul!

- I wandered a great deal on the distant shores of the earth...

- I whiled away the days with people of all races and broke off an ear of
corn in every field.

- For it is better to go barefoot than in tight shoes, it is better to endure all

the misfortunes of the road than to remain at home!
- For every new spring one must choose a new love: friend, last year's calendar is not
suited to the new year!

[ - Kax npexpacHa XHM3Hb, NOTPaYcHHax H& TO, WTOSM oco3peTh Kpacory
Mupa H OCTRBHTh IO Ce6e MCKaH Ryluu csocii!

- MHoro cTpaHCTBOBAJI X B DAJIbHHX KPafX 3eMJIH...

- Sl xopoTan AHH C JIIOABMH BCEX HAPOMOB M CPLIBAJ NO KOJIOCKY C xaxnoft

HHBH.

- Heo Nyqylie XOAMTE G6OCHKOM, HCM B OGYBH ysxol. Jiysyuie TeprneThk BCe

HEB3roabl NyTH, YCM CHACTH noma!

- Hso Ha Xaxaylo HOBYIO BECHY HYXHO BHIGHDATH H HOBYIO JIIO6OBB: ZPYT,

NPOLIJIOrOAKKA Xa/leHAaph He FOAHTCK max Hosoro roxa!] (Bunin 3:315)

Thus the journey fortifies one with the idea of time’s irreversibility, and it
follows that human life is finite in its essence and unique. The very process of
a human entering into history takes place in the course of constantly moving
time. The spiritual state of a person capable of ‘tireless wanderings’

(neustannye skitaniia) and ‘insatiable perception’ (nenasytnoe vospriiatie),
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provides him with the opportunity to freely see and penetrate through the
cover of habitual life, and enables him, above all, to notice things opposed to
human experience. Perhaps this offers an explanation of what Bunin
understood by what he called the ‘anguish of all countries and times’ (toska
vsekh stran i vremen), that is, the essence of what for him is the inner tragedy
of human cognition: every step we take forward overcomes routine, changes
our everyday outlook. Discovery of the world is a complex process, which
involves expanding and extending the bounds of the familiar. It oversteps the
limits of customary knowledge, signifying, in the end, an alteration of this
world and of the individual itself. It seems that from The Shadow of the Bird
onwards the motif of eternal human wanderings about the endless expanses of
the earth becomes a major feature of Bunin’s literary thinking. This is clearly
shown in his novel Zhizn' Arsen’eva [The Life of Arsen’ev] and in the

collection of short stories Temnye allei [Dark Avenues].

4. The specificity of Bunin's treatment of historical material

In order to define the major features and peculiarities of Bunin’s vision
of historical time and their disclosure in the text of The Shadow of the Bird, it
is very important to take into account the specific character of Bunin’s
approach to historical material, which is of an exclusively personal nature.
Fedor Stepun, a critic of émigré literature, suggests that this attribute of
Bunin’s literary thinking is inherent in all his works. Analysing Bunin’s

poetry, Stepun offers a comparative critique of Bunin’s well-known poem
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Venice and Briusov’s Italy. He points out that in contrast to Briusov’s poem,
full of passionate, historic-philosophical temper, everything historic in Bunin’s

Venice begins with slight, almost accidentally noticed trivialities:

I have not been to Venice for eight years // Every time you pass by the station // And
go onto the pier // The silence of Venice astonishes // You are intoxicated by the sea

air of the canals //

[Bocems neT B BeHeuuu s HE GHIN...

Beakuit pas xax BOK3aN MHMyeuwls,
H Ha npHcTaHp BHARCUIL; YAUBAKCT

Tumuna Beneuuu, nbaHeewWb

OT Mopcxoro so3ayxa xaHanos.] (Bunin 1: 360)

‘And from these trivialities,” writes Stepun, ‘he easily and simply rises to the
great, the historical, to what Bunin himself calls the “dust of centuries™’ [I ot
etikh sluchainostei on legko i prosto podymaetsia k velikomu, istoricheskomu,

k tomu, chto Bunin sam nazyvaet ‘prakhom vekov’]."”

Bunin applies exactly the same approach to the historical element in
The Shadow of the Bird. For him, the senses which are of the most importance
in communicating and perceiving the world and the space of the East are sight,
hearing and smell. For example, in the first moments ‘the smell of rotting
oranges and dill, mixed with the intoxication of oriental cuisine’ {zapakh
gniiushchikh apel’sinov i ukropa, smeshannyi s chadom vostochnoi kukhni]

reminds one of Istanbul; and only then does Turkey begin to impinge on our

13F, A. Stepun, ‘L. A. Bunin i russkaia literatura’, in I. A. Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh
(8 vols; 5 vols to date) (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1993- ), I (1993), pp. 5-18 (p. 17). This is an
introductory article - a reprint of two articles on Bunin’s poetry written by Stepun in 1929 and 1951
(first published in Vozrozhdenie [Paris]), which were well received by Bunin. See also Stepun's



95

senses, with all its orchards, tiled roofs, minarets and cypresses. Greece starts
‘with a fine steam, full of brightness, moist air, blue-lilac sea oil and green-
violet mountains’ [s tonkogo, polnogo bleska para, vlazhnogo vozdukha, sine-
lilovogo masla moria i zeleno-sirenevykh gor]. The silhouette of Athens
strikes and ‘dazzles one with its bright ribbon of sky, which streams above the
street corridor with its white carriage way and dusty cypresses stretched out
between the houses’ [oslepliaet iarkoi lentoi neba, I’iushcheisia nad koridorom
ulitsy s beloi mostovoi i zapylennymi kiparisami, vytianuvshimisia mezhdu

domami] (Bunin 3:337).

Bunin deliberately draws together the spatial layers of the narrative: in
his view this is the only way to experience antiquity, its simplicity and beauty.
The feeling is evoked in Bunin’s traveller that everything that he sees during
the journey he has, somehow, seen before. He begins to distinguish and
understand the hitherto mysterious and unknown to him ‘deafening din of the
East, mixed with the shout of a woman offering to milk a goat and, for a
farthing, give some "sweet milk" to anyone who so desires. And all the olden
times of Saracenian Cairo are drowned in the Arabian antiquity of this shout’
[OraywuTenunuft ram BocTOKa, nepeMemIaHHBl C XPHXOM  XCHIUHMH,

npeanaraimeff NONOMTH KO3y H 3a TFpOWl HANOHTh ‘CIALKHM MOJIOXOM

BCAKOro Xenamoumero. H Bex crapuHa capauuHckoro Kaupa ToHeT B

apasuficxoft apesHocTH 3Toro kpuxa] (p. 349).

Stepun’s appraisal of Bunin’s prose is of particular interest in this case.

He speaks of Bunin’s literary ability to ‘contemplate the world with intelligent

analysis of the following ‘historical’ poems: Stambul (1905), lerusalim (1907), Khram Solntsa (1907),
Malaiskaia pesnia (1916), Sviatoi Prokopii (1916), Kniaz' Vseslav (1916).



96

eyes’ [sozertsat’ mir umnymi glazami]."* For Stepun, Bunin is an artist who

thinks primarily with his eyes, that is, visually:

Bunin has extremely sharp vision; he is gifted not only with eagle eyes for the
daytime, but owl’s eyes for the night. He truly sees everything... All his works,
indeed, are first and foremost descriptions of the world, people, events; siow,
detailed, thorough, infinitely perfect, but at first glance apparently external. [...] He
does not teach the world perfection but perfects it with his art, does not set it upon the
true path but verily transfigures it.  Moreover, Bunin accomplishes this
transfiguration like a true artist, wholly imperceptibly, lightly touching things with
his hands, without any forcible interference in the world, without arbitrary
destruction of its forms, without arbitrary re-design. In all Bunin’s writings the world

which appears before us is both thoroughly familiar and yet unrecognisable, entirely

external and yet infinitely profound.

[y BYHHHI X¢ 3IpCHMC IMPCACJHBHO OGOCTPCHO; €MY OTNYIUCHMW HE TONAMKO

OpNIHKLIE T/a3a OIS AHA. HO H COBHHMIC Anx HouM. IloucTHHE OM BCce BNMANT..
¥ ReliCTBHTENRHO, BCE €r0 BEIIH - IIPEXAC BCOro ONMUCAMMA: MHpa, aoaei,
CO6LITHI: MCMJICHHEIE, TOAPOGHAE, TIIATE/NbHLIE, 6ECKOHEYHO COREPLICHNME, HO
Ha mepeuil B3IrMAD KAX 6YATO BHELIHHE. [...] OH He Y4YHT MHp
COBEPUICHCTBY, & YCOBCPUICHCTBYET €ro CBOHM MCKYCCTBOM, HE HACTABINGT
ero Ha NyThb MHCTHHHHH, a BOMCTHHY NDCOGDAXAST ero. IMpuuem
NpcospaxeHHe I3TO cCoBepuIaeTct BYHHHBIM, XaXx HACTONIIMM XYyROXHHKOM,
COBCCM HCIAMCTHO, JICTKHM IJIOJIOXCHHCM DpYX Ha BCWIH, 603 BCRKOro
HACHJILHHYCCKOIO BMEUIATGNLCTEE B MHpP., 6€3 CAMORCJBHOIO P&IrpoMa ero
dopM. 6e3 camomonbHOro mepeodopmnenus. Bo Bcex nmucamusx Byuuua nepex

HaMH IIPCACTASGT MHp, RO KOHUA IHaKOMMHA H BCC x¢ HOy:ﬂlll‘GMHﬂ..

coBepLUICHHO BHEOWIHHH ¥ mce xe¢ seckoHeuHo raysoxuit.] (Ibid.)

At this point is useful to recall Bakhtin's conception of chronotopic

imagination, and in particular his appraisal of Goethe. Discussing the issue of

14 F. A, Stepun, ‘Ivan Bunin’, in Vstrechi (Munich: Tovarishchestvo zarubezhnykh pisatelei, 1962),
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time and space in Goethe’s works, Bakhtin frequently uses the term
chronotopic imagination to denote perceiving and interpreting the world as an
ongoing or emerging event. He considers that Goethe had such an
understanding, hence he had a fruly chronotopic imagination which enabled
him "fo see time' and "to read time in the spatial whole of the world."* To see
time requires first and foremost seeing 'heterochrony' (raznovremennost)); to
read time, according to Bakhtin, means to show how time runs through and
enriches the world. On the other hand he speaks of Goethe's ability

to perceive the filling of space not as immobile background, a given that is completed

once and for all, but as an emerging whole, an event - this is the ability to read in

everything signs that show time in its course, beginning with nature and ending with

human customs and ideas (all the way to abstract concepts). (Ibid.)

Bakhtin also emphasizes that 'Goethe attached great significance to the art of
the eye' and that 'his understanding of this art was extremely broad and deep’
(p. 27). In this sense he considers visibility to be an exceptionally important
aspect of Goethe’s literary thinking, where:
All other external feelings, internal experiences, reflection, and abstract concepts are
joined together around the seeing eye as a centre... . For him visibility was not only
the first, but also the last authority, when the visible was already enriched and
saturated with all the complexity of thought and cognition. (Ibid.)
Bakhtin describes Goethe as 'one of the high points of visualising of historical
time in world literature' (p. 26), a writer who, moreover, ‘searches for and

finds primarily the visible moments of historical time’ (p. 32).

pp. 87-102 (repr. in Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh, 111 (1994), pp. 5-18 (p. 10)).

15 M. M. Bakhtin, ‘The Bildungsroman and Its Significance in the History of Realism (Toward a
Historical Typology of the Novel)' [1936-38 (1975)}, in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, ed.
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As noted earlier, Stepun is fascinated with this feature of Bunin's

literary thinking. Furthermore, he links this artistic sharp-sightedness, which

lies at

the basis of Bunin’s artistic imagination, with Bunin’s reading and

understanding of Goethe:

Bunin loves and values Goethe higher than almost anything else. The words from the
first section of Maxims and Reflections are the best definition of Bunin’s creative
work: ‘The artist is always a portrayalist. The highest form of representation is that
which is capable of successfully competing with reality, that is, endowing of things
with spirit in a way that makes them absolutely alive for all of us. Art, at its peaks,
always seems completely external. The more it plunges inside, the closer it is to

falling’.

{ByHHH JNIO6HT H LEHHT 4yTh NH Ho Buwe Bcero I'ete. Cnoma mnepsoro
ornena Maxcusm H pePrexckld ABAAIOTCA NYHIIHM ONpOAENIEHMEM SYHHHCKOrO
TBOpuecTBa: “XYAOXHHK BCCrAa H3IOSpasMTenh. Bucmas GopMa HIOGpaxeHHS

T&, YTO CIIOCO6HA Ha YCNCILIHOC COPEBHOBANME C BefiCTRBHTCNLHOCTRIO, T.6. Ha
Taxoe OAYXOTBOpPCHHC Bolicll, XOTOpPOEG ZAENAGT MX AJIX BCEX HAC AGCONMIOTHO
XHBHMMH. Ha cBoux BeplUHHaX HCKXYCCTBO BCCTAA XawxcrcA COBCDUICHHO

BHCUIHNHM. YeMm 60NBIIC OHO MNOrpyXacTCeN BOBHYTPL, TEM OHO G6JIHXE K

nanenuo”.]'s

Bunin’s traveller, in his observations of ‘ The Beauty of the World’

(‘Krasota Mira’), begins to see and distinguish traces and signs of historical

time almost everywhere he treads. For him, the whole space of the East, with

its legendary past, people and nature, is profoundly saturated with historical

time, where different epochs and ages do not simply indicate certain periods.

They exist and function in history as creative, structurally significant and

repeatable cultural images and mythologies. In Bunin’s view, it is only thanks

Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, tr. Vern W. McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986),

pp. 10-60 (p. 25).
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to them that one can both vividly feel the ‘fall into the depth of times’ (padenie
v glub’ vremen) and touch the heart of antiquity, and this helps one to
understand what the future bears with it and how it is associated with the past
and present. Thus, Bunin’s traveller attaches great significance to the search
for a connecting link between the times, especially between past and
contemporary life. He is overcome by doubts about the hopes placed on the
East, to which, for Bunin, the future of humanity belongs. One important
moment should be mentioned in connection with this. Initially, Bunin wanted
to call the collection Fields of the Dead [Polia Mertvykh], in an attempt to
express through the book’s title his own misgivings and fear concerning the
question of the past. The past, as he sees it, has lost its eternal, God-given
creative nature in the present and for the present. That is why contemporary
Turkey appears to be a country of ruins and cemeteries, with decrepitude and
desolation reigning everywhere. A sepulchral cold is in the air of Palestine,
‘the land of ancient barbarians and the earthly days of Christ’ [zemli drevnikh
varvarov 1 zemnykh dnei Khrista] (Bunin 3:336). And if ‘in The Old
Testament Judea was still a part of the historical world, in The New Testament
it became a waste land, sown with bones, which could only compare with the
Field of the Dead in Ezekiel’s nightmare’ [v Vetkhom zavete Iudeia vse zhe
byla chast’iu istoricheskogo mira, to v Novom ona stala takoi pustosh’iu,
zaseiannoi kostiami, chto mogla sravnit’sia lish s Polem Mertvykh v
strashnom sne Iezekiilia] (p. 367). Hence, the East turns out to be an unbroken
‘field of the dead’ with the link between times (an essential component in the

process of historical development) broken. What made Bunin give up the

16 Stepun, ‘Ivan Bunin’, 10-11.
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original idea of calling the book Fields of the Dead and turn instead to the

ancient oriental legend of the Khumai Bird (Ptitsa Khumai)?

Who knows what the Khumai Bird is? Saadi says of it: ‘No one would thirst for the
shelter of the owl’s shadow even if the Khumai Bird did not exist in the world!’
Saadi’s commentators explain that it is a legendary bird and that its shadow brings to

anything on which it falls supremacy and immortality.

[KTo 3naer, uTo Taxoe nrHua Xymalt? O Heit rosopur Caazu: “Her
XAXAYIOIIHX NPHIOTA NOA TEHBIO COBM, XOTA 6M nTHua XyMmaft u Mo
cymecTsosana Ha cBeTe!” M XOMMEHTATODH CaalH NOACHAIOT, YTO ITO -
JNiereHaapHag NTHUA M 4YTO TCHB €€ MPHHOCHT BCEMY, HA YTO OHA Nalaer,

HapCTBEHHOCTh M 6eccMepThe.] (p. 331)

To illustrate this idea it is perhaps worth recalling Pasternak’s words
from Safe Conduct [Okhrannaia gramota] about the role of legend in the
history of culture. He expresses the view that anything created by man is vital,
not when it is binding but when it is receptive to all assimilations which the
‘outgoing centuries look back on’ [ogliadyvaiutsia iskhodiashchie veka].

Furthermore:

I understood that, for example, the Bible is not so much a book with a solid text as a
mankind's notebook. [...] I understood that the history of culture is a chain of
illustrated equations, connecting in pairs one after the other unknown and known
qualities, while this well-known, constant for the whole of mankind, is a legend
which lies at the foundation of tradition, while the unknown, new every time, is an
actual moment of the current culture. [...] I loved the living essence of historical
symbolism, in other words, that instinct, with the help of which we, like swallows,
built the world, an enormous nest, woven from the earth and sky, from life and death,
and from two times - the present and the absent. I understood that it is prevented
from collapsing by the power of accumulation, enclosed in the pervasive imagery of

all its particles.
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[ noHan, 4To. X NpHMEpPY. BHEAHA €CTh HE CTO/NBKO KHHI& C TBEDAMM

TCKCTOM, CKOJIBKO 3JANHCHAR TeTpaab YUCJIOBCHCCTEA. [] S nouan, uto

HCTOPHA XYNLTYPH €CTh UCND ypalne)ml B O6pa3ax. MMONMapPHO CBAILBAIOWMIHX
oYepenHOC HEH3IBECTHOC ¢ H3IBECTHRM, MPHYCM ITHM HIBCCTHHIM, NMOCTORHHBM
AJIN BCEro pOAA, ABJANKCTCA JICrCHAA, 3AJOXCHHAA B OCHOBAHHH TpPAXHUHH,

HOM3BCCTHHIM Xé, Xaxauii pa3 HOBMM - axTyanbHsill MOMEHT Texyweh
xyneTyps. [...] S NO6HA XHBYIO CYTh MHCTOPHYCCKOH CHMBONIMXM, HHave

rosops, TOT HHCTHHKT, ¢ NMOMOWIBLIO XOTOPOro MHE, K&K JIACTOMKH CAJIRHTaHM,
MOCTPOHJIH MHP, - OrPOMHOG IHE3AO, CNJICTCHHOC H3 3CMJIH H HO6A, XHIHH H
CMepTH M ABYX BpeMeH, HAJIHYHOrO H OTCYTCTBYIoOWEro. S novuMan, uTO eMYy

MewaeT Pa3BAJIHTLECK CHJIA CUCIIICHHA, 3J&KaoHaoluascs ] cxso3xolt

17
O6pPAJIHOCTH BCEX €ro ‘llCTlﬂl.]

Pasternak’s appraisal of human culture helps us to clarify Bunin’s attitude
toward the problem of the interaction between times in history. In The
Shadow of the Bird Bunin attempts to show that the idea of human history’s
development remains crucial for all legends and religious mythologies. And
only thanks to their existence can one feel a profound inner connection
between previous epochs and times, the continuity of mankind’s spiritual
development in general. Bunin sees the figurative embodiment of the dream
of ‘divine discoveries in the name of humanity’ [bozhestvennye otkrytiia vo
imia roda liudskogo] in ancient Oriental beliefs and doctrines, Christianity and
Islam. In the beginning, all Eastern countries were created by space, for
instance, Greece by the sea, Egypt by the sun, Africa and Palestine by the
desert and sky. In this Bunin sees the mysterious power of the East, the power
of its originality. The space of the East is penetrated throughout by time,

which is creative in its very essence and consolidated in people, nature and

17 Boris Pasternak, Okhrannaia gramota, in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh (5 vols) (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1989-91), IV (1991), pp.149-240 (p. 208).
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folklore. Bunin asserts this several times in the text, taking it as serious proof
of his own thoughts about the East, which, he believes, contains great
opportunities for the future, the grain of revival capable of giving rise to a
new, full and intensive life. And its manifestation in the present alone
guarantees the future. Perhaps this is precisely what lies at the basis of
Bunin’s sense of time in The Shadow of the Bird; for him, historical time is,
indeed, all. The idea of man’s historical existence forming the basis of Being
finally defines Being as a unique phenomenon, an open and, in Bakhtin’s term,
‘emerging’ Event. Hence the line of historical development can never be
broken. It is an ongoing process which is, as M. 1. Kagan describes it in his
work On the Course of History {O khode istorii], ‘open to constantly renewed
opportunities’ [otkrytyi dlia postoianno obnovliaiushchikhsia vozmozhnostei)
and outside which ‘historical Being’ itself (istoricheskoe bytie) is simply
‘unthinkable’ (nemyslimo). '* ‘In reality’, concludes Kagan, ‘history is always

beginning’ [Real’no - istoriia nachinaetsia vsegda] (ibid.).

The East represents for Bunin an irrational principle, the very place
which is covered with the shadow of the legendary Khumai Bird. He calls the
East ‘Temple of the Sun’ (‘Khram Solntsa’): after all, it is no accident that all
the famous temples of the East were devoted to the Sun, a source of light and
the symbol of eternal life and of world harmony. In honour of the Sun, monk-
dervishes perform their ‘excruciating-delightful’ (muchitel’no-sladostnyi)
dance, ‘Mysteries of Whirling Dervishes’ (‘Misterii Kruzhashchikhsia

Dervishei’), the origin of which brings us to the very origins of mankind. This

18 Quoted from Iu. M. Kagan, ‘Liudi ne nashego vremeni’, in Bakhtinskii sbornik II; Bakhtin mezhdu
Rossiei i zapadom, ed. D. Kuiundzhich and V. Makhlin (Moscow: n. p., 1992), pp. 87-98 (pp. 94-5).
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dance represents a visual blending, complete human dissolution and ‘terrifying
and delightful disappearance in God and Eternity’ [strashnoe i sladchaishee
ischeznovenie v Boge i Vechnosti], where space ‘seems to swim’ (tochno
plyvet) and the ‘misty-blue distant spot of sky draws one into its endlessness’

[tumanno-golubaia dal’neba tianet v beskonechnost’]:

Dervishes’ vortexes derive from the ancient round dances which signified, at
first, the vortex of the planets around the Sun and later, the vortex of worlds around the

Creator...
But once there were different dervishes.

They were rightfully called poets, saints, and contemplative people. And they

were outside legitimized religions, outside states, outside societies.
And I want to say:

Brother dervishes, I am not seeking to trespass against the visible world.
Maybe, twisting your word, I am saying that I am looking for ‘intoxication’ in
contemplation of the earth, in love of both the earth and freedom, to which I call you
too in the face of this immortal, great and in the future universally human city. We will
serve the people of the Earth and the God of the Universe - the God, whom I call

Beauty, Reason, Love and Life, and who penetrates everything that exists.
Let us be in love with life and make merry.
[O‘l' npelueﬂmux XOPOBOAOB, JHAMCHOBABUIHNX CHNEPBA BHXDPh IJIAHCET
BOXpPYr CoJIHLA, & nNOTOM BHXPS MHPOB BOXPYr TBODU&, HAYT BHXPH neplumei...
Ho xorza-To 6MAH HHLIC ACPBHIIM.

OHH nOo NMpaBy HOCHAM HMCHA NOITOB, CBATHX, colepuareneit. U sunu

OHH BHC Y3RXOHCHMLIX PERHMruil, BHEe rocyaapcTs, BHE OGIKOCTS.
H MMe XoyeTCcK CKa3aTh:

EpaThs ZCPBUIIM, f HC HIlY COTpPELICHMN OT BHAMMOro MHpa. Moxer
6LITH, MCXAXAS BAlle CJIOBO, X FOBOPIO, YTO HILY “ONBAHEHHR” B CO3IEPUAHHH

3eMIM, B NIO6BH X Hell M cBOSOXE, X XOTOpOHl NMpPHILIBAIO M BAC Mepex JHIOM
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3TOro G6€CCMCEPTHOrO, BCGJIHKOro, B GYAyMIEM -~ OGLIGYGJIOBCUECKOro roposa.
ByneM CNYyXHTDb JIOAAM 3ICMJIH H 60Ty BcejieHHOft, - 60ry., XOTOPOro N Ha3LiBaIO

Kpacotoio, Pasymom, JIio608b10, JKUINEIO M XOTOpAIH NPOHHXAST BCe cyluee.
Hla npesyneM B NIOSBH X xu3MK W B Becesnn.] (Bunin 3:332-3 [435])

Looking at the dervishes’ dance, Bunin’s traveller comes to the
conclusion that the East will be the very place that history will need, not only
because this is the point of intersection of almost all ancient religions and
civilisations (which are, indeed, very important for an understanding of the
current state of contemporary mankind and its future development), but even
more importantly, because the East owns the gift of Being which man does not
possess. The East turns out to be a unique unity which exists between and in
time and enables one to directly feel eternity in terms of God and the Universe.
This feeling rises in Bunin’s traveller from some great cosmic sensation that
makes him feel and think of himself as a cosmopolitan, a ‘citizen’ of thg world
— the world of communication and interaction of cultures. This, above all, is
the starting point of Bunin’s conception of God as neither Christian nor Hindu,
Buddhist nor Mohammedan. In his understanding, God is primitive and
nameless, the same for all people - Beauty, Reason, Love and Life. Bunin thus
believes that people will find salvation in cosmopolitanism, which was
inherent in ancient man. They will be full of that passionate, ‘all-conquering’
(vsepokoriaiushchet) faith, incomparable in its strength and simplicity, which
is rooted in a belief in Christ, Mohammed and Buddha, and does not require
‘gold, brocade, diamonds and organs’. Describing the Galata embankment in
Constantinople, which had a reputation for being the ‘cesspit’ (pomoinaia
jama) of Europe and therefore comparable perhaps only with Babylon or

Sodom, Bunin says:
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But Galata does not perish; the riffraff inhabiting it work zealously. They are poverty-
stricken and desperately thirst for life. Without realising it themselves, they are raising
a new tower of Babel - and are not afraid of the confusion of tongues; a new language
is already coming into being in Galata - the language of labour, an unprecedented

tolerance is arising towards all languages, all customs, all beliefs...

And only in Galata’s houses does there exist that which is not to be found anywhere
else in the world: one may find that a quarter of a house belongs to an Armenian, a
quarter to a Greek, a quarter to a Romanian and a quarter to a man of completely
unknown origin. In coffee-houses, hairdressers', offices and shops portraits of
sovereigns from every country on earth often hang together - and Galata does not feel
even the slightest respect for any of these sovereigns! It is possible to be a monarchist,
an anarchist or a republican - it matters not to anyone in Galata. It is possible to be a
heathen, a Christian, a worshipper of the devil or of a prophet - this too is of no
concern to anyone... And Galata writes its signboards simultaneously in almost all
languages and dialects of Europe and Asia! And I joyfully lose myself in the crush of
a warm dark southem evening, in the exciting atmosphere of the crowd, which seizes
the soul and body with the hot breath of life and draws one to merge with the life of the
whole world. I am intoxicated by the sweet consciousness that I too am in this new

Sodom and am free, as only a man in Galata can be free.

[Ho FanaTa Me rMGHET: C6DOA, HACCHMIOIMHA €0, KMNHT B pacoTe. OH HHWL M

GCUICHHO XKaXOeT XHUHIHH. CaM TOro He CO3HaBamx, OH COIHZACT HORYIO
BABHJIOHCKYIO 6alIHI0 - H HE G6OHTCA CMCIUCHHUA AILBIKOB: B lanarte yxe
HapoXaacTcK HOBBIH M3INX - AWK TPYAS&, HAPOXARGTCA GOCHIPHMCDHAX
TEPIHMOCTh KO BCCM AILKAM, XO BCCM OGMHYANM, KO BCEM BepaM.. U Tonsxo »
noMax [afaThl CyIIECTBYET TO, MCro HOT HMIAG B MHpE: SHBACT, YTO NCTBEPTh
AOMa NPHHAMJICXHT APMAHHHY, YETBCPTh - TpOKY, HETBEPTh - DPYMBINHY,
YETBCPTh - YEJIOBEXY COBCPUICHHO HEHIBECTHOro MPOMCXOXACHHMN. B xodeilusx,
B NMapHXMAaXCPCKHX, B XOHTODAX. B MAras’HHAX 3a4YACTYIO BHCAT DAROM NTOPTPETH
BJIACTHTeNEH BCEX CTPAHM 36MJH - H HH X OOHOMY-TO H3 3THX BIACTHTejel
Fanatra. He YyBCTBYST HH Aaxeé Manefimrero noureHus! Moxno &uTH

MOHAPXHCTOM, AHAPXHCTOM,. PECNYSJIMKAHLUEM - IO ITOro B Canare ner HHKOMY

HHKaxoro aneja... MOXHO 6MTE NA3LIMHHXOM, XPHCTHAHHHOM, NOKJIOHHMKOM
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ABABOJIA HJIH NPOPOKA - ITO TOXC HHXOro He xacaerca.. H APYXHO, YYyTh JNH

HE Ha BCEX A3BIXaX H HAPCHUHAX EIPOI’IH H Aauu. NMHIET CBOHM BHBECKH
Fanata!.. H 8 ¢ HacnaxaeHHeM Tepxiock B 3ITOH TONKOTHE Temjoro ™

TEMHOro IOXHOTO Bedepa, B Toll Bolsyxnaiomeli arMmochepe Tonmm, xoropas
OXBATHBAET AYIIY H TEJNO FOPAMHM BCAHHEM XH3HH M TAHOT K CHHAHHIO ¢

XH3IHDBIO BCCro MHpa, f NBAHCIO OT CJIAAKOro COIHAHHK, YTO M X B 3TOM HOBOM

ConoMe ¥ CBOGONEH TAX, XAK MOXET GHThL CBOSOLCH YejoBex Tonsxo » Mamare.]
(p. 321-2 [431-2])

Hence, Bunin is convinced of the idea that Constantinople, which had
already been proclaimed by the Greek chronicles ‘the capital of the earth’
(stolitsa zemli), ‘the Song of Songs’ (Pesnia Pesnei) and ‘the Miracle of
Miracles’ (Chudo Chudes), will become the first great cosmopolitan city of the
future in history - a ‘city of mixed mankind’ (gorod smeshavshegosia
chelovechestva). This is the place where the cultures of the East and West will
finally merge and start building the foundation of a new Temple, in place of
the deserted temples of Greece, India, Egypt and Palestine. Bunin develops
the idea of a cosmic religion, or, to be more precise, a cosmic religious feeling,
based on the idea of ‘primitive brotherhood’ (pervobytnoe bratstvo) where
‘everything is in one Creator and one Creator is in everything’:

There are no more slaves, kings, priests, gods, fatherland, death. I am an Egyptian,

Jew and Hellene, I am the son of the earth and Spirit. The Spirit revives and links

everything that exists.

[Her eonce mu pacoB, MM uapel, HH XpeHOB, HH 6OroB, HH OTCYCCTBA, HH
cMepTH. S - CFMRTAHHH, Hyaell M 3ANMMH, % CWH JeMAH M ayxa. Hyx

XHBOTRODHT M PORHHMT Bce cymee.] (p. 339)

At this point Bunin’s traveller is undoubtedly close to the humanist
views of Afanasii Nikitin. During his journey beyond the three seas, Nikitin

began to feel that, despite all the internal and material differences between his
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own Russian Orthodox faith and the alien Moslem and Brahman environment,
'there was still a certain formal parallelism between them, a formal analogy,
which he constantly emphasized’ and furthermore: ‘Every man, Nikitin says,
believes according to his own way; there is no need to judge others, but only to
look after oneself, to keep the faith, not to fall away from God.'"® At the end of
his journey Nikitin proclaims the equality of all creeds and peoples before God
because, after all, God is one; and if any individual or people all together serve
the truth, then beliefs only help them in this:

His God was the God who was Creator of the earth and sky, that is, not a Christian

God with three persons and not simply a single God with a single person as God is

represented in Mohammedanism or Judaism. It was not a single God but a united

God, a kind of highest point of intersection of the ideal motives of all people, all

nations.

[EI‘O 60roM 6LIJI 60T - TBOPCU 3EMJIH M HeEsSa, T. 6. HE XPHCTHaAHCKHE sor B

TPEX JIMUAX H HC [IPOCTO OXAHH 60I B OAHOM JIMIE, K&AKHM OH MpPEACTABJINCTCA
B MaroMeTaHCTRC HJIH HYHRAH3IMEC. 3TO 6L HE ORMH 60T, & CAHHBIH 6Or. Hexas

HAHBBICWIAN TOYKA [CPCCCHUCHUNA HACANDBHLIX nosyxnexuk BCGX Jionelt, Bcex

20
Hapoxos.]

Egypt, with its catacombs and pyramids, confirms Bunin’s idea of the
inner connectedness of times, the close relationship between generations

separated by centuries:

Here I stand and touch the stones, maybe the most ancient among those that people
have shaped! Since they were laid, on a similar sultry morning to this, the face of the
earth has changed thousands of times. Moses was bom only twenty centuries after

this morning. Forty centuries later Jesus came to the shore of the Tiberian sea... But

19 Trubetskoi, 'Afanasii Nikitin's Journey', 216-17.
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centuries disappear, millennia, - and now my hand fraternally unites with the blue-

grey hand of the Arabian prisoner who laid these stones...

[Bor a cTow u xacalock XaMuell, MOXET GMTH, CAMLIX ADEBHHX H3 TeX, 4YTO
suTecanu mioan! C Tex MOp Xax HX KAANH B Taxoe Xe 3HOHHOe yTpoO, xax u

HLIHYE, THICAYM DA3 M3MEHNJIOCh NHUO 3eMJH. ToONBXO Yepe3 ABSIUATE BEXOB
nocie 3Toro yrpa poauacx Moxuceil. Yepes copox - NpHIUIENT Ha 6eper
Tusepuaacxoro Mopx Hucyc.. Ho HcuyesaioT Bexa, THICAMEJIOTHX, - H BOT,
6DATCKH COCOHHACTCA MOR pykxa ¢ culoff pyxoft apasulicxoro nnennuxa,

xnasuiero 3tH xamuu...] (Bunin 3: 335).

Since Egypt has, from time immemorial, been considered the
‘concluding stage of history’ (posledniaia stupen’ istorii), then it should have
the answer to the question which so worries Bunin: Is the existing decline
transient? After all, nothing, in essence, remained of the ‘Country of Sun and
Life’ (‘Strana Solntsa i Zhizni’), that is Egypt, except stones, ruins and
mummies. Looking at the Sphinx, the holiest of holies for Egypt and Egypt’s
legendary defender against the God of Death, Bunin comes to the conclusion
that nothing disappears in history. Everything comes from the ‘dust of the
past’ (prakh proshlogo):

Yes, there is a ‘Light of the Zodiac’... It is not yet understood. But the divine

sciences of the sky call it the luminescence of the primordial lightbearing matter from

which the Sun was spun... Now, by the Sphinx, in the catacombs of the world, the

zodiacal light of primitive faith rises... in all its terrifying greatness.

[EcTe “Cmer 3onmaxa”.. Omu eme ue pasraxan. Ho soxecrsennas Hayxa o

HE6C HA3LIBACT €ro CBCYCHHEM MNEPBOGMTHOrO CBCTOHOCHOrO BEIIGCTRA, H3
KOTOpOro CKJIy6HMaochk conxue.. Temeps, sodne ChuHKCa, B XATAXOM6AX MHDA,

sonHaxanpHuill cser HGPIOGHTI'IO! BCPhEl BCTARAET.. BO BCOM CROEM CTPALIHOM

senuvuxy.] (p. 356-7)

20 A 1. Klebanov, Reformatsionnye dvizheniia v Rossii v XIV - pervoi polovine XVI vv. (Moscow:
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Moreover, there will always remain nature, imperishable human daring
and cognition. And also (this is perhaps of the utmost importance in Bunin’s
case) memory as a key to the time of history. Stepun describes this peculiarity

of Bunin’s creative thinking in the following way:

Depth of religious consciousness (the great mystics of all epochs attest to this as one)
is always connected with the utmost intensification of memory. Remembering the
past, internally knowing the secret of ‘eternal memory’, it is impossible not to believe
in eternity. [...] Nothing so strongly bears witness to the authentic religiosity of
Bunin’s muse as its connectedness with memory. [...] This [...] thought was

formulated by Bunin with near perfect precision in the sonnet /n the Mountains:

Poetry is not about, absolutely not about what the world calls Poetry// It is about my
heritage// The richer I am in it, the more I am a poet.// [ say to myself, sensing the
dark trace which my forefather perceived in ancient childhood:// There are no

different souls in the world and there is no time in it.//,

[Fnysusa peNMruoIHOro COIHAHHA (06 3TOM COrJIACHO CBURETENLCTRYIOT
BeNMMafIUHEG MHUCTHKH BCOX 3MOX) BCOraa CBA3AHN& C TNPERCNBHMM
yrayenenueM naMaTH. ITOMMX mpouuioe, BHYTPeHHe 3Hax Tafiny “sexHoit
naMaTH’, HENIb3X HE BEPHTh B BeuHocth. [...] HHYTO ¢ Taxoio cunoio He
CBHACTCNLCTBYET O MNOATHHHOHR PENIMTHOIHOCTH GYHHMHCKOH My3u, xax eoe
CBA3AHHOCTh ¢ NMaMATBIO. [...] 39Ta .. MHCAR ¢ npexpacHoll TOYHOCTHIO

NMOYTH 4TO cHOpMYIHPOBRHR BYHHHLIM B COHETC, O3arjaBiicHHoM B ropax:
T1033HN HEe B TOM, COBCEM HE B TOM, UTO CBeT

IToz3ueli 3omer. OHA B MOEM HACJICACTSG,

YeM N 6Orade MM, TCM 60JiLlIE N NO3T.

S rosopio cese, MoYyAs TeMHult crien

Toro, 4To npawyp MOl BOCIIPHHSAJ B APCBHCM ROCTCTRES:

Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1960), p. 378.
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- HeT B Mupe pajfbix Ayl H BPEMEHH B HeM Mer.]!

In sum, in Bunin’s artistic imagination memory is regarded as a way of
entering time and providing the eternal with history. Only thanks to memory
does it become possible to displace temporal layers and occurrences: appealing
to memory, one first and foremost appeals to historical time and experience.
Hence the essence of historical memory for Bunin is in saving images of life
from the power of time, for ‘time absorbs everything’ [vremia vse
pogloshchaet]. It ‘absorbed’ the pagan gods and has already started ‘eclipsing
with its breathing the countenance of Jesus’ [zatmevaet svoim dykhaniem lik
Tisusa] (Bunin 3: 341 [437]). By rescuing the past, memory enables it to pass
through history, thus endowing it with the quality of temporality, that is,

eternity.

Finally, The Shadow of the Bird serves as the starting point of Bunin’s
artistic search for the meaning and sources of the historical as well as an
answer to the question of what forms the basis of the profound unity of human
life with time, history and culture in general. These problems receive their
final solution in The Life of Arsen'ev and The Emancipation of Tolstoi which

will be closely analysed in the subsequent chapters.

21 Stepun, ‘Ivan Bunin’, 16 -17.
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CHAPTER THREE

Genre and History in The Life of Arsen’ev.
This is perhaps the central assertion of the modern novel -
nothing is simply one thing.
David Lodge, ‘The Language of Modernist Fiction:

Metaphor and Metonymy’

1. 'Inventing a story': human 'things and deeds'

In his monograph of 1977 on Russian literature of the turn of the
century Lev Dolgopolov, surveying the general state of Bunin’s post-
Revolutionary works, expresses the opinion that they do not have any links
with time, marking, as he puts it, ‘the end of a certain great historical period’
[konets kakogo-to bol’shogo istoricheskogo perioda).! What does Dolgopolov
mean by this? And is it true?

In the short sketch A Blind Man [Slepoi] Bunin writes:

We are all, in our essence, good. I walk, breathe, see and feel: I bear life in me, its
fullness and joy. What does this mean? It means that I perceive and accept
everything that surrounds me, that it is dear, pleasant and kindred to me, that it
provokes love in me. Thus life is, undoubtedly, love and goodness and a lessening of
love and goodness is always a diminution of life, is already death. And there he is,
this blind man, calling me as I pass by: ‘Look at me too, feel some love for me too;
everything is kindred to you in this world on this wonderful morning, hence, I, too,

am kindred to you; and if I am kindred, you cannot be insensitive to my solitude and
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helplessness, for my flesh, like the flesh of the whole world, is one with yours, for
your sense of life is a sense of love, for any suffering is our common suffering which
destroys our common joy of life, that is, our sense of each other and all that exists.’

[Bece Ml B cymHoCcTH cBoeilt n0SPH. S HAY, DLy, BHXY, YYBCTBYIO, - X HECY B
ce6¢ XH3HM, €¢ NMONIHOTY M PamocTh. YTOo 3To 3HaYuT? 3IDTO IHAYMT, YTO £

BOCIIPHHHMAIKO, NPCMJII0O BCC, YTO OKPYX&CT MCHA, YTO OHO MHJO, MNPHATHO,
pPOACTRBEHHO MHC, BBLI3LIBACT BO MHC JIIO60Bb. Tax YTO XH3HB ©CTh,
HECOMHCHHO, JIIO60BRh, AOSPOTA., H YMCHBIUICHHC JIKKGBH, JOSPOTM OCTh ECOraa
YMCHBUICHHG XH3HH, 6CTh YXC CMEPTbD. M BoT on, 3TOT clienolf, 30B6T MCHSK,

xorna s npoxoxy: “B3rifAHH H Ha MCHA, MOMYBCTBYH JIO60Bb M X0 MME; Te6e

BCC POACTBCHHO B 3TOM MHPS B 3TO MPCXPACHOC YTPO., - 3HAYHT, POACTBCH H £;
& pa3 PORCTBCH, Thl H¢ MOXCIIb 6LKITh G6ECHYBCTBEH X MOGMY OAHHOYECTRY M
Moeclt 6eCNOMOIIHOCTH, H60 MOR MJIOTH, XaKk H IJOTE BCEro MHpPA, CRHHA ¢
TBOCH. M60 TBOC OIRYUICHHC XHIHH €CTh OIRYUICHHC JIOGBH, H60 BCAKOC
C¢TpanaHHe €CTh HAallle O6lllee CTpaRaHHE, HapylIalouiee HalWly OSIIYI0O PAROCTE:

XH3IHH, TO €CTh OWIyICHHE APYr Ipyra M mcero cymero!”]’

Many studies of Bunin’s works written in the mid and late 1920s note a
gradual strengthening of the late-Tolstoyan motifs of kindness, forgiveness
and praise of life and love. The latter in particular, according to Bunin, runs
through the whole space of human life, for it is directly linked to the most
inexplicable and at the same time simple, natural and very human desire to live
and love.> As is evident from diary notes of October and November 1921,
Bunin often reflects on the specific character of his artistic vision of the world,
stressing the incredible complexity associated with the comprehension of truth

in passing through life. He writes:

11.. K. Dolgopolov, in Na rubezhe vekov: O russkoi literature kontsa XIX — nachala XX v. (Leningrad:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1977), p. 262.

2 Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh, IV (1995), p. 424.

3 See D. J. Richards, ‘Bunin’s Conception of the Meaning of Life’, Slavonic and East European
Review, 199 (1972), 153-72. The article is an engaging discussion of the specificity of Bunin’s quest
for the meaning of life throughout his literary career. A stimulating exploration of this issue is offered
in James B. Woodward’s article ‘Eros and Nirvana in the Art of Bunin’, Modern Language Review, 65
(1970), 576-86. Both these articles also contain valuable remarks on Bunin’s prose style.
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All my days, as often before, and especially these past few accursed years, which
perhaps have already ruined me, there is torment, at times despair, fruitless quests in
the imagination and attempts to invent a story. But to what end? Attempts to disdain
it and do some new, long ago wished for thing. But there is a shortage of courage,
perhaps, or ability, or strength (or, maybe, legitimate artistic grounds?) to begin the
book that Flaubert dreamt of, 4 Book About Nothing, without any external connection
in which one would unburden oneself, retell one’s own life, that which one had
chanced to see in this world, to feel, to think, to love and to hate.

[Bce amu, xax M paHbIIe HACTO M OCOGCHHO ITH IOC/ICAM. MPOKJIATHE FOOL, M.
6. yX6 NOrySHBIIHC MCHA, - MYYCHHX, IOPOI0 OTHEAMHE - GCCIIIOAHLIC MOHCKH B
BOOGDAXCHHHM, NMONLITKH BLIAYMATh PACCKa3, - XOTA JaYeM 3TO? - H NONLITKH
npeHespeykh ITHM, & CREJNIATH YTO-TO HOBOC, JABHLIM AZABHO XEJIANHOC H KH Ha
YTO HC XBATACT CMCJIOCTH, HYTO-NIH, YMCHHA, CHNN ( &8 M. 6. M 3AXOHHEIX
XKYROXKECTB. OCHOBAHHH? ) - HaYAaTh KHHIY. 0 XoTopoll Mewuran Qnosep, “Kwary
HH 0 4eM’, 663 BCAKOH BHewIHel CBA3M, ric 6M HINMHTH CBOIO Aylly, PAcCKa3aTh
CBOf XW3Hb, TO YTO AOBEJOCH BHACTL B ITOM MHPC, YYBCTBOBATDH, AYMATH,

4
JIOGHT b, HCHABHACTS. ]

Thus Bunin is absorbed by an active quest for a literary form which would
make possible, as Vladislav Khodasevich remarked in 1933 in his review of
The Life of Arsen’ev, ‘the re-making of the world or the creation of a new one
that does not arise from any idea, because in itself it is already an idea. The
meaning of this world is the world itself. Ideas can be extracted from its

images’ [nepecosnanne MHpa MJIM CO3RaHHE HOBOTO, KOTOPHI He BOIHHKACT HH

H3 Kakoff uned, NOTOMY HUTO CaM IO CC6C yXe €CTh HAREA. CMuicn 3Toro MHpa -

on cam. M3 ero 06pasoB MOTYT 6MTh u3Bmeuewn uzew.] In other words,
Bunin and Khodasevich foregrounded a new characteristic of novelistic form:

its ability to create something within its own internal structure, to construct a

4 Militsa Grin, Ustami Buninykh: Dnevniki Ivana Alekseevicha i Very Nikolaevny i drugie arkhivnye
materialy, 3 vols (Frankfurt-am-Main: Posev, 1977-82), 11 (1981), pp. 66-67.
5 Vladislav Khodasevich, ‘O “Zhizni Arsen’eva™, Vozrozhdenie [Paris], 22 June 1933,



114

single imaginary space based not so much on an account of external events as
on the author’s attempt to understand people and life, bringing together a
variety of themes through the form of a novel. It was Bunin’s The Life of
Arsen’ev that became this very ‘book about nothing’, a book about things
sharply noted and vividly felt; a novel of man’s awareness of his kinship with
everything that lives, feels and moves; a narrative capable of reflecting the
actual experience that one goes through whilst discovering the world, feeling
oneself to be living in it and finding in its colours, tastes, smells and sounds
the vital breath of life, its very possibility.

Working on the text of The Life of Arsen’ev, my original intention was
to leave out an analysis of genre, believing it to be outside the scope of this
study. My aim would have been to deal with the literary sources of the novel,
which would eventually bring me to a discussion of a more significant issue:
the problem of Bunin’s prose style. Subsequently I realized that it is precisely
the question of generic distinctiveness that operates as a controlling, central
issue, providing not only a clue to the pattern of the novel itself but also
serving as an organic link between everything written by Bunin before The
Life of Arsen’ev and thereafter.

The Life of Arsen’ev has become firmly established in literary criticism
as an autobiographical novel or ‘novelized autobiography’,® although Bunin

always tried to avoid such a reductive genre formulation. To begin with, he

6 Gleb Struve, ‘The Art of Ivan Bunin’, Slavonic and East European Review, 11 (1932-33), 423-36 (p.
429). Among the scholars who have viewed Bunin’s work in relation to the genre of autobiography or
autobiographical discourse, see A. G. Colin, ‘Ivan Bunin in Retrospect’, Slavonic and East European
Review, 34 (1955), 156-73 (p. 163); S. Kryzytski, The Works of Ivan Bunin (The Hague-Paris: Mouton,
1971), p. 215; A. F. Zweers, ‘Proustian Passages in Ivan Bunin’s The Life of Arsen’ev in the Context of
the Genre of Literary Memoirs’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, 30 (1) (1988), 17-33 (p. 18); Andrew B.
Wachtel, The Battle for Childhood: Creation of a Russian Myth (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1990), p. 178; and Colin Wood, ‘The Modernity of Ivan Bunin’ (unpublished doctoral thesis,
University of Bradford, 1996), p. 290.
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rarely referred to it as a novel, using the title instead, or simply calling it by the
name of its protagonist, ‘Arsen’ev’. Soon after the appearance of the final
version in 1930, the book received unanimous acclaim from critics and writers
alike. In his review of the novel Konstantin Zaitsev states that it represents ‘an
enormous literary fact, one of those few and rare facts whose appearance
should give rise to a sense of pride among his contemporaries’ [ogromnyi
literaturnyi fakt, odin iz tekh nemnogikh i redchaishikh, poiavlenie kotorykh
dolzhno rozhdat’ chuvstvo gordosti u sovremennikov].” While readily
agreeing that the book had brought something fundamentally new into
twentieth-century literary practice, commentators on Bunin’s work have made
no serious attempt to define what they are dealing with or what lies at the basis
of the originality of The Life of Arsen’ev. Among the few attempts to look into
this problem there are, however, some pronouncements which deserve our
attention because of their immediate relevance to the preceding.

In 1962 Fedor Stepun, reflecting on Bunin’s total literary output,
considers Bunin’s novel to be a curious blend of ‘philosophical poem’ and
‘symphonic picture’ of pre-Revolutionary Russia that was always so close and
engaging to Bunin® In his monograph of 1976 Oleg Mikhailov, extending
Stepun’s formulation, tends to use the term ‘lyrical diary” (liricheskii dnevnik)
with reference to The Life of Arsen’ev, implying the twofold nature of the
novel.” In his book of 1980 James Woodward shares Mikhailov’s view,

suggesting, moreover, that the work should be read, for similar reasons, as a

”y

7 Konstantin Zaitsev, *““Zhizn’ Arsen’eva™, Rossiia i slavianstvo [Paris], 9 November 1929,
8 F. A. Stepun, ‘Ivan Bunin’, in Vstrechi (Munich: Tovarishchestvo zarubezhnykh pisatelei, 1962), pp.

87-102 (p. 100).
9 0. N. Mikhailov, Strogii talant. Ivan Bunin: Zhizn’, sud’ba, tvorchestvo (Moscow: Sovremennik,

1976), p. 204.



116

‘lyrical monologue’.'® One of the consequences of this duality, as the last two
séholars maintain, is the difficulty of defining which perspective dominates the
narrative, which is both lyrical (subjective) in its general mood and epic
(objective) in form because of the scope of its reality.

In his review of Bunin’s novel, Khodasevich offered a definition that
caused a certain amount of confusion and ultimately halted the search for
genre identity or, more exactly, revealed this search as a false direction.
Khodasevich proposes that The Life of Arsen’ev should be read as a ‘fictitious
autobiography’ (vymyshlennaia avtobiografiia) or an ‘autobiography of an
imaginary person’ (avtobiografiia vymyshlennogo litsa). He stresses,
moreover, the fact that the genre of autobiography is genuinely ‘the most
simple and the most profound thing that can be shown in art: a direct vision of
the world by the artist; not philosophising about what is seen, but the very

process of seeing, the process of intelligent sight’ [camoe npocroe u camoe

rjiy6okoe, 4YTo MOXET 6BTh IIOKA3aHO B HCKYCCTBE: IIPAMOC BHACHBE MHDA

XYAOXKHHKOM: HE YMCTBOBAHHE O BHRHMOM, HO caMBIlf npouecc BHAEHBXK, npouecc

yaanoro spenx).' 1t is difficult to decide what Khodasevich’s description of
the work’s genre peculiarities is chiefly based on, but there is something about
these words that recalls the view, shared by virtually all scholars, that Bunin,
like no other Russian artist, could work with a truly large mass of time and
space, especially, a biographical one. Speculating further, it would not be an
exaggeration to say that it was the dominant tenor of the literature at the end of
the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, with its epic domestic

memoirs, determinedly or even at times obsessively autobiographical in

10 yames Woodward, Ivan Bunin: A Study of His Fiction (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina

Press, 1980), p. 176.
I Viadislav Khodasevich, ‘O “Zhizni Arsen’eva™, Vozrozhdenie [Paris}, 22 June 1933.
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character, that led Khodasevich to such a conclusion. And yet even when such
works were not openly autobiographical, they would still be intensely and
intentionally personal-lyrical, containing this prevailing, all-submissive
element of the Self that persistently and densely imbues the whole narrative.'?
Thus, notwithstanding some observations on the typological ambiguity of The
Life of Arsen’ev, all other attempts to clarify the issue of the generic
distinctiveness of Bunin’s novel have been concemed mainly with elucidating
its autobiographical basis and how and to what extent it coincides with real-
life characters and events.

On the one hand, the title of the book points to the presence of a strong
autoBiographical element. On the other hand, as indicated in Vera Bunina’s
diary note dated 21 May 1929, it was precisely the autobiographical aspect
that proved to be the most confused moment and presented certain obstacles,
not only for Bunin as he worked on The Life of Arsen’ev, but also for
interpreters of his work. On one occasion, according to Vera Bunina, Bunin
expressed regret at entitling the book as he had, for he felt that its title did not
entirely correspond to its content:

“You would smile if you knew the stress I have been under for three days, with
nothing coming of it. Why did I entitle it The Life of Arsen’ev!’ ‘It is difficult to
write, I should have written either an autobiography or something completely

different.’

12 For a broader discussion of autobiographical discourse (including memoirs and documentary
literature), see the collection of essays Autobiographical Statements in Twentieth-Century Russian
Literature (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990), edited by Jane Gary Harris. It is
significant that this volume is concerned not so much with the classification of the autobiography as
with, as Jane Harris stresses in her introductory article ‘Diversity of Discourse: Autobiographical
Statements in Theory and Praxis’, ‘introducing the reader to the range of strategies and approaches
involving autobiographical discourse and constituting autobiographical statements adopted by Russian
writers over the course of the twentieth century’ (pp. 3-36 (p. 11)). See also the selected bibliography
appended to the collection.
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[“EcTh YeMy YNLIGATECN, GCIH 6k THl 3HAJA, B XAKOM HANPIKCHHH yxe 3 RuS,
M HHYEro He BBIXORHT. 3aucM % O3arnasun JKwsws Apcewsesal” “TIucats

TPYRHO. HTH yXe HANO 6LUJIO NHCATH aBTOSHOrpadHIo MM coBceM apyroe.”]"

Furthermore, Bunin was very much opposed to the idea of treating his novel as
an autobiography, insisting that this was an incorrect approach. In his letter to
the editorial staff of the newspaper Poslednie novosti [The Latest News] in

1928 Bunin states:

I do not at all want my work (which, whether it is good or bad, nevertheless aspires to
be, in its intention and tone, a work of art) to be either distorted, that is, to be called
by the inappropriate term autobiography, or to be linked with my life, that is, to be
discussed not as The Life of Arsen’ev but as the life of Bunin. Perhaps The Life of
Arsen’ev indeed contains a good deal that is autobiographical, but it is not the
business of literary criticism to talk about this.

[5[ BOBCC He Xouy., 4YTOSHM MOC IIPOM3BGUCHHE (IO‘I‘ODOO. AYPHO JIH OHO HNH
XOpollo, NPETCHAyEeT O6MTh, NO CBOEMY 3aMBICNIY H TOHY, IIDOH3IBGACHHEM
BCC-TBKM XYMOXECTBEHHHIM) HE TOJIBKO HCKAXANOCh, TO ©CTh HAILBANOCH

HEMOAOGAIOIIHM €My MMCEHCM aBTosHOrpaduM, HO M CBAIMNBANOCE ¢ Mool
XKHIHBIO, TO ©CTh OGCYXIRNOCh HE XAX KWIwhk Apcensess, a Xax XHIHb
ByHunnua. Moxer 6uMTh. B Xiswy ApcenNicBa H BOPAMB €CTh MHOrO

CITOGHOTPIQHHCCIOTO. Ho rosopurs 06 3TOM HHK&K HE €CTh ZAEJIO KPHTHKH

14
XyROXecTBEeHHOI. ]

Thus, the presence both of the word ‘life’ in the title and of an
autobiographical element is not sufficient to justify designating the work as
autobiography. This was rightly argued by the writer Konstantin Paustovskii,
who offers a somewhat different account of the genre of Bunin’s novel,
arguing that The Life of Arsen’ev is ‘far from autobiography’ (daleko ne

avtobiografiia) by virtue of the indicators of its genre. And furthermore:

13 Grin, Ustami Buninykh, 11, 203.
14 The text of Bunin’s letter is quoted in full in A. Baboreko, ‘Kommentarii’, in Bunin, Sobranie
sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh, V (1996), pp. 559-90 (p. 565).
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It is an ingot formed from all earthly afflictions, charms, reflections and joys. It is an
astonishing collection of events from one human life, wanderings, countries, cities
and seas... [...] The Life of Arsen’ev is one of the most remarkable phenomena in
world literature. {...] In this wonderful book poetry and prose have merged together,
merged organically, indissolubly, creating a remarkable new genre.

[@To - chamrox H3 BCEX 3EMMEIX TopecTelt, ouapoBaMufl, pasMuMITONHE M
panoctell. 3To - ymusHTensHMH cBoR cosmTHlt onxolt yesomevecxoll xu3IMH,

CKMTaMuil, cTpad, ropoxos, Mopelt.. [...] Xwws Apcensesa - 3To onHo u3

saMeuaTenbHelluux seneHH#t Muposofft nHTepaTypM. [...] B 3toft
yRHBHTCNBHON KHHre HO33URX H NPO3a C/IHMAHCh BOCAHHO. CITHJIHCh OPraHHYCCKH,

HEpa3pPHBKO, CO3NaB HOBM 3aMevaTenbHult xanp.]”

This new genre, according to Paustovskii, is synthetic in character and is

without predecessors in literary tradition.

In Russian literature The Life of Arsen’ev could be ranked alongside
such works as Gertsen’s Past and Thoughts [Byloe 1 dumy], Tolstoi’s trilogy
Childhood, Adolescence and Youth [Detstvo, Otrochestvo, Iunost’] and
Aksakov’s A Family Chronicle [Semeinaia khronika] and The Childhood
Years of Bagrov-Grandson [Detskie gody Bagrova vnuka]. Moreover, as Oleg
Mikhailov suggests, Bunin’s novel, along with Aleksei Tolstoi’s The
Childhood Years of Nikita [Detstvo Nikity], in a sense marks the end of a
whole cycle of literary autobiographies devoted to the life of the Russian
landed gentry.'® It is significant that when Bunin was writing The Life of
Arsen’ev, Kuprin wrote his Cadets [Iunkera] (1928-32), while Shmelev

published The Pilgrimage [Bogomol’e] (1931) and began working on God's

15 Konstantin Paustovskii, ‘Ivan Bunin’, in I. A. Bunin, Povesti, rasskazy, vospominaniia, ed. P. L.
Viacheslavov (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1961), pp. 3-18 (pp. 13-14).
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Summer [Leto gospodne] (1933-48): these are novels which have a purely
autobiographical, almost documentary grounding, pursuing the reproduction or
resurrection of days which, in Mikhailov’s words, ‘had irrevocably passed
away’ (bezvozvratno otoshedshie) (ibid.) in order to ‘evoke in the memory a
bitter-sweet dream of the past — a recollection of childhood and youth’
[vyzvat’ v pamiati gor’kii i sladkii son proshlogo — vospominaniia detstva i
iunosti] (p. 203). Here Mikhailov also makes a crucial remark, one which
indicates a new direction for our discussion of the genre of Bunin’s novel. He
suggests that the place of The Life of Arsen’ev is as much inside this group of
novels as outside it. Mikhailov’s explanation of this similarity lies in the
rather traditional assertion that the novel comes out of an elegiac and at the
same time nostalgic sense of the past, strengthened by ‘a fear of oblivion’
(strakh zabveniia) (ibid.). Finding themselves in emigration, and hence feeling
cut off from Russia and all that is associated with her, and lacking direct
impressions of Russian reality, almost all Russian artists (and Bunin is no
exception) respond more or less uniformly by writing literary memoirs,
striving to ‘animate the past’ (odushevit’ proshloe) (ibid.) through words,
through text. The difference between The Life of Arsen’ev and these other
works lies, in Mikhailov’s view, merely in the degree of representation and
treatment (transformation) of the biographical material. Mikhailov therefore
points out only superficial differences which do not, however, explain the
principal peculiarity of Bunin’s novel, but rather stress Bunin’s artistic skill in
using actual events and facts from his own life. Nevertheless, Mikhailov’s

indication that The Life of Arsen’ev ‘falls out’ (vypadaet) of the list of works

16 Mikhailov, Strogii talant, 204. See also V. Afanas'ev, I. 4. Bunin: Ocherk tvorchestva (Moscow:



120

Summer [Leto gospodne] (1933-48): these are novels which have a purely
autobiographical, almost documentary grounding, pursuing the reproduction or
resurrection of days which, in Mikhailov’s words, ‘had irrevocably passed
away’ (bezvozvratno otoshedshie) (ibid.) in order to ‘evoke in the memory a
bitter-sweet dream of the past — a recollection of childhood and youth’
[vyzvat’ v pamiati gor’kii i sladkii son proshlogo — vospominaniia detstva i
iunosti] (p. 203). Here Mikhailov also makes a crucial remark, one which
indicates a new direction for our discussion of the genre of Bunin’s novel. He
suggests that the place of The Life of Arsen’ev is as much inside this group of
novels as outside it. Mikhailov’s explanation of this similarity lies in the
rather traditional assertion that the novel comes out of an elegiac and at the
same time nostalgic sense of the past, strengthened by ‘a fear of oblivion’
(strakh zabveniia) (ibid.). Finding themselves in emigration, and hence feeling
cut off from Russia and all that is associated with her, and lacking direct
impressions of Russian reality, almost all Russian artists (and Bunin is no
exception) respond more or less uniformly by writing literary memoirs,
striving to ‘animate the past’ (odushevit’ proshloe) (ibid.) through words,
through text. The difference between The Life of Arsen’ev and these other
works lies, in Mikhailov’s view, merely in the degree of representation and
treatment (transformation) of the biographical material. Mikhailov therefore
points out only superficial differences which do not, however, explain the
principal peculiarity of Bunin’s novel, but rather stress Bunin’s artistic skill in
using actual events and facts from his own life. Nevertheless, Mikhailov’s

indication that The Life of Arsen’ev ‘falls out’ (vypadaet) of the list of works

16 Mikhailov, Strogii talant, 204. See also V. Afanas'ev, I. A. Bunin: Ocherk tvorchestva (Moscow:
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written in the genre of literary memoirs itself begs the question: should we
look for the source of the peculiar genre of Bunin’s book within the
framework of nineteenth-century Russian literary tradition (despite the fact
that most of the narrative concentrates on showing life and daily occurrences

in Central Russia at the end of the last century)?

In 1952 Georgii Adamovich expressed an important view on the

generic specificity of Bunin’s novel:

However rich the narrative is in national content and however sad at this level it is in
tone, the true theme of Arsen’ev is a different one. In Bunin the whole world, all life
which resists definition, with which Arsen’ev feels kinship, and to which he is tied, is
beyond Russia. One could repeat Tiutchev’s famous line: ‘Everything is in me and I
am in everything’. [...] But irrespective of plot, at times even athwart it, in the book
there is so much delight in Being, so much gratitude and a kind of indefatigable greed

for it that it is impossible not to succumb to its spirit.

[HO Kax HH 60raTo NMOBCCTBOBAHHC ITHM HALHOHANBHLIM COACPXKAHHNCM, Kak B
3Tolt MIOCKOCTH HH FOPECTHO OHO IO TOHY, HCTHHHAX TEMA ApCON5ORE - HHMAN.
3a Poccuelt y ByHHHa - Bech MHp, BCA MG IOANAIOWIANCK OMPEACHCHHIO XH3Hb,
¢ xoTopolt ApceHbeB UyBCTBYET CBOS POACTBO M CBA3b. “Bce BO MME M £ BO
BceM”, MOKHO GBUIO 6k MOBTOPHTEL 3HAMCHHTYIO TIOTHEBCKYIO cTpoxy. [...]

Ho, He3aBHCHMO OT ¢asynsl, nopoli nmaxe BonpexH eil, B XHHIré CTOJILKO

BOCXHILMECHHN O6LITHEM, MNPHIHATCJLMHOCTH 3a NHero, kaxoff-to HGY‘I‘OMHMO”

XADHOCTH XK HEMY, YTO HC [IORINATHCA €C AYXY HQBOSMOKHO.]”

As Adamovich aptly remarks, The Life of Arsen’ev is shot through with
an acutely developed sense of life. And Tiutchev’s words are indeed crucial

here because they formulate the true theme of Bunin’s artistic quest in the

Prosveshchenie, 1966), pp. 323-24.
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novel: discovery and portrayal of the sensual image of the world.
Furthermore, what emerges from this discussion is that the designation of the
generic specificity of the novel is deeply rooted in an understanding of the
original idea on which The Life of Arsen’ev is based: for Bunin, the world
never exists as a static, motionless state. And man can never possess all
possible, ultimate knowledge about the world. Rather he approaches it as an
enigma, as a developing and moving Event. The whole problem of existence
and cognition in the novel is closely associated with new, broadened
perceptions and senses. For, according to Bunin, we are made of impressions,
and are made raw by our senses, among which the most powerful is ‘a sense of
our wellspring’ (chuvstvo svoego istoka),'® expressed in the aspiration to
recognize ourselves, to learn who we are and what is, in Mandel’shtam’s
words, our ‘place in the Universe’ (‘mesto vo Vselennoi’)'’. In his early drafts

of the opening of the novel Bunin writes:

Life, perhaps, is given to us only so that we can compete with death; man struggles
against death even from beyond the grave: it takes away his name, he writes it on a
cross, or on a stone. It wants to shroud in darkness what he has lived through, but he

tries to revive it in the word.

[)Kll:lllb. MOXCT 6bITh, RACTCA HAM CGAHHCTBCHHO AJIX COCTA3IAHMA CO CMOPTAIO,

JeJIOBEK AaXe H3-3a IpO6a SOPETCA C Hell: OHa OTHHMAST OT HEro MHMX - OH

"0y

17 G. V. Adamovich, ‘““Zhizn’ Arsen’eva” [1952), repr. in Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii v vos’mi

tomakh, V (1996), pp. 5-13 (pp. 6; 8).

18 The original idea of translating the Russian word istok (‘source’ or ‘origin’) as ‘well’ belongs to the
first translators of Bunin’s novel Gleb Struve and Hamish Miles. They do not offer any explanation for
their choice, but I assume that the translators’ intention is to convey the archaic as well as poetic-
figurative connotation of this word, symbolising the beginning of all beginnings which is, in the
novel’s context, the beginning of human life. I give preference to ‘well’ (or ‘wellspring’) instead of
‘source’ for similar reasons.

19 Osip Mandel'shtam, ‘Pust’ imena tsvetushchikh gorodov..." [1914), in Stikhotvoreniia. Perevody.
Ocherki. Stat’i, ed. G. G. Margelashvili (Tbilisi: Merani, 1990), p. 84.
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OHWIET ero Ha kpecTe, Ha KaMHE, OHa XOoueT ThMoilt NOXPHITh NMEPCKHTOC HM, &

OH NLITACTCA ORYLWICBHTS €ro B CﬂOlG.]zo

It is interesting to note that in the final version Bunin expresses this
idea through a quotation from the eighteenth-century manuscript 4 Concise
History in These Answers [Istoriia kratkaia v otvetakh sikh] by a Coastal

Region preacher Ivan Filippov: 2

‘Things and deeds which are not written down are shrouded in darkness and
committed to the grave of oblivion, whilst those which are written down are like

things animated...’

[“Bellll! H Ae¢jia, allc HC HANMHCAHHH OLIBAIOT, TMOIK MOKPHBAIOTCK H TIpo6y

6CCIaMATCTEA NMPERAOTCA, HAECAHHHH Xe AXo oAywesneHHuu..”] (Bunin 6: 7)

Hence, Bunin’s novel does not aim to describe a specific reality or social
environment in the first place (his choice of Russia is explained by the fact that
he knew these surroundings best of all), because this would dim the portrayal
of the whole complexity of what enables man to become, to be, to move and to
change in the chronotope of life. Furthermore, from the outset Bunin’s
narrator declares his intention to spell out, that is, to textualize, bringing into
the arena of knowledge all that human life is composed of, to use written text,
in Chaadaev’s expression, ‘to initiate’ the reader ‘into the mystery of time’

(posviatit’ v tainu vremeni),”? to sense the rhythm of the communication of

20 Bunin, Povesti, rasskazy, vospominaniia, 616.

21 por more detailed information about this book and the personality of its author see Baboreko’s
‘Kommentarii’, 569.

22 1 a letter to Pushkin of 1829 Chaadaev wrote: ‘My most ardent wish, my friend, is to see you
initiated into the mystery of time. There is no more distressing spectacle in the moral world than the
spectacle of a man of genius who does not understand his century and his vocation.’ [Moe
fnaMenHelluice XenaHue, ApYr Mofl, - BHACTH BAC NOCBAIMEHHMM 3 Taltny spemenn. Her sonce
OI'OP'DI‘I‘GHLHOI'O 3peNHIla B MHPC HPABRCTBCHHOM. YCM 3IpC/IHIUEC ICHUAJILHOrO YeNoRexa, Ho
noxnuMmaiomiero csofl sex u csoc npussanwue.]: see P. la. Chaadaev, ‘Pis’ma’, in Stat’i i pis’ma

(Moscow: Sovremennik, 1989), pp. 218-53 (p. 218).



124

times. In this sense, for Bunin the novel proves to be the very form by means
of which he could offer his interpretation of the events of reality. The novel,
moreover, becomes here the major, if not the only way of addressing and
studying relived experience, that is, all that man’s senses have to go through
during the process of their coming into being. Thus, using literary
terminology, it is possible to say that in The Life of Arsen’ev we are dealing
with the tradition of the novel of human emergence, that is, the novel of
education or Bildungsroman,”> to which Bunin adds a modern, twentieth-
century interpretation. In nineteenth-century European literature Goethe’s
Werther and Wilhelm Meister and Flaubert’s A Sentimental Education serve as
examples of such novels. In our century the principal representatives of this
tradition are Proust, Joyce and, in part, Musil. But it would appear that it was
not until Bunin’s novel that Russian literature could offer such an example,

for, as Merab Mamardashvili rightly notes:
Russian literature is social, edifying and educational but it is always, by comparison

with the novel of ‘sentimental education’, static. It confirms the reader in what he

knows about the world and never offers him any tools for change.

[PYCCXSI JIMTCPATYP& COLHANIBHA, HAIHAATCIBHA, BOCNHTATENBHA, HO OHa

BCeraa, Nno CpaBHCHHIO ¢ DPOMAHOM “BOCITHTAHHUNR ‘lyICTI”. CTATHYHAE. Ona

2 The term is used by Mikhail Bakhtin with reference to the novel of education in his work ‘The
Bildungsroman and Its Significance in the History of Realism (Toward a Historical Typology of the
Novel)’ [1936-8 (1975)), in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, ed. Caryl Emerson and Michael
Holquist, tr. Vem W. McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992), pp. 10-60. In addition to
stimulating discussion of this tradition of the novel, Bakhtin’s study points to the difference between
autobiographical discourse and the novel of education. Among the works which deal with similar
issues see also Patricia Sparks, Imagining a Self: Autobiography and the Novel in Eighteenth-Century
England (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976, and William Spengemann, The Forms of
Autobiography: Episodes in the History of a Literary Genre (New Haven: Yale University Press,

1980).
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yTBEPXAACT HYHTATENJIA B TOM, YTO OH 3HACT O MHDPO, H HHXOraa He RaeT eMy

opyanit usMenenun.]?

Hence, within the framework of this literary tradition Bunin’s artistic

experiment represents a new departure.

Bunin’s novel, perhaps for the first time in Russian literary practice,
attempts to give a new dimension and meaning to the term ‘road (or path)
through life’ (zhiznennyi put’). 1t is important to demonstrate what lies at the
basis of this notion and how it is linked with the foregoing discussion of the
generic specificity of The Life of Arsen’ev. My views on this problem owe
much to Merab Mamardashvili’s study of ‘the psychological topology of the
road’ (psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti), with particular reference to the
works of Proust, in particular 4 la Recherche du temps perdu. Some of
Mamardashvili’s observations and conclusions on the genre typology of
Proust’s novel are equally applicable to The Life of Arsen’ev, allowing us to
read Bunin’s novel in an entirely new light. It is also worth mentioning here
that in one of his letters to Bitsilli Bunin remarked on the striking similarity

between The Life of Arsen’ev and Proust’s A la Recherche du temps perdu:

When something is in fashion, ‘out of spite’ I turn away from the fashionable. So it
was with Proust. 1 only recently read him and was even frightened: there are many
passages in The Life of Arsen’ev (and in The Well of Days, and in that beginning of
the second volume that I published three years ago) which are almost Proustian! Just
try to prove that I had never even seen Proust when I was writing both these

works!...

24 Merab Mamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti: M. Prust, 'V poiskakh utrachennogo
yremeni’ (St. Petersburg: Universitetskaia kniga, 1997), p. 211. The book is based on a course of
lectures Mamardashvili delivered in 1984-85 at the Faculty of Arts, Tbilisi State University, and is the
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[Korza wa 4ro-HH6yAh MORa, K “Ha3n0” OTREPTHBAKCH OT MoaHoro. Tax
6o ¢ Ilpycrom. Tonsxo HenaBHO MpoOYEJI €ro - H naxe MCNYrajicA: Aa Beab

B Xwinuw Apcensess (M 8 Heroxax Aned B B TOM Havane 2-ro ToMa, YTo A

Hame4aTan TPH rofa TOMY Ha3al..) HEMaJO MCECT. COBCOM npyctoBcxux! IMoau

aoxa3jbiBall, YTO & M B Trja3a HC BHAan prcra. KOraa nMcan H TO, H

apyroe!...]”

2. A sense of Path

Mamardashvili ascribes Proust’s epic to the tradition of ‘the novel of
wish and motive’ (roman zhelaniia i motiva), that is, the novel of education.
He suggests that we approach it as ‘a novel of Road’ (roman Puti) or ‘a novel
of liberation’ (roman osvobozhdeniia) in association with existing traditions
and metaphors, in particular those that are religious in nature, where the terms
‘salvation’ and ‘liberation’ retain their direct, easily-recognized connotations.

It is worth quoting Mamardashvili at some length:

The word ‘Road’ does not simply have the meaning of the ordinary road through life,
that is, the Road to salvation or, if you wish, Road to redemption. And the more you
apply traditional terms which exist in texts termed sacred, the sooner this will make it
easier for you to master what I shall be telling you about. They will, of course, be
just associations and metaphors, but we shall need them in order to understand what
the topic of discussion is. So then, the Road of coming to oneself or, playing with the
possibilities of language, we might put it like this: the Road of a passing through life

that means that you arrive at yourself and realize yourself. Proust’s major driving

second variation on the themes of Proust’s epic. The first variation of 1982 was published
posthumously in Moscow in 1995 under its original title Lectures on Proust [Lektsii o Pruste].
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motif, pathos and passion were what can be summarized as ‘realising yourself.
Realising yourself in the full wealth of the desires that you have, but which you do
not know and whose nature you do not understand. If you do not understand your
own desires you cannot realize yourself. For Proust, therefore, as perhaps for any
person, the words ‘to realize yourself® coincide with the words ‘to understand what,

in fact, you are and what is your true situation'.

[Cnomo “FlyTs” HMEET CMHCR HE NMPOCTO OGLIAEHHOTO NMyTH XUIHM - IlyTH

crracenyx. Hnu, ccnu yroamo, Ilyte wcxymrewus. W ueM consiue Bul 6yReTe
NPHKIAKLIBATE X 3TOMY TPANHOHOHHMC TEPMHHM, CYLICCTBYIOIIHE B TOKCTAX,
HMA3MBACMLIX CBALICHHWMH. TEM CXODOE 3TO OGJICTYHT BAM DAGOTY Balllero
CO6CTBEHHOrO YCBOCHHA TOTO, O Y€M X 6YAy rOBOPHTE. 3ITO, XOHOYHO, 6YAyT
TOJIBKO aCCOLUHAUWH, MeTadOpn, HO OHH NPHTOARTCA MaM AJNIX TOro, YTOSH
NOHATH, 0 4eM HAeT peub. Hrax - IlyTh RPHXOXACHHA X cese. HMnu - MOXHO,
OGBIrpLIBAX BOIMOXHOCTH A3LKA, CXaszaThk TAaKk: HYTL TAKOro IpPOXOXIACHHN
XM3INH, B PCIYJILTATE KOTOPOro Thl NPMXOLZMIIS X CE6€ H DPEANH3IYCllh CCOA.
Ocnosnoft npuxymut MOoTHB H nadoc ¥ crpacts IIpycTa cocTOANH B TOM. 4YTO

MOXHO DPC3IOMHPOBATh CJIOBAMH “PeajIH3OBATR ce6n”’. Peanu3oBaTh Cesn B0

BCEM 60TaTCTBC CBOMX XeJIaHHii, XOTOpHE y TE6M 6CTh, HO Tl HX HC JHaCLIS,
NPHPORa MX Tese HEeMOHATHA. Ecnum TH He mnofiMemb CBOMX COGCTBEHMBIX
KCNaHMH, TO THl cE6n He peanusyeumts. M mosromy anx Ilpycra, M anas nio6oro
YeIoBEKa HABEDHO, CJIOBA “PEANIH3OBATD CE6X’ COBMAARIOT CO CIOBAMH “NOHATS.
”]26

4YTO TH €cTh HA CAMOM I6JI6¢ H XaXoBO TBOE REHCTBHTENBHOE NMONOXEHHE.

In order to clarify Mamardashvili’s point we should briefly discuss the

notion of road itself. Generally speaking, the category of road is, as
Dolgopolov describes it, a category of ‘epoch-making’ (epokhal ‘noe)’’
significance which was discovered and interpreted anew by twentieth-century
artistic thinking. One of those who immediately felt this was Aleksandr Blok,

an artist with an astonishingly acute, almost morbid ‘sense of road or path’

25 Quoted in A. Meshcherskii, ‘Neizvestnye pis’'ma Bunina’, Russkaia literatura, 4 (1961), 152-58 (p.

154).

26 NMamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti, 19.
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(chuvstvo puti). In his article ‘“The Soul of the Writer’ [Dusha pisatelia)

(1909) Blok states:

The first and major indication that a given writer is not an accidental or temporary
figure is his sense of path. This too well-known truth should be recalled constantly,
particularly in our time. [...] The inner writer’s ‘tact’, his rhythm is defined only by

the presence of the path. The most dangerous thing is the loss of this rhythm.

[Hepnm M rJaBHHM HOPHIHAXOM TOro, 4TO RaHHME nHcaTens He oCTh

BCJIMYHHA cnyunuax H BpPCMCHHaA, ABJINCTCA UYBRCTBO NYTH. 31‘y HCTHHY,

CNHIUKOM M3IBECTHYIO, CJICAYCeT HANOMHHATE MOCTOAHHO, H OCOGCHHO B Hawe

speMa.  [...] Tonbxo HAMHYHOCTBIO JIYTH ONPCAGNNCTCN BHYTpPeHHMH ‘‘raxTt”

MUCATENA, €r0 PHTM. Bcero onacuee - yTpaTa 3Toro pﬂfM‘.]za

Dolgopolov, analysing the literary-philosophical context of the tum of the
century, makes an interesting and important observation that the notion of road
begins to receive this type of treatment only at the beginning of the twentieth
century. But what is even more significant here is how this category came to
be considered, not only as a phenomenon of figurative thinking, but also as an
important issue in relation to literary genre. Thus for literary discourse of the
early twentieth century and onwards the notion of road greatly extended the
boundaries of understanding and portrayal of historical time in all its different

aspects. Dolgopolov comes to the following conclusion:

The sense of complete dependence on what happens in the great world now became
virtually the major feature of the literary hero’s inner structure. The world itself that
surrounds and absorbs man was perceived by the writer not as a closed segment of

time and space but as a single moving chain of life, a panorama of events, characters

21 polgopolov, Na rubezhe vekov, 349.
28 Aleksandr Blok, ‘Dusha pisatelia’, in Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh (8 vols) (Moscow-
Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1960-63), V (1962), pp. 369-71 (p. 369).
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and phenomena. This is why man at the turn of the century apprehended both his
time and himself as it were on two levels: as a certain ‘result’ and as a certain

‘beginning’.

[Ou.lyulemle MONIHO# 3aBHCHMOCTH OT MNPOHCXOZAILCTO B SOJMBLIIOM MHpe CTAJIO

Tenmeph €EABR JIH HE OCHOBHAIM KaHGCTBOM RBHYTDOHHEro CTpPOA repos
JNMTCPATYPHHX npou3seneHuit. H cam Mup. oxpyxawomuft u seuparowmuit »
cesn YeNoBEKa, BOCIPHHMMAJICA NHCATEJIEM HE B BHAC HOKOCro 3IAMKHYTOro
OTpe3Xa BPEMCHH, MECTA, - A& B BHac cauMoll asuxymiefica xusHensoff uemnu,
naHopaMK coobiTHH, nuu, sasacHHll. HMeENMO NOITOMY 4ENOBEX pysexa BCKOB

BOCNIPHHHMANI H CBOC BpEMA, H CO6A CAMOro KXax 6 B JBYX IJAHAX - H K&K

sexuli “mror”,  xax wexoe “navano”.]”

It is only thanks to this, according to Dolgopolov, that the significance
of the literary category of subject gradually diminishes: it becomes either fully
‘dissolved’ in (or ‘replaced’ by) plot (ibid.), which is closer to the natural
course of events, or a renunciation of both subject and plot takes place (as in
Bunin’s novel - and herein lies, in part, the root of its risky innovation).*® The
narrative, therefore, is no longer supported by actual events, but purely by the
author’s interpretation of these events. Furthermore, Dolgopolov proposes
that in the literature of the early twentieth century, the extreme manifestation

of the idea of road, and its associated idea of destiny, is an ‘artistic-

¥ pDolgopolov, Na rubezhe vekov, 13.

30 Vladimir Linkov in his study Mir i chelovek v tvorchestve L. Tolstogo i I. Bunina [The World And
Man in the Work of Tolstoi and Bunin] (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Moskovskogo universiteta, 1989) is
strongly opposed to the idea of treating The Life of Arsen ‘ev as ‘a novel about the history of life and
becoming of the artist’ [poman 06 ucTopun musnu u cTanosnemus xysoxuuxa] (p. 162), claiming that it
is based on ‘different principles’ and hence there cannot be becoming or history of ‘anything’,
including becoming of the artist (ibid.). Forgetting, however, to name these ‘principles’, Linkov
believes that an explanation of the originality of Bunin’s novel can be found in a conventional
classification of literary modes. He emphasizes that such categories as ‘development’, ‘coming into
being’ and ‘history’ can be employed strictly with reference to the epic and lose their meaning outside
the epic form. But most importantly, they form the subject which is responsible for the movement of
events and is a property of the epic. Linkov comes to the conclusion that by depriving his novel of
subject, Bunin establishes ‘an anti-epic attitude to history’ [anTuanuvecxoe oTnowmenue x ucropun] (p.
165), that is, offers an immovable picture of the world. It is nevertheless surprising that Linkov can be
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philosophical realisation of Plato’s conception of cognition as recollection’, of

which Bunin’s creative work serves as a vivid example:

For him [Bunin] to go into the depths of history means to go into the depths of
himself. Man, according to this theory, simultaneously conceals within him several
historical epochs and a multitude of historical layers. In the consciousness and works
of writers and thinkers of the beginning of the century the problem of the road is not
only a problem of the formation of human personality and human emergence as a
certain historical and psychological type. It is also a problem of movement in
general, of the meaning of history (which was extremely acute for the turn of the
century), of the presence or absence of ‘outcome’. [...] History itself led people to

these kinds of problems.

[Bns wero [ByHHWHA] MATH B INy6h HCTODHH JHAYMT HATH B [Iy6h CAMOro

Ceon. Yenosex, COrNnacHo 3Tolf TCOPHH. OAHOBPEMCHHO CKDLIBAST B CC66
HECKOJIBKO HMCTOPHHMOGCKHMX 3J3MIOX H MHOXECTBO HCTODHHOCKHX IJIACTOB.
Ilposnema NyTH B COJHAHHH H TBOpPUCCTEE nucatenell ¥ Mucnureneft Havana
Bexa - 3TO He TONbko nposneMa GOPMHPOBAHMUA ucJloBeuccxOM JIH‘(HO;:TH.

CTAHOBJICHHA YC¢JIOBCKR KAK ONPERECJIEHHOro MCTOPHYECKOro M NCHXOJIOrHYecKxoro

THNa. OTO H NPOSICMA RBHXCHHA BOOSWUIE, CMMCAA MCTOPHM (YTO 6RIJIO
Xpafine OCTPHIM RJIA 3MOXH PY66:Xa BCXOB), HAJTHYMK MJIH OTCYTCTBHA ‘‘mcxona’”.

[...] Cama HcTOpHN nmoxsoauna jiofcll X NMPoOSNEMaM NMOROSHOro pona.]’I

3. 'Where is the boundary between my reality and my imagination'?

In order to continue the discussion of the generic distinctiveness of
Bunin’s novel and finally turn to the textual analysis, I need to introduce two

short stories: Fragment [Otryvok} (1927) and Mirror [Zerkalo] (1907 [1929)),

so conventionally categorical when approaching such a complex and endless issue as the problem of
the status of the epic categories in twentieth-century novelistic discourse.
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both published after the appearance of the final version of the novel in the
Parisian newspapers Revival [Vozrozhdenie] and The Latest News [Poslednie
novosti] and representing the earliest drafts of The Life of Arsen’ev.
Notwithstanding Baboreko’s claim, made in the most recent edition of Bunin’s
complete works, that there are no grounds whatsoever for placing the finished

132

short story Mirror among draft versions of the novel™ (even if Bunin

suggested the opposite by giving it the sub-title ‘old sketch’ (davnii nabrosok),
which was taken into account in the editions of 1965 and 1987), both these

stories deserve our attention in the light of what has been said so far.

The story Fragment opens with the following passage:

The beginning of my life.
But where shall I stop on the way to my beginning?
How and what was it that formed what is called my earthly life, my recollections?

Does it not really seem to me now that I all but remember the creation of the world?

(-]

Yet since my very first days, Abraham’s sacrifice and Joseph’s flight to Egypt had
been entering my life as something that I seemed to have lived through myself, so

that even in that time I did not believe that I began in some Tambov Kamenka.
But then, later!

During my nevertheless already long life with its thoughts, reading, wanderings and
dreams, I grew so accustomed to the idea and sense that I knew and imagined vast

expanses of space and time, I lived so many alien and remote lives in my imagination,

31 Dolgopolov, Na rubezhe vekov, 349.
32 gee A. Baboreko, ‘Kommentarii’, in Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh, 11 (1994), pp. 525-

53 (p. 547).
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that it seems to me as though I have always existed, for all time and everywhere. But
where is the border between my reality and my imagination, which, too, is reality,

something that undoubtedly exists.

[Hauano moeft xuanm.

Ho rae oCTAHOBHTBCA MHE IO MyTH K CBOeMy Havany?

H3 yero u Xxax cocTaBJIKJIOCh TO, YTO HA3LIBAGTCA Mool 3eMHON XH3INBIO,

MOHMH BOCITOMHHAMHAME?

Pa3sc MHe HE KRXCTCA TeMEPh, YTO A NOMHIO YYyTh HG COTBOpenne mupa’ [...]

Beas cuic » caMbi¢ IICPBHC AHNH MOH BXORHJIO B MOIO XH3IHL, K&K HEYTO SYATO
651 MHOH caMHM MEPeXHTOS, TO XKEPTBONMPHHOUICHHE AlpllMl. TO 66r¢TRO

Hocuda 3 Eruner. Tax 4YTO yx¢ H B TY MODY HE 6bIJIO Yy MCHA BephLl, HTO X

HayaJica B xaxoli-to Tamesoscxolt Kamonxe.
A notowm, norom!

3a CBOIO BCC-TAKH yXC ROJIYI0 XHIHB C €C AYM&AMH, YTEHHEM, CTPAHCTBHAMM
M MCYTAMH N TaK NPHMBHK X MLCAH H X OWYIKOHMIO, 6YATO £ 3HAIO M
NPEACTARNNIO CE6¢ OrPOMHLIC IIPOCTPAHCTBA MCECTS H BPCMCEHH, CKONBKO XM B
BOOGPAXEHBE YYXHMH H HAJCKHMH XHIHAMH, HTO MHC K&XETCK, SYATO X 6biN
BCerna, BO BCKH BEKOB M  BCIORY. A rme Trpams MexRmy Mocit

ACHCTRHTENBHOCTHIO H MOHM BOOGDANXKCHLRCM, KOTOPOC ©CTh BCAL TOXE

ACHCTBHTE/NBHOCTD, HEYTO HECOMHEHHO cymecTayiomee?] (Bunin 6; 305)

Right from the beginning, one senses the hero’s vividly expressed,
passionate desire to elucidate who he is, where his roots are, what, in reality, is
happening to him and where, in the end, the wellspring of all that which now
takes place in his life is. It is interesting that Bunin begins by declaring the
idea (which strikes one almost at once as a familiar one from The Shadow of

the Bird and which will eventually form the basis of the philosophical content
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of The Life of Arsen’ev) of an open unity between man and culture. As Bunin
tried to demonstrate in The Shadow of the Bird, because of the existence of
such unity, nothing that man lives through and creates during his allotted time
(a certain ‘segment’ of history, an instant of Being) dies with him. Only now
does Bunin look at this aspect from the point of view of man’s personal
experience, something which he was not much concerned with in the
collection of travel poems. It is precisely this that is so crucial in this passage
and must be realized in order to understand the meaning of the novel itself: the
discovery of a fundamentally new quality of man’s existence, namely, the

problem of remembrance, or time, which was always for Bunin first and

foremost a problem of the past.

For Bunin the past always lives in us, but can help us only if we can
establish the right way to approach it, that is, to address it with our, very
human, gift of recollection and imagination. The ability to remember, which
lies at the basis of historical memory, has a strong psychological power that
gives Bunin’s hero a sense of the past as the present, at the level of a day, a
detail or even a patch of light and colour. The past for Bunin does not merely
exist for its own sake; rather, it finds its meaning, begins to function as the
present, whereas the present is already a part of the future. The essence of
time’s development in man is founded on this dialectic. Thus, the addressivity
and return in temporal flow to the past enables one to experience both
Mandel’shtam’s ‘distance’ (otstranenie)33 from time and Bunin’s reunion with
it, that is, a reunion with oneself in order to find oneself, one’s own identity.

Furthermore, memory is not only a quality of subjective and personal unity of
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human consciousness but also a category of culture which helps one to
overcome time within time itself, returning one to the wellspring, to the
beginning as though renewing it, deeply engaging the individual with the
historical. For Bunin, therefore, the reality of the past begins its formation in
memory, receiving its final revival and embodiment through (in) the process of
recollection. Memory and time, moreover, control human psychological
capabilities and the content of our imaginations. To them (and not to
chronological data) belongs the ability to define man’s exact whereabouts in
time, that is, the reality of his consciousness, sensibility and understanding.
This is a peculiar search in historical time, which Bunin undertakes not as a
researcher, whose goal is usually to establish a cause- and-effect relation, but
primarily as an artist, bringing it to the level of artistic mastery and showing
this infinite world which grows from man in all the complexity of its feelings

and defiance.

It is here, in Fragment, that Bunin also raises the question essential for
understanding the major themes of The Life of Arsen’ev: the problem of ‘the
wellspring’. In other words, the question of whether it is possible at all to

speak of ‘the beginning’ in relation to human life:

It is very strange, moreover, to recall this beginning on a sultry Provencal day,
looking out of the wide-open window at the palm trees, the olive trees, the enormous
blue valley beyond them, the Mediterranean and the ridges of the Esterel, blue in the

sun’s haze!

Half a century ago...

33 Osip Mandel’shtam, Shum vremeni, in Sobranie sochinenii v dvukh tomakh (2 vols), ed. G. P. Struve
and B. A. Filippov (Washington: Inter-Language Literary Associates, 1966), II, pp. 83-149 (p. 137).
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Tambov fields, an old log house under a thatched roof, dove-coloured from age, a
neglected garden with raspberry-canes, a yard, overgrown with grass, with a stone
trough in the middle, a stable, a servants’ hall with fields of corn coming right up to

its back wall...

The face of the whole earth has changed since then... [...]

A thousand years have passed since then for me.

*To be bom, to live and to die in the same, your own house...” And as for me, how

many times have I changed home in my lifetime?

And this foreign country which has been like a homeland for me for many years now,

is it my last refuge? [...]

But what am [ here for? Why am [ here?

Gaul, the Caesars, the Saracens, Provence...

Is it really true that once upon a time Kamenka existed?

Is it possible that this sun which is now baking my garden dry is the same one as in

Kamenka?.

[Ouen» cTpaHHo, xpoMme Toro, BCMOMHHATL 3TO Hayano 3 anofinnit

nponaucanbcxnﬁ AeHb, FJIRAK B PACKPLITOC OKHO HA NAJILME, H& OJIHBKH, HA

OrpoMHYI0 FONy6YI0 ROJIHHY 3& HHMM, HA CpeauaeMHOS MOpe, HA CHHEWIIHe B

COJTHEMHOM AKMY Xpe6TH Dcrepesx!

ITonsexa TOMYy Ha3lanx..

TaMeoBcxkHe NOJNN, crapuil spescHyaTu#l noM mon conomenwolt xpmmelt, cusoft

OT BPCMCHH, 3anylucHHMY CaR ¢ MaJTMHHHKAMH, 3apOCIIHfi Tpasol ZJBOpP ¢
XaXUM-TO XAMCHHAIM KODHBITOM MOCPERHHE, BAPDOX, XOHIOMIHN, JIIOACKAN H368, K

3annelt cTeHe XoTopol BIJIOTHYIO NOACTYNAIOT XJICGA...

Jluno scelt 3eMAH M3MEHUNOCH ¢ TexX nop.. [...]
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ThHICAYCNICTHE NMPOTEKNAO ¢ TEX NOP ANIR MCHK.

“POAUTLCA, XMTh H YMEPETh B OOHOM H TOM X6, B DOXHOM aoMo..” A s —

CXOJIBXO AOMOB IICPCMCEHHKJI A Ha CBOEM lexy?

H 3Ta yyxasx cTpaHa, yXxe MHOroO JICT 3aMCHAIOIIAN MHC DPORAHHY, NOCJ/IERAHES JIH

310 Moe npueexuue? [...]

M Bce Xe 3a4eM KX 34eCh, NTOYEMY R 3nech?

Tannus, uesapyu, capauunn, ITposauc...

TOYHO JIH, YTO cymecryonm xoraa-to xaxafs-tro Kamenuxa?

YXenH 3TO CONMHUE, KOTOpoe meueT celiyac Molt can, To xe, uro 6mJIO B

Kamenxe?] (pp. 306-7)

The answer to this question can be found in the opening of the final
version of The Life of Arsen’ev, where the above is reduced to just a single
sentence, striking in its laconic brevity: ‘I was born half a century ago in
Central Russia, in the country, on my father’s country estate’ [Ia rodilsia
polveka tomy nazad, v srednei Rossii, v derevne, v ottsovskoi usad’be]. This

sentence is accompanied by the following passage:

We do not have a sense of our own beginning and end. And it is very regrettable that
I was told exactly when I was born. If I had not been told, I would not now have the
faintest idea of my age, especially as I still do not feel its burden at all and would
therefore be spared the thought that I am apparently supposed to die in ten or twenty
years’ time. But had I been born and lived on a desert island, I would not have
suspected even the existence of death. ‘What luck that would have been’, I feel like

adding. But who knows? Perhaps, a great misfortune. Besides, is it really true that I
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would not have suspected? Are we not born with a sense of death? And if not, if

had not suspected, would I love life in the same way that I do and have done.**

[y Hac HET YyBCTBA CBOCro Haiaya H KOHIa. H ouenn xans, 4TO MHe

cxa3’ajiH, ¥Xoraa MMEHHO X poaujics. EchH 6M He cKa3ajH, & 6Ll Tenepb M
MIOHATHR HC HMEJI O CBOCM RO3pacCTE, - TCEM GOJICC, MTO N e6lle COBCCM He
omyiuap ero 6peMCEHH, - H, 3HAYHT, 6BIJI 6Bl H36ABJICH OT MBRICIAH, 4YTO MHE
6YATO 6kl NMOJIAraceTCA JICT YEPC3 ACCATHL HJIH XBAAULATH YMCEPETh. A poaucs a1

M XHBH Ha HCOGHTacMOM OCTpORE, S G6H laXxe H O CAMOM CYLIECTBOBAHHM

CMEPTH He moAo3peBajl. “BOT 6MJIO 6M cHacTEE!” - XOMOTCA NPHOGABUTE MHC.
Ho xTo 3Haer? MoxeT 6bTb, BEJIHKOE HecuacThe. [Ha M Mpamaa au, 4TO He
nono3pesan 6n? He poxnaeMcs K MBI ¢ YYBCTBOM c¢MepTH? A eciIM HeT,

CC/IH 6Ll He IORO3PEBAJI, JIIOGHJI JIH 6bl A XH3IHE TaK, K&K 06N H IIIOGHJI] (p

7

For Bunin human life emerges as that very space wherein historical
time finds its full realisation. Hence, in reality, as Bunin’s hero notes, we
cannot begin or end anything (this in part explains why The Life of Arsen’ev
does not have a ‘beginning’ or an ‘end’ in the traditional sense), for it is
essential for conscious human life to be without beginning. In other words,
any ‘exact’ chronological indicators such as birth, age and so forth, as well as
the categories ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ themselves, seem to lose their meaningful
content in the context of the history of human life, and this is precisely the
understanding that Bunin wants the reader to come to. As Mamardashvili
rightly maintains, in reality it is not possible to know when and where any
given history commenced, or by whom it was begun. Man’s situation, in fact,

is that everything ‘happens continuously, nothing begins in an absolute sense’

34 [van Bunin, The Well of Days, tr. Gleb Struve and Hamish Miles (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.,
1934; repr. Westport, Connecticut: Hyperion Press, INC., Kep., 1977), p. 3 (trans. modif.).
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[proiskhodit nepreryvno, nichego ne nachinaetsia v absoliutnom smysle].*

The same law applies to history:

History, like thought, cannot be begun. It is only possible already to be in it. [...]
Our history is the totality of those objects (and these objects may be people, places
and things) that have stolen a part of our soul from us and carry it on by virtue of their
own existence. But in order to steal our soul from us we had to work, to endure, to
suffer, to be anxious and to do. This is precisely what I call having a history.
Having: we have a history in the sense that we are set in motion. We move in the

world.

[HCTODHIO, XAX H MBIC/Ib, HONIb3X HauaTh. B Hell MoxHO Tonmxo J&XC ONTA.

[...] Hamwa HCTOPHX ©€CTh COBOKYNKOCTh TE€X MNPEAMETOB - & TAKHMH

fipeAMETAMH MOryT O6BITh JIIOAH, MCCT&, BCIUH, - XOTODLIC NMOXHTHIH Yy HAac
4acTh AYIIH H NMPOAONXKAKT €6 CBOHM CYWCCTBOBAHHOM. Ho mns Toro, uTosM

NOXMTHTR Y Hac RywWy, HaM HYXHO 6LIJIO DAGOTATSL, NCPCXHBATE, CTDANATS,
BOJIHOBAThCN, Zenath. [...] BOT 4UTO % Ha3uBaw HAMers wcropuro. ViMerTs -
MBl HMECM MCTODHIO B TOM CMBICJIC, YTO Mbl HPHXOXHM B JREXCNMe. Mu

asuraemcs 8 Mupe.] (p. 253)

Furthermore, by stressing in the first lines of the novel his intention to
lay bare, to retain in the word the story of human ‘things and deeds’, Bunin
gives to the narrative that special, laconic, measured tone which he maintains
throughout the novel, as though constantly reminding the reader of the
complexity and delicacy of the chosen theme. Above all, to tell the life story
of just one individual (or even some fragments of one’s life), to see in it and to
show through it, as Mamardashvili puts it, ‘the whole life of mankind in all its
combinations’ [vsiu zhizn’ chelovechestva vo vsekh ee spleteniiakh] (p. 394)

is at times far more difficult (from any point of view, particularly from the

35 Mamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti, 534.
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position of artistic perspicacity) than to reconstruct the events of some war or
great social crisis. Such an approach goes a long way to explaining why
Bunin succeeded in avoiding what Mamardashvili termed ‘the temptation of
sociality’ (soblazn sotsial’nosti) (ibid.): human conflicts, whatever they are,
can be better understood, and need to be interpreted, only with reference to the

material of human life.

To illustrate this idea it is perhaps worth recalling the very beginning
of Pasternak’s novel, the words that belong to Nikolai Vedeniapin (lurii

Zhivago’s uncle, an unfrocked priest) about the essence of history and man’s

place in it:

You do not understand that it is possible to be an atheist, it is possible not to know
whether God exists and what he exists for and at the same time to know that man
lives not in nature but in history. [...] But what is history? It is a fixing of the
centuries-long work on the steady attempts to solve the riddle of death and on its
future overcoming. [...] ... Man does not die somewhere on the street, under a
fence, but in his own history, at the height of work devoted to the conquest of death,

he dies himself dedicated to this theme.

[Bst He MOMMMAETE, YTO MOXHO 6HTE &TEHCTOM, MOXKHO HC 3HATS, €cTh Ji Bor
M AN MEro OH, H B TO X¢ BPEMSA 3HATH, YTO YC/IIOBCK XUBET HE B NMPHpOXe, & B
HctopuH. [...] A 4TO Taxoe HcTopHA? ITO YCTAHOBJICHHE REXOBLIX 3&60T IO
nocneaosaTeNbHOH pasranke CMEPTH M €6 6yAyuieMy npeomoneksso. [...] .. H

Ye/IoBCK YMMPACT H¢ Ha YJIHUC IIOR 3a60pOM, & Y CC6X B MCTODHMH, B palrape

PasOT. NOCBALICHNLIX NPCOROJICHHIO CMEPTH, YMHPACT CaM, nocesweHHut ITolt

reme ]

36 Boris Pasternak, Doktor Zhivago, in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh (5 vols) (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1989-92), IIT (1990), p. 14.
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Hence, for Pasternak and for Bunin history is accomplished in the depths of
the human spirit, and all the historical is linked to and revealed through man,
for every one of us, in Mamardashvili’s words, is ‘a small mirror of infinity or
of something infinitely bigger then man himself® [maloe =zerkalo
beskonechnosti ili chego-to beskonechno bol’shego, chem sam chelovek]37 in

both space and time.

The opening passage of The Life of Arsen’ev concludes with
Arsen’ev’s thoughts on his attitude to death: should it be understood
tragically? There are several episodes of death in the novel: the sudden death
of Arsen’ev’s younger sister Nadia; the tragic death of the peasant boy Sen’ka,
who falls, together with his horse, into a ravine; Arsen’ev’s grandmother’s
death; the death of the landowner Pisarev; the solemn burial service of some
Russian Grand Duke; and finally Lika’s death. It is, however, significant that
Bunin’s hero begins the history of his life with an assertion that he will dispute
through out the novel: death is by no means something that occurs when no
life remains. On the contrary, it is here, it participates in life itself, existing as
an integral part of it. Every treatment of this theme in the novel both renovates
and crystallizes life’s true essence without which everything else finds itself
under threat of numbness and collapse. The declaration of his own mortality,
finiteness of Being in general, enables man, in Bunin’s view, to feel life more
acutely, to understand its non-transient, eternal value. For in reality man
always appears as historical man and yet as man who realizes and confirms his
finiteness. But in order to confirm these eternal values, man, first and

foremost, must properly appreciate and understand death, since it is precisely

37 Mamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti, 423.
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that with which we begin our search for ‘the wellspring’, that which is
fundamental, pure, firm and therefore wide open to all possible interpretations,
open towards the future. This is a quest for an all-subordinating element,
which bears life in itself, its universality and demotivating, ‘infantile-festive’
mood. Through this search man finally finds the strength to stay faithful to
himself and, hence, a capacity for changing himself. Herein lies for Bunin the
promise of the future, the changeability of human existence in the chronotope
of life. This idea, above all, justifies the acts and philosophy of Arsen’ev, who
is merely ‘possessed by life’, by the sense of its singularity and uniqueness.
And whatever he does there is always the presence of this sense. And yet ‘just
to live’ (prosto zhit’) is far from enough for Bunin’s hero. It is to live, and
something else that could be described as striving to ‘fit’ himself into the

world which is not, in fact, closed and finite:

Why is man, from his childhood onwards, drawn by distance, width, depth, height,
the unknown and dangerous, by the possibility to swing his life round or even to lose
it for the sake of something or somebody? Would it really be possible if our lot was
confined to that ‘which God gave’, only to the earth, only to this life alone? God,
obviously, gave us much more. Recalling the fairly tales read and heard in childhood,
to this day I feel that the words about the unknown and unusual were the most

captivating in them.®

[[ToueMy ¢ ZReTCTBA TAHET YeJIOBGKA Rajdk. WHPL, [INYSHHA, BLCOTA,
HEH3BECTHOC., ONNACHOC, TO, ¢ MOXHO PAIMAXHYTLCA XHIHLIO, Xaxe MOTEPATSH
€c 3a YTO-HHGYRbL WM 38 Xoro-Husyah? Palme 3TO 6MIO0 6K BOIMOXNO, Syik
Haueft aofell TONBKO TO, UTO €CTh, “4yro sor nan", = TOJIBKO 3EMIJIX, TOJNRXO
onHa 3Ta XH3HR? BOr, OYEBHNHO, Xajx HaM Tropasao conslue. BcnoMHHas

CKa3XH, YHTAHHEIC H CHAMUIAHHEC B IJETCTBE, RO CHX mOp YYBRCTRYIO, 4TO
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CaAMBIMH IUICHHTCJABLHMMH GBLIJIH B HHX CJIOBA O HCHIRCCTHOM H HGOGH‘(‘HOM.]

(Bunin 6: 21)

Having been born with such an acute sense of life and death, Arsen’ev
fairly early on begins to realize that we are given an incredibly short time to
learn, to see and to encounter all that exists in this world. What is more, it is
not only man’s temporal, but also his spatial-geographical possibilities that are
significantly limited. Using the example of his hero’s life Bunin tries to
demonstrate how this feeling can influence and define man’s attempt to
extend, at times, overstep these spatial boundaries, thereby giving a detailed
account of how a response to ‘the call of space and the course of time’ [zov
prostranstva i beg vremeni] (p. 9) gradually grows and develops in Arsen’ev.
From childhood onwards Arsen’ev claims to be hunted by an astonishingly
powerful, though contradictory, feeling, namely a sense of the inexplicable
immenseness of this world in which there is also an inexhaustible memory that
knows no bounds. For this memory his life did not at all begin in his father’s
remote country estate, surrounded with expansive fields, but rather long before
the awakening of his consciousness. Even some things, and in particular
words, although heard for the first time, seem to be perfectly familiar to

Arsen’ev, as though they were known and used by him:

But I knew all this even then. The depth of the sky, the distance of the fields were
telling me about something different that exists as though apart from them, provoking
a dream and a longing for something I lacked, moving me with an incomprehensible

love and tendemess... .

38 Bunin, The Well of Days, 26 (trans. modif.).
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[A x yxe u Toraa 3uan Bce 3T0. 'tycHNa Hesa, nank monell roBOPHAH MHE ©
HeM-TO HHOM, KaK 6E CYWICCTBYIOIUEM MOMHMO HX, BEIILIBANIH MEMTY H TOCKY ©

YeM-TO MHE HEXOCTAIOLICM, TPOTrajii HENMOHATHON NIO60BBIO H HEXMOCTHIO... ]

(Ibid.)

Bunin shows with astonishing accuracy, chiefly based on the content of
the hero’s impressions, how the spatio-temporal locality of Arsen’ev’s world
ceases to be limited by his father’s manor with its vegetable and animal life
and how different people, events, first Russian towns and then other countries
begin to enter his life. Herein also lies the root of Arsen’ev’s passion for
travelling, expressed in the desire to envelop ever larger parts of the earth’s
expanse, to meet as many people as he can, for this is the only way for him to
take full delight in ‘the joy of earthly existence’ [radost’ zemnogo bytiia] (p.

12), to feel his connection with all that lives:

People are in constant expectation of something sweet, interesting, they dream of
some joy or event. This is why the road is so attractive. Then freedom, expanse...
and novelty, which is always festive and heightens the sense of life. After all, it is

only this that all of us want and are looking for in any strong feeling.

[J'Iloxm MOCTOKHHO XAYT UHCro-HH6YAb CHYACTJIHBOro, MHTEDOCHOrO. MCUTAKT O

Kakoi-HH6YAS DPAROCTH, O XaKOM-HHGYAB COGLITHH. JTHM BJIGYET K ROpOra.
TIoToM BOJAA, IPOCTOP.. HOBH3IHA, KOTOPAR BRCCraa MNpPa3aHHYHA, IOBMILIAET

YyBCTBO XH3HH. 3 BeXk BCEC MH TOJIBXO 3TOr0O M XOTHM, HIUIOM RO BCAKOM

cunsHoM uysctse.] (p. 260).

But what is, perhaps, the most fascinating experience of travel for Bunin’s
hero is the poetry of transference along the earth’s surface itself. This gives
Arsen’ev impressions which are, as noted earlier, valuable to him not so much

for their aesthetic aspect as for their richness of content. Impressions are
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important and captivating because of their immediate relation to history: they
are its moulds. Arsen’ev speaks of the ‘enigmatic’, inexplicable nature of his
impressions. For him they are something more than simply psychological
conditions of the human mind. They bear within them, first and foremost, a
strong and well-developed element of eventness, chronotopic concentration.
This above all explains why the major part of the hero’s recollection is based
only on impressions: impressions enter us significantly earlier than we enter
the world and ourselves. In fact, to them belongs the role of maintaining and
strengthening the status of human consciousness, thoughts and feelings, Being
in general. In Bunin’s view, it is only through impressions that man learns
about reality itself; they therefore play an inestimable role in the process of
human sentimental becoming. Impressions, above all, enable us ‘to work on
time’ (rabotat’ nad vremenem),39 providing us with what Bunin calls ‘the gaze
of memory’ (vzor pamiati) which is, in its turn, capable of freeing time (in
Proust this process is called ‘finding time’), that is, the past, its sense and
quality of living reality, an animated instant of Being with its sounds, colours
and smells. Finally, the presence of impressions is evidence of the integral
character of both our mental life and our inner world which is, in Bunin’s
view, always under threat of disintegration if simply left to the action of
temporal flow. With their help we can, in essence, define, as A. V. Gulyga
says, ‘how the past looks at us — with intelligent radiance or indifferent and
impersonal existence’ [kak smotrit na nas byloe — osmyslennym siianiem ili

bezrazlichnym i bezlichnym bytiem].*’

39 Mamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti, 158.
40 A . Gulyga, Estetika istorii (Moscow: Nauka, 1974), p. 124.
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Speaking of his early years, Arsen’ev points out two things which
proved crucial in the process of his becoming a personality: his aristocratic
origins and literature. From the very beginning we understand and feel the
extent to which his ancestral past attracted Bunin’s hero, who learned to read
from Don Quixote in translation, not to mention Walter Scott’s tales of
chivalry, which, as he says, he ‘was quite mad about’ [sovsem sveli ... s uma]
(Bunin 6: 35). What is, however, important to realize here is that we are not
dealing with a case of bald snobbery, because for Bunin, as well as for his
hero, the aristocracy was always ‘an emblem’, a universal symbol which

serves as the embodiment of emergence, ‘a unity of all that exists’ [edinstvo

vsego sushchego ] (ibid.) in time:

How to convey those feelings with which I sometimes look at our family coat of
arms? A knight’s armour, breastplate and helmet with ostrich feathers, underneath
which there is a shield on whose azure field, in the middle, there is a ring, an emblem
of loyalty and eternity towards which the tips of three rapiers with cross-shaped hilts

merge from above and below.

In the country that has replaced my motherland there are many towns similar to the
one that has given me refuge, towns which were in the old days glorious but have
now died away, poor, living out a petty everyday existence. And yet over this life
there always, and not without reason, reigns some grey tower from the Crusaders’
times, the mass of a cathedral with its invaluable portal watched over for centuries by
a guard of sacred graven images; on the cross, in the sky, there is a cock, God’s tall

herald, summoning to the celestial City.

[M xax nepexaTs Te YYBCTBA, ¢ KOTOPHMH X CMOTPIO MOpofl Ha Ham pPOROBOR

reps? PlIapCKMe HOCNMEXH. JIATH H INJIEM C CTPAyCOBMMN nephaMu. Ilon

HHMH LIHT. M na nasypHoM nojic €ro, B CEPEAHHE -~ NepCTOHDL, IM6JICMa
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BEPDHOCTH H BCYHOCTH, K XOTOPOMY CXORATCA CBEPXY M CHH3Y CBOHMH

OCTPHAMH TPH PAMHDH ¢ KPECTAMHU - PYKONATKAMM.

B cTpane, 3aMeHHBlIe#t MHe POAHHY, MHOro €CTh ropoaos, IMOKOSHAIX
TOMY, YTO A&J1 MHC NPHIOT, HCKOriAa CJIABHEIX, 8 TONCDPh 3ArJIOXLIHX, 6GAHHX, B
NOBCECAHCBHOCTH XHBYLIHX Menkolt xH3HBIO. Bce xe Hanm aTolt XH3INBIO Bceraa
- W HexapoM - ULUAPHT KaKaf-HH6YAh Cepas SallIHA BPEMEH KpPECTOHOCHER,
rpoMana <cosopa ¢ G6CCUCHHHEIM MOPTAJIOM, BEKA OXPAHRCMLIM cTpaxelt cBaATHX

H3BasHHH, M METYyX Ha XpecTe, B Heoecax, BuICOKMR rocmoanm#ft raamaraft,

soBywmult x HesecHomy I'pany.] (Bunin 6: 8)

Arsen’ev’s keen interest in literature, his desire to write, is of particular
significance in this sense. It is not at all accidental that Bunin offers a vivid
description of the books (by Goethe, Schiller, Shakespeare, Batiushkov,
Zhukovskii, Venevitinov, Baratynskii, Pushkin, Lermontov, Nadson and Fet)
that his hero reads, the people (his mother, his nanny, his teacher Baskakov) he
grew up with and was brought up by, and the images which became crucial for
Arsen’ev’s formative period as a poet, telling, above all, how he experiences

the coming of poetic inspiration:

Quietly leaving the church, I again inhaled the pre-spring winter air, saw the dove-
coloured twilight. Below, a beggar with feigned humility bent his thick, grey head
before me, his hand ready cupped. As he caught and clasped a five-kopeck piece, he
looked up at me and I was suddenly struck: the watery-turquoise eyes of a chronic
drunkard and an enormous triple strawberry nose, consisting of three large, bumpy,
porous strawberries... Oh! Once again how excruciatingly delightful: a triple

strawberry nose!

I walked down Bolkhovskaia Street, looking at the darkening sky in which the
outlines of the old houses’ roofs, their incomprehensible, sedating charm, tormented
me. An old human shelter, who wrote about it? The street lamps lit up, the shop

windows became warmly illuminated, the figures of the pedestrians grew black, the
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evening turned blue like laundry blue and it became sweet and cosy in town. I, like a
detective, followed first one, then another passer-by, looking at his back, at his
galoshes, trying to understand, to catch something in him, and enter him... To write!

Roofs, galoshes and backs are what I should write about... .

[Tuxo BuIling M3 UEPKBH, K ONATH BALIXAJ NMPEABSCCHHHA 3uMMMI Bolnyx. BHIGN

cu3ble cyMepkH. HH3X0, ¢ NPHTBODHEIM CMHPEKHEM, KJIOHHJ NEpeso MHoM
FycTYIO CEaylo FOIOBY HMILHH, MPUroTOBHS XOBIIHXOM NAXOHb, KOTAa XK€ JIOBHI
H 3aXKMMajJ NATAK, BIMJIAALBAN M BADYT MNOpANA]: XHAKO-GMPIO3ORBLIS TJa3a
3acTapeioro NbAHHUK M OrpoMHul xaysuuunutlt moc - Tpoftnolt, cocToxmuut u3
TpeX XPYNMHMIX, G6YFPHCTHX M JNOPHCTRIX KAYGHMK.. AX, xax onstse

MYUHTEIBHO-PAROCTHO: Tpolinol xnysHuunuit Hoc!

S wen BHH3 no BOJNXOBCKON, rAfAZR B TEMHEOLIEES HeE60, - B Hese
MYMHJIH OYCPTAHHNX XpPHII CTAphlX JOMOB, HEMNOHATHAR YCNOXKAHBAIOLIAN
npenecTs 3THX ovepranuit. Crapui#t yenosewecxult xpos - xTo o6 3TOoM nucan?

3axuranuch GOMapH, TEMJIO OCBCUIANHCH OKHA MATAIHHOB, YEPHEIIH dmrypu
HAYIWHX NO TPOTyapaM, BeEUCp CHHCIL K&K CHHBKA, B TrOopoAc CTAHOBHIOCH
cjlanko, YHTHO.. S, xax CHIHX, NpECNIeXOBANl TO ORHOro, TO apyroro

MPOXOXKEro, rjasiAfs HA& €ro CNHHY, Ha €ro XajIoliH, CTAPAACE YTO-TO IOHATH,

noliMate B HeM, BoliTH B Hero.. Ilucars! BOT O Xnpumax, o xajowax, o

CMHHaxX Haro nmucats.. .| (p. 233)

For Bunin’s hero, poetry is a peculiar way or ‘act’ of understanding what
happens to the world and man in this world. At first poetry attracted Arsen’ev
with its ‘lyrical timelessness’, then slowly he discovered in it an opportunity to
break free from what seemed to him the limitations of life, to reconsider the
problem of man’s existence in general. Poetry, in his view, like no other art, is
capable of catching, imprinting on the mind the imperceptible, unique
moments of man’s inner and outer life. It acts against man’s narrowness and
finiteness. The same meaning is ascribed to different texts cited by Bunin’s

hero in the novel. In writing poetry, Arsen’ev finds what he has always been
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looking for in all his activities, namely, a sense that ‘life should be revelled in’

[zhizn’ dolzhna byt’ voskhishcheniem] (p. 261).

Lastly, to complete the discussion on the generic specificity of The Life
of Arsen’ev it remains only to touch, however briefly, upon the short sketch
Mirror, as already mentioned, one of the earliest drafts of the novel. The plot
of the story is very simple: using every opportunity to be alone in the corner
room of the house, neglected by everyone, a boy looks long at himself in the
mirror, thinking about who he is and who in fact is reflected there. Here the
mirror is directly linked to the theme which Bunin’s unnamed hero describes
as an attempt to ‘peep into’, to fathom ‘the well of days’. It is interesting how
Bunin extends the meaning of an object: from being an attribute of a house’s
interior, the mirror suddenly finds itself in possession of enormous
psychological power, tuming into the subject of the narrator’s meditation.
Bunin wants to demonstrate that while studying ourselves in the mirror (this,
of course, could be done in many different ways: remotely or closely, briefly
or fixedly) we can hide from our true Self, or remember our former Self,
giving up that image and, finally, encountering our current Self. Hence, what
we see in the mirror is ourselves and yet not ourselves; and only the voice of
our consciousness can identify what in reality we are dealing with and whether
there is any deception involved. Our self-consciousness, in its turn (and this is
of particular importance for Bunin) helps us to overcome the reserved nature
of the Self and reveal our true face, engaging us in the process of recollection
and reflection. The latter points out that the bifurcation that occurs at this
stage should not be interpreted negatively but rather treated as a condition of

integrity. Furthermore, the mirror is declared here to be a tool by means of
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which the hero is able to look impartially into himself and his memory. This is
a symbol*' of self-recognition and self-cognition, an aesthetic element which
is present in all key periods of Bunin’s hero’s life, beginning with ‘a feeling of
himself being a child, struck and astonished by the mirror’ [oshchushchenie
sebia rebenkom, porazhennym i udivlennym zerkalom] (Bunin 6: 294) and

onwards.

The encounter with the mirror turns out to be the most important
moment of his conscious life, for it puts an end to timelessness, ‘emptiness’
and ‘non-existence’, signifying the beginning of ‘Being itself’ (ibid.). The
themes of Mirror in this sense also vividly illustrate the idea of the boundary
character of Bunin’s novel (this aspect was discussed earlier in conjunction
with the problem of The Life of Arsen’ev being within and yet outside the
focus of the artistic strivings of Russian literature of that period). The subject
of Bunin’s study, that is, the personality that goes through the process of its
coming into being, the personality that creates and recognizes itself and finally
finds its place in historical time, feeling its own association with the ‘greater’
experience of culture, is presented here not as an ‘objective’ historical or
social crisis but as conscious introspection,*” in other words, the history of
recollected life. The narrative method which Bunin employs in Mirror largely
defines that used in the novel and can be described as an aspiration to show
man, not as a reserved body, but as an amazingly undiluted, though tense

amalgamation, a blending of the cultural-historical and personal, spatial and

41 Not to mention the rich cultural-literary and diverse mythological-metaphorical interpretation of this
image, which is deliberately left out of the scope of this study.

425 <'Vladimir Veidle defines it, ‘the theme of the book is not life but a contemplation of life’ [tema
knigi ne zhizn’, a sozertsanie zhizni]: see V. Veidle, ‘Na smert’ Bunina’, in Russian Critical Essays:
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temporal, who is, above all, capable of synthesising times in himself,
reflecting the past in the present and visa versa. It is therefore important to
note that none of Bunin’s heroes is set up to be an observer of the happening,
just as none of then simply narrates the past: they are as it were placed in the
past with all the multi-layeredness of its associations. In Mirror the process of
remembrance is shown as a spontaneous process in which there is an element
of the irrational or mystical that, in part, reminds one of the way an image
appears in the fortune-telling mirror. The only difference here is that the
mirror in the story cannot foretell the future, nor can it give a sense of fate.
But what remains is the hero’s overwhelming feeling that the mirror is
something complex and mysterious, whereas it is simply a piece of glass,
‘greased with some “quicksilver”” (p. 297). The story concludes with the

following passage:

To this day you can still see a scratch on this mirror made by my hand many, many
years ago, at the moment when I tried to catch a glimpse, even out of the corner of
my eye, of the unknown and incomprehensible that has accompanied me all my life

from the very spring of my days.

I saw myself in this mirror as a child, and now I can no longer imagine that child: he

has vanished forever and without return.
I saw myself in the mirror as a boy, but now I do not remember him either.

I saw myself as a young man and only from portraits do I know whom the mirror

once reflected.

Is it really mine, this young, slightly haughty face? In the mirror there is reflected a

sad and, alas, now calm face.

XXth Century, ed. S. Konovalov and D. J. Richards (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 181-
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The day will come and it too will disappear forever from the world.

And of all my attempts to guess the meaning of the mirror there will remain only one

trace: a scratch on the glass, greased with miraculous ‘quicksilver’.

[Ha 3Tom 3epxane ® R0 CHX MOp BHOHA LAPAmHHA, CRe/IaHHasx Moelt pyxolt

MHOro, MHOro JieT TOMY Ha3ald, ~ B TY MHHYTY, KOTA&a R INBITAJICA XOTh
IrJ1a3koM 3arjisHyTh B HEBCROMOC H HCMOHATHOC, BCIO XH3IHbL CONMYyTCTBYylOULEe

MHE OT CAMOro HcToxa aHell MOHX.

S Bunen ce68 B 3ITOM 3€PKAJIc PC6CHKOM, - H BOT YyXe€ HE MPCACTABJIRIO CE60

3TOro pe6CHKa: OH HcCYe3 HaBRcCerna M 663 BOIBPATA.
A sunen cec6x B 3cpXajic OTPOKOM, HO Terneph HE IMOMHIO H ero.

Buaen tovowell, - ¥ TOABKC NO MOPTPETAM 3IHAIO, KOO OTPAXAJ]IO XOrXa-TO

3epxaio.

Ho pa3se Mo€ - 3TO IOHO®G, clerxa HaaMeHuoe nuuo? B 3eprane orpaxaerca

Tenepb NMEYAJbHOC H, YBH, yXK¢ cnoxoitHoe JHLO.
HacTaneT neHb - M HABCCIRA HCUCIHET H3 MHMPA H OHO.

H oT mcex MOMBITOK MOHX Pa&3ranaTh 3€PXaJio OCTAHCTCK OAMH CJIER: LAPANHHA

Ma cTexjie, HAaMa3laHHOM RHBHOK “pTyTsio’.] (p. 299)

Thus, Bunin’s hero arrives at the idea of the futility of his attempt to

exhaust memory, for it is infinite and, therefore, cannot be reduced only to

one’s own experience. Moreover, here Bunin raises the question (the answer

to which he offers in The Life of Arsen’ev) about the existence of what Bakhtin

calls ‘great memory’ (bol’shaia pamiat’). This is a memory, according to

Bakhtin, ‘not limited by practice’ (ne ogranichennaia praktikoi), nor

‘disinterested’ in its nature; it revives and makes everything universal, giving

meaning to all things:

92 (p. 182).
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This great memory is not memory about the past (in the abstract-temporal sense);
time is relative in it. It is that which returns eternally and at the same time

irrevocably.

[31‘8 6OoNnbluas nNaMATh HEC eCTh NaMATE O IIPOIIJIOM (l OTBRJICHCHHO
BPEMEHHOM CMHCHG): BPEMNA OTHOCHTENLHO B Mell To. uTo BO3BpPALLIACTCH

BCYHO H B TO Xe BpeMs uello:ulpa'mo.]"3

It follows from the concluding passage of the story that Bunin’s hero realizes
one important truth (this also explains why the fragment was never included in
any published versions of the novel): the essence of human life is not
‘mirrorness’ (zerkal’nost’), that is, motionless and timeless contemplation and
impassive observation. In The Life of Arsen’ev Bunin implements the idea of
the unity of man and timt;, endowing it, above all, with a modern, broadened

interpretation, namely, the notion of the open unity of culture.

A significant part of the novel is devoted to the development of the
relationship between Arsen’ev and Lika which tragically ends with Lika’s
death. In the concluding lines of the narrative, Bunin’s hero says that he

dreamt of her:

Not long ago I saw her in my dreams, the only time in all my long life without her.
She was the same age as then, during our shared life and youth, but in her face there
was now the charm of faded beauty. She was thin, wearing something like mourning
garb. I saw her vaguely but with a strength of love and joy, with a bodily and mental

intimacy which I have never felt for anyone else.

[HGJI!IHO A BHOEN €6 BO CHG - CAMHMCTBCHHHINA pa3s 3a BCIO CBOKO AONATY0 XKHIHb

6¢3 Hee. Eff 6LI0 CTONBXO X¢ JICT, XaX TOraa, B Nopy Hawelt osuiell XHIHH K

I M. M. Bakhtin, ‘K voprosam samosoznaniia i samootsenki’, in Sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh,
V, (Moscow: Russkie slovari, 1996), pp. 72-80 (p. 78).
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o6ilcfl MOJIONOCTH, HO B JIHLC €6 yX€ 6LUJIa NMpojiecTh yBaawelt xpacorm. Oxa
6blNla XyRa, Ha Helt 6m0 4TO-TO MOXOkee Ha Tpayp. S BHAEN ee CMyTHO, HO ¢
Taxolf cuyolfi nIO6BH, pamocTH. ¢ Taxol TenecHolt H AaymesHolt sauzocThIO,
XoTopoll HE HCNEITHBAaN HE X KoMy Huxoraa.] (Bunin 6: 288)
There are several passages in the novel where Bunin’s hero expresses his, at
times contradictory, attitude to love. Nevertheless, it is not until Lika’s death
that he begins to understand love, not as one man’s ownership, but as a
transformation. In the end he comes to the conclusion that in this feeling there
is no such thing as a proprietor or driving force because, together with
selfishness, it destroys not only the feeling itself but, albeit indirectly, as with
Lika, those whom we love. Hence his love for Lika helped Arsen’ev to see the
face of reality, to extract a certain experience. He became convinced of one
idea: we live, or to be more exact, do not lose an ability to live only because
we have ‘the gift’ of remembrance that keeps alive those whom we love but
who are no longer with us. For through every act of remembrance we make a
move into external space, thus giving our past a new life in time. That part of
Arsen’ev’s soul which loved Lika did not die. On the contrary, as a result of
his liberating himself from this love, letting it go, a sense of this feeling still

lives as a part of his soul and consciousness to the fullest possible extent.

4. Unfinished completion
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The Life of Arsen’ev creates the impression of an intentionally
unfinished novel. 1t is, however, important to remember that in the opening
passage Bunin’s hero makes clear that he does not have any particular reason
to begin writing a book. But it now seems that neither does he have a reason
to finish it. This fact (along with the ‘fragmentary’ (fragmentarnost’) and
‘variative’ (variativnost’) nature of the narrative) Mamardashvili describes as
the major feature of twentieth-century narrative art.** For, in the end, we see a
person who ‘has completed his journey’ (proshel put’) (ibid.) and hence is
capable of writing a book in which he can look back at himself without any
impediment. Mamardashvili also makes the important observation that in such
types of narrative we are dealing with the phenomenon of ‘continuous writing’
(nepreryvnoe pis’'mo) (p. 468), which is a discovery and characteristic of
twentieth-century novelistic discourse. Continuous writing is in its own way a
metaphor of ‘continuous becoming’ (nepreryvnoe stanovlenie) (ibid.),
movement, development and transformation in relation to which everything
else, all possible interpretations and perceptions receive meaning. The whole
paradox of this prose is that its unfinished character manifests at the same
time, according to Mamardashvili, its ‘arbitrary completion’ (proizvol’naia

okonchennost’):

In the fact of the unfinished character of the novel we see a very ancient thing, noted
even in mythology, which realizes the ancient symbol of the snake as a symbol of
conscious life, or of the infinity of conscious life, or of conscious life without
beginning. The coming into being - becoming fully oneself - might seem to be the

end, but is, in fact, the beginning.

44 pamardashvili, Psikhologicheskaia topologiia puti , 323.
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[B daxte HeOXOHYEHHOCTH pPOMaHAa M BHAHM OYCHB ADCEBHIOK, Yxo B

MHGBONOrHY OTMEUYEHHYIO BCIlh, PECANHIYIOWYI0 NDEeNHME CHMBON 3MeH Xax
CHMBON CO3HATENILHON XHIHH UNH 6ECKXOHEHHOCTH CO3ZHATENbhHOMN XMHIHM. HUnu
663HAYANBHOCTH CO3HATCNbHOR XH3HM. BO3HMKHORCHHE - CTATM NOJHOCTHLIO

caMuM COGOff, - Xa3aNoch 63 KOHCH, & OH M ecTh Hawaino.] (p. 469)

The whole appeal of Bunin’s artistic mastery and the continuing
relevance of his novel lies in the fact that it vividly reproduces, intuitively
fixes the growth of the human soul, all that happens to man during the process
of his coming into being. It is interesting that the contemporary Russian writer
Sasha Sokolov in an account of art and the current literary situation expresses
the view that all artists are divided by their belonging to two different trends in
art, namely, what and how, which embody the ‘game’, or ‘disposition’ of
realism and modernism, form and content, matter and spirit and so forth. In
Russian literature, for Sokolov, the manifestation of this polarity is the work of
Tolstoi and Dostoevskii. Although Sokolov does not establish the exact
border between these two trends (for, if it exists at all, it is obscure), he
nevertheless proposes that the adherents of what in art are such writers as
Sholokhov and almost all representatives of Soviet socialist realism who did
not stand their ground, could not resist ‘the temptation of sociality’, writing on
‘the topic of the day’, gaining thereby ‘cheap popularity’. Among the
followers of how in art are Kandinskii, Flaubert, Rimbaud and Joyce. To
Bunin belongs a special place on this list. He is singled out, in Sokolov’s
view, not only because he is ‘an acknowledged master of prose’ [priznannyi
master prozy], but primarily because he answers the question how? with
‘language which is rich, precise, refined and without any official or ideological

tinge’ [#3mixoM 60raThM, HIHCKAHHHM H HUICHHHM Kakol-nueo oduuManbHol
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HIH HIEoOruyeckot oxpacxm].45 ‘Everyone can answer the question ‘what?’,
concludes Sokolov, ‘but ‘how?’ is the key to artistic truth, and this key is
given to the chosen’[Bcaxuft Mmoxer orseTHTbh Ha BOmpoc “‘uto?”, Ho “xax?”’ -
3TO KJIOY K XYyROXKECTBEHHOfl mpaBae, W Xjou 3TOT Raerca uaspamummM] (ibid.).
In this sense Sokolov’s words seem to echo the point made by Khodasevich
that being lyrical and highly sensitive to language should not necessarily be
understood as being ahistorical and certainly does not mean failure to
encompass the historical, for, as Khodasevich puts it, ‘the road to Bunin’s
philosophy lies through Bunin’s philology, and only through it’ [put’ k

buninskoi filosofii lezhit cherez buninskuiu filologiiu — i tol’ko cherez nee].*®

Hence it should be stated once more that sociality was never a point of
departure in Bunin’s artistic thinking, but that he was not necessarily, as a
consequence, an ahistorical artist. History is represented here not so much on
the ‘official’, explicit level as on the ‘unofficial’, or, using Bakhtin’s
expression, ‘human-coparticipatory’ (‘chelovecheski-souchastnyi’), creative
level. This means that in Bunin’s artistic world the historical does not thrive
on outward experience. Rather it commences when man, whilst emerging,
begins to master ‘the truth’ of human interrelationships, to sense the moment
of development and movement in his soul, realising, within his inner
experience, the uniqueness of life, the singularity of his own destiny. It is
important that in The Life of Arsen’ev the concept of life as history is formed
from that very instant when the hero decides, or wishes, to look into the

spiritual world of other people, begins to leam to think of the world not as a

45 Quoted from D. Barton Johnson, ‘Sasha Sokolov: Literary Biography’, in Sasha Sokolov,
Palisandriia (Moscow: Glagol, 1995), pp. 271-91 (p. 286).
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pure sphere of absolute, eternal existence and ultimate values but as a certain
process of life, the only reality left to man. The history of the human soul,
‘things and deeds’, is a ‘small world’, ‘a mirror’ into which the great world of
history looks and in which it is reflected and finds its place. In other words,
for Bunin history becomes humanized only when it is taken in by man, and by
any man. And it is, indeed, at this point that the juxtaposition of Bunin and
Pasternak once more inevitably suggests itself. It is enough to recall
Zhivago’s famous statement in his conversation with Gordon on the ‘reality’
of history: ‘Facts do not exists until man has endowed them with something of

his own, some grain of human free-making genius, some fairy-tale’ [®axros

HeT, MNOKa 4eJoBeX He BHEC B HHX 4Yero-To <cBoero, xaxoli-to aonu

BONBHHYAIOWErO YEIOBEYECKOro reHus, xaxoft-ro crasxu].’’ A sense of history,
along with a sense of time, is a discovery of associations and connections, all
that is eternal and integral in all of us. This is, in Pasternak’s words, a ‘giving’
of ourselves to ‘the passion with which mankind ran into’ us [otdacha toi
strasti... s kakoi vbezhalo... chelovechestvo].® Hence man and history are
always in the unity of senses, thoughts, experience and the small details of
daily occurrences which initially form life. This is the first principle of Being.
In The Life of Arsen’ev history proves to be a real, absolutely vital category.
Bunin seeks to demonstrate that it is the world itself that grows from man but
man does not grow into the world; there is no mystery in the world, the enigma
lies within man. Hence, the world and history receive their significance only

when man fastens his gaze on them. Any history of life always has its own

46 \r1adislav Khodasevich, ‘Bozh’e drevo’, Vozrozhdenie, 30 April 1931 (repr. in I. A. Bunin, Sobranie
sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh (8 vols) (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1996), V, pp. 13-18 (p. 17)).
47 Boris Pasternak, Doktor Zhivago, 123.
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place in the history of the world, one which corresponds only to it. In short,
history, as an approved process, does not exist outside man. What exists,
rather, is his direct perception of this process, its sense and refraction in human
consciousness. To sense history, for Bunin, means to sense, first and
foremost, Being itself, the elementarity of everyday life. This lies at the basis
of our imagination of reality, forming the realm of the cultural. Our discovery
of the world is as much a creative act of the spirit as is the formation of the
world of spiritual-cultural values. Hence, historicity can be defined as a
realisation of oneself in two temporal planes: in the sphere of the local,
transient life and that of history. Intersecting and intertwining with each other,
they receive a new, supreme and non-transient meaning. It is precisely this

that makes Bunin a historical artist.

48 Boris Pasternak, Okhrannaia gramota, in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh, IV (1991), pp. 149-240

(p. 211).
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CHAPTER FOUR

'Without Beginning and End':
The Idea of Extra-temporality in Chang's Dreams, God's Tree and The
Emancipation of Tolstoi.

Gerfiihl ist alles - uyscTso BCE. [ere
HeHCTBHTENBHOCTD - YTO TaKoe RelicTBHTENBHOCTD?
ToNbKO TO. YTO % YyBCTBYI0. OcTanbHoe - B3a0p. |...]
Grau, lieber Freund, sind alle Theorien,

Doch ewig griin das goldne Baum des Lebens -
Bce yMO3pEeHHX, MHNTHIH ApYr, cepHl,
Ho BeuHOo 3eneno 3naToe ApeBo XH3HH.

H. A. Byuun, Quesnux. 7/12 asrycra 1923

The questions of what is destiny and what is the essence of the
relationship between life and death in the chronotope of human life began to
engage Bunin’s artistic thinking deeply as early as in the group of stories
Toann Rydalets [loann the Weeper], Lirknik Rodion [The Minstrel Rodion] and
Chasha Zhizni [The Chalice of Life] of 1913, Brat’ia [Brothers] (1914),
Gospodin iz San-Frantsisko [The Gentleman from San Francisco] (1915) and
Syn [The Son], Sny Changa [Chang’s Dreams], Sootechestvennik [The
Compatriot] and Petlistye ushi [Gnarled Ears] of 1916. Bunin also addressed
the same issues in the mid to late 1920s when he was working on the
collection of short stories Bozh’e drevo [God’s Tree] (1927) and the novel The
Life of Arsen'ev, and had begun to select the material for his principal book of
non-fiction Osvobozhdenie Tolstogo [The Emancipation of Tolstoi] (1937).

In his diary notes of 1919, entitled Okaiannye dni [Cursed days], Bunin
writes: ‘What a generally huge place death occupies in our already tiny

existence’ [Kaxoe BoO6le rpOMaZHOE MECTO 3AHHMAET CMEPTh B HAUICM M 663
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TOro KPOXOTHOM cyuxec‘rnouuuu].] Six years later, in his conversation with the
Stepuns about life after death and the possibility of personal resurrection,
Bunin, although denying the existence of both, makes, according to Vera
Bunina, the following remark: ‘But I do not believe in death’ [Ved’ ia ne veriu
v smert’].2 So what is death in Bunin's understanding? Does one’s knowledge
and awareness of death have any significance in solving the enigma of
existence? And if so, how should one accept one’s own fate and relate to life
and the world in general? What is the nature of this relationship? Does non-
belief in death necessarily mean that mortality, that is, finiteness, and, broadly
speaking, time cannot be taken seriously? If this is the case, what, on the
whole, should be one’s attitude to Being? Bunin, in one way or another,
touches on these problems in all the stories listed above. However, two of
them, Chang’s Dream of 1916 and God's Tree, written a decade later, prove to
be especially revealing on this point.

The connection between these two stories can be expressed as follows:
essentially they are about trust in the world. Extending this formulation, both
stories are about an aspiration to find the meaning of life in what is given. But
for ‘every creature on earth’,’ be it an animal, plant or human being, this
given, according to Bunin, is /ife itself, that is, a certain time and space, and
the link between all that lives.

The first story, Chang’s Dreams, tells the life story of a dog called
Chang, the greater part of which, moreover, is conveyed through his dreams,

so that, from the very beginning, Chang admits that it is not always clear what

' 1. Bunin, ‘Okaiannye dni’, in Lish’ slovu zhizn’dana...: Dnevniki 1881-1953 (Moscow: Sovetskaia

Rossiia, 1990), pp. 241-344 (p.268).
2 Grin, Ustami Buninykh, 11, 138.
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is dream and what is real. Chang’s master, the Captain, is a hard drinker,
which in turn was the main cause of his rather early retirement (the Captain
has yet to reach forty), from long voyages. Now Chang and the Captain live
‘ashore’, somewhere in Odessa, though it might be anywhere, ‘in a narrow,
rather dismal street in the attic of a five-story building which smells of coal’

and furthermore:

The ceiling of Chang and the Captain’s present home is low and their room is large
and cold. Furthermore, it is always dark because the two windows set into the
sloping wall under the eaves are small and round and reminiscent of portholes.
Something that vaguely resembles a chest-of-drawers stands between these windows,
and an old iron bedstead leans against the left-hand wall: and that completes the
appointment of this melancholy abode, not counting the fireplace which blows a

constant draught of cold air into the room. (p. 29)

When Chang and the Captain are not sleeping they are wandering from one
low bar or restaurant to another. The Captain tries to find, in the bottle and by
confiding in a friend, solace from the pain associated with his professional
(ship-wreck) and personal (wife’s infidelity and ultimately her departure,
taking their only daughter) losses which were, in their turn, the major reason
for his alcoholism, unhappiness, solitude and misery.

But there were other, better times, which, from time to time, rise to the
surface of Chang’s memory, when his master ‘was, in spite of all, a very
happy man’, full of life energy and delight in Being, a devoted husband and

loving father:
‘A happy man in spite of all, Chang!’ he said, and continued: ‘That daughter, Chang,
[...] what an adorable creature she is! I love her so much, old fellow, that I'm even

afraid of my love: she’s the whole world to me, or let’s say near enough the whole

3 [van Bunin, Chang s Dreams, in Long Ago, ed. David Richards, tr. David Richards and Sophie Lund
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world — and can that be right? Yes, are we in general meant to love anyone so
much?’, he asked. ‘Do you think all those Buddhas were any more stupid than you or
me, and yet just listen to what they have to say about loving the world and all
material things — no matter whether it’s sunlight or waves or air, or a woman, or a
child, or the scent of white acacia! And do you know about Taoism [...]? There is a
Great Mother of the Abyss who gives the birth to all creation — in other words that is
The Way of all creation, against which no creature on earth should rebel. But we
rebel at every turn, at every tumn try to alter not only, shall we say, the soul of a
woman we love but the entire universe to suit ourselves. Life is a frightening on this
planet, Chang’, said the Captain, ‘very sweet, but frightening — especially for people
like me. I'm so very greedy for happiness and so often I come to grief. Is The Way
dark and cruel, or is it exactly the opposite?’ [...] ‘Shall I tell you the point of all
this? When you love someone no power on earth can make you believe that you may
not be loved in return. And that, Chang, is where the trouble lies. But, my God, how

wonderful life is, how wonderful!” (pp. 36-7)

These were moments when the Captain was firmly convinced that there exist
two truths in the world that ‘endlessly revolve’ around each other. The first is
that ‘life was unutterably beautiful’, and the second that ‘life was only to be
contemplated by madmen’ (p.29). At these moments Chang also credulously
shared his master’s realisation of the world consisting of two truths.

Now, after all the Captain had seen and experienced, he had become a

staunch supporter of the idea that:

[...] there is, and was, and forever and ever will be, only one truth — the latter, the
truth that belongs to the Jew Job and to the wise man from that mysterious tribe,
Ecclesiastes. These days, sitting in the beer parlour, the Captain will often
pronounce: ‘Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days
come not, nor the years drawn nigh, when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them’.

(pp.29-30)

(London: Angel Books, 1984), pp. 28-47 (p. 28).
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In his conversation with his friend, a painter by profession who becomes, after
the Captain’s death at the end of the story, Chang’s new master, the Captain

describes this one and only truth as ‘cruel and loathsome’:

‘Just look around you’, he says, ‘and consider all those people we meet day after day
in the beer parlour, the café or the street. My friend, I’ve travelled the world over -
life is the same everywhere you go. All those things people are supposed to live by
are nothing but lies and rubbish: they have no God, no conscience, no rational goals
in life, no love, no friendship, no honesty — there isn’t even simple pity. Life is a
dismal winter day in a filthy tavern, that’s all...” (p. 39)

What is Chang’s position in relation to all this? Greatly though he
appreciates his master’s ability to diagnose the morbid, the artificial, the
hypocritical and the talentless in life, Chang is nevertheless confused. He is
no longer sure whether to agree with the Captain: he ‘neither knows nor
understands’, and ‘that being the case, things must be bad’ (ibid.). Bunin
draws attention to two episodes in Chang’s life that brought him to the idea of
the inevitability and necessity of another, third truth in the world, whose
existence for Chang is indisputable. However, for Chang there remains the
problem of naming it.

The first time that Chang experienced the close presence of something
in his life, something that was incomprehensible and yet spiritually and
emotionally charged, placing an ineffaceable imprint on Chang’s soul, was on
the deck of the Captain’s ship when Chang, at the time still a foolish, trusting
puppy, watched the picture of the sunset and rapidly falling night in the middle
of the Red Sea. The night sea was ‘terrifying and magnificent’ (p.41) at the
same time, ‘bewitching’ both the Captain and Chang with its ‘sublime and

fearful spectacle’ (ibid.) along with ‘the blind, dark, but endlessly teeming,
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dully mutinous Abyss’ (p.42). It was at precisely this moment that Chang felt
all the substantiality of nature’s existence, its self-sufficiency, independence,
uncontrolled might and, above all, its mastery over everything in this world
and in whose face all that lives is unprotected and helpless as a child. But
conversely, bearing in itself the harmonious idea of the universe, nature draws
all living creatures together, linking them to each other as it linked Chang to
the Captain during that unforgettable night, making their hearts beat in unison.
Insisting on the universal dissolution of the living in nature, Bunin is
particularly fascinated by the idea of the spiritual kinship and unity between
people and animals that he vividly expresses in the poem Vaulting-horse

[Kobylitsa] written at the same time as Chang's Dreams:

All God’s creations are one // Blessed is he who created them // And combined all
desires / And all languor in mine.

[Baunn BoxuH co3naHbs,

BnarocnoseH co3naslunit ux

H coBMeCTHBIIKE Bce XeNnaHbx

M BCe TOMNICHHR - B MOMX.]

The second episode that made Chang believe in the third truth’s
existence was his meeting with the painter on the porch of a church after the
Captain’s burial service when man and dog found themselves drawn together,

united by the same feeling of grief for the loss of someone dear:

He touches Chang’s head with a trembling hand, bends down further still, and their
eyes meet brimming with tears and such love for one another that, silently, all of
Chang’s being cries out to the world: ‘No, oh no, there’s another truth on earth, one I

can’t see, a third truth!” (p. 46)
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Although the name of this truth remains unknown to Chang, he understands its
meaning and acutely feels its presence and effect here, in this earthly, finite

life. It keeps the Captain alive, that is, it is capable of conquering death:

For if Chang loves the Captain, and feels his presence, and sees him through the eyes
of memory, that God-given sight which none of us can understand, then the Captain
is still with him; in that world which has no beginning and no end and is beyond the
reach of Death. In that world there can be only one truth — the third — but what it is is

known only to the final Master to whom Chang too must soon return. (Ibid.)

Hence, memory, as one of the manifestations of the third truth, along with our
awareness of death and recognition of our physical finiteness, offer us the long
awaited opportunity to cognize and accept time as well as the opportunity to
overcome it, to feel something which is already beyond reach, beyond
temporal limitations. As for the essence of the third truth, it is rooted in the
many-sided meaning of Being itself; it is, as perhaps only Fate can be, in
Vladimir Linkov’s words, ‘inaccessible both to man and animal’: ‘all that is
living has a presentiment of it’ [nedostupna ni cheloveku, ni zhivotnomu. Ona
predchuvstvuetsia vsem zhivym).*

There is a crucial issue that requires further clarification. It is
important that in the story the discovery of the third truth and the words about
its significance and necessity belong to an animal. And in Bunin, this animal,
moreover, is neither, for instance, a horse nor a cat but a dog, which in itself
may seem, to some extent, ironic since, in the hierarchy of animal images, a
dog is traditionally regarded by other animals as an ignoble, despicable
creature that always needs to be dependent on his master, whose guidance and

orders he blindly follows. But most importantly, a dog is noteworthy for its
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unquestioning obedience and a complete lack of intellect. For Vladimir
Linkov the matter seems to be very simple: since the nature of the third truth is
‘non-human’ (‘nechelovecheskaia’) (ibid.), only an animal can know it.
However, this still would not explain adequately why, in exemplifying the
whole notion of the third truth, Bunin’s chooses to do so through an animal.
Firstly, the image of an animal has rich cultural-symbolic, religious and
mythological-folkloric roots and content. As Mikhail Epshtein puts in his

study of the system of animal imagery in Russian literature:

The animal is, for man, the most obvious form of spirit existing in a different manner
which he can appraise both as super-human and not-quite-human but which in either
event defines his place in the hierarchy of the universe.

[PKuBoTHOE - caMan HArJIRIHAR IIN YejoBeka GopMa HMHOGHITHR AyXa, XKOTOPYIO
OH MOXCT OUCHHBATE K&K CBCDXYC/IOBCHECKYI0O M HEROYCJIOBCHECKYIO, MO

XOTOp&N TAK HJIH HHAaYC OMPERCJIACT €ro MCCTO B HCDAPXHU MHPO!MHHI.]S

Secondly, animals are noteworthy and, in a sense, unique because of their
boundary position. They are situated exactly in-between man and the rest of
nature, combining in their existence both spiritual elements and qualities (such
as feeling and character) and natural ones: for any animal is already, in
essence, an organic part of nature whereas man is, in Epstein’s expression,
‘only potentially’ (p. 91) part of nature. Lastly, the period of the turn of the
century and first two decades of the twentieth-century was distinguished by
the rise of a new animalistic philosophy (the poetry of Konevskii, Zenkevich,
Esenin, Kliuev, Maiakovskii, Blok, Bal’'mont, Briusov, Gumilev,

Mandel’shtam, Khlebnikov and Bunin himself) expressed in the urge to

4y Ia. Linkov, Mir i chelovek v tvorchestve L.Tolstogo i I. Bunina (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo

Moskovskogo universiteta, 1989), p. 153.
5 M. N. Epshtein, Priroda, mir, tainik vselennoi...: Sistema peizazhnykh obrazov v russkoi poezii

(Moscow: Vysshaia shkola, 1990), p. 88.
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question not only the significance of traditional human values but also to
reconsider man’s position in and attitude to nature which resulted in a
broadening and, according to Epshtein, ‘qualitative renewal’ (p. 98) and
diversification of animalistic themes and motifs. Bunin's poem Sobaka [The
Dog] of 1909 is perhaps the most revealing in this respect. What is distinctive
about Bunin's approach here is the introduction of the motif of the brotherhood
of man and animal as opposed to Tolstoi's advocacy of the pre-eminent and
edifying role of animals in relation to man and of the concept of animals
having a generally greater access to 'truth' than intellectuals. In this poem
Bunin outlines, above all, the idea of the biological and psychological-mental
relationship between man and dog which has deep and firm roots, on the level

of pre-historic existence, and which mutually enriches and links both man and

animal:
But I always share my thoughts with you // I am a man // Like God I am doomed //
To come to know the anguish of all countries and all times.

[Ho s mcerma Aejio ¢ TOG60I0 RyMBL:
A qenomex: xax Bor s ospeudn

JTo3HaTh TOCKY BCEX CTPAH H BCeX poMCH.]

In Chang’s Dreams Bunin’s choice of a dog is associated with the fact that this
image does not have any complex symbolic or mythological-folkloric
connotation. And precisely because (and thanks to) a dog’s ordinary and
profoundly prosaic qualities, Bunin singles it out for its proximity to the
rhythm of human life and high engagement in man’s everyday existence.
Furthermore, in Bunin’s story the dog is not a passive observer of man’s life
and emotional state. Chang becomes a life companion to the Captain, sharing

moments of happiness with him as well as feeling tenderness towards him and,
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at the same time, pity for all the Captain’s pain, misfortune and despair. The
dog emerges here as a philosopher of life whom Bunin allows to reflect on the
essence of the third truth that consists of the harmonious unity of all that lives,
the necessity for them to join in and maintain a communication with each
other in order to feel its bracing energy which provides the connection

between times.

There arises one more important question: what is man’s contribution,
actual and possible, in the affirmation of the third truth? In other words, to
what extent does its existence relate to and interact with the human sphere?
Can man experience its presence in and interference with his everyday life?
Bunin attempts to offer a partial answer to this question in God's Tree and in

The Emancipation of Tolstoi.

God'’s Tree is written as a fragment from diary notes, a deliberately subjectless
form familiar from The Shadow of the Bird and Many Waters, and favoured by
Bunin for, as he puts it in a letter to Bitsilli of 17 May 1931, its ‘intentional
documentary quality, the visibility of the experienced’ [umyshlennaia
protokol’nost’, vidimost’ perezhitogo].® The notes cover a fifteen-day period
of their author’s life, beginning with the arrival on his country estate of Iakov
Nechaev, a workman-odnodvorets, to watch over the orchard rented by some
petty bourgeois for the summer. The notes are unexpectedly interrupted

because of the author’s decision to go on holiday. The main focus of the diary
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notes is on the sphere of language, that is, on the author’s conversations with
Iakov Nechaev about the meaning of life and death and the place of God and
nature in human life.

It is interesting that despite its primitive composition and the abrupt
nature of the narrative, God's Tree leaves us with the impression of a finished
work In Vladislav Khodasevich's view, the artistic integrity of God's Tree is
created by means of what he describes as ‘psychological gesture’

(psikhologicheskii zhest).” Khodasevich asserts:
It is, moreover, especially characteristic that Bunin should express this psychological
gesture not through action, not through act, but only through verbal formulation, in a
remark or exclamation which now harmonizes with, now disharmonizes with the

picture that has just been portrayed.
[fipuToM ocosenHo xapaxTepHo, [...] 4TO 3TOT Ncuxonoruvecxkuit xecr Bywun

[-..] ssipaxaeT He B meHicTBMH, He B IIOCTYMKe, a MWL B clrosecHolt dopmyne.
B 3aMCYaHHH, B BOCKIHIAHMHM, TO rapMOHHPYIOIIEM. TO XHCFADMOHHPYIOUIEM ¢

TonbXO YTO K3ospaxénHolt xapTuHolt ] (Ibid.)

Khodasevich also makes an important discovery by stressing that it is
precisely ‘observations of language’ (nabliudeniia nad iazykom) (p. 15) that
condition both the eventful and the meaningful content of the story, making
language itself ‘the true and principal, if not the only, hero’ [ucTunumm u
rnaBHHM. eclH He enuHcTBeHHmM repoem] of God’s Tree: after all, the
philosophical ‘ideas are contained here in the verbal material itself and are

revealed in no other way than by penetrating it’ [uneu saxmiouenm 3zecr B
caMOM CJIOBCCHOM MATCpHaNC H pAaCKpPHBRIOTCA HC HHaye, Xaxk NyTEéM

nponnxnosenus 3 Hero] (p. 16). In his appraisal of Bunin’s story, Bitsilli

6 A. Meshcherskii, ‘Neizvestnye pis’ma I. Bunina’, Russkaia literatura, 4 (1961), 152-8 (p. 153).
7 vladislav Khodasevich, ‘Bozh’e drevo’, Vozrozhdenie, 30 April 1931 (repr. in Bunin, Sobranie
sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh, V (1996), pp. 13-18 (p. 14)).
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argues that this is also true of Bunin’s ‘artistic method’ (‘khudozhestvennyi

metod’) in general:

Proceeding from the same sentimental-‘realist’ dross from which the symbolists, too,
proceeded, Bunin created his own method that tumed out to be the direct opposite of
the symbolists'. The latter went from words to things. Bunin went from things to
words... [...] After The Journey to Arzrum and Old-world Landowners there is no
work in Russian prose which, from the stylistic point of view, might be ranked
alongside God'’s Tree. Here the author’s attitude to life is expressed exclusively
through vivid verbal description. [...] One can find few books where the form is in
such absolute accord with the content. God's Tree is as impossible to ‘interpret’ as
any of Pushkin’s poems [...].

[OrTanxusascs oT ToH x¢ caMOH COHTHMCHTANBHO-“peaNHCTHYEeCKOH™

REUIeBKH, OT XOTOPON OTTaNXHBAJIMCE M CHMBOJIHCTH, Bylﬂlﬂ co3nan cmolt
MCTOAR, xoTopmil OKa3ajJicx npamoit MPOTHROMONOXHOCT bIO MeTonry

cumsonucTon. Ilocneanue wnM OT ¢oB X BemlaM. ByHHN wWwén ot semelt x
cnosaM.. [...] Tlocne JIyremecrsus B ApspyM, nocne CTapocBeTcXHX

IMOMCIIHXOB HET B pPyccKkofi Mpo3e MaMATHHKS, XOTOPMN MOXHO OO 6M ¢
TOYKH FPOHHA CTH/IA NOCTABUTL HAPARY ¢ 50K5HM APeEOM. 316Ch OTHOUICHME

aBTOpa XK XU3HH BRIPDAXKCHO MCKIIOUHTENBHO NMYTEM CIOBECHOrO0 XHBOOIMHCAHHA.
[-.-] Ho HemyMoro Hallnércm xHur, B xoropux ¢opma o6uHJa 6w cTOnk
A6COJIIOTHO COTJIACOBAHA ¢ CORCPXAHHEM. JL5Oowse ApOBO TAK X6 HEBO3IMOXKHO

“ycronxosaTs”. Xax m060e cTuxormopenne ITymxuna [...).J°

What is particularly attractive about Iakov Nechaev’s character is his

deep serenity and emotional stability, which are rooted in his belief in
humanity and the world in general. Moreover, Bunin’s hero is striking in his
ability always to see life as though anew, as though for the first time, to accept
its every manifestation, however triviai it may seem, in all its freshness and

significance. This idea is organically woven into all the story's dialogues,

8 p. M. Bitsilli, ‘Bunin i ego mesto v russkoi literature’ [1931], in Meshcherskii, ‘Neizvestnye pis’'ma’,

152.
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which, as the following passage reveals, contain proverbs, sayings, and

slightly modified apophthegms from Ecclesiastes and Proverbs:
'lakov Demidych, why do you live in this world?'
'What do you mean? To watch over your orchard.'
"No, I don’t mean that. Why were you born? Why do you exist on the earth?"
'God knows.'
'So, you don’t know?'
'‘But who does know?'
'But one must know. One must think, work it out.'
' do think.'
'And what have you decided?
'What have I decided? To be honest, I don’t know.'
'‘But maybe you live only to eat, drink, sleep, reproduce and enjoy yourself?'
'No. That would be boring.'
'So, you don’t live for that? What for then?'
'So that there is joy in the world.’
'For joy! Butisn’t it a joy to eat and drink well, to sleep with a beautiful wife, to be
rich and respected?’
'That goes without saying.'
'So this isn’t all that matters?'
'I guess not.'
'What does matter?'
He thinks, than laughs, "What matters! Once my late father and I were carting crops
from the field and I began to pester him, - what, how, why, - I used to be very
bothersome. He was silent for a while then finally said, ‘You will know why when I
hit you between the eyes with this whip, lad!’
[- Axos HeMHAMY, MJIX YEro Tl HA CBCTC XHBEWL?

- Kax ans yero? BoT Ball cam xapaywo.
- HOa HeT, 8 He npo To. Hasm Yero TH Ha CBET DORHIICA, AJIX Yero Ha 3eMJie

cymecTayeurs?
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- A rocnoap €ro 3HaeT.
- 3HAuHUT, He 3Hacws?
- A xTO % 3Maer?

- Ha seap Hamo 3HaTh. HaRo AYMaTh, JOAYMMBATLCA.

- A u nymalo.

- Hy. H yTo x Hanyman?

- Haayman-to? ITo coBECTH cKalaTh, He 3Halo.

- A MOXET. Th XHBSIIb TONBKO AN TOrO, YTOSHM OCTh, IHUTh, CMATH.
MOTOMCTBO NMIORHTD, XHTh B CBO$ YIOBONLCTEHO?

- Het, 3TO « 6K 3ackyyan.

- 3HAauYMT. TH XHBéW b He anx 3toro? Ho Toraa ans uero xe?

- A 4TO6 DAROCTDh 6hiJia.

- Panocrs! A 3TO paise He panOCTh, ~ CJIAAKO €CTh, C/IAAKO NHTh, ¢ XCHONR
XpacHBOll CMaTh, 6OTATHM M MOYYTHHIM SHITh?

- 3To cama cosoit.

- 3HaYMT, He B 3TOM B ORHOM aeyo?
- CTano 6LITh, YTO HET.

- A B yéMm xe?

Oymaer. IloroMm cmeéresa:

- B 4éM xa aejo! M BOT TaxX-TO BO3UJH Pa3 ¢ NOXOHMMXOM PORHTENIEM XJE6
C MONNK, & = H NPHCTAHB K HEMY. ~ 4TO, A& KAK, A8 3a84Y6M, - Sl TOTAA CORCEM

KOPOCTOBMH 6BUI, ~ & OH MOJYaJ, MOJIYAJI, 08 M TOBOPHT, Haxoden: “BoT xax

Aywy Tese, Manmll, O yWIaM XHYTOM, Toraa ysuaews 3adem!”] (Bunin 5: 364)

Hence, Iakov is convinced (and this is exactly what he has in common with
Chang) that it is simply impossible for life not to have a meaning. As for
death, to it, as to everything in this world, there is a season: death is an integral
part of life and should be accepted as such, simply and stoically: ‘What is
there to be afraid of! All the same, no one is going to grieve. The forest does
not regret the passing of a single tree!” [Bona, uaro e¢ sosxrnca! Bcé paso,

HMXTO XaneTh He syax. Jlec mo nepesy me tyxut!] (p. 356), and furthermore:
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‘We can grieve when we die’ [Korna syaem nomupaTs, Torsa syaem ropesaTs |
(p. 360), or ‘We cannot die twice but we can't avoid dying once’ [maym
cMepTAM He 6MTh, oxHme He munosats] (p. 363).  Expressing his general
attitude to life, Bunin’s hero compares himself with a tree: ‘I am a man in the
world... Ilive as God directs, I am, as they say, God’s tree: it bends with the
wind...” [fl 4emomex Mupckofi.. Sl XHMBY, X&aK 60r BAJNMT, %, XAK FOBOPHTCK,
60XLN APCBO: Kyasl BeTep, Tyaa W oHa..] (p. 354). This combination of words -
God’s tree — with which Bunin entitles the story, is very important, revealing
the very originality of Buinin's approach. Here Bunin is neither concerned
with exploring to its full Tolstoi's motif of man's learning from trees (whose,
'moral example is affirmed by the laws of Nature itself, in Epshtein's
€xpression, [y4eHMx uenoBexa y ZACpPCBLEB, HPABCTBCHHBIR 06pa3cu KOTOPHIX
YTBEPXAEH 3aKOHAMH CaMOro ec'rec-nm]);9 nor is he 'reverential' towards the
peasants whose ignorance (unawareness) and spontaneous, child-like response
to life supposedly grants access to a greater understanding of the essential.'®
God’s tree is rather a symbol of the fullness of life whose each moment and
manifestation must be accepted for what they are destined to be. This is the
idea of man’s eternal and everyday quest for a kinship with everything that
lives and breathes. Moreover, as in Chang's Dreams, Bunin speaks here of
one more possible way for man to commune with Nature: the real unity of two
living elements, human life and nature, their merging and dissolution in one

another in order that the former can find a way to exist freely in this endless

world, confronting and eventually overcoming the fear of death. Only for

9 Epshtein, Priroda, mir, 39.
10 Eor Mikhailov, if anything, the opposite is the case. In his view the story is shot through with
Bunin's 'reverential affection’ (blagostnoe umilenie) towards the Russian peasantry: see Mikhailov,

Strogii talant, 188-9.
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some (including Bunin's hero) is this trivial truth already a way of life (or a
state of mind); for others (to which group belongs, according to Bunin,

Tolstoi) it is a lifelong philosophical and spiritual quest.

As is evident from Bunin’s diary notes, memoirs and critical remarks,
as well as from the reminiscences of Bunin’s contemporaries, the desire to
write a book about Tolstoi arose in Bunin long before 1937, when the idea
finally found its embodiment in the essay Osvobozhdenie Tolstogo [The
Emancipation of Tolstoi]. The Emancipation of Tolstoi is, in a sense, a direct
continuation and result of the many years of meditation on the meaning of life,
the role of death in man’s existence and his attitude towards it, begun in the
stories Nad gorodom [Above the Town] (1900), Ptitsy nebesnye [Heavenly
Birds] (1909), The Chalice of Life (1913), Brothers (1914), The Gentleman
from San Francisco (1915) and Chang's Dreams (1916). The same themes
dominate the majority of Bunin’s works written between 1924 and 1931,
including numerous subjectless fragments, nameless sketches, sometimes
consisting of just a few lines, and such substantial works as the novel The Life
of Arsen’ev and the stories Nadpisi [The Inscriptions] (1924), Pod Serpom i
molotom [Under the Hammer and Sickle] (1930), God’s Tree (1927), Many
Waters (1925-6) and Noch’ [Night] (1925). The latter two are particularly

noteworthy: in addition to being, according to James Woodward, ‘the most
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"I of Bunin’s philosophy, they serve as a creative laboratory

explicit statement
where this theme finally takes shape, merging with Bunin’s understanding and
reading of Tolstoi. Moreover, in the story Night Bunin not only introduces the
term ‘osvobozhdenie’ (emancipation or liberation), attaching to it the very
meaning which is later used in The Emancipation of Tolstoi, but also writes a
number of passages which are subsequently directly transferred to the text of
the essay.

The Emancipation of Tolstoi focuses on two issues. Firstly, it attempts
to disclose the content of the notion ‘emancipation’ and its significance for an
understanding of most of Tolstoi’s substantial writings and the inner life of his
personality which, as Bunin seeks to demonstrate, by virtue of its many-sided
and contradictory nature is not susceptible to a reductive definition. For the
question of what prevailed over what in Tolstoi — a thinker over a writer, a
philologist over a teacher or a theosopher over a jurist — will probably remain
unanswered, open to many interpretations and speculations. This is, in a
sense, the very nature of Tolstoi’s works, which, according to Bunin, prove
impossible to read 'tersely’. Secondly and most importantly, the essay
considers the notion of emancipation as a key concept of Tolstoi’s literary-
philosophical strivings, the unifying principle of his creative thinking which
sheds light on the complex and rich system of Tolstoi’s language, imagery,
reflections and comparisons, allowing one, above all, to look into Tolstoi’s
ideas in all the wealth of their associations and integrity. These two issues at

first appear to intersect with one another, then to be working in parallel and

finally parting, giving a new direction to an analysis of Tolstoi’s texts. They

1! James B. Woodward, ‘Eros and Nirvana in the Art of Bunin’, Modern Language Review, 65 (1970),
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create a compositional ellipsis, which defines, in its turn, the inner intensity of
Bunin’s polemics, allowing one to feel the living nerve of Tolstoi’s thought.

It is significant that criticism has been repeatedly directed at the fact
that the most distinguishing features of Bunin’s writings are the absence of
strict moral convictions and the lack of a consistent rational-intellectual quest,
which together resulted in Bunin’s inability to create his own philosophical
system. Mikhailov holds the idea of ‘abstraction-free’ thinking against Bunin,
arguing, moreover, that it defines an important artistic property: ‘the capacity
for generalisation” (sposobnost” k obobshcheniiu).'? For Mikhailov, the lack
of this capacity chiefly explains Bunin’s constant need for ‘a guiding, external
generalisation’ [putevodnoe, idushchee izvne obobshchenie], an infallible
authority, a bearer and ‘creator of absolute values in the realm of art and
thought’ [sozdatel’ absoliutnykh tsennostei — v sfere iskusstva i mysli] (ibid.),
- which is precisely what Tolstoi became for Bunin. However, if we are to

presume that such an appraisal, as Woodward remarks,

[...] finds confirmation in many, perhaps even the majority, of Bunin’s works, it
reflects a failure to take adequate account of some of the important distinction
between his pre-Revolutionary fiction and that of the émigré period and, in addition,
to appreciate the true nature of his response to Tolstoi."

Two important points emerge from Mikhailov's and Woodward’s
observations and require further clarification. The first is associated with the
notion of a ‘system’ with reference to Bunin’s thinking and work. It is,

perhaps, correct to say that Bunin is one of those artists who do not have a

576-86 (p. 579).
12 0. Mikhailov, ‘Primechaniia’, in Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh, 1X (1967), pp. 551-67

(p. 554).
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philosophical system, but only if the word ‘system’ is used in its strict, not to
say narrow, sense. For Bunin does not have what is traditionally thought of as
a system - the presence of a unifying working pattern in the light of which all
other ideas can be explained and interpreted and which can be employed in
order to implement an ethical-philosophical purpose; a principle that underlies
the logic of all arguments, comparisons and conclusions. A system’s most
distinguishing feature is its strong tendency towards wniversalisation,
something alien to Bunin’s artistic thinking. Thus, by describing it as
‘unsystematic’, we reveal the most crucial aspect of Bunin’s thinking and
writings, an aspect which, in essence, has very little, if not nothing, to do with
his ‘dependence’ on Tolstoi. In fact (and here we approach the second point),
herein lies the root of one of Bunin’s challenges to Tolstoi. For Bunin, the
universalisation of certain things or phenomena of reality, historical events or
the experiences of a single individual’s life to which Tolstoi aspired in his
thinking and works, immediately rules out the possibility of appreciating their
true value and significance, of considering them in all the complexity of their
associations and interrelation, singularity and uniqueness. Moreover, the
reduction of the individual approach, as an inevitable result of the search for a
universal key, makes literary characters less convincing and more schematic,
turning them in the end, as Bunin says with reference to Tolstoi’s Smert’ Ivana
Il’icha [The Death of Ivan II'ich], into ‘words and literature’: everything is

‘true’ about them - ‘only the living image is not there’ [tol’ko zhivogo obraza

net].‘4

13 Woodward, ‘Eros and Nirvana’, 576. The same view on this question was expressed a decade earlier
by L. A. Il'in in his work ‘Tvorchestvo L A. Bunina', in O t'me i prosvetlenii (Munich: Tipografiia
Obiteli prep. lova Pechaevskogo, 1959), pp. 29-81 (p. 33).

14 Grin, Ustami Buninykh, 1 (1977), 234.
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The ambiguous nature of the situation that Bunin finds himself in as an
author — a writer writing about another writer — is also noteworthy: it invites
not various accusations of tendentiousness and partiality, but is also likely to
be regarded as a rather ambitious attempt by Bunin to offer his own alternative
analysis of Tolstoi’s thinking and writings in order to demonstrate the extent to
which Tolstoi was misread by criticism and, above all, misunderstood on a
personal level even by those closest to him, in particular his wife and children.
To realize how misleading such reproaches are, it is enough to try to grasp the
logic of Bunin’s thought, which displays a somewhat different attitude to the
whole issue of writing about the phenomenon of Tolstoi. As Colin Wood

rightly points out:
What Bunin recognizes and values here in Tolstoi are not those qualities of order,
clarity and 'solidity’ which made Tolstoi the greatest exponent of classical realism,
but rather those moments of feverish intensity when the dividing line between outer
and inner reality, between the solid external world and the writer’s consciousness of
it, seems to dissolve and make way for another reality which is neither objective nor

subjective but a shimmering spectrum of both."®

On the one hand, the essay can be read as a priceless source of
biographical commentary, shedding light on certain aspects of Tolstoi’s life, in
particular those that Bunin finds crucial to the development of Tolstoi’s
literary career in general, and in relation to the turning point or ‘crisis' in
Tolstoi’s philosophy. Here Tolstoi is perceived and represented as an organic
part of Russian aristocratic culture, both symbol and climax of its intellectual
and spiritual development. The narrative’s atmosphere is pervaded by Bunin’s

fascination with the history of Tolstoi’s clan and the role played by some of its

15 Wood, ‘The Modemity of Ivan Bunin’, 159.
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representatives in Russian culture. On the other hand, The Emancipation of
Tolstoi can be regarded as a study of Tolstoi whose primary concern is to deal
with the questions of a philosophical and moral-religious nature in which
Tolstoi was chiefly interested throughout the whole of his life. The present
study is not concerned with either of these readings, since there is an extensive
and respectable tradition of scholarship devoted to the aspects of Tolstoi which
Bunin comments on (though Bunin's approach was indeed original at the
time).'® Both approaches have, however, one thing in common which is crucial
in the context of this study: they provide the key to the idea of emancipation,
which underlies the thematic core of Bunin’s essay, and to some important
issues of Bunin’s philosophy and artistic world, tuming The Emancipation of
Tolstoi into a work which is, in a sense, as much about Bunin as it is about
Tolstoi.'” Furthermore, The Emancipation of Tolstoi emerges as a conclusive
stage, a solution to Bunin's meditations on the meaning of the 'third truth'
begun in Chang's Dreams and God's Tree, outlining, using Tolstoi's life as an
example, various problems central to this particular problem of extra-
temporality. So Tolstoi, in a sense, here becomes (or is endowed with the
qualities of) a literary character whose development Bunin the author follows
up and appreciates in accordance with his views. This is precisely the

perspective from which Bunin’s essay is examined in the present chapter.

16 gee André Gide's response to Bunin's book in his Journal 1939-42 (Paris: n. p., 1946; repr. in
Literaturnoe Nasledstvo, vol. 84, pt. 2 (Ivan Alekseevich Bunin) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), pp. 380-88
(p. 383)). See also Aleksandr Bakhrakh, Bunin v khalate (New York: Tovarishchestvo Zarubezhnykh
Pisatelei, 1979), p. 5.

17 But not in the sense that Oleg Mikhailov sees it. His claim that The Emancipation of Tolstoi is a
work in which Bunin ‘sums up his own life’ [podvodit itogi sobstvennoi zhizni], ‘a kind of requiem
which, with outstanding power, reflected the tragedy of an artist ageing in a foreign land’ [csoero pona
pexBueM, C He3aypasHof cumoft OTPaIHBLUH{ TPATEAMIO CTADPCIOIIErO HA WyX6WME XymOXHMEa), suggests a
complete misunderstanding of Bunin’s work. See Mikhailov, ‘Primechaniia’, 557.
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One of the difficulties in dealing with The Emancipation of Tolstoi is
establishing which Tolstoi Bunin writes about, what he discovers in this
personality that makes it both so deeply intriguing and thought-provoking, and
why or in what form, in Bunin’s view, Tolstoi should be liberated. It is
important to note that in addressing these issues, Bunin, instead of producing a
successive chain of abstract-rational arguments and terms, resorts to a lyrical-
metaphorical way of conveying his thought. The preference for this narrative
manner is a feature of many of Bunin’s so-called ‘philosophical tales’ (for
example, Joann the Weeper and Brothers, Chang's Dreams, Night and Many
Waters), where Bunin tends to support all abstract ideas with pronouncements,
quotations and extracts from the sacred books of various religions (especially
Eastern ones), mythology and philosophy which largely inspired both Tolstoi’s
theological and philosophical quest and his personal views, ' in particular on
the question of the meaning of life and death. The extent to which Bunin was
actually influenced'” by these ideas will always be questionable. To judge by
The Emancipation of Tolstoi, Bunin was strongly drawn by Tolstoi’s ever-

increasing interest in the East, with its culture, religions and philosophies. He

18 The late 1870s and early 1880s mark the beginning of a turning point in Tolstoi’s philosophy. At
this time Tolstoi turns to the East. He attaches great significance to its religions and philosophical
doctrines and tries to find ideas in keeping with his own thoughts about the essence of Being, the
purpose of human life and the future development of the whole of mankind. He is of the opinion that
the great merit of Buddhism, the Stoics, European Prophets and Chinese Sages is that they all similarly
recognize man’s essence, its spiritual potentiality, and stand for the idea of the common weal. At the
same time as studying philosophical treatises, Tolstoi becomes interested in oriental folklore traditions
and works of oral literature, many of which he translates into Russian. He considers Buddha and
Confucius to be among the many writers and thinkers of the East and West who had a significant
influence upon his own philosophical strivings (see Tolstoi’s response to a Question from the
Petersburg publisher M. M. Laderle in October 1891 in L. N. Tolstoi, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v
devianosta tomakh, vol. 66 (Moscow — Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo khudozhestvennoi
literatury, 1928-58), p. 6.

19 For a broader analysis of Bunin’s literary thinking in relation to Tolstoi’s ideas,e see V. Ia. Linkov,
Mir i chelovek v tvorchestve L. Tolstogo i I. Bunina (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Moskovskogo universiteta,
1989), pp. 97-111. See also N. M. Kucherovskii, ‘O kontseptsii zhizni v liricheskoi proze I. A. Bunina
(vtoraia polovina 90-kh — nachalo 900-kh godov)’, in Russkaia literatura XX veka: Dooktiabr 'skii
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also links Tolstoi’s study of the East with his own ideas, developed during the

course of his journey in the East, and which resulted in the collection of travel

poems The Shadow of the Bird and the stories Night and Many Waters. David

Richards’ observation represents the most complete treatment of this issue to

date:

How far Bunin was influenced by these ancient beliefs and how far he found them in
accord with views he had already developed, it is impossible to say. What is clear,
however, is that he found the sentiments expressed — and perhaps more particularly

the poetic language and imagery of these works — congenial and apposite.?’

The Emancipation of Tolstoi opens with the following passage:

“The perfect one, o monks, does not live in contentment. The perfect one, o monks, is
His Holy Highness Buddha. Open your ears: the emancipation from death has been
found.
And here is Tolstoi speaking of ‘the emancipation’:
- It is not enough that space, time and reason are forms of thinking and that life’s
essence is outside these forms, but all our life is an ever greater and greater
submission of oneself to these forms and then again the emancipation from them... .
[“ComepenHult, MORaXH, HE XHBET B HOBOJILCTRO. COBEPIICHHMHA, O MOHAXH,
ecth cBaTol Bhuicovailmiuit Byana. OTBepauTe ywM BalliM: OCBOSOXACHHG OT
c¢MepTH HaflacHo™.

H soT ¥ Tonctolt roBOPHT 06 “OCBOGOMICHHH':

- Mao TOro, YTO NPOCTPAMCTEO H BPEMA H NMPHYMHA CYTh GOPMH MBILIJICHHN
H HMTO CYIIHOCTh XH3HH BHe 3THX (OPM, MO BCA XHMIHbL HALIA €CTh BCE

sonbLuUI6e W 6GOJNblIee MOAYHHOHNME ce6x 3THM GOpMAM M IIOTOM ORATH

0cBOSOXACHHE OT HHX.. .] (Bunin9: 7)

The understanding of ‘the whole of Tolstoi’ (ibid.), according to Bunin, is

rooted in these little known words. For him, the analysis of Tolstoi is, as

period, ed. Kucherovskii (Kaluga: Tul’skii Gosudarstvennyi pedagogicheskii institut, 1963), pp. 80-

106.

20 Richards, ‘Bunin’s Conception of the Meaning of Life’, 159.
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Mamardashvili puts it, ‘an untwisting of a single endless, but single ribbon’
[raskruchivanie kakoi-to odnoi beskonechnoi, no odnoi lenty],21 for the whole
of Tolstoi’s life, his spiritual and artistic strivings, represent an attempt to find
the answer to one single question: what does one need in order to overcome
the fear of death? The course of an entire human life, as Tolstoi saw it (that is,
the process of subjection, which is eventually replaced by the process of
emancipation), depends on this. What makes individuals differ from one
another is the degree of subjection and emancipation.

Tolstoi’s position certainly anticipates Bunin’s interest in the problem
of the interrelation between man and time: what helps to establish and
maintain it and how does man, in this respect, search for and find his place in
the chain of existence, namely, history. There is a certain logic to the fact that
Bunin worked on The Emancipation of Tolstoi in parallel with the novel The
Life of Arsen’ev. In the essay Bunin’s personal views on death and man’s
attitude to it read almost like a paraphrase of Arsen’ev’s reflections on this
subject, with which the novel opens as well as concludes. Bunin is convinced
that a sense of death is an integral part of human existence in general. It is
something that we experience from our first breath and that grows and
develops in us in proportion to our sense of life. Bunin speaks of himself as
one of those people who, ‘seeing a cradle, cannot but remember the grave’

[vidia kolybel’, ne mogut ne vspomnit’ o mogile]. Furthermore:

Every minute I think: what a strange and terrifying thing our existence is — every
second you are hanging by a thread! Here I am, alive and healthy, but who knows
what will happen in a second to my heart, which is, like any human heart, something

that has no equal in all creation in its mystery and delicacy?

21 Merab Mamardashvili, Kantianskie variatsii (Moscow: Agraf, 1997), p. 14.
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[TToMuHyTHO nyMalo: 4HTO 33 CTPaHMax H CTPAIUHam Bems Halle
CYICCTBOBANHCG - KAaXAYIO CEKYHAY BUCHWIL Ha Bonocxe! Bor s xus, 3zopos, a

KTO 3HACET, HMTO SYRET YEPE3 CEKYHAYy ¢ MOHM CCGpPALEOM, XOTOPOS, KaX H BCAKOOC

4eJIOBCHECKOC Cepalle, eCTh HEYTO TAaKO06, HeMYy HET PAaBHOro B0 BCEM TBOPCHHH

MO TAHHCTBCHHOCTH H ‘l‘())llot:'l'll?]22

Bunin claims that Tolstoi’s place is also among these people, for
Tolstoi’s acute sense of life, his faith in it and recognition of its meaning, were
largely determined and explained by his extreme sensitivity to death. It is
important to note that in his account of the development of the theme of death
in Tolstoi, Bunin assigns a large role to Tolstoi’s first substantial work Detstvo
[Childhood], in which this theme, for the first time, enters Tolstoi’s artistic
world with the portrayal of the death of Nikolen’ka Irten’ev’s mother.
Resurrecting innumerable episodes of the deaths of Tolstoi’s characters, both
major and minor, Bunin emphasizes that, beginning with Childhood, the theme
of death, in one form or another, appears in virtually every one of Tolstoi’s
substantial works, and that from then onwards every aspect of human life and
experience is considered by him in relation to death, ‘the highest re-evaluer of
all values’ [velichaishaia pereotsenshchitsa vsekh tsennostei] (Bunin 9: 133).
So it turned out for the gravely injured Andrei Bolkonskii, or for the terminally
ill Ivan I’ich, or for Anna Karenina on the day she committed suicide.
Moreover, Bunin seeks to demonstrate how, within (and despite) a certain
narrowness which occurs in a philosophical interpretation of the issue of man
in the face of death, Tolstoi undoubtedly succeeded in his broad treatment of

this subject, achieving, above all, a remarkably varied representation of death

in his works.

22 Grin, Ustami Buninykh, 1, 98-99.
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Herein also lies, in Bunin’s view, the whole paradox of Tolstoi’s
situation. Reconstructing, at times with astonishing, almost documentary
accuracy, certain fragments of Tolstoi’s life, especially the last days, Bunin
emphasizes that it was precisely the idea of death, along with the striking
persistence (combined with ‘an obsessive monotony’ (oderzhimost’
odnoobraziia) (p. 33)) with which Tolstoi spoke of it, that first brought him
close to suicide and then turned him into both a thinker and a madman at the
same time, a great martyr and ‘God’s fool’, an artist and eternal ‘wanderer’.
He died on ‘the great road’ (bol’shaia doroga) (p. 12), profoundly devoted to
his attempt to solve the riddle of death, fighting for emancipation and
searching for what is called in Buddhism ‘coming out from Being into the
Eternal’ (iskhod iz 'Byvaniia v Vechnoe’) and in the Gospels is known as ‘the
Path into Life’ (Put’ v Zhizn’) (ibid.). During the last few years of his life
Tolstoi kept a handbook entitled The Thoughts of Wise People for Every Day
[Mysli mudrykh liudei na kazhdyi den’] and which consisted of his own
thoughts and of ‘the thoughts of sages of different countries, peoples and
times’ [mysli mudretsov razlichnykh stran, narodov i vremen] (ibid.) which he
considered to be in accord with his personal views. Bunin draws our attention
to one surprising coincidence. On the page dated 7 November — the day of

Tolstoi’s death — there is the following passage from the Gospel according to

Matthew:

13 "Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that

leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in thereat: 14 Because strait is the

gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it."

23 The Gospel According to Matthew, in The Bible: A Literary Survey, ed. Charles W. Harwell and
Daniel McDonald (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, INC., 1975), pp. 243-47 (pp. 245-46).
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[BxoauTe TECHMMH BPATAMH: H60 UIUPOKK BPATA M NPOCTPAHCH MYTh, BEXYIUHE
B NOTHG6ENL: M MHOTHE HAYT MMH: M60 TECHH BDATA H Y30K NYTh. BEAYINHC B

XH3IHb, H HeMHOrHe Haxoant ux.] (Bunin 9: 12)

For Bunin ‘the Path into Life’ begins, first and foremost, with man’s

natural desire to establish his personal identity, to understand his place in the

world. As noted earlier, the whole lyrical-philosophical core of The Life of

Arsen’ev is nothing other than Arsen’ev’s reflections on this subject. Exactly

the same questions preoccupied Tolsto1’s thoughts too:

‘Who are you — what are you?’. Not without reason was he enthused by this — by the
fact that it was this question, and no other, that his old nanny heard in the rhythmical
ticking of the clock measuring off the ebbing time of her poor earthly life. For she
could have heard the usual ‘Tick-tock’, tick-tock...”. But she heard it her way,
differently: ‘Who are you — what are you?’. He heard this question in himself all his
life, from childhood right up to the very last minute of his life.

[“KTo TH - 4To TH?”. HeaapoM Tax BOCXMINAJICK OH ITHM, - TEM. YTO

HMCHHO 3TOT BOINPOC, & HC YTO-JIHGO APYroe CIAMIIANIA 6r0 CTAPAN HAHLKA B
MEpPHOM CTYKE 4acoB. OTMCPMBABIUIMX YyTeXaioulee BpeMs o¢ coarnolt 3aemuolt

XH3HH. Benp MOXHO GHUIO CANWIATE OSMYHOe: “Tux-Tax, THr-tTak..”. Ho mor
oHa cimuana csoe, apyroe: “Kro Tt - yro Tm?”. CaM OH CAMUIAN B CE66

3TOT BOMpPOC BCIO XH3HB - C XETCTBA H X0 caMolf mocneamelt MuMyTs csoelt ]

(p. 119)

Bunin emphasizes the importance of recognising that for Tolstoi, the question

of one’s vocation — ‘what am I here for’ (p. 137) — and such linked issues as

the meaning of life in general are not for the human mind to deal with: reason

appears to be mute in this situation. It is the human heart that speaks and is

thus capable of anticipating this question:

Only some feeling in the depth of our consciousness answers it. Ever since people
have existed, they have answered it not with words, that is, the tool of reason, a

partial manifestation of life, but with the whole of life.
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[O'rne-ue‘r Ha 3TO TOJILKO KaKOC-TO HYRCTBO B I/IySHHG COIHaHMR. C Tex nop.
KaK CYLICCTBYIOT JIIOAH, OHH OTBCHAIOT HA ITO HEe CJIOBAMH, TO 6CTh OpyAHEeM

Pa3yMa. YacThIO NPONB/ICHUA XH3IHH. & Bcell xu3nnio.] (p. 34)

Bunin remarks that, notwithstanding such a passionate claim for the
priority of feeling (or intuition), Tolstoi subjected everything to thorough
intellectual examination only to return to that with which his artistic-
philosophical quest had originally begun: ‘People find salvation not with their
intellect but by feeling. [...] Everything is in feeling’ [Liudi nakhodiat
spasenie ne umom, a chuvstvom. [...] A ved’ vse v chuvstve.] (p. 165). But
without this tense, indefatigable study in-between there would be no Tolstoi
with his acute sense of ‘the Unity of Life’ (Edinstva Zhizni), according to
ancient Indian wisdom, and which Bunin describes as ‘a heightened sensitivity

for All-Being’ (obostrennoe oshchushchenie Vsebytiia) (p. 47):

I resolved to explore in my heart and test with my reason everything that happens
under the sun: God gave his human sons this difficult task in order that they might
torment themselves...

The whole of Tolstoi is in these words from Ecclesiastes. ‘This difficult
occupation’ was the major preoccupation of his whole life. He explored and tested,
thought through and felt deeply, with unrivalled scepticism and exactitude,
everything, everything ‘that happens under the sun’.

[Pewuncx s B cepaue CBOCM HCCICAOBATR M MCNLTATH DPA3YMOM BCE, 4TO

ReNaeTCK NMOA CONHUEM: 3TO TAXKENOC 3RHATHC OAJI 60 CHIHAM YCJIOBCYOCKHM,

YTO6bHl OHH MY4YHJIH CCOX... .

1]

B 3tux cnosax Exxnesuacra mech ToncToll. “ITo Taxenoe sauatue’
6MJI0 rNABMNM 3aHATHEM Bcelt ero xmanu. Bcé, »cd, “yro nenaercs noa
CONMHUEM™, HCCICAOBAN M MCHNLITAJ OH MPOAYMAJN M NPOMYBCTROBAN ¢

6ECIPHMEPHOH HCZOBCPUHBOCTRIO M TpPesoBaTensHocTHI0.] (p. 137)
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Furthermore, man’s knowledge and realisation of his place in the world is an
integral part of ‘the sense of All-Being’ by which, in Bunin’s interpretation,
Tolstoi was ‘completely possessed’ (p. 124) just as was, perhaps, Buddha

himself, Bunin writes:

Certain kinds of people have the ability to feel particularly strongly not only their
own time but other people’s, the past; not only their own country and tribe but
different, alien ones; not only themselves but their neighbour too. That is, they have
what is customarily described as ‘the ability to reincarnate themselves’ and have a
particular vivid and figurative (sensual) ‘memory’. But in order to be one of these
people, one has to be an individual who has passed through the path of many, many
existences, in the chain of his forbears, and suddenly displayed a particularly
complete image of his savage ancestor with all the freshness of his sensations, with
all the imagery of his thinking and with all his vast subconscious. And yet to be an
individual who has become immensely enriched during his long journey and already
with enormous consciousness.

Is such a person a great martyr or one with good fortune? He is both. The
curse and the happiness of this man is his particularly acute I, a craving for a greater
assertion of this I and at the same time a greater (by virtue of the vast experience
gained during the time spent in the enormous chain of existences) sense of the futility
of this craving... .

[Hexoropumit pon miomeft OS/MAnRET CNOCOSHOCTBIO OCOSCHHO  CHJIBHO

HYYBCTROBATEL HE TOJILKO CBOC BPCMA., HO H HYXOC, MpPOUIJIOE, HE TOJILKO CROIO
CTPaHYy, CBOC IUJIEMA, HO H APYrHe, YyXHE, He TONLKO CEMOro cCesN, HO H

GNIMXHEr0 CBOCrO, TO €CTh, KAX NPHHATO TOBOPHTH, '‘CIOCOSHOCTBIO
NEPEBONIOATLCK”, H OCOGEHHO XHBO# M OCO66HHO O6pasHOH (uyscTaeHMHORH)

“naMaTeio”’. AKX TOro xe, YTOG6HW 6HTh B HHCIC TAKHX JIOAell, Hamo 6HTHE
0CO6bI0, NpowlcAuicA B LCNMM CBOHX NpEeAXOB RONrMl MyTs MHOTHX, MHOrMX
cymecTsOBaHH#t ¥ mapyr ssusmiell B3 cese ocoseHHO monHMH o6pa3 cmoero
RUKXOro NMPAmypa ¢o Bcell CBEXECTHIO €ro omyimwenuit, co mcell o6pa3sHocTeIO €ro

MBILIICHHA H ¢ €r0 OrPOMHOR MONCOIHATENBHOCTLIO, & BMECTE ¢ TEM OCOShIO,
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6e3IMCpPHO o6oramieHHol 3a cmolt noaruft nyTs W yxe ¢ orpommuolt
CO3HATENILHOCTBIO.

Benuxullt My4deHHMK Mnu Benauxult cuacrinusenr taxoft wenosex? M TO M
npyroec. IIpoXnATHEC M CHACTHE TAKXOro YEJIOBEKA €CTh €ro OCOSEHHO CHJIbHOE

A, xaxns BAWICTO YTBCPXACHHA 3TOro S M BMeECTG6 ¢ TeM mamee (B cuny
OrpOMHOrO ONMLITA 38 BPCMA IPCOLIBAHHN B OrpoMHoll memu cyumecTsosanuit)
YyBCTBO TWICTH 3ITo#t xamzml.. .] (p.47)

Finally, the answer to this question of one’s vocation is vital because
with it begins another important ‘path’ in human life — ‘the Path of Return’
(‘Put’ vozvrata’) (p. 18), which symbolizes, once again according to ancient
Indian wisdom, our journey of coming to our true self. On this path the
boundary between our personal / and social / ceases to exist, and so does ‘the
craving to take’ (zhazhda brat') (p. 19). Instead the opposite feeling grows and
increases in strength: ‘the craving to give back’ (‘zhazhda otdavat’') (ibid.)
what was once taken from other people, nature and the world in general. Our /
thus discovers the hitherto unknown, spiritual side of our existence, so that
from now on we begin to feel the development and movement within our soul.
For Bunin it is indeed here, on the Path of Return, that Tolstoi found for
himself another dimension whereby he was able to confront his terror of death,
finally establishing his attitude to it, and to recognize the inevitability of the
process of life’s gradual ‘spiritualisation’ (odukhotvorenie) which is, at the

same time, its gradual emancipation:

The kingdom of this world and the kingdom of death are one.
Emancipation is in the disrobing of the spirit from its material garb.
Emancipation is in self-renunciation.

Emancipation is in the submerging of the spirit in the one true Being.

[llapcTBO MMpa cero ¥ LAPCTBO CMEPTH ORKO.

OCBOGOXACHHE — B PAIOGJIAUCHHH RYXa OT €ro MATEPHAJILHOIO ONENHMA.
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OCBOGOXACHHE - B CAMOOTPCHCHHH.

OCBOGOXACHUE - B YINYGNCHUH Ayxa B GAMHOE HCTHHHOe smTHe.] (p. 50)

Bunin makes an interesting observation in relation to Tolstoi’s
definition of /ife. He notes that Tolstoi, in his designation of life as compared
with that of death, which has undergone at least some changes in accordance
with the nature of his study, has remained a constant adherent of Heraclitus’
definition: life is death. Subsequently, this formulation was repeatedly
employed and extended by philosophers and artists, most notably by Plato (for
whom any thought process, that is, life, was nothing more than a preparation
for dying and death) and Euripides (who has remained undecided about what
is what: death life, or vice versa). According to Bunin, Tolstoi favoured and

referred to both Plato and Euripides throughout his life:

Euripides nevertheless hesitates: ‘Who knows... maybe...' Tolstoi, more than once
and ever more firmly, said directly: ‘Life is death. [...] It is time to wake up, that is,
to die’.

[3spunun Bc¥-raxu xonesnerca: “Kro 3naer.. moxer smth..”. Toncroft e
pas M 3c8 TBépxXe roBOPHNI NpAMO: “JKH3HR €CThE CMEPTh. [...] TMopa
NMPOCHYThCK, TO ecTh yMepeTs ] (pp. 133; 15)

Hence, Tolstoi endows death with the same qualities that life originally
possesses. In his understanding death acquires a universal significance,
turning out to be the solution to all contradictions, the beginning of man’s new
awareness of himself when, finally overstepping the temporal and spatial
limits of his I, he begins to think of himself as an organic ‘link’ (zveno) of a
single ‘Chain of existences’ (Tsep’ sushchestvovanii) (p. 48).

In the concluding part of The Emancipation of Tolstoi Bunin turns to
Mark Aldanov’s book The Enigma of Tolstoi (1923), recalling the passage on

Andrei Bolkonskii’s death with his unanswered question about what ‘awaits’
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one after death. Aldanov claims that on one occasion Tolstoi replied to it
confidently: ‘a Return to Love’ (Vozvrashchenie k Liubvi)**. Perhaps, argues
Bunin, the discovery and cognition of God in Spirit and Love brought an end
to the search for emancipation for Tolstoi’s hero, but by no means for Tolstoi.

In reality it was something else that finally liberated him:

In order to believe in immortality, one must live an immortal life here.
Death is the transference of self from the secular (that is, temporal) life to the eternal
life here and now which I (already) experience.

What does ‘death’ mean in this phrase? Is it what is usually called death
and what he too once understood by it? It is now something quite different. It is the
lively and joyful return from the earthly, temporal and spatial to the unearthly, eternal
and boundless, to the bosom of the Master and Father whose existence is absolutely
beyond doubt.

[- UTo6M BEPHTH B 66CCMEDTHC. HANO XHTh SECCMEPTHON XMHIHLIO IAeCh.
- CMepTh €CTh NMEPEHECEHHE CO6X M3 XHIHM MHUpCKOH# (TO ecTh BpeMeHHoft) B
XHIHDP BEUHYIO JAOCH, TOOCPS, KOTOPOE (yx;) HCIIMTHBAIO.

Yro 3xHauuT “cMepTh’ B 3ToR dpaze? EcTh MM 3TO TO, YTO OGKYHO

HA3LIBACTCA CMCPTLIO H YTO OH H CaM pPa3yMeJl KOrZa-To NMOX ITHM CJ‘IO'OM?

Yxec coBceM He TO. 910 XHBOK H panocTHHER BO3BPAT K3 3IEMHOrO,
BPEMEHHOro, NMPOCTPAHCTBCHHOTO B HE3EMHOE, BCYHOS, GCCNPERe/ILHOS, B JIOHO

Xo3suua u OTHa, 6LITHE KOTOPOro coBeplIeHHo HecoMHenno.] (p. 160)

Tolstoi’s striking contradiction is both a refusal to believe in infinity
along with eternity and immortality and at the same time a refusal to believe
that death can end or halt anything. This explains why he was drawn so
strongly to the idea of reincarnation and the Buddhist notion of pre-existence

that had, according to Bunin, a philosophical appeal for him:

On the one hand, what eternity can there really be! We truly existed before this life,

although we have lost all recollection of this.

24 M. A. Aldanov, Zagadka Tolstogo (Berlin: Izdatel'stvo I. P. Ladyzhnikova, 1923), p. 126.
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[Aa u B caMOM nene, Xaxax MOXET GHTh BOYHOCTb C OnHoM cTopoumt! AMa,
BEpNO, CYLICCTROBANH Ipexic IToM XNSHH, XOTX N IOTEPATH O TOM

pocrromunanne] (p. 119)

Tolstoi believed in the reality of timelessness (or extra-temporality), and death,
in its turn, is nothing but awakening to the timeless life, an event of return to
God, a feeling of closeness and unity with him: ‘We celebrate the
mortification of death ... an eternal beginning of a different life ...” [Smerti
prazdnuem umershchvlenie ... inago zhitiia vechnaga nachala ... ] (p. 165),
says the church psalm. ‘Death does not exist’, says Tolstoi with reference to
the premature death of his seven-year-old son Vania, ‘if we love him, we live
by him!” [Smerti net, raz my liubim ego, zhivem im!] (p. 61). These words of
Tolstoi are paraphrased in Chang's reflections on the Captain's death: if he
loves the Captain, the Captain will always be with him. For Bunin, this is the
concluding stage of Tolstoi’s personal search for emancipation. He however
was liberated, ‘not by the Saviour’s death’ (ne Spasovoi smert’iu) (p. 165), but
rather by a sense of life’s extra-temporality that lies at the basis of the process
of time’s interaction. By setting time free, this very sense releases man from
temporal-spatial captivity, helping him to become fully free. This, above all,
emerged for Tolstoi as a moment of the greatest approximation to God, pure
and absolute cognition of him not, however, in the way that it is accomplished
in church rituals, but in all the simplicity and fullness of his original Truth.

The Emancipation of Tolstoi concludes with the following passage:

‘He [Tolstoi] had no strong belief in the life to come’, says Aldanov. And he quotes
Tolstoi's own words: ‘Once I asked myself: do I believe? And involuntarily I

answered that I do not believe in a definite form...”. But he said that only in those
moments when he ‘asked himself’. It was not these moments that saved him, but

those ones when he did not ask.
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My old friend Dr. I. N. Al’tshuller writes to me:

‘When I read your articles about Tolstoi, I remembered the night in the
Crimea, in Gaspra, when I sat alone with the seriously ill Lev Nikolaevich. We
doctors had at that time almost lost hope, and he too, in my view, was convinced of
the inevitability of the end. He lay, seemingly semi-conscious, with a very high
temperature, breathing very shallowly, and suddenly he uttered in a weak but clear
voice: “From you I came, to you I shall return, take me, Lord”, - he said like any
simple believer.’
[“B syaymyi XH3Hb OH BEDHJI MIOXO”, - TOBODHT AnaaHos. M npusoaut ero
CO6CTREHHEBIE coBa: “Kax-To cmpocHn ceox: Bepio M 17 U HesonsHO oTmeTM.
YTO Me Bep B onpeaenckHod dopme..”. Ho meas TaX roBopHiI OH TONABLKO B
MHHYTH, Xoraa “crnpamusan cesx”. He 3TH MHHYTM CNAC&/IH €ro: CIacajiu Te,

T€ XOrZla OH He CNpALIHBAJ.
Mokt crapuit apyr aoxtop M. H. AnsTmynnep nuumer Mue:

“Korna untan Bamu crtatsu o ToNCTOM, BCNOMHMJI Houk B KpuMy,

Ha Tacnipe, xoraa s oauH CHRENA OKONO TAXKO sonkHoro JInsa Huronaesuua.
MH, BpauH, TOTAS& NOYTH NMOTCPANH HANCKAY, H CAM OH, [TO-MOCMY, YG6eXKACH
6T B HEH366XHOCTH XoHRa. OH JIcXaj, H, Xa3aJioCh, 6L B MONY3AGHNTHH €

O4YcHb BLICOXOH TeMmepaTypoll. AMIIAN OYGHBL MOBGPXHOCTHO, H BAPYT CNAGMM

FOJIOCOM, HO OTHETJIHBO NPOH3HEC: ‘OT TE6M NMPHLUENT, X TE66 BEPHYCh, MPHMH

MCHN, FOCNOAM’, - MPOM3HEC TaK, Xax BCAKHE mpocTO Bepyoluft 4enosex.”’]
(Ibid.)

In The Emancipation of Tolstoi Bunin attaches great significance to the
analysis of Tolstoi’s photographic portraits. For him, they illustrate, with
astonishing clarity, all the intensity of Tolstoi’s lifelong spiritual quest. It is
interesting that these portraits convey the impression of a personality who
lived through only two spiritual periods which, in their turn, correspond to two
existential phases, abruptly disproportional in their temporal duration: the
search for emancipation (that is, the striving to solve the problem of the

meaning of life) and finding it. Beginning with childhood, the first phase
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lasted right up to the first years of Tolstoi’s old age. This is exactly the time
when, according to ancient Indian wisdom, one follows (first, willingly and
then with resistance) ‘the Path of Egression’ (Put’ Vystupleniia) (p. 18) on

which:

[...] man, firstly, feels that he is only his ‘form’, his temporal bodily existence, his I
distinct from all else, is within his personal boundaries in which is contained part of
the Single Life, and he lives by a purely personal cupidity. Then his cupidity expands
and he lives not only in himself, but also by the life of his family, tribe and people,
and his conscience, that is, shame at a solely personal cupidity, grows, although he
still lives by the craving ‘to seize’ and ‘to take’ (for himself, his family, tribe and
people).

[[...] 4emomex uyscTByeT cesx cmepsa TOABKO cBoeit ‘“‘dopmoft”, cmoum

BPCMCHHLIM TEJICCHHIM 6BITHCM, CBOHM OCOSCHHLRIM OTO BCCro SA. HaxomHTCK B
TEX CBOHX JIHYHHIX FPAHHUAX, XyAa 3AKJIIOUCHA HaCTh Exunolt JXH3IHH, H XHBET
KOPLICTBIO YHCTO JHYHOM: 3aTEM KODHCTh €ro DACIIHPAGTCK, OM XUBET He
TONBLKO CO60H, HO H XHM3IHBLIO CBOSl CEeMBbM, CBOCro NJICMEGHH, CBOCIO HADOIA, H

PacTéT €ro COBeCTbh, TO €CTh CTHIA KODPRICTH TOJNBXO JIUYHONR, XoT: BCcY¥ ewrd

XHBET OH xaxmolt ‘‘;axsaTa”, xamxnolt “spaTe”’ (NN cesn. Anx cmocH ceMBM,
AKX cBOEro MJICMEHH, Ans csoero Hapoaa).] (Tbid.)

In this sense, it is hardly surprising that all Tolstoi’s portraits from this phase
have one predominant feature which Bunin, resorting to an expression which
he remembers Tolstoi using on one occasion, describes as ‘the perspicacity of
malice’ (pronitsate’nost’ zloby) (p. 86) and which is best observed in
Tolstoi’s glance, conveying a striking spectrum of different qualities among

which Bunin particularly stresses the following:
Power, seriousness, severity, distrust, cold or impudent contemptuousness,
malevolence, dissatisfaction and sorrow... Such gloomy, intense-inquisitive eyes and

tightly clenched teeth!



194

[CHJ’II, CEPBhE3HOCTD, CTPOroCTh, HEAOBEPHHBOCT S, XOJIORHAN MJIH BH3LIBAIOIIAN
NPE3PHTCIIBHOCTh, HCRAOSPOXCIIATCNILHOCTER, HEOOBOJILCTRO, MNEYaANbk... Kaxue

CyMPpayHble, RPHCTaNBHO-NLITAUBLIC IIa3a, TRépAo cxaTie 3ysu!] (Ibid.)

And only in the last portraits of Tolstoi does one notice that this painful
fixedness of his eyes significantly softens, and the expressions of ‘gentleness,
obedience, kindness, at times even a smile and soft gaiety’ [krotost’,
pokornost’, blagovolenie, poroi dazhe ulybka, laskovoe vesel’e] (ibid.) begin
to appear on the general look of his face that alone allows us to believe that
Tolstoi had reached his second existential phase, stepping onto the Path of
Return where all personal discontent and anguish are finally resolved.
Conflict no longer exists, and there remains a man who has found the answers
to the questions of his personal identity, vocation and the meaning of life and
‘how it should be lived by any reasonable man’ [kak dolzhen prozhivat’ ee
vsiakii razumnyi chelovek] (p. 25); a man, liberated from the terror of death
and the torment of time, who has realized that life’s fme meaning is ‘outside
temporal and spatial forms’ [vne vremennykh i prostranstvennykh form] (p.
31) and begun to assert the possibility of living an extra-temporal life in this,
allotted, terrestrial life; a man inspired, above all, by his belief in the truth of a
Creator, a belief which liberates, unites and links everything in this world.

It seems logical to conclude this chapter here, although there is one
more aspect of The Emancipation of Tolstoi that deserves our attention. As
mentioned at the beginning, notwithstanding its brevity, the work is striking in
its complex, multi-layered, explicit and implicit, thematic structure, open to
various interpretations and assumptions. However, if we choose to focus on
any given theme, we soon realize that on all levels the meaning contains an

open, well-argued challenge to both readers and critics. Bunin’s challenge is
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based on the idea that despite the numerous reassessments that Tolstoi’s image
has undergone (is undergoing and, most likely, will continue to undergo), it is
still far from clear that we can conclude that this image ‘is already established,
precisely, impartially and fully, that not only all its major features, but also its

very essence are defined and divined’ [ycTanosnex yxe TouHo. secnpucrpactHo

H MOJIHO, YTO HE€ TOJIBKO BCC [rJIABHEIC €ro YepTH, HO H cCaMafx CYIIHOCTDb

onpenenenw, yranans] (p. 100). There is still a great deal of the contradictory,
incomprehensible, irrational-mystical and therefore not easily explainable in
Tolstoi’s image (of which the whole conception of emancipation is a good
example), which rules out the possibility of a reductive formulation.
Moreover, Bunin persistently reminds us that in order to establish Tolstoi’s
true place in the history of culture, one should always take into account the
fact of his ‘great’ and at the same time, ‘conflicting bifurcation’ (p. 49) which
singles out Tolstoi’s personality, ranking him alongside Buddha, Solomon,
saints and sages. This bifurcation is closely linked to two diametrically
opposed but nevertheless interrelated tendencies in relation to the existential
(or evolutionary) ‘Chain’ - the sense of a strong attachment to this Chain and a

desire to withdraw from it:

There are two types of people. The first, huge one consists of people of their own
definite moment, life-building, doing, people seemingly with almost no past or
ancestors, true links in the Chain, about whom Indian wisdom says: what does it
matter to them that the beginning and the end of the Chain disappear so frightfully
into boundlessness? But the second, small one consists of not only non-doers and
non-builders but downright destroyers who have already come to know the futility of
action and building. They are people of dreams, contemplation and wonder at
themselves and at the world, people of that ‘philosophising’ about which Ecclesiastes

speaks. People who have already secretly responded to the ancient call: ‘Leave the
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Chain!', and who already crave to dissolve and disappear into the All-One and at the
same time suffer ferociously, longing for all their past appearances and embodiments
and, in particular, for every instant of their present. These are people endowed with
the great wealth of perceptions received from their innumerable predecessors, who
feel the infinitely remote links in the Chain; beings who wondrously (and possibly for
the last time?) have resurrected in their person the strength and freshness of their
heavenly forefather, of his corporeality. Hence their great bifurcation: the agony and
terror of the withdrawal from the Chain, of parting from it, the consciousness of its
futility and a particular fascination with it.

[ - Ecrs ama pona mmoxeit. B onaMoM, OrpoMHOM., - JIIORH CBO€ro,

ONpPEACN¢HHOro MOMCHTA, XUTEHCKOro CTPOHTENLCTRA, REJAHHA, JIORH X&X 6
NMOMTH 6¢3 MPOLINOro, 6€3 NpPEenKOoB, BepHhle 3WeHLA TOHM ILlenmu, o rxoropolt
FOBOPHT MYAZPOCTHh MIHAHM: YTO KM IO TOro, HTO TAK CTPAIIHO YCKONL3AOT B
6C3IrpAHHYHOCT: M Ha4a/so ¥ koHen 3tolt Llemu? A B apyroM, MajoM, He

TOJIBXO HE XACJIATCJ/IH, HC CTPOHTC/IH, & CYLIHO PAIOPHTOJIH, YiKC IOIHABIUHO

TIIETY ACNARHUA H CTPOCHHA, JIIOAH MCUTH, COICDLUAHMA, YAOHRJICHHA Ce606 H

MHDy. NIOAM TOro “yMCTBOBANHA', O XOTOpPOM roBopuT Exxnessact, - moawm,

yxe BTaltHe OTKNHXHyBWIMecx HA ZxpesHuit 308: “Builiau u3 Lenn!” - yxme

XKaXOYOUIHEG PACTBOPHTBCA, HCHUCIHYTR BO BceenHHOM M BMECTE C TeM e€Is
NIIOTO CTPAXAYOUIHE, TOCKYIOIHE O BC6X TeX JIHKAX, BONJIOMIGHMAX, B KOHX
Npe6siBAJIM OHH, OCOGCHHO X¢ O XAXAOM MHre CBOEro HACTONWOCro, ITO JIORH,
ORaApPCHHLIC BEJIHKHM GOTaTCTBOM IOCﬂpﬂlTlln. MONYHOHHMX MMH OT CBOHX

GECYHCJICHHBX MPEALIECTBCHHUKOB, HYBCTBYIOUIHE 6ECKOHGYHO RANSKHE 3IBCHBKX
Lenu, cyuecTsa, RHBHO (M He B MOCHCAMMH nH pa3?) BOCKPECHBUIHC B CBOSM

JIHIE CHAY M CBEXECTh CBOCro palicxoro npaoTua, ero remecocTH. OTciona M
BCIHKOE KX PAa3iBOCHHEe: MyXa H yxac yxona u3 Llems, pasnyxa c nHew,

co3MaNMe THIETH ¢é - M cyrysoro ouaposanus ewo.] (Ibid.)

It is essential to recognize that withdrawal from the Chain (and herein lies the
secret of its attraction and seductive power” for Bunin) excludes or, more
exactly, does not guarantee salvation during one’s life-time, offering, instead,

a life outside time, the possibility that having been bom once, one can be born
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again. Once again, the paradox of Tolstoi’s situation (although this might
sound rather confused and naive as many of Bunin’s conclusions do when this
work is taken at face value) resides in the following: the more we feel that the
solution to Tolstoi’s riddles is found, the more we discover new ones emerging
from his literary and religious-philosophical experiences.

Lastly, what still remains unclear and what the next chapter has to deal
with, is the question of the meaning of emancipation with reference to Bunin's
work: what endows an individual with a sense of freedom (if there is a place

for such a category at all in Bunin)?

25 For an engaging discussion of this theme in Bunin see Woodward, 'Eros and Nirvana', pp. 577-79.
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CHAPTER FIVE

'A Return to Love':
The First Day of Lent.

Bcé putMm u 6er. BecuejbHoe cTpeMiieHbe!
Ho CTPALUCH MHI, KOrXa CTPEMIJIEHbA HET.

Hsan Bynun, Pura (1912)

3aueM repoMHH M repou’ 3ayeM POMaH, NMOBECTH, C 3aBAIKON M
pa3ss3xoit?

Hsan Bynun, Kuura (1924)

1. The short story: a new old genre

Critics were far from unanimous in their appraisal of Bunin’s last
collection of short stories Dark Avenues [Temnye allei]. It was received with a
certain coolness in some émigré circles,' and hostility in others, for whom
Dark Avenues displayed nothing but Bunin’s ‘senile obsession with sex’? and
eroticism, that almost bordered on ‘pornography’.® Soviet scholarship dwells,
rather predictably, on two aspects: Bunin’s ever growing ‘nostalgia™ for pre-
Revolutionary Russia and his idea of ‘the destructive power’ of passion.’
Finally, there are works which point to something in the collection that clearly
does not fit into the traditional scheme of description of Bunin’s narrative art,

that goes far beyond his usual stories about unhappy love or, more exactly,

1See G. A. Adamovich, Odinochestvo i svoboda [1955] (St. Petersburg: Logos, 1993), p. 64-66.

2R, Poggioli, ‘The Art of Ivan Bunin’, Harvard Slavic Studies, 1 (1953), 249-77 (p. 251).

3 Gleb Struve, Russkaia literatura v izgnanii (New York: Izdatel’stvo imeni Chekhova, 1956), p. 251.
4. N. Mikhailov, Ivan Alekseevich Bunin: Ocherk tvorchestva (Moscow: Nauka, 1967), pp. 77-78.
SV. A. Afanas’ev, I. A. Bunin: Ocherk tvorchestva (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1966), p. 234.



199

about love which does not end happily.® And this is precisely the perspective

from which Bunin’s last work is approached in the present chapter.

In The Grasse Diary [Grasskil dnevnik] Galina Kuznetsova recollects

that in May 1929 Bunin remarked to his wife that:

Since I realized that life is like an ascent of the Alps, I have understood everything. I
have understood that everything is trivial. There are certain invariable, organic
things about which nothing can be done: death, illness and love, but the rest is trivial.

[C TEX NOP. K&K N NOHAJ, YTO XHIHb - BOCXOXACHHC Ha AJIBINLI, A BCE IMOMAJI.

S NoHAJN, HMTO BCE - MYCTAKH. EcTs Hecxonsxo Bemel, HEHIMONHEIX,

OPraHH4eCKHX, € KXOTOPAIMH HHYCro IORCJAATE HEJNLIN: CMEDPThL, 60JIO3HD,

M060BB, & OCTaNbHOC MycTAXH.]'

These words serve as a starting point in formulating the major themes of the

whole collection: every short story in Dark Avenues is, in its own way, a story

of love - one of those three ‘things’ about which one can really do nothing. In

Dark Avenues Bunin again resorts to his favourite, although ‘insidious’,® genre

of the short story. The perfidy of this genre has attracted the attention of many

writers, linguists and literary theorists such as Goethe, Poe, Chekhov, Garshin,

Jakobson, Kafka, Tynianov, Babel’, Virginia Woolf, Vinogradov and

Vygotskii. Viktor Shklovskii explains this feature in terms of the changeable

nature of the genre itself.” He asserts that the short story is 'a stylistic notion

which is created by us, and depends on a number of phenomena which form it

and as it were supplant it' [monsTue cTunHcTHueckOe, HaMH CO3RAHHOC,

6 See, for example, M. Iof’ev, ‘Posledniaia novella Bunina’, in Profili iskusstva (Moscow: Iskusstvo,
1965), pp- 277-319 (pp. 278-79); James B. Woodward, ‘Eros and Nirvana in the Art of Ivan Bunin’,

Modern Language Review, 65 (1970), 576-86 (pp. 579-81); and C. Wood, ‘The Modernity of Ivan

Bunin’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Bradford, 1996), pp. 349-51.
7 G. Kuznetsova, Grasskii dnevnik (Washington, D. C.: Victor Kamkin, 1967), p. 98.

8 V. Shklovskii, ‘O novelle’, in Khudozhestvennaia proza: Razmyshleniia i razbory (Moscow:

Sovetskii pisatel’, 1961), pp. 149-55 (p. 149).

9 Although Shklovskii uses the term ‘novella’ he is refering to what other scholars term korotkii

rasskaz (‘short story’).
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JaBHCAIICE OT MLEJIOr0 pAAR ABJIEHUE, XOTODHE €€ CO3ZAIOT H Kak 6M

noxmenusaior] (p. 150).

Although mentioning ‘a number of phenomena’, Shklovskii focuses on
one in particular, namely, the factor of the ‘extraordinariness’
(neobychainost’) of the short story, the ‘unfamiliarity’ (neznakomost’), that is,
the ‘chance character’ (sluchainost’) of its content which is interesting, of
value and significant in its own right (p. 151). The exceptional character of the
short story is closely linked to the problem of finding a universal formulation
for this genre: the history of the development of the genre of the short story
proves to contain more exceptions than rules, for it is only in accordance with
the latter that a precise definition can be made. Hence, one author’s or
scholar’s conception of the short story very often turns out to be entirely alien
and unacceptable for the artistic thinking of another. Shklovskii considers
Chekhov to be a vivid illustration of this, since the whole of Chekhov’s
creative work is directly associated with the breaking of the generic canon.
For instance, what was understood by nineteenth-century literary scholarship
to be a specific characteristic of the short story (that is, a narrative which is
based on the idea of plot intensity and deals only with a single event) would
not, as Shklovskii puts it, ‘suit’ Chekhov, who ‘did not strive’ for an intensity

of plot. Furthermore:

Nor does Chekhov always narrate about a single event in the short story. The
exposition is absent in his short story but it does often include a prehistory: it is a
narrative about several events.

[Uexos Taxxe HE BCEraa B HOBGN/IC NMOBECTBYCT O6 ORHOM COSMTHH. B ero

HOBCJ/IJIC OTCYTCTBYCeT BBOAHAN YaCTh, HO HACTO B HEG RKJIOHGHA

MPEALCTOPHA: 3TO MOBECTBOBAHHC O HECKONMBXHX coemTHAX.] (p. 152)
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Shklovskii argues that in defining the genre of the short story it is crucial to
take into account the concept of ‘novelty’ (novizna), manifested in the
aspiration to discover the new in the familiar, and ‘not sharpen old, traditional
conflicts on new material’ [ne obostriat’ starye, traditsionnye konflikty na
novom materiale] (p. 153). Thus, in his own definition of the genre (and this is
important for an understanding of Bunin’s narrative art in particular),
Shklovskii proceeds from the idea that the short story or, to be more precise,

its finale, is always open to more than a single interpretation. He concludes:

The structure of the short story is founded on the contradictions which exist in life
and which (with the help of events of a different series or comparison of series of
events which offer a different treatment of the same phenomenon) are revealed in the

narrative.
[CTPOCHHG HOBCNJINI OCHOBAHO Ha cymec'rlylomux B XHIHH IIDOTHBODOHHAX,

XOTOpHe NMPH NMOMOIUH COSHTHH HHOrO pAa’ MAH CONMOCTABICHHMHA COSHITHHHAIX

PAAOB, AAKIIHX pPa3HOe OTHOILICHHE X OAHNOMY H TOMYy Xe€¢ ABJICHHIO,

O6HApyXHBAIOTCA B nosecrrosanuu.] (p. 155)

Thus, from here it follows that duality can never be obvious or predictable; on
the contrary, it is always combined with the element of unexpectedness that
offers the very possibility of a new reading, interpretation and sense of the
familiar experience. The genre of the short story develops in a reader, author
or narrator the ability to see anew the habitual, finding an unusual ‘freshness’,

significance and uniqueness in every phenomenon, however familiar.

2. The author's narrative
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What is remarkable about Bunin’s prose is that among other features of
the genre of the short story such as ‘strict’ composition, the presence of a
detailed exposition and so forth, it is, above all, guided by the factor of novelty
which, in its tumn, is closely associated with the principle of narrative
conciseness or briefness. In the history of the genre, Chekhov was the first to
speak of the necessity for both the short story and the short-story writer to be
‘as brief as possible’,' translating this principle into a narrative device.
Konstantin Paustovskii describes this peculiarity of the genre in the following
way:

The most effective, most magnificent prose is concise prose. Everything that is

superfluous, everything that it is possible not to say is excluded from it, only that

which it is absolutely essential to say remains. [...] Conciseness comes with

exhaustive knowledge.

[Caman neficTBeHHan, caMas MOTPACAIOINAN NMPO3A - 3TO NPO3a CXATAN; H3 Hee

HCKJIIOMCHO BCC JIKIUHEE, BCC, YTO MOXKHO HE CK&83aTh, H OCTIIJI'OHO AHWS TO,

YTO CKA3aTh COBCPIICKHO HEOEXORUMO. [] CEATOCTS RACTCN
HCHEPNMWBAOWNUM 3HaKHeM.] !

Conciseness is created by the language structure of the short story which, like
no other literary genre, makes way for such a narrative form as the author’s
narrative, that is, the narrative on behalf of the hero wherein the narrator’s
plane merges with that of the protagonist.

The preference for first-person perspective in story-telling is a
distinguishing feature of Bunin’s work in general, and Dark Avenues is no
exception. This is chiefly explained by the fact that the first-person narrative

has a strongly developed subjective principle which allows the hero-narrator

10 Gee Ivan Bunin, ‘Chekhov’, in Memories and Portraits, tr. Vera Trail and Robin Chancellor
(London: John Lehmann, 1951), pp. 28-57 (p. 28).
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not only to express his own or her own attitude to the world, an understanding
and evaluation of the events which are portrayed or recollected, but also to
reproduce the subtle movements of the human soul, to describe and relate
those things which are not easily susceptible to direct observation. Moreover,
first-person narration directs the reader’s attention towards the authentic, at
times photographic representation of the material, guided by the narrator’s
desire to make one believe in what he tries to recollect. Bunin’s last collection
is, in terms of composition, organized as (badly kept) diary notes with detailed
descriptions of various brief moments or even instances of human life, the
memory of which proves to be so significant to the person that everything that
took place before, between or after those moments, is simply not interesting,
does not make sense and therefore does not deserve attention. The element of
subjectivity introduced by first person narrative changes the short story, its
inner rhythm and intonation, endowing it, in Bunin’s case, with elegiac
features. This also indicates that we are dealing with a personal, vivid
memory, with the hero’s addressivity towards the past, his aspiration to
enliven this past aesthetically (being, moreover, well aware of its singularity,
uniqueness and irreversibility) and to find himself in the reliving of that
experience.

The idea of reliving the experience during its recollection is a crucial
one for Bunin’s artistic thinking in general and for Dark Avenues in particular,
for the author’s feeling, expressed through the hero-narrator, hereby gains, in

Bakhtin’s words, ‘a certain extension, a certain content that is contemplated

11 K, Paustovskii, ‘Poeziia prozy’, in Naedine s osen’iu: Portrety, vospominaniia, ocherki (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1967), pp. 5-16 (p. 8).
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almost palpably’, ‘determination’ and ‘thythm’."? The significance of the latter
for an understanding of Bunin’s works was observed by Paustovskii in his
article ‘Ivan Bunin’, in which he asserts that rhythm is the very ‘inalienable’
category which creates the unique lyricism of Bunin’s prose. Paustovskii
implies that Bunin’s rhythm is formed by a certain feeling which lies at the
basis of Bunin’s artistic ability to see, hear and sense the surrounding world

and time:

In Pusheshnikov’s notes there is an astonishing passage which reveals the 'secret’ of
Bunin’s mastery. Bunin said that when he was beginning to write about anything, he
had first and foremost to 'find the sound' (for Proust this is 'the rhythm of prose', for
Ostrovskii - 'tone', for Maiakovskii - 'rumble' and for Mandel’shtam - 'breathing of
the verbal structure'). 'Once I have found it, the rest comes of its own accord’. What
does this mean: 'to find the sound? 'To find the sound' means to find the rhythm of
prose and its major resonance. For prose has the same inner melody as poetry and
music.

[B 3anucxax IlymemHMxomsa ecTh MECTO YIZMBHTERBLHOC, pPAackphlBaloinee
“rafiny” G6YHHHCKOrO MacTepcTsa. ByHHH TOBOPMN, 4TO, HAYHHAX MHCATSH O
4YeM 6 TO HH GO, MPEXAE BCCro OH AonxeH “HaltTu 3myx” (y Ilpycra - 3To

46, ”

“puTM npo3m’”, y OcTposcxoro “Tron”’, y Masxoscxoro ryn’. y
ManzensmiTamMa - “ANX&HHE closecHoro crpos’). “Kax cxopo s ero mawejn,
BCC OCTANILHOC ZRacTCK caMo cocoit”. UTo 3To 3Hauut - “HaliTu 3myx"?
(33 t2l

Halitu 38yX” - 3TO J3HauHT HaflTH pPHTM npo3sM H HaflTH oOcCHOBHOC 6o
asyyanue. Heo mpo3a osnanaeT Taxoll x¢ BHYTPEHHOR Mmenoxuell, Xax CTHXH

u My3urxa]"”

Thus, the sense of the rhythm of the prose, which is synonymous with the

musicality of its sound, is the expression of the inner texture of a literary work

12 M, M. Bakhtin, ‘Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity’, in Art and Answerability: Early
Philosophical Esays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov, tr. Vadim Liapunov
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), pp. 4-257 (p. 117).

13 K. Paustovskii, ‘Ivan Bunin’, in Naedine s osen’iu, pp. 64-78 (p. 71).
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which is rooted, according to Paustovskii, ‘in an excellent knowledge of and
subtle feeling for language’ [v prekrasnom znanii i tonkom chuvstve iazyka]
(ibid.). In his Psychology of Art [Psikhologiia iskusstva] Lev Vygotskii,
examining the peculiarities of the genre of the short story, expresses the idea
that in the body of the short story everything, from the conjunction of actual
events, the structure of sentences, phrases and rejoinders to the literary images,
the heroes’ attitudes and acts, is all subjected to the same laws of artistic
accumulations to which the transition of sounds into melody or the rhyming of
words into verses are subjected. In short, in the short story, rhythm (sound,
melody, tone or intonation) represents a concrete emotional and aesthetic
reality which defines the artistic structure of the whole work, its stylistic,
linguistic, figurative and compositional systems. '

In Bunin’s works, rhythm is created not only by the intonational-
linguistic structure of the narrative (reiteration of images, situations,
combinations of words, plot and speech schemes and so forth), but also, as was
noted earlier, by the narrator’s direct orientation towards reminiscence which
is, in fact, strengthened by an ever-growing and overwhelming aspiration to
revive the memory of the past, not so much because of a longing for this past,
as for the purpose of experiencing it anew, in all its detailed reality,
temporality and eventness. The narrator and the hero form, moreover, one
joint space, one movement and sensation of the time-flow. In ‘The First Day
of Lent’ [Chistyi ponedel’nik] - the short story of the collection selected here
for closer examination - the past is ‘resurrected’ in the hero’s consciousness in

such a way that he begins to speak of the bygone as though it takes place in the

14 L. S. Vygotskii, Psikhologiia iskusstva (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1969), pp.129-31.
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immediate present. The very necessity of detailed descriptions and elucidation
becomes, therefore, significantly reduced, which leads to a simplification of
the exposition in Bunin’s short stories in general: the short stories in Dark
Avenues either do not have an exposition as such or it turns out to be very
‘compressed’ (szhataia).'” ‘The First Day of Lent’ begins with a passage
which ends by depicting the picture of a soon-to-arrive winter evening, briefly
enumerating all that almost every evening begins with, that recurs every day in
the hero’s life. The subjective plane of the protagonist is as though already

introduced and we at once find ourselves plunged into his world and

consciousness:

The grey winter Moscow day was growing dark, the gas in the street lamps lit up
coldly, the shop windows were warmly illuminated - and, releasing one from the
daily routine, Moscow’s evening life began to kindle; the cabman’s sleighs sped
along more often and cheerfully, the overcrowded, swooping tramcars rattled more
heavily, so that in the twilight you could already see the green hissing sparks falling
from the electric wires - the dull-black figures of passers-by hurried with greater
animation along the snow-covered pavements. ... Every evening at this time my
coachman whisked me along with a high-stepping trotter - from the Red Gates to the
Cathedral of Christ the Saviour opposite which she lived.

[Temuen mocxosckult cepmit 3uMHHE ReHb, XONOAHO 3axHrasca rad 3 Gonapax,

TeNNO OCBCIUANINChP BHTPHHH MAra3HHOB - H DPAITOPANIACE BOYCGDHANR,
OCBOGOXKAZIOUIAN OT AHCBHHX ACJI MOCKOBCKAX XH3IHbL: ryilue M coxpell Hecnuce
M3BO3YHYBH CAHKY, TAxenelt TPCMCJIH NMEPCNONIHCHHAC, HAMPAIOUMHE TPAMBAH, -
B CYMpaKe yx¢ BHAHO 6HIJIO, K&K C IOHIICHHOM CLINANHCHh ¢ MPOBOAOS 3eJIEHMLIS
3B€3abl - OXHBJICHHCC CHNCUIMIH MO CHOXHMM TPOTYyapaM MYTHO 4YepHEOUHC
NIPOXOXHE... Kaxnauft meucp MYanm MeHX B 3TOT Y&C Ha BLITATHBAOUICMCHR

pricake Moff xy4yop - oT Kpacumx »opoT x xpaMmy Xpucrta Crnacurens: oMa

xuna npotus Hero [..].(Bunin 7:238)

151, A. Foster, ‘O kompozitsii Temnykh allei Bunina’, Russkaia literatura, 9 (1975), 55-65 (p. 55).
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The exposition is ‘saturated’ with verbs of motion or displacement, used in the
past tense and imperfective aspect which indicates the ‘past-present’ condition:
after all, the semantic organisation of the remembrance is always, in essence,
based upon verbs used in the present tense. From the very beginning this also
releases the narrative from the interruptedness of the events, creating a smooth,
‘solid’'® and at the same time swift development of the action of the short
story.

It is useful here (since we touched upon the question of temporal
relations in Bunin’s short story) to mention one more peculiar feature of the
narrative rhythm which was described by Bakhtin in Author and Hero... as
‘experience and temporal past’."’ For Bakhtin, the important (if not the major)
condition of true aesthetic experience is manifested in the necessity ‘to go
beyond the bounds of the whole given experience’, to be outside ‘the
experiencing soul’ (ibid.), considering it from the position of ‘the past of
meaning, along with the entire context of meaning into which it was
inseparably woven and in which it received its meaning’ (p. 117). In this
sense, presupposing ‘a certain predeterminedness’ and ‘hopelessness’ of
human strivings, actions and feelings, the rhythm helps to overcome the

temporal bounds between the past, present and future ‘in favour of the past’:

The future as the future of meaning is dissolved, as it were, in the past and the
present - is actually predetermined by them (for the author-contemplator always
encompasses the whole temporary, that is, he is always later, and not just temporarily
later, but he is later in meaning). But the very moment of transition, of movement

from the past and the present into the future constitutes a moment in me that has the

16 F. A. Figurovskii, ‘O sintaksise prozy Bunina: Sintaksicheskaia dominanta Temnykh allei’, Russkaia
rech’, 4 (1970), 43-66 (p. 66).
17 Bakhtin, ‘Author and Hero’, 116.
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character purely of an event, where 1, from within myself, participate in the unitary

and unique event of being. (pp. 117-18)

Thus, the author remains, in Shklovskii’s expression, ‘the master of time’
(khoziain vremeni),"* whereas the rhythm, in its turn, assures the aesthetic
action of the plot in the past and assists in an understanding of the chronotope
of the world within which all events of the hero’s life take place. Moreover,
rhythm is important for an understanding of the contextual mood and the
character of the narrative undercurrent, helping to define the direction in which

the author’s quest and the work of the artistic imagination move.

3. 'This is not religiosity': Oriental wisdom and the irrational past

In Dark Avenues Bunin seeks to find the answer to the following
questions: What is love? What is its place in human life? What is the meaning
of love? Is it to give one the sensation of perfect bliss and freedom or, on the
contrary, to burn, to empty one’s soul, leaving it in a state of complete despair
and misery, or perhaps all of these things? It is significant that,
notwithstanding the narrowness of the themes and problems of the whole
collection, ‘The First Day of Lent’ is noted for its unusual character, for, as
Lev Dolgopolov maintains, beyond the acts and appearances of the
protagonists we feel something deeper which Bunin subtly but at the same
time persistently interweaves into the seemingly everyday love-plot.'” Bunin

himself singled out this short story, considering it to be one of ‘the best and

18y, Shklovskii, ‘Konventsiia vremeni’, Voprosy literatury, 3 (1969), 115-28 (p. 119).
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most original things’ he had ever written: ‘I thank God’, writes Bunin, ‘for
giving me the opportunity to write “The First Day of Lent” [Blagodariu Boga,
chto on dal mne vozmozhnost’ napisat’ 'Chistyi ponedel’nik'].2°

As in many other short stories of the collection, such as ‘The
Caucasus’ [Kavkaz], ‘Visiting Cards’ [Vizitnye kartochki], ‘In Paris’ [V
Parizhe], ‘The Beauty’ [Krasavitsa], ‘Steamship “Saratov’” [Parokhod
‘Saratov’] and ‘A Cold Autumn’ [Kholodnaia osen’], the protagonists in ‘The
First Day of Lent’ are unnamed. They are a he and a she who meet in the Arts
Club at a lecture delivered by Andrei Belyi and fall in love. The feeling seems
to be mutual but the heroes have not yet become truly intimate with each other:
the moment of complete intimacy is insistently and deliberately suppressed by
the female protagonist. After spending only one night together, they part.
After this night, undoubtedly fateful for the hero and crucial in the
“development of the plot, Bunin’s heroine decides to do penance by taking the
veil in a convent. Whilst providing all secondary characters with names
which, moreover, are not fictitious (apart from the name of the coachman,
Fedor), Bunin refuses to name his protagonists, creating the situation where
two major intentionally unnamed heroes live and act in a real and
topographically precise environment. ‘The First Day of Lent’, like no other of
Bunin’s short stories, is ‘overpopulated’? with names of real persons, among
whom are Russian writers of the previous century - Griboedov and Tolstoi -
and the turn of the century - Chekhov, Ertel’, Andreev, Belyi and Briusov.

Bunin’s heroine receives, along with flowers and boxes of chocolates, the

191, K. Dolgopolov, ‘“Chistyi ponedel’'nik™ v sisteme tvorchestva I. Bunina emigrantskogo perioda’,
in Na rubeze vekov: O russkoi literature kontsa XIX-nachala XX v. (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’,

1977), pp. 319-44 (p. 320).
2 J jteraturnoe Nasledstvo, vol. 84, pt. 1 (Ivan Alekseevich Bunin) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), p. 634,
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books of Hoffmansthal, Schitzler, Tetmayer and Pshibyshevskii - writers and
literary critics who were popular in early twentieth-century Russia. The names
of artists and actors mentioned here (such as Stanislavskii, Kachalov,
Moskvin, Sulerzhitskii and opera singer Shaliapin) belong to real figures of the
Moscow Arts Theatre. Egorov is the real name of the owner of the well-
known inn in Hunter’s Row. Characters from Old Russian literature and
history (Peresvet and Osliabia, Paul and Fevroniia of Murom, Iurii Dolgorukii
and Sviatoslav Severskii) as well as personages from War and Peace - Platon
Karataev and Pierre Bezukhov - are acknowledged. The very fact of the
insignificance of the names of the protagonists is one of the peculiar features
of Bunin’s artistic thinking in general. The element of historical or
geographical reality and concretness is introduced by the names of real people
or places. Besides, against the background of such a quantity of non-
imaginary and easily recognisable names, invented protagonists could not
possibly be named, for any name in this situation, as Bakhtin formulates it,
‘acquires the tinge of something typical, distinctive and original, it is no longer
a name but the appellation of a personage’ [priobretact ottenok chego-to
tipicheskogo, kharakternogo, svoeobraznogo, eto uzhe ne imia, no nazvanie
personazhal.”?  The hero’s name is profoundly individual, it generates,
distinguishes and structures individuality, associating it with a tradition. The
absence of a name, in its turn, brings into the narrative Chekhov’s ‘mutual
sense of life’, that is, the feature of community and universality. The male
protagonist in ‘The First Day of Lent’ describes the female protagonist in the

following way: ‘She was enigmatic, incomprehensible to me’ [Ona byla

21 Dolgopolov, "Chistyi ponedel'nik" v sisteme tvorchestva’, 321,
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zagadochna, neponiatna dlia menia] (Bunin 7: 238). The name would,
therefore, only make her concrete and defined, destroying the aura of
strangeness, insoluble tension and intriguing expectation that surrounds
Bunin’s heroine. By virtue of her own mysteriousness, a kind of decadent
unbalancedness, the female protagonist in ‘The First Day of Lent’ could easily
exist under any possible name. Finally, becoming a nun, she seems to dissolve
in a different world wherein a secular name is no longer significant, emerging
as, to use Bakhtin’s words about the image of Platon Karataev, ‘the wisdom of
the depersonalising whole’[mudrost’ obezlichivaiushchego tselogo].”

In ‘The First Day of Lent’ the protagonists introduce into the narrative
the West-East opposition which has been a crucial theme for Bunin from the
collection of travel notes The Shadow of the Bird onwards. In the beauty of
Bunin’s heroine there was something ‘Indian’ or ‘Persian’ which, in spite of
her quintessentially Russian origin (her father comes from a well-known Tver
merchant family), made her look , as one of the characters says, like the
fairytale ‘Virgin Empress, Queen of Shamakhan’ or, in the male protagonist’s
words, ‘an oriental beauty from a cheap popular print’ [vostochnaia krasavitsa

s lubochnoi kartinki] (Bunin 7: 248):

A face of dark-amber, magnificent hair, rather sinister in its luxuriant blackness,
softly shining brows, like black sable fur, eyes black, like velvety coal, her alluring
mouth with its velvety-crimson lips was shaded by dark down; when she went out,
she usually wore a rich red velvet dress with shoes of the same colour with gold
buckles.

[Cmyrmo-suTapHoe nMIO, BENMXONEMHME M HECKONLKO 3JI0BEUIHE B CBOGCH

rycTolf MopHOTE BONOCH. MArKO G6JIECTAIUME, XaX MEpHMH cosomuumit Mex,

22 . M. Bakhtin, ‘Dopolneniia i izmeneniia k “Rable™, in Sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh
(Moscow: Russkie slovari, 1996), V, pp. 80-129 (p. 102).
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6pOBM, HCpHHE, XaX OGAPXATHHY  Yrofs, TNA3a;  NICHHTEABLHLIY
6apXaTHCTO-MYHUOBHMH TIY6a8MH DPOT OTTCHEH 6MJI TEMHBIM NYLIXOM;
BHIC3XAN, OHA Yallle ECEro HANeBajia rPaHATOBOC GADXATHOC MJIATHLE H TAXME

xe TyQnH c 30M0THMH 3acTexxamu.] (p. 240)

The combination of three major colours (black, red and golden-yellow with
their rare tints) which prevails in the description of the female protagonist’s
outward appearance is used in various oriental legends, myths and ceremonies
to symbolize beauty, wealth, wisdom and peace. It needs to be said that for
Bunin a criterion of human beauty in general, and female beauty in particular,
is the presence of ‘oriental features’ (in Dark Avenues all memorable beautiful
female characters such as Rusia (‘Rusia’), Natali (‘Natali’) or the unnamed
niece of sheikh Aid (‘Spring in Judea’ [Vesnoi, v Iudee]) have either an
element of ‘eastern blood’ in their family or a direct ancestral link with the
East) which lies at the basis of their peculiar and unique beauty and which is
always accompanied by great, although secret, passion.

In ‘The First Day of Lent’ the female protagonist carries in herself that
oriental sensuality which the European, ‘Sicilian’ temperament of the male
protagonist is so attracted to and longs for: Bunin’s hero, coming from Penza
province, was also handsome, even ‘indecently handsome’ (neprilichno krasiv)
(p. 240) with a warm southern beauty. Bunin’s heroine lives a lazy, easy life,
doing some university courses which she visits only occasionally. When she is
asked why she goes at all, she replies interrogatively: ‘Why does anything
happen in the world? Do we really understand anything about our acts?’ [A
zachem vse delaetsia na svete? Razve my ponimaem chto-nibud’ v nashish
postupkakh?] (p. 239). Thus, her outlook is presented as an utterly eastern

one, whereas a western outlook wants to understand, evaluate and consider

23 Bakhtin, ‘Dopolneniia i izmeneniia k “Rable™’, 82.
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everything, cognising the world and actions through logic and reason. It is no
accident that Bunin prepares such a sudden finale, the renunciation of secular
vanity and entering a convent, since the oriental sensuality, gradually coming
into contact with western sensuality, impulsive in its very nature, gradually
rejects it, returning, in the end, to its own roots, but this time on an ascetic
basis. On the piano Bunin’s heroine constantly plays ‘the slow,
somnabulistically beautiful opening of “The Moonlight Sonata” - but only the
beginning’ [medlennoe, somnabulicheski prekrasnoe nachalo “Lunnoi sonaty”,
- tol’ko nachalo] (ibid.). Bunin emphasizes that she practises ‘only the
beginning’, that is, that part where the turbulent, spirited personality of
Beethoven does not manifest itself, but there is certainly something which
speaks for the heroine’s still sleepy, aimlessly moving soul. In fact, this
opposition is present throughout the whole of the narrative: in words and
actions, deeds and feelings these two principles - eastern and western - adjoin,
synthesize and disintegrate in order to begin a new search for each other. The
closer their contiguity and intimacy, the longer and more painful their parting.
Herein, for Bunin, lies the essence and meaning of how the East and West
(these two eternal elements, two sides of the human state and existence)
become acquainted with one another. The protagonists in ‘The First Day of
Lent’ emerge, therefore, as two eternal symbols which, in Bunin’s
interpretation, represent two different cultures: they cannot entirely merge to
become a unitary whole, but neither can they dispute, for there is always a
possibility, a place for a certain uniting space where the two sides can
interrelate and enter a dialogue with each other. This theme was a vitally

important one for Bunin from The Shadow of the Bird onwards, where the East
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was seen by him as the manifestation of a natural, powerful Being in which
one feels a free breathing culture which is possessed of healthy qualities.

The male protagonist describes the female protagonist’s love for
Moscow as ‘strange’, since it is based on a harmony of things which, he

believes, are impossible or at least difficult to combine:

“A strange city! - [ was saying to myself, thinking about Hunter's Row, Iverskaia and
St. Basil's Cathedral. St. Basil’s and Saviour on Bor, Italian cathedrals and
something Kirghiz about the spikes of the towers on the Kremlin walls...”

(“CTpannnft ropon! - rosopun s cese, aymax 06 OXoTHOM pane, o6 Heepcxoit,

o Bacunun BnaxenwoMm. - Bacunu#t Bnaxenumit - u Cnac-na-Bopy.

HTAJNBAHCKHE COGOPH - H UTO-TO KHPrH3CXOC¢ B OCTPHAX OGAlUCH Ha

XpeMIIeRCKHX cTeHax..”] (p. 241)

At first, Bunin’s heroine does not reveal herself in any kind of
discourse, and just as the hero is inclined to talkativeness, as though bursting
into the narrative, so she remains ‘thoughtfully incommunicative’. Clearly, the
East is most often silent whereas the West always speaks openly, verbally
expressing both thought and feeling. At this point the following detail is of
particular importance: the male protagonist is dressed in a coat with ‘beaver
collar’. A beaver collar, moreover, is mentioned twice in the text of the story,
evoking the lines from Evgenii Onegin: ‘His beaver collar silvers with a frosty
dust’ [Moroznoi pyl’iu serebritsia ego bobrovyi vorotnik] (I, XVI). Here we
can observe a certain parallel between the major characters in Pushkin’s novel
and Bunin’s short story: she is Tat’iana and he is Evgenii Onegin.
Furthermore, Pushkin’s Tat’iana Larina, a protoheroine of Russian nobility,
before emerging as an unnamed oriental beauty in Bunin, appears in Turgenev,
a person and writer with western convictions, in particular in his novel 4 Nest

of the Gentry [Dvorianskoe gnezdo] in the image of Liza Kalitina. All these
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female characters bear in themselves the Russian national principle, but
Bunin’s heroine, above all, is a merchant daughter: the merchant class in
Russia was certainly closer to the ‘soil’, to popular roots, to Russia before
Peter the Great with its schismatics and deacons so beloved by her:

As I said: you should have seen the deacons! Like Peresvet and Osliabia! And two
choirs in both aisles, all of them, too, like Peresvets, tall, mighty men in long black
caftans, singing, echoing: first one choir, then the other. And they all sing in unison
and without music but from 'kryuks'. And the grave was lined with bright fir-tree
branches, and outside it was frosty and sunny, the snow dazzling...

[Tak BoT: anaxonu - na xaxue! ITepecmeT u Ocnsex! H Ha aByx Xaupocax ama

xopa, Toxe Bce IIepecBETH: BLICOKHE, MOTyUHe, B AJIHHKMX YOpHMX xadTanax,
MOIOT, NMEPEKNUKANCh, - TO OAMH XOp, TO Apyroff, - ¥ BCe B YHHCOH M He no

HOTaM, & mo “xpioxaM’”. A MOTHJI& 6HIA BHYTDPH BHIJIOXCH& 6ECTAUIHMH

€JIOBLMH BOTBAMH, & H& NBOPE MOPO3, CONHUS, CNEMHT cHer... | (p. 244)

It is significant that Liza Kalitina wanted to enter one of the most
solitary northern convents. Bunin’s heroine has similar intentions: ‘Oh, I shall
go into a convent somewhere, some truly remote one, somewhere in Vologda
or Viatka!” [Okh, uidy ia kuda-nibud’ v monastyr’, v kakoi-nibud’ samyi
glukhoi, vologotskii, viatskii!] (p.246). Her letter - the finale of ‘The First Day
of Lent’ - simply paraphrases Liza’s last letter to Lavretskii in 4 Nest of the
Gentry, in which a declaration of love is followed by a brief note about her
decision to do penance. Both Turgenev’s heroine and Bunin’s oriental beauty
consider renunciation and the convent to be a way out. In this sense the
dialogue between Bunin’s protagonists about Platon Karataev and ‘oriental

wisdom’ is of particular importance:

'Anyway, this is not love, not love...'

She calmly answered from the darkness, '"Maybe. Who knows what love is, after all?'
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Tknow! I exclaimed, ' And I shall wait until you learn what love is, and happiness
is!'

'Happiness, happiness... Our happiness, my friend, is like the water in a drag-net: if
you give it a tug, it swells but if you pull it out - there is nothing left.'
'What’s all that about?'

*This is what Platon Karataev said to Pierre.'

I waved my hand, 'Oh, the hell with it, this oriental wisdom!'

[- Hda, sce-Taxu 3TO HE JIO60BB, HE JIOGOBL...

Ona POBHO OTO3BAJNIACH H3 TCMHOTHL

- MoxeTr suTb. KTO X€ 3HaeT, MTO Taxoe NOG60BL"’

- A, n 3Ha0! - BOCKNHKHYN % - M 6yay XaaThe, XOraa M BM Y3H&OTC. YTO
Taxoe JIIO60Bb, cYacTho!

- CuqacThe, cHaCTHC.. ‘CHACThC HALIC, ADYXOK, K&K BOAR B 6PERHE: TAMELIb -
HARYJOCk, & BHTAIUKHIIL ~ HHYEIO HETy .

- 970 y1o?

- 3T1o rax Inaton Kapataes rosopun Ilsepy.
A mMaxHyn pyxoil:

- Ax, sor ¢ Helt, ¢ ITolt BOocTOUHON MyapocTsio!] (p. 242)

This passage recalls the conversation between Liza and Lavretskii in which
they express their different understandings of the meaning of happiness in
human life. In A Nest of the Gentry Turgenev’s major problem, happiness and
duty, was solved by his heroine in favour of duty. Liza Kalitina argues that
there is no place for happiness in this world and particularly in her situation: to
be in love with a married man was seen as a terrible sin. In ‘The First Day of
Lent’ the expression ‘oriental wisdom’ bears traces of the polemics between
eastern and western perceptions of the world and general principles of life
style.

By referring to Platon Karataev’s words, Bunin’s heroine tries to offer

an explanation for her own strivings and actions which led her to her final
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decision. Herein also lies the root of Tolstoi’s choice (as well as that of some
of his characters) of renunciation. Pierre Bezukhov in his conversations with
Platon Karataev, Andrei Bolkonskii in his observations of wounded soldiers,
and Levin in his simple talks with mowers discover for themselves a new,
spiritual power in which they try to participate, for it eliminates all that is false,
vain and egoistic. The following dialogue between Bunin’s protagonists is

revealing at this point:
'Have you finished reading The Flaming Angel?'
'I’ve finished looking through it. It is so high-flown that one is ashamed to read it.'
' Why did you suddenly leave Shaliapin’s concert yesterday?
'He was excessively bold. Besides, I don’t really like flaxen-haired Rus’!'
'You don’t like anything, do you?'
'Yes, there are many things... '
[- Bu nowuranu Orwewworo axrens’
- HocMoTpena. Mo TOro BHCOXOMAPHO, UTO COBECTHO HHTATS.
- A oTvero BH BYepa BApYr yuuts ¢ xoxnuepra Ilanamumua?
- He » Mepy pasyaan sma. W noroM xenrtomonocyr Pycs x soosuie ue

JIFO6J110.

- Bce-To BaM He HpapuTea!
- Ia, muoroe..] (p. 241)

Here and in some of the other utterances of the heroine on literature, theatre
and history it is difficult not to notice Bunin’s bias, his attitudes, passions and
affections.?* It is well-known that Bunin was sceptical about decadent art, and
as much as he admired Chekhov’s prose, he was critical of both Chekhov’s
plays and the experimental staging of the Arts Theatre. It is, therefore, no
wonder that for Bunin’s heroine Chekhov’s memorial tomb manifests nothing

other than ‘a nasty mixture of sugary Russian style and the Arts Theatre’
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[protivnaia smes’ susal’'nogo russkogo stilia i Khudozhestvennogo teatra] (p.
244). The works of Briusov are considered by her to be ‘too stilted’,
Shaliapin’s performances are ‘excessively bold’ and Andrei Belyi’s lecture
was impossible to hear because he did not deliver it properly but rather ‘sang’
it instead, ‘running and dancing around the stage’ {pel ee, begaia i tantsuia na
estrade] (p. 240). She calls all this ‘flaxen-haired’, tawdry Rus’, seeing in it
only the embodiment of everything unnatural, insincere and pseudo-Russian
which is primordially alien to her nature. For her it is Tolstoi who is radical
and truly Russian.

Bunin’s heroine is fascinated by Old Russian chronicles, hagiography
and folklore tales, some of which she knows by heart. She tells her favourite
story The Tale of Peter and Fevroniia of Murom [Povest’ o Petre i Fevronii
Muromskikh], a work of seventeenth-century hagiographic literature.”® This
tale is based on the combination of two well-known folklore plots: the story of
the tempter snake and the legend of a wise maiden who could stand up to the
lechery test: the devil sent her a flying snake which was capable of taking on
the appearance of a young handsome man. In ‘The First Day of Lent’ the use
of the old legend implies that the female protagonist is also tempted by ‘a
snake in very beautiful human form’ [zmei v estestve chelovecheskom, zelo
prekrasnom)] (p. 246). This is, in fact, an allegoric prophecy of her destiny, for
Bunin’s heroine faces an earnest spiritual ordeal which she, like Fevroniia,

passes steadfastly and confidently, leading herself out of temptation’s way.

24 This aspect is well observed by Lev Dolgopolov in ‘“Chistyi ponedel’nik” v sisteme tvorchestva ...’,
339-40.

25 The protagonists of this tale are historical figures who reigned in Murom and died in 1228. However
it is only the names that are real: a large number of legends ultimately formed the basis of the actual
story. The text of the Life was compiled in the sixteenth century, and has reached us by way of 150
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‘The First Day of Lent’ is, in terms of composition, organized as a temptation
of the heroine which she welcomes, for after its overcoming, she will never
return to her previous life, aimless, meaningless and vain. The wisdom of
Fevroniia, as well as of Bunin’s heroine, is not so much in their intellect as in
their feeling and will. Conquering the temptation, she frees herself from the
inner contradictions between feeling, mind and will. From here comes the
extraordinary ‘stillness’ of her appearance at the end of the story. The
narrative tone and tempo change in the epilogue they become slower,

indicating that we are dealing with memory:
In 1914, on New Year's eve, the evening was quiet and sunny like that unforgettable

one. I left home, took a cab and drove to the Kremlin.

[B yermpuanuaTom roay. mnoa Hosmil roa. emn Taxoft xe THxuE, comneuHmfi
BeUep, XaK TOT, He3asBeHHMA. S smumen us ROMY, B3AN HIBOIYHKA M noexXan B
Kpemnn.] (p. 250)
The protagonists meet at the Martha and Mary Convent:

And then one of those walking in the middle suddenly raised her head which was
covered with a white shawl, and shielding the candle with her hand, she fastened her
dark gaze on the darkness, as though directly upon me... What could she see in the
darkness, how could she feel my presence? I turned round and quietly went out of
the gates.

[H BOT OAHA H3 HAYIIHMX NMOCEpPEAHHE BADYr NMOAHANA FOJIOBY. XPLITYIO 66NKM

NAATOM, 3aropoaHB CBEYKY pyXoll, YCTPOMHMI& BIIJIXA TEMHMX Trna3 B

TEMHOTY, 6YATO X&K Pa3 H& MCHAN... YTo OHa MOrja BHIETE B TCMHOTS, K&K

MOTJIA OHA MOYYBCTBOBATE MO¢ NpUcyTcTeMe? S NMOBEPHYNCK M THXO BhuIeNn
u3 sopor.]} (p. 251)

All the short stories in Dark Avenues (despite the fact that in most cases

everything is predictable from the very beginning and the narrative itself is

manuscript copies - evidence of its tremendous popularity. Peter and Fevroniia were canonized in
1547 by the Moscow Assembly of the Church.
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only there to clear up the issue) end abruptly, creating the impression that the
narrator has nothing more to add and that there is nothing to believe and hope
for. How might such finales be explained? Is it right to maintain that Bunin
does not have mercy even on hopes, just seeing in them the desperation and
endlessness of human existence? Is it, in fact, the case that the greater the
love, the more it is fated to stop suddenly? And finally, what is the meaning of
the renunciation undertaken by Bunin’s heroine?

The finale of ‘The First Day of Lent’ certainly reminds one of the
finale of A Nest of the Gentry. In both stories the female protagonists decide to
enter a convent because through this choice they fulfil the commandment
before loved ones and God. Furthermore, both characters find their salvation:
Turgenev’s heroine by making her choice in favour of God, Bunin’s heroine,
above all (and this is how Bunin solves the religious problem of the finite in
the endless in his last collection), by wanting to accomplish something in this
world through love. Though deciding to remain within holy orders, Liza
Kalitina and Bunin’s heroine, feeling the presence of their one and only love,
do not simply pass him by but answer with a slight inclination of the head,
with a glance. Thus, in both cases entering a convent does not mean a
complete rejection of and break with the world; on the contrary, at this very
point they begin to experience addressivity and entry into the world, its
transfiguration. This also means the beginning of the spirituality of life, its
emancipation. The cognition of God through love endows an individual with a

sense of freedom® and is, in essence, freedom itself.

26 James Woodward in Ivan Bunin: A Study of His Fiction (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1980) provides a different interpretation of the problem of freedom in Bunin’s creative
thinking, arguing that the idea of human freedom ‘has no place in Bunin’s view of life’ and
furthermore: ‘There can be no genuine freedom in a world governed by the impersonal forces of
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In Dark Avenues the question of the meaning of love is closely linked
to the aesthetic problem of the infinite in the finite. Bunin seeks to
demonstrate that the place of love in human life, or broadly speaking, in
Existence, is unique, so unique is the singularity of this feeling. In this
collection Bunin returns to the themes raised in his novel The Life of Arsen’ev
about the significance of the lived experience in human life and in the process
of human becoming. Arsen’ev refuses to believe in a life wherein everything
is allocated, guaranteed and turned into a habit. For him the readiness to love
and search for this feeling, discovering it in himself and others, an aspiration to
experience anew the feeling, seemingly familiar to everyone, making it part of
the whole, is, indeed, all. It is thanks to love that Arsen’ev ceases to perceive
the world as something that one should merely take for granted. He also finds
acuteness of sensation, clarity of sight and keenness of hearing which enable
him to see differently the same everyday life and become, in the end, an artist.
Herein lies the explanation of what is to become of man. This is an illustration
of the inexhaustible character of his spiritual strength. Herein also is rooted a
pledge of the future.

Thus, in finding her vocation in leaving behind mundane cares, the
female protagonist in ‘The First Day in Lent’ does not simply appeal to
spiritual-religious values: in self-abnegation she fully finds herself, her place
in Being and a possibility of creating life in the present in order to live in this
present. Turgenev’s Liza chooses to be a novice mainly because of moral
duty, whereas Bunin’s heroine does so because of her ever-growing attraction

towards the irrational past. As though through her sensuality, she is drawn

nature’ (p. 23). An individual, therefore, turns out to be a combination of ‘irrational drives and
instincts’ (p. 22) and heroes, ‘existing in body alone’, have ‘entirely instinctive and sensual responses
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towards this irrational, mystical past: ‘I did not know that you were so
religious’, says the male protagonist to her. She replies to this with the
following explanation: ‘This is not religiosity. I don’t know what it is...” ['Ne
znal, chto vy tak religiozny.' - 'Eto ne religioznost’. Ia ne znaiu chto...'] (p.
244). Hence, it is more probable that in renunciation of the world and turning
to Christianity the heroine finally finds an understanding of the meaning of life
(manifested in the aspiration to communicate and be joined with the eternal
stream of life) which she could not find in the excessively vain life she used to
live, which once was filled with sense but has now become meaningless and
remote from the embodiment of a vivid and valued life. Furthermore, in
mysticism the personal and universal, finite and endless merge with each
other, for the irrational experience introduces something entirely new to the
development of the human soul, to a person’s attitude to himself and the
world, and to the content of life in general. It is only within Christianity that
the East and West, meeting, find their unity and understanding.

In this sense, the question of the meaning of the title of Bunin’s story is
of great importance. In Christian (Orthodox) ritual-festive symbolism, Clear
Monday, following Forgiveness Sunday, is the first day of Lent when, in fact,
the time of the soul begins and one should read the prayer: ‘Lord, master of my
life...’ [Gospodi, vladyko zhivota moego...]. By tradition, Shrove-tide is a very
lively feast, for the parting with winter and coming of spring symbolizes a
great event of change, a hope for the renewal of life, and participation in it and
a belief in its continuation. One must therefore celebrate, have a good time

and be happy. The joy of Shrove-tide should be really vivid, before the

to life’ (p. 20)-
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approaching sadness that is associated with Lent, when the soul is cleansed of
all sins and made ready to enter communal life. Shrove-tide, like all ritual
gatherings, is a communal feast by its very nature. Nobody, therefore,
celebrates it alone but rather together, with others, since the essence of every
holiday is to return to man the sense of the time-flow, integrity and unity of
both the social and existential spheres of human life, and orientation towards
the future. This is, above all, a peculiar religious manifestation of a shared
belief and hope for a completion in the end of the world. On Forgiveness
Sunday all crises should be solved, and one must forgive everyone who has
caused one offence, pain or injustice, for Clear Monday, signifying the period
of the completion of the Fast (but not so much a corporeal as spiritual one),
prepares one for confession and the Eucharist. The Shrove-tide festive mood
and joy now give way to strict living and inner contemplation. In the
development of the human soul there is also a qualitative change that takes
place: it is reborn as a spiritual Being.

On Forgiveness Sunday Bunin’s heroine was dressed ‘all in black’,
expressing the wish to spend the night of Clear Monday, that is, the first night
in Lent by going to the artists’ party at the Arts Theatre, admitting, moreover,
that she knows nothing ‘more vulgar’ than such actors’ gatherings. After this
the protagonists experience their first and last moment of complete intimacy.
On the one hand, acting in such a way, Bunin’s heroine tries to make her ‘sin’
even worse, for, as was noted earlier, according to traditional religious ethics,
one should enter the first day of Lent free or ‘clean’ bodily and spiritually. On
the other hand, the intimacy with the loved one gives her the strength to leave

this life, to end it with the happiest and at the same time most painful moment.
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Bunin attaches great significance to the meaning of ‘an instant’ or short
period of time in human life, when all that one had lived through focuses, as it
were, on only one moment. In Bunin’s artistic thinking the category of the
instant represents the degree of experiencing reality. The instant is absolute
and at the same time real and historical, combining within it happiness and
sorrow, the finite and infinite, because, for a short period of time, one can
really feel both the unity and eventness of this life and its sudden, infinite
emptiness. The historicity of these instants lies in their uniqueness and
singularity whose significance is realized, above all, by man himself.
Furthermore, such instants enable man to understand ‘the essence of things’
which, for Bunin, is rooted in and emanates from the act of life; and love in
Dark Avenues is a communion with this act.

The short story Sunstroke [Solnechnyi udar] (1935), which was written
slightly earlier than Dark Avenues, serves as a vivid example of this. For the
hero of Sunstroke the whole of his life emerges as one day spent with the
woman he loved. Here, love turnes out to be immense happiness, great joy
and at the same time a ‘terrifying sunstroke’. One day and the whole of life:
this is the way the hero measures the time of his own life in the end of the
story: ‘The lieutenant sat under an awning on the deck, feeling that he had
aged ten years’ [Poruchik sidel pod navesom na palube, chuvstvuia sebia
postarevshim na desiat’ let] (Bunin 5: 245). Sunstroke, when the sun’s great
energy reaches one for a brief instant, entirely switches one out of reality and
emerges as a moment of transformation and insight of Being which, in the case
of Bunin’s hero, is experienced physically. Thus, it is no longer a dream,

illusion or hallucination, the hero feels his memory of one afternoon and one
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morning as though it had taken place ten years ago. After sunstroke, recovery

and a return to the usual course of life is a very slow process that remains

forever in the human memory.

In Dark Avenues there is another story, ‘A Cold Autumn’ [Kholodnaia

osen’], in which the heroine, trying to recollect everything that has ever been

in her life, comes to the conclusion that there has been only one cold autumn

evening, when she saw off her fiancé to the front where he was killed a month

later:

And since then a whole thirty years have passed. And I've experienced so much
through those years which seem so long when you consider them carefully and go
over in your memory all that magical, incomprehensible thing called the past which
neither the mind nor the heart can grasp.”’

[A soTr mpowsi0o ¢ TEX MNOP NEJNLX TPHALATE JIGT. HA MHoroe, MHoroe,

MICPCXHTO G6ANIO 3&a 3TH TOAM, KXaXyWHecKX TA&KHMH AOJAriMH, KXoraa
BHHMATENRHO RyMAacCllk O HHX, lepecSHpaclih B [IAMATH BCE6 TO BOJUIGSHOS,

HEMOHATHOC, HCEMNOCTHXHMOC HH YMOM, HH CCPAUCM, YUTO HAIMBEROTCR

npownsM.] (Bunin 7: 209)

Asking herself whether this evening existed at all in her life, she becomes

firmly convinced that it did; and furthermore:

And that is all there’s been in my life. All the rest has been a useless dream. But 1
believe, I do ardently believe that somewhere over there he is waiting for me - with
the same love and the same youthfulness as on that evening. ‘You live, be happy for
a while in the world, and then come to me..." I have lived, I have been happy for a
while, and now, quite soon, I’ll come. (p. 207)

[Bee-Taxu emn. H 3T0 BCe, HTO SHIIO B Moofl XM3HM - OCTAMILNOE HEHYXHMM

coH. H = meplo, ropsaio Bepio: TR6-TO TAM OH XIXET MCHA, C Toft xe niosoORRIO

H MOJIOROCTHIO, X&K B TOT BeHep. “T MOXHBH, nopanylcl H& CBeTe, NOTOM

27 [van Bunin, ‘A Cold Autumn’, in Long Ago, tr. David Richards (London: Angel Books, 1984), pp.

203-7 (p. 206).
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NPHXORH XO MMe..” S NOXMIA, MOpPAIoOBANachk. TONEPh YXE CKOPO NpHAY.]

(Bunin 7: 210)

Thus, for the heroine, the memory of just one evening, which happened thirty
years ago, has become the source of spiritual strength which has helped her to
create and continue life in the present. Slipping away, the past, despite the
uniqueness of feeling, finally ceases to torment, emerging as a part of lived
experience; and if we come to realize this, the tragedy is forgotten or, to be
more precise, we begin to understand it differently, endowing it with new,
existential meaning.

This also explains why neither ‘Sunstroke’, ‘A Cold Autumn’ nor ‘The
First Day of Lent’ make us feel pity: compassion is considered by Bunin to be
an integral part of love. Hence, the feeling of pity for the past simply because
it is the past does nothing but destroy personality. Moreover, Bunin, in his
ability to see and evaluate instants, to feel in them and through them the reality
of life and time, takes a step on the way to the restoration of the ontological
unity between man and the world, that very unity which Chekhov strove for
but could not find in his Steppe [Step’], which is close in its emotional-
philosophical mood to Bunin’s last collection of short stories. In Steppe
Chekhov attempts to look into the very depths of human consciousness in
order to understand what lies at the basis of the human attitude towards the
world and time and how different people (Egorushka, father Christopher,
Dymov and Kuz’michev) come to realize their place in this world. It is,
therefore, of particular importance for Chekhov here to show all the
significance of such a seemingly trivial event as the journey of a boy to town
on a cart. Chekhov’s heroes here grasp the world ‘in breadth’, as it were, for

the steppe bears in it a huge expanse of space along with an unlimited number
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of possibilities of movement hidden in its immobility. But what do the
expanses of the steppe betoken? And who, in fact, needs so much
spaciousness? It at first perplexes Chekhov’s heroes and then stimulates a
prescient feeling of the tragic future (if there is a place, in Chekhov, for such a
category at all). The space proves to be disturbing for the travellers: they
cannot deal with it, but neither can they overcome it. For Chekhov and his
heroes, space belongs to those phenomena by which man, in trying to
apprehend them, is seized with panic, reminding us yet again of Goethe’s
Faust who, too, was scared and shaken on hearing about matter around which
space and time do not exist, just a void and a groundless expanse (II, I 6212-
16; 6246-48). Thus, Chekhov does not see the possibility of a way out from
the immobility of life; nor does he see its craving for movement in order to
join in the life of the whole of mankind.

In ‘Days and Years’ [Dni i gody] Bunin writes the following: ‘Nothing
defines us like the nature of our remembering’ [Nichto ne opredeliaet nas tak,
kak rod nashikh vospominanii].”® It appears that any one of Bunin’s, at times
ordinary, love stories shows the world which surrounds and absorbs the whole
of man in all its complexity. Man for Bunin is not a reserved ‘segment’ of
time and space but a living particle of the one and indivisible chain of life.
The meaning of Bunin’s chronotope is the movement of the human soul in an
organic unity of both the extraordinary fullness of life and the world and their
indescribable emptiness, in organic manifestation of eternal themes in the

earthly and temporal, in their simple but at the same time endlessly complex

essence.

8 1 jteraturnoe Nasledstvo, vol. 84, pt. 1 (Ivan Alekseevich Bunin) (Moscow: Nauka, 1973), p. 386.
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CONCLUSION

In sum, by interpreting the temporal and the eternal, the personal and
the supra-personal in terms of each other and making these categories appear
and function at the same time in the space of human life, Bunin becomes one
of the first artists in twentieth-century Russian literature to stand at the source
and greatly advance the process of time’s desubstantisation. The majority of
artistic-philosophical discoveries that emerge from Bunin’s literary
experiments, especially with genres and novelistic discourse, convey the idea
with which Russian humanities was preoccupied during the first three decades
of this century: an attempt to free thinking from the supra-personal and the
extra-historical. The whole of Bunin's work demonstrates that the
understanding of the interrelation between times as well as between man and
time is accomplished through history. And the nature of this understanding in
Bunin, moreover, is profoundly creative: it is directed towards one's inner
experience, self-studying and self knowledge, expressed first and foremost in
one's natural aspiration to realize oneself and one's place in one's own time and
culture. This becomes, above all, an absolutely essential condition for Bunin’s
hero-wanderers in their perception, appreciation and portrayal of another time,
existence and culture. Nevertheless, the whole paradox of Bunin is that in his
thinking history was never something he deliberately strove for. Rather it was
understood as an inner unifying element of human existence that lies at the
basis of both the cultural and the events of everyday life. The latter is
particularly important since for Bunin history without its human context, that

is, without its passage through private life and the lived experience of an
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individual, is futile. This is also true of the eternal, with all its manifestations,
if it is not considered in relation to the reality of human life and experience
that finally form and contribute to the realm of the historical.

In closing, it is important to emphasise the concern expressed at the
beginning of the present study, that by looking at Bunin’s works from this
perspective it is possible that one might well gain, in the end, more questions
than answers. But it is my hope that this does not indicate that this approach is
necessarily unproductive. However, if I succeeded even partially in exploring
the issue of the reality of time, history and life in Bunin, it should give me

some confidence to conclude that this problem was worth pursuing.
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